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Although prior research has had a tendency to confirm a negative
association between religiousness and crime, criminologists have been
slow to incorporate new concepts and emergent issues from the scientific
study of religion into their own research. The self-identity phrase “spiri-
tual but not religious” is one of them, which has been increasingly used
by individuals who claim to be “spiritual” but disassociate themselves
from organized religion. This study first examines differences in crime
between “spiritual-but-not-religious” individuals and their “religious-
and-spiritual,” “religious-but-not-spiritual,” and “neither-religious-nor-
spiritual” peers in emerging adulthood. Specifically, we hypothesize that
the spiritual-but-not-religious young adults are more prone to crime
than their “religious” counterparts, while expecting them to be differ-
ent from the “neither” group without specifying whether they are more
or less crime prone. Second, the expected group differences in crime
are hypothesized to be explained by the microcriminological theories
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of self-control, social bonding, and general strain. Latent-variable struc-
tural equation models were estimated separately for violent and prop-
erty crimes using the third wave of the National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health. The overall results tend to provide a partial support
for the hypotheses. Implications for criminology and future research are
discussed.

“‘I’m spiritual but not religious’ is a cop-out,” says Miller (2012: para.
2), an author on the CNN Belief Blog. Being “especially prevalent in
the younger population in the United States,” (para. 2) he opined, “the
spiritual but not religious reflect the ‘me’ generation of self-obsessed,
truth-is-whatever-you-feel-it-to-be thinking, where big, historic, demand-
ing institutions that have expectations about behavior, attitudes and
observance and rules are jettisoned yet nothing positive is put in replace-
ment” (para. 17). Gallup (2003) echoed this portrayal of the increasingly
common religious/spiritual self-identity based on a national poll showing
“evidence of the focus on self in spirituality” (para. 4) among Americans,
which he attributes to “the influence of individualism [that] extends into
American spirituality” (para. 6). Although young adults are known to be
more religiously unaffiliated than their older counterparts (Pew Research
Center, 2010), thus, likely being more crime prone, this identity has never
been examined in terms of its implication for criminology.

Criminologists have rarely studied spirituality as a separate concept from
religiousness or religion, but this may have been partly because of data con-
straints (Johnson and Jang, 2010). That is, a crime survey typically contains
only a small number of “standard” religion items (e.g., service attendance
and religious salience besides denomination) and infrequently, if ever, items
reflecting spirituality. In addition, criminologists have been slow in not only
collecting new data but also in creatively reinventing existing data to ad-
dress current issues in the scientific study of religion as they intersect with
the interdisciplinary study of crime. We intend to do the latter by focusing
on the emergent group of American adults who call themselves “spiritual
but not religious” to examine this religious/spiritual identity’s relevance for
criminology.

To address the issue, we first examine differences in criminal offenses
between “spiritual-but-not-religious” individuals and their “religious-
and-spiritual,” “religious-but-not-spiritual,” and “neither-religious-nor-
spiritual” counterparts. Specifically, the “spiritual but not religious” are hy-
pothesized to be at higher risk of committing violent and property crimes
than their more religious (i.e., “religious and spiritual” and “religious but
not spiritual”) peers, whereas they are expected to be different in the risk
from the “neither-religious-nor-spiritual” ones. Furthermore, the expected
group differences in crime are hypothesized to be explained by general
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theories of crime: self-control, social bonding, and general strain theory. To
test the hypotheses, we estimate separate latent-variable structural equa-
tion models for violent crimes and property crimes, analyzing the third wave
of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health)
data collected when respondents were young adults. Given the unfamiliar-
ity of the concept of “spirituality” as distinct from religiousness in criminol-
ogy, we begin with a discussion of the two concepts.

“SPIRITUAL BUT NOT RELIGIOUS”

In 1918, Georg Simmel (1997: 20) wrote that in a modernizing culture,
people are drawn to mysticism, a highly individualized religious belief or
“way of life” because it allows “the fixed definition and delimitation of reli-
gious forms to be suspended” when the more “objectively defined” religious
life is no longer satisfying. Some people become dissatisfied with institution-
alized religion and take on highly individualized religious beliefs. Although
the relative importance of the individualized and institutionalized dimen-
sions of religion has ebbed and flowed since Simmel’s day, the former di-
mension has come to be increasingly referred to as “spiritual” as opposed
to as “religious,” conveying at least partly different meanings (Idler et al.,
2003; Miller and Thoresen, 2003; Underwood and Teresi, 2002).

Initially, some theorized that the religious and spiritual dimensions of
faith were largely independent of each other (Wuthnow, 1998), but re-
search has uncovered evidence of an overlap between the two. For example,
Zinnbauer et al. (1997) found that the term spirituality was most often de-
scribed in personal or experiential terms, whereas religiousness was used in
relation to institutional beliefs and practices, such as church membership
or attendance and commitment to the belief system of organized religion.
However, based partly on spirituality and religiousness being “modestly”
correlated (r = .21), they concluded that the terms are “not fully inde-
pendent” (p. 561) and thus should not be thought of as mutually exclusive
categories but as concepts tapping different dimensions of faith with a fair
amount of overlap between them. This conceptualization is further backed
by other scholars (Good, Willoughby, and Busseri, 2011; Hill et al., 2000;
Schlehofer, Omoto, and Adelman, 2008), and they note that most Ameri-
cans consider the two concepts as related but distinct from each other (Mar-
ler and Hadaway, 2002). For this reason, Dougherty and Jang (2008) found
more than half of Americans (57 percent) to be “religious and spiritual”
and approximately one quarter (27 percent) to be either only “religious”
(17 percent) or only “spiritual” (10 percent) with the remainder (16
percent) being neither.
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Thus, recognizing a conceptual distinction as well as an overlap between
the “religious” and “spiritual” dimensions,1 we treat them as two related
constructs (see also Hill et al., 2000; Marler and Hadaway, 2002; Schlehofer,
Omoto, and Adelman, 2008; Zinnbauer, Pargament, and Scott, 1999). The
religious dimension concerns church-centered beliefs and practices (Wink
et al., 2007; Wink and Dillon, 2008), faith that is oriented toward tradition
(Pepper, Jackson, and Uzzell, 2010; Saucier and Skrzypinska, 2006), institu-
tional and societal pressures (Zwissler, 2007), and a socially oriented and
directed faith (Piedmont, 1999; Schlehofer, Omoto, and Adelman, 2008;
Zinnbauer et al., 1997).

