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questions on many good surveys of youth, which typically understand and
measure religion in narrow and deficient terms. Of 18 of the best national
surveys of youth that we investigated in our research, for example, fully 12 con-
tain a mere three religion questions or less; only three high-quality, nationally-
representative surveys of adolescents include 6 or more questions about religion
(www.youthandreligion.org/resources/surveys.html). Moreover, it appears that
few studies have analyzed these few religion questions systematically — which is
what we intend to do here. Sociologists of religion who get involved in this
research need to advise other scholars in family and adolescence on the import-
ance of measuring religion well. We also need to conduct our own surveys of
adolescent religion.

Meanwhile, however, we can move in the right direction in redressing our
lack of knowledge about youth religion by analyzing and compiling available
survey data, as inadequate in some respects as they may be, to provide a big-
picture view of adolescent religiosity. It is possible to scour reputable existing
survey data on youth to learn about some religious aspects of their lives. Even
simple descriptive work can serve to heighten broader understanding of and to
help lay down a baseline of essential information about American adolescent
religion. That is the goal of this article. Here we analyze existing data from two
of the best, recent national surveys of American youth to present descriptive sta-
tistics on three fundamental aspects of youth subjective religiosity (importance
of religion, frequency of prayer, born again status) and four measures of youth
attitudes about religion (agreement with parents, approval of churches, desired
influence of churches, financial donations to churches). We also examine the
influences of age, race, gender, and region on most of these religious outcomes,
as the survey data allow.

We believe that since our collective substantive knowledge of American
youth religion is so relatively thin, and since available datasets do contain a
great deal of interesting and important descriptive information on the religiosity
of American adolescents, a purely descriptive article mapping the contours and
correlates of youth religiosity using frequencies and crosstabs is more than
warranted. In a separate analysis, we have examined three variables concerning
youth religious participation (affiliation, attendance, and participation in reli-
gious youth groups) (Smith, Denton, Faris, Regnerus 2002). Having mapped the
religious terrain descriptively in this article, we intend in subsequent work to
conduct multivariate analyses to predict factors explaining variance in youth
religiosity and religious participation. But first, in this article, we concentrate on
one of the crucial tasks of sociological work: describing the configurations of
(religious) social life.
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DATA AND METHODS

Our findings are based on analyses of the following two datasets:

1. Monitoring the Future, 1996. The Monitoring the Future (MTF) Study is
funded by research grants from the National Institute on Drug Abuse, a part of
the National Institutes of Health. MTF, conducted at the Survey Research
Center in the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan, is a
nationally representative survey of American high school students, administered
to 12 graders since 1975, and to 8th and 10th graders since 1991. Sub-samples
of students in each grade are administered different versions of the question-
naire, while each cover the core areas of demographic information and drug use,
as well as questions on a range of other topics, including social life in school,
academic achievement, parental involvement, political preferences, and reli-
gion. Monitoring the Future uses a multistage area probability sample design,
with three selection stages: 1) geographic areas, as the primary sampling unit
(PSU); 2) schools within the PSU; and 3) students within each sampled school.
MTF includes 80 PSUs, eight of which were selected with certainty; the
remaining PSUs were selected with probability proportionate to the size of the
senior class, as were schools within each PSU. Typically, one school was selected
from each PSU, although multiple schools were drawn for some major metro-
politan areas. For each school, 400 students were randomly selected; for schools
with less than 400 students in a given grade, the entire class is surveyed. The
response rate for schools has ranged from 66 to 88 percent for every survey year,
and the student response rate in 1996 was 83 percent. Total Ns for MTF surveys
vary by year and grade. However, the N for 1996 12th graders is 14,823; for 1996
10th graders is 7,895; and for 1996 8th graders is 9,167 — class samples were
weighted in proportion to their national representation. By design, MTF data
does not include school drop-outs and home-schooled youth. The MTF survey
includes one religion question on its core questionnaire that we analyze here, the
importance of religious faith (we are using 1996 MTF data here rather than 1999
data, because MTF surveys after 1996 did not ask subjects in California any of
these survey’s core religion questions, as they were prohibited by state law).
Demographic information includes age, gender, race (to maintain confident-
iality, race is only specifically coded in MTF data for whites and African-
Americans; all other races are labeled simply “other”), and geographic region.

