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Preface to ”Youth, Emerging Adults, Faith,
and Giving”

The impetus for this volume began years ago, when I was Assistant Director of the Center for the
Study of Religion and Society (CSRS) at the University of Notre Dame. I had the opportunity to work
with Christian Smith, Director of the CSRS, on a number of research projects related to youth and
religion. This included the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) and the Northern Indiana

Congregations Study (NICS). It was then, more than a decade ago now, that I began to gain a greater
awareness regarding the changing contexts of youth and emerging adults, especially as related to faith
and giving.

In the years since then, I have been fortunate to work with hundreds of emerging adults who

have helped to further inform my thinking on this topic. This book is dedicated to these outstanding
students, truly as they are my greatest teachers. Anyone who spends enough time listening to young

people should know just how tremendously they defy the stereotypes about youth, especially the
many negative labels about the millennial generation.

Of all these students, who I have learned from in countless ways, I owe some of the greatest change
in my thinking about the changing contexts of youth to Stephanie Collier. We were discussing the

changes in technology with new media usage among youth, specifically responding to the works of
Sherry Turkle and Susan Pinker on the losses resulting from shifting (at least some of) face-to-face

contact online. I mentioned that many of my colleagues reference the loss to text-based communication,
with younger students increasingly communicating with professors in a series of tweet-like statements,

rather than elaborated essay paragraphs. Collier looks at me with wisdom in her eyes and says, “But
perhaps those are not losses as much as they are changes. Maybe youth are learning to communicate

in new mediums. If a ‘picture says a thousand words,’ then maybe youth can communicate deeper
meaning visually and do not need as many words to explain.”

While this volume is not specifically about changing technology or new media, the tone of that

comment informs the special issue that lead to this volume. Perhaps we, as scholars studying religion,
need to seek new ways of understanding social change. Along with a story of decline in various

forms of institutional religiosity and diminishing forms of charitable giving and civic engagement is a

possibility that the millennial generation ushers in changes that challenge are pre-conceived notions
for how to study these topics. The contributors to this volume offer new, reinvigorated, re-theorized,
and also traditional ways of understanding the faith and giving of youth and emerging adults.

I am also deeply indebted to David King, Director of the Lake Institute for Faith and Giving in the
Lilly Family School of Philanthropy at IUPUI, for hosting an emerging scholar event that prompted
my rekindling the idea of editing a volume on this topic. Also key at that event were Hilary Davidson,
Jared Peifer, and Brandon Vaidyanathan, who have always shared, honored, and entertained my

fascination with the changing contexts of youth and emerging adults. Moreover, the 22 scholars

who contributed to this volume have breathed into life the vision for this volume. Their scholarship
provides multiple, and also overlapping, ways forward in studying youth, emerging adults, faith, and

giving. Though the primary audience for these works is scholars, we also aim to inform practitioners,
pastors, youth ministers, and parents about how to better understand the young people they serve.

Patricia Snell Herzog

Special Issue Editor
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1. Introduction

This is a book about young people—youth and emerging adults. The contributors in this volume
investigate the religious and spiritual lives of young people, especially as they relate to inclinations
to do good for others. People are increasingly interested in, concerned about, and excited for the
generational changes occurring to faith and giving, as young people become adults. Emerging
adulthood and the millennial generation receive considerable scholarly and public press attention.
Prior generations wonder: What will happen to the future of faith and giving, and how can we help
the new generation emerge into adult leaders? Younger generations wonder: How can we reshape
the future of faith and giving, and how can existing religious and civic organizations respond to
younger generations?
This edited volume is the result of a special issue that invited social scientiﬁc insights on responses
to these questions. The background for this volume, summarized below, is the evolving life course
developmental processes, as well as the culmination of numerous social and cultural changes in
recent decades and their implications for socialization of religiosity, spirituality, and generosity.
The included chapters focus on the faith and giving of youth and emerging adults, in the United
States and internationally. The emphasis is on research that contributes breadth to social scientiﬁc
understandings of religion, charitable giving, volunteering, generosity, youth, and emerging adults.
We are especially interested in trends related to participation in religious and civic organizations,
including changing cultural structures, beliefs, and orientations to faith and giving in less formal or
non-organizational contexts.
2. Changing Trends

Scholars identify certain adulthood transitions as critical moments in the life course. The series of
events when emerging adults negotiate their own experiences with those instilled by their upbringing
begin to firmly set their adulthood patterns (e.g., (Tanner 2006)). For individuals, this emerging adulthood
life stage is characterized by exuberant hope and optimism for personal futures (e.g., (Arnett 2015)).
However, a number of troubling social trends have developed in recent decades. Trends for the past 50
years indicate signiﬁcant growth in relative income for those with the highest incomes, compared to
stagnation across time for those with lowest incomes (Russell Sage Foundation 2012). Income earnings
signiﬁcantly associate with educational attainment (NCES 2015) and educational opportunities have
become increasingly associated with family income levels, even net of standardized test scores
(Putnam 2015). Particularly vulnerable are those who cannot invest in a college degree or the extended
duration period often needed for successful adulthood launches (e.g., (Settersten and Ray 2010)).
Partially due to rising college enrollment, within-college differences are increasingly found to be
important in predicting life course trajectories (Arum and Roksa 2014; Hamilton 2013; Hällsten 2010;
Bozick 2007). At great risk are those ending with only some college, who can incur debt while
pursuing college courses but without the degree to afford the interest, contributing to multiple
Religions 2017, 8, 124
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ﬁnancial strains and even bankruptcy (e.g., (Porter 2012, chp. 1, pp. 1–24, chp. 5, 85–100)). Moreover,
emerging adults have varied cultural capital upon which to rely as they navigate their adult pathways.
This leads to calling upon mixed, and sometimes overtly contradictory, advice as they attempt to
make use of the large, bureaucratic, and impersonal settings of higher education and workplaces,
and more generally rests futures too heavily on extant parent knowledge regarding complex issues
(e.g., (Lareau 2011; 2015)).
Perceptions that adulthood transitions are merely a matter of individual choices and preferences,
coupled with the hyper-self-focus of the life stage, can obscure the real social inequalities in
adulthood pathways (e.g., (Osgood et al. 2005; Porter 2012; Radmacher and Azmitia 2013; Silva 2013)).
Such misperception is enabled by rapid ﬂuctuations in adulthood statuses during emerging adulthood
complicating traditional social status measures. For example, month-to-month employment studies
reveal that only 13 percent of university graduates had the same employer even one year later,
and that 37 percent had a different employer at each of one, three, and ﬁve years after graduation
(Krahn et al. 2014). Being among the rare minority with employment stability matters for future
outcomes. One result of the extended transition to adulthood is the duration spent in low-wage labor
positions (Carnevale et al. 2013). Even more troubling is the rising proportion of youth who are entirely
disconnected from primary social institutions, namely school and work. This number rose by one-third
in the previous ten years to nearly 15 percent in 2010 and is predictive of a range of problematic
outcomes (Wight et al. 2010). Such vulnerabilities present challenges to sustaining participation in
faith and giving.
Combined, these trends indicate the need for extra-familial organizations to contribute to the
formation of emerging leaders in ways that span inequality and generational disconnects. However,
Arum and Roksa (2010) ﬁnd that 45 percent of college students in 24 higher education institutions
demonstrate no signiﬁcant improvement in their critical thinking, complex reasoning, or writing skills
during ﬁrst years of college. On average, it seems that the trends above, coupled with competing
pressures of higher education, leave college graduates less prepared to launch successfully into
leadership positions, or even to contribute successfully to organizations or be employed be them.
In interviews with 30 different employers spanning 11 employment sectors, Konstam (2015) ﬁnds
that managers experience a marked disconnect with their Millennial employees exempliﬁed by this
employer quote: “There is a tension between the values that many Millennials were taught when they
were growing up and the harsh reality of what the ‘real world’ expects from them” (p. 163). Employers
agree that Millennials lack needed skills and experience disillusionment with organizational realities.
Moreover, the extensive organizational participation of past generations supported previous
transitions to adulthood roles by having non-familial adults to whom youth could turn for advice,
support, and role modeling (Putnam 2000, 2015). As the pathway to adulthood has become less
structured, regular civic and religious organizational participation has markedly declined. This decline
in civic and religious participation has decreased the range of opportunities for youth to gain access to
essential civic skills and moral values (Smith and Herzog 2009; Snell 2010).
For more information on these trends, see also Herzog and Price 2016; Glass et al. 2015; Lareau
2015; Sumner et al. 2015; Cherlin 2014; Cooper 2014; Dunkelman 2014; Pinker 2014; Sawhill 2014;
Branje et al. 2014; Carbone and Cahn 2014; Barban and Billari 2012; Shulman and Connolly 2013;
Buchmann 2012; Liefbroer and Elzinga 2012; Russell Sage Foundation 2012; Goldscheider 2012;
Reynolds and Johnson 2011; Smith et al. 2011; Carlson and England 2011; Salmela-Aro et al. 2011;
Massoglia and Uggen 2010; Mullen 2010; Peterson and Krivo 2010; Lareau and Conley 2010; Robette
2010; Macomber et al. 2009; Mayer 2009; Widmer and Ritschard 2009; Fuller 2008; Smith et al. 2008;
Aassve et al. 2007; Billari et al. 2006; Hillmert 2005; Billari and Piccarreta 2005; Billari 2001; Arnett 2000;
Gamoran 1992; Moen et al. 1992; Gove et al. 1989; Mare et al. 1984; Snell 2009.
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Given these trends, more studies are needed that investigate social institutional leadership in
guiding millennial youth in their transition to adulthood. For example, merging insights from the
National Study of Youth & Religion (National Study of Youth & Religion 2013) and the Science of
Generosity (e.g., (Herzog and Price 2016)) Figure 1 presents data on the religious and giving patterns
of NSYR participants during their early emerging adulthood in Wave 4, collected in 2013. Figure 1
shows religious participation stability and change between Waves 3, when many participants were
still living in their parents’ homes, to Wave 4, when most were at least semi-independent from their
parents’ residences. There are three stable trends, of which stability in never attending (far left) is
the highest, then stable sometimes attending (middle), and stable in regularly attending (far right).
There is net decline in religious attendance during these waves, with the decline to never (left-middle)
category being larger than the incline to regularly attending (right-middle). Thus, the trend is to further
increases in religious “nones,” or those who never attend religious services, which were already the
largest group heading into emerging adulthood.

Figure 1. Religious Participation Over Time in Adulthood Transitions.

However, in assessing stability and change patterns in charitable giving during early emerging
adulthood, the reverse trend is found. Figure 2 shows that 31 percent are a stable no for charitable
giving between Waves 3 and 4, while 25 percent are a stable yes. However, only 10 percent decline
from giving at Wave 3 to not giving at Wave 4. Conversely, 34 percent of emerging adults who were
non-givers at Wave 3 became givers by Wave 4. Combining stability and change in religiosity and
charitable giving, preliminary analyses show religious participation patterns related to giving stability.
However, further investigation reveals a more complex, non-linear picture. Religious “nones” and
sometimes attenders are about equal in those who decline from being a giver to not and in those who
incline to becoming a giver across waves. Yet, inclines to becoming givers have a greater proportion of
those who stably regularly attend or incline to becoming a regular attender across waves. Together,
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these results raise many questions, which we cannot yet well answer with existing data because
previous studies reveal the need to inquire further about these issues.

Figure 2. Changes Over Time in Emerging Adult Financial Giving to Charitable Causes.

Examples of important questions raised by existing studies include: What propels emerging
adults to start attending religious services or being charitably giving? What personal and social
characteristics support emerging adults in maintaining their current religious and giving commitments
through the ﬂuctuations of early adulthood? What is lacking when emerging adults stop previous
habits to attend religious services or charitably give once they begin adulthood and feasibly are more
able to do both? How can people of faith and civic leaders help with successful adulthood launches?
How are Millennials transforming faith and giving; are they involved in ways that are less formally
organized and may be missed by typical measures?
My own research identiﬁes work and school as two primary social settings that shape faith and
giving, especially as emerging adults have multiple moves and become disconnected from other
community organizations in the process. Thus, in asking and answering questions about faith and
giving, it is necessary to also investigate emerging adult patterns with school and work. However,
traditional academic investigation practices study each of these social institutions in disparate subﬁelds
and even different disciplines, causing a disconnect in knowledge gained from viewing emerging
adults holistically, as full persons who experience life across an array of social settings simultaneously.
Moreover, few studies have adapted data collection to accommodate the 21st century structure of these
institutions. New studies are needed that build upon and connect prior knowledge on school, work,
faith, and giving in investigating the changing reality of youth religiosity and spirituality.
4. Disjointed Contexts

Social and cultural trends have resulted in mostly de-institutionalized pathways to adulthood.
Religious and civic organizations formerly provided locally based sites for cross class connections
of youth to extra-familial supportive adults, but this is less the case today. Bifurcating inequalities
coupled with declining organizational participation. Emerging adults transitioning to adulthood
in more disorganized ways have divergent outcomes. Some have the cultural and social capital to
navigate the complexities well. Others ﬂounder and sometimes suffer in trying to establish stable
adult lives. Formerly distinct organizations, such as churches, nonproﬁts, business, and universities
increasingly share in common that the emerging leaders of the Millennial generation tend to distrust
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social institutions and operate more informally through networked communications. Religious and
civic leaders, employers, and educators can feel disconnected from Millennials.
Yet Millennials are hyper-connected to each other, networked horizontally not laterally. Limited
cross-generational contact causes disjoints in social institutional leadership preparation. Established
leaders ask themselves: “Where are all the young people?” Emerging leaders do not ask themselves
(enough): “Where is all the wisdom?” Established leaders of existing social institutions, such as
pastors, often ﬁnd themselves at a loss for how to impact the monumental social and cultural changes
surrounding their organizations. Religious and civic organizations are sites for young people to have
mentoring by extra-familial adults and to practice valuable organizational skills, such as generosity
and commitment. But declining organizational participation by younger generations reduces access to
these supports.
Formerly distinct organizations, such as churches, nonproﬁts, business, and universities now
have in common changes ushered in by the Millennial generation, including changing values, different
interaction styles, lower levels of organizational trust, and diverse desires from their participation.
Religious leaders and Millennials can be disconnected from one another. Meanwhile, Millennials are
hyper-connected with each other but often lack intergenerational mentoring and spiritual guidance.
Limited cross-generational contact causes disconnects in religious leadership preparations. Established
leaders often ask: “How can we engage more young people?” Often millennial emerging leaders
ask: “What should I do next, and who can I turn to for guidance?” The disjuncture in these questions
indicates that intergenerational connections and understanding can be mutually beneﬁting.
5. Book Aims and Commitments

A central aim of this book is to investigate with a deep commitment to and methodological
support for inclusivity. This is a result of knowing that understandings of social life can be dramatically
affected by paying attention only to our immediate contexts and reference groups, and of how skewed
research results are if studying only those people who are most available for contact. Thus, the works
included in this volume are intentionally varied in their geographical contexts, religious traditions,
units of analysis, data collection techniques, and focus on religiosity, spirituality, charitable giving,
or volunteerism.
A second aim of this book is to be receptive to practice-based knowledge and to conduct social
science research in direct communication with young people, or those who have regular contact
with young people. This is a result of a philosophy of science approach that is heavily inﬂuenced
by community-based research, (Barnes et al. 2016) which is skeptical of knowledge constructed
in academic “vacuums,” and instead prioritizes a reverse of the traditional academic-practitioner
hierarchy by recognizing community leaders as the experts and sees researchers as facilitators. Thus,
many of the works in this volume give credence to the perspectives of laypeople, those who are not
necessarily formally trained in religious theology, in order to learn from the perspectives of ordinary
people and practitioners.
Third, this book aims to be innovative in its approach to studying the faith and giving of young
people, in order to explore the possibility that social science is itself in need of reorganization.
With humility and awareness that prior ﬁndings in social science may need updating, the call of this
book is inﬂuenced by liberation theology approaches to pedagogy (Freire 2000). Thus, the contributors
are receptive to learning from research participants their understanding of their activities. Rather than
operating with approaches to studying social life that presume the most scientiﬁc knowledge is that
which operates with a priori expectations that are tested to determine whether evidence positively
supports hypotheses, the contributors to this volume were instead prepared to listen well to young
people, interpret their data with theoretically informed approaches, and ready to learn from the
empirical reality these studies present.

5
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The topics of the chapters include: religious nones, volunteerism, public religiosity, ecclesial
worker marginalization, multi-faith workplaces, attitudes toward evangelization, charitable sporting
events, religious giving, and youth socialization. The research locations, foci, and religious traditions
are intentionally varied, resulting in data on Chinese and Japanese youth in the U.S.; black and white
youth participation in the Chicago area; adolescent generosity in California; religious transmission of
giving practices for youth in northern Indiana; religious youth leaders in the Detroit area; emerging
adults in a college course preparing for religiously and culturally diverse workplaces in Northwestern
Arkansas; emerging adults exploring religious identiﬁcation in China; and the volunteerism of
emerging adults in South Texas.
Interdisciplinary perspectives were welcomed. In addition to the core social science disciplines
of sociology, psychology, political science, anthropology, and economics, insights were sought from
human development, education, social work, history, human geography, management and business
studies, law, international relations, philosophy, theology, and other relevant ﬁelds with applications
to these social science questions. Empirical articles are the focus of the volume, and consideration
was also given to important theoretical, historical, and philosophical submissions that contribute
implications to social scientiﬁc inquiry on these topics.
In Chapter 1, sociologists Rhys H. Williams, Courtney Ann Irby, and R. Stephen Warner investigate
the religious lives of young adults. They focus on youth organizational participation, and the ways
this organizational involvement shapes religious identities and ideas about religious commitment.
The black and white youth in the study are in the Chicago area, college-age, and Christians. Black youth
tended to employ language of family, home, calling, and community, which highlighted the high degree
of integration they had with the larger religious community. In distinction, the white youth in the
study instead tended to chronicle their organizational biographies of involvement or disengagement,
which highlighted their separation from the larger church community.
The study of Chapter 2 is based in China and also investigates attitudes about Christianity in college
students. However, ethnologist Chao Wang finds that in the Chinese context, atheism is the mainstream
belief system, and the youth describe their explorations with Christianity as a non-mainstream,
non-family-engrained belief system. Though there has been a recent increase in the rate of exposure to
Christian beliefs, the youth of this study do not evidence a complementary spike in religious affiliation.
This highlights an inquisitive approach to religiosity that, as of yet, has not converted to deeper levels
of belonging to a religious tradition.
In Chapter 3, scholars of education, Asian American studies, religious studies, and law, Russell
Jeung, Brett Esaki, and Alice Liu investigate Chinese and Japanese American young adults by
employing data from the Pew Research Center’s 2012 Asian American Survey. Shifting away
from a focus on belonging to religious denominations, this study investigates religious rituals and
righteousness in ethical relations as “Asian-centric” forms of spiritual practices and orientations. This
study complicates reports of rising religious nones by showing that these young adults, who are
technically religious nones, engage in spiritual practices based on ancestor veneration and familial
obligations, while also participating in religious festivals. Taken together, these ﬁrst three chapters
highlight (only some of) the complexities of religiosity and spirituality across diverse subcultures of
youth and emerging adults.
The fourth chapter bridges to investigating institutional socialization of youth into religiosity and
spirituality. the theologians and youth ministers, Michael McCallion, John Ligas, and George Seroka,
study youth ministry practices within the Archdiocese of Detroit and ﬁnd that this formal organization
has a weak infrastructure for connecting with youth and young adults. Despite explicit claims to the
opposite, the youth ministers report that they are not well-supported and feel marginalized in their
ability to remain securely employed in the service of youth. Akin with broader organizational studies,
this religious organization has a disconnect between its stated policy and actual practices, which serves
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to undermine concerted efforts to socialize youth and young adults into committed faith and frequent
religious practices.
In Chapter 5, the focus on institutional socialization practices continues. Sociology and
business lend insights to the research of Patricia Snell Herzog, DeAndre’ T. Beadle, Daniel E. Harris,
Tiffany E. Hood, and Sanjana Venugopal. They investigate college enrolled emerging adults who
participated in a course aimed at preparing them to participate in multi-fait workplaces. Contrary to
general cultural trends that ﬁnd exposure to diverse religious orientations tends to undermine serious
religious commitment, this study provides evidence that concerted effort, empathic connection with
adherents of diverse faith traditions (including non-faith), mentoring that challenges cliché approaches
to moral values, and personal reﬂection move emerging adults toward deeper levels of critical thinking
that supports increases in cultural awareness without the byproduct of moral relativism.
Also employing a life course developmental approach, Chapter 6 investigates how less
formalized social settings can contribute to religious and charitable outcomes. Psychologists
Nathaniel A. Fernandez, Sarah A. Schnitker, and Benjamin J. Houltberg theorize a model for how
participating in a charity marathon training may develop generosity among adolescents. Their model
accounts for the complexity of motives by considering meaning-driven spiritual and moral motives,
self-driven ﬁtness motives, and relation-driven social motives. They theorize the mechanisms of
change as: sanctiﬁcation of activities, transcendent identity, positive emotions, cognitive dissonance,
and group entitativity, which refers to the belongingness and cohesiveness of the group. An empirical
model for investigating these effects on generosity is proposed.
In Chapter 7, consideration of the life course developmental effects of religious and spiritual
socialization continues in a study of college-enrolled emerging adults in South Texas. Sociologists
Reed T. DeAngelis, Gabriel A. Acevedo, and Xiaohe Xu investigate religious transmission across the
life course as it relates to secular volunteerism while in college. While childhood religiosity relates to
greater rates of volunteerism as an emerging adult, this relationship is mediated by whether emerging
adults are religiously active. The implication is that childhood religious socialization, in the absence of
continued religious participation, may be “necessary but not sufﬁcient” in supporting giving time as
an emerging adult.
The ﬁnal empirical chapter, Chapter 8, continues an investigation of life course trends in religiosity
and generosity. Sociologists Patricia Snell Herzog and Scott Mitchell investigate the intergenerational
transmission of religious giving by studying how religiously involved parents, across different religious
traditions, teach, model, or otherwise impart giving to their children. This study reveals that giving
may have a “delayed onset,” meaning it is patterned during childhood but may not be activated until
later in the life course once adulthood is established.
The conclusion provides summaries of implications across these eight studies and interprets
their relevance for practitioners who work with youth and emerging adults. The audiences for these
implications are: college educators, religious and spiritual leaders, and parents. The conclusion also
offers a section of remaining questions for studies investigating youth and emerging adults, within
their changing religious, cultural, and social contexts.
Keywords: youth; emerging adults; faith; generosity; giving; volunteering; organizational participation

About the Journal: Religions is an international, open access, scholarly journal, publishing peer reviewed studies of
religious thought and practice. It is available online to promote critical, hermeneutical, historical, and constructive
conversations. Religions promotes interdisciplinary approaches to any of the world’s religious and spiritual
traditions. It publishes regular research papers, reviews, communications and reports on research projects.
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Abstract: The religious lives of young adults have generally been investigated by examining what
young people believe and their self-reported religious practices. Far less is known about young
adults’ organizational involvement and its impact on religious identities and ideas about religious
commitment. Using data from site visit observations of religious congregations and organizations,
and individual and focus group interviews with college-age black and white Christians, we ﬁnd
differences in how black and white students talk about their religious involvement; and with how they
are incorporated into the lives of their congregations. White students tended to offer “organizational
biographies” chronicling the contours of belonging as well as disengagement, and emphasizing the
importance of fulﬁlling personal needs as a criterion for maintaining involvement. On the other hand,
black students used “family” and “home” language and metaphors to describe how their religious
involvement, a voluntary choice, was tied to a sense of “calling” and community. We show that this
variation is aligned with organizational differences in black and white congregations that situate
white youth as separate and black youth as integrated into the larger church community.
Keywords: young adults; race; religious commitment; identity; congregations

1. Introduction

Over the past few decades, studies of American religion have turned to youth to provide a new
empirical context for some of the existing theoretical questions and debates within the subﬁeld. While
debates about whether American adults are becoming less religious have subsided as scholars have
increasingly recognized more individualistic spiritual practices and shifts in patterns of institutional
membership (e.g., [1–3]), research on religious youth and young adults has often continued to focus
on just how religious young adults are by analyzing how often they attend religious services and
comparing their beliefs to adults in their faith traditions [4–11]. This focus may stem from a paradox
researchers have observed; that is, while attendance tends to decrease in adolescence and college,
youth themselves often report that religious beliefs remain important and sometimes even increase
during this period [12–14].
An underlying question within these studies is: How do we understand the differences in
young adult religiosity? Do we conceptualize “young adults” from a life course perspective that
emphasizes individual religious development and/or an intergenerational approach that explores
unique differences in young adults’ faith? In the present paper, rather than emphasizing points of
difference between youth and their religious communities, we seek to place youth and young adults
in their organizational contexts in order to understand dimensions of their religiosity. Towards this
end, we build upon a smaller subset of studies that have explored how both the content of religious
Religions 2016, 7, 90
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beliefs and the meaning of religious practices are shaped by youth’s religious context. For example,
Petts [15,16] and Regnerus [17] focus explicitly on family socialization patterns, and what those mean
for religious participation. Bengtson et al. [18] explicitly studied the intergenerational transmission of
faith identity and practice, noting conditions of both continuity and change.
More organizationally, Snell [19] examined the impact of participation in church youth groups on
“life outcomes” such as moral values and continued church connection. Myers [20] focused speciﬁcally
on differences in the “styles of youth ministry” between one black and one white Protestant Christian
congregation in order to glean some lessons regarding how congregations can more effectively hold on
to their youth. While Myers found some differences in youth ministry between the two congregations
that resonate with our observations, he was less interested in the dynamics and developments of
religious identity and commitment. Flory and Miller [21] offer a set of four congregational types that
represent the new religious orientation of post-boomer young adults. Christerson, Edwards, and
Flory [22] examine adolescents’ attitudes towards and actual involvements in congregational life and
the extent to which they vary by race to investigate how the primary socializing institutions reproduce
racial inequality (and in that regard examine the family, schools, and peer groups as well). Recognizing
that both the content of religious beliefs and the meaning of religious practices are shaped by youth’s
religious context, particularly the organizational context, we examine the ways in which youth and
young adults are incorporated into the lives of their congregations and the attendant ways in which
their discourses about religious identity and commitment also vary.
To analyze the relationship between private religiosity and communities, we examine black and
white young Christians who are living in an “identity moment”—a period where the taken-for-granted
dimensions of life and the social networks that reinforce them are addressed and, thus, at times
challenged and reformulated (e.g., [11,23]). By exploring the racialized ways that young adults
make sense of their often previously ascribed religious identities, we contextualize their personal
discourses of religiosity within divergent modes of religious belonging and organizational practices
of young adult ministries among black and white churches. Among the churches we studied, we
found that black and white congregations implicitly conceptualized “youth” differently, which in turn
affected how they imagined integrating them into their communities and thus produced dissimilar
organizational practices. Many of the white churches we observed treated young people as a distinct
“generation” with unique experiences and perspectives that church leadership believed required
an autonomous structure of peer groups for successful ministry. Comparatively, many of the black
churches we observed treated youth more as a “phase” or “stage” in the life-cycle, during which
youth certainly have particular needs but that these needs require integration within the congregation
and a multi-generational membership as opposed to segregation. Highlighting the importance of
communities, and their organizational manifestations, in shaping personal forms of religiousity, we
ﬁnd that this divergent organizational context for youth aligns with racialized patterns in their talk
about their personal religiosity.
In particular, we found that white college students adopt more individualized approaches to
their religious involvement that emphasize what they personally receive from their involvement
in congregations (see also [22], p. 138). While this “client” orientation in some ways reﬂects the
“tinkering” [11] or “moralistic therapeutic deism” [8] that other scholars have identiﬁed as characteristic
of young adult religiosity, we argue that it can be seen as much as a sign of continuity with their
religious communities as a break from it. In comparison, we note that the tendency for black students
to use family and community language and metaphors to personalize their religious involvement
also can be seen as a sign of continutiy within the black church. To understand the organizational
differences in how black and white congregations implicitly understand young people and their
needs and roles in the congregation, as well as the individual-level discourses of white and black
students, it is important to understand the historical contexts from which these collective religious
identities emerge.
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As Shelton and Emerson ([24], pp. 4–5) note, “The legacy of race-based oppression and privilege
has helped to fuel differences in black and white Christians’ religious sensibilities...[and that] blacks
and whites not only approach faith matters differently, but faith matters differently to blacks and
whites” (emphasis original). In particular, they note that unlike white Protestants, who tend be
more doctrinalinally oriented, black Protestants’ faith is more experiential and seen as critical to
survival and coping with suffering from everyday tribulations. More speciﬁcally among the faith
lives of young adults, Christerson et al. [22] found this manifested in a “personalistic absolutism”
among African-American teenagers, who often remain quite committed to the authority of their
religious communities, and a “therapeutic individualism” among white teenagers who use a more
individualized assessment of beneﬁts and costs. Building upon Smith and Denton’s [8] conception
of “moralistic therapeutic deism”, they note the signiﬁcance of racial variation. Whereas white teens
continued to ﬁt this idea with their general orientation to God as someone that helps them in their
problems and make them happy, African-American teenagers more often envisioned God as someone
demanding something of them and an authority they must listen to in their lives. To contextualize the
organizational and discourse differences that appear in our data, we brieﬂy review the divergent ways
religious belonging has been conceputalized within black and white Christian churches, as well as
highlight the racialized ways that the sociology of religion has tended to conceptualize religious choice.
During the twentieth century, leading theoretical paradigms in the sociology of religion
emphasized Americans’ ability to freely choose how to identify and enact their religious faith within a
deregulated religious marketplace (see, for example, [2,3,25–27]. As Edgell ([1], p. 249) notes, “Market
theorists argue that modernity creates the conditions that foster religious privatization, pluralism, and
voluntarism, causing religion to thrive—and, ironically, to retain much of its public signiﬁcance.”
Despite the tendency within studies of youth and religion to highlight generational differences
between young adults and the older adults of their religious communities, Christerson et al.’s [22]
“therapeutic individualism”reﬂects a similar mode of religious belonging that emphasizes the authority
of individuals to freely and creatively construct a faith of their own. Likewise, Manglos-Weber et al. [13]
contend that young people are more likely to be “bricoleurs” in their religious lives.
While the literature on denominational growth and decline has not been explicitly limited to
white Protestant denominations, much of the religious market theorizing that has been developed to
account for such trends, including the experiences of youth, has presupposed a religious individualism
characteristic of the white Protestant experience. Notwithstanding the observation that solidary
groups may be agents in religious markets ([28], p. 1052, Table 1; [29]), studies of African American
religion have largely proceeded outside of the main theoretical debates about persistence and change
in American religion.
Studies of African-American Christianity note that because of its origins in conversions during the
era of slavery, the “black church” has always dialectically operated as accommodative to the racialized
system as well as resistant to it by offering its own form of self and community expression [24,30,31].
As opposed to a social agent characterized by free-will individualism, making decisions about how to
worship and practice religion from an open marketplace, scholars of black religion have emphasized
social actors that are embedded within interconnected elements of religious life (e.g., [32–34]).
Mirroring language of the domestic private sphere, Frazier [35] argued that African-American religion
has served as a refuge in a hostile white world. Rather than presupposing autonomous individuals
confronting a religious market, this scholarship more often uses the metaphor of families. Conceptually
focusing on how black churches operate as a “semi-involuntary” institution where social ties, including
kin, constrain individuals’ possible choices and action [36,37], studies of African-American religion
have offered a different theoretical model of religious actors that challenges the perspective of free-will
individuals entering public religious markets unencumbered. In fact, Christerson et al. [22] note
that African-American teenagers were among the least likely to approve of picking-and-choosing
from within own’s faith or across different religious traditions. Barnes [38] also notes that youth
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programming has long been a standing feature within black churches and that they have often
developed creative programming options, including in some cases dancing, drama, and gospel
rap music.
By “shifting the center” [39] away from white Christians, towards theorizing from the experiences
of black Christians, the more familial characteristics of religious identity, belonging, and commitment
become apparent. Compared to religious marketplace conceptualizations of an individual that
emphasizes their ability to autonomously and creatively choose from a religious market [2,3,40],
Lincoln and Mamiya ([31], p. 5) observe a signiﬁcant difference with how the black sacred cosmos
conceptualizes “freedom”.
For whites, freedom has bolstered the value of American individualism: to be free to pursue
one’s destiny without political or bureaucratic interference of restraint. But for African
Americans, freedom has always been communal in nature. In Africa, the destiny of the
individual was linked to that of the tribe or the community in an intensely interconnected
security system.

While the extent to which African-American religion maintains African elements is debated [30],
Lincoln and Mamiya’s observation highlights assumptions about autonomy that undergird theoretical
accounts of religious choice. Whites’ conceptualization of freedom emerges from what Feagin [41]
calls the “liberty-and-justice frame” in which white Americans sought to gain their freedom during
times that they oppressed and suppressed others. Furthermore, he argues the historical context of
oppression, initially of slavery, formed a “home-culture” frame that resulted in the hybridization
of African culture and North American experiences to create a distinct culture, including religion,
which resisted oppression. Within this context, freedom is not about an individual but is about the
collective (e.g., [32,33,42–44]). Furthermore, African Americans continue to occupy a precarious place
in American society, in terms of economic and social security, and still face both explicit and implicit
forces of marginalization. According to Shelton and Emerson ([24], p. 26), survival represents one of
the ﬁve core building blocks in the Black theology. They write, “many African Americans Protestants
believe that they as individuals and blacks as a group would not have made it in this country but for
the grace of God” (emphasis original). Religion, thus, continues as a form of solidarity and a collective
resource that can be both consoling and empowering.
Theorizing from the perspective of black religion also problematizes modernist assumptions of
complete differentiation between religion and other public spheres [31]. On the one hand, studies of
African-American religion demonstrate the interconnection between social institutions and how black
churches and families exist in a “dynamic interactive relationship” in which “families constituted the
building blocks for black churches and the churches through their preaching, teaching, symbols, belief
system, morality, and rituals provided a unity—a glue that welded families and the community to each
other” ([31], p. 311). Yet, on the other hand, black churches themselves offered an example of what
Fraser ([45], p. 123) calls a “subaltern counterpublic” which consists of “parallel discursive arenas
where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”. The collective and familial
dimensions of personal religiosity in the black church importantly come to bear on how congregations
organize ministries for youth, as well as how black students discuss religion in their life. Lincoln and
Mamiya [31] observed as “enduring institutions,” black families and black churches have together both
been charged with the care of African American youth. In the following analysis, we explore these
themes further by examining how black and white churches situate and organize youth within their
ministries. Next, we consider the points of continutity in how black and white students discuss their
personal religiosity and their organizational experiences within their collective religious communities.
Reﬂecting the marketplace and culturally individualist orientations of white Protestant congregations,
white young adults approached their churches more as clients interested in what services, meanings,
and experiences they could obtain. Comparatively, black young adults discussed their churches as a
14
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type of “home” or “family” that operated as an integral part of their self, even when they were not
actively involved.
3. Data and Method

Our data come from interviews, organizational ethnographic observations within religious
congregations, and ethnographic observations with families, all gathered within the general area
of a large Midwestern metropolitan area. The data in this paper are drawn from a larger study that
includes Muslims, Hindus, and Latino/a Christians, but we focus here on black Protestants and white
Christians (both Protestant and Catholic). We studied young people in two general categories—“youth”,
who were basically in the 13–17 years old range, and “young adults” who were generally 18 years old
up to about 24. More signiﬁcantly, the “youth” we engaged were living at home and we interacted
with them as parts of their families, whereas the “young adults” were college students and generally
living away from home. Both sets of young people were involved with religious organizations or
interested in being interviewed about their religious involvements and their engagement with religious
organizations that were run by, or seemed particularly attractive to, young people. There is a range
of levels of involvement among the individuals in our study. We recruited interviewees through
public advertisements, announcements in sociology classes, and announcements at religious groups
on two college campus that largely draw their students from the metro area. We recognize that we
were more likely to get student participants who were involved with religious groups than not, but
are not troubled by that “bias” in the samples; we wanted to explore the various meanings and
practices of organizational involvement. Thus, we do not have the ability to assess what makes
some youth religiously involved and others not, and we do not have a collection of young adults
who are completely uninterested in or disengaged from religion. However, we can examine some of
the organizational and familial dynamics in which young people are involved, how they articulate
religious commitment, and how that aligns with the religious identities they come to claim and how
they conceptualize religious commitment. Our ethnographic and interview data reveal the important
role that religious institutions can play in how young adults formulate senses of who they are, what
they believe, and the languages they use to articulate those connections.
Using a variety of methods, we gathered four types of data on a number of different populations
of youth and young adults, religious organizations that serve them, and families who are involved
with congregations. First, we have data from 14 focus groups of college students—students from two
public universities that draw most of their student bodies from the metropolitan area. The groups were
recruited through public advertising on the college campuses, and through campus-based religious
organizations. The groups were organized by gender and by race/ethnicity/religion. Three groups
were composed of black Christians (one with six black men, one with seven black women, one with six
black women) and three groups were composed of white Christians (one with seven white men, one
with three white men, and one with six white women). The participants in the black focus groups were
all Protestant, except for one person; the white groups had Catholics and Protestants, with a slender
majority being Catholic. Second, we conducted formal, one-on-one, in-depth interviews with 52 young
adults (mostly college students), of which 13 were white men, 19 were white women, six were black
men, and 11 were black women (there were also two Hispanic women and one Asian-American man).
A small number of the interviewees had been in the focus groups, but most had not; most interview
recruitment occurred through campus, non-religious, channels.
Third, we did institutional ethnographic work through multiple site visits with religious
organizations. Speciﬁcally, we attended worship services, classes, and youth activities at religious
organizations that catered to, or were run by, or seemed to attract, youth. This meant, in practice,
primarily congregations and their youth programs, but it also included campus ministries and
some young adult-organized voluntary organizations. We located these sites in two phases; ﬁrst,
we canvassed the metropolitan area with the help of graduate assistants and undergraduate interns
for a wide variety of organizations that we or our student assistants had heard about. We visited a
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total of 40 Christian congregations or organizations and did at least one ﬁeld observation at each of
them. After ﬁnding some institutions that particularly seemed to ﬁt our needs in terms of their vibrant
youth activities and membership (and that were happy to have us study them in more depth), we
chose a sample for extended study. Thus, we focused on seven particularly vibrant organizations,
of which one was white Protestant, one was black Protestant, and two were multi-ethnic Protestant
(the remaining three were Hindu or Muslim). We did multiple visits to these organizations and often
individual interviews with their youth ministry leadership.
Finally, we have what we call “family” data, gathered by spending entire days with families,
participating with them in their religious involvements, but also sharing meals and informal relaxing
time. Understanding how the main “religious” day is organized, at both the congregation and the
home, importantly helped us obtain a clearer sense of how religious faith is transmitted to children.
Further, the time spent in church also complemented our ethnographic observations about the ways in
which youth and young adults were incorporated into, and in turn used, the church. We contacted
the families through references from their churches’ pastors. Relevant to this paper, we spent time
with two black Protestant and two white Protestant families. We watched how religion was practiced
in the home and by the family in their respective religious institutions, usually spending a full day
with the family on the day of their major religious practice. The families all had youth under-18
years old living at home, and allowed us to see the direct connection between family practices and
religious organizations.
Our ethnographic and interview data reveal the important role that religious institutions play in
helping to formulate young adults’ senses of who they are, what they believe, and the languages they
use to articulate those connections. Of course, we want to be careful about making generalizations
about racial differences that are too sweeping; but we have also seen differences in the way black and
white college-age young adults’ talk about their religion and their church involvement. Additionally,
we have seen distinct differences in the way black and white churches respond to the youth in
their midst.
4. The Dynamics of Congregational Organization

In our observations, black youth were integrated into the congregational community across
generations—they are and remain part of a larger community just as they stay more connected to
extended family. Comparatively, white youth were often treated as if they were distinct from other
generations, with development of their personal autonomy as the highest good. The structure and
functioning of the organization is an important mediating dynamic between the demographic realities
of class and risk, and the outcomes and narratives that young adults embody and employ when they
reﬂect on their religious lives.
4.1. Ministering to a Different Generation: White Churches’ Organizational Practices

We began to notice in our site visits that the mostly white, mostly middle-class parents and
religious educators who set the tone for the Mainline Protestant churches in the last quarter of the
20th century had clearly incorporated lessons and assumptions about generational succession into
their programming. Intensely aware of rapid technological and cultural change and sensitive to the
embarrassment many of their teenage children express upon being seen in their company in public,
many parents despaired of the possibility of sharing the meaning of their faith with their children.
Their churches’ post-college-age youth workers, in turn, felt pressured to do what the parents felt they
could not, a task that was regarded by their employers as well within their grasp due to their younger
age and presumed ﬂuency in youth culture, especially the music, of their young charges. However,
many of these youth workers themselves employed the language of a “generational gap” to explain
their own perceived difﬁculties in reaching youth ten or even ﬁve years younger than themselves.
One result of these impulses was the organizational creation of alternative institutional programs
like one we came to call “Connexions” and another we call “Soul Station”—generation-speciﬁc groups
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that would meet on their own, plan and run their own events (often in isolation from the church’s adult
membership), and in the extreme end up running almost a de facto parallel congregation. Connexions
met in the church building of a white Evangelical Protestant (but not fundamentalist) suburban
church, but not in the sanctuary. It had its own dedicated rooms that were decorated and appointed
by youth and their leadership. They ran their own worship and educational programming. They
focused relentlessly on ﬁnding the new, on treating religious community as peer-based, and giving a
distinctly youthful and “non-traditional” version of what “church” is. The pastor leading Connexions,
indeed, worried about keeping the constituency young (it did include some young adults as well as
teenage youth), and was constantly changing the music lest it get dated. He was also well-read in
the “generations” popular literature and spoke easily about Gen X versus Gen Y versus Millennials.
The Connexions pastor, in an interview, did not know for certain what happened to Connexions
participants once they “aged out” of the program—did they “graduate” to the parent church, or ﬁnd
another? It was a concern voiced by the parent church’s senior pastor but not a central issue for
Connexions itself.
With the considerable resources of the parent church, Connexions put on high quality services
with professional sound, musicians, stage craft for their skits and plays, and the like. They were not just
entertainment, there was serious theological content, but they were well thought out, very smoothly
done, and usually used plenty of humor. The programs, often on Saturday evenings and sometimes on
Tuesdays, were unusual in that congregants did not just enter the meeting room upon arrival. Doors
were closed “pre-show” and there was usually a small line when they opened about 30 min prior to
start. Two ushers would hand out programs (often just 5 ˆ 7 cards) in welcome; many had coffee or
lattes from the nearby church coffee bar.
Soul Station was connected to another large Evangelical Protestant congregation, that also
identiﬁes with the Reformed tradition, in a different suburb. Similarly, it used the church, but not
the sanctuary, for its meetings, usually on Saturday evenings. Participants in Soul Station gathered
after dark by the fountain in a garden court lit by scores of candles. Slides were projected on screens
on two sides of the room, illuminating scenes of traditional religious iconography. The fountain
would burble softly in the background throughout the meeting, whether anyone was speaking or a
group was making music or, most strikingly for a Protestant church, there was a long period of silent
contemplation. The candles suffused the air with the smell of their burning wax. Most people sat on
the cool, wrought-iron chairs that had been set out, but people would move around to sit on fabric
cushions, benches, and even the hard polished slate ﬂoor. The people were young, the atmosphere
heavily sensory.
Soul Station began with a handful of upper-middle class young adults, some of whom grew up in
the church, others who did not but who were looking for a place to worship with people their own
age. Part of the philosophy behind Soul Station is that internal change by the participants will lead to
external consequences for the larger community. It describes itself as a “worship-driven” community
in that its primary focus is to provide a space for young adults to freely worship and experience the
presence of God.
Connexions and Soul Station are two types of programs, one more verbal and discursive, one
more sensual and affective, that have been lifted up by many as an answer to the generational crevasse
between youth, and young adults, and their parents. They offer intense religious experiences, but are
distinct and separate. These types of organizational arrangements also mark the campus ministries of
many white religious groups, whether Baptist, Presbyterian, or Catholic. The Baptist Student Union
at one of the universities at which we did interviews ran events, held services, and sponsored social
gatherings at which the lead author and his graduate assistant were regularly the oldest persons
there; it was a constituency that was almost entirely white. Another Baptist church near the campus,
also overwhelmingly white, had programs catering to members of the university community and
many younger members, but the campus’ Baptist Student Union itself ran independently of those
efforts. While we heard frustrations from youth leaders about reaching young people, and even from
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senior congregational leaders who feared losing their young people, we also continued to see and
hear evidence of organizationally disengaged young adults—with assumptions about keeping youth
somewhat segregated that seemed unexamined.
We note that age-stratiﬁed involvement is multi-faceted in many white churches. For example,
a signiﬁcant number of our white interviewees reported going to church camps, one- or two-week
summer getaways for young people, with young adult camp counselors and programming oriented
toward youth. This is partly a class-oriented activity, not explained totally by race, but it is yet another
feature of many white churches that reinforces the idea that youth development needs signiﬁcant
amount of time separate from adults and surrounded by peers.
4.2. Keeping Them with Us: Black Churches’ Organizational Practices