The spiritual dimension, however, connotes an individual’s search for a
connection with the sacred (Piedmont, 1999), a generalized spiritual seek-
ing (Wink and Dillon, 2008; Wink et al., 2007; Wuthnow, 1998), a subjective
religious orientation (Saucier and Skrzypinska, 2006), and an emphasis on
personal experiences and individuality (Roof, 1993; Zwissler, 2007). It also
could imply some nontheistic notion of a higher power (Schlehofer, Omoto,
and Adelman, 2008), a faith with an internal source (Fuller, 2001), an inter-
est in mysticism, experimentation with unorthodox beliefs and practices,
and negative feelings toward both clergy and churches (Zinnbauer et al.,
1997). That is, unlike the religious dimension that is relatively stable in its
relation to something institutional in orientation, the spiritual dimension
has two different sides to it. One side of being “spiritual” blends well with
institutional religious practices, as noted by Good, Willoughby, and Busseri,
(2011). The other side is antagonistic to organized religious faith (Garelli,
2007; Zinnbauer et al., 1997), is associated with a feeling of alienation from
religion (Roof, 1999), and may be characterized as “deconverting” from
something (Harrold, 2006).

How then are we to know whether the term “spiritual,” when used, refers
to the antagonistic or proinstitutional side? Because it could connote either
favorable or unfavorable attitudes toward religion, the meaning can be
determined by whether it is used in conjunction with the term “religious” or
not (e.g., “spiritual” as well as “religious” or “spiritual” without being “re-
ligious”). For this reason, a two-by-two typology is a better approach to op-
erationalizing the concept of “spiritual” rather than spirituality being mea-
sured as a continuous variable independent of religiousness (e.g., Giordano
et al., 2008; Piedmont et al., 2009). That is, we can ask survey respondents
whether they are “spiritual” and whether they are “religious,” and then

1. Each dimension can be measured by using items designed to tap an individual’s
religiousness and spirituality (e.g., Hodge, Andereck, and Montoya, 2007) or by
asking an individual to self-rate how religious and how spiritual he or she is (e.g.,
Dougherty and Jang, 2008; Zinnbauer et al., 1997). This study is based on the latter
measurement.
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we can more clearly distinguish discrete categories reflecting “spiritual but
not religious,” “spiritual and religious,” “religious but not spiritual,” and
“neither.”

This typological approach allows for an overlap of the constructs for
those respondents who have both an institutional “religious” faith as well
as an individually invested “spiritual” approach to faith. More importantly,
it can distill out and separate those with a more hostile “spirituality” from
those whose “spirituality” is not antagonistic because of their attraction to
being “religious.” This typology has been used in previous studies (Chatters
et al., 2008; Hodge, Andereck, and Montoya, 2007; Marler and Hadaway,
2002; Roof, 1999; Storm, 2009; see Garelli, 2007, for a somewhat expanded
form).

To the extent that the four-part typology is not random in such a way
that the four groups of individuals systematically differ in propensity for
crime, we are led to ask questions for which criminology has no ready an-
swers. How would we rank order the four groups in terms of their prob-
ability of criminal offending? Is the emerging group of “spiritual-but-not-
religious” individuals more or less likely to commit crime than the others?
If that group is more or less likely to commit crime, then why? Criminolog-
ical theories and research have suggested that, all other things being equal,
religious individuals should be less likely to commit crime than their non-
religious counterparts (Baier and Wright, 2001; Johnson and Jang, 2010).
However, criminologists have not studied a relationship between criminal
offending and being “spiritual,” providing little help with hypothesizing the
relationship.

RELIGION IN MICROCRIMINOLOGY

Although criminological research on religion has been conducted at both
the macrolevel and the microlevel, this study focuses on the latter because
we intend to examine and explain differences in crime among individuals of
differential religious self-identification. In fact, Johnson and Jang’s (2010:
121) systematic review revealed that “theoretical explanations of the influ-
ence of religion on crime have been predominantly social psychological,”
which they attributed partly to an intellectual climate at the time of the
publication of Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) “hellfire” study, which generated
much research on religion and crime. As a result, microcriminological theo-
ries have been applied to explain the effect of religion, particularly individ-
ual religiousness, on crime. Johnson and Jang (p. 122, emphasis in original)
summarized as follows:

While none of [the] theories focus on religion as a key cause or
correlate of crime, they all offer explanations of the religion-crime
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relationship by identifying processes, by which religiosity is expected
to decrease the probability of crime. Specifically, religious individuals
are less likely to commit crime than their less religious counterparts . . . ,
because they are more likely to: (1) fear supernatural sanctions as well
as this temporal criminal punishment and feel shame and embarrass-
ment associated with deviance; (2) be bonded to conventional society in
terms of attachment, commitment, involvement, and beliefs; (3) exercise
high self-control attributable to effective child-rearing by their parents
likely to be also religious; (4) have frequent and intimate associations
with peers who reinforce conventional definitions and behaviors and be-
come a model for imitation relative to those who do not; and (5) cope
with life’s strains or stressors and their resultant negative emotions in a
legitimate, non-deviant manner. Thus, individual religiosity is expected
to be negatively associated with crime.

Because of data constraints (see footnote 4), we incorporate three of the
preceding theories (Agnew, 2006; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Hirschi,
1969) into our explanations for expected differences in crime between the
“spiritual but not religious” and three other groups of individuals: “reli-
gious and spiritual,” “religious but not spiritual,” and “neither religious nor
spiritual.”

Given the conceptual duality of being “spiritual,” the spirituality–crime
relationship is to be explained by criminological theories in the same way
as its religiousness–crime counterpart to the extent that self-claimed spir-
ituality is associated positively with religiousness, connoting subjective re-
ligious orientation and personal experience with organized religion. This
would be the case with those who claim to be religious as well as spiritual.
However, for those who claim to be spiritual but deny being religious, being
“spiritual” is likely to refer to experimenting with unorthodoxy and being
negative toward religion or even hostile to its rules and authorities. In such
a case, the theories would predict a positive association between spiritual-
ity and crime. This antagonistic meaning of being “spiritual” may be what
those who claim only to be religious (i.e., “religious but not spiritual”) have
in mind when they disavow being “spiritual” because it is dissonant with
their proreligion attitudes.

Taken together, criminological theories would posit that those who are
“religious and spiritual” and “religious but not spiritual” should be less
likely to commit crime than their “spiritual-but-not-religious” peers. In
contrast, those who deny both being religious and spiritual are expected
to be less criminal than their “spiritual-but-not-religious” counterparts if
their claiming to be “not spiritual” meant a lack of interest in religion as
well as experimenting with unorthodox beliefs and practices. If, however,
it is intended to emphasize their negative, antagonistic attitudes toward
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religion more than indicating no religious affiliation, then the “neither-
religious-nor-spiritual” individuals might be somewhat more criminal than
the “spiritual-but-not-religious” individuals.