2. Survey of Adolescent Health, 1995. The National Longitudinal Survey of
Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a nationally-representative school-based
study of adolescents focusing on the social context of healthy behavior. Eighty
eligible high schools — both public and private — were drawn from a national
sampling frame of high schools, drawn up by Quality Education Data. To be
eligible for selection, a high school needed to have an 11th grade and total
enrollment greater than 30. The sampling design ensured representativeness
according to geographic region, urbanicity, school type, and school size. Once
the high schools were selected, one “feeder” middle school or junior high school
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was selected with probability proportionate to the student body it sent to the
selected high school in the past year. Because some high schools contain grades
7 through 12, the number of feeder schools is smaller than the number of high
schools. There are a total of 132 schools in the survey. The recruitment rate of
the originally sampled high schools was over 70 percent. The Add Health survey
was administered in school, from the Fall of 1994 to the Spring of 1995, to all
students grades 7 to 12 present on the survey date, and was completed by over
90,000 students. Note that, by design, Add Health data do not include school
drop-outs and home-schooled youth. It is also important to note, however, that
respondents who answered “no religion” to the survey’s religious affiliation
question were not administered subsequent religion questions; to be conserva-
tive, we have coded these cases as the lowest category on other religion ques-
tions, meaning that we no doubt underestimate the religiosity of American
youth on this survey (i.e., a “no religion” respondent may very well pray, but was
nonetheless coded in these data as never praying). Finally, the Add Health
survey only asked the “born again” question analyzed below of its Protestant sub-
jects; we are therefore unfortunately unable to estimate the percent of Catholic
or other youth who are born again.

For purposes of this study, we have focused on American youth in the
standard teenage years, those between the ages of 13 and 18. The four attitudes-
toward-religion variables are limited to high school 12th graders. All data are
weighted to be nationally representative. In order to provide the basic findings
needed at this stage of a research program on American youth and religion, we
have primarily employed descriptive frequencies and cross-tabs for analysis. We
will first present the descriptive findings on our three main dependent religiosity
variables. Then we will turn to examine the correlates of gender, race, age, and
region on these variables.

IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION

One of the most basic and widely used survey measures of individual subjec-
tive religiosity is respondents’ stated importance of faith. Among American
teenagers, we see a fairly even distribution among categories of importance of
faith. According to MTF data, 31 percent of 8th, 10th, and 12th grade (com-
bined) adolescents say their faith is “very important,” 30 percent say “pretty
important,” and 39 percent say faith is just “a little” or “not important.” Thus,
the majority of teenagers report having faith that plays an important role in their
lives, although for only a substantial minority (31 percent) is it a very important
role; also, for four out of ten teenagers, religious faith appears to be an unimport-
ant factor in their lives.

A 1987 Gallup telephone poll of 503 teenagers (response rate unknown)
reported higher distributions for “importance of religious beliefs” — 39 percent
very important, 41 percent fairly important, 15 percent not too important, and 5
percent not at all important (Gallup n.d.:52). Figure 1, however, suggests that
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this difference is not likely due to an actual change in faith importance for
teenagers over the nine year period (1987-1996), but rather methodological
differences between the surveys. We are inclined to trust the MTF data more
than the Gallup data. Also, a 1990 Gallup poll of 500 teenagers (response rate
unknown) reports that 43 percent of teens reported that “having a deep religious
faith” was very important to them (Gallup n.d.:42). By comparison, a 1999
Barna Research Group poll of 614 teenagers (response rate unknown) shows that
26 percent of teens are “absolutely committed” to their faith, 57 percent are
“moderately committed,” 14 percent are “not too committed,” and 3 percent are
“not at all committed” to their faith; the same poll showed that 56 percent
agreed strongly with the statement “your religious faith is very important in your
life,” while 25 percent agreed somewhat, 12 percent disagreed somewhat, and 6
percent disagreed strongly (Barna 1999:46). Another way some surveys of adults
have tried to measure importance of faith is by asking about religious influences
on behaviors. Although neither the MTF nor Add Health surveys asked this
kind of question, a 1999 Barna Research Group poll of 614 teenagers (response
rate unknown) reports that 69 percent of teens could “think of specific times
recently when your religious beliefs actually changed the way you normally
would have behaved;” in the same poll, 46 percent of teens agreed strongly with
the statement, “your religious beliefs actually change the way you behave,”
followed by 27 percent somewhat agreed, 16 percent somewhat disagreed, and 11
percent strongly disagreed (Barna 1999:51-52).