By contrast, we found a fundamentally different way of doing “youth ministry” at an African
American church we call “Southside”. At the “youth night” event one evening, there were plenty
of young people at the church, both youth and young adults, both young women and young men.
There was loud music–singing to the beat of guitars, drums, and keyboards, performed by a band
composed of young church members, with many of the non-performing young men still crowding
around the instrumentalists and the women predominating among the singers. Young people gave
many of the Scriptural readings, led many of the prayers, and constituted the signature presence on
the stage. It was “their” night, as they proclaimed.
However, the evening’s central talk, or sermon, was not given by one of the church’s young
members, but rather by a youthful-looking/young middle-aged woman who was an invited guest.
Her talk was based on a teaching relevant to the young people’s lives and the challenges they faced.
It was ﬁlled with references to pop culture and “church-appropriate” slang. But even beyond the
featured speaker, the young people were not on their own. There were scores of grown-ups in the hall,
many of them parents of the youth on stage but many of them not. The senior church leadership was
also there—not actively leading things, but sitting on the side, attentive and watchful.
This wasn’t an “autonomous” youth event. Young people clearly planned much of it, and were
active and featured participants. However, this was a night for the young people to demonstrate to the
rest of the congregation their growing religious competency. This was a night where they demonstrated
their mastery in this phase of the life-cycle of growing into adult church membership. This wasn’t
a distinct generation constituting its own version of “church”. It was young people, with the active
assistance of an adult audience, demonstrating that they were preparing to carry on the work of the
congregation—and its traditions—into the future.
One of the elders of the church who happened to be there that night also happened to be an
acquaintance of one of the authors, and she gladly accepted our offer of a ride home. During the
lengthy drive back to her home we talked about the events of the evening, and she spent some time
talking about her presence at the church’s “youth night”. She was single at the time, and not a parent
of any of the young people. But she is a long-time member of the congregation, personally devoted
to the church and its pastor (it takes her two train rides, a bus ride, and a half-hour walk to get
from her home to church on Sunday mornings). As she explained it, as one of the active adults in
the congregation, she feels called to be a witness to the youths’ public religious commitment, which,
in turn, meant being part of an appreciative audience and keeping tabs on what they were up to.
As social analysts, we recognized that her role was one of both support and surveillance, or perhaps
we might say, monitoring.
This particular church was not idiosyncratic among African American congregations, as we found
consistently an “intergenerational ethic” in black churches in our study. Church leaders and youth
departments stressed that children belong in worship, an expectation that is alternately a burden on
families (when the kids just don’t want to be there) and an opportunity for them (a safe place to bring
them). One congregation we attended fairly frequently, that we dubbed “One Accord Missionary
Baptist Church” (OAMBC) made that practice possible by informally setting aside the balcony at the
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back of the church for families as a place with a more relaxed standard of decorum, where grown-ups
were freer to come and go, to take little kids to the bathroom, wipe their noses and tie their shoes,
where older children could quietly read a book, and still older youth could sneak pre-ﬂirtatious looks
at one another. Signiﬁcantly, those in the balcony joined with everyone else in the march to the offering
plate, and the children of almost every age were expected to have something to put in it.
From time to time, youth workers at OAMBC led an hour of “children’s church” at the rear of the
balcony, where primary grade children were given other things to do during the sermon. In addition,
there was also a nursery for the youngest kids, which some parents took advantage of on and off
during the 2 h or so of the Sunday service. But no other activity of religious signiﬁcance goes on in the
congregation during worship. Just as children are supposed to be in worship, so adults are expected
to be in Sunday School during the preceding hour, even if, from week to week, only about a third of
them are. Age-graded classes study the same syllabus of Biblical texts according to what the pastor
called a scheme of “graduation, not generation”. All the classes come together before worship for a
collective review session, where a delegation from one of the classes, who may be middle-aged or
pre-teen, summarizes the lesson as they understand it.
Every fourth Sunday at OAMBC was Youth Day, where the young people would take on just
about every role in worship other than the pastor’s—they act as ushers, readers, soloists, devotional
leaders—both in the morning service and in the evening. With the proud help of their coaches, they
often performed contemporary dance. Because fewer people regularly returned in the evening for the
second service, the pastor and other elders would often make a special appeal to the congregation at
the morning service, “please come out to support our youth.” Like any congregational worship service,
youth night is for people of all ages.
The intergenerational ethic went both ways. Kids were expected to make at least an effort to
participate in worship, and grown-ups were expected to appreciate the kids’ dancing. The pastor
insisted that elders must be willing to experiment with new worship styles even as he equally insisted
that youth mind their manners. Whether an inspirational speech given by a teenager or a dowager,
the speaker was supposed to be given respectful attention. Deference is owed to the wisdom that
is supposed to come with age, even when, again as is often the case in immigrant churches, some
of the teenagers have a better command of and comfort with English than some of their Sunday
School teachers.
We do note that one church where we did extended observations, OAMBC is a mid-sized
congregation, with about 300 weekly service attenders. They have a professional full-time clergy
person, and some part-time staff (such as the music director), but it is not a large or mega-church.
Southside Church, the congregation that was the site of the earlier vignette above, however, was
indeed a large congregation with several professional clergy. While congregational size and the
attendant resources that brings, surely affecteds the programming choices that are made, we are
convinced this intergeneration ethos can be found in African-American churches along the size
spectrum. The intergenerational ethic is dramatically different from the generationally speciﬁc offerings
of the many white middle class churches where youth have their own celebration service. When we
asked the pastor’s wife at one African-American congregation whether youth have activities of their
own, she very emphatically said that they do not. “They need supervision and guidance,” she said.
Combined with insights from the “family” data we generated by spending time with two
African-American families, it is clear that “family” was understood expansively and “ﬁctively”,
not narrowly and speciﬁcally; the idea is not limited to the nuclear family or even necessarily
blood relations. Married couples are neither privileged as the norm nor overly burdened with sole
responsibility for their children. Women’s Month and Men’s Month mean that responsibility for
worship cuts across families, being shared by members of the same gender of all ages. Many of the
parents are single mothers, many of the children come on their own or with friends and cousins, and
grandparents pitch in. Unlike many white Protestant churches, where mothers bear the burden of
shushing their toddlers or whisking them out of church before their fussiness upsets others, children
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at our Black Church sites were both given greater latitude and admonished by other, non-parental
grown-ups as they saw ﬁt. On one of our visits, right after the offering, the pastor at OAMBC
announced that he had “a little policing” to do, and he scolded the youth in the balcony for talking
and eating during the service. He said that it sometimes helps if you tell people what’s expected of
them so that they can correct themselves. For today, he concluded, “I’m the Daddy here.”
We must reiterate that the extended family community we observed at the black churches we
studied is constructed, not given, intentional and not merely “traditional”. One congregation we saw
has a church bus that traverses over a hundred square miles to pick up parishioners every Sunday.
Ammerman [46] also observed that African American churches regularly draw their congregants from
wide geographical regions. People go to considerable effort to “choose” their church, and get there
once or twice a week, but they do not consider their involvement as the purely voluntary act of isolated
and autonomous individuals. They are “called” to belong. It is a set of institutional arrangements, an
integration of generation and participation that leads to a distinctive discourse about religion, about
church as organization and community, and about the nature of social relationships.
5. Black and White Young Adult Discourse

College is a period of exploration, doubt, sometimes experimentation. The received patterns
of religion, whether belief or practice, have to be—at the very least—consciously decided upon.
Particularly for those who go away to college, parents are no longer around to “force” one to go
to church (see [23]). At this age, personal autonomy is often both an issue and a value—reinforced
by peers and often by parents themselves. In religious belief and religious practices, this autonomy
produces a particular “talk” about searching, choices, and attempting to discern what is best for oneself
(see, e.g., [47]). There is often a great deal of what might be called “church shopping” by those young
adults who want to be connected to a congregation, even if the person wants to stay within their
denomination of origin. And yet, in individual interviews and in focus group sessions with black
and white college students, we found some distinct differences in how young adults talk about their
religious involvements and beliefs, and how these in turn reﬂected distinct religious identities. Here,
we focus on examples of the “talk”, or what we would call the “discourse”—the sets of assumptions,
phrases, and metaphors—that black and white students used to explain and understand their own
church involvement or lack thereof.
5.1. White Students’ Organizational Biographies—Client Orientation

The major difference we found is that white students discussed their religious involvements in
terms of what they “needed” from a religious organization at that point in their lives. They often
presented us with what we call “organizational biographies” that chronicled and described the
contours of their belonging. They tended to see religion’s positive inﬂuence in their lives in terms of
personal life and happiness, and expressed their doubts in terms of personal questioning. They often
recognized that church involvement gave them skills and experiences that could be useful to them
in life. Not surprisingly, we also often heard the suspicion of organized religion and its institutions
that is so common in contemporary American society. In that sense, they have what might be called a
“client” orientation to the church, and treat their involvement in it as largely voluntary, personalistic,
and for their own beneﬁt. We should note that we are not necessarily alleging cynicism or selﬁshness
to these young adults; indeed, there was a consistent theme in our interviews in which respondents
assessed congregations and other religious choices based on how well they embodied or expressed
religious truth. However, we note that white students consistently assumed that they themselves were
competent and authentic judges of that.
We began our individual interviews by asking respondents to draw a “time line” of their religious
lives and their involvement with religious organizations. It is important to recognize that we were
seeking information on organizational involvement, and thus it is not surprising that we solicited
talk about churches and organized religion from both white and black students. Of course, most
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of the organizational biographies we elicited also involved talk about parents, families, and family
life, as well as the transition from their childhood pasts to their current religious participation and
involvements. That was our purpose. What caught our interest were the differences in the discourse,
which we highlight in these sections.
First, while white students often described childhood experiences in the church, as well as times
of crisis in which they turned to religion, for many of them church involvement could be distinct from
religion. For example, some students separated “organized religion” from “true” religious beliefs, and
often made the well-known and much commented upon (e.g., [8,22]) distinction between “religion”
and “spirituality”. The emphasis from white students repeatedly returned to individual autonomy and
personal decision making, with a basic attitude that considered religious organizations as potentially
useful but largely optional. For example, consider these quotes from several different interviews or
focus groups:
“going to church no more would make you a good Christian than going into a garage
would make you a car.” (white female focus group member)

“I actually asked my mom why I have to go to church if I believe...She said she thought
that going to church made everybody come together...You know, like, I was like, whatever.”
(white female focus group member)
“I don’t ever remember questioning the existence of God, but I started to question the
institution.” (white male focus group member)
“Well, I don’t really believe in organized religion at all” (white male interview)

Clearly, these students remain concerned with religion—after all, they attended our focus groups
or agreed to do (uncompensated) interviews about religion—but there is a certain amount of
“anti-institutionalism”, or at least a suspicion of organizational authority, in their words. There is a
clear subtext of assuming individual autonomy about spiritual and religious issues, a reserving for
themselves the options of making their own decisions about truth, just as they are beginning to make
decisions about their own lives separately from their parents.
“I still call myself Baptist but I don’t agree with everything in the established religion.
I kind of just got my own little thing, you know.” (white woman focus group member)

This woman offers a construction that resonates with Bellah et al.’s [48] famous “Sheilaism”, wherein
an individually tailored spiritual system is her focus. Others voice a concern with the translation from
beliefs into ethical conduct and a keen eye for the potential for alleged hypocrisy between beliefs and
behavior. That “religion” is often social, but “spirituality” can be individualized leads them to portray
the church as an institution as irrelevant to them or sometimes as an actual hindrance to spiritual
development. One can see that here:
“You don’t have to go to church to be religious...I tend to like the word spiritual better than
religion because to me the word religious has a lot of dogma attached to it.” (individual
interview, white woman)

“I asked [my friend] where she was going and she said the training...I said what...are you
training for? And she said to go to church...I was like, to do that is so stupid! If you
talk about religion as being accepting of all kinds of different people then they shouldn’t
make them train to be good enough to come and worship God.” (individual interview,
white woman)

When these white college-age young adults did look for a church, they focused on one that ﬁt
what they perceived as their spiritual needs and evaluated their involvement based on the extent to
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which the institution seems to be serving them well. Church is not necessarily a place that functions to
give them a needed community. One young woman described her search for a church in terms of how
it suited her personally:
“it’s not about going to church, it’s about personal relationship...it’s not forced. ... [my
friend] asked me, ‘do you want to go to a church that teaches you what I’m teaching
you?’...I went with him to the church...it was really cool...it was really good for me at ﬁrst.
... [but] there were problems with the people there. They were too judgmental. If you did
things a little different, they wouldn’t like it. ... So, it became too judgmental for me and
I stopped going to that church after about ﬁve years. ... let me tell you what I did after I
left...I worked on my own personal relationship with God. I did it with my friends. We
had our own church. ... we all would get together and have our own church.” (individual
interview, white woman)

Five years of involvement is not insigniﬁcant in the life of a college student. However, her
organizational commitment was determined by her perception of her own spiritual requirements.
Namely, as she saw her spiritual needs change, she changed her organizational involvement.
Distinct from, even if sometimes connected to, the general questioning of institutionalized religion
was a narrative that portrayed the varying forms and periods of involvement in terms of individual
needs and outcomes. For example, an interview with one white man elicited:
“I think it was good that I went when I did because I think if I hadn’t of gone then I may
have picked a different path in life. I think it was a good choice. Even though I didn’t stick
with it, and I don’t necessarily believe it, it still taught me some good things. I got better
friends. But not now, not in the present, it doesn’t really help. Actually I think that every
major theme of being Baptist, I think I’m the opposite now.”

Or a young white woman explained: “I saw that when I needed it I went there, then I found out that I
didn’t need it anymore...I felt that I could have a place in the universe without it.” Yet, another white
young man said:
“I’m only concerned with my own spiritual growth, not with my religious...interaction.
Well, I mean,...I have my friends who are Christian and I try to keep up with them, and, go
to Bible study, and make sure we’re all growing, but, see what I mean? I’m...only in it right
now to make sure I’m spiritually sort of on track, you know what I mean.” (individual
interview white man)

One can see that this young man values spirituality, and even maintains an involvement with others.
But the emphasis is on his personalized growth, not a community, and he places himself as the clear
judge of what is best for accomplishing that growth.
We note that not all the commentary was negative, by any stretch. In the following quote from an
interview with a white man, he places great value on his religious involvement. Importantly, however,
these very positive comments are framed in terms of individual needs and outcomes:
“Looking back on it, I haven’t been [religious]. I am now. I have found myself in the church.
There was a time when I started dropping out. I stopped going to church as much. I still
went because my mom was the secretary. I lost that connection with my church. I don’t
know how spiritual I had ever been. Now I just see things in a different light. Coming
down here [college], I’ve found a different church. And as much as I’ve found God, I’ve
found myself. I’ve realized I wasn’t really close to God. I went to church because I was
expected to.”

In summary, the discourse of the white students, as well as their abilities to narrate developed
organizational biographies, are framed around assumptions about individual value, autonomy, and
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choice. There was often genuine spiritual seeking, and a great concern with religious truth and ethical
behavior. However, there was little concern if that seeking produced a distancing from a religious
community, and a clear willingness to assess any organization’s value as distinct from what the
religious and spiritual message might be.
5.2. Black Students’ Organizational Biographies—Called to Belong

Black students, on the other hand, voiced far less suspicion of religion or its institutions. They
often credited religion and church involvement with helping them in college, either by keeping them
out of trouble or by providing a support system for them. Black students often discussed church
involvement using “family” language and metaphors—that is, with the same kinds of terms that one
uses for familial blood relationships. Family relationships are not entirely voluntary—we may not
like family but we are pretty much stuck with them. Black students regularly used the language of
personal “choice”, and they repeatedly noted that when at college and not being “forced” to attend
church by their parents, they often did not. Yet, black students often did a remarkable amount of
“church shopping”—after all, these are kids who are away at college. In addition, when they explained
the “church homes” they did ﬁnd, they used the language of the “home church”—the place where
they felt as enmeshed in familial-type relationships as they did when they lived with their families
of origin.
Several of the black students had not found a church home at the time of the interview, and
some reported not attending as much as they did while living at home (as did white students). They
noted the importance of making their own choices as a way of authenticating the genuineness of their
religious lives. Yet, their criteria and qualiﬁcations for what counted as an appropriate church differed
from their white peers because personal happiness and satisfaction alone were not enough to justify
religious involvement. Rather, being part of a community, making a public witness (not just personal
morality), and ﬁnding the types of relationships that family can offer permeated their discussions.
Here are some examples that are explicit about the connection to “home”:
“I wish I was involved a little bit more, like in a community. Like back at home.” (individual
interview black woman)

“I am still in the process of looking for a church home...I really do not desire to forsake the
fellowship of believers...it’s really very hard for me not to be in fellowship.” (black woman
focus group member)

Others used the language of “home” less, but were explicit about aspects of what we might call
“community”:
“My spiritual growth...needs...some feeding. It’s not just about me getting fed, obviously.
It’s also about what I give back by coming to worship the Lord as well.” (black women
focus group)

“I got down here and started enjoying the Voices of Inspiration Choir [in which she
participates]. So really for me, it was like church was basically just on Sunday. That was it.
As far as Bible study, we would go every now and then. But now that I’ve come down here
[to college] I go more often. It’s more close knit.”

In addition, there was clear recognition that it was not easy to balance the searching, and the choice,
with the rewards of the sense of connection:
“I’m glad I go to church now, like she [another focus group participant] said she doesn’t go
to church now. That can be good because you can drag yourself crazy looking for the right
church, but I like going to church.” (black women focus group)
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It was not uncommon to hear black students provide a more instrumental rationale for their
involvement. For example:
“Getting involved in church down here has kept me out of trouble. I have gotten involved
in church activities. It keeps me focused on God and on my studies and on my grades...I am
just thankful that I stayed in church when I came to college.” (individual interview
black woman)

However, the goals in this quote are not articulated as personal spiritual development, or personal
happiness alone. Church involvement is a discipline that keeps the respondents pointed toward
their goals. Thus, we regularly found black young people who were engaged in practices of “church
shopping” and who used individual religious authority (for example, to decide whether any particular
church is preaching the “Word of God”) to discern the usefulness and appropriateness of any given
religious congregation. But organization and religious authority matter, distinct from the sentiments
common among the white students that regularly separated the two. Furthermore, collective identity
and connections to a community matter, with a clear sense that the community can enforce parameters
of belief and behavior that beneﬁt the person.
5.3. Religious Involvement and the Language of Family

We do not want to overdo the talk of racial differences, as many themes crossed races in the young
people’s discourses. Issues with the transition from living at home to attending college were common,
as was the use of personal authority to assess the appropriateness or worthiness of a organized religion
or a speciﬁc congregation (however, Christerson et al. [22] use survey data to show that this is more
common among white than among black teenagers). One shared theme was the considerable discussion
of religion and family life. But even in that discourse, there was an important distinction—white
students often spoke of their church history and involvement in terms of their family—but they meant
their blood kin, such as parents, siblings, and their own prospective children. For white students,
the connection between family and religion centered more on whether and how they wanted their
own families to be involved with religion. While black students certainly mentioned this view, their
discussions of family did not end there and often had much more to do with extended family, especially
female relatives such as grandmothers and aunts. Moreover, for black students, discourses about
family were often used to describe what church is and should be—church was so often described with
metaphors of it being “family” or relationships that are “called” rather than chosen.
Thus, for example, many white students saw enough value in their religious upbringing to want
to pass at least some of it on to their own prospective children:
“I will regulate my [future] kids...I learned a lot of my morals at church, a lot of what’s right.
I learned what the Church thinks is right anyway...It was good for me, and was...a positive
thing in my life. So I would want my kids to experience that as well. And if they didn’t
want to I wouldn’t make them.” (individual interview white man)
“I’ll make my kids go, but not every Sunday.” (individual interview white man)

Note that these quotes show white students afﬁrming aspects of their personal history, and the
determination to recreate much of their own family life in future families, but they still separate
institutional authority from personal choice and emphasize autonomy in decision-making. The church
in these scenarios is seen as a useful guide to life, but not a necessity and not a source of binding rules
and moral precepts—for example:
“I am happy that they made me go when I was little, but I am not so sure that I am happy
that they made me do it once I entered high school...I think once your reach a certain age,
you are to the point when you can decide for yourself.” (white man focus group)
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Church involvement is a matter of family connection, for both black and white students. However,
compare the following discussion about raising children in the church among black students with the
white students’ quotes about children that were listed above:
“[W]hen I have children, I want us to go to church together. I won’t tell them they have
to go to a Pentecostal church or a Baptist church or Catholic. They can choose where they
want to worship the Lord.” (individual interview black woman)

“I’m going to feed them [giving children religious instruction] until they’re fat and they
can’t take no more. I’m going to guide them until they feel they can make the right decisions.
I’m not going to try to be a new-age parent—‘oh, I’m not going to do this to my kids because
it’s a different age.’ I will guide my kids to the light.” (black woman focus group)

“The people in my church I have known them ever since I was a little girl. We all grew up
together...it’s not just like just religion, it’s my friends and my family are there. We are like
a community within a community. We are all there. We are all there to support each other.”
(black woman focus group)

The black students see religious involvement as integral to their identity. They believe it
supports them, provides them with personal discipline, and reminds them that they are public
representatives of the faith. Where white students sometimes worried about a potential “stigma”
of church membership that would restrict or inhibit their relationships with others, black students
discussed church membership as a type of “insulation” that helped them resist temptation (especially,
we heard in one focus group, the temptation of “cute guys”). Church involvement, in summary, is a
social factor for black students, not just a personal one. And while family connection is important to
both groups, black students conceptualized church relations in family terms, as what used to be called
by sociologists “ﬁctive kin”. We would hear respondents say things such “the organist at church is my
auntie”—but the woman was not a blood relation (the sister of her parent). Instead, the older woman,
was a respected authority ﬁgure who also had the emotional connection and the sense of responsibility
toward the younger woman that an older woman would have. Just as fellow church-goers are “sister”
or “brother”—or just as South Asian students we observed called elders from their community “uncle”
or “aunt” whatever their familial status—the relationships formed within church had the binding
power of blood ties. Church involvement is “like a family” as well as being “with family”. One doesn’t
“choose” family—it is not a social contract from which a dissatisﬁed party can withdraw and move on
to ﬁnd a different and better deal [48]). Family is locative, but transcends the particulars of place and
time—it is grounding, constraining, and empowering.
Obviously, developing personal autonomy, trust in one’s individual judgment, and the like are
important processes and life skills. In addition, they are key skills needed by those in the contemporary
middle-class. Both black and white students were developing and using those skills, but in ways that
had important differences. Many of the white youth we talked to do not face as risky a world as many
of the black students who are trying to make it in college. The community has been a great source
of resources and resilience for African Americans, and the church in particular is often a bulwark
for protecting children and young people from “the street” (see [33]). Religion greatly matters for
urban black communities, but as in the case of immigrant groups, it has become less something that
can be taken for granted and more something that has to be worked at (see [34,43]). Urban black
neighborhoods have more than their share of people at the socio-economic margins, and those people
who have achieved or are trying to achieve middle-class status are more precariously perched there
than are white families. This is where religion matters most for promoting positive outcomes for young
people [38,42,44]. Precisely where young people are disadvantaged, religious involvement can make
the biggest difference in their capacity to take advantage of opportunities and skirt dangers.
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Studies of the religious lives of young adults have tended to implicitly emphasize the differences
between them and their parents and their religious communities by either stressing the life cycle
dimension of being a “young” adult or the generational factors that shape a unique experience.
The relative emphasis on continuity between young people and adults varies. For example, Smith and
Denton [8] conclude that most of the youth they talked to were actually pretty close to their parents’
religiosity. Not surprisingly, as youth age, they often change their religious beliefs and practices,
as Smith and Snell [9] and Pearce and Denton [14] demonstrate, but often that change is not radical.
Similarly, Bengtson et al. [18] tell a story that emphasizes intergenerational continuity. Nonetheless,
some of the religious change experienced by young adults is thorough and dramatic—and often those
who begin as most highly religious become least involved later (a ﬁnding in both Smith and Snell and
Pearce and Denton).
More encompassingly, Flory and Miller [21] and Wuthnow [11] posit a fundamental generational
difference in the ways that young adults now engage religious belief and practice, though they
differ in the content of the new patterns. That is, Flory and Miller see an “expressive communalism”
as the typical religious orientation of the post-boomer generation, while Wuthnow sees young adults
who are in the “after baby boomer” generation as fundamentally “tinkerers” who put together
religious lives from whatever they have at hand—a bricolage of beliefs and practices that are suited to
individualized needs (see also [13,22]) ﬁnd both personalistic and communal orientations in the youth
they study—white youth much more likely to be individualist in belief and questioning of institutional
authority, while black and Latino/a youth are more oriented toward community and family, and more
trusting in the religious authority of those communities.
We have offered an argument that stresses the differences between black and white youth/young
adults, but that simultaneously shows a basic continuity with their communities of origin—rooted in
the ways in which they participate in religious organizations. Thus, while we show racial variation
among young adults, we argue that it is built upon a continuity with their congregations and
communities of origin.
It would be tempting to over-interpret our ﬁndings. We did not set out to discover the different
ways in which African American and white Americans either do or talk about religion. We recognize
that class differences, and differences in religious traditions, complicate any generalization that is too
sweeping. We cannot address why some young people get or stay involved with religious organizations
and others do not. While we grounded our analysis of the discourses of white and black students in
the ways in which various congregations practice “youth ministry”, we also recognize that cultural
and social locations, as well as economic class, are powerful contexts that shape the ways in which we
talk and act. Furthermore, we also saw many similarities in the interviews between black and white
students—they wrestled with their own faith commitments, and they were testing a certain amount of
autonomy now that they were not living at home and thus had less direct familial pressure to get up
and out on Sunday mornings. Many were less observant than they had been earlier in their lives.
That said, we found two distinct sets of differences: ﬁrst, the uses of individualized, “client”
language by white college students to describe their organizational biographies versus the use of
“family”and “home” language by black college students to describe their immersion in religious
communities; and second, the generational segregation of youth into age-graded ministries in
many white churches versus the age-integrated activities in black churches that focused on youth
demonstrating their religious “chops” for their elders in settings that combined moral support with
adult supervision. We do not think these differences are coincidental.
Pushing our empirical observations more conceptually, we witnessed differences in what we term
the “dynamics of commitment”. A long thread of analysis of American cultural and religious history
has contrasted individualized versus communal approaches to connecting to groups (e.g., [48–50]).
On one hand, there is the “social contract” language of classical liberalism, in which society is
conceptualized as an aggregation of individual connections. These connections are basically “contracts”
26

MDPI Books

Religions 2016, 7, 90

in which people exchange varieties of personal and social “goods”. The implication of a contract is
that once it becomes perceived as not a good deal for one of the parties involved, they renegotiate or
perhaps leave. On the other hand, “covenant” language portrays social groups as bound together by a
collective identity and a collective commitment to the survival of the group. In the Judeo-Christian
religious tradition, this was a pact initiated by God; but it is more than a simple contract—it binds
individuals into a “people” who have collective and individual responsibilities and who are bonded
through both good and ill fortune.
At the level of understanding young adults’ discourse about their own religious involvements,
we have revealed distinct hints of both contractual and covenantal thinking. When white students
found a congregation not to their liking, or upholding values or practices they could not abide, or felt
that their personal journeys were not being well served, they disengaged. When black students—even
those not very active at the time—discussed their own involvements they were conscious of the ways
in which church connections were family-like, and communal. They served to keep individuals on the
right path, a path that was understood as beneﬁting the collective as well as the individual.
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Abstract: Atheism is the mainstream belief system in contemporary China. In recent years, a growing
number of Chinese have converted to different religions, particularly Christianity. In this study, we
conducted a survey in the region of Xi’an to investigate the following three questions: How common
is Christianity among college students in Xi’an? How many of them have converted to the Christian
faith? How do they gain their knowledge of Christianity? It is a popular notion in China that
many college students have, in recent times, converted to Christianity. However, our survey results
do not provide support for this. While many students encounter Christian faith on university
campuses, especially through organizations such as The Fellowship, students in this survey report
low religious afﬁliation.
Keywords: college students; Christianity; survey; China

1. Introduction

Between 1982 and 2001, the number of Catholic, Protestant, and Islamic afﬁliates increased from
10 million to 60 million in China. The nonstatistical afﬁliates of Buddhism and Daoism are about
10 million in number. The white paper on religious belief in China (Baipishu) shows that there are
100 million people in China who believe in religion. Related statistics are debatable as some suggest that
300 million followers of religion is a more approximate number. According to surveys, 70–80 percent
of the afﬁliates began to convert from the 1980s onwards, and of them 30 percent are young people [1].
As Professor Fenggang Yang observed: “In the reform era since 1979, all kinds of religions have
revived and are thriving. Christianity has been the fastest-growing religion for decades” [2]. Published
estimates of the proportion of Christians in the Chinese population range from approximately 1 percent
in some relatively small-sample public opinion surveys to about 8 percent in reviews of membership
reports from churches and church leaders (including unregistered churches) within China. The Pew
Forum’s demographers estimate that the 2010 Christian proportion of China’s population is likely to
be approximately 5 percent (or 67 million people of all ages). This ﬁgure includes non-adult children
of Chinese afﬁliates and unbaptized people who attend Christian worship services [3]. What about
young people’s religious faith, or college students’ faith? In the early 2000s, one-third of the population
with religious beliefs were young people, which is around 30–40 million [4]. As part of the religious
revival since the Reform era, Christianity has gained popularity in China. An increasing number of
people have become Christians, especially in coastal towns and developed cities.
How common is Christianity among the young people in universities, especially in Xi’an, a city
in Northwestern China? To answer this question, we conducted a survey aiming to learn the basic
trends in the percentage of Christians among college students and their attitudes toward Christianity.
We asked all participants about how they came to know about Christianity. Was it the church or other
Christians that led them to develop an awareness and understanding of Christianity? Among the
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afﬁliates, we asked them when they started believing in the Christian message and why. Additionally,
we questioned them on how their religious practices take place on campus. How do they get exposed to
the Christian faith on campus? How do they spread their knowledge of Christianity to other students?
To gain answers to these questions, we randomly selected 1000 students from 12 universities
in Xi’an. The universities were selected for their different specialties including liberal arts, science,
and language studies. The selected universities are distributed in different parts of the city. Since the
sample is randomly selected, we hoped to balance the ratio between male and female participants;
the grade ranges were from freshman to graduate students; and the ethnic groups comprised both
Han and minorities. This general survey aimed to understand the religious beliefs of college students
and to ﬁnd out if Christianity was popular on campus.
The questionnaires were distributed twice to students on campus, and they had to ﬁll them in
during classes. First, when 250 students were pre-tested, we found that some questions that were based
on previous questionnaires did not get clear answers, and we made additions and changed some of
them. Then, later we distributed 750 changed questionnaires. Therefore, the total number of statistics
had little variation for the different questions. We received 950 questionnaires in return, for a 95 percent
response rate. The following are the results of the statistical analysis of 950 questionnaires. SPSS was
used for data analysis.
2. Religious Afﬁliation in China

A number of studies have already investigated religious affiliation in China generally. For example,
Stark and Wang ﬁnd that Christianity is widespread in China, with the rate of Chinese claiming
afﬁliation rising in recent decades [5]. However, these scholars also ﬁnd that there is a general
reluctance of many Chinese to admit afﬁliation with Christianity. In this sense, claiming afﬁliation
is still a relatively undesirable status socially. They ﬁnd that many Chinese have a personal faith in
Christianity but tend to underreport more public forms of religiosity, such as afﬁliation with a speciﬁc
religious tradition.
Less studied is the extent to which this broader pattern in China is true among young Chinese.
In particular, religiosity among college students is important for predicting future patterns in China.
However, no studies that we are aware of have given particular attention to religious afﬁliation
among college students, especially not in Xi’an. Xi’an is located in the interior of the country and as a
“university city” has a large concentration of universities. Thus, this study has particular relevance.
3. Survey in Xi’an, China
3.1. Student Characteristics

We selected different universities in Xi’an to distribute the questionnaires to get a varied sample
with regard to gender, grade, major, and nationality. However, students were not chosen on the basis
of any speciﬁc characteristic.
Gender: The total number of valid questionnaires was 950, of which 364 were male respondents,
562 female, and 24 non-indicated, accounting for 38.3 percent, 59.2 percent, and 2.5 percent, respectively.
The proportion of girls was relatively high, which corresponded with the overall proportion of girls in
the universities.
Grade: Of the students who answered the questionnaire, 155 were postgraduates, 782 undergraduates,
2 college students, and 11 undesignated, accounting for 16.3 percent, 82.3 percent, 0.2 percent,
and 1.2 percent, respectively. Most of the respondents were undergraduates, showing that they
formed the main group among college students.
Majors: The numbers of students majoring in different disciplines were as follows: In the arts,
there were 317 students majoring in humanities and social sciences, 139 in foreign languages, and 8 in
art and sports. This comes to a total of 464 students, which accounts for 48.8 percent of the sample.
In addition, there were 428 students majoring in science and engineering, and 46 majoring in medicine,
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with a combined total of 474 students comprising 49.9 percent of the sample. Finally, there were
12 students without a designated major who comprised 1.3 percent of the sample of college students
in this study.
Minorities and Han: The number of students from among the Han nationality, minorities,
and the undesignated were 823, 121, and 6, accounting for 86.6 percent, 12.7 percent, and 0.6 percent,
respectively. This reﬂects the overall situation in the country. The number of students among minorities
was slightly higher because some surveys were concentrated in minorities’ classes.
These randomly selected students reﬂect the overall trends among college students in Xi’an,
and the different variables in the sample were conducive to a representative survey.
3.2. Students’ Faith Proﬁles

Other researchers who surveyed the number of college students who afﬁliate with religions
showed results with the proportion of afﬁliates varying from 3.5 percent to 44 percent. A higher
proportion of college students was found in the coastal region, underdeveloped areas, and minority
areas who afﬁliated with a religion. [1] Xi’an is not a coastal region, nor is it underdeveloped, nor is it in
the minority area; thus, we know little about the proportion of students who afﬁliate with religion there.
From Figure 1, it is evident that “No Faith” is the option of the highest number of students, the second
is Buddhism, and the third is Islam. Very few responded saying “Christianity”. The proportion of all
students who affiliate with a religion is 14 percent, while 86 percent are non-affiliates who responded
with “no faith” or no answer. This 14 percent lies in the median range from 3.5 percent to 44 percent.

Figure 1. Religious afﬁliation among college students.

The difference between the number of afﬁliates and non-afﬁliates is quite signiﬁcant. Among
those surveyed, the number of afﬁliates was 133 out of 950, making up 14 percent, of which 11 were
Protestant and Catholics among the 950, accounting for 1.2 percent. The number of non-afﬁliates was
804, accounting for 84.6 percent; the incomplete questionnaires were 13, accounting for 1.4 percent.
The general scenario is that a very small proportion of them are Protestant or Catholic, with most of
them subscribing to no religion. The number of students believing in traditional Chinese Buddhism
and Daoism together or other religions (including Tibetan Buddhism, Confucianism, and Folk Religion)
is 83. There were 39 students who believe in Islam.
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The survey produced the following results. Of the college students surveyed in this study,
84.6 percent reported they have no religion; 8.7 percent reported Buddhism, Daoism, Buddhism and
Daoism, or Folk religion; 4.1 percent reported Islam; 1.2 percent reported Protestant or Catholic;
and 1.4 percent did not respond to this question. These results are the same as the data of the
CFPS (Chinese Family Panel Studies) 2012 generated by the Institute of Religion and Culture of
Beijing University. Their data showed that only 10 percent of Chinese regard themselves as afﬁliated
with religion. Most respondents (89.6 percent) think they have no religious faith. Buddhism, with
numbers almost double those of other religions, is still the most inﬂuential religion in China, with
6.75 percent of the interviewees regarding themselves as Buddhist. Furthermore, the CFPS data
indicated that 1.9 percent of Chinese are Christians, which equates to approximately 26 million
Christians living in China now. This makes Christianity the second largest religion of the Han ethnic
group [6]. The outcomes of two surveys are similar. The reason that Islamic afﬁliates outnumbered
Christians here is that more minority students were interviewed.
However, the Pew Forum’s data indicates that 5 percent of the Chinese population numbers
approximately 67 million people. Meanwhile, the CFPS’s survey indicated a 1.9 percent Christian
population proportion in China, while our survey indicated a 1.2 percent proportion of Christians
among college students. We consider that the Pew results differ based on the use of estimated data.
Moreover, both the deﬁnition of particular religions and the method of survey used are different in
each of the studies. It is possible that, under Communist rule in China, some religious people do not
admit their faith, so that the true data is higher than the survey results suggest.
In that survey, the results do not appear to be signiﬁcantly inﬂuenced by the factors of gender,
grade, and subject major. However, the ethnic factor is more signiﬁcantly related to the expression of
religious faith, especially for the followers of Islam or Tibet Buddhism. “Most Chinese Muslims belong
to one of several ethnic groups that are overwhelmingly Muslim. The 2000 Chinese census included
a measure on ethnicity. While not all members of these ethnic groups would necessarily identify as
Muslim, the Census ﬁgures provide a reasonable and generally accepted approximation of the size of
China’s Muslim population” [7].
Table 1 presents the results of the survey in this study and shows that most of the students do
not follow any faith. The Han students’ main faith is Buddhism, Daoism, or both of them together.
The minorities’ faith is mainly Islam and Buddhism (including Tibetan Buddhism). The Protestant
designation is more popular among the Han than among the minorities. Among the minorities, 59 out
of 121 have religious faith, accounting for 48.76 percent, almost half, but among the Han, 85 out of 822
have religious faith, accounting for 10.34 percent. This comes close to the national ﬁgures—100 million
of the 1.3 billion Chinese. Of course, this includes Han and minority ﬁgures; only the Han total
10.34 percent in this survey.
Table 1. Ethnic groups and religious afﬁliation.
Faith
Missing
Protestant
Catholic
Islam
Buddhism
Daoism
Others
None
Buddhism/Daoism
Total

Han

Minorities

11
7
2
1
47
4
6
737
7
822

1
1
1
38
14
1
1
62
2
121

33

Missing

Total

1
0
0
0
0
0
1
5
0
7

13
8
3
39
61
5
8
804
9
950
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In Figure 2, a higher ratio of religious identity among ethnic minorities is demonstrated (59 of 121;
48.76 percent). Most in this group believe in Islam, Buddhism, and Tibetan Buddhism. Han and other
minorities believe in other religions. Non-afﬁliation is high. Hardly any of the students identiﬁed
themselves as Christians. Knowing this, the next question is whether the small number of Christians
have made an impact on others in terms of their views about Christianity and about the missionary
work associated with some Christians in China.

Figure 2. Religious afﬁliation by ethnic group.

3.3. College Student Views about Christianity

From among all the students who took the survey, 306 of 901 (34 percent) have respect for the
Christian faith, 466 of 901 (51.7 percent) oppose Christian missionaries; only 17 of 901 (1.9 percent)
consider it to be a religion of superstitions; and 111 of 901 (12.3 percent) have no idea. From this we
realize that most students respect the Christian faith, but do not like missionary activities. Moreover,
the superstition response, which was the common view of religion in the past, is equated with religion
by few students today. These results are displayed in Table 2.
Table 2. Students’ attitude toward Christianity.
Missionary Attitude
Missing
Respect
Oppose missionary work
Think are superstitious
No idea
Total

Frequency

Percentage

Valid Percentage

Cumulative Percentage

1
306
466
17
111
901

0.1
32.2
49.1
1.8
11.7
94.8

0.1
34.0
51.7
1.9
12.3
100.0

0.1
34.1
85.8
87.7
100.0
100.0
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Table 3 preliminarily investigates whether there appears to be a difference in attitudes toward
Christianity between religious afﬁliates and non-afﬁliates. Among the 762 respondents who followed
“no religion”, 247 reported “respect”, accounting for 32.41 percent, and 402 respondents, accounting
for 52.76 percent, opposed missionary activities. Only 14 people, accounting for 1.84 percent, reported
their opinion that Christianity is superstitious. Among those who identiﬁed themselves as Protestant or
Catholic, almost all of them stated that they respected the Christian identity. Among followers of Islam,
Buddhism, Daoism, and other religions, only three people thought Christianity was superstitious.
This meant that most students respected the Christian faith, few considered the religion to be
superstitious, but most, among both religious afﬁliates and non-afﬁliates, opposed missionary activities.
This is a general trend in contrast to other variables that include gender, grade, major, and ethnic group.
People who believe in a religion and those who do not have different attitudes toward the Christian
faith; among the religious afﬁliates, Christians and non-Christians have different attitudes.
Table 3. Attitudes toward Christianity among religious afﬁliates.
Faith
Missing
Protestant
Catholic
Islam
Buddhism
Daoism
Others
None
Buddhism/Daoism
Total

Respect

Opposed to
Missionary Work

Think Are
Superstitious

No Idea

6
6
1
16
23
0
2
247
5
306

5
0
1
18
28
5
3
402
4
121

0
0
0
1
2
0
0
14
0
17

1
0
1
3
7
0
1
98
0
111

Missing
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1

Total

12
6
3
38
60
5
6
762
9
901

The proportion of students who are respectful and neutral toward those having Christian beliefs
was 85.6 percent while those thinking of them as superstitious accounted for only 1.8 percent,
and 11.7 percent were indifferent. Overall, this indicated that, although they are not Christians,
the vast majority of them adopt an accepting or neutral attitude toward Christianity. This is because
the majority of students believe that it is acceptable for college students to have religious beliefs. That is
to say, most the college students generally accept the religious afﬁliates.
Students’ attitudes toward Christianity are more respectful than antagonistic. While most of the
students reported not liking missionary activities, they also indicated that young people are generally
accepting of religious culture and have great regard for the social role of religion in the contemporary
era. That is the reason for their interest in Christianity. However, the acceptance does not necessarily
lead to afﬁliation with the Christian faith and following its beliefs—not publicly at least. Some young
people who often attend the activities in a church or a fellowship group do not particularly believe
in the Christian message [8]. Thus, most of these college students do not afﬁliate with Christianity.
But are they interested in learning about it?
3.4. Students’ Interest in Learning about Christianity

As discussed above, most students respect Christianity, but are not personally interested in
converting. If they had not been exposed to Christianity, would they have been interested in learning
about it? Table 4 shows that most of these students have no interest in learning about Christianity: 399
out of 950, accounting for 44.3 percent. Only 196 of the 950 answered “yes,” accounting for 21.8 percent.
The other 304 out of 950 marked “no idea,” accounting for 33.8 percent.
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Frequency

Percentage

Valid Percentage

Cumulative Percentage

1
196
399
304
900

0.1
20.6
42
32
94.7

0.1
21.8
44.3
33.8
100

0.1
21.9
66.2
100
100

Missing
Yes
No
No idea
Total

Does knowledge about Christianity relate to interests in learning about it? From Table 5, we see
that, among those with the most understanding, 2 out of 5 are interested, 1 out of 5 are not interested,
and among those who had little understanding, 37 out of 84 are interested, and 19 out of 84 are not
interested. With an average understanding of Christianity, 86 out of 277 showed interest, 101 out of
277 had no interest. Among those with little understanding, 62 out of 373 showed interest, 169 out
of 373 had no interest. Therefore, students who know more about Christianity are more interested in
learning about it than students who knew very little about it.
Table 5. Understanding about and interest in Christianity.
Knowledge of
Christianity
4
3
2
1
0
Total

Interested in Learning about Christianity
Yes

No

Don’t Care

Missing

2
37
86
62
9
196

1
19
101
169
109
399

2
28
89
142
43
304

0
0
1
0
0
1

(0–4, the level from knowing nothing to knowing the most).

Total
5
84
277
373
161
900

The chart in Figure 3 reads from left to right, the green bar indicating “interest” and the yellow
indicating ”no interest”. The students who have more knowledge of Christianity are interested in
learning more about Christianity. Note that the green bar is higher than the yellow bar in column “4”
(learn most) and ”3” (learn more).

Figure 3. Students’ understanding about and interest in Christianity.
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Comparing the results from different disciplines in Table 6, we see that students majoring in the
Arts (Liberal Arts, Foreign Languages, and Sports) are more numerous in our respondent group than
students in the Sciences (Science and Technology and Medicine). Of students in the Arts, 112 of 196
(57.14 percent) are interested in learning about Christianity, whereas, among students in the Sciences,
79 of 196 (40.31 percent) are interested in learning about Christianity. Meanwhile, among the students
with “no interest”, this trend is reversed. The Sciences group (220 of 399 respondents, accounting
for 55.14 percent) has more students with no interest than the Arts group (165 of 399, accounting for
43.86 percent). Therefore, the discipline in which students are majoring appears to be an important
factor that is related to interest in learning about Christianity.
Table 6. Academic major and interest in learning about Christianity.
Major

Interested in Learning about Christianity

Total

Missing

Yes

No

Don’t Care

0
0
1
0
0
0
1

5
87
68
22
3
11
196

4
112
200
61
2
20
399

0
99
151
36
3
15
304

Missing
Liberal Arts
Science and Technology
Foreign Language
Sports
Medicine
Total

9
298
420
119
8
46
900

Are different attitudes connected to the interest in learning about Christianity? We see from
Table 7 that the students who respect Christianity are also those interested in learning about it and
vice versa. Overall, college students’ interest in learning about Christianity is related to the extent to
which they have an understanding of the faith, their attitude toward Christians, and the discipline in
which the students are majoring. The number of students who have an interest, have no interest, or are
indifferent is 196 (20.6 percent), 399 (42 percent), and 305 (32.1 percent), respectively. Those who have
clearly expressed no interest account for 42 percent (nearly half), and those who are interested are
possibly those who only have a superﬁcial interest, showing a low level of participation in Christian
activities; their interest is mainly satisﬁed indirectly from books.
Table 7. Attitude toward Christians and interest in learning about Christianity.
Major
Missing
Respect
Oppose missionaries
Superstitious
No idea
Total

Interested in Learning about Christianity
Yes

No

No Idea

Missing

0
122
68
2
4
196

0
85
239
14
61
399

1
97
159
1
46
304

0
1
0
0
0
1

Total

1
305
466
17
1111
900

3.5. Students’ Knowledge of Christianity is Related to Communicating with Christian Friends

To investigate correlates of student knowledge of Christianity, Figure 4 ﬁrst presents the results of
the student knowledge rating. From Figure 4, it is clear that most students report that they know very
little about Christianity; more than half of them (the yellow and purple) know little to nothing. “Just
so-so” knowledge of Christianity is represented by the brown khaki section. “Know quite a bit” and
“very familiar” are green and blue, respectively.
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When students had a connection with religion, their knowledge about Christianity was higher.
Table 8 presents the results of crosstabulations analyzing knowledge of Christianity and whether
students have Christian friends and shows greater knowledge among those with Christian friends.
Thus, interest and understanding of Christianity are linked, perhaps because interest promotes learning
about faith, or perhaps because learning about faith promotes interest. Both possibilities may be true.
The causal order is unknown from this cross-sectional analysis, but this preliminary analysis has
established that there appears to be a relationship between the two. Next, we investigate possible
sources of religious exposure.
Table 8. Knowledge of Christianity and Christian friends.
Christian

Extent to Which Students Know about Christianity

Friends

Most

A little

So-so

Very little

Not at all

Total

Missing
Yes
No
Total

0
5
0
5

0
56
28
84

2
193
82
277

3
219
151
373

0
57
104
161

5
530
365
900

Table 9 shows that students who have Christian friends understand Christianity more than those
who have no Christian friends. We understand this to mean that having Christian friends is related to
students’ knowledge of and interest in learning about Christianity.
Table 9. Understanding of Christianity and participating in Christian activities.
Christian
Activities
Missing
One
Two
Three or more
Nil
Total

Extent of Understanding about Christianity
Most

A little

So-so

Very little

Not at all

0
0
0
2
3
5

1
11
9
21
43
85

1
38
12
24
202
277

1
35
19
6
312
373

0
3
0
0
158
161
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Total
3
87
40
53
718
901
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Understanding of Christianity may also be related to the degree of participation in religious
activities. Among the ﬁve students who understand Christianity quite well, three have not participated
in Christian activities; 43 out of 85 students who understand Christianity well have not participated in
Christian activities; and 202 out of 277 students who have little understanding have not participated in
Christian activities. This indicates that their level of understanding is not necessarily linked to their
level of participation. Perhaps instead college students’ understanding of Christianity results from
textbooks, the Internet, ﬁlm, and television or from having Christian friends and classmates, without
any formal contact with Christianity or Christians. This seems likely since the survey regarding their
intent shows that even those students who have participated in Christian activities do not necessarily
show a high degree of interest in Christianity. Thus, further investigation is needed into the sources of
religious exposure.
3.6. Sources from Which Students Learn about Christianity

College students reporting religious afﬁliation appear to have learned about Christianity from
different sources than non-afﬁliates. Most afﬁliates attribute their knowledge about Christianity to
their family (47.9 percent), friends (18.8 percent), or from attending religious meetings (10.4 percent).
Non-afﬁliates attribute their knowledge of Christianity to reading religious books (18.8 percent),
browsing the Internet (18.8 percent), or being introduced through friends (17.6 percent). This indicates
that afﬁliates obtained their religious knowledge from their surroundings, and nearly half from family
members. The non-afﬁliates attribute their religious knowledge to reading books and browsing the
Internet. Both afﬁliates and non-afﬁliates rarely attribute it to religious broadcasts, leaﬂets, or religious
organizations [9].
According to this survey, most students learned about Christianity through social networks
and the Internet, books, relatives, friends, and religious classes, among others. In addition, a large
proportion of college students have not participated in any Christian activities. Their understanding
of Christianity continues to come from the Internet, books, and other external sources, which makes
it clear that college students’ contact with Christianity is very limited. This is because the total
number of university students believing in Christianity in Xi’an is smaller, and the non-afﬁliates
show no willingness to learn more about Christianity from their Christian classmates and friends,
thus preventing the further spread of the Christian faith among students.
Leaﬂets distributed on campus and through fellowships continue to play an important role in
introducing Christianity to college students. A fellowship on the campus may be accepted by young
students because it is a relaxing place for socializing without a religious discipline or rules. This could
help facilitate being around religious afﬁliates. The members of a fellowship actively build friendly
relationships with students and invite them to take part in activities to learn about Christianity. This is
a way for students to learn by communicating directly with Christians.
The activities of Christians are not only in the church but also outside the church. The Christian
way of life for college students involves being in the fellowship ﬁrst, not the church. The house church
and the fellowship have become more popular than traditional churches for young people. When we
surveyed people in fellowships, house churches, and traditional churches, we found that more youth
Christians (including college students) gathered in a fellowship or house church rather than in a
traditional church. House churches in Xi’an attended by young people (including college students) can
number from fewer than 10 communicants to more than 200. However, few young people attended
traditional churches. In addition, when interviewed, the young people indicated that the fellowships
and house churches were more attractive for them than were traditional churches.
Table 10 shows that the main ways in which students participate in religious activities is by
visiting temples, churches, and mosques, where a majority of the Buddhists and Muslims hold their
religious activities. Christians organize and participate in more meetings or classes. Most Christians
attend the parties of afﬁliates or take online learning classes, while Buddhists are more likely to
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participate in other forms of religious activities demonstrating that spiritual advancement is greater
than other organizational expressions.
Table 10. Ways of participating in religious activities.