Although little criminological work has taken into account self-identified
spirituality and religiousness, one notable exception is Giordano et al.’s
(2008) life-course study on the effect of religiosity on criminal desistance,
where they distinguished between two “dimensions of religiosity”: “reli-
gious participation” and “spirituality.” The former dimension is roughly
equivalent to the concept of being “religious” as we discussed previously,
but the latter differs from what we referred to earlier as being “spiritual.”
Their “spirituality” concept is neither discrete nor dualistic in meaning (i.e.,
antagonistic to institutional religion or not). Furthermore, “spirituality” was
“defined as perceived closeness to God” (p. 109) and “measured by feelings
of being close to God” (p. 125) that may tap the more orthodox side of be-
ing “religious,” like one’s attachment to God (Pargament, 1997) rather than
being “spiritual.” This explicit focus on “God” has traditional and orthodox
religious undertones (Zinnbauer et al., 1997), thereby potentially excluding
the very population of interest here: those identifying as “spiritual but not
religious.” After all, for Giordano et al. (2008), spirituality is a dimension of
religiosity and, thus, is neither conceptually distinct from being “religious”
nor the same as being “spiritual” in the sense discussed previously. As a
result, the relevance of Giordano et al.’s study to ours is limited, but it is
still helpful for our purposes as they pointed out that the private nature
of spirituality may not be helpful in the desistance process because, unlike
communally connected coreligionists, others are not present to challenge
and support them.

Similarly, measuring spirituality “defined as an experiential relationship
with God (or Ultimate Transcendence)” with six items, Hodge, Cardenas,
and Montoya (2001: 154) found “spirituality” not to be associated with al-
cohol use, whereas a measure of religiousness was positively associated
with the odds of never using alcohol. Another study, however, showed that
“spirituality” tended to be positively associated with alcohol use (Hodge,
Andereck, and Montoya, 2007). Specifically, based on a cluster analysis of
the same six “spirituality” items plus two religiousness items and ANCOVA
tests, they found the spiritual-but-not-religious cluster to report higher lev-
els of alcohol use than its neither-spiritual-nor-religious counterpart. Be-
cause the two clusters were not different in religiousness, the higher level
of alcohol use can be attributed to the part of being “spiritual.”

Although these findings about the relationship of spirituality with crime
and alcohol use seem to be contradictory to one another, the mixed findings
are, perhaps, actually congruent with the characterization of self-claimed
spirituality in relation to criminal propensity. As discussed, claiming to be
“spiritual” could, in some cases, have a negative association with criminal
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behaviors as it reflects an individual’s positive self-esteem, conventional val-
ues, and self-transcendent relationship with something sacred in life (e.g.,
Hodge, Cardenas, and Montoya, 2001; Miller and Thoresen, 2003; Wink
et al., 2007). In other cases, however, if it indicates narcissism, unortho-
doxy, and antireligious attitudes, then being “spiritual” is likely to be posi-
tively associated with antisocial behaviors (e.g., Marler and Hadaway, 2002;
Wink et al., 2007; Zinnbauer et al., 1997) and mental disorder (King et al.,
2013). As such, we continue our argument that greater specificity is neces-
sary when examining spiritual as well as religious dimensions of beliefs.

In sum, whereas directly linking spirituality and antisocial behavior is a
challenge because of the current dearth of extant research, we can extrapo-
late from what we know of being “spiritual” and existing theories of crime.
If some “spiritual” individuals are opposed to organized religion, then they
would not reap the same benefit of protection from criminality that is ob-
served for “religious” individuals. They may be less constrained by reli-
gious institutions and the connections that come with it. Thus, “spiritual-
but-not-religious” individuals do not have the same communal dimension
that reinforces prosocial connections with others, unlike their “religious-
and-spiritual” counterparts—who are institutionally embedded as well as
personally invested in religion—and to a lesser extent, their “religious-but-
not-spiritual” peers.

Criminologically speaking, “spiritual-but-not-religious” individuals are
likely to be exposed to lower levels of control (Gottfredson and Hirschi,
1990; Hirschi, 1969) and higher levels of strain (Agnew, 2006) com-
pared with their “religious” peers. In contrast, whether “spiritual-but-not-
religious” individuals are more or less likely to be criminal than their
“neither-religious-nor-spiritual” peers depends on what they mean when
they claim to be “spiritual” because they both are “not religious.” Thus, we
test between these two alternative hypotheses.

CRIME AND DEVIANCE IN EMERGING
ADULTHOOD

Emerging adulthood refers to “the period from the late teens through
the twenties, with a focus on ages 18–25” (Arnett, 2000: 469). According to
Arnett (2005: 239, italics added for emphasis), emerging adulthood is “the
age of identity exploration . . . instability . . . feeling in-between, neither ado-
lescent nor adult” and “the most self-focused age of life.” These features
imply potentially negative outcomes because it could become a time of nar-
cissism, unorthodoxy, and “innovation” (Merton, 1938), as well as of low
self- and social control relative to full-fledged adulthood.
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Despite their declining pattern, crime rates are still relatively high during
emerging adulthood (Laub and Sampson, 2003), and criminologists have
found the variables of control and strain to explain criminal behaviors dur-
ing this period (Piquero et al., 2002). For example, Sampson and Laub
(1993, 1996) and Laub and Sampson (2003) found measures of adult so-
cial bonds, such as marital attachment, job stability, and military service,
to have turning point effects in emerging adulthood (see also Uggen, 2000).
More recently, Jang and Rhodes (2012) found that low self-control and vari-
ables of general strain theory explain violent and property crimes among
emerging adults while controlling for social bonding and social learning
variables.

Emerging adulthood is also a unique period in life when religious be-
liefs and practices are in flux. For example, Smith (2005, 2009) found a
highly individualistic belief “system,” likely related to “spirituality” inde-
pendent of a religious community, to be held in adolescence and to persist
into the emerging adult years. In a twin study, Koenig, McGue, and Iacono
(2008) showed that religiousness, especially church attendance, decreases
with age for emerging adults. Similarly, finding a reduction primarily in re-
ligious practices, Uecker, Regnerus, and Valler (2007) reported that irreli-
gious teens tend to solidify their irreligion during emerging adulthood, who
are likely to then become “neither religious nor spiritual.”

HYPOTHESES AND THEORETICAL MODEL

This study tests the following hypotheses, focusing on violent and serious
property offenses because social group differences (e.g., sex, race, and class
differences) tend to be minimal for nonserious, trivial offenses.