Monitoring the Future has asked American 12th graders the importance-of-
faith question over a twenty year time frame, from 1976 to 1996, enabling us to
track possible trends over two decades. Figure 1 projects these results, showing
that the relative distributions of the importance of faith amongst 12th graders
has changed very little, if any, over time. The only possible trend over these 20
years is perhaps a slight polarization of importance, with “a little” and “pretty”
each losing 3 percent to “not important” and “very important.” In any case, the
findings of Figure 1 are not consistent with the fact that both adolescent
religious affiliation and religious service attendance — measures of organiza-
tional religious participation — have declined somewhat during that same
period (Smith et al. 2002). Thus, subjective religiosity seems to operate by a
logic different than organizational participation, perhaps confirming anecdotal
observations about the growing importance of subjective religion among youth
(Beaudoin 2000; Rabey 2001).

Importance of faith also varies by religious affiliation, as shown in Figure 2.
There is no entirely clear pattern here, but youth in more theologically con-
servative, Pentecostal, and sectarian traditions evidence higher levels of import-
ance of faith (one exception being the more liberal United Church of Christ,
which, however, has an N below 50 in this dataset). And Jewish, Catholic, and

mainline Protestant youth tend to profess lower levels of importance of faith.



118 SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION

FIGURE 1
Importance of Religion Over Time, 12th Graders
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FIGURE 2
Importance of Religion, by Affiliation, 1995
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FREQUENCY OF PRAYER

The majority of American adolescents pray, although as a group they exhibit
a fair amount of variance in their frequency of prayer. According to Add Health
data graphed in Figure 3, fully forty percent of teenagers pray daily, while 22
percent pray weekly. Nine percent each pray only monthly or less than monthly,
and 20 percent never pray. These figures very likely underestimate the amount
of actual teenage prayer, however, since 13 of the 20 percent who apparently
“never” pray were respondents who answered “none” to the prior religious affilia-
tion question and so were simply not given the frequency of prayer question, and
thus automatically assigned to the “no prayer” answer category. We know,
however, that survey respondents with supposedly no religion report that they
do pray (Sherkat 1999). But with Add Health data, unfortunately, we simply
cannot measure the prayer of these respondents, so we conservatively estimate
their frequency of prayer by assigning them as “never.” For comparable data,
based on more methodologically problematic surveys: The Gallup International
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Institute reports (based on a 1991 telephone survey, N = 513, unknown response
rate) that 42 percent of American teenagers pray “frequently,” 32 percent “occa-
sionally,” 17 percent “hardly ever,” and 8 percent “never” (Gallup n.d.:14). A
1999 telephone poll (N = 614, response rate unknown) conducted by the Barna
Research Group reported that 89 percent of teenagers had prayed to God in the
previous seven days (Barna 1999: 58).

FIGURE 3
Frequency of Prayer, Adolescents, 1995
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Frequency of prayer also clearly varies by religious affiliation, as shown in
Figure 4. The results generally parallel those on importance of faith in Figure 2.
Teenagers in more theologically conservative, Pentecostal, and sectarian tradi-
tions pray more frequently. And Jewish, mainline Protestant, and Catholic
youth tend to pray somewhat less frequently.

FIGURE 4
Frequency of Prayer, by Affiliation, 1995
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United Church of Christ affiliations each had less than 50 observations. Source: Adolescent Heaith Survey. 1995
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It is worth noting that importance of faith and frequency of prayer are very
highly correlated. For example, the data shows that fully 91 percent of American
youth with some religious affiliation who say that their faith is not important in
their lives also never pray. By contrast, 68 percent of American youth with some
religious affiliation who say that their faith is very important in their lives pray
daily (89 percent pray daily or weekly).