Missing
Missing
Protestant
Catholicism
Islam
Buddhism
Daoism
Other Religions
Buddhism and Daoism
Total

1. Temple,
Church, or
Mosque

2. Party of
Afﬁliates

3. Online
Learning
Class

4. Others

1&2

0
2
0
10
12
1
1
0
26

0
3
1
2
3
0
0
0
9

0
1
0
1
0
1
0
1
4

1
2
0
1
7
2
2
1
16

0
0
0
2
1
0
0
0
3

0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
1

2&3

3&4

0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1

0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
1

1,3&4
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1

Total
1
8
3
17
24
4
3
2
62

We see from Table 11 that almost 25 percent of the students encountered the missionaries between
one and three times or more. This shows that fellowships have been communicating with college
students frequently. As outlined above, most students do not approve of missionary activities, but some
of them are interested in learning about the culture of Christianity. Students are invited to attend
fellowships around the campus to experience Christian culture, without having to participate in
religious activities. This seems to provide a more comfortable atmosphere for participating in social
events with Christians.
Table 11. Number of encounters with missionaries on campus.
Missionary
Encounters

Valid

Cumulative

Frequency

Percentage

Percentage

Percentage

2
101
82
58
705
948

0.2
10.6
8.6
6.1
74.2
99.8

0.2
10.7
8.6
6.1
74.4
100

0.2
10.9
19.5
25.6
100
100

Missing
Once
Twice
Thrice or more
None
Total

Table 12 shows that, while the absolute number of females invited to participate in fellowship
activities was greater than the absolute number of men, the gender ratio was nearly equal: women
numbered 141 out of 561, accounting for 25.13 percent, and males numbered 92 out of 363, accounting
for 25.34 percent.
Table 12. Number of encounters with missionaries by gender.
Number of Encounters
Gender

Once

Twice

Thrice

None

Missing

Total

Missing
Male
Female
Total

0
2
0
2

5
39
57
101

0
34
48
82

3
19
36
58

15
269
420
704

23
363
561
947

Thus, it seems from these initial descriptive statistics that there are potentially interesting patterns
in knowledge about, understanding of, and exposure to Christianity.
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Most of these college students do not believe in religion. Christianity is not popular among them
in Xi’an. As the Pew report showed, “three-quarters of the religiously unafﬁliated (76 percent) also live
in the massive and populous Asia-Paciﬁc region. Indeed, the number of religiously unafﬁliated people
in China alone (about 700 million) is more than twice the total population of the United States” [7].
Christians comprise 5 percent of the population in China, according to the Pew Forum estimates.
At present, most young Christians attend fellowships or house churches, and an increasing number of
college students are also interested in experiencing cultural Christianity. However, the proportion of
Christians remains low among all students.
In a survey taken in the Guizhou province in recent years, most college students believed in
a religion before they went to university or college, nearly 76.92 percent. Moreover, 23.08 percent
developed their faith during college; meanwhile, 61.54 percent followed the faith as practiced in their
family. In addition, they were inﬂuenced by their surroundings more than those who had a strong
religious inclination [10].
The situation was found to be similar in Guizhou, Xi’an, and other cities in China. The proportion
of afﬁliates in religion among Chinese in general is not high, but the actual number has been increasing.
Buddhism and Christianity are more acceptable to college students. Some students feel that religion
plays a positive role in society. They have a tolerant attitude toward religion [11].
Most students are interested in religion. Most of them get their religious knowledge, especially
Christianity, from books or websites, but they have no contact with any Christians. One of the
professors said that, on the one hand, young students had passionate feelings about religion that
manifest themselves in such aspects as religious festivals, traveling to religious locations, experiences
in temples, and religious cultural searching, religious food, and superstitions; on the other hand,
the same students do not understand the scriptures or doctrine. They also had less religious fervor.
Most of the students are not familiar with the religion they believe in. Only 3 percent understand
their religious rules and texts well, and 16 percent of them do not even know about their religion [12].
Therefore, religious beliefs of college students can be of three types: they believe in God but do not
belong to an religious organization; they are interested but not strongly committed; they have the
culture but are not engaged in the spiritual realms of religion [1].
Finally, we understand the ways in which they get exposure to religion, speciﬁcally Christianity:
Some of them receive ﬂiers and frequently receive invitations to join a study circle on campus.
The missionary effort is greater than it was in the past; a stronger effort is being made to introduce
Christianity to more students.
5. Discussion

Why are there fewer Christians in Xi’an when compared to other religious groups? Why do most
college students have no knowledge of religion? Why do they have no interest in learning about
Christianity? It is partly the atheistic environment in China that is responsible for most people being
disinclined to religious thinking. They also do not make contact with religious people. Especially in
Xi’an, an inland city in Northwestern China, people are more traditional than those in coastal cities
and thus less receptive to Christianity and thoughts from other religious cultures. This is a common
phenomenon in China.
Conversely, religion is nowadays experiencing a revival in China; all religions have spread quickly.
As we know, in the past thirty years, after several decades of severe repression, new manifestations of
religion have been appearing throughout China. Tens of thousands of temples have been reopened or
rebuilt. Millions of people have returned to Buddhism, and, once again, huge numbers of Chinese are
pursuing their traditional folk religions and worshipping at their ancestral shrines. Meanwhile, tens of
millions of Chinese have embraced Christianity, with thousands more converting every day and more
than forty new churches opening every week. [5] Therefore, some people think that Christianity has
spread rapidly in all cities in China.
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How can we reconcile these two different phenomena? Some scholars contend that the surveys
indicate lower numbers of Christians in China, such as in Xi’an, because individuals do not admit
their faith to others under communist rule. Indeed, how many college students are believers? There is
no consensus.
Meanwhile, Christianity has spread unevenly in different cities in China. In 1919, at the beginning
of the Christian missionary effort, Chinese Christians in seven coastal provinces outnumbered those
in other provinces, accounting for 71 percent of the total Christian population. The downstream
areas of the Changjiang River are home to approximately 80 percent of all Chinese Christians [13].
Professor Xing Fuzeng’s view is that, in the 20th century, the spread of Christianity in China was
unbalanced, with several provinces witnessing quicker growth and Chinese Christians congregating in
4–5 provinces, not including the Shaanxi Province. The Christians in Shaanxi comprised 0.98 percent
of the province’s population in 1997 [14]. At present, according to data obtained from the local
government, the ratio of Christians in the Shaanxi Province or Xi’an City is always lower than in some
coastal cities.
In 2015, there were approximately 360,000 Christians in the Shaanxi Province, accounting for
1 percent of the province’s total population of 37,000,000 [15]. Moreover, there are 83,000 Christians
in Xi’an, accounting for 0.95 percent of the city’s total population of 8,700,000 [16]. The proportion of
Christians in Xi’an is lower than in other cities. It is, therefore, reasonable to conclude that the ratio of
Christians among college students in Xi’an is also lower than in some other cities.
In addition, young people seldom express their religious fervor as compared to the older people.
College students are more interested in the attractions around them and often consider religion to
be strange. At the same time, religious faiths have rules while students prefer to live easily and
without limitations. In one report (Data of CFPS2012), the author indicates that: In general, few people
with college degrees believe in religion; Compared with Christian believers, Buddhists tend to be
younger and better educated; In Christian, people over the age of 40 believing in Christianity are more
numerous than younger believers, people with a higher level or lower level of education believing in
Christianity are more numerous than middle level education believers [6].
Based on the various surveys or estimates, some people think the proportion of Christians in
Xi’an should be higher, other people do not think so, whose opinion correctly represents the current
trend? This depends on the quality of the survey. In this survey, the ﬁnding that Christianity is
followed by a low rate of college students reinforces the results of the CFPS2012 Report. We consider
that these results reﬂect the detailed monitoring of religious activities in China. According to related
laws and regulations, religious activities can only be held in special places. In essence, displaying
religious beliefs and religious practices is prohibited in public, a law which is applicable to university
campuses. To be exposed to a religion, a person must ﬁrst have a chance encounter with believers.
Therefore, the ﬁrst step to make a cognitive connection to Christianity is important. As Ying Xiong
said in his article:
The more mature faith is based on cognition (thoughts). When you think God is believable,
you begin to believe . . . you rely on what you believe in your feeling and spirit, you are
convinced and then you are the real follower, moving from your thinking to your activities
. . . therefore, faith is the process from initial belief (often feeling) to being convinced.
The people who go through the entire process are the real afﬁliates [17].

Members of Christian fellowships on campus have become more active in missionary work; thus,
students have become exposed to more ﬂiers and have received more invitations from missionaries.
In this way, fellowship members provide more opportunities to college students to learn about
Christianity. In contrast to traditional missionaries, the fellowship uses certain initiatives and adapts
itself to a young person’s way of thinking. The initiative involves making friends with students,
adapting to them by decreasing the emphasis on religious rules, and creating an inviting space for
young people to learn about Christianity. For most people who convert to Christianity, it is not the

42

MDPI Books

Religions 2016, 7, 58

faith or the search for the meaning of life that leads them to convert, but their feeling/thinking that
a Christian is a good person and that it is good to be in contact with Christians. Therefore, deeply
communicating with a Christian does not begin with the so-called “quest of the spirit” but with real
experience [18], and that is why young people more easily accept this faith model.
6. Limitations

It could alternatively be that people who do believe personally in Christianity are still unlikely to
report afﬁliation due to this being a relatively un-socially desirable status to report [5]. If this is the
case, then their low levels of afﬁliation reported in this survey may not attempt to examine accurately
religious afﬁliation and participation among Xi’an college students.
It is also worth noting that, as a cross-sectional survey, the causal direction of the relationships
reported is unknown. For example, interest in Christianity could promote greater understanding,
or vice versa. What is indicated by this survey is that the two are related. This provides initial evidence
that investigations of this type can be fruitful.
7. Conclusions

In summary, we have found that, despite reports of high and growing rates of Christianity in
China, college students in Xi’an still report relatively low rates. What appears to be changing is the
degree of participation in, interest about, and understanding of Christianity through multiple forms of
exposure to small groups of Christians on college campuses.
Conﬂicts of Interest: The author declares no conﬂict of interest.
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Abstract: This analysis of Chinese and Japanese American young adults, based on the Pew Research
Center 2012 Asian American Survey, examines the religious nones of these ethnic groups. Rather
than focusing on their beliefs and belonging to religious denominations, it highlights their spiritual
practices and ethical relations using an Asian-centric liyi (ritual and righteousness) discourse. Despite
being religious nones, these groups have high rates of ancestor veneration and participation in ethnic
religious festivals, as well as strong familial and reciprocal obligations. These ﬁndings indicate
that, similar to other American Millennials, these groups may be better understood by how they do
religion than in what they believe.

Keywords: religious nones; spiritual but not religious; Chinese Americans; Japanese Americans;
Asian Americans; millennials

1. Introduction

According to the 2014 American Religious Landscape Study, the number of Americans unafﬁliated
with any religion has risen stunningly by over 40% in the past seven years, from 16.1% to 22.8%. The
report accounted for this change by noting the generational replacement of Catholic and Mainline
individuals by Millennials who are religious “nones”. Regarding this major shift in Americans’
religious identities, it states:
As the Millennial generation enters adulthood, its members display much lower levels
of religious afﬁliation, including less connection with Christian churches, than older
generations. Fully 36% of young Millennials (those between the ages of 18 and 24) are
religiously unafﬁliated, as are 34% of older Millennials (ages 25–33). [1]

An emerging ﬁeld of scholarship now seeks to explain why so many Americans, especially
Millennials, are rejecting religious afﬁliation [2].
Two groups of ethnic Americans, however, have historically been religiously unafﬁliated instead of
shifting to this category. Both Chinese Americans and Japanese Americans—at 52.1% and 32.5%—have
the highest rates of religious nones in the United States [3]. Their young adults under 30 have even
greater proportions of being unafﬁliated, at 65.6% and 44.4%.
We suggest that the Western conceptualization of religion along the dimensions of belief and
belonging are less than adequate in understanding these religious nones. Instead, we argue that an East
Religions 2015, 6, 891–911
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Asian liyi spiritual discourse, which emphasizes moral rituals (li) and right relationships (yi), is a more
appropriate framework to discuss and analyze the spirituality of Chinese and Japanese Americans.
Even for the second, third, and fourth generations of these groups who are acculturated, an emphasis
on rituals and relationships better accounts for their spiritual realities. Chinese Americans may
be characterized with a hybridized “familism” and Japanese Americans with a “natural religion” of
reciprocal obligations that shape their ultimate aims and ethics. Further, we posit that this discourse can
be a helpful way to describe the emerging outlooks of American Millennials who are religious nones.
2. American Religious Nones

The emerging research on American religious nones, those who do not afﬁliate with any religious
tradition or identity, offers typologies and social characteristics of this group. The Pew Research Center
has divided this umbrella group into three subgroups: atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particular.
The nothing in particular category has been further conceptualized and categorized, including the
use of a range of terms: unchurched believers [2], humanists [3], spiritual but not religious [4], and
liminals [5]. American religious nones are more likely to be male, unmarried, college educated, and
residing in the West [6]. Four other characteristics mark the religiously unafﬁliated, which provide
explanations for their growth in the last two decades. They are (1) demographic shifts; (2) religious
socialization; (3) political trends; and (4) cultural turns towards individualism.
First, as this Special Issue on religion and young adults observes, the rise of the nones is attributed
to generational replacement as Millennials enter adulthood and older Americans, who were more
religious, pass away. The Pew Research Center suggests that “These generational differences are
consistent with other signs of a gradual softening of religious commitment among some (though by no
means all) Americans in recent decades” [4].
Second, Baker and Smith assert that the religious socialization of those who are unafﬁliated
signiﬁcantly correlates with their subsequent religious identiﬁcation as adults [2]. Religious nones
are more than three times likely than others to have an unafﬁliated mother or father, who long serve
as their primary reference group. Their parents’ non-afﬁliation, in turn, shapes the extent to which
they bring their children to religious institutions [7]. Religious nones were much less likely to attend
organized religious services as twelve year olds than those religiously afﬁliated.
Third, Hout and Fischer observe that American religious nones tend to retain traditional religious
beliefs, but are disenfranchised by organized religion [8]. They correlate highly with political liberals
who have disafﬁliated from religion and have been alienated by the incursion of conservative Christian
politics within the last few decades. Similarly, Baker and Smith ﬁnd that both atheists and unchurched
believers share strong opposition to religion in the public sphere [2]. Thus, their growth of religious
nones is a political act of disafﬁliation, an expression of antipathy both to organized religion in general
and to some churches’ stances on divisive issues such as same-sex marriage [9].
Finally, the overall privatization of religion within the United States has promoted the
development of personal spirituality, which may be independent of traditional religions. Peter Berger
has maintained that increased pluralism destabilizes religious belief and organizations. The availability
of alternatives to a single, uniﬁed religious worldview opens new options, including secularism and
individually crafted spirituality [10]. As religious institutions decline, Americans continue to retain
spiritual beliefs and individual religious practices in a bricolage fashion, which Bellah et al. have
described as “Sheilaism” [11]. Among Millennials, the increase of religious individualism in the United
States is an overall cultural trend, which follows secularization trends in Europe [12].
These explanations address the shift towards religious nones, but do not explain why Chinese and
Japanese Americans have been historically religiously unafﬁliated. To better theorize their religious
patterns, a reconceptualization of religious nones is necessary.

46

3. Conceptual Issues in the Categorization of Religious Nones

MDPI Books

Religions 2015, 6, 891–911

Western sociological conceptualizations of religion focus on belief and belonging. Since American
Judeo-Christian faith traditions emphasize belief in religious teachings and in membership to
denominations, these paradigmatic assumptions about religious participation have been valid and
reliable. The rise of religious nones, then, is thus assumed to relate to nonbelief and nonbelonging.
For instance, the title of Baker and Smith’s article, “None Too Simple: Examining Issues of Religious
Nonbelief and Nonbelonging in the United States” reﬂects this paradigm [2].
Current research on religious nones debates the appropriate classiﬁcation, terminology, and
measurement of this category. The General Social Survey (GSS) automatically assigned persons
according to their belief on a fundamentalist-moderate-liberal continuum. Reﬁning this classiﬁcation
system may better identify distinctions among the “other” category [13]. For example, by measuring
religious afﬁliation at the congregational level, rather than at the broader denominational level,
Dougherty, Johnson and Poulson ﬁnd that the percentage of religious unafﬁliated is signiﬁcantly
lower while the numbers of Americans who are Evangelical is higher [14]. In contrast, Smith and Kim
argue that these numbers do not indicate better measurement of nones and evangelicals, but simply a
measurement of different responses [15].
Even while being contested, the belief and belonging religious paradigm is dominant and it
assumes binaries between belief and non-belief, belonging and non-belonging. Hence, the spiritual but
not religious category assumes a bifurcation of two concepts: religion is tied to organized, traditional
faith traditions and spirituality is connected to hybridized, individualistic orientations toward the
transcendent [16].
Asian American sociologists of religion also employ the belief and belonging paradigm, especially
when studying Christianity. Fenggang Yang includes four elements in his deﬁnition of a religion which
highlights belief: (1) a belief in the supernatural; (2) a set of beliefs regarding life and the world; (3)
a set of rituals manifesting the beliefs; and (4) a distinct social organization of moral community of
believers and practitioners [17]. Carolyn Chen prioritizes belonging, as she deﬁnes religion as “living
traditions of meaning grounded in institutionalized communities [18].
One issue regarding this belief and belonging religious paradigm is that East Asians, such as
Chinese and Japanese, have historically conceptualized and employed very different terms for their
spiritual practices. For example, Chinese rarely use the term, “religion” for their popular religious
practices and they also do not use the vocabulary that they believe “in” gods or truths [19]. Their
linguistic schemas are based on the facts that Chinese popular religion has no sacred text or doctrines,
hierarchical priesthood, or rites that express particular beliefs [18,20]. Instead, Chinese popular religion
is better conceptualized around spiritual practices and forms of sociality, that is, around ritual and
relations (liyi). Adam Chau’s title, Miraculous Response: Doing Popular Religion in Contemporary China,
names this religious orientation away from belief and belonging and toward enacting ritual and
relations [21].
Likewise, Japanese culture has been greatly inﬂuenced by Chinese religions and Confucian
philosophy, including the importance of reciprocal obligations. Categorizing these practices as religious
or not religious has been the struggle of sociologists of religion, given that Japanese have responded in
surveys that they are not religious, yet they regularly perform ritual obligations [22].
In examining Japanese rituals and relations, Toshimaro Ama deﬁnes Japanese “natural religion”
as the practices which includes these reciprocal obligations, folkloric beliefs, and the value of being
“ordinary”—practices, which Japanese do not categorize as religious [23]. They relate to a broad
cultural ideal of maintaining community harmony, such as hosting, anticipating others’ concerns,
prioritizing care for others, respecting family and ancestors, and humility.
By examining the moral rituals of Chinese and Japanese American young adults, as well as their
understanding of virtuous relationships, we better distinguish and capture their religious sensibilities
and values. Categorization as religious nones does them a disservice; they do lead devout lives of
devotion and commitment—even the atheists. Data from the Pew Research Study, “Asian Americans: A
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Mosaic of Faiths” demonstrates how a redeﬁnition of religion may be helpful in not only understanding
this grouping, but American Millennials overall [24].
4. Methodology

This study analyzes survey data made available by the Pew Research Center. Phone interviews
were conducted of 728 Chinese Americans and 523 Japanese Americans in early 2012. In analyses,
we will provide unweighted ﬁgures in percentages. The use of percentages conforms to PEW’s own
analyses of its data for ease of cross-study comparison and simpliﬁes the range of possible responses.
We were not able to weight the ﬁgures by age because the age groups do not match either PEW or
Census reports, and not able to weight religious afﬁliations because there are also no available ﬁgures
on Asian American religious afﬁliations broken down by age outside of the data we are examining.
In our sample, 157 of the Chinese Americans (21.5%) were under 30 years of age. Atheists made
up 13.3% of this group and nothing in particulars comprised 36.3%. Among the Japanese American
respondents, 36 were under 30 years old. In this group, two were atheists, one was agnostic, and
thirteen were nothing in particular. Due to the small sample size of Japanese Americans, we can only
make preliminary observations about Japanese American young adults and primarily, nothing in
particulars. The percentages of religious nones who are under 30 are greater than the overall group:
5.6% of young Japanese Americans are atheists and 36.1% were nothing in particular, as compared to
2.7% and 25.8% of all Japanese Americans, respectively.
Since atheists and nothing in particulars are the categories that make up the largest proportions
of Chinese Americans, this study compares them to identify both similarities and differences in rituals
and relationships. It also details how Chinese and Japanese American religious nones, who are young
adults (under 30 years of age), stand in relationship to their overall subpopulations.
5. Findings
5.1. Belonging

Using the survey categories provided by the Pew Research Center, young adult Chinese and
Japanese Americans are more likely to be unafﬁliated than the average young American (Pew Research
Center 2010). Over 1/3 of Chinese Americans (36.3%) and Japanese Americans (36.1%) self-identify
themselves at “nothing in particular,” as compared to 18% of all American young adults. Young
Chinese Americans (13.3%) were four times more likely and Japanese Americans (5.6%) were two
times more likely to be atheist than the average American (3%) (Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1. Religious Afﬁliation of Young Chinese Americans.
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Figure 2. Religious Afﬁliation of Young Japanese Americans.

Compared to their ethnic subpopulation, these Chinese American Millennials are also more
likely to be atheists. Overall, Chinese Americans included 8.7% who were atheist. On the other
hand, the percentage of all Chinese American nothing in particulars (37.4%) was roughly the same
as the Millennials. Among all Japanese Americans, only 2.7% were atheist and 25.8% were nothing
in particular.
5.2. Beliefs

As religious nones, Chinese and Japanese American young adults have much more variegated
beliefs than other Asian Americans or other Americans their age. Overall, they rate religion as less
important to them than those who do afﬁliate with religion. Among Chinese Americans, only 19.0% of
atheists and 15.8% of the nothing in particulars view religion as “somewhat important” to them and
none said it was “very” important to them. Among all Chinese Americans, 20.6% said religions was
“very” important and 25.1% said it was “somewhat” important. Of the young Japanese Americans,
15.4% of the nothing in particulars considered religion somewhat important (7.1% of all Japanese
American atheists). In contrast 12% of American young adults who were religious nones stated that
religion was “very” important to them (Figure 3).
In terms of belief in God or universal spirit, religious nones clearly varied again. Among Chinese
American young adults, 43.9% of the nothing in particulars believed in God, but only 23.8% of atheists
did, in contrast to the 63.5% of Chinese Americans overall who believed in God. Even more Japanese
American nothing in particulars, at 53.8%, believed in God (21.4% of all Japanese American atheists).
On the other hand, 36% of American Millennials who were unafﬁliated were certain in their belief of
God [25] (Figure 4).
Although large percentages believed in God, Asian Americans had much lower rates of belief in
heaven. When asked about a heaven where people are eternally rewarded, 19.0% of Chinese American
atheists and 29.8% of nothing particulars expressed their belief as compared to 46.0% of all Chinese
Americans. Young adult Japanese American nothing in particulars were slightly higher at 38.5%. In
contrast, almost half (46%) of American religious nones who are young adults believed in heaven
(Figure 5).
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Figure 4. Belief in God or universal spirit.

Figure 5. Belief in heaven.
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While these Asian Americans may not espouse belief in God and Western religious concepts as
European and African Americans might, they do believe in East Asian supernatural forces. Regarding
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qi, or spiritual energy located in physical things, 19.0% of Chinese American atheists and 38.6% of
nothing particulars did, in comparison to the 39.3% of all Chinese. Japanese American nothing in
particulars had an even higher percentage at 46.2% (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Belief in spiritual energy.

Likewise, large percentages of Asian American religious nones believed in ancestral spirits, even
the atheists. In fact, Chinese and Japanese Americans were more apt to believe in ancestral spirits
than in God. One third of Chinese American atheists (33.3%) and 43.9% of nothing in particulars
acknowledged that their deceased relatives continued to exist. Indeed, a higher rate of Chinese
American nothing in particulars believed in ancestral spirits than the average Chinese American (40.0%
believing). Of the young adult Japanese Americans, 38.5% of the nothing in particulars believed in
ancestral spirits (21.4% of all Japanese American atheists) (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Belief in ancestral spirits.

5.3. Practices

Since Chinese and Japanese Americans have high rates of nonbelief and nonbelonging, they rarely
attended religious services, prayed, meditated, or fasted. Only 7.1% of Chinese American nothing
in particulars pray more than a few times a week and none of the Chinese American atheists pray
this much. Japanese Americans pray slightly more often, but still at low rates, with 15.4% of nothing
in particulars praying weekly and 23.1% praying a few times a month. However, both groups do
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continue to maintain spiritual practices with Asian roots. These practices include both family home
rituals and ethnic festivals.
For example, Chinese continue to maintain home shrines despite their religious non-afﬁliation.
In terms of keeping a shrine for prayer at home, 23.8% of Chinese American atheists and 12.3% of
nothing particulars had one. Japanese American young adults, on the other hand, were less likely to
have a shrine. In general, 10.9% of all Chinese Americans and 17.6% of all Japanese Americans kept a
home shrine (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Has home shrine.

Although they do not necessarily espouse Christian beliefs, high rates of Chinese Americans
celebrate Christmas. Of the Chinese religious nones who are Millennials, 57.1% of atheists and 70.2%
of nothing in particulars practice this religious holiday, lower than all Chinese Americans (81.9%). The
young Japanese Americans of all afﬁliations were unanimous in their celebration of Christmas at 100%
(Figure 9).
Even higher rates of Chinese Americans celebrate Lunar New Year. Nine of ten Chinese American
atheists (90.5%) and 90.9% of nothing in particulars practice this ethnic festival, higher than the overall
Chinese American rate of 83.5%. Unlike Chinese Americans, Lunar New Year is not a traditional
festival for Japanese Americans, yet 46.2% of young nothing in particulars celebrate it. These ﬁgures
are higher than the overall Japanese American population, of which 27.1% celebrates this holiday
(Figure 10).

Figure 9. Celebrates Christmas.

52

Figure 10. Celebrates Lunar New Year.

5.4. Relationships and Ethics

MDPI Books

Religions 2015, 6, 891–911

Even though Chinese and Japanese Americans do not have rates of religious belonging, belief, or
practices, they hold very high values for close family bonds and reciprocal relationships.
When asked about their most important goals, Chinese and Japanese American young adults
valued being good parents slightly higher than other Americans. Among Chinese Americans, 57.1%
of atheists and 49.1% nothing in particulars rated this as their top life goals, as compared to 56.7% of
Chinese American overall. A similar percentage, 55.6% of young Japanese Americans, valued being a
good parent as a top goal, including 23.1% of nothing in particulars, and 100% of the atheists (85.7% of
atheists overall). Though the ﬁgure for nothing in particular seems low, 69% responded the next tier
response of “very important” goal, leading to 92.3% responding very important and most important.
About half (52%) of Millennials overall rated being a good parent as a top goal [26] (Figure 11).

Figure 11. Top goal: being a good parent.

Having a successful marriage is the next highest rate goal, with 23.8% of Chinese American
atheists and 43.9% of nothing in particulars citing this value. About half of Chinese Americans in
general (45.7%) agreed about the importance of marriage. For young Japanese Americans, 38.5% of
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nothing in particulars held marriage as a top goal (57.1% atheists overall). Only 30% of American
Millennials rated marriage this highly (Figure 12).

Figure 12. Top goal: having a good marriage.

While young adults are at a stage in life to focus on their careers, career is not as an important
goal for Asian Americans as their family lives. Only 9.5% of Chinese American atheists and 19.3% of
nothing in particulars identiﬁed career as one of their top goals, as compared to 16.8% for all Chinese
Americans. Similarly for young Japanese Americans, 15.4% of nothing in particulars held their career
as a top goal (no Japanese American atheists cited as a top goal). These percentage rates are comparable
to other American young adults, of whom 15% wanted a successful, high paying career (Figure 13).

Figure 13. Top goal: having a successful career.

One out of ten Chinese American atheists (9.5%) and 19.3% of nothing in particulars listed helping
others in need as one of their most important goals. More Japanese American youth held this as a
top goal, with 30.8% of nothing in particulars and both young atheists. Overall, 21.0% of all Chinese
Americans and 21% of American Millennials rated this value highly (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. Top goal: helping others in need.
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Another way to rate family bonds is valuing parental inﬂuence over major decisions. Chinese
American young adults state that their parents should have some or a lot of inﬂuence in their careers
and even marriage choice. In fact, 38.1% of atheists and 64.9% of nothing in particulars believe their
parents should have some or a lot of say in their choice of careers. Six out of ten Chinese Americans
overall (62.9%) feel parents should have such career inﬂuence (Figure 15).

Figure 15. Values parental inﬂuence in career.

Similarly, 42.9% of atheists and 65.0% of nothing in particulars believe their parents deserve some
inﬂuence in their choice of spouse, as compared to 56.8% of Chinese Americans who do. By contrast,
young Japanese Americans felt that their parents should have less inﬂuence over their choice of career,
with 38.5% of nothing in particulars. In regards to choice of spouse, 30.8% of Japanese American
nothing in particulars felt their parents should have a say (Figure 16).
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Figure 16. Values parental inﬂuence in spousal choice.
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Along with having strong family bonds, Chinese Americans and Japanese Americans feel that
their respective groups get along well with other racial groups in the United States. Young Chinese
Americans feel that they get along well with whites, with 85.7% of atheists and 80.7% of nothing in
particulars expressing that the groups get along pretty well or better. In general, 85.0% of Chinese
Americans also state the same. Young Japanese Americans responded at higher rates, with both
atheists (92.9% of all Japanese American atheists) and 84.6% of nothing in particulars feeling this way.
And, for all Japanese Americans, the ﬁgure is 91.8% (Figure 17).

Figure 17. Getting along with whites.

In reference to blacks and the Chinese American community, 52.4% of atheists and 52.7% of young
nothing in particulars felt that Chinese Americans get along pretty well or higher, as compared to
52.7% overall. Young Japanese Americans again responded higher with 71.4% of all atheists, 69.2% of
nothing in particulars, and 67.7% of the total feeling that Japanese Americans get along with black
Americans (Figure 18).
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Figure 18. Getting along with blacks.
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In regards to politics, both young adult Chinese and Japanese Americans tend to identify as
moderate, would consider abortion legal in all or most cases, and feel that homosexuality should
be accepted by society. Both the Chinese American atheists and nothing in particulars identify as
moderate (as opposed to liberal and conservative) at 38.1% and 40.4%. Young Japanese Americans
similarly identify as moderate with 23.1% of nothing in particulars doing so. Note that for all Chinese
Americans 38.3% are moderate and 35.8% of all Japanese Americans identify as moderate, the highest
response for any political ideology (Figure 19).

Figure 19. Moderate political ideology.

Young Chinese American religious nones tend to consider that abortion should be legal in all or
most cases, with 100% of atheists and 61.4% of nothing in particulars agreeing to these statements.
Two thirds of Chinese Americans (66.1%) also believe the same. Young Japanese Americans respond
similarly with 92.3% of nothing in particulars assenting (Figure 20).
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Figure 20. Supports legal abortion.
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The issue of homosexuality diverges slightly for Chinese and Japanese Americans. Of young
Chinese Americans, 95.2% of atheists and 75.4% of nothing in particulars feel that society should
accept homosexuality. In contrast, only 54.8% of Chinese American total sample think the same. Young
Japanese Americans feel strongly that society should accept homosexuality with 92.3% of nothing in
particulars responding in this way, and 68.1% of all (Figure 21).

Figure 21. Supports homosexuality.

6. Discussion

Chinese and Japanese American young adults have higher rates of religious nones than their
ethnic groups overall, as well as their American counterparts of the same age. We suggest that three
key factors explain why Asian Americans are the racial group with the highest percentage of religious
nones in the United States.
First, 46.4% of the Chinese Americans surveyed came from the People’s Republic of China, where
atheism is the ofﬁcial doctrine of the Chinese Communist Party. The government regulates religion so
that only ﬁve major religions are recognized. On the other hand, it labels Chinese popular religion as
mixin, or superstition. The Cultural Revolution (1966–1979) sought to eradicate bourgeois elements,
including all religion. Consequently, all religious venues were shut down, religious leaders were
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persecuted, and believers had to make public renunciations [17]. As a result of these policies, a large
portion of Chinese Americans from China identify as religious nones.
Second, religion has been historically intertwined with the western colonization of Asia. In fact,
the term “religion” itself was imposed on Japan in the mid-nineteenth century, when the United States
and European nations used a military envoy to force the nation to accept trade treaties. Included
in these treaties was the “freedom of religion”, which meant that Christians were free to missionize
Japan. Religion was narrowly translated as “doctrines”, leaving many Japanese rituals, obligations,
and emotions outside of “religion” [27]. It also left the term with negative connotations of divisiveness
and consumptive aggression. As a result, Asians—and those who became Asian American—often
disassociate themselves from the concept of religion and from Christianity, which was considered an
imposed, Western religion.
Third, despite their religious nonbelonging, signiﬁcant portions of both atheists and nothing
in particulars maintain beliefs, practices, and ethics that are consistent with Asian popular religious
practices. However, these religious rituals and relations have no sociological category that ﬁt them.
Among young atheists, almost one fourth (23.8%) of Chinese Americans believed in God. On the
other hand, 1/3 of them believed in ancestral spirits, which is not a belief that atheists are known to
hold. A higher rate of Chinese American nothing in particulars, at 43.9% believed in God and the same
percentage believed in ancestral spirits. In fact, young Chinese American nothing in particulars were
more likely to believe in ancestral spirits than the overall Chinese American population.
Beliefs are similarly strong among Japanese American young religious nones, with 53.8% of
nothing in particulars expressing a belief in God or universal spirit. The numbers of young atheists
is too small, but 21.4% of all Japanese American atheists expressed this belief, which is similar to the
Chinese American ﬁgure. Young Japanese American atheists asserted belief in ancestral spirits and the
spiritual power of yoga (not noted above), though the small sample cannot convey the extent of belief,
except to say that atheists do hold beliefs.
Even though unafﬁliated young Chinese Americans do not pray or attend religious services
much at all, a small percentage do maintain home shrines where they may venerate their deceased
ancestors. Japanese Americans have two traditions of home shrines that can be traced to an organized
religion—the butsudan (Buddhist) and the kamidana (Shinto). However, in practice both shrines can be
utilized for memorial and fortune rituals not speciﬁc to a religious organization; consequently, those
who continue these rituals need not identify with the organization, and those who reject religious
afﬁliation can continue these rituals [28]. Whether Chinese and Japanese Americans do pray or make
offerings at these shrines was not asked. Further, altars are not an element of any religion named in
sociological surveys. Subsequently, these ethnicities cannot afﬁliate with any religious grouping, and
instead usually identify religiously as “nothing in particular”.
Following ethnic family traditions, Chinese American religious nones are more likely than the
average Chinese American to celebrate Lunar New Year, a time when families come together to honor
deities and ancestors. It also includes several rituals to bring good fortune and taboos to keep away
bad luck. As another key festival of Chinese popular religion, these rituals are often employed to
instill moral values and ethical behavior among its adherents. However, like ancestor veneration they
are not part of a named religion, so participants do not classify themselves as belonging to any one
faith tradition.
This familism is also reﬂected in how the Millennial Chinese and Japanese American religious
nones seek to be good parents and in how they relate to their own parents. Like other Millennials,
being a good parent is the top life goal for Chinese and Japanese Americans. Indeed, Chinese
American Millennials do not necessarily seek to become autonomous adults but include their parents
in their major decisions. They may believe that since their parents sacriﬁced so much for them
in the immigration process that they have an obligation to consider their parents’ wishes in their
career choices.
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Japanese American Millennials hold the value of family relationships but differ in their
interpretation of what results from a functioning family. In Japanese popular religion, correct family
and community relationships are supposed to emanate the feeling of warm togetherness and gracious
hospitality. In this sense, parental inﬂuence over career and spouse feels a bit heavy-handed, and
correspondingly no young atheists responded that parents should inﬂuence them and young nothing
in particulars responded in the thirty percent range.
Responses to questions about holidays, relations with other racial groups, and political stances
reveal aspects of this warm hospitality for Japanese Americans. All young Japanese Americans
celebrate Christmas, including the unafﬁliated. This unanimity illustrates how they may see Christmas
as the holiday with the most opportunity to practice hospitality, to have a heartfelt experience
with extended family, and to honor parents, elders, and children alike. Young Japanese Americans
responded that they get along well with whites and blacks. In this way, young, unafﬁliated Japanese
Americans cultivate warm hospitality among their friends and colleagues in addition to their family.
The value for hospitality is further illustrated by young Japanese Americans’ moderate political
identity and support of homosexuality. Being “moderate” concurs with the image of Japanese
Americans being open to others and not excluding others, be they conservative or liberal. They are
also open to different sexual orientations, with young Japanese American nothing in particulars feeling
that society should accept homosexuality. By welcoming sexual orientations and races, mitigating
authoritarian pressure, and taking advantage of the common, jolly holiday of Christmas, young
Japanese Americans can be unafﬁliated yet practice elements of Japanese popular religion.
7. Conclusions

Chinese and Japanese American Millennials who are religious nones maintain spiritual practices
and ethical behaviors that are unique hybridizations of their ethnic backgrounds and American
upbringings. We suggest that to better capture the nature and character of their religious behavior, a
liyi religious discourse of ritual and relationships is more appropriate than one of belief and belonging.
A distinguishing feature of li, which can be translated as Chinese rites or religious rituals, is
that they instill normative, proper morals [29]. Rituals of Chinese popular religion, such as ancestor
veneration, New Year meals, or cleaning gravesites, are what people should do with pious and serious
effort to preserve social order. Not only do these rituals act as concrete guides to follow, but also they
may have the power to bring about the moral transformation of the individuals performing them. As
stated earlier, Chinese traditionally do not “believe in” religion, but instead they “do” religion.
Japanese popular religion includes similar rituals, some inherited from the Chinese, in order to
create a family and community ﬁlled with warmth and hospitality. In addition, the term “religion”,
translated as “doctrines”, was forced onto Japan by colonialism in the mid-nineteenth century. As a
result, religion does not include rituals and feelings of togetherness, and it connotes divisiveness and
consumptive aggression. Japanese do not “believe in” religion, but “do” it.
Yi, translated roughly as righteousness or justice, is a moral disposition to do good and the ability
to feel what is right and wrong [30]. Indeed, some acts ought to be performed simply because they
are the correct and right thing to do. This concept particularly relates to how one relates to others
with loyalty and righteousness, as epitomized by General Guan Yu, a Chinese historical ﬁgure who
was deiﬁed. Overseas Chinese especially revere Guan Yu as he reﬂected the brotherhood and mutual
support that they valued in foreign lands [31]. Likewise, Japanese Americans learned to support each
other as a family and community through the racist eras of the Exclusion Act of 1924 and World War II.
They spread slogans such as “patience and perseverance” and “for the sake of the children” which
mean self-sacriﬁce for the emotional well-being of the family [32].
A focus on rituals and righteousness in relations illuminates how Chinese and Japanese Americans
do religion. While the religious nones of these groups may not belong to any religious traditions or
espouse Judeo-Christian beliefs, they do maintain certain rituals for their “rightness” and they relate
to family and others in highly moral ways. In other words, the rituals and righteousness of Asian

60

MDPI Books

Religions 2015, 6, 891–911

Americans provide their ultimate morals and manners. These spiritual practices make up what we
term “Chinese American familism” [33]. For Japanese Americans, the rituals and righteous relations
are reﬂected in their hospitality and warmth in relationships.
Likewise, those identifying as religious nones vary so much in their religious orientations
that a redeﬁnition of religion is required, including a renewed focus on religious practice [34,35].
Nancy Ammerman observes that the discourses of spiritual but not religious individuals tend to
converge around an ethical spirituality, one where “real spirituality is about living a virtuous life, one
characterized by helping others, transcending one’s own selﬁsh interests to seek what is right” ([16],
p. 272). Her study demonstrates that Americans overall also believe that true religion concerns more
with what they do and how they relate than what they believe or with whom they belong.
Despite self-identifying as religious nones, Chinese and Japanese American young adults do
maintain hybridized spiritual rituals and value righteous relations. A focus on their liyi religious
repertoire can similarly illuminate how American Millennials do spirituality in our changing
religious landscape.
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Abstract: This study ﬁnds that a weak institutional infrastructure of youth and young adult (YYA)
ministry exists in the Catholic Archdiocese of Detroit (AOD). This helps to explain why there is
a disconnect between the Archdiocese proclaiming YYA ministry as a top priority since 1995 and
youth ministers self-reporting that they feel like second-class citizens. Moreover, this disconnect is
occurring in an increasingly social context in which the current generations of young Catholics are
participating less in their faith than previous generations. Interviews with 44 youth ministers and
12 pastors reveal details of this disconnect between archdiocesan policy which states YYA ministry
is a top priority and the practices of the archdiocese which indicate otherwise. Youth ministers are
marginalized workers who feel insecure about their employment, causing many to obtain second
jobs or routinely search for better employment. The sociology of organization literature, particularly
the concepts of decoupling and social status are discussed to help explain this disconnect. Data are
interpreted and the conclusions made that ecclesial ofﬁcials take youth ministry for granted and that
a weak institutional infrastructure of youth ministry continues in the AOD.

Keywords: institutional infrastructure; social status; decoupling; marginalized workers; policy vs.
practices; NONES; lay ministry; youth ministers

1. Introduction

Studies have found the Catholic Church to have a weak institutional infrastructure for youth
and young adult ministry (YYA). This research investigates a speciﬁc case study of the Archdiocese of
Detroit (AOD). The purpose of the study is to collect interview data from youth ministers and pastors
in order to understand infrastructural issues from their perspective and then analyze the data through
the application of social theories. Institutional and social status theories are applied to the case in order
to elucidate explanations for the persistence of weak infrasctructure, despite stated policy priorities to
support and institutionalize youth ministry.
2. Background
2.1. Studies of Religious Participation and Leadership

One of the most relevant insights in extant studies of youth ministry is the assessment that the
Catholic Church has a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry compared to other religious

1

Youth ministers are named Coordinators of Youth Ministry in the Archdiocese of Detroit, referring to those paid parish
ministers who coordinate a parish ministry for high school teens in the parish—primarily for teens in grades 9 through 12.
We use the term ‘youth ministers’ because it is more commonly used.
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denominations [1]. This weak institutional infrastructure may help to explain why many Catholic
teens have lower levels of religiosity compared to Protestant teens. As Smith notes:
Simply put, the U.S. Catholic Church appears in its institutional infrastructure to invest
fewer resources into youth ministry and education than do many other Christian traditions
and denominations in the United States ([1], p. 216).

Smith and colleagues investigate nationally representative data of youth and ﬁnd that Catholic
teen religiosity is lower than the religiosity of some other religious traditions, such as evangelical
Protestantism. In theorizing why this is the case, they identify a weak institutional infrastructure of
YYA ministry in the Catholic Church as one possible explanation. In a series of local and more nuanced
data, McCallion ﬁnds that the conclusions from this national study actually underestimate the extent
of the weak institutional infrastructure in Detroit [2,3]. Speciﬁcally, the number and percentage of
youth ministers in the Archdiocese of Detroit are lower than these national estimates.
Importantly, this weak institutional infrastructural problem has a history that goes back to at least
the 1930s in the United States and, some authors believe, was exacerbated by the Church’s response to
the events of the 1960s. According to Bergler [4,5], the Catholic Church during and after the 1960s lost
the strong network of mutually supportive institutions to form young people in the faith, mostly due to
the decline of Catholic schools and “has yet to provide an equally effective replacement for its pre-1970
youth-forming institutions” ([4], p. 215). Although the social upheavals of the sixties, Vatican II and
the encyclical Humanae Vitae often receive blame for this fallout, Bergler notes that “confusion, conﬂict
and collapse in Catholic youth ministries during the 1960s and 1970s also contributed” ([5], p. 216) to
the disafﬁliation of youth. Bergler’s summarized his most telling ﬁndings concerning youth ministers
when he stated:
In the late sixties, institutional investment in young people slumped in the Catholic world
and has not yet fully recovered. The number of Catholic schools has declined steadily.
Catholics were among the last American Christians to hire youth ministers. Catholic youth
ministers enjoy lower job satisfaction and support from their fellow Catholics than other
fulltime workers in the Catholic church. Catholics adapted quite well to the relatively
conservative youth culture of the 1950s, but have not learned how to adapt on a large scale
to the newer, more voluntary religious climate ([4], p. 217).

Numerous studies ﬁnd overall trends of declining youth religious participation [6–12].
For example, Mercadante found that the highest percentage of “nones”—people claiming to have no
religious afﬁliation—is the millennial generation [13]. She describes this trend in saying:
The results of the extensive General Social Survey shows “nones” at 5 percent in 1972, 7
percent in 1975, 8 percent in 1990, 14 percent in 2000, 18 percent in 2010 and at least 20 percent
in 2012. There are now more “nones” in America than mainline Protestants ([13], pp. 1–2).

The author continues by saying that “nones” are largest among Millennials, with trends indicating
that their lack of religious participation is not merely a life course phase and can be expected to last as
they settle into adulthood. As other studies found, she concludes that the youngest generations are
now the mostly religiously unafﬁliated of generations tracked to date.
Other studies also found that low youth participation rates have more direct measures
of institutional infrastructure. For example, Williams and Davidson found more individualized
conceptions of faith among younger generations of Catholics [6]. He argued that the generation
of the 1930s and 1940s viewed their faith primarily in institutional terms, whereas the Baby Boom
generation generally described their faith as less institutionally based. The generation of the 1970s
and 1980s, as the post Vatican II generation, emphasize individualistic views of faith even more than
the Vatican II generation did and now, the Millennial generation born since the 1980s represent an
individualized conception of faith even more so. The youngest generation, which some call Generation
Z, appears to be following this same individualizing pattern [14].
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As a result, one major issue confronting religious instiutions is who will ﬁll future leadership
roles, as Williams and Davidson suggest:
Well-documented declines in priestly vocations and religious orders seem even more
ominous when listening to the post-Vatican II generation. As the shortage of priests, sisters
and brothers suggests a need for greater participation of lay persons in active leadership
roles, one is left wondering whether today’s young Catholics will be willing to take on
such institutional responsibilities ([6], p. 287).