Hypothesis 1: Spiritual-but-not-religious individuals are more likely
to commit crimes than their “religious” counterparts, whether “spir-
itual” or not, whereas they are expected to be different in criminal
offending from the neither-religious-nor-spiritual individual.

Hypothesis 2: The expected differences in criminal offending are likely
to be explained by group differences in religious involvement as well
as by the variables of self-control, social bonding, and general strain
theories.

To test these hypotheses, latent-variable structural equation models
were constructed. The key exogenous variables are three religious/spiritual
dummy variables with the spiritual-but-not-religious group as the refer-
ence category, and a latent construct of violent or property crimes is the
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ultimate endogenous variable. First, controlling for sociodemographic vari-
ables, we estimate a baseline model to establish relationships among the
three dummy variables and the latent variable of crime, separately for vio-
lent and property offenses. Then, we add six variables, five latent and one
manifest, one at a time (models 1 to 6) and then all together (full model),
to determine whether the addition changes not only the size but also the
significance of the initially estimated relationship between the key exoge-
nous and the ultimate endogenous variables.

METHODS

DATA

The current data come from the restricted-use sample of the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), a nationally rep-
resentative survey of more than 20,000 students, all of whom were in grades
7 through 12 when the first wave was collected during the 1994–1995 school
year. Add Health contains an exhaustive array of survey items measuring
the respondents’ social, economic, psychological, and physical well-being,
including an extensive battery of questions asking about delinquency and
drug use. Respondents were selected using a multistage, stratified, school-
based cluster sampling procedure. Eighty high schools, drawn from the
Quality Education Database, were stratified by region, urbanicity, sector,
racial composition, and size. Attempts were made to match each of these 80
schools with a feeder school, usually a middle school or junior high school.
In total, 52 feeder schools were added to the sample of schools, resulting in
a sample of 132 schools.

From September 1994 through April 1995, all available students in the
132 schools (n = 90,118) completed an In-School Survey. A representative
sample of these students (n = 20,745) then participated in the In-Home In-
terview at wave 1 using laptop computers, headphones, and audio record-
ings to encourage accurate and honest answers to many of the survey’s most
personal questions. Wave 2 data were collected from those who had not yet
graduated from high school (n = 14,738) from April through August 1996.
Wave 3 was collected in 2001–2002 when the respondents were emerging
adults, 18–28 years of age. In total, 1,507 partners of the original sample
were added, resulting in a sample size of 15,197. Finally, wave 4, collected
in 2007–2008, has a sample size of 15,701 (see Harris et al., 2009, for details
on sampling design).

We focus on the third wave: the only survey that included the two key
items of self-identified religiousness and spirituality needed to construct our
typology.
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MEASUREMENT

The religious/spiritual identity variable was created using two self-rated
items. One regards religiousness (“To what extent are you a religious per-
son?”) and the other spirituality (“To what extent are you a spiritual per-
son?”). Each question was answered based on a 4-point scale: not at all
(=0), slightly (=1), moderately (=2), and very religious/spiritual (=3).
These categories were dichotomized by combining the first two responses
into “not religious/spiritual” and the other two into “religious/spiritual” to
construct a 2 × 2 typology table that consists of four self-identity categories:
religious and spiritual, religious but not spiritual, spiritual but not religious,
and neither religious nor spiritual. A system of dummy variables was cre-
ated, and three categories were included in the subsequent analysis with the
spiritual-but-not-religious group, which is of our key interest in comparison
with the others, as the reference category.

The first explanatory variable, religious involvement, is a latent construct
that has four indicators—religious service attendance, participation in non-
service religious activities, religious salience (i.e., perceived importance of
religious faith), and frequency of prayer (see table S.1 in the online sup-
porting information for details2), all of which have been found to be nega-
tively associated with crime (Johnson and Jang, 2010). An exploratory fac-
tor analysis of the four indicators generated a one-factor solution with high
loadings, ranging from .55 to .80, with a high Cronbach’s alpha (.80).

A latent variable of low self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990)
was measured by two items asking about the respondent’s tendency of
risk-taking and little thought for the future,3 whereas that of attachment
to parents, one of two social bonding variables (Hirschi, 1969), was opera-
tionalized by three indicators: feeling close to parents, parents being warm
and loving, and enjoying doing things with parents. An exploratory factor
analysis revealed that the three have high loadings (.82, .87, and .84) and
that they were found to have an excellent interitem reliability (α = .88).

2. Additional supporting information can be found in the listing for this arti-
cle in the Wiley Online Library at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/
crim.2011.51.issue-3/issuetoc.

3. The content validity of our low self-control measure is limited in that it opera-
tionalizes only two of the six “elements of self-control” (Gottfredson and Hirschi,
1990: 89, emphasis in original): “exciting, risky, or thrilling” and “little skill or plan-
ning.” Because low self-control is to be measured by tapping all six dimensions, our
measurement is likely to have resulted in false positives (e.g., “risk takers” who
have high risk tolerance but not low self-control or respondents with attention
deficit disorder who are poor at planning but have high self-control). Positively
put, as a result, our test is deemed conservative with respect to the relationship
between low self-control and crime to the extent that false positives weaken the
relationship.

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/crim.2011.51.issue-3/issuetoc.
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/crim.2011.51.issue-3/issuetoc.
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The other social bonding variable, commitment to conventional activities,
is an index of four items asking whether the respondent was attending or
enrolled in school, had received any vocational education or job training,
was working for pay for at least 10 hours a week, and/or was serving in the
full-time active-duty military when the survey was conducted. Although
each item was measured as a dichotomous variable (0 = no, 1 = yes), all
of them are measures of adult social bonds that Sampson and Laub (1993)
suggested in their age-graded theory of informal social control.4

The last two explanatory variables come from Agnew’s (2006) general
strain theory. Among various types of strain, this study focused on criminal
victimization, one of the most criminogenic strains for adults, modeling it as
a latent construct with an indicator of vicarious victimization (“saw some-
one shoot or stab another person”) and six of experienced victimization
(e.g., being pulled a knife or gun on, shot, stabbed, or beaten up) during
the 12 months prior to the survey. An exploratory factor analysis showed
that the seven indicators were loaded on a common factor with moderate-
to-high loadings, ranging from .40 to .66, and a relatively good interitem
reliability (α = .70). Another latent variable measures negative emotions
with six items of state depression (i.e., depressive mood and malaise during
the last week prior to survey) and had generally high factor loadings and
Cronbach’s alpha (.80).5

Next, two latent endogenous variables of crimes were constructed using
three items of violent crimes and four items of property crimes commit-
ted during the last 12 months prior to the survey. The indicators of violent
crime measure how often the respondent engaged in armed robbery, phys-
ical fights, and assault, whereas those of property crime tap the frequency
of vandalism, theft (two items involving something worth more than $50
and less than $50), and burglary (0 = never, 1 = 1 or 2 times, 2 = 3 or 4
times, 3 = 5 or more times). Whereas the latter indicators have relatively
high loadings, ranging from .50 to .72, with an acceptable reliability (α =
.67), the former have loadings mixed in size (.37, .74, and .46) with a low
reliability (α = .44). This might reflect a lack of versatility of violent crimes
relative to property crimes.