BORN AGAIN STATUS

According to Add Health data, just over one-quarter of American Protest-
ant adolescents (26 percent) say that they have been “born again” (again, unfor-
tunately, the born again question was not asked in this survey of Catholics). The
vast majority of Protestant teenagers (74 percent) say they have not been born
again. This estimate is lower than those reported by other surveys. A 1999 Barna
Research Group telephone poll (N = 614, response rate unknown) reported that
33 percent of all teenagers claimed to be born again (up from 28 percent
reported in a 1990 Barna poll) (Barna 1999:47). By comparison, the Gallup
International Institute reports (based on a 1988 telephone survey, N = 500,
unknown response rate) that 35 percent of all American teenagers claim to be
born again (Gallup n.d.:48). We are inclined to trust the Add Health data more
than the Gallup or Barna findings, and so believe it is safe to think that perhaps
about one-quarter of American Protestant adolescents (which is about 15
percent of all American adolescents, not including born again Catholics)
consider themselves to be born again. We cannot estimate here the percent of
born again Catholic youth.

Born again status, as a particular theological and spiritual concept, also
varies among Protestant youth by religious tradition, as we might expect.
According to Figure 5 (as with importance of faith and frequency of prayer),
Protestant youth in more theologically conservative, holiness, and Pentecostal
denominations were more likely to be born again; youth in mainline Protestant
denominations were less likely. Jehovah's Witness and Mormon youth, who are
in traditions where “born again” is a less salient concept, were the least likely to
claim being born again.

GENDER DIFFERENCES

Adult American women (and those from many other cultures) tend to score
higher on most measures of religiosity than adult men. This difference holds
somewhat for American adolescent girls compared to boys as well. Figure 6a
shows gender differences in importance of faith for our surveyed 8th, 10th, and
12th graders combined. Six percent more American adolescent girls than boys
say their faith is very important; on the other hand, 7 percent more boys than
girls say their faith is not important. Figure 6b also reveals a gender difference in
adolescent frequency of prayer. Fully 10 percent more girls than boys pray daily.
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By contrast, 6 percent more teenage boys than girls never pray. Gender differ-
ences in born again status are also somewhat evident; according to Add Health
data, 28 percent of Protestant girls are born again, compared to 24 percent of
boys. Thus, using these three measures of subjective religiosity, American adoles-
cent girls appear to tend to be somewhat more religious than adolescent boys.

FIGURE 5
Born Again Christians by Affiliation, Adolescents, 1995
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AGE DIFFERENCES

Each additional year lived through adolescence in American culture brings
with it significant physical, psychological, and social changes that we might
expect to influence the subjective religiosity of youth. Subjective religiosity of
adolescents, however, appears to be not much affected by age. Using MTF data
(using grade as a proxy for age), for example, we find in Figure 7a that reported
importance of faith changes little over the four years between 8th and 12th grade.
In Figure 7b, we see that frequency of teenage prayer does decline somewhat
between age 13 and 18, although the decline is not pronounced. Eight percent
fewer 18 year olds pray daily than 13 year olds; and 6 percent more 18 year olds
never pray than 13 year olds. But the larger pattern suggests more stability than
change.

Finally, the percentage of “born again” Protestant teenagers declines only
somewhat from age 13 to 18. Twenty nine and 28 percent of 13 and 14 year olds,
respectively, are born again. That number drops only a few percentage points to
26, 13, 24, and 24 percent, for 15, 16, 17, and 18 year olds, respectively (barring
an unlikely cohort effect here, it appears that a few adolescents have the capa-
city to become “un-born again,” having once earlier been born again). Despite
the perceptible slight change, the overall pattern is one of stability.
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FIGURE 6
Gender and Religiosity

6a: Importance of Religion, by Gender, 1996
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FIGURE 7
Age and Religiosity
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RACE DIFFERENCES

The race of American adolescents influences their levels of subjective reli-
giosity. We observe racial differences in importance of religious faith among
American youth in the 8th, 10t%, and 12th grades (combined). Figure 8a shows
that faith is most important to black adolescents (50 percent report “very
important”), followed by youth of other race (33 percent), and whites last (27
percent very important). Sixteen percent of white teenagers report that faith is
not important to them, compared to only 5 percent of black and 13 percent of
“other race” youth. This race effect is also consistent with findings on frequency
of prayer. Figure 8b shows that young blacks are 17 percent more likely than
whites, for example, to pray daily. Hispanic and Asian youth fall between those
extremes. Furthermore, whites, at 22 percent, are the most likely racial group

never to pray (compared to, say, blacks at 15 percent). The differences are not
enormous, but they are patterned and notable.

FIGURE 8
Race and Religiosity

Finally, the data show that percent of Protestant youth born again varies by
race as well: 36 percent of black Protestant youth report being born again,