This is especially concerning given that Murnion and DeLambo found that encouragement
from church leaders is the best means for engaging youth to consider a vocation in ministry [15].
They stated in their national study of lay ministry that “Nearly 40 percent of all lay ministers were
recruited by the pastor or a member of the parish staff” ([15], p. 39). The authors also point out
that many laypersons come to the ministry through various church movements, renewal programs
and spiritual type experiences. Given the importance of these studies, Murnion and DeLambo are
concerned because “the church may be suffering from a decline in spiritual movements that foster
both the spiritual life of its members and vocations to the various forms of ministry, ordained and
non-ordained” ([15], p. 40). This concern over ﬁlling ecclesial institutional positions is related to the
weak institutional infrastructure problem, as it forecasts the continual and even weakening lack of
institutional support for transmission of the Catholic faith to younger generations. Indeed, these
concerns are why one youth minister said: “I don’t understand why the bishops don’t fund university
campus ministry programs to a much greater extent because that is the most likely place where young
adults will discover a vocation to the Church whether lay, religious, or clerical” (interview ﬁeld notes).
The situation of future leadership is perhaps even more prescient given the Archdiocese of Detroit has
purportedly made youth ministry a major priority.
2.2. History of Youth and Young Adult Ministry in the Archdiocese of Detroit

In 1994, the Archdiocese of Detroit (AOD) resurrected its vicariate structure of 8 to 20 or so
parishes engaged in pastoral planning. As early as 1995, YYA ministry2 surfaced as a top priority
in most vicariates. Between the years 1997 and 2000, parishes within these vicariates completed a
survey (94,000 responses) asking parishioners what pastoral priorities were most urgent. YYA ministry
surfaced again as the number one priority3 . In 2009, the 16 vicariates were broken down into 40 study
groups for more detailed planning and these study groups also named YYA ministry as a top priority.4
In 2010, seven Archdiocesan Pastoral Council subcommittees were formed, based on the seven
top priorities emerging from years of surveys and vicariate pastoral planning, to ﬂesh out in detail
objectives and goals for each priority. After a year of planning the YYA subcommittee formulated
their number one objective for Archbishop Vigneron as that of ﬁnding monies to train and hire YYA
ministers for AOD parishes. Given the results of the work of these subcommittees, it was decided

2

3

4

Youth and young adults (YYA) refers to young Catholics in general, both high school youth and those 18 to approximately
35 years of age. In archdiocesan planning, most references are to YYA not just to high school teens or youth ministry. It is
important to keep in mind that this research focuses primarily on youth ministry and youth ministers although some sources
of data refer to both youth and young adults.
In 1995, the AOD started surveying all parishes to determine what parishioners felt should be the top priorities of
the archdiocese (AOD). As parishes in vicariates administered and returned surveys to the AOD over a 3 year period
(94,000 responses), youth ministry was the top priority that emerged at the vicariate level (based on the question—“Vicariate
level planning allows us to pool our resources with neighboring parishes. What should be our vicariate planning
priorities?”—85.4% of parishioners named youth ministry or “programs for teens” as the top priority with young adult
ministry or “programs for young adults” close behind at 80.5%). As vicariate planning became known as Together In
Faith in the early 2000s and then Together in Faith II in 2005, “programs for teens and programs for young adults” became
more speciﬁed as YYA. Moreover, another priority emerged along with YYA ministry as a top priority of the AOD—New
Evangelization (NE).
The 40 study group data is housed by the AOD Department of Parish Life and Services. Indeed, most survey data and
vicariate data are held by the Department of Parish Life and Services—see AOD website [16].
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to conduct another survey of all AOD parishioners about these seven mission priorities. In 2014,
a survey was administered and 41,000 responses were gathered. Once again, YYA ministry was ranked
a top priority.5
During the above diocesan, vicariate and parish planning processes out of which the mission
priority of YYA ministry emerged, the speciﬁc voices of youth ministers were missing. In the ﬁeld,
anecdotes were heard over and again from parishioners and parish staff about the declining attendance
and increasing disaffection of youth from the church. The voices and opinions of youth ministers
were needed to better understand the overall picture concerning YYA ministry and if youth ministers
perceived a disconnect between the AOD proclaiming YYA ministry a priority and what they actually
experienced as youth ministers at the parish level.
Consequently, interviewing youth ministers was the focus of our research beginning in 2014
(44 interviews, see Appendix A for interview protocol). It was also decided to interview priest/pastors
about their perceptions of youth ministry and that research began in 2015 (12 interviews have been
completed to date, see Appendix B for interview protocol). As the subsequent case study data
summarize, these sources of data show the AOD has a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA
ministry, meaning that youth ministry positions are not taken for granted as necessary status positions
in parishes, and little is being done about it, although diocesan leaders would most likely contest
this assertion.
3. Research Methodology

Qualitative interview methods were used to explore how YYA ministry as a top AOD priority
has been perceived by youth ministers and priests/pastors. Examples of the questions investigated
in this study are: How do youth ministers perceive YYA ministry and how do they feel about those
perceptions? Do youth ministers believe the AOD was adequately funding or otherwise resourcing
YYA ministry? What obstacles do youth ministers think YYA ministry faces? What would youth
ministers tell the archbishop about YYA ministry if they had the opportunity to speak to him one on
one? Finally, do youth ministers or pastors perceive a disconnection between YYA ministry being a top
priority and little being done about it in practice? Methodologically, collecting qualitative interview
data from youth ministers and pastors was important to better understand the situation of YYA
ministry from these actual practitioners at the parish level.
Qualitative interviews, therefore, provided youth ministers and pastors a venue through which
to “voice” their perceptions and opinions about their ministry. In other words, a goal of qualitative
research is to give “voice” to those under study. Marginalized social groups in particular, are given a
voice to be heard through qualitative research. Youth ministers are a marginalized group (not all, but
most) within the institutional church and more particularly within the realm of lay ecclesial ministry
(lay vs. ordained). Because of pastors’ position of power and less marginalized status within the
chuch’s institutional infrastructure than youth ministers, it was important to hear if their perceptions
about YYA ministry aligned in any way with the perceptions of youth ministers. We maintain therefore,
that we have interviewed “real” youth ministers, in “real” parish situations, in “real” time and in
the process of doing so have arrived at certain commonalities that youth ministers share regardless
of social class, gender, age, or geographic location. After about the 25th interview, the results of this
research made clear that youth ministers can be described as a joyful but a beleaguered, marginalized
group. The remaining 19 interviews conﬁrmed this description.

5

After the 40 study groups concluded their work, 7 or so mission priorities surfaced and so the Archdiocesan Pastoral Council
(APC), which is the lay body that consults and advises the archbishop, broke down into subcommittees based on the 7
seven mission priorities—one of which was YYA ministry. Hence, there was ﬁrst vicariate planning; second 40 study group
planning (vicariates broken down into 40 groups); third APC was broken down into 7 subcommittees to continue pastoral
planning. Again, the Department of Parish Life and Services collects and houses these data sources.
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Qualitative research is important as well because it allows researchers to “pick-up” or “intuit”
interviewees’ emotional states or body language [17]. The interview transcriptions do not adequately
reveal the intense emotions many interviewees felt about their ministry, especially the lack of support
they received. There has been a good deal written about the ability of qualitative research to investigate
perceptual and emotional dynamics that fall outside the realm of conscious deliberative and/or
discursive processes. In other words, qualitative methods allow researchers to collect, analyze, and
present ﬁndings about extra-deliberative emotional (non-cognitive) processes and how these same
processes shape action. As to this research speciﬁcally, attending to the emotional dynamics of the
interviewee was as important as what they said. For example, no youth minister directly stated he/she
was “beleaguered”, but attending to the extra-deliberative processes involved clearly revealed this to
be the case. Qualitative research allows access to such non-discursive sources of data.
Finally, quantitative data were collected from AOD surveys, vicariate planning meetings and
AOD sub-committee meetings between 1995 and 2014. Two main AOD surveys focused on priority
issues of most concern to parishioners, asking them what they believed to be the most important issues
facing the parish/church. In addition, an annual survey (1999–2009) of lay ecclesial ministers in the
AOD was accessed to gather quantitative data on YYA ministers across the diocese. Another important
data source was the 40 study groups created out of the vicariates which were commissioned by the
archbishop to discuss and recommend what priorities the AOD should focus on in its pastoral planning.
4. The Archdiocese of Detroit as an Instiutional Case Study

In this section, we present quantitative data showing YYA ministry is a priority in the AOD along
with statistics on the number of youth ministers in the AOD over the past 20 years. Secondly, we
summarize qualitative interview data from forty-four youth ministers and twelve pastors, revealing
taken-for-granted ecclesial processes that perpetuate a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA
ministry in the AOD. Finally, the data is analyzed by applying theories drawn from the sociological
organizational literature on institutions and social status, toward revealing underlying explanations
for the persistence of weak youth ministry infrastructure despite stated priorities.
4.1. Quantitative Data on Youth Ministers

Quantitatively, it helps to ﬁrst note the number of youth ministers in the AOD and their salaries
because these ﬁgures suggest, as mentioned earlier, that a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA
ministry exists. For example, data in Table 1 shows that the largest number of youth ministers was in
the year 2000—the year with the greatest parish response rate—and yet it shows that only 41 percent
of parishes have a youth minister.
Table 1 also shows that the number of youth ministers in parishes has not grown substantially
in the AOD between 1999 and 2009. For example, in the year 2001 there were 108 professional paid
youth ministers in the Archdiocese’s 312 parishes, meaning only 39 percent of parishes had a paid
youth minister. Moreover, of the 108 youth ministers, 63 or 58.3 percent were part-time. These
percentages have remained constant between 1999 and 2006, with the number of all youth ministers,
part and full time, declining, growing slightly and then declining again between 1999–2009 (see Table 1).
This decline needs to be qualiﬁed given the decline in the number of parishes during those same years.
Recognizing that parishes have closed throughout all dioceses of the United States, the number of
parishes in the AOD has declined from 313 parishes in 1999 to 273 parishes in 2009 (Table 1) to 240 in
2013 (data missing for years 2010–2012), and 226 parishes in 2015 (see AOD website [16]). Keeping
these numbers in mind, the percentage of parishes with youth ministers has gone up and down as well,
with percentages of youth ministers declining since 2006 (Table 1).
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Year

Number of
Parishes

Number of Parishes
Reporting

Percent of
Parishes

Youth
Ministers

Number of YM
if 100% Parishes Reported

Ratio per
Parish

1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009

313
313
313
313
313
312
310
306
298
282
273

280
302
280
291
238
214
231
221
243
214
226

89.5%
96.5%
89.5%
93.0%
76.0%
68.6%
74.5%
72.2%
81.5%
75.9%
82.8%

112
124
108
104
107
87
119
119
100
88
87

125
129
121
112
141
127
160
165
123
116
105

0.40
0.41
0.39
0.36
0.45
0.41
0.52
0.54
0.41
0.41
0.38

Source: AOD Department of Parish Life and Services.

Table 1 also shows that in 2005 and 2006 there was a spike in the number and percentage of
youth ministers after a gradual decline between 1999 and 2004. This is unexplained, other than it had
something to do with the high parish response rate during those years. Nevertheless, whether one
examines the high or low numbers, both appear low given YYA ministry has been a top priority since
1995. Moreover, youth ministers make up the lowest percentage compared to all lay ecclesial ministers
at 10.6 percent (DREs are at 30.7 percent, musicians 30.2 percent, pastoral ministers 11 percent, and
Christian Service 10.9 percent). Given these ﬁgures, the preferential option for YYA Catholics that
Coleman called for in 1990, Hoge and colleagues called for in 2001 [8], and the AOD have been calling
for since 1995, has not prompted much ecclesial action from the AOD to increase the institutional
infrastructure of YYA ministry with, in particular, more monies and youth ministers, as stipulated by
the AOD subcommittee on YYA ministry discussed below.
Moreover, the data in Table 2 show only full-time salaries, revealing that youth ministers are
the lowest paid ministers for the year 2009–2010 (section heads are DRE assistants and hence not
considered) and received the lowest full-time salaries during the previous decade as well. More
revealing still is the fact that the average salary of a youth minister was 20,471 dollars between the
years 2000 and 2009—the lowest of all salaried lay ecclesial ministers (data from AOD Dept of Parish
Life and Services).
Table 2. Annual Salary of Full-Time Parish Ministers: 2009–2010.
Position

Salary

Music Director
Pastoral Minister
Liturgical Musician
Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA Coordinator)
Director of Religious Education (DRE)
Christian Service Coordinator
Liturgy Coordinator
Youth Minister
Section Head—Religious Education
Average Salary All Positions

46,002
42,117
41,999
39,000
37,960
37,325
34,048
32,759
28,025
39,400

Source: AOD Department of Parish Life and Services.

As mentioned previously, the AOD conducted surveys between 1995 and 2014 that consistently
identiﬁed youth ministry as a top priority.6 In 2005, however, the 16 Vicariates of the AOD were broken

6

The ﬁrst archdiocesan wide survey started in 1995 and was administered to vicariates and parishes as each was prepared to
take the survey through 1998. It took approximately four years for every parish to conduct the survey—with over 94,000
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down into 40 study groups, all of whom reported back to their respective vicariates. This breakdown
was done to allow more time for smaller groups of parishioners to delve more deeply into pastoral
planning. The 40 study groups identiﬁed seven pastoral priorities—again YYA ministry was a top
priority (the other six being vocations, Catholic Schools, Lay Leadership, the New Evangelization,
Christian Service and Stewardship). Consequently, seven archdiocesan sub-committees were formed
based on the seven mission priorities identiﬁed by the 40 study groups. After months of discussions,
the AOD sub-committee on YYA ministry concluded that its ﬁrst objective had to be:
The Archbishop will recognize the limited resources of parishes and locate FUNDING for
certiﬁed and trained lay ecclesial ministers and vibrant ministry programs, encouraging
all stakeholders, especially Pastors, to be well versed in comprehensive ministry to young
people and more actively involved in ministry to youth and young adults(August, 2010).7

This particular objective (there were 16 objectives total from the YYA subcommittee) was the ﬁrst
objective mentioned because the committee strongly believed that additional monies were necessary
if signiﬁcant changes in this area of the Church’s life were to occur. Both youth ministers and pastor
interviews show this to be a clarion call of theirs as well, that more monies for salaries and programming
are needed for YYA ministry—data we discuss in the next section. We argue these could be considered
clarion calls for strengthening the institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry.
4.2. Qualitative Interview Data from Youth Ministers

Of the 44 youth ministers interviewed the majority were white (92.3 percent), female (70 percent),
between the ages of 40 to 59 (70 percent), married (71.8 percent) and working in suburban parishes
(80 percent). Educationally, 34 percent had master degrees. Both their voices and their non-verbal
emotional body language expressed their beleaguered situation and their perception that diocesan
Church leadership was not building-up YYA ministry as much as it could.8
One of the ﬁrst questions we asked youth ministers was, “What attracted youth to the youth
group or parish?” (see Appendix A) and although the question may seem irrelevant to this study
the answers prove otherwise. For example, the ﬁrst answer most often heard was “other youth” and
in combining the response “other youth” with “parish welcomes youth” it became clear that more
than 50 percent (50.6 percent) of responses are relational in nature. “Social activities” (14.8 percent)
and “authentic leadership” (8.6 percent) were the next two most likely responses pertaining to
attraction and if combined with the previous answers, shows 74 percent of responses have to do
with relationships. The relevancy therefore, is that youth ministers building relationships with teens,
parents, and parishioners was essential to having a strong parish youth ministry. Sociologists have
long noted the importance of social solidarity for any kind of community building and so it is
reasonable that more youth ministers and more ﬁnancial resources are central to having a more
personal relationship-oriented youth ministry, especially given that more than half of youth ministers
are part-time. Interestingly, the data also show that programming or content of what occurs in a youth
group gathering is secondary. Obviously programming is important, but what mattered most, as
many respondents emphasized, was strong, positive relationships with youth ministers, peers and
parishioners [18], which is less likely to occur with a weak YYA institutional infrastructure.

7

8

responses collected. In 2014, another archdiocesan wide survey was administered based on the seven mission priorities that
came out of the Changing Lives Together pastoral planning process. Over 40,000 responses were collected from this survey.
Both surveys showed YYA ministry as a top priority.
All of the mission priorities can be found on the AOD website. Also, a pastoral letter from Archbishop Vigneron was mailed
to every parishioner in the Archdiocese that listed and explained the seven mission priorities as well as his appreciation to
everyone who participated in Changing Lives Together (the pastoral planning program).
These interviews were conducted during the year 2014. A ﬁnal report, including a statistical and verbal summary of each
and every interview are available through Sacred Heart Major Seminary, Dr. Michael J. McCallion, Director of Catholic
Social Analysis. The report carries in its title “Joyful and Beleaugered...”
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Another aspect on the relational dimension is the stress and strain described by youth ministers in
conducting their ministry—evidence picked-up in their verbal and non-verbal responses. Sociologically,
role strain occurs when an individual feels stress in managing the competing obligations of her/his
role. Several youth ministers mentioned the strain they experienced in negotiating their pastor’s
minimalist expectations for the youth ministry program with their own belief that more, not less, time
and resources should be devoted to the ministry. Others felt role strain because they incorporated lots
of social activities in order to build relationships (a major reason for joining—relational) and yet at the
same time felt like they were being judged as not leading a “Catholic” enough program (because, for
example, social activities were paramount over catechetical activities). As one youth minister stated:
“The vocal parents and also the pastor sometimes would complain the teens are not getting
doctrine or as they say it—“what it means to be Catholic”—but I am trying to get them
to gel as a group, you know, just feel comfortable enough to keep coming to the youth
group and that means relationship stuff not catechesis ﬁrst and foremost. So that is a drag
as well—trying to meet everyone’s expectations”.

It appears from accounts such as this one that role strain developed because of either the pastor’s,
parents’, or peers’ expectations and what the youth minister was trying to accomplish in terms
of relationship building. Indeed, many of the youth ministers’ showed signs of being bodily and
emotionally weary while responding to our questions.
Additional data supporting the conclusion that youth ministers are marginalized, was
gleaned from responses to the question “What works and what does not work in your ministry”.
Methodologically, the concern was that this question was really two questions. Consequently, some
respondents answered either “what works” or “what does not work” but not both, and therefore the
results are not clearly representative of the combination “what works or does not work”. Nevertheless,
the questions are separated out below for the sake of clarity.
The number-one item mentioned as working was Christian Service (15.8 percent), followed
by having a paid youth minister (14.5 percent) and then regular quality youth group meetings
(10.5 percent). Talking or teaching or lecturing was not what primarily works. What works is
“doing” things together, especially if that “doing” involves helping others—hence Christian service
was mentioned most often. One interviewee was quite speciﬁc about this:
“I know catechesis is important but for these teens the best way I can engage them is
through Christian service projects, especially if the project is, you know, over a period of
time, not just a one-time thing, although one-time things work a little too, but really a
long-term project is really good because now you have time to build stronger relationship
with them, you know, you are hanging out with them more and not just talking at them”.

The data suggests that a potential area through which to establish stronger relations with teens is
Christian service. Perhaps in order to justify their positions, several youth ministers were adamant
in arguing that this “doing together” with Christian service is going to happen best if there is a paid
youth minister on staff to make it happen.
Another interview ﬁnding was the fact that some pastors only provided a stipend rather than a
salary to their youth minister and moreover, these youth ministers were not members of the parish
staff. In one parish, the youth minister received a minimal stipend and did not even know who the
parish full-time Director of Music was. Another mentioned an older youth minister receiving such a
small stipend that he decided he would give it back to the youth ministry program by buying pizza
with it each week they met. These responses were further evidence that youth ministers occupy a
second-class citizenship status in the overall ﬁeld of lay parish ministry.
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In the reverse, we also learned from youth ministers what does not work. Youth ministers
mentioned an “overemphasis on catechesis” (19 percent) as what most does not work. The next
largest single category mentioned was “no full-time youth minister” (9 percent). Many respondents
mentioned “paid youth minister” in answering the question “what works” and so we believe that is
why answering “not having a youth minister” is infrequently mentioned here. It should be noted that
in both questions concerning what works and what doesn’t work, technology is important but does
not play as large a role as relationships. Having a youth minister, doing Christian service together,
parents being involved, etc., all have to do with face-to-face or actively engaged relationships—this
is what works according to youth ministers. Understanding technology is increasingly important to
youth and many youth ministers mentioned its importance in presenting information. One youth
minister, for example, said “If I am trying to communicate something, it is best if I put it up on a big
screen because I have found that it increases the likelihood of making the topic real and authoritative
to them”. In addition, several respondents used varied approaches in their ministry which meant
that several types of technologies were used each week to maintain and increase the interest of youth.
But again, according to youth ministers, if youth are not making regular connections and building
relationships with youth ministers and other adults, then the various technologies used were less
effective. The belief in youth ministry as essentially relational, along with an emphasis on consistent
meeting times, as well as meeting places, with consistent leadership present is what “works”.
Another question receiving relevant responses for this study was, “If you had the archbishop’s
ear, what would you tell him he needs to know about youth ministry?” The primary responses were:
Parishes must welcome youth (22 percent), parishes and the AOD need to provide more money and
resources to youth ministry (20 percent) and the archbishop needs to provide more support and
resources to youth ministry (15 percent). In other words, 57 percent of the responses had to do with
receiving more money, resources and support for youth ministry. Indeed, including the item “more
presence of church leaders” (10 percent) and “being more pastoral and less judgmental” (6 percent),
both of which could be interpreted as “being more supportive”, it would be over 70 percent.
The most striking feature about these interviews were the extra-deliberative or extra-discursive or
non-verbal responses of the interviewees (data not displayed) and the overwhelming sense among the
interviewers regarding how beleaguered, marginalized, yet joyful these youth ministers were because
they loved working with youth. In summarizing our additional interview data, our assessment is that
youth ministers are beleaguered, regularly seeking better employment and feeling marginalized in
their persistent emphasis on the relational dimension of YYA ministry. Their qualitative interview data
validate that a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry exists in the AOD for supporting this
kind of emotionally intensive, relational youth ministry.
4.3. Qualitative Data from Pastor Interviews

Twelve pastors were interviewed about their perceptions of youth ministry, especially as to why
they think so few parishes have a youth minister (see Appendix B). The third question of the interview
was “What do you think are some of the obstacles as to why other pastors don’t have a youth minister?”
Ten out of twelve pastors (83 percent) answered “money!” For example, one pastor said, “The other
obstacle, besides seeing it as a need, is the importance of the archdiocese providing more funding if it
truly sees it as an integral part of the parish.” Another pastor said it bluntly, “Money”. And then he
went on to say, “the other thing is the older pastors are tired and the young ones don’t seem to care”.
And yet another pastor said, “It’s the money. First you hire a musician, then a DRE and then maybe a
Christian service coordinator and then you give one of them responsibility for youth ministry.”
Other reasons were more along relational lines, especially the issue of priest sexual abuse.
One pastor said, “You know, I used to go through the parking lot and the kids would jump all
over me and I would play with them, even some of the 7th and 8th graders, but I can’t do that anymore
because of the sexual abuse stuff. That is why I started ‘Hi-ﬁving’ the kids when I walk down the aisle
for Mass—it is allowable because the parents are there”. Another pastor spoke bluntly: “Pastors are
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scared of the sex abuse thing,” while another said, “Priests are discouraged by the sex abuse thing
and of course they see more losing than winning in terms of the youth, you know, winning them over,
most don’t come and it’s discouraging.” Another pastor who was more philosophical about the issue
believed, “Some pastors just don’t know how to speak to youth about truth given their (the youths’)
highly secular and relativistic views of life. They just don’t know how to do it and so they shy away.”
Given these few responses, were these the sentiments that discouraged them from hiring a youth
minister? Perhaps, but the main reason and dominant response was money.
The other main issue in the pastors’ responses was the fewer number of teens participating in
church or simply the lack of teens in their parish. One pastor said, “You know, they are just busy
with high school, they have lots of demands on them from that and so they don’t come.” Another
pastor said, “They have high school and work, they just don’t have time.” Another pastor was more
deliberate saying, “We need more kids to show and so the diocese needs to ﬁnd funding for parishes
to pay youth ministers who have the charisma for ministering to youth to be hired to attract and
bring in the youth. It is not just going to happen. We need paid ministers to make it happen.” Along
similar lines, another pastor said, “Why can’t we use the CLT monies (Changing Lives Together—An
AOD fundraising campaign) to build a youth room or center at parishes so youth can gather there,
have a place they know they can go.” Another said, “I need to ﬁrst ﬁnd the right person, with the
right charisma, you know, someone who can really be with teens and then ﬁnd the funding, maybe
from AOD, but I need to do it NOW but can’t without money.” Another said the same thing, “Hire a
dynamic youth minister and pay him/her a good salary.”
Most pastor and youth minister responses did not directly address the issue of a disconnect
between policy and practice or of a weak institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry in the AOD,
but it is clear from their interviews that they feel underesourced, undersupported and generally
marginalized. Consequently, the next section is an attempt to sociologically assess and explain this
disconnect between YYA ministry being a top stated priority of the diocese and the practice disconnect.
Overall, little seems to be in process for implementing this stated goal. Instead, a weak institutional
infrastructure is maintained, allowing the ongoing weak institutional support for youth minsitry to
become institutionally normative, taken-for-granted as the way it is.
5. Theoretical Analysis and Discussion

In this section, we provide some theoretically grounded explanations for the disconnect between
stated policy and the observed reality of youth ministry practice. We begin by applying two sets of
institutional theories: decoupling and backstage organizational processes. Subsequently, we apply
social status theories to explain the ongoing marginzalization of youth ministers. These theories are
applied in order to examine the presented data on this case study within its broader social context and
to reveal the potential social patterns underlying these taken-for-granted trends.
5.1. Institutional Analysis
5.1.1. Decoupling of Policy and Practice

Decoupling refers to the gap between an institution’s stated policies and its actual organizational
practices. Meyer and Rowan have researched social institutions and found that processes of decoupling
are ubiquitous in these settings [19]. Wittberg, for example, found that several Catholic colleges and
hospitals decoupled their religious identity from their everyday practices because of pressures from
government or other professional stakeholders [20]. As she writes: “Thus, in order to attract the
credentialed, high caliber staff and administrators demanded by secular professional standards,
a hospital, university, or social agency might downplay its religious identity—while simultaneously
emphasizing that identity to alumni, foundations, or denominational supervisors.” Wittberg argues,
therefore, that “many institutions have responded by decoupling their religious identity from their
everyday practices” ([20], p. 151). In other words, decoupling allows organizations to verbally comply
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symbolically without changing their practices substantially. This appears to be the case with youth
ministry in the AOD. The organizational church is giving voice to the importance of youth ministry,
raised by so many parishioners via surveys and meetings, but in reality the Church puts little into
practice that actually enhances youth ministry. Church leaders, in other words, claim it is a top priority
(policy) and then proceed on with other business (practice).
Another explanation for why this disconnect or decoupling exists between YYA policy and
practice is that it is not consciously enacted by leadership but exists because of the nature of how
things work in large organizations. For example, Pattison’s research found that managers/bureaucrats
are far from being calm, reﬂective, systematic planners and instead work “at an unrelenting pace, ...
their activities are characterized by brevity, variety and discontinuity and they are strongly oriented
to action and dislike reﬂective activities” ([21], p. 12). Indeed, he argues that “ﬁghting ﬁres is a good
way of ensuring ongoing busyness.” Of course, this subverts the need to seriously reﬂect on priorities
that have been named via surveys or planning meetings or any other social process the AOD has
initiated. Once the policy is written or the report is typed, managers or ecclesial leaders can move
on to other business (busyness) because there are many other burning issues to deal with that are
more practical and need immediate attention. Pattison questions, therefore, whether an organization’s
strategic planning is actually strategic:
Quite apart from the questions of time-scale and proper use of human resources, it is
questionable how useful this kind of planning really is. Organizations must have some
sense of where they are going and what they are trying to do. The trouble is that the
more speciﬁc plans are, the more futile often they prove to be. In organizations and
the environment around them, so many crucial factors can change so quickly that plans
quickly become irrelevant. Like religious faith, much of what strategic planning does is to
help people to feel they have some sense of control and direction in the midst of chaotic,
unpredictable reality. The planning process allows managers to feel that they are doing
something and serves as a ritual activity that brings a sense of efﬁcacy. ([19], pp. 30–31).
The only thing that can be safely concluded here is that effective leadership, like being
market focused and strategic planning, is an elusive, perhaps longed-for-chimera, a kind of
holy grail for managers ([21], p. 32).

Continually naming YYA ministry as a top AOD priority for the last twenty years is a decoupling
strategy which allows the institutional church to say, on the one hand, “yes, this is a priority, it is even
one of seven mission priorities for the entire diocese and we are working on it,” while on the other hand,
the AOD goes about devoting its resources to other issues deemed more important and not necessarily
doing so consciously or intentionally but because of the nature of how large organizations operate.
Some scholars argue therefore that organizations are more intendedly rational than actually rational,
that is, “more capable of achieving consistent and efﬁcient action than unorganized individuals, but
far from synoptically rational” ([22], p. 8). Why then is the stated AOD mission priority of YYA
ministry not put into practice? One main reason is because AOD ofﬁcials consciously or unconsciously
participate in institutional decoupling processes.
5.1.2. Backstage Organizational Processes

Another reason, one that is highly correlated with decoupling and the reality that organizations
are more intendedly rational than actually rational, is the fact that a whole series of relationships and
interactions occur backstage to which ordinary parishioners are not privy and it is in and through
these backstage interactions that decisions are actually made. Decisions not based on data that
committees have worked hard to compile but on church ofﬁcials’ own backstage cognitive and
emotional interactions. Goffman and others have studied these backstage or shadowland interactions
and discovered these types of informal interactions often turn an organization this way or that [23].
Taking into account this “shadowland”, several theorists have argued that social organizations are
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“organized anarchies”, suggesting that goals and objectives of organizations are always ambiguous
and contested and the fulﬁllment of goals and objectives often depends on who does or does not show
up to the meeting. Perhaps this has happened with the YYA ministry—people who have other agendas
keep showing up at the meetings and thereby focus attention on priorities other than YYA ministry.
5.1.3. Institutional Analysis Conclusion

Applying these institutional theories leads us to conclude that people, problems, solutions,
planning and choices are “loosely coupled, that the deﬁnition of a choice may change over the course
of deliberations, that most decisions are made by oversight or avoided altogether and that most of
them do not solve problems, but simply defer them to another day” ([21], p. 11). Perceiving the AOD
as an organized anarchy explains, at least partially, why little has been done to advance YYA ministry.
Therefore it would be important to study this “shadowland” of informal relations within the AOD as a
next research step. Qualitative methods would be necessary, but exactly how to gain access to this
backstage behavior and thinking is another question entirely. It appears, in this case, that under the
conditions of ecclesial institutional bureaucracy, the policy of YYA ministry being a priority becomes
decoupled from the practice of providing more resources to such ministry. In addition to institutional
theories, sociological theories of social status also help to explain why the marginzaliztion of youth
workers continues in this case study despite stated priorities.
5.2. Social Status Analysis
5.2.1. The Social Status of Youth Ministry

Another sociological concept that sheds light on the data is the central and popularly known
concept of social status. The question of “Why don’t pastors hire full-time youth ministers?” quickly
reveals that one of the answers is that youth ministers have little social status within the vineyard of
lay ecclesial workers. DREs and Musicians have status, youth ministers do not, or have comparatively
much less. So why don’t pastors hire full-time youth ministers? Because within the institution of the
church, youth ministry in general does not have a professional status and more surreptitiously, because
a taken-for-granted inequality exists perpetuating the degradation of youth ministry. Examining more
closely the sociological concept of “social status” will help clarify this ecclesial situation (also, see
Appendix D for a case study of a suburban parish and its reluctance to hire a youth minister).
There are three powerful ingredients to social status: resources, power and respect/esteem,
therefore the underlying issue of inequality is ever present. For example, comparing DREs to youth
ministers clariﬁes the inequality that exists in that DREs clearly have a higher status than youth
ministers (DREs have acquired such status legitimately and without malice to youth ministers).
Indeed, many DREs have responsibility for youth ministry and if the DRE is not the youth minister
him or herself, the youth minister reports to him/her (the DRE). This is not positive or negative; it is
only to say this is the present ecclesial situation. Indeed, DRE’s social status has a lot to do with the fact
that 80 percent or more of parishes hire a DRE while only 47 percent of parishes hire youth ministers
(indeed, there are more business manager types (57 percent) than youth ministers—see AOD Report
on Lay Ecclesial Ministers, 2014, Appendix C).
Nevertheless, the question remains as to why does this inequality exists? Of the three ingredients
of social status, the primary mechanism behind this inequality is one based on differences in
respect/esteem rather than on differences of power or resources—however important these may
be. Sociologists are aware that power and resources follow an occupation if respect for such position
has been embedded within an organization. In other words, sociologists have long argued that as a
micro-motive for behavior, status based on respect is as signiﬁcant as money and power. Therefore,
it is the phenomenon of status inequality based on differences in respect/honor/esteem between lay
ecclesial ministers that might shed further light on the issue of the disconnect between YYA ministry
being a top priority and little being done about it.
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In much of the sociological literature on social status, respect/honor/esteem is the weakest of the
three ingredients or variables investigated in predicting social status, but this is an oversight. We often
overlook how much people care about being valued by others (society, parish, social group), that
is, “respected”. I want my son, for example, to have money and resources, but more so I want him
to be respected by his peers and others—that he is regarded as an honorable, good man. From this
perspective, it becomes even more obvious that youth ministers are not given the respect they deserve
in relation to other parish ministries, not because of malice or a veiled disdain for youth ministers,
but for reasons associated with social status. There is an unequal distribution of respect amongst
lay ecclesial ministers, as there is with the distribution of resources and power, but this inequality is
unseen because it is built into the ecclesial structures of dioceses and parishes. Moreover, these hidden
social status processes have much to do with why priests exhibit poor youth ministry hiring practices
which only perpetuates the weak institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry (again, see Appendix D).
Inequality, in other words, has become a durable ecclesial institutional reality in terms of
occupational trajectories among lay ecclesial ministers. The bottom line is that youth ministers
are perceived as non-professional or semi-professional at the conscious and unconscious levels by
other ecclesial professionals. And consolidation around this “disrespect” deﬁnition of the situation
amongst pastors and others stabilizes this ecclesial inequality because it transforms the situational
control over resources and power into a “status difference” between types of ministries—with DREs
ranked diffusely better than youth ministers. As Ridgeway stated in her presidential address to the
American Sociological Society: “Status construction studies show that when control over resources in
a social setting is correlated with a salient categorical difference (DRE vs. YM), people quickly link
the appearance of mastery in the situation that the resources and power create with the associated
difference between types of people” [24]. In the parishes of the AOD (given the number of youth
ministers and their salaries), those in power (pastors and others) have formed a “status belief” (rightly
so in many instances) that DREs should receive more resources and power than youth ministers
because of their professionalism and ecclesial status earned since Vatican II. Youth ministry and
consequently youth ministers have not earned equal status with DREs because of their less formalized
professional training and perceived lower status among those in hiring positions. This situational
perception by those in power legitimizes this ongoing ecclesial inequality, reinforcing both the weak
institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry and the ongoing decoupling of policy and practice.
Conscious or not, these status beliefs fuel social perceptions of difference between DREs and
youth ministers. In other words, status processes are now in place that legitimately mobilize the
continuing construction of culturally/ecclesially deﬁned social differences on the one hand and on the
other hand, high status actors (DREs and Pastors) rely on this difference to justify their channeling less
power and resources to youth ministry. This status process then is deeply implicated in the making of
obdurate patterns of inequality between various ecclesial ministers based on social status differences.
With this obdurate pattern of inequality now taken for granted via widely shared status beliefs
and consequent status differences, these beliefs constitute that difference as an independent dimension
of inequality with its own sustained social dynamic. Ridgeway uses the example of gender and says
that men have acquired an advantage in resources and power compared to women which fosters the
status belief that men are better than women [24]. Once these status beliefs develop they give men the
advantage because they are men and not because they are richer or more powerful. Even in a situation
where men and women are equal in power and resources the man still has more inﬂuence. Hence,
status beliefs allow an autonomous dynamic to work which maintains inequality. Moreover, this
automatic dynamic works at the social relational level—mostly in the arena ofself-other expectations
and this relational dynamic is examined next by looking at three well documented status social
processes, namely, status bias in judgments and behavior, associational preference biases and reactions
to status challenges.
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Status biases about a social difference, in this case between youth ministers and DREs, become
salient in contexts in which people differ on some social distinction such as mixed-social class or
mixed-race. In this case, the social difference becomes salient because of primarily mixed-educational
social distinctions. Moreover, the social difference becomes even more salient in contexts in which that
social difference is culturally understood to be relevant to the settings’ goals—in this case an ecclesial
setting that formerly had Catholic schools to handle youth but now does not, except for those who
can afford private schooling—which has resulted in most Catholic children and teens needing some
kind of religious education. Given Catholic school decline, pastors are expected to provide religious
education and so DREs are hired (rightly so). But when it comes to teens there are many perceptions
that tend to add up to the fact that teens’ high schools dominate their lives and so youth ministry
cannot compete and is therefore comparatively insigniﬁcant (see pastor interview data). Nevertheless,
the thinking goes, “we (the pastor or local parish) have to do something so let’s just hire someone
part-time or get a volunteer to organize some activities for teens”—status biased thinking.
Moreover, this status bias has become implicitly salient in that this bias has warped people’s
expectations of what is competent and suitable for youth ministry and these status biases are all the
stronger, the more relevant the social difference is perceived to be to the goals of the setting. So the
status bias is strong in this case, because the social difference perceived is between “education in
faith” (DRE who has credentials) vs. having “fun” (youth minister who does not need credentials)
in a church context. The social difference is that the DRE is a professional and the YM is not and
that has become an embedded bias within the institution. So the status advantaged DRE or musician
speaks up to be heard while the status disadvantaged youth minister hesitates to do so given the
status bias in place—much like a medical doctor speaks up and the lay person does not. Often in such
status bias situations the same idea simply sounds better from the status advantaged person than from
the status disadvantaged one. The cumulative result has been the status advantaged is tracked into
positions of greater resources and power because of their greater respect/honor or social status (they
are simply better).
5.2.3. Associational Preference Biases

Next, this status bias consciously and unconsciously leads to inequalities as to who associates
with whom—associational preference bias, the second status concern. As mentioned earlier, our
research found youth ministers not attending parish staff meetings or other important parish meetings
because youth ministers occupy such low social status. These are experiences of status degradation as
Goffman (1963) would state. Associating only with higher status others is necessary but it also feeds
into a process of cloning by “actors” from higher status groups.From an organizational perspective,
one reason for this cloning has to do with the inherently uncertain conditions of exercising power in
organizations. The powerful in the organization tend to favor others similar to themselves and upon
whom they feel they can rely [25]. Again, conscious or not, pastors and DREs associate minimally
with youth ministers and thereby perpetuate the separation of these status groups and in doing
so, maintain power and resources for themselves (pastor and DRE), further exacerbating material
and status inequalities between them as well as maintaining the weak institutional infrastructure of
YYA ministry.
5.2.4. Status Challenge Biases

Status biases and associational preference biases create and maintain an implicit motive for people
of higher status groups to defend their valued sense of group position, according to Ridgeway and
others. When lower status groups challenge higher status groups they encounter backlash from
higher status group members. Still today, women who seem too dominant in a given social situation
are sometimes considered pushy or aggressive, while men saying the same thing are considered
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competent. Indeed, research shows that much racial prejudice can be understood as a defense of racial
group status position. Whereas (1) status bias; and (2) associational preference bias produce relatively
unthinking biases in favor of status privilege for those in higher status positions; (3) defense of the
status hierarchy bias results in more intentionally hostile actions to constrain lower status individuals
who are perceived to go too far. This defensiveness is not necessarily the case in many parishes, so
status challenges may be few and far between. But when a pastor is asked (status challenge) about
youth ministry he often has a ready answer with “we don’t have the money to hire someone but we do
have someone part-time helping those teens who do want to gather.” Without having to discuss status
biases he might harbor about YYA ministry, the pastors can easily decouple policies from practices
with respect to YYA ministry at the parish level as can ecclesial hierarchs at the diocesan level.
5.2.5. Social Status Conclusion

These three processes—status biases in judgement and behavior, associational preference biases,
and status challenge biases—are culturally inﬂuenced interpersonal processes that act as subtle but
powerful mechanisms by which exploitations (not having to pay a youth minister or paying them
a very low salary) and opportunity hoarding (having one person perform multiple roles, DRE and
also youth minister e.g., rather than increasing the division of ecclesial labor within the parish) are
accomplished by pastors (high status group). Hence, this status differentiation among ecclesial workers
depends on the maintenance of distinctive cultural practices to mark the status boundary, that is,
the practice of hiring DREs to be the youth minister or hiring part-time youth minister often with
few qualiﬁcations (academic degrees), or obtaining a volunteer—all of which maintain the weak
institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry.
Our application of these theories leads to our conclusions that, much like gender, race and class
have become biases stamped into the structures of society, these ecclesial biases toward YYA ministry
are stamped into the ecclesial structures and procedures of employment in the AOD. Having no
institutional academic professional degree for YYA ministry as there is for DREs or Musicians is highly
problematic from this perspective. The historian Thomas Bergler, mentioned earlier, has delineated the
history of the Catholic Church with regards to youth ministry and found it far behind the YYA ministry
enhancing efforts of most Protestant denominations—especially in noting Protestant congregations’
practices of hiring “youth pastors” (Bergler, 2012, [4]). It behooves the Catholic Church, from what has
been said, to consider instituting such a professional degree.
Once Catholic schools started closing in large numbers, the Church did not establish a viable
ecclesial infrastructure of YYA ministry which could put into practice, processes of status enhancement
for YYA ministry. Instead, processes of status degradation and bias resulted in its absence. Religious
education and the role of DRE procured most of the status enhancement processes developed after
Vatican II and thereby the requisite power and resources. Consequently, there has only been, for
the most part, a part-time effort to build a new ecclesial infrastructure for ministering to, with and
for youth. And although this part-time effort is something, it has partly fueled processes of status
degradation and status bias in most but not all parishes of the AOD. Because of ecclesial beliefs about
YYA ministry’s degraded status compared to DREs (structural level—status bias) and the minimal
interaction other parish staff have with youth ministers (interpersonal level—associational bias),
ecclesial inequality toward YYA ministry is institutionalized into diocesan and parish organizational
forms and practices. Despite all diocesan and parish level efforts to enhance YYA ministry (naming it
a mission priority), the weak institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry supported by status biases
toward such ministry prevent ecclesial leaders from perceiving the social inequalities that persist and
seem only to continue to deplete the Church’s infrastructure of YYA ministry.
6. Limitations and Future Studies

Despite the strength of this case study data in hearing the perspectives of youth ministers and
some pastors regarding their experiences of the archdiocesan priorities, all the data presented in this
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study are non-representative and self-reported. Such self-reported data rely for their validity on the
accuracy of the youth minister perceptions. As highly relationally based youth workers, the youth
ministers generally reported intended interventions that rely on relational connections to youth as the
ways to form their religiosity. It is worth noting that youth could acquire their religiosity through other,
less relationally based approaches. There also could be other ways that the archdiocese could support
ministry to youth without supporting youth ministers. However, presuming youth ministry and
relational connection to caring adult mentors within the church are the intended change mechanisms,
this study raises a number of concerns regarding the successful implementation of these practices.
Future studies should investigate these ﬁndings further. For example, studies could compare the
approach of this diocese to that of other dioceses, or to that of other religious traditions, especially
in order to assess the relative success of approaches that do not rely upon youth ministry. Based
on the initial evidence presented in this study, future investigations could seek to collect data from
representative samples, especially involving multiple locations. Another fruitful line of inquiry could
be to collect data with participating youth to assess the extent to which youth minister perceptions
of youth needs align with what their participating youth report. Finally, another approach to future
studies could be to collect data on other kinds of religious organizations. Presuming religious youth
participate in a number of religious organizations, including para-church groups, it would be important
to assess the extent of religious formation they receive from sources outside the archdiocese. These
and other studies are revealed to be needed based on the initial contributions of this case study on the
weak institutional support for youth ministry in the Archdiocese of Detroit.
7. Conclusions

The church at the archdiocesan level can gather youth and young adults from various parts of the
archdiocese (which it is doing as of this writing) and ask them “what they want”, but if an ecclesial
institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry, a youth minister being paid a just wage, is not operative
to implement “what young people want” in any long-term systematic way, then the Church is simply
putting the cart before the horse and perpetuating further decoupling processes already in place.
As the data shows, what youth want is pastoral care which means to “walk-along-with, to listen to,
to hang out with youth and young adults” and when the time is right, to offer solid Catholic catechesis
about the Catholic faith. This is unlikely given decoupling processes and status degradation of youth
ministry—all of which maintain and perpetuate a weak YYA institutional infrastructure. The ﬁndings
of this study strongly suggest that the stakes have been raised signiﬁcantly for the AOD to ﬁnd realistic
and workable measures to strengthen the institutional infrastructure of YYA ministry in the AOD.

Author Contributions: Michael McCallion conceived and designed the research on YYA ministry in the AOD.
Michael McCallion did most of the interviewing of YYA ministers and three pastors. John Ligas and George
Seroka interviewed most of the pastors and assisted substantially in writing the section on “Pastor Interviews.”
Michael McCallion wrote the paper with editorial assistance from John Ligas and George Seroka. George Seroka
wrote up Appendix D with editorial assistance from John Ligas and Michael McCallion.
Conﬂicts of Interest: The authors declare no conﬂict of interest.

Appendix A: Interview Protocol for Youth Ministers (begin January 2014)
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (This Is Anonymous—names and parish)
1.
2.
3.

4.

Are you paid full-time or part-time? What other responsibilities?
How long have you been in this position? Have you had other positions?
How would you describe the parish community? I know that is a very general question, but is
it liberal, moderate, or conservative politically or theologically? Is it lower class, working class,
middle class, or upper class in your estimation?
Are you aware that youth and young adults is one of the mission priorities for the AOD?
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5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

19.
20.
21.

22.
23.

If yes, has it changed anything? Your ministry perhaps? Your parish?
Does the Parish have a NE or Evangelization Committee: yes___, no___, starting one___, thinking
about starting one___, etc.
If the parish has a NE committee are you/your ministry connected to it? How?
What do you make of the NE? Do you like/dislike it? How do you feel about it? Is it effective?
Please describe the main activities offered by your ministry? (could dig deeper by asking
questions 13 through 16 below or SKIP if already answered in 12):
How does the youth group pray? Do they pray a particular devotion?
Does your ministry include Christian Service? Any projects monthly or annually?
What Catechesis takes place? How often?
Socializing? How often? Anything repeated or a regular activity?
OR ask, What are the opportunities open to youth at the parish?
What most attracts youth to the youth group/parish?
What works and what has not worked in your ministry here?
If your work with youth or young adults was to be completely successful, what might that look
like to you? Examples? (the ideal)
What do leaders & decision makers need to know about your youth or young adults & the
program here that they don’t already know (have misconceptions about)? If you had the ear of
the Bishop what would you tell him!
Is there a designated space for the group to meet?
What do you ﬁnd to be inspiration for your work with youth?
The social science literature indicates that youth today are more individualistic in their faith lives
than previous generations. So my Dad’s generation was more committed to the institution of the
church than my generation and now today’s generation is even less committed to the institutional
church. In other words, they tend to do their own thing and not pay much attention to what the
Church teaches. Do you tend to agree with that assessment or not? Why?
For example, do you know if they give an envelope each week to their parish (or give
electronically)? If not, do they give any money? If so, what do they give?
Is there anything else you would like to add at this time?

Appendix B: Interview Protocol for Pastors
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (This is anonymous—names and parish)
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
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Do you think high school age kids are attending mass or otherwise engaged in the Church these
days and why or why not?
If you have or don’t have a youth minister here at your parish, why is that so? If not, what are
the reasons (barriers) for not having one?
What do you think are some of the obstacles as to why other pastors don’t have a youth minister
(given that about 40% of parishes don’t have one)? As you know, youth ministry is one of the
mission priorities of the AOD. Has that changed anything here at your parish? Why or why not?
Is youth ministry connected to the New Evangelization in anyway at the parish (youth sitting on
NE committee for example)?
What resources, tools, or training do you feel you need to advance the quality of youth ministry
here at your parish?
Is there anything else you would like to add?