4. We initially included in our model a variable of Akers’s (1998) social learning the-
ory: peer drinking, including binge drinking. However, in response to the Editor-
in-Chief’s and the reviewers’ concerns about the measure being limited to drink-
ing and based on the respondent’s perception of peer deviance rather than peer-
reported deviance, we removed the social learning variable, and we estimated a
model including the variable as well (see footnote 9).

5. Whereas anger tends to have greater construct validity than nonangry emotions
(Agnew, 2006), we could not include the emotion in the analysis because the third
wave of Add Health data do not contain items of state anger.
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Sociodemographic variables were constructed for statistical control: race
(0 = non-White, 1 = White), age (at the time of survey), sex (0 = male, 1 =
female), education (whose response categories range from 6 = 6th grade
to 22 = 5 or more years of graduate school; see table S.1 in the online sup-
porting information), and marital status (0 = never married, divorced, sepa-
rated, widowed, or in marriage-like relationship; 1 = married). In addition,
a methodological control was constructed that measures whether anyone
besides the respondent and the interviewer was present (=1) or not (=0)
when the survey was being conducted to adjust for any reporting bias caused
by reactivity.

Finally, to control for the respondent’s religious affiliation, we created
a variable similar to Steensland et al.’s (2000) RELTRAD. Our modified
RELTRAD assigns respondents to one of nine religious affiliation groups:
evangelical Protestant, mainline Protestant, Black Protestant, Catholic,
Jewish, Mormon, other religion, no religious affiliation, or unknown. Those
who said they were “just Christian” or ”just Protestant” and those who did
not know their religious affiliation were sorted into the evangelical Protes-
tant, mainline Protestant, or Black Protestant categories according to racial
backgrounds and “born again” self-identification. If we still could not clas-
sify the respondent, then they were coded as “unknown.”

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

To test our hypotheses, we used Mplus 7 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–
2012), a structural equation modeling (SEM) software that enables the
analysis of “complex survey” data like the Add Health. The latent-variable
SEM approach tends to generate more valid and reliable results than other
methods (e.g., path analysis) because it allows controlling for measurement
errors. Latent-variable modeling also is suitable to test our hypotheses,
where most concepts are abstract and thus are not directly observable.
Furthermore, Muthén’s (1983) “general structural equation model” and its
full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation, incorporated into
Mplus, allow not only for continuous but also for dichotomous and ordered
polytomous variables to be indicators of latent variables, particularly when
the variables are skewed. Because our measures of offending are ordered
categorical variables, we employed the estimator of MLR: “maximum
likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors . . . that are robust
to non-normality and non-independence of observations” (Muthén and
Muthén, 1998–2012: 484). We also used FIML to treat missing data (Baraldi
and Enders, 2010; Graham, 2009). Finally, for data-model fit assessment, we
focus on joint criteria using three types of fit index (Hu and Bentler, 1999)—
incremental (comparative fit index [CFI]), absolute (standardized root-
mean-squared residual [SRMR]), and parsimonious (root-mean-squared
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error of approximation [RMSEA])—rather than relying on any one of
them. Specifically, a model is determined to have a good fit to data if one
of two joint criteria, (CFI ≥ .96 and SRMR ≤ .09) or (SRMR ≤ .09 and
RMSEA ≤ .06), is met.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of variables included in the analy-
sis. It shows that the current sample (n = 14,322) is 67.6 percent White, 49.2
percent female, and 16.4 percent married.6 The respondents were, on aver-
age, 21.8 years of age with the youngest and the oldest being 18 and 28, re-
spectively, whereas the mean of their highest education was approximately
1 year of college completed (13.072). Interestingly, although approximately
one quarter of the total sample (26.8 percent)—“none” (22.0 percent) or
“affiliation unknown” (4.8 percent)—reported no religious affiliation, 43.8
percent of the sample called themselves “neither religious nor spiritual.”
This finding indicates that reporting religious affiliation is one thing, but it
is another to self-identify as “religious” and/or “spiritual.” Also, as antici-
pated, we found the percentage of the “neither religious nor spiritual” to be
higher than what Dougherty and Jang (2008) reported for a general pop-
ulation of adults (44 percent vs. 16 percent), which is consistent with pre-
vious findings: a general increase of religious “nones” among young adults
(Baker and Smith, 2009), and they become stable affiliates as they age (Lim,
MacGregor, and Putnam, 2010).7 However, the percentage of the spiritual-
but-not-religious category was about the same (11 percent vs. 10 percent),
whereas both “religious” groups were found to be smaller, whether “spiri-
tual” (38 percent vs. 57 percent) or not (7 percent vs. 17 percent).

6. The current sample consists of only those respondents enrolled in grades 7–12 dur-
ing 1994–1995 (i.e., wave 1), for whom the Add Health provides sampling weight
(GSWGT3 2) to be used in cross-sectional analysis (Chantala, 2006). As a result,
875 of the 15,197 respondents who participated in the third survey could not be
included. Also, as anticipated, a relatively small percentage of the emerging-adult
respondents was married at the time of survey.

7. In addition, there are two potential methodological reasons for why comparisons
with the Baylor Religion Survey (BRS) data, which Dougherty and Jang (2008) an-
alyzed, differ from those of the Add Health. First, the BRS does not have nearly
the same number of respondents in the same age category as the Add Health for
good comparisons as there is reason to think a cohort effect exists (Marler and
Hadaway, 2002). Second, more importantly, this might have been, in part, an ar-
tifact. Specifically, the Add Health asks the religious/spiritual questions immedi-
ately after one another, more clearly juxtaposing the two and implying that they
are not the same concepts. The BRS, however, presents the self-rated religiousness
and spirituality questions at different points in the survey, decreasing the percep-
tion that they are conceptually distinct. So we believe that the Add Health items
are more reliable for constructing our 2 × 2 typology than the BRS.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables Analyzed and
Group Mean Comparisonsa

Variables Mean (SD) Minimum Maximum SBNR SBNR SBNR
vs. RAS vs. RBNS vs. NRNS

Race (White) .676 (.498) .000 1.000 .103∗ .104∗ –.003
Age 21.822 (1.764) 18.000 28.000 .123 .206 .188∗

Sex (Female) .492 (.499) .000 1.000 −.022 −.029 .065∗

Education 13.072 (1.965) 6.000 22.000 .057 .548∗ .553∗

Married .164 (.375) .000 1.000 −.092∗ −.084∗ −.015
Third Person Present .233 (.420) .000 1.000 .003 −.017 −.022
Religious Affiliation

Evangelical
Protestant

.223 (.396) .000 1.000 −.172∗ −.098∗ .017

Mainline Protestant .104 (.300) .000 1.000 −.020∗ −.026 −.028∗

Black Protestant .101 (.343) .000 1.000 −.101∗ −.055∗ .009
Catholic .237 (.435) .000 1.000 −.004 −.128∗ −.027
Jewish .008 (.084) .000 1.000 .009 −.010 .005
Mormon .009 (.093) .000 1.000 −.009 .003 .002
Other religion .050 (.214) .000 1.000 .024∗ .041∗ .053∗

None .220 (.402) .000 1.000 .241∗ .238∗ −.063∗

Affiliation
unknown

.048 (.214) .000 1.000 .032∗ .035∗ .032∗

Religious/Spiritual
Identity

Religious and
spiritual

.379 (.489) .000 1.000 — — —

Religious but not
spiritual

.068 (.248) .000 1.000 — — —

Spiritual but not
religious

.115 (.315) .000 1.000 — — —

Neither religious
nor spiritual

.438 (.492) .000 1.000 — — —

Religious Involvement −.050 (.792) −1.166 2.223 −.824∗ −.460∗ .303∗

Low Self-control 2.822 (.816) 1.000 5.000 .074∗ −.017 −.121∗

Attachment to Parents .001 (.898) −4.722 .881 −.214∗ −.140∗ −.014
Commitment to

Conventional
Activities

.198 (.202) .000 1.000 −.028∗ .032∗ .025∗

Criminal Victimization .026 (.095) .000 1.000 .015 .015 .019
State Depression .486 (.495) .000 3.000 .046∗ .054∗ .083∗

Violent Crimes .082 (.248) .000 3.000 .008∗ .000 −.004
Property Crimes .072 (.230) .000 3.000 .051∗ .044∗ .032∗

NOTE: The number of observations for each variable analyzed range from 14,087 to 14,322,
and all analyses were weighted and corrected for survey design.
ABBREVIATIONS: NRNS = “neither religious nor spiritual”; RAS = “religious and spir-
itual”; RBNS = “religious but not spiritual”; SBNR = “spiritual but not religious”; SD =
standard deviation.
aThe tests of difference in group means were based on the coefficients of three dummy vari-
ables being RAS, RBNS, and NRNS (see the last three columns), regressed on each variable
with SBNR being the omitted category.
∗p < .05 (two-tailed test).
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GROUP COMPARISONS

Table 1 also reports results from comparing means between the “spir-
itual but not religious” (SBNR) and each of the other three groups (see
the last three columns): “religious and spiritual” (RAS), “religious but not
spiritual” (RBNS), and “neither religious nor spiritual” (NRNS). We esti-
mated group-mean differences in terms of the structural relationships be-
tween dummy variables representing the three groups and each variable
listed in the table, where a positive (negative) coefficient indicates the refer-
ence group’s (i.e., SBNR’s) mean being larger (smaller) than a comparison
group’s mean.

Significant group differences tend to be consistent with what we discussed
previously: SBNR emerging adults are likely to be at higher risk for crimi-
nal offending than their RAS and RBNS peers, whereas they are expected
to be at higher risk in some aspects but at lower risk in others than their
NRNS counterparts. At the time of survey, for example, the SBNR were
less likely than the “religious”—RAS (–.092) and RBNS (–.084)—to have
been married, which tends to decrease crime in emerging adulthood, par-
ticularly when marriage is cohesive (Sampson and Laub, 1993). In contrast,
as expected, the SBNR–NRNS comparison results were mixed: The SBNR
were not different from the NRNS (–.015) in marital status, but differences
were found in social class (.553), being higher in terms of education. The
SBNR also reported higher grade or year of regular school completed than
the RBNS (.548), although not the RAS (.057).8 These demographic dif-
ferences between the SBNR and the others tend to be similar to previous
findings based on a national sample of American adults (Dougherty and
Jang, 2008).

Furthermore, interestingly, the SBNR respondents were more likely than
their RAS and RBNS peers to report affiliations other than Christian de-
nominations as their “present religion,” such as Islam, Eastern religion, pa-
ganism, or New Age spirituality, whereas not surprisingly, they were less
likely to be either Protestant or Catholic. They also were more likely to
have “unknown” religion as well as being “none,” atheistic, or agnostic than
their “religious” counterparts, whereas there was no difference in terms of
affiliation with Jewish and Mormon religions. Similarly, the SBNR were
more likely to have “other” (.053) or “unknown” religion (.032) than the
NRNS, and they were less likely to be “none” (–.063). When taken together,

8. In addition, the SBNR respondents in the sample were more likely to be White
than their “religious” counterparts, whether they call themselves “spiritual” (.103)
or not (.104), whereas they were not significantly different from the NRNS (–.003).
However, the SBNR were older (.188) and more likely to be female (.065) than the
NRNS.
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the SBNR seem to be “not religious” with respect to the Protestant or the
Catholic religion but tend to be open or favorable to non-Christian, non-
Western, postmodern religion compared with the others (Fuller, 2001).

More importantly, the SBNR were found to be at higher risk for criminal
offending than the RAS and RBNS in terms of the explanatory variables,
while their comparisons with the NRNS generated mixed findings. First, the
SBNR were less likely to be religiously involved than the RAS and RBNS
(–.824 and –.460), although more likely than the NRNS (.303). This con-
firms that the SBNR were “not religious” if it concerns the Protestant or
the Catholic denomination, but they were found to be more religious than
the NRNS as long as it is not the Christian religion, although they are still
less involved in religion than the RAS and RBNS.

Next, the SBNR respondents were at higher risk of criminal offending
in terms of low self-control and negative emotional state, and they were
less constrained by adult social bonds compared with their “religious”
counterparts. Specifically, they reported a significantly higher mean of low
self-control than the RAS (.074), although not the RBNS (–.017), and they
were found to have experienced depressive mood and malaise more often
during the last week prior to the survey than both “religious” groups (.046
and .054), which is consistent with a previous study (King et al., 2013).
Also, the SBNR were less likely to be attached to their parents than the
RAS (–.214) and the RBNS (–.140), whereas they were less committed to
conventional activities than the RAS (–.028) but more so than the RBNS
(.032). In contrast, the SBNR were at a lower risk of criminal offending
than the NRNS in terms of low self-control (–.121) and commitment to
conventional activities (.025), but they were at a higher risk with respect to
state depression (.083). However, the SBNR were not different in criminal
victimization from the others.