79

Appendix C: AOD Paid Lay Ministers 2014–2015

MDPI Books

Religions 2016, 7, 48

Position

Number

% Laymin

% Parishes

PastoralMinister
Director of Religious Education
Section Heads
Musicians
Christian Service Coordinator
Youth Ministers
Young Adult Minister
RCIA Coordinator
Worship Coordinator
Business Manager
Total Paid Lay Ministers

74
164
88
205
72
98
5
31
16
124
877

8%
19%
10%
23%
8%
11%
1%
4%
2%
14%
100%

35%
78%
42%
98%
34%
47%
2%
15%
8%
59%

Response Rate: 96% (223 of 233 parishes). Percent of Parishes with Paid Lay Ministers: 94% (210 of 223 reporting
parishes). Source: Archdiocese of Detroit: Department of Parish Life and Services

Appendix D: Case Study of a Suburban Parish: Process of Hiring a YYA Minister (2014–2016)
Background and Rationale for pursuing a YYA Minister at this Suburban Parish:

•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

YYA Ministry has been a top AOD priority since 1995;
A Survey conducted of AOD Parishioners indicate YYA Ministry is the number 1 and number 4
priorities across the Diocese with around 94,000 responses;
During a review of priorities at the parish in the fall of 2013, Hiring a YYA Minister received the
highest votes of all of the approximate 100 goals/objectives. Summary of Activity:

Many efforts were made throughout 2014 to approve a YYA Minister position at this parish, but
despite the fairly widespread support from the Parish Council, the item was placed on hold
pending the appointment of a new pastor;
In late 2014 and early 2015, the YYA Liaison for the AOD was contacted and provided
advice/support. The Vicariate Vicar was also contacted but never returned the calls;
In early 2015 a conceptual agreement was formulated to share the YYA Minister position with a
neighboring parish, including funding. A joint Job Description was developed that completely
encompassed all job requirements;
After a considerable effort and many discussions over several Parish Council Meetings, the
position of YYA Minister was approved for the 2015/2016 budget in June of 2015;
The position was advertised, resumes were reviewed, interviews were conducted during the
summer and a selection was made on 8/15/15 (and recommended) to the Pastors;
The Pastors wanted to meet with the successful candidate but their schedules wouldn’t allow for
a meeting prior to September 10, and at the meeting, the Pastors asked the candidate to generate
a detailed plan and expanded the scope of the position;
The candidate compiled a detailed plan and submitted it to the two Pastors;
Subsequent to the detailed plan submittal, the neighboring parish indicated they could not afford
the position because collections were down and decided to opt out of the plan.
Then the initiating parish indicated that they could not afford to fund a full-time position
by themselves;
At the Parish Council Meeting in late October, the recommendation was made to hire the
candidate on a part-time basis and the Pastor indicated the candidate agreed to do that with a
reduced scope commensurate with the reduced compensation;
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•

•

At the Parish Council Meeting on December 9, the YYA Minister had not yet been hired so a
recommendation was again made to hire the YYA minister on a part-time basis in January of
2016. 11 members of the Parish Council voted to support this proposal; the remaining 4 members,
all paid-staff members, voted against it;
At the January, 2016 Parish Council Meeting, it was decided to utilize vicariate resources on a
limited basis instead of hiring the YYA minister on a part time basis as planned.
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Abstract: The study evaluates a pilot course designed to respond to ﬁndings from the National Study
of Youth and Religion (NSYR) and similar ﬁndings reporting changes in U.S. life course development
and religious participation through an intervention based on sociological theories of morality. The
purpose of the study is to investigate the impacts of a business course in a public university designed
to prepare emerging adults for culturally and religiously diverse workplaces. The intended outcomes
are for students to better identify their personal moral values, while also gaining cultural awareness
of the moral values in six different value systems: ﬁve major world religions and secular humanism.
The study response rate was 97 percent (n = 109). Pre- and post-test survey data analyze changes
in the reports of students enrolled in the course (primary group) compared to students in similar
courses but without an emphasis on morality (controls). Qualitative data include survey short answer
questions, personal mission statements, and student essays describing course impacts. Quantitative
and qualitative results indicate reported increases in identiﬁcation of personal moral values and
cultural awareness of other moral values, providing initial evidence that the course helps prepare
emerging adults for multi-faith workplaces.
Keywords: religion; morality; faith traditions; emerging adulthood; generational changes

1. Introduction

Emerging adulthood is a relatively new stage of life that developed in response to a number of
macro-structural changes in the last several decades in the United States [1]. Though many generations
have had transitional periods as they discerned adulthood trajectories, emerging adults today now
spend a decade or more somewhere between their adolescence and young adulthood. While emerging
adulthood can be a time of personal optimism and hope for the future, it is also a period ﬁlled
with disjointed processes in transitioning to adulthood, turbulence, and moral confusion as young
people attempt to establish themselves. Research indicates that many emerging adults have difﬁculty
identifying the moral values that guide their everyday behaviors and instead tend more often make
decisions without considerable self-reﬂection [2,3]. This is especially a problem for workplaces, which
rely upon a basis of moral values for ethical decision-making [4].
To respond to this issue, the University of Arkansas Walton College of Business, in partnership
with the Tyson Center for Faith in Spirituality in the Workplace, is offering a new course entitled,
Religions 2016, 7, 40
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“Authentic Leadership in a Multi-Faith Workplace: Remaining True to Yourself in a Professional
Kaleidoscope.” The goal of the course is to help students of all faith traditions and of no faith tradition
to identify their moral values by reﬂecting on meaning, purpose, and core beliefs, while also learning
about other religious and cultural value systems. This is primarily accomplished by exposing students
to basic familiarity with the traditions of multiple world religions, represented by ﬁve wisdom
traditions as well as secular humanism. Speciﬁc tasks throughout the semester are dedicated to
practicing difﬁcult conversations and writing a personal mission statement that articulates personal
moral values as applied to future workplaces. The intended change of this process is to facilitate
emerging adults in explicating their moral values toward developing an effective and authentic sense
of self, while also learning to respect the plurality of value systems toward becoming culturally aware
leaders of multi-faith workplaces.
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of the course on facilitating emerging
adults in identifying their moral values while also gaining greater cultural awareness. While assessing
impact presents a number of challenges, the current study advances knowledge on an intervention
designed to respond to known trends by conducting a natural ﬁeld experiment. Since a laboratory
experiment risks external validity, the natural method is preferred, despite its limitations. To control
for spurious effects to the extent possible, several methods were undertaken to collect data through a
quasi-experimental design: a time one to time two comparison to isolate causal changes within the
study duration, a treatment group compared to similar control groups without the primary intervention
of interest in order to isolate self-selection effects, and implementation of nationally normed survey
measures that allow for nationally representative data to be systematically analyzed for regional
subpopulation differences. Despite these controls, a number of limitations remain and are described in
the discussion section.
This study investigates the following research questions: Does a course designed to prepare
emerging adult college students for multi-faith workplaces appear to develop greater moral and
cultural awareness? Upon completion of the course, do students report that they are better able to
identify their own moral values and have gained greater awareness of other value systems? Before
investigating those questions, the next section summarizes the empirical and theoretical background
leading to the creation of this course and to this study designed to evaluate its impacts. To our
knowledge, this study is the ﬁrst of its kind to move beyond description and explanation of existing
trends into the relatively uncharted territory of investigating an intervention designed to alter the
progression of these trends, at least for the group of participating students. As such, the study is not a
replication of well-tested procedures for studying this type of course, of which there are few examples.
Instead, we ground the study and its research questions in a rich theoretical and empirical background
that indicate the need for this pilot course and a study of its effects. Thus, the next section does not
provide a conventional literature review of studies the study parameters, as such is not yet available,
and instead describes the theoretical and empirical background leading to the creation of this pilot
course, its designed intervention, and this offered approach for its study.
2. Theoretical and Empirical Background
2.1. Religiosity, Spirituality, and Morality in the Workplace

A study of this kind is needed because extant scholarship highlights the importance of studying
religiosity as a key aspect of workplace diversity management [5–7]. In reviews of numerous studies,
a link is consistently found between religion and spirituality in the workplace and a range of
organizational and individual outcomes, such as physical and mental health, creativity, organizational
commitment, and ethicality [7,8]. A number of socially desirable outcomes positively associate with
workplace spiritual values, including greater employee well-being, lower occupational stress, and
decreased employee fatigue [9]. Business leaders who incorporate religious or spiritual practices into
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their management have lowered stress in handling challenging workplace dynamics [10] and their
employees have improved job performance [11].
Of particular importance for organizations is the link to ethical decision-making [12], such
that religiosity can offer employees and leaders a shared sense of business ethics [13], acting as a
“managerial moral strategy”, especially when moral values have been formulated in advance of an
ethical decision [14]. Studies ﬁnd that ethical decision-making is a process that happens through
several trainable cognitive strategies that are gained through moral evaluation practice [15] and lead to
greater “moral awareness” [16]. In particular, an internalized sense of moral awareness, as compared to
interpersonal forms of religiosity, has signiﬁcant effects on ethical decision-making [17]. This is perhaps
related to ﬁndings that personal ownership is a necessity for actualizing organizational missions [18].
As such, organizational business ethics often rely upon a set of pre-formulated moral values that are
often acquired through religious or spiritual participation.
However, this is a relatively new and underdeveloped area of study that offers more in identifying
the importance and calls for future studies than it does in delivering empirical results [19–23].
Further studies are especially needed in this area due to ﬁndings that religiosity and spirituality
in the workplace can alternatively lead to negative effects [24], such as increased discrimination and
marginalization of diverse religions by the dominant workplace religion Thus, it is important to study
personal moral awareness that may be based in religious or spiritual traditions while also considering
cultural awareness: sensitivity to moral values based in other religious and cultural traditions. Such a
dual focus is developed by considering a sociologically informed perspective on the changing role of
religiosity in modernity and its resulting social differentiation of moral values [6].
2.2. Modernity, Morality, and Religiosity

To understand modern workplace religious and cultural diversity, it is necessary to consider
insights from social theories regarding changes to modern society brought on by industrialization.
Historical and contemporary sociology of religion contributes to an understanding of the societal roles
of religions within their changing social contexts. Durkheim and similar theories of religion focus on
the social impacts of religiosity, viewing religions as representing agreed upon norms of behaviors
from a shared sense of morality that is gained from ritualistic practices and can affect social settings
such as workplaces [25,26]. From this perspective, moral values are viewed as sets of individually
internalized social values that guide decisions about right and wrong in any given situation [27–29].
Thus, moral values reﬂect an intersection between individual decision making and cultural value
systems, as internalized societal guidelines for what is considered to be meaningful, valuable, and
important to be and do. These social values guide individual behaviors.
Durkheim [30] theorized that when individuals in a non-diverse religious culture made decisions,
they were mostly based on religious moral values that provided societies with a shared sense of
right and wrong (mechanical solidarity). However, recent trends indicate that declining participation
in religious and other voluntary organizations is likely changing the extent to which young people
develop moral values within shared social and cultural contexts (organic solidarity). Based on social
theory, we take this to be an indication that cultural conﬂicts could increase as people from diverse
backgrounds encounter multi-faith workplaces and the existence of pluralistic moral values. Yet most
workplaces rely upon a shared sense of moral values to undergird ethical decision-making. This raises
important questions regarding the changing role of religion in society, and speciﬁcally the extent to
which religious value systems still provide people with a shared sense of moral values to facilitate
workplace cohesion or whether workplace frictions are likely to increase as religious heterogeneity
enables greater diversity of moral values.
Additionally, sociologists investigate the changing role of religion and morality in society by
examining measures of religious participation and cultural changes over time. For example, results
from the National Study of Youth and Religion and other studies provide numerous ﬁndings regarding
demographic and cultural shifts in religious and civic participation among American young people
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(e.g., [31–37]). Likewise, in examining changes in religious participation longitudinally within the
same cohort of American adolescents as they progressed to early adulthood, we found a net decline.
The dominant trend was for stability, with 22.6 percent stable in being highly religiously engaged, 16.5
percent stable in being low-moderate, and 17.4 percent low stable. For 6.9 percent of the sample, there
was a tremendous increase in religious engagement over time. However, 9.5 percent evidenced steep
decline, and 27.1 percent shallow decline. Combined, Figure 1 shows that this totals to the majority,
57 percent, entering emerging adulthood with the same religious participation they had when in
their teenage years, and with nearly seven percent increasing. Yet 37 percent of young Americans
enter emerging adulthood less engaged in religious activities than when they were teenagers. This
compounds with the already accrued generational declines to reveal a net decline between generations
and within the same generation.

ȱ

Figure 1. This ﬁgure represents the sum of longitudinal trends in religiosity as adolescents entered
emerging adulthood, showing net decline. Author calculation based on ﬁndings reported in [12].

Likewise, in twenty years of General Social Survey data, Tom Smith ﬁnds that younger cohorts
have consistently been less likely to vote than older cohorts [36]. However, recent young cohorts
show further decline in voting rates relative to previous generations when their same age. Similarly,
younger cohorts have consistently been less religious than older cohorts, but recent young cohorts
have evidenced declining religiosity relative to prior generations at their same age, especially through
attending religious services less often and being less likely to identify as religious. Overall, younger
cohorts have the least organizational participation of any kind, have lower rates of social trust, and
view other people as less helpful than did prior generations. In summary, sociology has historically
identiﬁed religious traditions as a primary source for people learning moral values and constructing a
shared sense of what is important to be and do, but processes of social differentiation have eroded a
shared moral value system, resulting in diversity of moral values learned in different cultural contexts,
and increasingly in the American religious landscape a lack of participation in religious value systems.
2.3. Generational Changes and Emerging Adulthood

What accounts for these monumental changes in religious and civic participation? Part of the
answer lies in generational changes resulting in a new life stages that is altering the social processes of
growing up and establishing adulthood. Arnett [1,38] identiﬁes a number of changes in Western culture
that he argues have contributed to the development of a new life stage called “emerging adulthood.”
During this life stage, the individual has appeared to move beyond adolescence but has not yet
reached full adult responsibility. The distinctive feature of emerging adulthood relative to previous
generations is that young people today are increasingly taking longer pathways to adulthood [39–42].
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The emerging adulthood life stage is described primarily by tremendous variability in transitioning
into adult social roles [43].
As a new life stage, emerging adulthood appears to have resulted from four historical changes
beginning in the 1960s and 1970s: the technology revolution, the sexual revolution, the women’s
movement, and the youth movement ([1], p. 3). The technology revolution refers to the advancement of
machines to perform manufacturing jobs, resulting in formerly industrialized countries having “shifted
from a manufacturing economy to a service economy” ([1], p. 4). The consequence of this shift to a
service economy is a greater participation in postsecondary education and training, which contributes
to delays in marriage and family formation [44]. Delays in marriage and family formation are also
related to the sexual revolution that was facilitated by increased availability of birth control, which
also coincided with decreased moral taboos surrounding sexual morality during the 1960s [1]. A third
historical change that contributed to the development of the emerging adulthood life stage was the
women’s movement. Greater opportunities to pursue higher education and have careers, signiﬁcantly
altered the roles and status of women in society [45]. Arnett summarizes the fourth historical change
as the youth movement, referring to the time when many youth “denigrated adulthood and exalted
being, acting, and feeling young” ([1], p. 6). This movement resulted in a marked cultural shift in
how young people view the responsibilities of adulthood, and a lingering desirability to stay young
as long as possible. Despite these cultural changes in adulthood transitions, Settersten and Ray ﬁnd
that the twenties are crucial years for making investments that have long-term impacts on adulthood
futures [46]. They argue that the delayed pattern is beneﬁcial because it allows young people time to
make more strategic choices, and build credentials, skills, and experiences that will ensure stronger
and more stable futures.
Regardless of whether delays in life stage development are beneficial for more successful adulthood
transitions or whether adulthood is resisted, the central impact of the life stage of emerging adulthood
on religiosity is that the delay in adulthood transitions tends to thwart sustained participation in
organizational participation of any kind. “Emerging adults are not only less religiously committed and
involved than older adults but also tend to be less involved in and committed toward a wide variety of
other, nonreligious social and institutional connections, associations, and activities.” ([3], p. 92). Scholars
find that “life-course events such as marriage, careers, and religious beliefs are “increasingly left to
individuals to decide on their own, leaving people to take on new responsibilities for living with the
consequences of their actions and decisions, for good and bad” ([47], p. 203; [48]). Thus, studies of
emerging adulthood ﬁnd a number of macro-structural changes that have led to the development of
this new life stage and which have also affected religiosity and faith development over the life course.
2.4. Moral Development

Given these signiﬁcant social changes and alterations in life course progression, how does morality
develop as one cognitively and emotionally matures? One of the most notable answers to this question
was Stages of Faith, in which Fowler identiﬁes seven stages throughout the life cycle that represent a
step-wise development in faith that culminates in the ability to reﬂect upon one’s own moral values [49].
In the work of Fowler there is an understanding of moral development from a life stage perspective.
Fowler purports that faith and even life is a dynamic, non-static, ongoing process of change and
development. Fowler suggested that faith development as a universal human endeavor that deals
with how a person believes rather than what a person believes.
Fowler saw faith development as a process with six marked stages that correspond to increased
cognitive capacity. The precursor stage begins with the first two years of life, during which children
understand basic concepts such as nurture versus neglect. Stage 1, “Intuitive-Projective Faith” is noted
by the emergence of imagination and stimulation in response to stories and symbols, which is yet
unrestrained by logical thinking. Experiences and images in this stage have long-lasting effects on the life
of faith, both positive and negative. This is a stage of self-awareness, called epistemological egocentrism,
in which perspective taking has not yet developed. As deﬁned by Fowler, the “Mythic-Literal Faith” of
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the second stage happens as children become more capable of concrete operational thinking and begin
to sort out real from make believe. Children at this stage are most focused on reciprocal fairness and
immanent justice.
Beginning in adolescence, stage three is “Synthetic-Conventional Faith” in which social
experiences most centrally expand beyond the family, with external social spheres providing sources
of authority. New cognitive abilities make mutual perspective-taking possible, enable integration of
diverse self-images into a coherent identity, and allow for evaluation of previously taken-for-granted
ideas. Feedback from others can be inﬂuential in providing positive or negative evaluations of nascent
self identities. The fourth stage is “Individuative-Reﬂective Faith,” in which a critical reﬂection on
beliefs, background and values occur. This is when an understanding forms of the self and others as
a part of a social system. Fowler deﬁne two more stages—“Conjunctive Faith” that focuses on faith
paradoxes and “Universalizing Faith” that involves an overcoming of faith paradoxes grounded in
oneness with the power of being. However, Fowler reports these latter two stages to be rare, and the
changes of the previous section raise questions as to their existence.
While Fowler described this inﬂuential theory of faith stages, empirical investigations of the
theory have found limited and sometimes conﬂicting support for this stage-like, linear progression in
the way faith develops over time [50]. Moreover, the social changes resulting in emerging adulthood
are likely to have altered the developmental process signiﬁcantly in the three decades since Fowler
began studying the life course and faith development. In terms of faith development, the most notable
of these is declining religious participation, which makes a singular and universal process of faith
development even less likely than it may have been during Fowler’s time. While a number of positive
social changes have resulted from an increasingly diverse religious landscape in America, one potential
issue is that it is less clear how young people are to make meaning of the myriad options available for
understanding what is right and wrong to be and do. In this process of social differentiation, there is
potential for greater social conﬂicts to exist, especially in workplaces that often bring together people
who may not otherwise be in social contact, thereby increasing the changes of exposure to pluralistic
moral values. Moreover, workplaces rely upon ethical decision-making that formerly was based upon
moral value systems that were socialized in other social spheres, such as religious congregations.
Thus, declining religious participation for younger cohorts implies that moral values are less often
meaningfully made within religious contexts.
2.5. Moral and Cultural Awareness

Yet numerous studies ﬁnd the importance of developing a sense of meaning during life course
development, especially through forming a sense of identity [51–55]. Having a faith identity or moral
value system relates to a host of positive emerging adult outcomes and appears to be a protective factor
during life course development [56–58]. Most notable is that having a sense of personal moral values
can give meaning and ﬁll existential voids regarding life purpose, a critical psychological well-being
issue. Thus, moral meaning making is an important life process, and developing moral values appears
to be an important part of a healthy life course.
However, young people are less likely to enter emerging adulthood with religiously socialized
moral values, raising the question: How do emerging adults today learn to identify their moral values?
We do not yet know the answers to this question. The limited existing studies in this area are mostly
based upon under supported theories that are becoming increasingly outmoded due to their data being
collected prior to the changes resulting in the new life stage called emerging adulthood described above.
Moreover, the life stage has signiﬁcantly altered, with religious participation markedly declining. This
means that young people in contemporary America are less likely than prior cohorts to participate in
meaning-making activities within religious congregations, or within voluntary organizations of any
kind. It also means that there is a lack of updated information regarding how emerging adults learn to
make meaning of their social experiences by identifying their personal values, but in ways that do not
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become religiously and culturally hegemonic by respecting the pluralistic milieu of diverse religious
and cultural values.
In response to this dearth of updated understandings of emerging adult moral meaning making,
this study investigates the piloting of an approach within a large public university to facilitate emerging
adults in developing moral reasoning skills for diverse, multi-faith workplaces [16,59–61]. The goal is
to raise student moral awareness without culturally hegemony.
3. Methodology

This study collects data on a natural ﬁeld experiment designed to test whether a college course
appeared have its desired impacts. Data were collected in the Fall of 2014 via a survey distributed at
the beginning, Time 1, and end of the semester, Time 2, to the primary class and to three control groups
of similar leadership classes. The study response rate was 97 percent (n = 109). One quarter of this was
the primary class, compared to three quarters in the control classes. T1–T2 pairs total 89 percent of the
sample (n = 97). The composition of the class entailed slightly younger females than males (Figure 2a).
Two-thirds were business majors, and most of the non-majors were business minors. The vast majority
was religious and dominantly Protestant or Catholic (Figure 2b).

(a)ȱ

(b)ȱ

Figure 2. Primary class gender, age, and major at Time 1. (a) The primary class represented a slightly
greater proportion of female students compared to the control group students. Within the class there
was even representation among genders, with female students being slight younger than the male
students (y-axis is student counts); (b) more than two-thirds of students were Protestant or Catholic.

3.1. National Comparison

To assess potential regional differences in the study, questions from the National Study of Youth
and Religion (NSYR) [62] were included on the survey to create benchmarks for comparison to
nationally representative data. Such an approach is, to our knowledge, not existent and, therefore, we
pilot an approach to using nationally normed data for this purpose. To be clear, this brings the regional
location of this one locale study out of the unknown limitations into an empirically known analysis.
To do this, respondents were selected from the NSYR Wave 3 survey, when NSYR respondents were the
same average ages as the college students in this study. From the larger nationally representative data,
a subsample was selected who lived in the South (42 percent), were enrolled in college (51 percent),
and were 20 or more years of age (60 percent, sample size is 315 respondents). We then compared
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results for this group of NSYR respondents to results for the respondents in our study on the measures
from the NSYR survey that were also included in this survey to allow such a comparison.
Statistical tests comparing this nationally representative subgroup to the primary and control
groups at T1 ﬁnd a slight overrepresentation of females: 54 percent of primary respondents (n = 14),
compared to 46 percent of NSYR respondents (n = 145). Religiously the classes are similar to the NSYR
subgroup: classes are 69 percent Protestant (n = 18), 12 percent Catholic (n = 3), zero percent Other,
and 19 percent not religious or indeterminate religiosity (n = 5), compared to in NSYR subsample as
68 percent Protestant, 17 percent Catholic, 2 percent Other, and 14 percent not or indeterminate. The
largest differences between the nationally representative subsample and classes were on self-reported
importance of faith and viewing religion as a private matter. The primary class was signiﬁcantly more
likely to rate faith as very to extremely important, whereas the primary class was signiﬁcantly less
likely to agree that religion is private. Results are displayed in
tab:religions-07-00040-t001.
Table 1. Comparison between the primary class, control groups, and subsampled national study on
the two measures with most Time 1 self-selection for the primary class.
Importance of Faith

Religion is Private

75%—Primary (n = 26)
58%—Controls (n = 83)
56%—National (n = 315)

21%—Primary (n = 26)
47%—Controls (n = 83)
52%—National (n = 315)

The primary class evidences a self-selection for higher than average importance of faith, with
75 percent rating it very to extremely important, compared to 58 percent with the same rating among the
control group classes in the same university and compared to 56 percent in the regional and comparable
national subsample. At Time 1, the primary group also evidenced a lower rating for agreeing that
religion is a private matter, with only 21 percent of the primary group agreeing, compared to 47 percent
of within-university control groups, and 52 percent of national subsample.
3.2. Control Comparison

In addition to the site-speciﬁc differences between the classes studied and the nationally
representative subsample, there are also some differences between the primary class and control
classes. Students in the primary class were statistically signiﬁcantly more likely than the control
groups to disagree at Time 1 that lying is sometimes alright if it is proﬁtable, 76 percent of primary
respondents (n = 20) compared to 44 percent of control group respondents (n = 37). Combined
with the national differences, there is some evidence of a self-selection effect of emerging adults
with statistically signiﬁcant differences between the control groups and the treatment group, who
reported higher importance of faith, greater belief that religion is a public matter, and with more
propensities to infuse their morals in the workplace by adhering to their ethical principles even when
it comes at a shorter-term personal or organizational cost. Despite these differences, the data of this
study present an opportunity to study an intervention effort designed to facilitate emerging adults
in becoming more aware of, culturally sensitive to, and better articulators of their moral values and
personal missions, especially among those already primed for moral engagement and among a group
of relatively committed emerging adults. As such, this course provides a relatively stringent case study
for a pilot course among a group of emerging adults known to be particularly non-representative of
the average American emerging adult and, therefore, expected to show minimal or no change in their
moral and cultural awareness due to their high initial religiosity.
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The results of the study indicate statistically signiﬁcant changes over time in student Time
1 to Time 2 quantitative reports of their levels of moral and cultural awareness (as compared to
control groups), which they qualitatively attribute to aspects of the intervention course. The largest
quantitative changes between Time 1 and Time 2 were in cultural awareness, with the primary class
having a statistically signiﬁcant mean increase of 0.89 as compared to the control groups.
There was also a mean increase of 0.37 in the primary class in their conﬁdence managing conﬂicts.
The primary class also agreed more at Time 2 that they viewed the religion of their youth positively,
with a 0.46 mean increase. Thus, primary students most notably gained in their cultural awareness,
understanding, and identiﬁcation of their moral values, positive feelings toward the religion of their
youth, and conﬁdence in managing workplace conﬂicts.
4.1. Control Group Changes

In terms of the qualitative ﬁndings, students in the control groups did not evidence signiﬁcant
changes in their open-ended responses regarding their life purpose. For example, one control group
student who was unsure of his or her life purpose at Time 1 reported: “I don’t really know my purpose
in life just yet. But am conﬁdent I’ll ﬁgure it out eventually.” At Time 2, this same student responded
simply, “I don’t know yet.” Another student in the control group said this at Time 1, “I believe that I
was created by God for the purpose of glorifying him. My beliefs in and about God and myself deﬁne
my meaning and purpose of everything I do or am.” This same student at Time 2 said, “I believe
God created me ﬁrstly to glorify him in how I respond to the world and its challenges, and to also
honor him by loving other people in his name. I am created to be loved by him, and to love him back.”
A third example comes from a non-religious student who said at Time 1, “Although I feel that life
always present[s] uncertainties and questions that cannot be answered, I have a strong sense of my
strengths and aspirations.” At Time 2, this same student said “I feel like it is my responsibility to be fair
and kind to others while bettering myself and striving for success.” These form the baseline qualitative
comparisons for the following primary class qualitative results.
4.2. Personal Mission Statements

The culminating assignment of the course was the students writing a personal mission statement
that they submitted three times through the semester, with revisions based on instructor feedback on
prior drafts. This serves as the primary change mechanism, providing students with reﬂection on all
the course content as it relates to them personally. For example, one student wrote:
[My mission is] being an authentic, genuine and reliable leader that others can admire,
look up to and aspire to be. Establish and create a work environment that is welcoming
and accepting of all people who come from different backgrounds, experiences and walks
of life. Challenge myself to seek opportunities to try or learn something new as often as
possible. Vow to surround myself with individuals different from myself, ask questions
and search for answers in order to cultivate growth.

Another example of a personal mission statement, and one that evidences a connection between
pre-deﬁned moral values and potential changes to ethical decision-making, is:
To choose the ethical approach by making a personal commitment to honesty and integrity.
To ﬁnd opportunities to use my natural talents such as patience, self-control, sincerity, and
logic through my job as a CPA. To strive to be worthy of the respect and admiration of
family, friends, and business associates. To ﬁnd happiness, fulﬁllment, and value in living.

While the data for this study are collected while students are still in college, the personal mission
statements written by students often evidenced the potential for the preparations of this course to
impact the kind of work they will do once employed, especially by this student about to graduate:
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I will be a positive force in the lives of others by taking time to get to know those who
cross my path and helping them in any way that I can. I will not ask anything of anyone
that I am not willing to do myself. I have an opportunity to apply these principles in the
managerial position I am starting at the end of this month. One of my goals is to advance
in my career so that I can touch the lives of as many people as possible. Another goal is to
continuously improve myself, and to help others improve themselves.

Many students explicitly religious based moral values in their personal statements, as exampled:
I want my life, as seen by others and my creator, to exemplify the servant leadership, joy,
and grace that Jesus showed the world.

In other cases, students who expressed having high levels of religiosity in their survey did not write
their personal mission statements in ways that were explicitly religious, as evidenced here:
Honesty—being truthful with others but most importantly myself. Healthy—keeping a
healthy mind and body is very important. Humble—having respect for others and never
seeing myself as boastful. Transparency—staying open and honest with myself and others
Self-knowledge—strive to know who I truly am. PMS: I will strive to create my own path
to happiness, not follow others’ paths, while surrounding myself with people who sharpen
me into a stronger more sophisticated individual, and to one day leave a legacy for my
family and children.

These quotes from end of semester personal missions statements exemplify the kind of response
that students provided after participating in the course. They evidence moral awareness in personal,
especially as compared to the lack of changes in the control group open-ended responses from students
also in classes with in-depth discussions and revisions of written work who did not have practice
articulating their personal mission statements. These qualitative results mirror quantitative results
in Figure 3, providing descriptions of changes that treatment group students reported in their moral
awareness and which are not reﬂected by control group responses.

(a)ȱ

(b)

Figure 3. Primary class changes between Time 1 and Time 2. (a) Emerging adults in the primary class
changed from two-thirds agreeing that they understood their values to all agreeing with this. Twenty
percent (n = 5) moved from formerly neutral on this question to agreeing, and four percent (n = 1)
changed from disagreeing to agreeing; (b) at Time 1, one-third of the class said they could identify
their values easily (n = 9), and 16 percent (n = 4) said they could do it with some thought at Time 1
said at Time 2 that they could identify their values easily. The remaining half remained stable in their
responses, with 40 percent with some thought (n = 10), and 8 percent with difﬁculty (n = 2).
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In addition to personal mission statements, students also submitted ﬁnal essays. In their ﬁnal
course essay, students were asked to describe what, if any, changes this course had on them. Many
students expressed that the course helped them gain greater self-awareness, as exempliﬁed by this:
This class helped me grow as a person. One of the reasons I took this class was to learn
about other religions and how to interact with them, be more accepting, and be able to
understand where they are coming from.

Additionally exempliﬁed in the above quote, is a recurrent theme of students reporting learning about
other religions with which they had minimal or no prior exposure. For example, on student stated:
I was very interested in the idea of learning more about the world religions and how they
hold power over the hearts and minds of so many people. In doing so I had hoped to
strengthen my own beliefs as well. I feel as though I have accomplished both of these
initiatives. Learning from the many speakers we have had has been incredibly insightful.
The Buddhist monk was especially interesting to me. His illustration of Logic and reason
as a sort of salvation from the world was incredible. While I disagree with him in this it
was an amazing experience to hear from him about his beliefs. I wish that I had more time
to talk with him, but I am grateful for the time he provided to us.

Some students explicitly tied these increases in cultural awareness of diverse religions to gains in
workplace skills. This student, for instance, describes a new ability for teamwork:
For strictly religious individuals without this concept, it is difﬁcult to respect others who
do not share similar beliefs because these people do not understand that values can be
similar for people with different beliefs. I had this problem coming into this class. With this
thought, a multi-faith team would rarely accomplish anything. Their conversations would
continuous revolve around beliefs that are much less likely to change as opposed to values.
Understanding this concept will assist me as an authentic leader with diverse teams.

In describing what particular aspects of the course facilitated changes in their moral awareness,
students often described improvements from the process of writing and reﬂection, such as this:
The journal posts, especially about the different religions really helped me to write my
thoughts down as well as teach me about other religions. I found that I agreed with a lot
of the teachings of other religions. I think that Huston Smith’s chapter about Hinduism
had the biggest impact on me, as well as on my mission. I liked that the Hindu religion
taught people to do what they desired and that everything anyone gets is well deserved. I
have always believed that what goes around comes around, and this “motto” if you will,
helped me to develop my ﬁrst draft of my mission. I always have and always will want to
help others. I want to make the best impression I can on each person I meet and always
respect others.

Increases in cultural awareness were alternatively linked to guest speakers from diverse religions:
Another big part of our class this semester were the guest speakers, and honestly at ﬁrst I
wasn’t sure what to expect from these times, but I found myself very enthralled by what
they had to say and was propelled with that knowledge...Being familiar with other religions
is a great tool to have, to be well rounded instead of ignorant.

Some students described how these increases in cultural awareness improved their emotive skills:
Hearing about the views and beliefs of people who were raised in different cultures opened
my eyes. The two Buddhist speakers relayed the importance of happiness in life and the
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potential rewards for having control over our thoughts. Differentiating between feeling
angry and admiring feelings of anger rising can make all of the difference in our lives. If I
can start to notice when anger or sadness is rising within me, then I can faster take control
of those feelings so that I will not be as affected by them.

Others described gains in the cognitive, logical processing skills from the moral awareness efforts:
The lectures helped to deﬁne and differentiate between faith, religion and spirituality. In
my mind I had always assumed that these ideals were relatively all the same and could
be used interchangeably. I had never grasped the true meaning behind these words and
what they stood for. Through the lectures I was better able to recognize the differences and
understand how I apply each of them to my life. I used to attribute faith to a theistic belief,
but I have learned that it is our “overarching, integrating and grounding trust in a center of
value and power which enables us to ﬁnd coherence and meaning.”

Relating the different course tasks to each other was described by some students as providing deeper
impact through applying the learning into expressed practices. For example:
While practicing difﬁcult conversations, I discovered that having a personal mission
statement will really help me in business practice. With these tricky situations, if someone
had asked why I believe what I do, I would have never been able to deﬁnitively explain.
Now, because I have a mission statement, I know how to articulate my values and express
why I believe one way or another. The mission statement will help me not only in dealing
with difﬁcult conversations, but in my business career as a whole.

In summary, many students described the kind of in-depth changes this course was designed to create,
and quite a few were able to explicitly link the content of the course to the kind of workplace leader
they want to be after completing the course and graduating. As one student eloquently said:
I will be a more effective leader in a multi-faith workplace when I understand more of my
coworkers’ culture: it shows that I care about them, and it keeps me from unintentionally
offending someone. The speakers were not just supplemental to the reading; they were
necessary to my understanding of the different wisdom traditions. The book gave me a
good basis, but the speakers allowed me to understand the religion from a personal view
and gave me a comfortable place to ask honest questions.

As these quotes evidence, one of the aspects of the course that had the greatest impact was exposure
to multiple faiths via speakers who were devout in each of the ﬁve wisdom traditions and an
ethical secular humanist speaking about how their faith affects them and their workplace behaviors.
In response, emerging adults in the class evidence learning more about their own moral values and
about the values of other cultures. In-depth reading of essays and personal mission statements reveals
that changes need to be understood in reference to different starting positions.
4.4. Understanding Changes Relative to Different Starting Points

The central goal of the primary class was to facilitate emerging adult students in developing
moral and cultural awareness. With the sensitizing concepts of moral and cultural awareness, Figure 4
represents a two-dimensional analytical framework that depicts a simpliﬁed version of the possible
outcomes from combining these two dimensions: low to high moral awareness with low to high
cultural awareness. For analytical clarity, each spectrum is represented dichotomously.
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Figure 4. Two-Dimensional Framework of Written Work In-Depth Analysis. Dimension 1: Moral
awareness ranging from high (top) to low (bottom) with Dimension 2: Cultural awareness ranging
from high recognition of diverse religious and moral values (left) to low cultural awareness (right).

Together these dimensions form four ideal types with quadrants of: Type A—High Moral
Awareness and High Cultural Awareness (upper left), Type B—Low Moral Awareness and High
Cultural Awareness (lower left), Type C—High Moral Awareness and Low Cultural Awareness (upper
right), Type D—Low Moral Awareness and Low Cultural Awareness (lower right).
Employing this typology, student written assignments were coded for ranges from low to high
for each of the two dimensions, and students were then given a type coding based on the overall
combination and prevalence of each dimension in their written works. In total there were 150 quotes
coded for evidence of a relatively high moral awareness, and 69 quotations coded as evidencing low
moral awareness. An example of evidence for high moral awareness is: “I will strive to have these
values and goals embedded in every aspect of my everyday...I have found my values in my faith, and
have designed my goals to come from my values.” Another example of high moral awareness is: “I
believe in ethics. I believe there are things that are just plain wrong and just plain right, from an ethical
standpoint.” An example of low moral awareness is: “I make my wagers based on how I feel about
my decisions afterwards. I have my own moral compass, and I don’t feel that I have to answer to
anyone but myself at the end of the day.” Another example of low moral awareness is: “There are so
many gray areas in ethics, which makes determining what is ethical and what is not difﬁcult.” A third
example of low moral awareness is: “I am the type of person that accepts the world as it is and goes
through life being happy.”
Despite cultural awareness evidencing the largest quantitative increase in survey responses,
the qualitative instances were sparse, perhaps because the assignments did not directly ask for topics
on this. There were 39 instances of high or increasing cultural awareness and 42 quotes of low or absent
cultural awareness. An example of cultural awareness is: “In this class I have been able to respect
other world religions and the ideas of others more.” Another example of gaining cultural awareness is:
“Up until this point, I have been naïve and uneducated about the other wisdom traditions that I myself
did not identify with...What I have found is that one of the most exciting things for me is learning
from people who are different from me.” An example of a quote that was lacking a clear impact in
increased cultural awareness is: “I knew this class was different than others that I was attending, it was
more about learning what you want out of life and...that people have different ways of doing the
same things.”
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Combined, these evidence the presence or absence of each of the two dimensions provided
the means for assigning each student a summary code representing their placement within the four
quadrants depicted in Figure 4. The result of these codes are displayed in Figure 5, showing that the
majority of emerging adults enrolled in this course were Type A, evidencing high moral and high
cultural awareness. The next majority was Type C—having high moral awareness but low cultural
awareness, followed by Type D—low moral and low cultural awareness. The smallest proportion was
Type B—evidencing high cultural awareness with low moral awareness.

Figure 5. Typology Distribution for 2-Dimensional Framework.

These qualitative ﬁndings highlight the importance of understanding change relative to different
starting points. For those already articulate about their moral frameworks, the greatest potential for
change they experienced in the course is a raising of their cultural awareness. For example, one Type
A student reported:
I’ve been a Christian for many years, and hearing about other faiths brought me closer to
God. I’ve known about other religions, but they were presented to me as “those people
are wrong, but if we know what they believe then we can more easily convert them.” This
instilled in me an unconscious prejudice towards anyone who follows a different wisdom
tradition than I do, and in order to be truly genuine, I’ve had to overcome that.

In contrast, a student with a similar level of personal moral awareness but with a remaining low level
of cultural awareness at the end of the semester—a Type C student—reported:
As a Christian, a very big part of my life is sharing the truth of Jesus. With that being said,
an understanding of what people of other religions believe is a necessary tool if I hope
to ever lead anyone to Christ who practices another religion. Being familiar with other
religions is a great tool to have.

While these students evidenced a quantitatively similar high level moral awareness, the differences in
their cultural awareness made them interpret the meaning of their moral awareness in distinct ways:
the Type A student toward respecting different moral values and the Type C toward better conversion
to a homogenous set of moral values.
For those generally more culturally aware, the greatest potential for change was becoming clearer
about their personal moral values. For example, one Type A student who already reported a high level
of cultural awareness described their increase in moral awareness in this way:
I never really understood the true signiﬁcance of writing down your values on paper.
[Now I see that] it enables me to reﬂect on what is truly important to me and my life and
concretize these values to make them meaningful and representative of who I am. I learned
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more about myself than I ever thought I could in such a short amount of time. It has been a
satisfying and fulﬁlling experience that I will take with me through my journey in life.

Alternatively, a Type B student who reported increasing in cultural awareness but did not evidence
increases in moral awareness described this somewhat confusing personal mission statement:
Our set of core values are being respectful, being honestly, being open minded, and being
motivated. Being respectful is going to be the main solution to the toxic environment that
exist within the team. If each team member has a sense of respect for each other and is able
to step back and put their emotions aside to possibly compromise with others then there
will be a better atmosphere for everyone to work. Personally being respectful is one of the
most important values to have when leading or working with a group because if you do
not respect others, then others will not have respect for you.

This quote helps highlight the category of student who has high cultural awareness with low moral
awareness, resulting in a desire to have a great deal of respect for different perspectives but seemingly
lacking any sort of “moral yardstick” by which to evaluate conﬂicting views. The implication is that
this sort of student would take the path of least resistance in a workplace setting, which is likely to be
non-desirable for organizations seeking high levels of moral engagement. Nevertheless, the increase
in cultural awareness evidences improvement relative to a student showing low levels of moral and
cultural awareness, such as this example:
Since I came to the ﬁrst class this semester I knew this class was different than the other
ones I was attending, it was more about learning what you want out of life, ways to help
you achieve it, and that we as humans all undergo this same process and we need to be
respectful towards others and understanding that people have different ways of doing the
same things.

This Type D student evidences a minor increase in moral and cultural awareness that may represent a
greater level of cultural sensitivity and awareness of possible moral clarity to what existed prior, and
which is what the student reported. However, the end result by the conclusion of the course shows a
qualitatively distinct meaning that the moral and cultural awareness changes reported for the other
types of students, and it remains unclear what if any impact will be had on the ethical decision-making
of this student when in their future workplace.
These qualitative examples help elucidate that the quantitative data is useful for describing the
average trends in course impacts, especially in order to assess their magnitude as compared to control
groups who necessarily did not have these assignments that are part of the intended course change
mechanism. However, they also reveal that changes appearing to result from the course need to
be understood relative to diverse combination of moral and cultural awareness. In summary, this
study provides initial evidence that a pilot college-based course in a business school aids even highly
religiously committed emerging adults in gaining greater moral and cultural awareness. As such,
this approach offers one way that non-familial adults can support emerging adults in developing
moral awareness for ethical decision-making while also gaining cultural awareness of the diversity of
religious and other moral values, providing a non-hegemonic intervention in moral development for
non-religious social settings, such as public universities.
5. Discussion

Recent studies have found changes occurring in life stage development and in religious
participation rates within the U.S. These ﬁndings necessarily alter prior theories regarding faith
and spiritual development toward moral meaning-making, which have also not been empirically well
supported. This study contributes to an updated understanding of moral meaning making, and the
contributions of non-familial adults in supporting emerging adults to identify and better articulate
their moral frameworks. Ethical decision-making in diverse and multi-faith workplaces rely upon
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individuals with well-formulated senses of right and wrong that remain culturally inclusive. The
results of this study indicate that one possible approach is for public universities to educate students
about different orientations for making meaning of ethical actions.
The course intervention appeared to be best at exposing morally inclined students to the existence
of other cultural and religious values, helping them to understand their own moral frameworks
within a broader cultural milieu. While religious and non-religious students were found in both
categories: high and low moral awareness, students who had been exposed to a religious faith but
were not currently giving morality conscious attention, either as religious or as being explicitly not
religious (e.g., atheist or agnostic), were less likely to have high levels of moral awareness. Rather
than inculcating them with speciﬁc religious doctrine, this course offers an alternative approach to
facilitating students in gaining moral and cultural awareness through exposure to diverse moral value
systems, personal reﬂection, and application to social practices.
One of the primary contributions of the study is the analytical framework specifying distinct
combinations of moral and cultural awareness. Its application to the empirical data revealed that
quantitative changes in each measure individually do not necessarily represent the same qualitative
impact. In other words, a change score of one can represent qualitatively distinct kinds of changes and
may not actually represent a shared intensity of change across measures and students. This is because
the qualitative ﬁndings identify an important intersection between the survey measures, whereby
change over time means something qualitatively different for a student entering the course with a high
level of moral awareness and low level of cultural awareness than for a student with a moderate level
on both or the inverse intersection.
For example, Student 1 had a high level of moral awareness with a low level of cultural awareness
(Type C) and described gaining from the course exposure to one speciﬁc religious tradition—Islam—
which they had low prior exposure to than other religious traditions—e.g., evangelical Protestantism,
Catholicism. Their moral values were shaped by evangelical Protestantism, and they had previously
understood their values to be superior to those of other religions. However, the course facilitated a
personal experience with a devoted Muslim that created a deeper respect for the moral values of that
religious tradition, in part from recognizing the similarities to their own moral values and in part from
recognizing their differences as understandable given the tenets of the faith tradition from which they
were derived. As a result, Student 1 reports no changes over time in their moral awareness and a
one-point change in their cultural awareness. Having had prior exposure to some religious traditions,
this student does not report a large degree of change as that of a student having global lack of exposure
to different religious traditions (Type D) reports, but instead reports a more modest quantitative change
referring to knowledge gained on one speciﬁc religion that moves toward becoming a Type A.
Alternatively, Student 2 had a low level of moral awareness with a low level of cultural awareness
(Type D) and reported a large increase in their cultural awareness with no change in moral awareness.
By the end of the course, it is unclear whether they have a pre-deﬁned moral strategy on which to
gauge workplace ethical decisions. However, they report a large gain in their cultural awareness and
describe that prior to this course they had not had personal experiences with people from different
religions. They tended to think morals were self-evident and therefore had not put a great deal of
thought into their own moral values. The student describes gaining from the course a realization that
different religious traditions support some similar and some distinct moral values, causing the student
to think they should do some more reﬂection to ﬁgure out their own sense of morality. While there is
no quantitative change detected in the moral values, there is an implication in the qualitative data that
this student may eventually gain greater moral awareness, having now gained the cultural awareness
to become confused, a therefore think further reﬂection is needed to gain clarity, making the formerly
implicit more explicit.
What these two example students elucidate is that changes relative to only one of the two qualities
would miss important changes in the other, and moreover a great deal would be missed by not
understanding the intersection of the dimensions and their resulting meanings. This reveals that
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a one-point change in cultural awareness does not mean a lower impact is had than for a student
who reports a three-point change. For example, a one-point change for Student 1 could result in less
ethnocentrism, while a three-point change for Student 2 could result in greater introspection. Both are
important course impacts, and thus the mixed-methods design of this study was needed to uncover
the true sorts of change impacts possible with this intervention approach.
5.1. Limitations

Despite the study strengths in offering an investigation into an updated understanding of moral
development that accounts for changing trends in the life course and in declining religious participation,
there are two major sets of limitations to this pilot study: its generalizability and external validity.
The ﬁrst set of limitations concerns the generalizability, which is hindered by the small sample
size. Moreover, the design of this study allowed for the empirical investigation of potential regional
skews, and the sample is found to have greater than average levels of religiosity than nationally
representative data on emerging adults. Likewise, the quasi-experimental design allows for a control
group comparison, and the course is found to have self-selection biases as represented by higher levels
of religiosity in the treatment group at the start of the course (T1).
While these skews represent limitations to the generalizability of the data, they are a strength of
the study methodology. Nationally representative studies are costly, resulting in many local studies
with smaller sample sizes. However, typically these small sample studies do not include ways of
empirically analyzing their potential regional skews. Thus, part of what this study offers is a way to
assess and report these skews by asking nationally normed questions and comparing the sampled
group results. While it is possible for unknown self-selection or regional biases to remain, these
known differences were controlled to the extent possible by assessing the statistical signiﬁcance of
small-sample tests comparing the Time 1 and Time 1-to-Time 2 changes of the three control group
classes with the same data in the treatment group. This effectively controls for known self-section
biases. The highly religious skew found through these analyses indicates that this pilot study offers
an especially stringent design on a group that would be expected to evidence less change in moral
and cultural awareness than the average emerging adult. Thus, we think that the results presented
here conservatively estimate the extent to which a course such as this can facilitate moral and cultural
awareness in a more general population of emerging adults.
A second set of limitations concern the external validity of the study. For one, there is a relatively
short duration between Time 1 and Time 2, without data on the extent to which reported changes will
last for longer periods of time and especially after students’ transition to workplaces. Second, the study
ﬁndings rely upon self-reported data, both in quantitative survey measures and in written descriptions
of course impacts. As such, all ﬁndings are dependent upon student truthfulness and self-awareness.
At the same time, the fact that many students reported having low levels of the intended outcomes
of the course indicates that students were not inclined to only give socially desirable answers, and
the unique study design provides a way to learn from low self-awareness evidenced in qualitative
responses. Additionally, observer evaluations of student moral and cultural awareness could be even
more limited than relying on self reports.
With these limitations in mind, we offer this pilot study as a way to assess course impact within
the bounds of a single semester and to assess the regionally-speciﬁc and self-selection skews inherent
in any non-nationally representative study conducted at a single or multiple universities.
5.2. Future Studies

This pilot study provides initial evidence of the success of this course in creating short-term
changes in the intended outcomes. Rather than assuming the course is successful, drawing upon
anecdotal evidence, or relying upon student evaluations that mostly assess course enjoyment, this
study systematically investigates student changes using multiple methods that intentionally limit and
reasonably control for self-selection biases and regional skews. Given the initial evidence of this study,
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we suggest that future studies implement a similar design that draws upon nationally normed data,
compares treatment results to comparable controls groups, and assesses change using quantitative
survey measures, written work, and qualitative descriptions of change impacts. If the same design
were implemented at multiple universities, the results could be tallied across locales into a highly
affordable study with greater generalizability.
Moreover, the results of this study provide an analytical framework with initial qualitative support
of its usefulness in understanding student changes. We suggest that future studies also apply this
framework to quantitative data by plotting students into the categories at Time 1 and then assessing
their changes over time relative to the distinct positions learned about in this study. To do so would
require a larger sample size in order to have large enough groups of students in each category at the
start of the study to representatively asses their multiple forms of changes. This study provides initial
evidence that such an approach would be worthwhile to conduct.
This pilot study also provides evidence for the utility of studies that considerably upscale this
study: by collecting data outside the bounds of a course and on nationally representative samples,
tracking students over time, adding observer collected data, and linking workplace behaviors to earlier
preparation strategies. Given the clear increases in both moral and cultural awareness evidenced in
this modest study, we believe all such efforts would be efﬁcacious and likely yield even more marked
results than those found in this pilot study.
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Abstract: Previous research demonstrates an association between religiousness, spirituality, and
generosity in adolescents, but few studies have tested the mechanisms by which religion might
facilitate the development of generosity in real-world contexts. In this paper, a theoretical model is
presented describing the potential mechanisms by which engagement in transformational contexts
(i.e., participating in charity marathon training) may lead to the development of generosity in
adolescents. Participation in charity sporting events is theorized to increase generosity through
both higher-order mechanisms, such as sanctiﬁcation and the development of transcendent identity,
and lower-order mechanisms, such as increased entitativity, positive emotions, and dissonance
reduction. An empirical strategy for testing the model is presented; suggested methods for inquiry
are longitudinal mixed method designs incorporating observations, questionnaires, and qualitative
interviewing. Additionally, a case study of ongoing research on adolescents running with Team
World Vision is described as an application of the model to an actual research context.
Keywords: generosity; religion; spirituality; adolescents; sport

1. Introduction

The effects of religiousness on the development of generosity is a topic of great interest to scientists
and practitioners alike, but methodological and research design constraints of previous studies limit
conclusions that can be made from the extant literature. There is ample evidence that religiosity is a
factor in predicting at least certain kinds of generosity in adults (i.e., in-group generosity [1]), but this
evidence is somewhat controversial, with small effects found in meta-analyses [2]. Moreover, fewer
empirical studies have looked at spirituality and generosity in children and adolescents (compared to
adults), and most studies with children and adolescents have established correlational associations
rather than testing causal mechanisms of change. However, information on how the ways that
adolescents make meaning of their spiritual and religious convictions in real-world contexts affect the
development of generosity is an important line of research. This is especially true as changing social
norms and ever-developing technology and social media continue to shape upcoming generations in
new ways [3].
Generosity in adolescents has been deﬁned as the “‘work’ that persons engage and through which
they expend themselves in order to increase the good of the other” ([4], p. 1). We conceptualize
generosity as encompassing the giving of both more objective resources (e.g., money, labor, time),
as well as more subjective resources (e.g., attention, emotions, energy), but we distinguish generosity
from other attributes such as empathy or compassion, which more primarily involve emotional
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reactions to others and do not necessitate a social exchange in conceptual deﬁnitions (though generous
giving is a common outcome) [5].
Several studies have examined associations between religiousness/spirituality and generosity
in adolescent populations [6–8]. However, many of these studies tend to focus more generally on
connections between religiosity and generosity without testing the possible mechanisms for these
effects. For instance, James and Fine found that adolescent participants coded as having a more
coherent spirituality or sense of purpose (as opposed to an ambiguous spirituality) scored higher
on measures of all six “Cs” of positive youth development (i.e., Competence, Conﬁdence, Character,
Connection, Caring/Compassion, and Contribution), with higher scores on the Contribution factor
indicating higher levels of generosity [9]. Similarly, Spiewak and Sherrod found that generosity was
correlated with religious beliefs, spiritual transcendence, and religious practices in a cross-sectional
sample of adolescents and emerging adults [10], and Bussing, Kerksieck, Günther, and Baumann
found that spirituality and religiousness were correlated with generative altruism in adolescents and
emerging adults [11]. Although these are important contributions to the literature in establishing
empirical relations between religion, spirituality, and generosity, they do not address causal processes
or the directionality of effects.
Additionally, much of the research on this topic that does address causation and mechanisms
focuses on laboratory tasks that assess generosity and religiosity outside their ecological contexts [12].
These studies provide important information about causal processes, but there is a need for more
studies aimed at real-world applicability, especially to those who are interested in considering how to
foster religiosity and generosity. This is especially true for adolescent populations because researchers
have demonstrated that the religiousness and spirituality of adolescents is often highly interpersonal
and affected by social and cultural context [13]. In order to develop insight into how religious and
spiritual variables affect the development of generosity in adolescents, it is important to study the
phenomena as they are occurring in the real world.
One possible avenue for research to explore is the effects of major generosity-building contexts
that young people are engaged in, such as charity sporting events. A broad array of charity walks,
tournaments, races, fun runs, and the like are put on every year by all kinds of organizations.
A Google search for “charity sporting events” yields millions of hits. These kinds of programs are
also popular with adolescents because the events require more time engagement than direct monetary
engagement on the part of the participant. Feldman demonstrated that donations of time and money
are interchangeable, and adolescents are more likely to have excess time than money available for
charity [14]. From a positive youth development perspective [15], adolescents’ participation in these
sporting events are likely major developmental assets in terms of their ability to promote positive
developmental outcomes. However, how do these potential assets function to increase both religiosity
and generosity? Moreover, how do events that are tied to religious organizations or activate spirituality
have, perhaps, a greater potential to build adolescent generosity?
To address these questions, our research team has constructed a theoretical model to understand
the various mechanisms by which participation sporting events affect spirituality and generosity, and
we are in the process of conducting a study that examines adolescent religiousness, generosity, and
key mediating/moderating variables in a real-world context. Although results of the study will not
be presented in this paper, we will use our study design as a case study to illustrate the processes of
change in our theoretical model and to depict the type of study design for which we are advocating.
The study follows a group of adolescents over the course of their participation in a charity marathon or
half marathon with a religious nonproﬁt organization dedicated to the cause of providing clean water
initiatives to the developing world. Using a mixed method approach, we are gathering longitudinal
questionnaire data and in-depth qualitative interviews from participants, as well as objective outcomes,
such as race performance and money raised by participants. Participants are tracked from the point at
which they sign up for training through two months post-race. Our study is an example of a design
that can address previously stated gaps in the literature by gathering speciﬁc information to test
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mechanisms of change across time and by studying religiosity and generosity in an ecologically valid
way within the actual experiences of adolescents in the real world rather than in laboratory conditions.
As this research is ongoing, we present here our proposed theoretical model and rationale, with a focus
on the predisposing factors that might lead adolescents to participate in these kinds of events and
the mechanisms that might produce subsequent increases in religiosity and generosity. Our hope is
that this theoretical model will guide other teams seeking to examine faith and generosity in youth.
We present our model (Figure 1) piece by piece, explaining the rationale for proposed pathways,
starting with factors predisposing adolescents to participate in charity marathon events and moving
on to those processes that may be activated by participation.