Finally, consistent with the preceding group differences in the correlates
and causes of crime, the SBNR were found to have committed crimes more
often than the other groups during the last 12 months prior to the survey,
which was more pronounced in property than in violent crimes. Specifically,
the SBNR reported higher levels of violent criminal offending than the
RAS (.008), although not compared with the RBNS (.000) and the NRNS
(–.004). On the other hand, the SBNR committed property crimes more
often than the RAS (.051), the RBNS (.044), and the NRNS (.032).

Measurement and Structural Models

Before interpreting results from estimating our model, we need to as-
sess the model’s overall fit to the current data. First, both models of vi-
olent and property crimes are found to have a good fit, meeting one of
Hu and Bentler’s (1999) joint criteria, with standardized root-mean-squared
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residuals (SRMRs) being smaller than .090 (ranging from .008 to .023 in the
violent crime model and from .011 to .023 in the property crime model) and
root mean square error of approximations (RMSEAs) smaller than .060
(from .013 to .033 and from .017 to .031), despite comparative fit indices
(CFIs) (from .865 to .973 and from .885 to .965) mostly not reaching the
minimum cutoff (.960). Overall, the model fit is adequate, which supports
interpreting the results.

Beginning with the latent variables’ measurement models, we found most
of their indicators to have moderate-to-high loadings in both the violent and
property crime models, ranging from .362 to .867 as shown in table 2 (see
the top panel), which also presents correlations among the explanatory vari-
ables (see the bottom panel of table 2). Most correlations were significant
in the expected direction.

Table 3 shows the unstandardized coefficients of the structural models
of violent crimes, estimated first with no additional explanatory variables
(baseline model) and then with one additional explanatory variable at a
time (models 1 to 6) as well as all six of them simultaneously (full model).
Significant coefficients of sociodemographic variables are mostly in the ex-
pected direction as race (White), age, sex (female), education, and being
married are all negatively associated with violent crimes. In contrast, the
methodological control (third person present) and the dummy variables of
religious affiliation (RELTRAD) were found to be not significant with one
exception: Mormon respondents were less likely to commit violent crime
than their evangelical Protestant peers in the baseline (−.013) and all but
one intermediate models (−.013 or −.017), though not in the full model
(−.015).

The baseline model provides partial support for the first hypothesis. The
RAS dummy variable was found to have a negative coefficient (–.009), as
hypothesized: That is, the SBNR respondents were more likely to have en-
gaged in violent crimes than their RAS peers but not the RBNS (–.002).
Also, there was no significant difference in violent criminal offending be-
tween the SBNR and the NRNS (–.001). Although these findings tend to be
consistent with the results from estimating group differences without con-
trolling for the sociodemographic variables (see table 1), only one of the
three hypothesized group differences was found to be significant.

Next, six intermediate models (models 1 to 6) show whether the reli-
gious/spiritual dummy variables’ coefficients change not only in the size
but also in significance as explanatory variables were added to the baseline
model one at a time. The first two intermediate models show that the
coefficient size of RAS reduced in absolute value, becoming nonsignificant,
when religious involvement (33 percent reduction from |–.009| to |–.006|)
and low self-control (22 percent reduction from |–.009| to |–.007|) were
added each to the baseline model. These indicate the two variables’
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significant explanation of the observed difference in violent crime between
the SBNR and the RAS as hypothesized (hypothesis 2), whereas the other
explanatory variables failed to account for the SBNR–RAS difference (see
models 3 to 6). That is, the SBNR were more likely to commit violent
crime than the RAS partly because the former tend to have lower levels of
religious involvement and self-control. The full model that includes all six
variables shows the RAS coefficient reduced by 11 percent, from –.009 to
–.008, and became nonsignificant. On the other hand, differences between
the SBNR and the other two groups, found to be nonsignificant in the
baseline model (–.002 and –.001), remained so across the intermediate and
full models.

In sum, the overall results provide partial support for our hypothe-
ses. First, as expected, SBNR was more likely to engage in violent crime
than RAS, but it was not significantly different from RBNS and NRNS.
Second, we found that only one third of our hypothesized variables (re-
ligious involvement and low self-control) significantly explained the ob-
served SBNR-RAS difference. Although it failed to explain the difference,
the strain of criminal victimization had a stronger relationship with violent
criminal offending (β = .513; see the full model) and explained it more than
any other explanatory variable, including religious/spiritual self-identity, in
the model (�R2 of .279 = .370 to .091 compared with �R2 of .285 = .376 to
.091 for all six variables combined).

Turning to property crimes, table 4 presents structural models estimated
in the same way as the models of violent crime. The baseline model shows
empirical support for hypothesis 1 not only for the hypothesized differences
involving the “religious” groups (–.048 and –.040) but also for the difference
involving the “neither” group (–.036). That is, SBNR respondents were
more likely to report property crimes than their NRNS peers as well as
the “religious” ones. The next six models, however, show no support for
the second hypothesis. Specifically, the three coefficients of group differ-
ence remained significant across the models as we entered the explanatory
variables, whether one at a time (models 1 to 6) or simultaneously (full
model), whereas the size of coefficients somewhat reduced: RAS (e.g., 17
percent, from |–.048| to |–.040| in model 1), RBNS (e.g., 10 percent, from
|–.040| to |–.036| in model 1 and the full model), and NRNS (e.g., 11 per-
cent, from |–.036| to |–.032| in models 5 and 6).