Figure 1. Theoretical model predicting generosity in the context of marathon participation.

2. Theoretical Model
2.1. Predisposing Factors

We begin with a discussion of those factors included in our model that predispose participants
to join charity marathons. Charity sporting events have a broad appeal. Bennet, Mousley, Kitchin,
and Ali-Choudhury examined the motivating factors for participation in charity sporting events and
identiﬁed four major motivations: personal involvement with the good causes supported, opportunities
to lead a healthy lifestyle, involvement in the sport in question, and a desire to mix socially with
other attendees [16]. Out of these broad categories, adolescents may be particularly inﬂuenced by the
opportunity that these events present to spend time socially with their peers, as peer inﬂuences are
especially important in this developmental period [17]. Additionally, adolescents are typically more
physically active than their adult counterparts [18], which makes the opportunity to stay physically
ﬁt and to participate in a marathon all the more appealing. This suggests that participants do not
exclusively join such events out of a sense of moral duty to support the cause. Instead, youth participate
in such activities for a broad variety of reasons. Youth who may not begin training for a charity run
with explicit moral or spiritual motivations may still be afforded the opportunity to grow morally
and spiritually as part of the experience. However, some youth do engage in running charity events
primarily for the moral or transcendent purposes behind the event. Caprara, Alessandri, and Eisenberg
showed that self-transcendent motivations in emerging adulthood are a predictor of engagement
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in prosocial behaviors, such as volunteering and charitable giving [19]. Speciﬁcally, they noted the
presence of a value system that transcends the self-predicted empathic self-efﬁcacy—the belief in an
individual’s ability to affect change for others and to help people beyond themselves. These ﬁndings
suggest that self-transcendent motivation may be a key factor that enhances the positive impact of
participating in charity sporting events and may lead to further participation.
In addition to these factors generally contributing to participation in charity marathons, there
are religious and spiritual factors that may contribute to participation in charity events generally and
religiously afﬁliated charity marathons in particular. Indeed, religion is often a primary context for
self-transcendence in adolescents, and therefore, it is closely related to other forms of self-transcendence
that are not speciﬁcally religious. In addition, religious persons are more likely to give of their time and
energy to religiously afﬁliated groups [1]. Religious communities may foster a spirit of volunteerism
and civic engagement. Caputo showed that parental religious afﬁliation signiﬁcantly predicted youth
volunteer behavior [20]. Beyerlein and Hipp showed that in some congregations religious participation
resulted in increased civic engagement [21]. This seems to indicate that religious youth, especially those
who are in religious communities modeling and promoting civic engagement, may have speciﬁcally
religious motives to participate in charity marathons beyond the broadly social, moral, and ﬁtness
reasons which provide an incentive for all participants.
As can be seen in our model (Figure 1), all the motivations for engaging in active philanthropy
are expected to contribute to adolescents’ pursuing participation in charity marathons, and certain
motivations are also expected to moderate the effects of the speciﬁc psychological processes activated
by training. Moral and religious motivations for training are expected to moderate the effect of training
on goal sanctiﬁcation, such that those with higher religious and moral motivations will be more likely
to sanctify the run, charitable goal, and fund-raising. Social motivations, meanwhile, are expected to
moderate the effect of training on group entitativity (e.g., belongingness to and cohesiveness in the
group) such that those with higher social motivation to participate will be more inﬂuenced by group
processes inherent in the training. The rationale behind these proposed moderations will be explained
presently in the discussion of each mechanism.
2.2. Speciﬁc Mechanisms Active in Training

These predisposing factors will increase adolescents’ likelihood of becoming a participant in
a charity sporting event, but how might that participation affect their generosity? And, more
speciﬁcally, what are the particular mechanisms that will drive any change? As previously mentioned,
a goal of our research is to better deﬁne the pathways that lead from participation in a charity
marathon to a change in a person’s generosity going forward. As seen in the ﬁgure, we propose that
once adolescents join a charity marathon, whatever the predisposing reasons that are present, a series
of psychological processes will be activated by their participation. We propose that these mechanisms
will have unique effects upon participants, all leading to the eventual increase in generosity as shown.
We have divided these mechanisms up into two groups: the “higher-order” spiritual and identity-based
processes that may be particularly active in the context of charity sporting events and the “lower-order”
mechanisms that are more universal social psychological processes.
2.3. Higher-Order Mechanisms
2.3.1. Sanctiﬁcation

In this study, we are deﬁning spirituality through the lens of sanctiﬁcation. Sanctiﬁcation is
the psychological process by which people perceive or actively construe aspects of life as having a
spiritual character or signiﬁcance [22]. As previously mentioned, a variety of active philanthropy
groups are religiously afﬁliated, and it is likely that many runners engage in charity runs and the
like for religious and spiritual reasons. For individuals engaged in a training context with spiritual
overtones, the process of sanctiﬁcation may be a mechanism of change. Numerous studies have
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found that participants invest more effort into sanctiﬁed goals and derive greater satisfaction from
achieving them. For instance, Pargament and Mahoney found that goal sanctiﬁcation was positively
correlated with effort invested, perceived support, and anticipation of success [22]. Additionally,
Emmons, Cheung, and Tehrani found that participants with higher theistic strivings had higher goal
instrumentality, which is a measure of how much the pursuit of one goal facilitates the pursuit of other
goals in a person’s goal system [23]. Even activities and goals that may not appear explicitly spiritual
can be sanctiﬁed. For instance, people commonly imbue parenting or work with spiritual signiﬁcance.
In the case of training for a charity race, a person might ﬁnd themselves sanctifying the charitable aim
of the race and imbuing their fund-raising activity with the same spiritual signiﬁcance.
Although sanctiﬁcation is related to religiousness, it is a distinct psychological process. Pargament
and Mahoney found that sanctiﬁcation was correlated with church attendance and self-reported
religiosity, but sanctiﬁcation was uniquely associated with self-reports of meaning and purpose in life
even after controlling for general religiousness [22]. Although we expect that participants in explicitly
religious charities will sanctify their engagement, this research suggests it is possible that participants
in non-religiously-afﬁliated charity work may also sanctify their participation, deriving meaning and
purpose from their participation.
This sanctiﬁcation of the charitable mission of the event would inﬂuence runners to view
fund-raising goals as highly salient. Mahoney and colleagues showed that the more highly goals were
sanctiﬁed, the more time and energy participants exerted on them on a daily basis. In the case of
charity marathons, runners who sanctify the activity may exert increased time and effort expended on
the charitable cause, which could then increase in generosity more broadly [24].
Team World Vision (TWV), the charity speciﬁcally investigated in our study, provides an example
of how this mechanism would work in the real world. TWV is an arm of World Vision International
speciﬁcally tasked with using charity running events to produce funds. A religious institution, World
Vision describes itself as “a Christian humanitarian organization dedicated to working with children,
families, and their communities worldwide to reach their full potential by tackling the causes of
poverty and injustice... Motivated by our faith in Jesus Christ, we serve alongside the poor and
oppressed as a demonstration of God’s unconditional love for all people” [25]. Participants who
take part in a marathon with TWV are inundated with this messaging. Through participation over
months of training, it is likely that runners will be inﬂuenced by this message and may even come
to share in this outlook to a lesser or greater extent. As some participants take on this worldview,
they will likely begin to sanctify the process of fund-raising, which is hypothesized to increase effort
expended pursuing this goal. This in turn is hypothesized to increase subsequent generosity not only
in the context of TWV events but also in the broader context of charity programs that pursue similar
aims. Further, as depicted in Figure 1, spiritual and religious motivations are likely to strengthen
the positive relationship between engaging with TWV and goal sanctiﬁcation. Thus, we expect that
training with TWV will engage many young people to sanctify goals—whether or not they have initial
spiritual motives. Of course, some runners may be completely immune to the spiritual message of
the group, but most will be inﬂuenced by it to some extent. However, we would anticipate that the
sanctiﬁcation process would be stronger in young people who have a propensity to invest a spiritual
or self-transcendent meaning in participation because these young people are already oriented toward
spiritual meaning.
2.3.2. Identity

The second higher-order mechanism that we include in our model is identity development.
As noted above, part of the way sanctiﬁcation seems to affect goal achievement is through its
relationship to increased meaning and purpose in life, or in other words, a meaningful identity.
Identity development is a primary developmental task of adolescence [26], and identity has been
linked to volunteering and prosocial behavior. For instance, Crocetti, Erentaitė, and Žukauskienė
showed that varying identity styles were related to frequency of volunteering [27]. Similarly, Furrow,
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King, and White showed that personal meaning was related to prosocial personality, and spiritual
identity was also related to these constructs [28].
McAdams and Pals argue for three levels of personality, including basic tendencies or
traits, contextualized middle-level units called characteristic adaptations, and personal identity
narratives [29]. McCrae and Costa argue for a similar three-level system, though using different
terminology [30]. Narrative identity speciﬁcally is conceptualized by McAdams and Pals as the
dynamic life story that an individual uses to make sense of the particular series of events that occur in
one’s life [29]. Bauer, McAdams, and Pals argue that narrative identity is tied to eudaimonic well-being
outcomes [31]. Eudaimonia, a word borrowed from the tradition of Aristotelian ethics, refers to the
cultivation of the objectively good life and the highest expression of character and virtue. Within
this framework, the development of generosity is an aspect of eudaimonic well-being because it is
connected to meaningful personal growth and the cultivation of character strengths.
Bauer, McAdams, and Pals assert that the process of constructing a narrative identity involves
ﬁtting the seemingly random series of events in one’s life into a coherent narrative by drawing on
themes, symbols, plot devices, and so forth which are typically gleaned from the cultural context [31].
Narratives that interpret life events into the overall frameworks of growth stories are associated with
greater well-being, especially eudaimonic well-being. Indeed, McAdams showed that participants
who scored high on generativity measures had redemptive narrative identities that drew heavily
on their participation in religious communities, spiritual activities, and civic engagement [32].
The study demonstrates that when people situate their narrative identity within the framework
of a system that transcends self-goals, they experience greater eudaimonic well-being and virtue
development. This likely occurs because transcending self-goals taps in to community ideals and
narrative tropes of purpose in life. As participants engage in charity marathons with self-transcendent
missions—especially religiously afﬁliated charities that emphasize transcendent meaning—they may
be more likely to construct narrative identities that promote the development of generosity.
Referring again to TWV as a concrete example, the self-transcendent religious narratives of TWV
can serve as a rich cultural resource for participants and can provide narrative frameworks and
devices through which TWV runners can view the events in their life in terms of a growth narrative.
As participants incorporate these self-transcendent narratives into their own identities, it is likely
that they will develop a ﬁrmer sense of self and an identity that increases eudaimonic well-being.
Prosocial engagement and character, including generosity, are likely to be a major part of the narrative
identities that the participants construct, and their inclusion as central components of identity are
hypothesized to engender more generous giving of time and money. As participants then act out this
new identity in fundraising and running for charity, the incorporation of generosity into identity may
become solidiﬁed.
2.4. Lower-Order Mechanisms

As mentioned, both increased sanctiﬁcation and increased identity development are higher-order
factors that are activated by participation in charity marathons. A number of other mechanisms are also
included in our model. These mechanisms are more basic psychological processes, but nonetheless,
they are hypothesized to serve as key pathways by which marathon training may increase generosity.
These lower-order mechanisms include increased entitativity, cognitive dissonance, and increased
positive emotion.
2.4.1. Increased Entitativity

The ﬁrst lower-order mechanism presented in the model is increased group entitativity.
Entitativity is a sense of belongingness to a group and perceiving that group as a single cohesive
entity [33]. In a group with high entitativity, members feel like they are highly connected to each other
and to the goals of the group; whereas in a group with low entitativity, members feel less connected
and more individual. The intensive group training in which participants engage during preparation
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to run a marathon affords them the opportunity to form strong in-group bonds. Additionally, team
leaders have the opportunity to exert additional inﬂuence on participants; previous research shows that
coach leadership and relationship variables contribute to increased group cohesion [34]. This increase
in group belongingness is likely to have the effect of increasing subsequent generosity. Bernhard,
Fischbacher, and Fehr suggest that there is a basic human tendency towards parochial altruism—or
giving to one’s own social group—on the basis of anthropological research [35]. For instance, members
of university groups that promote strong in-group ties, such as fraternities, sororities, and athletic
teams, are more likely to give to their universities after graduation [36,37]. Thus, people with strong
group ties are more willing to give to what is considered central to the group’s identity.
The increased group cohesion may play an additional role beyond the simple promotion of
belongingness. Research has shown that there is a tendency for people in a group to adapt their giving
practices to be more similar to those of others in their group [38]. Those participants who are drawn to
participate in a charity run event for religious or moral reasons likely already participate in charitable
giving at a higher rate than their peers. Additionally, the team captains and program employees
participating alongside new runners are likely to be exemplars of charitable giving and intentionally
fostering group norms of generosity. Thus, it is hypothesized that a group effect will emerge by which
the group exerts pressure on those who are participating in the event to be generous. For those who
started out less generous, the positive group norm should inﬂuence them to become more generous.
Moreover, strong moral norms in combination with high group cohesion present the possibility
that behaviors are undertaken in order to increase reputation within the group. This is the main
principle behind costly signaling theory, which maintains that a person might be motivated to
undertake a costly behavior (such as participating in a marathon or raising a large amount of money
for a charitable cause) in order to signal they were sincerely committed to a group. A recent study on
costly signaling theory of religion used the innovative method of examining the longevity of religious
communes as a function of the costliness of their membership [39]. They found that groups with
more stringent entry requirements lasted longer than more permissive groups because groups with
higher entry costs typically promote a greater feeling of belongingness and commitment to the group.
In the context of charity marathons, those participants who want to demonstrate their commitment
to the group for social approval are incentivized to engage in generous acts of fund-raising, which
leads to higher levels of generosity. Although generosity due to group belongingness factors may
initially increase because of external motivations, it is hypothesized that over time the group norms
become internalized through cognitive dissonance processes (see below) and as the group’s identity
becomes central to the self. Thus, entitativity will not only change generous behavior within the race
team context, but it will also change generosity outside the context to the extent that group norms are
internalized by the individual.
Referring back to our model and case example, TWV marathon runners will experience this
increased group entitativity as they engage in the grueling process of training for a marathon. The high
level of camaraderie will be a positive experience for most participants, and they will come to identify
strongly with the group. As participants identify strongly with their TWV teams, they will be motivated
to become more generous in giving to TWV. This increase in giving will be primarily driven by loyalty to
the group, peer inﬂuence, and the desire to earn social standing through generous acts. These inﬂuences
will help participants to develop generous habits, which may internalize over time. As shown in the
diagram, these group processes should be particularly inﬂuential for those participants choosing to
engage in the marathon for social reasons, as they will be more invested in group belongingness and
social connections the training provides.
2.4.2. Positive Emotionality in Marathon Participation

The next lower-order mechanism is positive emotionality. Participating in charity marathons
is an enjoyable activity for many, which is likely why charity sporting events are so popular. How
might an increase in positive emotionality experienced from participating in a charity run relate

110

MDPI Books

Religions 2016, 7, 35

to increased generosity? According to the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, positive
emotions increase peoples’ behavioral repertoires and expand their openness to new possibilities in
the environment, which they are likely to explore [40]. In essence, positive emotions open people
up to take risks and form new experiences. This then would likely increase subsequent generosity
as participants in a good mood spread that good mood through generosity. Previous studies have
supported this premise, demonstrating that inducing positive emotions like gratitude can increase
giving in the laboratory [41].
A variety of factors are likely to underlie the enjoyability of charity marathon participation. In part,
marathon training, though difﬁcult, is enjoyable because of the effects of physical activity on positive
emotions. Fox showed physical activity was such a reliable means to increase positive emotions and
regulate negative emotions that he suggested it should be considered a viable treatment for depression
and anxiety [42]. In a review of physical activity research, Penedo and Dahn highlighted the positive
effects of physical activity on a variety of mood outcomes in addition to the physical health beneﬁts it
conveyed [43].
Beyond the positive effects of physical activation, participating in charity marathons also has
higher-order psychological effects that are linked to increased positive affect. The goal sanctiﬁcation
that charity marathons engender has been associated with positive emotional outcomes. Tix and Frazier
found that goal sanctiﬁcation was associated with decreased anxiety, hostility, and depression [44].
Similarly, Pargament and Mahoney found that participants derived a greater degree of meaning and
life satisfaction from sanctiﬁed goals compared to self or materially oriented goals [22]. In general,
the pursuit of sanctiﬁed goals leads to better emotional outcomes for all involved.
In addition to these beneﬁts there are many emotional beneﬁts associated with giving itself. Thotis
showed that volunteering was associated with greater meaning and purpose in life, which in turn was
related to greater well-being [45]. Hallam and colleagues found that adolescents who participated in
activities meant to beneﬁt others demonstrated greater emotional competence in young adulthood,
and this emotional competence reduced the risk of developing adult anxiety and depression [46].
Aknin et al., presented a series of studies suggesting that the positive experience of giving to others is a
cultural universal [47], and imaging studies provide evidence that giving behaviors produced similar
brain activation as receiving a reward [48].
With these factors and perhaps others contributing to the enjoyability of charity sporting event
participation, runners’ positive emotions will likely be strongly elevated by their participation in the
charity activities. Referring back to the broaden-and-build theory, this increase in positive emotionality
will predict a subsequent increase in prosocial behaviors as participants broaden their social networks
and build upon their experience. What is more, there is evidence that an upward, “virtuous” cycle
whereby giving produces happiness, which produces greater giving, and so forth can be activated [49].
In applying our model to the case study of training for TWV marathons, participants join for a
variety of reasons and goals for their training experience. The experience likely fulﬁlls these desires
(i.e., providing an opportunity for participants to demonstrate their religious and moral convictions,
providing physical activity outlets, and providing social interaction with peers), which likely increases
positive emotions. The beneﬁts of training described above are also likely to then induce positive
emotions, which prompt them to give more generously of their time and money.
2.4.3. Dissonance Reduction

A ﬁnal major contributing factor to the effects of participating in charity sporting events on change
in generosity is the process of value system change facilitated though dissonance reduction. The idea
of attitude change through cognitive dissonance (the mental stress associated with a contradiction
between belief/attitudes and behavior) has been a vital part of social psychology since the theory was
proposed [50]. The theory maintains that when people experience dissonance, they will change either
their beliefs/attitudes or their behaviors to bring the two into alignment.
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It is likely that a large number of people participating in charity marathons do not sanctify
the goals of the charity or situate their narrative identities within a self-transcendent framework.
As previously stated, many participants are joining marathons for social, health, and sporting reasons
rather than moral or spiritual reasons. However, participating in a marathon is a huge commitment.
According to Running USA, only 541,000 people ﬁnished a marathon in 2014 [51], and newspapers such
as the Hufﬁngton Post have published satirical articles highlighting reasons not to run marathons [52].
All participants training for a marathon will experiences difﬁculties and challenges in training. Though
training leads to positive emotions, it also involves hardships and a large amount of effort. This means
that participants who train for more self-focused reasons will likely feel dissonance as they expend
a high degree of energy to train for an event supporting a charity for which they may not have that
much investment.
In order to alleviate this dissonance, participants will either need to alter their behavior or their
attitudes. Thus, participants who feel dissonance but who choose to persist in running the marathon
will naturally increase their commitment to the charitable cause promoted by the organization
(i.e., changing their attitudes to align with their behavior). Increased fund-raising and generosity would
then follow this increased commitment to avoid additional dissonance. The increased commitment
may also lead to a sanctiﬁcation of the goals of the charity and to using these goals as an organizer
of the participants’ personality, the two higher-order mechanisms we previously discussed. In turn,
this increase in sanctiﬁcation and identity development could lead to increased generosity, as previously
outlined. Research on disaster responses to the 2004 Red Cross tsunami relief supports this supposition;
it found that people are more likely to contribute to causes when they felt dissonance, and that the
contributions helped to restore psychological equilibrium [53].
In the case of TWV, marathon participants join the marathon for a variety of reasons. Regardless
of why they joined, however, they spend 18 weeks training for an intense 26.2-mile race, which is
grueling both mentally and physically. This is hypothesized to create a high amount of dissonance for
those who do not initially believe in the cause or value generosity, as a discrepancy will likely arise
between their attitudes and behaviors. Participants making costly signals of group membership by
being particularly generous may experience dissonance if they ﬁnd themselves giving heavily of time
and money to a cause for which they do not have initially high levels of commitment. Participants may
continue to train because they like the positive emotions it brings or the group entitativity experience,
but they may also need to justify their actions rationally in order to reduce dissonance. For some
participants, this may lead them to modify their value system in order to reduce dissonance. In order
to do this, they will likely incorporate the sanctiﬁed pursuit of the clean water initiatives supported
by TWV into their own motivational frameworks and use the self-transcendent mission of the TWV
project as an organizing tool for their personalities. Thus, they may become more generous people as
they adopt the prosocial agenda of TWV.
3. Discussion
3.1. Summary

In summary, we have proposed a model for understanding the role of various psycho-spiritual
processes in explaining how adolescents’ participation in charity sporting events fosters generosity.
Adolescents are motivated by a variety of social, physical, and religious/moral reasons to participate in
charity sporting events. These events may or may not be religiously afﬁliated, but they are all inherently
self-transcendent in their focus on charitable giving to others. Charity sporting events are theorized
to serve as a developmental asset for building generosity through at least ﬁve interrelated higherand lower-order mechanisms. First, charity organizers promote the sanctiﬁcation of the charitable
cause, which increases participants’ drive to accomplish self-transcendent goals, which may increase
their generosity. Second, organizers also provide a self-transcendent identity context for participants.
Participants are able to view their identity and purpose in life as being tied to something greater than
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themselves, which increases eudaimonic well-being, including generosity. The conditions of these
particular types of events further promote generosity beyond these mechanisms through a series of
lower-order mechanisms. Namely, increased group entitativity motivates adolescents to conform their
ideals and generous behaviors to the norm of the group, which is likely more self-transcendent and
generosity-promoting than a typical sample of nonparticipants. Additionally, participation in training
has the capacity to produce a variety of positive emotions, which may increase the likelihood of future
generosity as participants broaden and build their experience; ultimately, this may trigger a virtuous
cycle of positive emotion and generosity. Lastly, participants are placed in high-demand situations
that require a great deal of effort expenditure, promoting a dissonance reaction that may be resolved
by an increased commitment to generosity.
3.2. Methodological Challenges

There are a variety of methodological challenges inherent in a project such as this. First,
measurement of generosity, the key outcome, is complicated in adolescents. Adolescents typically have
few ﬁnancial resources to contribute to an organization despite their desires to give, so dependence
upon actual giving is problematic in assessment. Moreover, measuring generosity in terms of ﬁnancial
resources contributed to charitable causes is confounded by socioeconomic status. However, relying
on other indicators of generosity has challenges because questionnaire data has inherent self-report
bias and measuring volunteer time committed is difﬁcult in this context because all participants are
dedicating a majority of their free time to the training for the marathon itself. Therefore, multiple
generosity indicators are needed to try to gain a complete picture of the phenomenon as it occurs
in this and other real-world contexts. In the study we conduct, we assess both self-reported change
in generosity as well as fund-raising outcomes (quantiﬁed as both total dollars raised and number
of donors). We encourage research teams to employ multiple measures of generosity that capture
behaviors in addition to self-assessments.
Measurement issues also exist in assessing what motivates participants to engage in charity
marathon training because this is not a very often studied area. Similarly, the measurement of
spirituality and religiosity is always challenging, but it is especially so in adolescent populations
where there is a high degree of volatility in identity and belief systems. However, it is this very
developmental plasticity that makes studying the development of generosity in this context so fruitful.
In order to account for these difﬁculties, we propose that researchers adopt a mixed method design. For
example, in the TWV case study we describe, we combine observable behavioral data with quantitative
self-reports and semi-structured qualitative interviews in order to try to develop a more ecologically
valid picture of these processes as they unfold.
Finally, testing the model we propose requires longitudinal assessment. It is essential to measure
motives for training before training begins, the mechanisms of change during the training, and
generosity after the race is complete. Moreover, several of the mechanisms proposed imply that
the race experience would lead to changes in identity and generosity that last beyond the training
experience. Thus, a post-race follow-up several months after the event is ﬁnished allows for a full test
of the model.
4. Conclusions

This proposed theoretical model and suggestions for research design are important because they
aim to address gaps in areas of existing research related to the development of adolescent spirituality,
religiousness, and generosity. We propose a study protocol that uses a rich mixed method design
to assess adolescent experiences of religious charity marathon participation by utilizing multiple
sources of information including surveys, interviews, and fund-raising. We hope others will follow
our example by employing designs that ensure ecological validity by studying the development of
generosity and religiosity in context and observing the developmental processes at work through
activities in which adolescents are already participating. Although laboratory studies are valuable,
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we strongly encourage researchers to also engage in studies with such generalizability. However, just
because research takes place in the ﬁeld does not mean researchers should desist in examining speciﬁc
mechanisms of change. In our proposed theory and case study, we aim to test speciﬁc mechanisms that
may explain the link between religiosity and generosity rather than studying the link more broadly
with less depth.
As this research is ongoing, the theoretical model described is yet untested. However, we hope
that it can serve as a stimulus for other researchers who might be interested in this topic to consider
investigating this relatively under-studied area and to continue to develop a knowledge base for
understanding how religious charity sporting events and other transformational contexts may impact
adolescent positive development.
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Abstract: Prior research suggests that religiosity, especially public religious participation, is related
to greater volunteerism. However, less is known about religious transmission across the life course,
in particular whether and how religiosity in childhood is linked to later life volunteerism. This study
investigates a sample of emerging adults in South Texas (n = 701) with a high percent of Hispanic
Americans (53 percent). Speciﬁcally, we examine pathways of childhood and emerging adulthood
religiosity leading to secular volunteerism. Findings indicate that both childhood and emerging
adulthood religiosity are associated with greater volunteerism, but the effects of childhood religiosity
on emerging adulthood volunteerism are mediated through emerging adulthood religiosity. These
ﬁndings provide further conﬁrmation of the importance of childhood religiosity only insofar as
religiousness persists into adulthood. In other words, we ﬁnd that it is emerging adulthood religiosity
that transmits childhood religiosity into greater secular volunteerism in later life. Furthermore,
emerging adulthood public religiosity has the most robust direct effects on volunteerism.

Keywords: emerging adulthood; volunteerism; religious transmission; social learning theory;
Hispanic Americans; race and ethnicity

1. Introduction

This study investigates the relationship between volunteerism and religiosity for a sample of
emerging adults in South Texas. Grounded in theories of social learning, this study also suggests two
potential mechanisms for the volunteerism and religiosity relationship. The ﬁrst expectation is derived
from emerging adulthood studies, from the psychological process described as “recentering” [1],
which implies that childhood religiosity will affect later life volunteerism insofar as childhood
religious socialization is internalized as an individualized aspect of emerging adult identity, i.e., private
religiosity. This expectation is contrary to sociological studies ﬁnding forms of social participation are
central [2,3], i.e., public religiosity. Thus, this study investigates volunteerism as it relates to life course
public and private religiosity.
We contribute to the literature on volunteerism by examining the relationship between religiosity
and civic engagement among a sample of emerging adults attending a large public university in South
Texas. For our study, emerging adults are operationalized as young adults between the ages of 18 and
29. We explore how emerging adult volunteering is associated with multiple domains of religiosity,
net of socio-demographic controls. The high proportion of Hispanic Americans in South Texas also
enables an examination of potential racial and ethnic differences in religious transmission across the
life course. Based on extant studies ﬁnding that African and Asian Americans have high rates of
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religious transmission across the life course [4,5], we investigate whether these trends also hold in
predominantly Hispanic populations.
Particularly noteworthy, however, is that our study measures two key dimensions of religiousness:
(a) public and private forms of religiosity during emerging adulthood; and (b) public and private forms
of religiosity during childhood. Theoretically, we draw from work that has conceptualized processes of
religious socialization and internalization as “drivers” of civic engagement, as well as social learning
theories across the life course. To contextualize our analysis, we ﬁrst offer an overview of the literature
on civic engagement with emphasis on work that has addressed linkages between volunteerism,
religion, and emerging adulthood. We also discuss the theoretical frameworks which inform our
study. Within this theoretical and empirical context, we subsequently propose an analytical framework
with testable hypotheses. We then empirically test our hypotheses and close with a discussion of the
implications of this study for understanding emerging adult volunteerism and propose avenues of
future research.
2. Theoretical and Empirical Context of Emerging Adult Volunteerism and Religiosity
2.1. Volunteerism

Civic engagement involves the desire and capacity of individuals to volunteer their resources to
various activities accepted as beneﬁcial to common objectives and goals. Some scholars have suggested
that civic engagement is a central element of democratic societies, and one that was identiﬁed as early
as the 18th century in Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic Democracy in America [6].
Putnam and colleagues, for instance, have amassed a considerable body of empirical research
that, following in de Tocqueville’s footsteps, demonstrates how volunteer participation is a keystone
of vibrant democratic societies [7–10]. However, critics have questioned Putnam on the grounds
that his data is either inaccurate and omits considerable evidence of continuing civic engagement in
democratic states [11], or that Putnam fails to account for the changing nature of present-day volunteer
activities [12].
Consequently, more recent work has shifted the focus away from broad generalizations linking
volunteer participation to macro level social processes such as political systems and culture. Instead,
this line of inquiry has explored individual level predictors that may explain propensities to engage in
civic volunteering [13]. These studies draw from individual level data to assess relationships between
such factors as gender [14–16], race/ethnicity [17,18], socioeconomic status [19,20], educational
attainment [21–23] or intersections of these characteristics and propensities to participate in
volunteerism [24,25].
Moreover, studies of the life course have shown a positive relationship between age and formal
volunteerism—a rather intuitive ﬁnding when one considers the greater levels of ﬁnancial autonomy
and spare time that most Americans accumulate as they age [13,17,26,27]. There is also a less developed
but growing body of work focused primarily on civic engagement among emerging adults [18,28,29].
However, to date, little work explores possible relationships between volunteerism and religiosity
among emerging adults.
2.2. Volunteerism and Religiosity

Thus far, one common thread appearing in social scientiﬁc research on civic engagement has been
the role of religiosity in fostering prosocial behaviors such as volunteering and charitable giving [30–32].
The general consensus is that religiosity motivates and bolsters civic engagement in the form of
religious volunteerism and charitable giving [32–34]. Furthermore, ﬁndings in this body of work
indicate that religiosity also fosters secular volunteerism [35]. Our theoretical arguments are based on
the assumption that religious investments, in the form of learned religious norms and practices, can
foster both competencies and propensities for civic engagement [36]. It is not surprising that studies of
religion have speciﬁcally focused on linkages between religion and volunteerism in the United States,
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a society characterized by both high rates of volunteerism and charitable contributions to religious
organizations [37]. The general research ﬁnding conﬁrms this pattern, namely, there is a positive
association between religion and volunteerism [36], while being careful not to generalize to all forms
of religiousness [38].
Similar to extant scholarship, we argue that what has been less clearly conceptualized in
volunteerism research is the distinction between public (e.g., attending religious services) and private
religiosity (e.g., prayer, reading scripture, etc.) [39] and how these distinct forms of religiosity might
affect volunteering behaviors [40]. Considerable attention has been given to private forms of religiosity,
through a focus on beliefs and psychological dispositions in motivating volunteerism [26,41]. These
studies have converged around a series of core insights that are particularly relevant for our study.
First, scholars working from a rational choice framework tend to argue that prosocial behaviors are
motivated by self-interest over altruistic tendencies [42–44]. This body of work has been criticized
on both theoretical [45,46] and empirical [47,48] grounds. Second, a parallel line of work has found
positive correlations between psychological wellbeing and volunteerism [49,50]. Finally, research has
also explored religious belief as a motivating factor in volunteer activities [38,51–53]. This work has
repeatedly identiﬁed a positive association between religious belief and proclivities to volunteer. While
approaching volunteerism from distinct methodological, theoretical, and conceptual avenues, these
studies tend to emphasize personal, internalized psychological processes as shaping prosocial and
volunteer activities.
In contradistinction, another line of scholarship has taken a less cognitive approach by focusing
primarily on public, social, and structural religiosity factors, such as religious participation. Lim and
MacGregor, for instance, suggested spillover effects of association with religious communities, whereby
even non-religious individuals who reported more friendships with religious individuals displayed a
greater propensity to volunteer in both religious and secular organizations [54]. Johnston, drawing
from longitudinal data, presented similar ﬁndings that reinforced the idea that immersion into religious
communities promoted volunteerism over the life course [52]. Furthermore, this religious spillover
effect was present irrespective of psychological dispositions. Taken together, these studies represent a
body of scholarship that has assessed multifaceted linkages between religion and volunteerism and
highlighted moderating factors such as race-ethnicity [24], health and well-being [41,55], age [56], and
gender [29,57]. From these studies, we incorporate an emphasis on public, extra-individual, and social
processes as shaping prosocial and volunteer activities [58].
Combined, we apply the insights of extant studies through a focus on both the personal,
individualized forms and the public, social forms of religiosity, as related to volunteerism.
2.3. Social Learning Theory: The Impact of Childhood Socialization

Previous studies investigating rates of volunteerism have focused on both personal and public
forms of religiosity as related to charitable behaviors [13,32,53]. Related to these studies, we are
particularly interested in how childhood religious socialization relates to later life volunteerism.
A plausible theoretical mechanism has been proposed by Bandura’s social learning theory [59], which
suggests that behavior is acquired through observation and emulation of others in social situations.
Applied to childhood socialization, social learning theory has been employed to explain processes by
which children learn to model their behaviors based on interaction with parents [60,61].
One strand of this research has considered general altruistic behaviors that are (a) transmitted
through processes of family socialization (i.e., intergenerational transmission); and (b) translated to
service provision in volunteer settings [62,63]. In terms of speciﬁc volunteering behaviors, a parallel
body of work has considered the parental transmission of prosocial behaviors that enhance propensities
to become civically engaged. Results drawing from both cross-sectional and panel data support the
central tenets of social learning theory and suggest that parents serve as role models who can motivate
prosocial volunteer behaviors in both religious and secular settings [64,65].
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However, it is also important to note the determinants of family socialization, which include
material resources like income, accumulated wealth, and neighborhood quality. For example, some of
the empirical studies have emphasized the substantial impediments and challenges to civic engagement
experienced by low-income families [66,67]. However, results of longitudinal research presented by
Lichter and colleagues [68] indicate that lower propensities to volunteer among the economically
disadvantaged are offset by socioemotional stability and positive life experiences. While these studies
raise important questions for research on the impediments and resources that motivate volunteerism,
the current study takes additional determinants into consideration, namely, the role of religion as a
possible antecedent of civic engagement.
Growing attention has been paid to “emerging adulthood” (e.g., a new life stage between 18
and 29 years of age) [69–71]. As related to volunteerism, one major study found that increased
family and community ties during adolescence predicted an increased rate of civic engagement
during emerging adulthood [72]. Echoing Bandura’s social learning theory, researchers have noted
that unique familial and community environments shape adolescents’ and young adults’ civic
identities [73,74]. To summarize, these studies have established positive linkages between various
dimensions of religiosity, ranging from public religious participation to private religious devotion, and
civic engagement during adolescence or emerging adulthood [4,5,75–79].
Despite the fact that there has been a growing body of research linking religiosity with volunteerism
across the life course, the empirical research on the linkage between childhood religious socialization and
propensities to volunteer during emerging adulthood is scant and often indirect [79,80]. Applying social
learning theories to this study implies two potentials for the volunteerism and religiosity relationship.
The first expectation is derived from emerging adulthood studies, from the psychological process
described as “recentering” [3], which implies that childhood religiosity will affect later life volunteerism
insofar as childhood religious socialization is internalized as an individualized aspect of emerging adult
identity, i.e., private religiosity. This expectation is contrary to sociological studies ﬁnding forms of
social participation are central [4,5], i.e., public religiosity. Thus, this study takes a social learning
approach to investigating life course volunteerism as it relates to public and private religiosity in
childhood and emerging adulthood.
3. Conceptual Models: Religious Socialization, Life Course Religiosity, and Volunteerism

Based on the discussion above, we propose two conceptual models assessing empirical relationships
between childhood religious socialization, emerging adult private and public religiosity, and civic
volunteerism. In these models, we develop two competing hypotheses. The first is that childhood
religiosity will foster emerging adult civic volunteerism through private forms of emerging adult
religiosity. We represent this ﬁrst conceptual model in Figure 1 and propose that the effects of childhood
religiosity on emerging adult volunteerism are mediated through emerging adult private religiosity.

ȱ

Figure 1. Mediating effects of private emerging adult religiosity on rates of volunteerism.
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In contrast, we propose a second conceptual model in Figure 2 that is also based upon extant
literature but with a different theorized expectation. In this alternative hypothesis, we propose that
childhood religiosity is also indirectly associated with emerging adult volunteerism through emerging
adult religiosity. However, in this model we propose instead that it is mediated through public, social
forms of religiosity. Stated differently, childhood religiosity can be translated into emerging adult
volunteerism only when childhood religiosity is transmitted into public forms of religiosity during
emerging adulthood.

ȱ

Figure 2. Mediating effects of public emerging adult religiosity on rates of volunteerism.

4. Research Methods
4.1. Data Collection

The current study analyzes survey data collected from undergraduate students enrolled at the
University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA), a Hispanic-serving, public university located in South
Texas. After receiving appropriate human subjects institutional review board (IRB) approvals, students
across several colleges completed the self-administered questionnaire on paper before class lectures
throughout the 2015 academic year. Students did not receive compensation from either the research
team or their professors for completing the survey. Although the data limit the generalizability of our
ﬁndings, these limitations are somewhat offset by the fact UTSA is characterized by a diverse and
nontraditional student body. For instance, two-thirds of the UTSA student population is made up
of international students and students from underrepresented minority groups. In addition to the
traditional college student age bracket of 18 to 22 years, over one-third of the UTSA student population
is aged 23 years and older [81]. In our view the general demographic proﬁle of the UTSA student
body provides a unique opportunity to examine the patterns of voluntaristic behavior among less
advantaged, college attending emerging adults.
4.2. Secular Volunteerism Measure

Emerging adult secular volunteerism was measured via responses to the following survey
question, which was subsequently followed by a list of various types of organizations for which
one could volunteer: “Over the past 12 months, about how many weeks did you spend doing unpaid
volunteer work for the following groups/organizations?” Response categories were ordinal and ranged
from “0 weeks” = 0, “1–10 weeks” = 1, “11–20 weeks” = 2, “21–30 weeks” = 3, “31–40 weeks” = 4,
and “41 + weeks” = 5. The list of organizations included: (a) health (hospital, hospice, nursing home,
mental health unit, clinic, etc.); (b) educational (elementary school, library, tutoring organization, etc.);
(c) human service (day car, foster care, meals on wheels, homeless shelter, Red Cross, United Way,
women’s shelter, family counseling center, etc.); (d) animal welfare/environmental (SPCA, Humane
Society, Animal Defense League, Highway Clean-Up, community beautiﬁcation program, etc.); (e) arts
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and humanities (museum, cultural/ethnic group, public television/radio, etc.); (f) political (political
parties, political campaigns, nonpartisan political groups, etc.); (g) youth development (boy/girl scouts,
4-H club, Little League, Big Brothers/Sisters); (h) one-day/short-term service (Day of Caring, Make
a Difference Day, MLK Day, Earth Day, etc.); and (i) other. Because the majority of respondents
volunteered minimally (i.e., 1–10 weeks in the past year), if at all, the dependent variable was
dichotomized such that 1 = volunteered in the past year, and 0 = did not volunteer in the past year.
4.3. Religiosity Measures

Emerging adult religiosity was assessed through the following measures. Respondents were
asked to give their religious afﬁliation via the following question: “What is your religious preference?
Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no religion?” They were then provided a list
of denominations to choose from, which included Baptist, Southern Baptist, Catholic, Episcopalian,
Jewish, Latter Day Saint, Lutheran, Methodist, Muslim, Pentecostal, Hindu, Buddhist, none, and
other. A follow-up question then listed 14 speciﬁc Protestant denominations one could belong
to. Respondents’ choices were then dummy-coded into four separate variables based on the
denominational categories found by Steensland and colleagues [82]. These were Catholic, Conservative
Protestant, Mainline Protestant (=1), and other/no religion (=0) as the reference category. Descriptive
statistics based on the study sample are displayed in Table 1.
Table 1. Sample characteristics (n = 701).
Variables

%

Mean

Range

SD

Dependent Variable
Volunteered in Past Year

69

-

0, 1

-

Religious Variables
Public Religiosity
Private Religiosity
Childhood Public Religiosity
Childhood Private Religiosity
Catholic
Conservative Protestant
Mainline Protestant
Other/None (reference)

39
23
10
28

2.13
0.88
5.62
7.92
-

0, 8
0, 4
0, 12
0, 16
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1

2.10
0.86
3.72
4.86
-

Covariates
Female
Male (reference)
Age
Married or Cohabitating
Single (reference)
Employed
Unemployed (reference)
White (reference)
Hispanic
Black
Other race
GPA
Parents’ Education
Family Social Class
Year at UTSA
Fulltime Student

61
39
17
81
59
42
21
53
15
11
93

21.54
3.52
11.39
1.69
2.50
-

0, 1
0, 1
18, 29
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 1
0, 6
0, 16
0, 3
1, 4
0, 1

2.44
1.43
3.37
0.71
1.14
-

Emerging adult public religiosity was gauged by responses to two separate questions measuring
the frequency of religious attendance at both regular religious services as well as additional church
activities outside of regular services. Respondents were asked, “Apart from religious events like
weddings, funerals, and baptisms, about how often do you attend religious services (Church, Mosque,
Synagogue, etc.)?” and “About how often do you take part in the activities and organizations of a
church or place of worship other than attending regular services?” Responses ranged from 0 = Never
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to 4 = Several times a week. The two items were then summed together to create an index variable
(α = 0.786).
Emerging adult private religiosity was indicated by responses to four survey questions measuring
frequencies of prayer, reading religious scripture by oneself or with a small group, watching/listening
to religious programs on the television/internet/radio, and reading religious material other than
scripture. Responses were also coded from 0 = Never to 4 = Several times a week. The four items were
then averaged to create an index variable (α = 0.780).
Childhood religiosity was also measured via two separate index variables measuring both the
private (α = 0.890) and public (α = 0.860) dimensions. For the private dimension of childhood religiosity,
respondents were instructed to signify how often they participated in the following religious activities
while growing up: (a) receiving religious instruction at home; (b) praying before meals; (c) reading
scripture or other religious material; and (d) praying before bedtime. For the public dimension of
childhood religiosity, respondents were asked how often they (a) attended church/religious services;
(b) attended religious youth groups; and (c) attended “Bible camp” (e.g., religious retreats, religious
summer camps, etc.). For both dimensions, responses ranged in values from 0 = Never to 4 = A great
deal and were then summed to create two index variables.
4.4. Control Measures

Our analyses include a series of standard control variables. These include gender (dummy
coded with 1 = female and 0 = male); year of age (in years); marital status (dummy coded with
1 = married/cohabiting and 0 = single); employment status (dummy coded with 1 = employed and
0 = unemployed); race/ethnicity (dummy coded into Hispanic, African American, and other, with
white as the reference category); grade point average (ordinal ranging from 0 = Below 1.5 to 6 = Above
4.0); mother’s and father’s educational attainment (ordinal ranging from 0 = none to 8 = graduate
school and beyond); family social class (ordinal, 0 = lower class, 1 = working class, 2 = middle class,
3 = upper class); year of study at UTSA (ordinal, 1 = freshman, 2 = sophomore, 3 = junior, 4 = senior);
student enrollment status (dummy coded with 1 = full time and 0 = part time).
4.5. Analytical Strategies

For our outcome measure, we estimate binary logistic regression models with multiple imputation
to predict odds of past year secular volunteerism. Our ﬁrst set of regression models, Models 1–5
in Table 2, examine the direct and independent effects of religious factors on volunteering net of
socio-demographic variables. Our second set of models employ structural equation modeling (SEM)
to estimate potential mediating effects between religious factors on volunteering (Table 3). Each model
includes the effects of two main religious predictors with statistical controls. These models allow for
the evaluation of mediation of childhood religiosity and emerging adult volunteerism through two
different forms of emerging adult religiosity: public and private. To further investigate these potential
mediating effects, we conducted path analysis of direct and indirect effects in accordance with previous
literature [83,84]. These results are displayed in Table 4.
5. Results

Table 2 presents results of binary logistic regression models predicting odds of past year
secular volunteering. Across Models 1–4, results clearly indicate statistically signiﬁcant and positive
associations between all the religious measures and odds of emerging adult volunteerism. However,
two ﬁndings are particularly noteworthy. First, emerging adult public religiosity is the only religious
dimension to maintain statistical signiﬁcance in Model 5, once all the other religious measures are
included simultaneously. Substantively, this model indicates that a one unit increase in public religiosity
predicts signiﬁcantly greater odds of past year secular volunteerism by a factor of 1.240 or 24 percent,
even after controlling for sociodemographic variables and religious covariates. Second, the measures
of childhood religiosity are no longer statistically signiﬁcantly related to emerging adult volunteerism
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in Model 5, which suggests potential mediation effects of emerging adulthood religiosity. Next we
turn to the results of Table 3.
Table 2. Binary logistic regression models predicting odds of past year secular volunteerism.
Variables

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Religious Variables
Public religiosity
Private religiosity
Childhood public religiosity
Childhood private religiosity

1.268 ***
-

1.473 **
-

1.107 **
-

1.052 **

1.253 **
0.999
1.033
0.989

Sociodemographic/Control Variables
Female
Age
Married or Cohabitating
Employed
Hispanic
Black
Other race
GPA
Parents’ education
Family social class
Year at UTSA
Full-time student
Catholic
Mainline Protestant
Conservative Protestant
Likelihood ratio χ2

1.691 **
0.925
1.185
1.495 *
1.082
0.947
2.008
1.079
1.035
0.886
0.812
0.511
0.853
0.888
1.046
68.39 ***

1.649 **
0.926
1.110
1.444
1.082
0.880
2.126
1.090
1.028
0.918
0.789 *
0.541
0.929
0.897
1.171
54.87 ***

1.620 **
0.959
1.084
1.287
1.225
0.937
2.054
1.065
1.019
0.913
0.757 **
0.656
0.927
0.871
1.360
45.06 ***

1.649 **
0.933
1.143
1.439
1.068
0.841
2.252
1.089
1.019
0.911
0.782 *
0.562
0.941
0.906
1.320
50.83 ***

1.661 **
0.959
1.129
1.363
1.221
1.029
1.854
1.082
1.036
0.889
0.768 *
0.614
0.848
0.857
1.025
63.61 ***

df

16

16

16

16

n

701

701

701

701

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

(5)

19

701

Table 3. Direct effects of emerging adulthood religiosity in logistic regression models using SEM a .
Variables

(1)

(2)

Religious Variables
Public religiosity
Private religiosity
Childhood public religiosity
Childhood private religiosity

1.247 ***
1.024
-

1.261 ***
1.006

1.358 *
1.051
-

1.367 *
1.026

Sociodemographic/Control Variables
Female
Age
Married or Cohabitating
Employed
Hispanic
Black
Other race
GPA
Parents’ education
Family social class
Year at UTSA
Full-time student
Catholic
Mainline Protestant
Conservative Protestant

1.655 **
0.959
1.130
1.365
1.215
1.004
1.854
1.082
1.035
0.893
0.766 *
0.618
0.845
0.858
1.019

1.572 **
0.951
1.078
1.311
1.222
0.919
1.987
1.073
1.025
0.922
0.759 *
0.645
0.895
0.855
1.122

1.572 **
0.951
1.076
1.301
1.221
0.936
1.985
1.074
1.026
0.920
0.762 *
0.648
0.910
0.857
1.126

1.611 **
0.955
1.067
1.313
1.180
0.844
1.906
1.075
1.025
0.932
0.753 *
0.649
0.908
0.879
1.166

df

17

17

17

17

n

701

701

701

701

a

(3)

Odds coefﬁcients reported; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Following previous methodological strategies and ﬁndings on volunteerism [84,85], we highlight
the mediating effects of emerging adulthood public and private religiosity using SEM. Table 4 features
unstandardized direct, indirect and total effects of path decomposition analysis. As seen in Table 4,
emerging adult public religiosity signiﬁcantly mediates the effects of childhood religiosity and adult
private religiosity. This is indicated by the fact that the direct effects are statistically insigniﬁcant while
indirect effects are highly statistically signiﬁcant in the path models. These results conﬁrm our prior
observation that both public and private emerging adult religiosity mediate the relationship between
childhood religiosity and emerging adult volunteerism, and public emerging adult religiosity has the
most direct and robust effect.
Table 4. Path analysis of mediation effects using SEM.
Variables

Direct Effect

Indirect Effect

Mediator: Public Religiosity
Private Religiosity
Childhood Public Religiosity
Childhood Private Religiosity

´0.001
0.046
0.016

0.186 ***
0.108 ***
0.121 ***

Mediator: Private Religiosity
Childhood Public Religiosity
Childhood Private Religiosity

0.050
0.067

0.101 ***
0.066 ***

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Total Effect

0.185 **
0.155 **
0.137 **
0.151 **
0.133 **

We close this section by brieﬂy emphasizing some noteworthy effects of control measures. First,
we ﬁnd no signiﬁcant effects of race-ethnicity or religious afﬁliation on emerging adult volunteerism.
Next, we observe that female students show higher odds of volunteering in the past year compared
with their male counterparts. Finally, year at UTSA decreases odds of past year volunteerism. This
could be due to increasing academic and non-academic obligations.
6. Discussion and Conclusions

Our analysis contributes to the growing literature exploring linkages between religious factors
and civic engagement. Whereas previous work has often focused on civic engagement in later stages
of life, we focus on volunteerism during the formative years of emerging adulthood. Young adults
in higher educational settings are often faced with a series of competing interests that motivate and
modify behavioral choices in the absence of direct parental supervision. Moreover, it is at this stage of
the life course that young adults can go through a process of re-centering wherein they explore their
religious identity and formulate and solidify their own religious beliefs in addition to or independent
of their familial religious traditions [3]. At the most general level, our results support existing ﬁndings
that religiosity is related to prosocial behaviors among emerging adults. In addition, our results extend
previous scholarship in two important ways.
First, while this study surmises the important role of childhood religious socialization on civic
engagement, our ﬁndings suggest that religious upbringings are important insofar as they are
translated to emerging adult religiosity. As we surmised, childhood religious socialization is positively
associated with both forms of emerging adult religiosity. This conﬁrms prior research ﬁnding that
religious engagement during childhood inﬂuences levels of religiosity in later life [1,2]. Our results
reinforce this general association and are consistent with social learning theory, which explicates the
impact of childhood experiences on later behavioral outcomes. However, unlike prior studies we do
not ﬁnd any distinguishable differences by race and ethnicity.
Second, our study shows a more robust direct effect of public religiosity in emerging adulthood
than private religiosity. This means that while internalized religious factors, such as individualized
religious devotions, are predictive of civic engagement, it is the social expression of religiosity, such
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as religious participation, that is most unwaveringly linked with propensities to volunteer among
emerging adults attending a large public university in South Texas. This ﬁnding is also consistent
with previous work that underscores the importance of religious social capital as a pathway to
volunteering [86,87]. We view this result as potentially explained by recent studies suggesting that
emerging adults who regularly engage in religious activities with fellow congregants are provided
additional opportunities to volunteer in secular civic activities. As such, these religious associations
and friendship ties developed among regular congregants can motivate emerging adults to volunteer
with anticipated socio-religious rewards. Furthermore, within a higher education setting, there
might be an institutional “cross-pollination” in that student organizations typically cooperate and
share volunteer opportunities with one another. Therefore, students who do not attend religious
activities may be unaware that these additional volunteer opportunities exist. Additionally, as multiple
studies have shown, religious organizations may promote speciﬁc skills and competencies (e.g., public
speaking, fundraising strategies, and leadership capabilities) that can be translated to success in secular
settings [88,89].
6.1. Interpreting Mediation of Childhood Religiosity

Given that our study ﬁnds emerging adult religiosity mediates the relationship between childhood
religiosity and emerging adult volunteerism, this raises the question: What can explain the prominence
of adulthood religiosity over childhood socialization? To answer this question, we suggest two
plausible mechanisms.
First, students might abandon or become less committed to religious activities while in college [90,91].
In this case, students will no longer be embedded in religious communities and, consequently, may no
longer be exposed to volunteer opportunities. On the other hand, students might be introduced to new
religious organizations upon entering college. This is particularly likely considering the institutional
context where our data collection took place. Our study site is characterized by the presence of strong,
active religious student organizations and visible on-campus proselytizing efforts. It is therefore
quite likely that less religious and non-afﬁliated students would be presented with religious options
when choosing from various on-campus organizational opportunities. In short, this line of reasoning
suggests that the university setting may be a unique case in which emerging adults encounter a diverse
marketplace of ideas, organizations and alternate worldviews that may at times conﬂict with childhood
religious socialization [92,93].
Secondly, there is reason to suspect that childhood religious socialization is a product of family
dynamics. Stated simply, parents often make religious choices on behalf of their children who are
then expected to participate irrespective of personal desires. Once becoming adults, individuals begin
to voluntarily make personal choices that include either opting in or out of one’s familial religious
traditions. Therefore, childhood religious experiences should only matter to the extent that they are
carried over into emerging adulthood. When these experiences do carry over, we should expect this to
result in continued religiosity and increased civic engagement.
6.2. Conclusions

To summarize, our study ﬁndings resonate primarily with two theoretical perspectives. First of
all, the strong association between childhood and emerging adulthood religiosity conﬁrms many of the
central tenets of social learning theory. As implied by the path analysis in Table 4, the greater the level
of childhood religious socialization, the greater the level of emerging adulthood religiosity. As social
learning theorists have argued, the behavioral and attitudinal patterns established in childhood carry
over into adulthood and shape outcomes in later life. Second, emerging adult involvement in religious
services and activities is the most robust factor mediating involvement with volunteer organizations.
In essence, religious participation can be seen as a property of social structure external to individual
cognition, which helps shape personal religiosity.
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Future theoretical work would gain from attempts to synthesize both structural and psychological
perspectives, as this paper has done. Although our study contributes to the scholarship on emerging
adulthood, religiosity and civic engagement, it is important to acknowledge several limitations. First,
our study is limited by a lack of speciﬁc indicators of religious salience and other forms of subjective
religiosity. While we recognize this as a study limitation, we suggest that this could pave the way
for future research. Second, because our study utilized a cross-sectional design, we are unable to
establish causal relationships between various religious factors and volunteerism. Moreover, though
our childhood religiosity was gauged via a series of retrospective questions, we caution readers to
refrain from drawing strict causal conclusions without panel data. Third, our study does not contain
qualitative information from in depth interviews; as such, future research should employ mixed
methods to better examine and understand motivations, either religious or secular, for volunteering.
Fourth, future research could explore if the religiosity-civic engagement link, as we uncovered in the
present study, exists for emerging adults who have either (1) never attended college; or (2) currently
hold college degrees but juggle competing commitments such as careers and family life. Finally,
previous studies indicate that parental volunteering and volunteering during grade school are also
signiﬁcant predictors of emerging adulthood volunteerism [94]. Future studies should consider
including these measures as additional predictors of adulthood volunteerism.
In closing, we are mindful of the fact that college students represent a distinct minority population
among all American young adults. Therefore, the motivations to volunteer may be distinct from
individuals at different stages of the life course. On the one hand, college students may be concerned
with more utilitarian aspects of volunteerism, such as accumulating experiences that may translate
to later employment skills and competencies, or as a means to strengthen one’s future employment
resume. On the other hand, college students have been shown to often hold more idealistic views
regarding social issues and perceived injustices. For these reasons, examining patterns of volunteerism
among emerging adults can greatly enhance the body of scholarship on civic engagement. Our study
is a small step in this direction.
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original manuscript.
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Abstract: This paper investigates the research question: How do religious youth learn to give?
While it is likely that youth learn religious ﬁnancial giving from a variety of different sources, this
investigation focuses primarily on how parents teach giving to their children. Supplementary data are
also analyzed on the frequency in which youth hear extra-familial calls to give within their religious
congregations. In focusing on parental transmission, the analysis identiﬁes a number of approaches
that parents report using to teach their children religious ﬁnancial giving. It also investigates thoughts
and feelings about religious ﬁnancial giving by the children of these parents as a means of assessing
the potential impacts of parental methods. Additionally, congregation member reﬂections on how
they learned to give provide insights on giving as a process that develops across the life course, often
instilled in childhood, but not appearing behaviorally until adulthood. As such, this paper contributes
to a life course understanding of religious giving and has implications for giving across generations.
Keywords: ﬁnancial giving; prosociality; life course development; youth; parents

1. Transmission of Prosociality

Many religious faiths call adherents to serve others [1]. Given the congregational structure of
religious institutions in the U.S. [2], transmission of religious giving is central to the continuation of
religious organizations across generations. The need to better understand this process is underscored
by recent trends indicating declines in religious participation across generations [3–5].
A study of American religious congregants reported that an overwhelming majority of
respondents cited their parental upbringing as one of their primary explanations for their current
giving, saying that they give to the church because that is what their parents raised them to do [6].
A number of pastors interviewed also reported the important role of parents in cultivating giving.
These pastors attributed the dearth of giving in their congregations to parents not teaching their
children to give. This research indicates that parents play a central role in cultivating giving, with both
givers and pastors citing parental teaching as an important socializing agent that helps to explaining
giving. However, it remained unanswered how it is that parents pass on an inclination to prosocial
behaviors, especially giving.
Reviewing numerous studies on the transmission of prosociality, giving scholars ﬁnd that
modeling desired behaviors is key in their actualization [7]. In focusing on the transmission of giving
time resources across generations, two primary methods that parents used to increase prosocial
behavior in their children were identiﬁed: Rewarding prosocial behavior in children with parental
approval and a process of “value internalization,” whereby children learn to value what they see
valued by parents. Providing initial evidence on transmission of prosociality through role modeling
of giving time resources, these ﬁndings raise questions as to how learning to give ﬁnancial resources
Religions 2016, 7, 93
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may be similar to or different from transmission of giving time. In a study speciﬁcally examining
the transmission of ﬁnancial giving across generation, researchers ﬁnd a strong relationship between
the religious giving of parents and the religious giving of their children as grown adults [8]. Based
on developmental psychology studies, these researchers outline a number of mechanisms by which
parents teach ﬁnancial giving, ﬁnding that role modeling is effective in increasing giving in children.
Combined, these studies indicate that parental role modeling is an important part of the
transmission of giving across generations. They also indicate remaining questions in need of study.
For example, a thorough review of extant studies on parental teaching of prosocial behaviors ﬁnds that
the majority of investigations are social psychological experiments [9]. They identify and outline a host
of different mechanisms in these studies but also note that the experimental nature of this research
imposes signiﬁcant limitations. Experimental research can only measure the effects of these methods
within the laboratory setting, which can be limited in its external validity, giving little indication of
the actual extent of particular methods. In particular, scholars observe that these experiments did not
use the child’s actual parents when testing the aforementioned methods. They also observe that this
experimental research cannot report on the prevalence with which these methods are used outside the
laboratory, noting that laboratory-observed behaviors may not be practiced at home. It also remains
unknown whether these methods transmit into adulthood prosocial behaviors.
This study contributes to extant knowledge on transmission of giving by examining data collected
in natural settings. Based on calls for needed research in prior studies, this investigation links parental
teaching of giving with data collected from the children of those parents. By using an interview format
to gather data about religious and charitable giving from both parents and their children, this study
reports on the prevalence of various teaching methods and analyzes the thoughts, feelings, and actual
giving practices of both adult and youth congregation members. In a third contribution, the data
provide a concurrent reﬂection by adults of how they learned to give, providing some insights into the
long-term effects of parental teaching methods after transitioning into adulthood. In so doing, this
study contributes a needed balance to experimental methods by providing qualitative, meaningful,
relational, and life course data on transmitting religious giving.
2. Data and Methods

Data analyzed are from the Northern Indiana Congregation Study (NICS). NICS was a
collaborative, mixed-methods research project that collected data in ﬁve phases, beginning in 2007
and concluding in 2009. The ﬁrst phase consisted of phone surveys conducted with all congregations
located in three mid-sized contiguous cities with a response rate of 98.9 percent (n = 269). Next,
U.S. Census data was linked to the congregational survey data by postal codes. Third, in-person
interviews were conducted with a stratiﬁed quota sample of youth ministers from these congregations
(n = 42) [10]. The fourth phase entailed a continuation of the project via content analysis and participant
observations with four religious congregations selected to represent each of four aggregated Christian
denominational categories deﬁned by as mainline Protestant, evangelical Protestant, black Protestant,
and Catholic [11]. Religious worship services, youth groups, Bible studies, conﬁrmation classes, Sunday
schools, and other congregational meetings were observed throughout the course of a year. A total
of 229 discrete events were observed with a total of 724 recorded pages in ﬁeld notes in each of the
congregations (EP: 83 events and 311 pages, MP: 62 events and 162 pages, BP: 13 events and 34 pages,
CA: 71 events and 217 pages). Content analysis included online and printed materials.
The ﬁfth phase of the study, upon which this investigation most heavily draws, consisted of
additional in-person interviews with congregation members, youth participants, and parents of youth
participants (n = 233) with a response rate of 87.6 percent. Youth participants were all adolescents
and spanned the range between middle school or high school seniors. They were stratiﬁed quota
sampled across a range of time involved in the youth group, frequency of attendance, perceived race
and ethnicities, perceived socioeconomic status, and perceived engagement in youth activities. Parents
were selected to match interviews with participating youth who were interviewed for this study.
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Congregation members were selected from a list provided by each congregation in which individuals
were categorized by their giving and participation levels.
The interviews lasted an average of an hour in length and were recorded and later transcribed
for analysis. At the evangelical Protestant church, a total of 84 interviews were completed with an
89.4 percent response rate. Interviews were conducted with one pastor, one youth minister, two financial
officers, 35 congregation members, 26 participating youth, and 19 parents of the participating youth.
Interviews at the mainline Protestant church were conducted with a total of 70 respondents with a 90.9
percent response rate. The interviews consisted of one with the pastor, one with the youth minister,
two with financial officers, 30 with congregation members, 23 with participating youth, and 13 with
parents of participating youth. At the black Protestant church, a total of 20 interviews were completed
with a 90.9 percent response rate. These interviews consisted of one youth minister, 12 participating
youth, and 7 parents of participating youth.1
For this analysis, we focus especially on interview questions that asked parents how they taught
their children about giving. Responses were organized into a typology of teaching methods and were
coded for subsequent analysis. Parents were also coded as teaching children with low, medium, or high
intensity, measured in terms of their described frequency for engaging in giving teaching with their
children. The children of these parents were asked questions on their thoughts, feelings, and practices
regarding religious and charitable ﬁnancial giving. Their responses are categorized into most noted
themes as described below. Congregation members were also asked a set of questions that investigated
how they taught their children to give to the church and how the congregation members themselves
learned to give. We draw in particular on these retrospective accounts of learning to give as a primary
beneﬁt of qualitative interviews that allow a life course perspective on giving as a dynamic process
that unfolds over time. While recollection is not perfect, we give credit to their life course assessment.
3. Findings from Parent Interviews

In the following sections we report emergent themes from religiously involved adults and youth
in-depth interviews on: the methods parents employ for teaching their children to give, youth thoughts
and feelings about giving, and adult congregation participant reﬂections on learning to give. In this ﬁrst
section of results, ﬁndings from parent interviews revealed a variety of different methods employed in
teaching their children to be givers, which are summarized below. In so doing, this paper offers an
exploratory analysis of the meaningful categories that are operative across generations in everyday
social settings and without the artiﬁcial controls of laboratory settings or with assumptions made across
research studies investigating adults or youth but without parent-child links and among different
people experiencing the same social context.
3.1. Modeling Giving

One of the prevalent methods for parents teaching their children to give was through modeling
giving. Modeling giving was mainly discussed in terms of parental behaviors at Sunday services.
As one parent described: “Every week, they see us go to church. They see us write out a check, put it in
an envelope, and put it in the [plate]; so [we] model giving.” Nearly one-half of all parents interviewed
spoke about using this “teach by example” method, a notably high amount considering that modeling
was not directly asked about during the interviews.
However, some caveats are important to mention. First, modeling seemed to be mentioned in
some cases when parents may not have actually done anything intentional to teach about giving.
For example, one parent stated, “They see us put money in the collection plate, but you know what,
we are guilty of not really discussing that as they were growing up.” Due to the social desirability of

1

Catholic parish interviews were also conducted but are not included in this analysis due to a number of differences between
the Catholic parish and the three Protestant parishes [12].

134

MDPI Books

Religions 2016, 7, 93

wanting to be both a generous person and a good parent who teaches children appropriately, it could
be that asking parents directly about giving provoked parents to afﬁrmatively describe themselves as
having taught their children about giving and referred to indirect “osmosis” type approaches as their
hope that prosocial giving messages were transmitting across generations. In summary, it seemed to
us that some parents mentioned modeling through indirect example as an alternative to admitting that
they had not done anything explicit to teach their children to give. This possibility is supported by the
fact that none of the parent interviewees ever mentioned not teaching their children about giving to
religious causes, even those parents who we knew from the congregation records were not actually
givers themselves.
In addition, parents who described using modeling techniques for teaching their children about
giving also often described not knowing whether their children actually took note of their giving
behavior. For example, parents made statements such as, “I think they see me and my wife give;”
“I guess [by] seeing examples from us [they may learn to give];” or “It’s just kind of there for her [the
chance to learn about giving] because it’s always done.” Statements such as these indicate that this
initial modeling category is one that is often done passively and without conscious attention. Hence we
separate it from the more speciﬁc and explicit approaches to giving described below. However, there
were a few exceptional cases of parents who described it as a more intentional method of teaching
giving. One parent explained, “They see it [giving]. Because every Sunday, they know we have
envelopes,” and this parent continues by saying, “They know this [giving] is an every Sunday thing.”
It seems then that most parents who have not given a great deal of conscious thought to how to
teach their children about giving employ an “osmosis” form of modeling, meaning they hope that
children learn through absorption by being exposed to the giving behavior of parents. Some parents
who took this “osmosis” form of modeling giving described it though as being intentional because they
saw the regularity of the modeled behavior as an effective means of communicating its importance to
their children. Nevertheless, the implicit aspect of this method distinguishes it from those that follow.
In terms of prevalence, modeling occurred evenly across the congregations studied, and there were no
noticeable differences in terms of gender or socioeconomic status.
3.2. Providing Money to Children to Give

The second teaching method identiﬁed here involves parents providing their children with money
for the explicit purpose of donating it to the church or charity. One parent outlined the rationale behind
this method, stating:
I did it early on. This was before they had any of their own money, really. Just because
they wanted to put something into the basket. And so I felt like that was a good [thing].
If the physical act of putting something in the basket were to help them understand the
importance of providing that support, I thought it was a good exercise [13].

Here, the parent gives each child a dollar bill or loose change, with the aim of creating a habit that the
child will eventually sustain with their own money.
A majority of respondents professed to employ this method with their children, though that is
perhaps because interviewers asked directly about this method. This may have conveyed to parents
that this is a desirable practice and provoked their mentioning something they would have otherwise
forgotten or neglected to mention. However, the same would also be true in many forms of survey
and experimental research, though the distribution of this method relative to other suggested methods
may be different than what is found in this open-ended interview format.
Despite the fact that many parents mentioned this approach, few seemed to rely solely on this
method for teaching their children to give. Parents who mentioned it often qualiﬁed that this was
something they used to do in the past, saying, “When they were really little we did, but after that, no,
we didn’t” or “If they don’t have it, we do give it to them.” This provides evidence that parent methods
for teaching about giving may be dynamic and changing over time in relation to child development
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stages. Parents may begin in early ages with giving their children money to donate and then move
toward more explicit verbalized forms of teaching giving as their children develop the cognitive
capacity for those discussions.
It is worth noting however that some parents we interviewed speciﬁcally mentioned not using
this method for teaching about giving. For example, one parent explained, “My husband does that.
I think it’s unconscionable [for him to hand money out during church], but last week we were at
church. We were at a different church on vacation, and he starts handing out money to them, like
‘here’s $2.’ I’m like ‘what are you doing!?’” Another parent articulated her dissatisfaction with this
handout method:
My husband would give each one of them a quarter. He goes, ‘Ok, this is for your offering.’
I’m just ‘Ehhh.’ It grated on me. It was just him giving them a quarter to put in the thing.
There was no, there was nothing that they were doing at all [13].

Thus, a handful of parents—notably mothers in this case—speciﬁcally mentioned not liking this
method for teaching about giving. This seemed to be for a variety of reasons that deserve further
exploration, especially considering the gendered nature of the critique coming from wives disliking a
behavior of their husbands.
While we only had a few instances of this critique, we explore each of the three critiques for
indications of what in particular was seen to be a problematic aspect of the approach. In one case,
it seemed to be about the visual attention on money, with the parent worried this would be seen as
ﬂaunting their money to others and having to endure embarrassment of showing their money to
other congregants, even for the purpose of giving it away. In another case, it seemed that the dismay
conveyed was rather that the dollar amounts were too small, that giving quarters was worse than
giving nothing because it almost insulted the act of giving in amounts that were expected to be greater.
In a third case it seemed that the critiquing parent desired the other parent to teach their child about
giving in a way that was more explicit, akin to the approaches below.
Although given the insights from some parents regarding teaching about giving being dynamic
over the life course, we wonder if the dismay over the other parent employing this method was more
about a developmental mismatch, an embarrassment that one parent was employing a method perhaps
more appropriate for early childhood while the other considered their children to be developmentally
ready for more advanced methods.
Regardless, it was clear that some parents considered this to be an effective method of teaching
giving, at least at developmentally appropriate stages. That a handful of parents critiqued the method,
or perhaps the use of the method in isolation, and the gendered aspect of these critiques are areas
worth investigating further in future studies. It is also notable that there was a considerable disparity
between congregations with parents using this method. All but one parent at the mainline Protestant
church mentioned using this method, while parents at the evangelical Protestant and black Protestant
church were split evenly between those who did and those who did not provide their children with
money for giving. This also indicates that a large proportion of parents across all these congregations
employ this method and warrants its further study.
3.3. Handing Giving Envelopes to Children

Another method described in parent interviews seems to attempt to blend the previous two
methods. When employing this method, parents hand an envelope that contains their own monetary
offering to their children so that they can place it in the plate or basket for the parent. As is the case
with the previous form of teaching giving, in this form of teaching the parent also models religious
giving by actively bringing the giving act to the child’s attention and gives the child an experience in
sharing bodily in the giving act.
At the same time, parents employing this method sometimes described it as distinct from that
of giving money directly to children for them to put into a collection (Section 3.2). For example,
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one parent’s explanation of this method helps to illuminate the distinction from the previous
method discussed:
Okay, do we hand them our envelope to set in the plate? Yes. Do I give them money to
put in the offering plate upstairs? No, I do not. I think that’s a, because that’s not the point
of giving, if somebody, you need, it’s ﬁrst fruits. It’s something that you’ve worked and
you’ve labored for. So if you hand it to your child to throw in there, that’s not teaching
them anything [13].

Although parents rarely mentioned using this method, it is important to distinguish it from the
one previously discussed because in the former method the children are performing the giving act
using money they are directly holding and could perceive to be their own, especially among younger
children. In distinction, this method of handing to a child an envelope containing money appeared
to still bring the child in on the giving act while also making clearer that the parent was the one who
labored for the money given, which appeared to be an important qualitative distinction for a handful
of the interviewees as it corrected what they viewed to be problematic about the method described in
Section 3.2.
3.4. Teaching to Give through Conversation

In distinction from the previous three methods, this method does not involve the giving act
by either the parents or youth, and instead teaches giving by conversational means.2 This category
encompasses a wide variety of conversations that parents reported having with their children. Parents
in this category may have explained the importance of giving, produced reasons for its practice,
or discussed their child’s own practice of ﬁnancial giving. Using this coding scheme, approximately
one-half of parent respondents employed this method.
Often this method is used to provide important information about giving that children might not
otherwise glean from signals at church services, Sunday school, or youth group. For example, one
parent stated, “[Parents] need to explain to [their children] why they are giving tithes so they have a
better understanding of it. There are a lot of adults who don’t know why you should tithe.” Another
parent agreed that while modeling may be helpful, oral training is imperative to learning how to give:
“Explain to them what it is, yes. And money, period. How to be a good steward.”
In a similar vein, parents also use oral communication to remind children of this part of their
involvement in church and to keep these ideas at the forefront, especially as coupled with the modeling
methods previously described. For example, one parent explained, “Every now and then I’ll say,
‘Do you realize there’s $4 in this envelope this week?’ Or whatever it is and I’ll say, ‘Doesn’t that make
you feel good that you’re giving back?’” By periodically maintaining an explicit discussion about
giving, parents use this method to verbalize lessons about giving that might not be conveyed any
other way.
Teaching ﬁnancial giving through conversation did not vary across denomination. However, of
note is that this method appears to be a mostly upper-class phenomenon, as this method tended to be
used by high-income households and by high givers. It is also notable that a gender difference was
detected, with a majority of fathers reporting using this method and a minority of mothers reporting it,
suggesting that fathers are more likely to teach giving orally to their children.

2

That distinction being made, it is often the case that parents employing the previous methods also employ this method.
The caveat regarding distinction is thus an analytical one and not of differences in lived practices.
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Parents who used this method sought to solicit their children’s continued giving by offering
positive reinforcement in the form of praise or recognition on any occasion of their child’s generosity.
For example, one parent explained how she taught her son to tithe:
It was really a neat moment because we went into the bank, and I showed him how to do
the deposit slip, and then he got the $50 back and I told the teller “See, he is taking his tithe
right off the top. And she thought that was so neat. And he didn’t like [say] ‘Mom would
you shut up?’ He just kind of smiled and was like ‘Yeah that’s what I’m doing.’ And so he
put it in his envelope the next day [13].

Given the simplicity of this method, it is notable that parents rarely reported using this method.
However, it is possible that that is a method employed more often but not readily recognized by
parents as one of the ways in which they teach their children to give, especially because interviewers
did not speciﬁcally ask parents about this method. Alternatively, it could have been rarely reported
because it requires youth having their own money to be able to give, which could be a later life
developmental stage than the one at which many of these youth were in currently. Nevertheless, the
fact that it was mentioned without being asked about indicates its importance as a meaningful category
for at least some and warrants its investigation in future studies.
3.6. Encouraging, Expecting, or Forcing Giving

Another method employed by parents to teach giving involves parents making it known to their
children that they would like them to contribute a portion of what money they receive to the church or
charity. This is done with varying levels of inﬂuence, starting with parents who merely encouraged
giving. For example, one parent explained, “We told him it would be nice if he would, and he did.
Now is he regular about it? No. And do I sit there every week saying ‘Now are you doing this?’
I encourage, I don’t force.” Here, the outcome of whether or not the child gave is less important than
the fact that the parent’s wishes were explicitly made known.
An example of an elevated level of explicit expectation communication is this: “We have told him
that when you get a paycheck, you need to take money out of that and set it aside to put in the church
on Sunday, whether in Sunday school. That’s part of what you should be doing.” At further levels of
encouragement, some parents ensure that their wishes are carried to fruition. One parent reported,
“He gets an allowance, started an allowance at six or seven or whatever, and a portion of it went to
immediate spending and a proportion of it went to the church.”
Thus, while some of the parents in this category sought to encourage their children to give, others
ensured their children acted upon their wishes. In terms of the proportion of parents employing this
method, about half of the parents at the evangelical Protestant and black Protestant churches mentioned
this method, while few parents at the mainline Protestant church mentioned using this method. Thus,
it appears that strongly encouraging giving may have theological correlations. Additionally notable is
this method is more prevalent among low-income parents.
3.7. Give-Save-Spend

A similar but more explicated way of teaching giving has analytical distinctions from the previous
method, while also overlapping somewhat. Parents describe this method as an organized accounting
system for teaching children giving. In this method a proportion of the child’s money is given away,
a proportion is saved, and the remaining amount is available to spend. Parents who cited this teaching
style described it with notable similarity:
They have three envelopes, when I pay them their money for the week, they have a give,
a save, and a spend and they have to give ten percent and save ten percent and then they
can spend the rest in the spending envelope [13].
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When they earn money, or when they receive money, you have certain jars where you have
the money that you want to save; you have money that you want to spend and money that
you want to give [13].

When the kids were two [years old] they each got a bank that had different sections to it.
And we started talking to them early that you give 10 percent to the Lord not because it is
a magic number, not because it is a rule, but it is a good standard to live by. That you put,
because they have no bills, 80 percent into savings, and they get to live off of 10 percent.
We started that early with dollars and a dime goes here and a dime goes here and 80 cents
goes here [13].

In terms of the prevalence of this method, there was a smaller proportion of parents utilizing this
method than all those previously described. A minority of parents at the evangelical Protestant
church mentioned using this method to teach giving to their children. Despite the small quantitative
proportion of parents identifying this method, we ﬁnd it to be substantively important because
of the regularity in their descriptions of the method. This could be because of the teachings of a
well-known ﬁnancial advisor named Dave Ramsey, whose courses and teachings are familiar in
evangelical Protestant churches. However, a similar proportion of parents at the mainline Protestant
church also described using this method. Alternatively, none of the parents at the black Protestant
church mentioned this method. Additionally of note in the proportional differences in the employment
of this method are that it was most frequent among middle class parents and least frequent among
high-income parents.
3.8. Emphasize Giving of Time

When asked about the avenues by which their children learn to give, some parents reported
that they placed a greater importance on their children’s giving of their time rather than their money.
For example, one parent stated, “Oh, volunteering time, I push that more. Because the lack of ﬁnancing,
you know.” One possible explanation of this method may be that some parents characterize time
contributions as more valuable than ﬁnancial contributions at this stage of the child’s life, as they are
not able to contribute substantial dollar amounts. Other parents indicated that a lesson on learning
to give should address the equal contribution of both time and money. One parent stated, “But also
it’s not just about the money; giving is also about time. And I like to encourage that too.” Another
parent agrees, “I think it’s important that they learn to give, and it should not only be giving of
money but giving of yourself.” In summary, in discussions regarding giving ﬁnancially, one of the
important methods that parents described was discussing money along with discussions of giving time.
Two-thirds of all instances of this method occurred at the evangelical Protestant church. In addition,
all but one instance of this method occurred in households with annual incomes above $60,000.
3.9. Emphasize Fiscal Responsibility

In a ﬁnal but a rare method, some parents described incorporating teaching about ﬁnancial giving
within a broader education on ﬁscal responsibility. This was an outlier method that was only mentioned
by four respondents, three at the evangelical Protestant church and one at the mainline Protestant
church. All four of the respondents who mentioned this method had relatively high annual household
incomes and had advanced degrees. For example, one parent described talking about tithing along
with a discussion of tax deductions: “We talked about the tax implications too. Tax deduction. That’s
ﬁne. There’s nothing wrong with getting a tax deduction for donations to the church.” Later, the same
parent discussed another important lesson:
Yeah, we talk a lot about living within your means, and we have a very rich uncle and it’s
kind of hard to be around them because sometimes it’s embarrassing. I mean he’s a lovely
person. We love him dearly, but at Christmas we get showered with all these expensive
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gifts, and we give them a picture frame or something. And so we just talk about that all the
time. Things they might want at the grocery, and we don’t just lavish them with anything
and everything they want [13].

Despite being in relatively high income households, the parents in these money-conscious families
teach their children about giving as part of a broader teaching about planning-oriented with money.
3.10. Diversiﬁed Parent Approaches

To summarize, some of the parental methods used to teach ﬁnancial giving include modeling
giving, providing money to children explicitly for giving, or handing children their offering envelope.
Other parents talk with their children about giving to religious or charitable causes during which
a variety of topics were discussed; still other parents offered positive reinforcement in the form of
praise or recognition on the occasion of their child’s generosity. Parents also mentioned encouraging,
expecting, or even forcing their children to give a portion of their income to church or charity; some
compelling their children to give by organizing a system where a set percentage of the child’s income
would be given away, a set percentage would be saved, and the remaining percentage would be
available to spend. Other parents placed greater importance on their children giving time. Lastly,
parents also mentioned incorporating a lesson on giving into a larger framework of ﬁscal responsibility.
Further examination of the data indicates that the methods outlined above could be further
categorized into methods of modeling (Sections 3.1–3.3), methods of talking (Sections 3.4 and 3.5),
or methods of directing (Sections 3.6–3.8). Parental modeling of giving at church services, provision
of money to children for giving, or the giving of offertory envelopes to children all share a common
thread in that they provide youth with a portrait of generosity that they may emulate. Talking to youth
about giving or offering positive reinforcement on the occasion of youth generosity both teach giving
through conversational means. When parents emphasize the giving of time rather than the giving
of money, stress ﬁscal responsibility, or encourage, expect, or force their children to give through the
Give-Save-Spend model, they actively direct their children toward a desired end.
3.10.1. Modeling Methods

While neither socioeconomic status nor gender were related to the prevalence of methods of
modeling, the congregations varied in the use of modeling methods. All but one parent at the mainline
Protestant church mentioned using at least one modeling method, and nearly one-half used two.
While slightly less common at the black Protestant church, the vast majority of parents cited using
at least one modeling method. Parents at the evangelical Protestant church relied on modeling the
least to teach their children giving, as evidenced by the signiﬁcant minority of parents who did not
use a modeling method at all. Overall, modeling methods were most pervasively used across all
denominations, incomes, and giving categories. Use of these methods was polarized across income,
with high incidence in both low income and high-income households and reduced occurrence in
middle-income households.
3.10.2. Talking Methods

The use of talking methods was uniformly spread across congregations with about half of all
parents teaching giving to their children via conversational means. Fathers, however, were much more
likely to mention these methods than mothers; the vast majority of fathers interviewed reported use
of a talking method, while mothers were evenly split on its use. In addition, when socioeconomic
status of the parent was taken into account, the data reveals a potential positive relationship between
socioeconomic status and the incidence of talking methods.
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Methods that relied on an active effort of parents to encourage or enforce a certain goal were more
common at the evangelical Protestant and black Protestant churches, with a signiﬁcant minority of
evangelical Protestant parents claiming to use more than one of these methods. These methods were
uncommon at the mainline Protestant church, where the vast majority of parents did not mention that
they used any of the four directing methods described above. Use of these methods was inversely
related to percent of income given, with a majority of low-income households reporting use of at least
one of these methods. These methods were also more popular among mothers; about half of mothers
claimed to use at least one of these methods, while a minority of fathers did.
Thus, while fathers are more likely to approach the topic of giving with their children
conversationally, mothers tend to make their speciﬁc wishes directly known to their children and more
actively push them toward that goal. In addition, the mainline Protestant parishioners appear to have
taken a more passive or indirect route to teaching their children to give, relying on modeling methods,
especially providing youth with money to give, while imposing few demands or requirements on
youth. The evangelical Protestant and black Protestant churches rely on these methods less, opting
instead to focus on the more active methods that require parental involvement in the personal lives and
ﬁnances of their children. Mainline Protestant parents also tended to implement less parental teaching
methods overall, seemingly relying more on the church or other sources to teach their children.
3.10.4. A “Diversiﬁed Portfolio”

Another key ﬁnding is that parents who reported regularly teaching their children about
giving employed multiple of the above methods. The most common methods employed were
(a) Give-Save-Spend; (b) modeling giving for their children; (c) providing their children money
for giving; and (d) talking to their children about giving. Notable is that of those parents who regularly
taught giving to their children, a large majority employed three or more of the teaching methods.
While all of these regular giving teaching parents employed at least one “directing” method, they
also typically coupled it with modeling or talking methods, or all three forms. In fact it was only
among those parents who did not mention regularly teaching about giving that we found reliance
on a singular method. Thus, it seems that among these religious interviewees, the norm is to have a
“diversiﬁed portfolio” of giving teaching methods.
Parents with diversiﬁed portfolios of teaching methods were commonly among the most frequent
church attendees, attending church services weekly or more. Similarly, parents who employed few
methods were marked by infrequent church attendance. One may expect that higher income parents
would teach giving to their children with greater intensity, but analysis of the data indicates a
counter-intuitive relationship with income. The highest concentration of parents who employed
only one teaching method was found in the high-income category, and prevalence of “one method
users” increased with rising income levels. Thus, middle-income and frequent religious attenders were
those who relied most upon a diversiﬁed portfolio for giving, and these were also the same parents
who reported that they regularly taught their children to give.
4. Findings from Youth Interviews

After having presented the analysis of parental giving methods, the next logical question is how
these giving methods transmit to their children. To begin to assess this question, we ﬁrst categorized
major themes from the youth interviews in response to our asking their thoughts and feelings about
religious giving. As is shown in the results below, the most evident theme in youth interviews was
their general inarticulateness, seeming disinterest, and confusion on the topic of giving. It is notable
that youth were articulate about other matters in the interviews, and thus the difference in their giving
responses implied it was that topic in particular upon which they had not had many discussions or
thoughts prior to our interview.
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One of the common trends that emerged in discussions with youth about religious ﬁnancial giving
is a tendency to respond with one-word answers, possibly to avoid or skip over the portion of the
interview dedicated to religious ﬁnancial giving. The following interview is an example:
I: How do you feel about giving money away? Or donating money to church or to charity?
Do you think that people should do it or it doesn’t matter?
R: It doesn’t matter.
I: Ok. Have you ever given money away?
R: Yeah.
I: You do? Ok. Who did you give money away to?
R: Umm, to the church.
I: Ok. Like in the [offering] plate?
R: Yeah.
I: Ok, and what about your parents? Do they give money too?
R: Yep [13].

As this interview exempliﬁes, many of the youth we talked with about giving answered our questions
with a series of monosyllabic responses. The interviewee does not appear to have substantive opinions
or formalized ideas on the topic of giving. Another example of this follows:
I: Do you think giving money to charity is something we should do?
R: Yeah.
I: How about giving money to the church?
R: That’s good too.
I: Do you currently give any money away to the church or charity?
R: Yep.
I: To charity or to church?
R: Church.
I: Do you know if it’s something your parents do?
R: Yep.
I: They do?
R: Yeah, they give money on Sunday [13].

Approximately one third of all youth interviewed had responses that we coded under this limited
response, one-word answer theme. The limited responses were numerous, and thus we also coded into
a second category of responses that—while still limited—evidenced some rudimentary understanding
of giving that expanded upon the one-word responses of this theme.
4.2. Limited Responses: Rudimentary Understandings

The second category of limited responses contains those that went beyond one-word responses in
rudimentary understandings of giving. Following is an example of this type of response:
I: Now how do you feel about giving money away or donating money to your church or
any other charity? How do you feel about that?
R: I feel good about it.
I: You feel good? You think people should do that, or no?
R: Yeah, I think people should do that.
I: Why?
R: Like, it’ll help other people; it’ll help the church.
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About one third of all youth interviewed were coded into this rudimentary explanation category due
to their explanations being similar to the quotes above. That is, the responses in this category shared in
common that they went beyond the one-word responses of the ﬁrst category but still did not evidence
many thoughts, feelings, or interests in giving other than simple statements, such as: “if people need
help, they should help” or “if it’s for a good cause I think it’s a good thing.” The responses in this
category also differed from a third type of limited response: confused answers.
4.3. Limited Responses: Confused Answers

In a third version of limited responses, youth talked at greater length than the one-word or
rudimentary understanding responses. However, the meaning of in their more extended responses
was unclear. We code this is a limited response because the meaning it conveys is limited, and our
interpretation was that this limited meaning reﬂected limited respondent understanding. As an
example of the type of responses in this category, here is one youth interview exchange:
I: How do you feel about giving money away or giving money to church or charity? What
do you feel about that?
R: I feel like I’m doing something right and I need to do it because maybe I’m not in that
person’s situation. And I seen so much that I’ve gone down in the world and people need
it. Well, you know, I’ll give them what I think I should give. I haven’t just stuck up.
I: How do you feel about giving money away or donating money to church or charity?
R: I’ll think of, I’m giving money to a charity of people that they don’t have any food or
anything. So I would just give money to people that have charity that are charity and
stuff [13].

This is an example of a limited response that is more elaborated in terms of word count, but which
conveys a somewhat jumbled and limited sense of what giving is, why one does it, and what—if
any—interest the respondent has in giving. These confused efforts to convey speciﬁc thoughts on
ﬁnancial giving suggest that this may be the ﬁrst time these youth have thought about these topics,
or at least that may be the ﬁrst attempt to discuss giving and verbalize giving without parent input.
4.4. Feeling Responses

Another version of a somewhat limited response type is one that is differentiated in terms of an
emphasis of feelings about giving, or views as it being something that feels good to do. For example,
in response to our questions about giving, youth typically said something along the lines of: “I feel
good about it;” “I think it’s good;” “I don’t have a problem with it.” Here is an additional example of
the type of responses in this category within their interview context:
I: How do you feel about giving money away or donating money to church or charity?
R: I feel good.
I: You feel good about it. Do you think it’s something people should do?
R: Yes, because it’s for a good cause its not like it is for a bad cause or anything.
I: How do you feel about giving money away or donating money to charity or the church?
R: I feel good because it goes to a special need.
I: Do you think it’s something people should do or not?
R: Should [do].
I: They should do it?
R: Uh-huh [yes] [13].
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Nearly a third of responses were coded as having this feeling response regarding giving as a “feel-good”
activity in which to engage. Beyond these more basic categories of responses, the only response
category that evidenced a greater level of interest, cognitive engagement, or articulateness about giving
were the hypothetical responses described next.
4.5. Hypothetical Responses

While the trend overall in the youth interviews was one of general inarticulateness or fairly basic
understanding of giving, there was a ﬁnal group of responses that were comparatively articulate. In
this category of respondents, youth communicate their opinions and practices concerning ﬁnancial
giving clearly and with substance beyond a rudimentary understanding or basic view: That giving is
a good thing to do. However, these responses still do not evidence whether youth actually engage
in giving with any regularity, as they discussed giving in hypothetical terms. In examples of this
response type, youth discussed giving in a way that sounded like they were interested and had regular
involvement in giving. Yet when they provided examples, it sounded as if their giving had only
happened one time or episodically. Thus, on one level they could engage in hypothetically discussing
giving, but on another level it was an activity in which they had only engage once or twice.
For example, one interviewee said, “Once I was at the store and I donated money to other groups
that, like praise dancing groups, and churches.” Another respondent reported giving, but when asked
where he contributes money, the respondent reported that his giving consisted of buying pizza from a
concession stand that donated a portion of its proﬁts to the church:
I: Do you currently give any money away?
R: Yeah, I give some.
I: Okay, what do you give it to?
R: Like (church name), they have the bank that helps (church name) out when you
buy something.
I: Oh yeah, is it a percentage or something?
R: No, it’s like the concession stand, but.
I: Oh, the pizza.
R: Yeah, and all that. That helps go towards it, and you get something in return so [13].

In many other cases within this category, responses indicated that youth were imagining what they
should or could do in giving, as opposed to what they actually do. This occurred when youth described
their giving habits in terms of hypothetical giving situations, or used if-statements to describe situations
that seemed rare but could potentially happen or had at some point in the past. Youth in this category
reported, “If I’m at the store and a person asks me for a dollar, I’m like ‘here you can have a dollar’”
or “If I go to the movies, there’s a thing to donate to a charity for cancer, and it’s like two dollars.
I’ll donate to that.” Respondents also called their responses examples:
Like say if, for example, somebody’s out on the street, and they’re standing there with a
sign that they want money. I wouldn’t give them money; I probably would go and buy
them something instead, so I know that the money is going to something good instead of
to drugs or something instead [13].

This example does not sound to us as though it happened, but rather is an example of what would be
an acceptable response to not wanting to give money to a homeless person in case it is not used for the
giver-intended purposes. However, there is no indication that the youth describing this has engaged
in buying something instead or had a dialog with this possible giving recipient.
Though there were not as many responses in this category as the above categories, the instances
of this kind of response were nevertheless substantively notable. Of interest in these responses is that
many youth appeared to want to respond to our questions as if they were givers, despite apparently
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not participating in giving with any regularity. Perhaps members of this group may have desired to
present examples of rare or hypothetical giving scenarios in an effort to appear generous. In other
words, the only cases in which interviewed youth displayed more thoughtful, cognitively engaged,
interested responses on giving is when they appeared to be rationalizing their limited participation in
it by performing hypothetically to a socially desired expectation.
4.6. Articulateness and Thoughtfulness on Other Matters

Thus far, we have reported an overall trend for youth to be relatively inarticulate about giving,
not obviously evidencing thoughtfulness or interest in giving. This raises questions as to whether the
youth in this study were simply too young to be articulate or thoughtful at all, with giving talk being
one example of a broader trend. However, we found youth to be capable of speaking at length or in
greater detail across a number of complex topics. For example, when asked about his favorite part of
church services, one youth provided the following thoughtful answer:
I think the time with children, because I think it’s more personal for the kids. Like if you’re
three or four [years old], a sermon is not going to mean a lot to you. You’re just going to be
like, “Uh, why are we still here?” And you’ll obviously be bored because you don’t have a
really long attention span, but then it makes it more personal for the pastor or the youth
leader or whoever’s teaching it to get to know the kids. I think the kids like it because
they’re like, “Wow, I’m appreciated, and I get this entire thing for me” [13].

In asking a different youth interviewee about religious beliefs, we also found thoughtful responses:
I: Can you tell me more about your religious beliefs? What are some of the things that you
believe religiously?
R: I basically believe in the doctrine that (church name) has, which is: we believe in the
three and one, that God the father, God the son, God the Holy Spirit. Everything, all the
Ten Commandments, obviously. I believe that there is eternal life for those that come to
know Christ, and that it’s not by—we can’t get to heaven by ourselves. It’s through God
that we can. It’s grace that gets us there and what we can do.
I: What is God like to you?
R: God is someone that loves me and cares about me. Someone that is, people can be wrong,
but God cannot be wrong.
I: Do you feel close to God? How close do you feel to God?
R: I feel fairly close. I mean it’s sometimes difﬁcult because we get so caught up in
every other thing—everyday life. Sometimes there’s problems, but through all of it I feel
pretty close.
I: And who or what is Jesus?
R: Jesus is our Lord and Savior [13].

Additionally, there were a handful of youth interviewees who were fairly articulate about giving:
I: How do you feel about giving money away or donating money to a church or charity?
Do you think that’s something people should do or not?
R: I think it’s one of those things where it depends on who it is. Like, some people are, you
know, willing with their money. I think that people who aren’t, it’s all within their own
personal journey. Like, how that applies.
I: Do you personally donate money to church or charity, or do you know if your parents do?
R: Whenever I have money, or a job or whatever, I do tithe. You know, like 10 percent
of your wages kind of thing. And I know my parents are very strong believers in that
concept [13].
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Thus, combined these responses evidence that interviewed youth were able to be articulate about a
range of matters, including abstract beliefs and church activities. However, when it came to talking
about giving for the majority of these youth, these articulate cases were the rare exception.
5. Findings from Linking Parent and Youth Responses

In this section we consider the parent and youth responses together. We began with ﬁnding a total
of nine methods that parents employ for teaching about giving, ranging from minimal engagement to
high levels of direct engagement in teaching giving. However, in the youth interviews, we ﬁnd ﬁve
typical categories of responses. Four of these were fairly limited or confused responses, and one was
that giving was generally a “feel-good” activity. That left one set of youth responses that relayed more
thoughtfulness and articulation about giving, but through what sounded like hypothetical approaches
they could take to giving rather than acts in which they actually regularly engage.
This identiﬁes a disconnect between the two interview sets: the parent interviews leave the
impression that these religious parents are highly involved in teaching their children about giving,
but the youth interviews give the impression that they have learned little about giving, or at least are
not that accustomed to talking about it. To more fully investigate this phenomenon, we here link the
parent interviews with the interviews from their own children. Unlike in other studies that investigate
parents or youth independently, this study enabled a direct connection between interviews. We thus
here summarize the ﬁndings gleaned from parent-youth pairing, a matching of the method employed
by the parent and the thoughts and feelings expressed by their child.
We began these analyses with the expectation that articulate youth responses would be more
common among the children of parents who reported regular teaching about giving and using a diverse
portfolio of methods for transmitting giving to their offspring. However, we ﬁnd counter-intuitively
that the limited, rather inarticulate youth responses were the norm across all method types, including
parents who employed a diverse portfolio of methods regularly. For example, one parent interview
served on the ﬁnance committee at the mainline Protestant church and reported using four of the
above methods to teach giving. The following is an excerpt from this interview regarding teaching
children to give:
I: How important is it that he [your child] learns about giving to the church?
R: Very important. I’ve been trying to do that for several years now to get him to
understand it.
I: So you started when he was pretty young?
R: He gets an allowance, started an allowance at six or seven, or whatever, and a portion of
it went to immediate spending and a proportion of it went to the church.
I: So do you feel that giving to the church is important to his faith life?
R: Yes [13].

Despite this parent describing teaching his child to give since an early age, his son displayed the same
limited and inarticulate responses about giving as children of parents with less giving focus:
I: How do you feel about donating or giving money away to church or charity?
R: If it’s going to what you give it for, sure.
I: Sure, ﬁne?
R: Yeah.
I: Do you think it’s something people should do?
R: Only for the right causes.
I: Do you currently give any money away?
R: Not now [13].
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Thus, despite this parent employing a Give-Save-Spend method for giving and reporting regularly
teaching about giving since a young age, the child of this parent was coded among the limited
responses that elaborated beyond one-word answers but still evidenced limited understanding of or
ability to articulate a commitment to or interest in giving. Taken at face value, this could be interpreted
as indicating that nearly all interviewed parents were unsuccessful in transmitting giving to their
children, despite the method employed or the regularity of giving teaching. However, others of our
ﬁndings indicate that this is not necessarily the case. Next we summarize insights gained from our
congregation member interviews, including those with parents, as givers reﬂected retrospectively
upon how they had learned to give.
6. Findings from Parent Reﬂections on Learning to Give

In one third of both the parent and congregational involvement interviews, when asked to speak
about how they learned to give money, interviewees indicated that their own habits of sustained
giving did not emerge until later in life, after they had transitioned from adolescence into adulthood.
Addressing how she learned to give, one woman reported “My parents [gave to the church]. I never
did. When I was a teenager, you know, my money was mine and I was pretty self absorbed.” Adults
often referenced how they learned to give as a gradual process, something that grew along with their
life course development. One adult interviewee reported:
It was gradually over a time. My perspective on it changed, but it changed as a result of
preaching. We have to be taught that as we learn about God, adults begin to talk, but God
is the one that does the teaching. When we learn that God is able to provide for us in the
midst of everything, then we’re more apt to trust him. And it’s a matter of trust. That’s
what giving is: it’s a matter of trust [13].

This account indicates that it would be possible for this same interviewee to have sounded inarticulate
and disinterested had we interviewed him when he was a youth. Yet that did not indicate that giving
methods were unsuccessfully transmitting giving practices to him. Instead, he recounts that his giving
practices were realizing through a gradual process that actualized across the life course.
It is also notable that many adult congregants speciﬁcally mentioned having been taught to give
by their parents. One example of the kind of exchange that demonstrated this follows:
I: How did you learn about giving to the church?
R: I just grew up with that. I mean that was just part of growing up.
I: So was there an age where you just realized the importance of it?
R: I’m sure when I was young I had all those things where you learned about giving to the
church and how important that was. I would probably say when you become an adult or
when you start working and you start giving your actual money to the church it changes
the meaning and makes it more important to you, more special. That’s because it is your
money, not your parents’ [13].

From interview accounts such as these, we learned that giving seemed to develop gradually across
the life course, upon a bedrock of parental teaching in childhood. Moreover, many regular attenders
describe a gradual internalizing of their church calls to give. For example, the following exchange
represents a similar explanation relayed to us by many regular attenders:
I: How did you learn about giving to the church?
R: Through biblical teaching. When I went to church as a kid I knew that the collection
basket came around and I would put my little [offering] in there, but I didn’t really
understand the concept of tithing.
I: At what age did you realize the importance of giving?
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R: It wasn’t a one age. It was gradual. As a young adult going to church I would give...but
I really didn’t understand the concept. And it gradually revealed itself to the point where
it is effortless. And if I could give more I would because I understand the importance of it.
But that was a process. I am 40 years old [13].

Across the range of questions we asked about giving, congregant accounts of learning to give revealed
a complex interaction of factors. For many, it seemed the “recipe” was ﬁrst being taught to give
by parents and later having parental giving messages reinforced in other contexts. It seemed to us
that hearing calls to give in religious congregations as adults seemed to activate dormant parental
socialization on the importance of giving. First came the teaching, then a gradual internalization,
and then a trigger or exposure to calls to give as an adult activated underlying mechanisms.
Based on these adult giving reﬂections, generous behavior can be understood from a life course
perspective. Such a view contextualizes the youth responses as merely a snapshot of young American
Christians at an early stage in their journey of religious giving. According to these giver recollections,
parental teaching about giving appears to not necessarily result in immediate returns but rather lays
a foundation of giving-related ideas and practices that individuals activate and draw upon later in
life. As these young believers increase in age, income, faith, and understanding, it is reasonable to
expect that they will grow into the giving mentalities that their parents have developed for themselves,
or at least that they will learn to give more generously than those peers who were never taught by
their parents. Thus, this analysis indicates that giving as an adult is frequently related to both having
learned about giving from parents as a child, and having a gradual process of internalizing calls to
give that is activated into giving activities as an adult, often by exposure to regular calls to give.
7. Discussion and Implications

Given that prior research found parents to be a key factor in prosocial and giving behaviors, this
study examined intergenerational transmission of ﬁnancial giving. We investigated parental methods
for teaching their children to give, youth thoughts and feelings about giving, and then linked parental
methods to youth responses. We also investigated adult reﬂections on how they learned to give.
Examining the methods that parents use in teaching their children about giving revealed many had
a “diversiﬁed portfolio.” Linking the parent methods responses to youth responses, and informing
these by congregant reﬂections on learning to give, revealed that learning to give may be a dynamic
process that unfolds gradually across the life course. These interviews also indicated the importance
of extra-familial transmission of giving, such as through hearing religious calls to give in religious
participation during adulthood.
7.1. A Diversiﬁed Portfolio of Parental Methods

One of the primary contributions of this in-depth analysis of parental giving methods is revealing
that many parents who reported that they are regular teachers of giving with their children employed
three or more of the nine methods described in this study. This diverse portfolio approach to giving
methods was highest among the most regular religious attenders, which indicates that there may be a
relationship between participating regularly in religious practices and regularly teaching about giving
practices through a range of approaches. Since this is an emergent theme that was discovered in the
process of conducting this study and its analyses, it is one that is in need of further investigation.
To our knowledge, no other study has revealed this and perhaps could not through typical approaches.
For instance, future studies could investigate the prevalence of multiple methods in broader
samples through large sample survey research that provides respondents with a “check all that
apply” option for their giving methods, rather than providing mutually exclusive response options.
The number of methods employed could be a constructed measure from this question that would
be available to investigate via inferential statistics controlling for correlated factors. Additionally,
longitudinal studies could track the giving behaviors of children socialized in a diverse portfolio of
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methods to investigate whether their later life giving frequency or amounts were greater than those
socialized with single-method approaches.
7.2. Learning to Give as a Life Course Process

Unless something has dramatically changed across generations among parents regularly involving
their children in religious and giving activities, comparing the results of the youth-parent linked
interviews to the results of the later life congregant interviews reveals something important about
learning to give. Most the youth were fairly inarticulate in their accounts of giving and gave the
appearance of being uninterested. However, their more senior counterparts were articulate and
thoughtful about their giving. Moreover, later life congregants described learning to give as an
unfolding process. Many referenced having been taught to give by their parents during their childhood
as an important factor explaining why they currently give. However, many also qualiﬁed that these
parental lessons did not trigger immediately but rather activated later in life as an adult. This implies
that parental giving teaching in childhood is an important factor even if it is not immediately evidenced
in youth articulations about or conveyed interest in giving.
In other words, an approach not taking this in-depth account could mistakenly assume that
transmission of giving activities from parent to child is only evidenced if youth give within a short
duration relative to their having been taught to give, or are able to articulate thoughtful reasons why
they do or will give that reﬂect the learning they acquired. For example, an experimental study could
invite parents to teach their children about giving and then study for one year whether there were
increases in youth giving explanations. However, the implications of this study are that the results of
that approach would not yield an accurate representation of a foundation that may have been laid
for later adulthood. The in-depth approach of this study gives credit to the dynamic processes of
giving across the life course and reveals that early teaching of giving may be an important condition
for giving, even if it is not manifested and detectable until later in life course.
7.3. Extra-Familial Calls to Give

We would be remiss if we did not mention that parents are not the only socializing agent of
religious giving. A number of extra-parental mechanisms were mentioned as to how children learn to
give to church or charity, notably religious calls to give heard in congregations. These extra-parental
methods may help to explain why the parents of some congregations favor some methods over others.
For example, a majority of mainline Protestant parents mentioned that their child gets messages about
giving at church, youth group, or Sunday school, while a minority of evangelical Protestant parents
said this. However, a number of evangelical Protestant parents mentioned that people other than
themselves model giving for their children. This suggests that parents at the mainline Protestant
congregation may have more organizational support for giving socialization, while parents at the
evangelical Protestant congregation may have more interpersonal support for giving socialization.
7.4. Limitations and Future Research

While this study reveals interesting ﬁndings not typically acquired through other methods,
it also has its limitations. First, all interviewees were selected through congregation lists and are
therefore regular-enough attenders to be on these lists, potentially resulting in a number of unmeasured
self-selection effects. However, these same self-selection effects are present in all congregational-based
studies and therefore offer comparable ﬁndings to those extant approaches. Second, the sample is
drawn from one location and could be replicated in a larger and nationally representative study. Third,
while these data contribute insights on life course developmental processes of giving, they are not
longitudinal. There is thus no direct evidence of the gradual emergence of giving that respondents
describe. Nevertheless, we here credit the respondents as being relatively accurate reporters of their
life experiences and think it is a primary contribution of this study to detect such life course dynamics
that may be missed in conventional approaches.
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While this paper identiﬁes and assesses the prevalence of a typology of parental methods used to
teach giving, future research should measure the effects of the various teaching methods over time.
Longitudinal research could effectively evaluate the implications raised through this cross-sectional
research on what characterizes successful parental teaching by tracking the methods employed across
generations and the success of these methods to elicit ﬁnancial contributions. Thus, it will be important
for future studies to examine early-life teachings and later-life triggers in further depth. Nonetheless,
this analysis allowed the connection of parent and children reported thoughts and feelings about the
topic of ﬁnancial giving and shows that parental methods for teaching giving should be studied more
thoroughly, especially by indicating that the particular method for teaching religious ﬁnancial giving
may not be nearly as important as teaching through a variety of methods. It also points to the idea that
parental teaching of giving may be nearly a necessary, though potentially not sufﬁcient, condition for
children growing up to become givers.
Additionally, future research could investigate whether the methods of teaching described here
can be investigated in broader categories of modeling, talking, and directing. For example, survey
research could ask about each of these three methods in separate questions, with each of the subsection
methods offered as multiple-selection response options. Intergenerational transmission of giving
could also be studied among non-religious attendees in a similar approach to this study. Likewise,
intergenerational transmission dynamics could be studied in terms of how they vary by gender or by
family conﬁgurations. Finally, another potential approach would be to pair the explanations for giving
identiﬁed in interviews with parents and youth on to social psychological motivations, such as altruism,
duty and responsibility, guilt, social recognition, social shame, negative state-relief, reciprocity, and
adverse arousal reduction.
8. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study investigated intergenerational transmission of religious giving.
Interviews with religiously involved parents revealed their use of nine methods for teaching children
about giving, with most employing a “diversiﬁed portfolio” which mixes three or more methods for
teaching about giving. However, youth interviews indicated a general inarticulateness, confusion, and
disinterest in giving, even among those whose parents taught regularly about giving. Yet retrospective
congregant interviews from later in the life course report that learning to give was a gradual process that
unfolded over time. In many cases, it seemed that giving later in life was shaped by parental teachings
about giving in younger years, which were activated or supported in adulthood religious participation.
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1. Introduction

This volume includes eight studies of faith and giving for youth and emerging adults. Combined,
we ﬁnd organizational, cultural, institutional, educational, informal, familial, and developmental
inﬂuences on the shape and contours of youth and emerging adult faith and giving. These studies
provide some challenges to popular interpretations of Millennials, and to the ways researchers typically
study religiosity and charitable giving. Accounting for the greater demographic and cultural diversity
of Millennials may require changes to interpretations of young people by religious and spiritual
leaders, parents, and scholars.
2. Youth and Emerging Adult Religiosity, Organizationally

In the ﬁrst chapter of this volume, Williams, Irby, and Warner identify a paradox: “while (religious)
attendance tends to decrease in adolescence and college, youth themselves often report that religious
beliefs remain important and sometimes even increase during this period” (Williams et al. 2016, p. 1).
To better understand youth faith and religiosity, this study investigated the characteristics of
organizational participation for a group of college-age young people in Chicago, Illinois. Beneath the
veneer of a millennial style that is ubiquitous, homogenous, and entirely individualized in its approach
to faith and religiosity, these scholars instead ﬁnd distinct styles. They focus on two subcultures:
black young adults and white young adults, both within the religious context of their respective
congregations. The organizational practices within the mostly white congregation in the study was
to focus on the generational gap, to highlight the distinction between youth and their elders. Youth
participated in youth-speciﬁc events and activities that functioned as an nearly distinct organization
within the congregation. For the older congregants, there was fear about losing young people, and the
idea was to provide youth with youth-speciﬁc activities as the way to minister to them, entrenching the
view of youth as a different generation with separate needs. In contrast, the mostly black congregation
had an integrationist approach to youth participation. Even amidst the youth-focused gatherings,
the older congregants were present and engaged. Youth aided in the planning of the events but did
not entirely run them on their own. Instead, the focus was on youth showing to the older congregants
their mastery of religious content, as a way of displaying their growing maturity as full and equal
congregants in the church.
Turning to the “organizational biographies” of participating youth, another distinction is revealed.
Many of the white youth talked about religion as providing them with a needed service, gaining them
useful skills and experiences. That orientation is most akin to the overall understanding of youth
religiosity, that it is highly individualistic. Moreover, many of the white youth voiced skepticism of
religion and sought to separate their authentic spirituality from the church as an institution, which
could be viewed as irrelevant, suspect, or a hindrance to personal faith. While black youth also stressed
Religions 2017, 8, 128
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that they had a choice in their religious participation, they instead more often referred to the church as
a family, implying that being involved was not completely voluntary since youth have obligations to
their relations. Viewing the church more as a community than an organization, the black youth did
not highlight what they received by participating nor did they describe themselves as separated from
the religious institution, which they viewed with less suspicion and as more integral to their identity
than did the white youth.
Though the sample for this study is small and geographically situated within a particular
Midwestern and urban context, the ﬁndings reveal patterns that could be analytically generalizable.
Perhaps some of the trends attributed to Millennials as a whole are actually more characteristic of
the white majority that comprises statistical patterns that are not disaggregated by race and other
subcultural statuses. For a notable group of young people in this study, at least, religion does not seem
to be becoming individualized. As identiﬁed in the introduction, this study indicates a non-linear
pattern to religiosity that requires in-depth investigating to understand. Religiosity is not unilaterally
declining in its signiﬁcance for all these young people. Many white youth remain engaged as a form of
organizational participation, and many black youth are growing further engaged as an expression of
personal and community identity.
One implication of this study is that separating youth away from the primary congregation,
or in other ways highlighting separation across generations, may be counter-productive. This study
did not investigate whether implementing the style of one congregation within a different religious
context would cause changes. However, the ﬁndings raise questions as to whether the segregated
approach of the white congregations was undermining the ongoing relevance of the church among
its youth. It would be wise for religious and spiritual leaders to give pause in considering whether a
more integrated approach better facilitates the intergenerational connections that it seems many young
people value (in this study at least). Thus, one implication of this study is that an answer to “how can
we engage young people?” is not to engage them as young people, with distinct needs and interests,
but rather to treat them as integral and equal members of the religious community.
Likewise, parents who take approaches similar to the white congregations may also want to
reconsider whether stressing generational differences is effective. While it can be natural to discuss
the ways technological changes in recent decades have changed social interactions, youth value
intergenerational connection across these changes (Boyd 2014). For example, in my own research,
I ﬁnd that intergenerational understanding is facilitated by focusing on how technology affects all
generations similarly, such as through pressures to be “always on” and navigating setting healthy
boundaries around the ability to be connected continually online. Thus, one implication of this study
is that an answer to “how can we help young people emerge into religiously and spiritually mature
leaders?” is to relate with them as people sharing the same culture, the same technology changes,
but with distinct skills and experiences given their generational histories in relation to cultural and
technological changes. Engaging in bidirectional learning about the strategies youth and their elders
employ to navigate these changes could provide a helpful approach to integration that shifts away
from highlighting generational distinctions toward ﬁnding common ground.
3. Youth Religiosity, Counter-Culturally

In contrast to the American culture of religiosity as mainstream and in slow decline across
generations, the religiosity in China has been increasing. Wang, in Chapter 2 of this volume, reports
that the number of religious afﬁliates in China increased sixfold in a mere two decades, with a sizable
increase among young people (Wang 2016). This study sought answers to “What propels young
people to begin religious attendance or afﬁliation?” To investigate that question, the study focused on
a university town, which has a number of Christian campus groups increasing exposure to religiosity
for young Chinese students. Despite these efforts, the vast majority of students studied still report
having “no faith.” Many of the college students surveyed reported gaining exposure to Christianity,
but this did not readily convert to knowledge of or interest in learning about religion.
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In that mostly atheist cultural context, one of the greatest correlates of knowing about Christianity
was having friends who were Christian, and one of the main ways these college students had friends
who were Christian was by participating in campus fellowships. Particularly appealing were fellowship
activities that provided opportunities to experience Christian culture, and be around people who
are Christian, without requirements to participate in religious rituals. One of the implications of this
ﬁnding for religious and spiritual leaders is that missionary work in this Chinese college town appears
to be most effective when provided in a relaxing and inviting space that allows fellow students to
congregate with each other and discuss Christianity without the high-stakes for participation being
immediate involvement in religious rituals. More generally, another implication of this study is a
caution against over-generalizing dramatic religious increases. Increases in religiosity are not uniform
across China, nor across different age cohorts. In this case of college students in an urban area, religious
exposure has increased at a signiﬁcantly higher rate than religious afﬁliation or participation. However,
it is possible that religiosity may be in its early phases, beginning ﬁrst with exposure and perhaps later
leading to further engagement.
4. Emerging Adult Religiosity, Subculturally

In Chapter 3, Jeung, Esaki, and Liu study the religiosity of Chinese and Japanese American
young adults (Jeung et al. 2015). Rather than explaining change in religious afﬁliation, this study
sought to understand persistence in disafﬁliation. Challenging the belief and belonging paradigm,
the researchers of this study question whether the terms religion and belief aptly describe the kinds of
spiritual activities in which Chinese and Japanese have traditionally engaged, which focus instead
on rituals and relations. The Asian Americans in this study were found not to report high levels of
belief in God and other religious concepts, but they did report belief in supernatural forces, such as
spiritual energy within physical objects and persistence of ancestral spirits. Likewise, while few of the
Chinese and Japanese Americans reported praying regularly, many reported having shrines at home
and celebrating religious holidays such as Christmas and Lunar New Year.
Thus, one implication of this study is that the rise of religious nones in the U.S. could be, at least
in part, due to a misinterpretation. Some American subcultures have a long-standing tradition of
disafﬁliation, and the representation of these groups among millennial Americans could lead some to
conclude religious decline, where in fact merely religious difference exists. For those whose ancestry is
from China, religion was regulated, leaving atheism as the dominant belief system. More generally,
the word religion in Asia can be associated with colonization by westerners, especially in Japan where
it was through military enforcement that Christians were allowed to be missionaries. When peering
beneath the surface of the superimposed categories that religious afﬁliation implies, spiritual rituals
are evident, and these rituals are akin to the religious practices of Asian religions. Many seemingly
religious “nones” then, at least in this case among young Japanese and Chinese Americans, are in fact
quite spiritual in ways that could also be understood to be religious.
Considering that Millennials represent the most diverse generation alive to date, with the highest
rate of foreign-born population alive in the U.S., this study indicates that part of detecting a decline in
religiosity among this younger cohort may rather be an indication of the way religiosity is expressed.
As identiﬁed in the introduction, it seems that for the subcultural groups of this study that religiosity
is expressed in less formal ways, with an emphasis on spiritual rituals rather than afﬁliation with a
particular religious denomination. Yet the contours of this ﬁnding would likely still be missed by a
dichotomous understanding of “spiritual but not religious,” as in fact many of these rituals are akin to
practices for traditional non-western religions. One implication then is that studying the religiosity and
spirituality of Millennials may require more nuanced understandings of what “counts” as religious
ritual, spiritual practice, belief and belonging. Perhaps a move from religion to faith may better tap the
real beliefs and practices of the disafﬁliated—who seem to be religious “nones,” but who may not be
entirely disafﬁliated when properly understood.
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For religious and spiritual leaders, one implication is the need to attend to the hybridized
rituals and belief systems in which youth engage. Beginning from a Western and Christo-centric
understanding of what counts as religion may miss the more nuanced ways that young people engage
in religiosity and spirituality. Rather than assuming that disafﬁliated means “unchurched,” it is best
with this diverse generation to ask and understand ﬁrst. The questions need to cover more of a range
than service attendance and prayer and can begin from inquiry into what holds meaning, what rituals
are practiced because they are valued as transcending routine and everyday experiences. Then one
can ask why these rituals hold meaning, from where those beliefs come from, and ultimately can gain
a sense of a richer faith life than many typical religious categories convey.
5. Youth and Emerging Adult Religiosity, Institutionally

The fourth chapter of this volume presents results of a study that McCallion, Ligas, and Seroka
conducted on youth ministry within the Archdiocese of Detroit. After documenting the history
of decline in investment within the Catholic Church for youth ministry, these scholars state
that: “one major issue confronting religious institutions is who will ﬁll future leadership roles”
(McCallion et al. 2016, p. 3). This can become a confounding effect, as many current church leaders
report that they became interested in ministry because a religious leader affected and invited them.
Moreover, youth and emerging adulthood are key developmental time periods in which to establish
vocational commitment, yet youth and college ministry are under-supported. This raises numerous
concerns for the continuation of religious institutions among younger generations.
In response, the Archdiocese of Detroit prioritized youth and young adult ministry as a top
objective. However, the institutional analysis of this study reveals problems with the actualization
of this goal. For one, the number of youth ministers has not grown substantially, and many remain
employed only as part-time employees. Two, the salaries paid to youth ministers are the lowest of
all the ministry employees. Three, interviews with youth ministers indicate that they do not feel
supported institutionally in their mission to form youth and young adults. This lack of support
extends beyond meager salaries to other infrastructural issues, such as not having access to up-to-date
technology to engage youth. Youth ministers also reported feeling marginalized.
When interviewed, pastors spoke about the major obstacles preventing further engagement with
youth and young adults. The number one response given was money, and not enough of it. Pastors
also described how the sexual abuse scandals of the Church have diminished their connections with
youth, and entered distrust into their relationships, especially from parents. Another primary issue,
which mirrors what was found in the white congregations of the ﬁrst study, is that pastors sometimes
cited feeling disconnected from youth, viewing them as having different and relativistic views of life
and morality. Some were also disheartened by the declines in participation among teens, reporting
that youth prefer to be engaged in other, non-church activities.
More generally, this study provides an example of the decoupling between policy and practice,
showing how declaring an objective to be a priority does not mean that institutional infrastructure
necessarily changes to support the implementation of this goal. Instead, the support for youth and
young adult ministry remains weak in this religious institution, despite the discourse. One implication
of this study for religious and spiritual leaders, then, is to implement more than “lip service” to the
challenges and opportunities for engaging younger generations in religious institutions. An objective
to support youth and young adult ministry requires more than simply stating it is a priority. Cultural
change to organizations is challenging, but it is also possible. The key is working through formal
policies to informal rules for how things are done. The linchpin between the formal and informal is
infrastructural support, and investing in youth ministers who are hired full-time, paid reasonably
well, and provided with opportunities to engage with and/or train from other youth minsters is key
to success. This ensures that youth ministers are equipped to perform the “one the ground” work to
connect with and better engage youth and young adults.

155

MDPI Books

Religions 2017, 8, 128

Other implications for religious and spiritual leaders derive from the ﬁndings regarding the
marginalization of youth ministers. Beyond economic resources alone, most people desire a degree
of social status and honor in their work. Especially if pay has to be low, it is important to ensure
youth ministers feel valued and esteemed for the services they provide to young people. Moreover,
youth ministry has no clear occupational trajectory, no reward system for advancement and promotion.
In contemporary society, professionalization is the norm, but the occupation of youth ministry often
runs counter to this norm by providing few or no ways in which youth ministers are provided
with professionalization opportunities. Thus, it is important for religious and spiritual leaders to
recognize the muted career trajectory of youth ministers and to provide professionalization experiences
whenever possible. Options include forming a local network of youth ministers who share best
practices, sending youth ministers to national conferences and events designed to enhance youth
engagement, and lead pastors meeting regularly with youth ministers to mentor them toward career
development and fulﬁllment.
6. Emerging Adult Faith & Morality, Educationally

In Chapter 5, myself, Beadle, Harris, Hood, and Venugopal investigate a college course designed
to facilitate moral maturity among emerging adults (Herzog et al. 2016). The class was instructed
by Daniel Harris, as the Director of the Tyson Center for Faith and Spirituality in the University of
Arkansas Sam M. Walton College of Business. Serving as a mentor to participating students, Harris
stimulated emerging adult development through several techniques. One was to describe the changing
contexts surrounding youth and emerging adult development, including how a deeper understanding
of faith and moral maturity is necessary but not typically supported by cultural contexts. The instructor
described examples of how working in religiously and culturally diverse organizational settings can be
enriching and also present challenges to workforce dynamics. Rather than placating these cultural and
religious diversities, by not acknowledging their existence or participating in the veneer that religious
distinctions do not matter in a similar fashion to how being color blind whitewashes real differences,
the emerging adults were invited to reﬂect on real distinctions among cultural beliefs.
In addition, guest speakers visited the class and represented different major faith traditions,
including Christian, Hindu, Muslim, and Atheism (also referred to as secular humanism). These guest
speakers described the ways their faith undergirded their moral actions at work. For example, a Muslim
landlord described how he put his faith before proﬁt in deciding to allow tenants to remain during
the economic downturn, despite their being behind in paying rent. Likewise, a Christian described
how her faith supported getting through a difﬁcult family challenge that could have otherwise more
signiﬁcantly affected her work life. Emerging adults participating in the class were also asked to
read several texts reﬂecting on the ways faith (in any form) provides meaning and guides moral
decision-making. Then students were required to write their top values and to later reﬁne these into a
personal mission statement, which they revised in multiple drafts. The culminating assignment was
an essay in which students reﬂected on which aspects of the course impacted them, and about how
they think these impacts will affect their future work.
The results of this study—comparing outcomes for participating students to emerging adults
who instead completed a traditional ethics course—indicate that this pedagogical approach was
effective in raising cultural awareness among students who were otherwise fairly religiously and
culturally homogenous. Participating emerging adults gained greater clarity regarding their moral
values and how to articulate these in the workforce in ways that would avert conﬂict, not by avoiding
it but by respecting diverse approaches. The implications are that college educators are able to
intervene in facilitating moral maturity, even within the relatively late life stage of emerging adulthood.
The approach of this course is one that can be replicated in other universities, and also in different
social contexts. Religious and spiritual leaders could implement a similar approach within youth
ministry approaches, especially those designed to engage college students. Moreover, the implications
for parents are that adult role models can impact emerging adults and may be important for their

156

MDPI Books

Religions 2017, 8, 128

cognitive and moral development. Perhaps these mentors could be parents themselves, and this study
indicates that mentors outside the family can also be important.
7. Youth and Emerging Adult Generosity, Informally

In the sixth chapter of this volume, Fernandez, Schnitker, and Houltberg investigate charitable
sporting events. The researchers state that information on how “adolescents make meaning
of their spiritual and religious convictions in real-world contexts affect the development of
generosity is an important line of research. This is especially true as changing social norms and
ever-developing technology and social media continue to shape upcoming generations in new ways”
(Fernandez et al. 2016, p. 1). The scholars theorize that motivations for engaging in generous activities
can be religious and moral. The theory is that this occurs through a process of sanctiﬁcation, in which
aspects of life are viewed as having a spiritual signiﬁcance. Sanctiﬁed goals can invoke more effort
and satisfaction, and thus participating in an activity, such as a charitable sporting event, which is
viewed as sanctiﬁed can be more compelling than alternative options. Sanctiﬁcation and religiosity are
not synonymous, as sanctiﬁcation has to do with deriving meaning and purpose from aspects of life,
which is not the same as attending services or praying regularly.
Meaning derives from having a narrative sense of one’s identity as ﬁtting together the disparate
behaviors, preferences, and desires of one’s life into a relatively coherent sense of self. Well-being
is associated with meaning, especially when one views one’s trajectory in life as growing in
positive directions. This generativity is higher when one views their life as achieving a degree of
self-transcendence, in contributing to the wellbeing of others. The idea, then, is that participating in
charitable sporting events is a way to actualize, to visualize and represent to oneself, that meaningful
generativity is achieved. Moreover, participating in such an activity can strengthen sense of belonging
to a group and result in positive emotions (such as enjoyment).
Though the model proposed in this chapter is yet untested, there are implications worthy of
consideration for religious and spiritual leaders. One is that participation in informal activities could
be a way to express religious and spiritual inclinations. Especially for youth and emerging adults
who have limited exposure or who are skeptical of organized religion, charitable events that allow for
engagement with religious communities outside the context of a congregation can be a way for those
interested to explore religiosity with a low initial bar for membership. Rather than investing high
effort initially in membership, high effort is instead invested in something deemed to be spiritually
worthy, a way of actualizing a willingness to de-prioritize personal beneﬁt (through sacriﬁcing physical
exertion) in the service of a generous cause. Having made that initial service contribution, participants
may then be more willing to engage within traditionally religious spaces, especially if invited by
people with whom they formed a bond during the informal activity.
Hosting charitable sporting events on college campuses could be an especially effective way of
engaging emerging adults, who are typically fairly disconnected from religious communities, either
during college or throughout the multiple moves instead of college, or after, to ﬁnd jobs. Moreover, this
chapter has implications for the study of faith and spirituality. Would emerging adults who participate
in a charitable sporting event due to religious motivations answer yes to having attended a religious
service? Likely not. Would they answer yes to having volunteered time not for pay? Also likely
not. Would any of the typical religiosity and spirituality questions count this form of engagement?
Perhaps, maybe a participant would still rate their faith as important in their daily life. However, rating
personal faith as important without social religious events is the recipe for what many scholars have
called an individualized form of religiosity, which is purportedly higher among younger generations.
The thought behind this chapter raises questions as to whether faith is truly becoming individualized
or whether younger generations may be evolving the way that expressions of religiosity occur in social
settings. In Christian theology, the Bible says in Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three gather in
my name, there I am with them.” Perhaps then it is time to broaden the scope of what congregating
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is deemed to be and consider ways that younger generations can mobilize communities with shared
religiosity or spirituality outside a building.
8. Emerging Adult Volunteering, Developmentally

In Chapter 7, DeAngelis, Acevedo, and Xu study secular volunteering among college attending
emerging adults in Texas. The researchers state: “Young adults in higher educational settings are often
faced with a series of competing interests that motivate and modify behavioral choices in the absence
of direct parental supervision. Moreover, it is at this stage of the life course that young adults can
go through a process of re-centering wherein they explore their religious identity and formulate and
solidify their own religious beliefs in addition to or independent of their familial religious traditions”
(DeAngelis et al. 2016, p. 9). The study indicates that childhood religiosity is linked across the life
course to volunteering as an emerging adult. The key ingredient for volunteering as an emerging adult
is religious participation as a child that is sustained as an emerging adult. Some psychological accounts
view internalization of childhood socialization as the primary mechanism by which childhood forms of
social participation continue to matter once children transition to adulthood. This study both supports
and challenges the notion of recentering by showing that early religious socialization does relate to
later volunteering, but only when emerging adults continue to participate in religious activities.
Central to this study is an understanding of private and public forms of religiosity. Private forms of
religiosity include beliefs and faith dispositions. Public forms of religiosity include social events, such as
participating in religious services or praying in small groups. The psychological notion of recentering
theorizes that public forms of religious participation during childhood will matter in adulthood
insofar as they are internalized to private forms of religiosity during emerging adulthood. However,
sociological accounts theorize that social participation is central to the link between religiosity and
volunteering persisting during emerging adulthood. This study indicates the latter account best
explains that ongoing social participation in public forms of religiosity is more strongly linked to
volunteering as an emerging adult than is private religiosity alone.
More generally, there are implications of this study for both religious leaders and parents. Social
learning early in childhood appears to have a lasting effect later in life. Parents and religious leaders
can take comfort (or be cautioned) in knowing that their efforts toward socialization appear to “work.”
However, key to children volunteering as emerging adults is continuing to sustain public forms of
religiosity into emerging adulthood. It appears that attending while a child is not enough for sustaining
long-term commitment to values, such as contributing time to improve the wellbeing of others. This
ﬁnding runs counter to thinking of church as the “elementary school of morals,” which many emerging
adults (and their parents) have reported in my own research.
Often times the cultural perception of religiosity is that it is good to be exposed while young,
but once the message is understood it is to many unclear why continued and regular religious
engagement is necessary. “I got it” is the sense that many emerging adults in the National Study of
Youth and Religion relayed in interviews. Akin to ongoing lessons in multiplication, the idea is that
seems unnecessary once the lesson is learned. However, this study reveals a contour to religiosity
that highlights its distinction from other lessons learned in childhood. Unlike multiplication, it takes
concerted effort to maintain a commitment to contributing to the wellbeing of others, especially in
the midst of the many and competing time commitments of college life. Exposure during childhood
seems to be necessary but not sufﬁcient in the recipe of ongoing volunteering, with the remainder of
the ingredients including continued engagement in religious communities.
These ﬁndings could be good news or bad news for parents. Some parents like the idea of
dropping their child off to Sunday school for several years during childhood and then shifting attention
to sports and other activities as children age. I have heard that reported in multiple interviews with
emerging adults thinking about what their future religious socialization of their children will be,
and I have also heard it reported by the parents of youth participating in youth ministry activities
in religious congregations of many denominations. In that case, this study presents some bad news,
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as the implications are that more effort may need to be exerted beyond those early years to continue
commitment to religiosity and to its values, such as volunteering, beyond elementary school years.
The good news is that there seems to be a relatively simple and practical outcome of this study.
This is unlike the many studies investigating religiosity, which describe and explain the puzzle of
declines in public forms of religiosity with persistence in private religiosity, leaving concerned readers
with no sense of what can be done. For parents who want children to continue religious values
into emerging adulthood and beyond, and for religious and spiritual leaders who work tirelessly to
socialize youth into their religion, it can be disconcerting (at best) to know that many of the religious
and generous activities socialized in childhood diminish over time. As an alternative, this study
provides some hope to those interested in sustaining commitment to religious values, that there are
some lasting effects for participating in generous activities such as volunteering. Many parents could
take heed and advise their emerging adults to make the effort to get to service.
9. Youth Faith & Giving, Developmentally

In the eighth and ﬁnal chapter of this volume, myself and Mitchell investigate the intergenerational
transmission of religious giving among parents and youth who participate in religious youth groups
(Herzog and Mitchell 2016). We asked: How do religious youth learn to give? Informed by prior
studies, we viewed parents to be an integral part of learning to give to religious organizations, which
we know from other studies is also associated with giving to non-religious charitable causes. From
our in-depth interviews with parents, we identiﬁed nine approaches to teaching giving: (1) modeling
giving by donating in children’s presence; (2) providing money to children to give; (3) handing giving
envelopes to children to place in donation baskets and plates; (4) teaching children to give through
conversations about the importance of giving; (5) providing positive reinforcement to children for
giving; (6) encouraging, expecting, or forcing giving; (7) a method called give, save, spend which
explicitly categorizes a portion of children’s money (such as allowances) for spending, a portion for
saving, and a portion for giving; (8) describing giving of time as an alternative to donating money; and
(9) emphasizing ﬁscal responsibility generally, in which giving was one part of a broader attention to
ﬁnance discussions.
Viewing several of these methods as sharing in common their basic approach, we categorize these
teaching styles into those that (a) model giving; (b) talk about the importance of giving; and (c) direct
children to give. Of these, modeling methods were the most common across the different religious
traditions included in this study, which consisted of a mainline Protestant church, an evangelical
Protestant church, and a black Protestant church. Talking about giving did not differ across religious
traditions but did differ in the gender of the parent, with fathers more often describing talking about
giving than mothers. Directing methods for teaching giving were more common at the evangelical
and black Protestant churches than they were at the mainline Protestant church. That was also a
method employed more by mothers than fathers, and it was more common among those with lower
incomes than those with higher incomes. Perhaps the most relevant ﬁnding of this study for parents
and religious leaders is that the most common way to teach giving was to have a “diversiﬁed portfolio”
of approaches, combining multiple methods.
In a rather unique study design, we also interviewed the youth of these parents and were able
to analyze youth responses in relation to parent responses. Thus, unlike studies focusing on one or
the other group, or which aggregate responses across groups, this study allowed us to see what the
effect of different parental approaches appeared to be. Most studies employing this approach study
youth and parents in laboratory experiments, which provide a greater ability to tease apart other
explanations for cause and effect relationships. However, it is often unclear in those studies what, if
any, bearing those ﬁndings have in the real world, once research participants leave the laboratory and
resume everyday experiences. The approach of our study instead has greater strength in applying to
everyday life, but readers should keep in mind that it is not possible in this approach to isolate the
many other factors that could be related to the causes and effect patterns. In other words, the outcomes
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for youth could be due to other factors beyond the parent teaching approaches, such as socialization
within religious settings or by religious friends. But that was not too concerning for us, since other
studies indicate that those forms of religious socialization are also inﬂuenced by parents. We thus view
those to be an extension of parental teaching methods and, in research terms, do not understand them
to be spurious to the ﬁndings of this study.
In interviewing youth, it was apparent that many youth do not regularly talk about giving. While
they were articulate about other topics, giving discussions often consisted of one-word responses
that treated giving as a fairly obvious and simple topic. Some youth were somewhat confused about
how to talk about giving, described it as a feeling (such as “I feel good about giving”), or positioned
the discussion about giving in the hypothetical (such as “If I were to give.”). Overall, we did not
ﬁnd a high degree of articulateness about giving and were generally surprised by the low degree of
alignment between the thoughtfulness of the parent interviewees and the seeming inattentiveness of
the youth interviewees. However, upon further inspection we discovered something else unexpected,
which we called a “delayed onset of giving.” When we interviewed the parents about how they
learned to give, many of them described having been taught by their parents to give but then had that
essentially lay dormant until some later point in their adulthood when their inclination to give was
personally triggered.
As with the study in the seventh chapter, then, we also see implications that the recentering
process of emerging adulthood is important, understanding that social learning becomes internalized
and activated for adults. It seems that adult religious givers were taught to give during childhood,
but did not form their own understanding of or personal motivation for giving until some later point
in their life course when the inclination to give was triggered. Taking a developmental approach to
giving means viewing socialization into generous activities as situated within a dynamic process of
changes across the life course. We do not have sophisticated longitudinal data in this study, which
track changes over time and follow the same group of parents and youth as they age. That limits what
we can know conclusively. Yet, if we take people mostly at their word and as relatively decent reporters
of what is actually true in their cases, then it seems that giving as an adult is linked to (a) being taught
to give as a child and (b) having some trigger that internalizes giving as an adult. Combining that with
ﬁndings of the previous chapter, the implication is also that experiences during childhood continue
to have lasting effects and that ongoing religious participation into adulthood appears to be key in
activating childhood learning.
One implication of this study for parents is that it is important to teach youth about giving.
Parents often express that youth do not listen to them and generally tend to undervalue the effect
they have on their children. This study provides parents with a way to think more critically about
that perspective, and to consider the ways that parenting does not always result in an immediate and
visible indication of effects in youth, but can lay important foundation for later activity. For religious
and spiritual leaders, an implication of this study is that parents are an important part of laying the
foundation for religious giving and may need encouragement and teaching about how to transmit their
values for generosity to their children. Another implication for both parents and religious leaders is
that it appears having a diversiﬁed portfolio of parental teaching methods is a common, and potentially
effective, way to teach youth to give. In essence, there does not seem to be a “one size ﬁts all” approach
that is the panacea for teaching giving. Rather, parents can model giving, talk about giving, and direct
youth to give, knowing that these efforts are likely to pay off later in their life course. Yet, another
implication is that it is important to support ongoing religious participation as a way to later trigger
that childhood socialization.
10. Conclusions

In summary, the scholars in this volume ﬁnd youth and emerging adults to be socially inﬂuenced
by their organizational, institutional, and developmental contexts. Religiosity and spirituality are
in part socially constructed processes. This is not be overstated, to the detriment of recognizing the
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personal agency that youth and emerging adults have in navigating their faith and giving activities.
Yet, given that American culture heavily emphasizes the role of individuals in shaping life outcomes,
it is important to balance this with a counter cultural understanding that highlights the ways in which
youth and emerging adults are affected by social participation.
Collectively, we ﬁnd organizational differences in youth religious socialization, and we ﬁnd
ongoing development in response to religious stimuli as emerging adults. In addition, several of
these studies complicate popular conceptions of Millennials as generally uninterested in religious
participation. Instead, we ﬁnd many non-traditional, but still social, ways of expressing religiosity.
For example, participating in a charitable sporting event, having a shrine visible in households to
venerate ancestors, or volunteering while in college. Perhaps the rise of religiously disafﬁliated among
Millennials may be an artifact of greater diversity in religious expressions, a caution to employing
Western notions of what “counts” as religiosity, such as service attendance alone.
We also ﬁnd that understanding youth disengagement from religion requires turning an eye
toward the agents of socialization, revealing that weak infrastructural support for youth ministry
may be part of the cause, as could be an orientation to youth that pits them as distinct from adults,
such that their ministry is segregated from the broader religious community. Taken together, these
studies indicate a need to study life course effects on adult outcomes, by investigating longitudinal
data. This is a task I turn to in a forthcoming book that studies inequalities in the ways youth transition
into adulthood and investigates the roles that religiosity and spirituality relate to these adulthood
pathways (Herzog 2017). In addition, more studies are needed. Having listened to the practice-based
knowledge of laypeople, with innovative ways of theorizing and studying faith and giving, and taken
an inclusive approach, we contribute new insights worthy of further study.
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