In sum, we found full support for the first hypothesis with respect to
property crimes. As expected, the SBNR respondents were more likely to
commit the crimes than the RAS and RBNS counterparts, and they were
found to be different from the NRNS in the same direction as the “reli-
gious” groups. In contrast, we found no support for the second hypothe-
sis. That is, the variables of self-control, social bonding, and general strain
theory failed to explain the observed group differences. In addition, the six
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explanatory variables jointly explained property criminal offending (�R2 of
.060 = .110 to .050) less than a quarter (21 percent) of what they did for vio-
lent offending (�R2 of .285 = .376 to .091). This limited explanation might
be partly because of the data constraints that did not allow us to include
other theoretical variables relevant to property crimes, especially those of
social learning (Akers, 1998), like association with deviant peers, which was
expected to have substantial influence on behaviors during emerging adult-
hood (Warr, 1998).9

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Although researchers of religion, health, and well-being have increas-
ingly studied and have found utility in the “spirituality” concept as distinct
from religion or religiousness (e.g., Hill and Pargament, 2003; Idler et al.,
2003), criminologists have yet to add this dimension to the explanation
of crime. In this context, the current study intended to examine whether
individuals who say that they are “spiritual” while denying that they are
“religious” differ from others in criminal propensity, focusing on emerging
adulthood. Our findings tend to indicate that those respondents did not ran-
domly choose the term “spiritual” over “religious” for self-identification
and were more prone to commit violent crime than their “religious-
and-spiritual” peers and property crime than their “neither” as well as
“religious” counterparts. Furthermore, the difference in violent criminal
offending was found to be partly a result of the spiritual-but-not-religious
individuals being low on religious involvement and self-control, whereas
the difference in property offending failed to be explained by the variables
of religious involvement, self-control, social bonding, and general strain
theory.

The overall results show that claiming to be “spiritual” explained one’s
criminal propensity independently of being “religious.” Specifically, our
finding that the “spiritual-but-not-religious” individuals were more likely
to commit property crimes than their “neither” as well as “religious-but-
not-spiritual” peers implies that claiming to be “spiritual” is a potential
risk factor of criminal offending for emerging adults. With this in mind,
should we expect the “religious-and-spiritual” individuals to be more crime

9. When we added the variable of peer drinking (see footnote 4) to the model, the
results remained practically the same (see table S.2 in the online supporting in-
formation). Although the effect of peer drinking on violent crime was found to be
significant (.005), the addition increased explained variance only by .010, from .376
to .386. In contrast, the effect on property crime was not even significant (–.002).
This weak finding for the alleged measure of social learning theory seems in line
with the editor’s and reviewers’ concern that the peer drinking variable would not
do justice to the theory.
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prone than their “religious-but-not-spiritual” counterparts? No. In fact, we
found the former to be more conventional (religious involvement and social
bonds) relative to the latter.10 This is because, as we suggested, self-claimed
spirituality is dualistic in meaning. Claiming to be “spiritual” while being
“religious” is denied as a risk factor for deviance if the claim connotes un-
orthodox or “deviant” à la Merton (1938) and antireligious beliefs and atti-
tudes (Marler and Hadaway, 2002; Zinnbauer et al., 1997). It is, however, a
protective factor when it is accompanied by claiming to be “religious,” in-
dicating an interest in and striving for the private dimension of faith—such
as self-transcendence and “ultimate concerns,” including life’s meaning and
purpose (Emmons, 2005).

To test this conceptual dualism of self-claimed spirituality in relation to
criminal behavior, we conducted two supplemental analyses. First, we re-
placed the “religious” and “spiritual” dummy variables with the original
items of self-claimed religiousness and spirituality as continuous measures.
The results showed that neither the continuous measures nor their inter-
action term was significant, although the replacement, in general, did not
affect the relationships between the explanatory variables and criminal of-
fending in terms of significance (see tables S.3 and S.4 in the online sup-
porting information). This indicates that our dichotomous measure of self-
claimed spirituality, consistent with the concept’s dualism, was more con-
struct valid than its continuous counterpart.

Second, we constructed an alternative 2 × 2 typology of religious/spiritual
identity by reclassifying “slightly religious” and “slightly spiritual” as “reli-
gious” and “spiritual” rather than not, coding only the “not at all” cate-
gory as “not religious” and “not spiritual.” Then, we reestimated models
using alternative dummy variables based on the reconstructed typology to
determine whether this operationalization would generate the identity con-
cept’s measure that had higher construct validity than what we had em-
ployed. The results from estimating the alternative models of both violent
and property crimes showed no significant difference between the spiritual-
but-not-religious group and its comparison groups (see tables S.5 and S.6 in
the online supporting information). That is, the alternative typology failed
to reflect a more construct-valid measure of religious/spiritual identity than
the original.

10. We reestimated group differences in the explanatory variables as well as vio-
lent and property crimes, using the religious-and-spiritual group as the reference
category to compare directly with the religious-but-not-spiritual group. The latter
was found to be lower than the former on religious involvement (–.326) and com-
mitment to conventional activities (–.159) but higher on low self-control (.061).
They were, however, not significantly different in attachment to parents, criminal
victimization, negative emotions, and violent and property crimes.
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A closer observation revealed that the reclassification resulted in more
changes in the religious-and-spiritual and neither-religious-nor-spiritual
categories than the other two. Specifically, the proportion of the religious-
and-spiritual respondents in the sample increased by .151, from .379 to .530
(40 percent increase), whereas that of the neither-religious-nor-spiritual
decreased by .137, from .438 to .301 (31 percent decrease). In contrast,
the religious-but-not-spiritual and the spiritual-but-not-religious groups in-
creased (9 percent, from .068 to .074) and decreased (9 percent, from .115
to .105), to a lesser extent. In sum, the alternative typology had classified
more respondents as being “religious,” whether “spiritual” as well or not,
and fewer as being “spiritual but not religious” or “neither religious nor
spiritual.” This more lenient classification of respondents as being “reli-
gious” and more strict classification of those as being “spiritual” eliminated
the significant group differences in violent and property offending observed
previously, and thus, the original typology seems to be better than the alter-
native in terms of its resultant measure’s construct validity. Furthermore, a
contingency table analysis showed no significant (positive) relationship be-
tween the two typologies (chi-square = 16.742, degrees of freedom [d.f.] =
9, p = .369), indicating that they were not even remotely similar.

Although not related to our hypothesis testing, an interesting observation
was that only one third of the “neither” group had no religious affiliation
(36.13 percent), whereas most of them reported they were either Protes-
tant (30.81 percent)—evangelical (14.28 percent), mainline (11.08 percent),
Black Protestant (5.45 percent)—or Catholic (24.19 percent), with still oth-
ers reporting their affiliation as Jewish (.79 percent), Mormon (.49 percent),
other (3.20 percent), or unknown (4.41 percent). Thus, for emerging adults,
being “neither religious nor spiritual” is unlikely to be coterminous with
whether they have a religious affiliation.

The current study is the first ever conducted to examine the relationship
between self-claimed spirituality as well as religiousness and criminal be-
haviors, so future research should replicate our study not only for emerg-
ing adulthood but also for other stages of life. When replicated, panel data
with short intervals would be best to establish causal ordering between the
self-identity and criminal offending, which we could not show with cross-
sectional data. Also, although we included in our model variables reflecting
self-control, social bonding, and general strain theory as explanations of the
differences between the “spiritual but not religious” and other groups, some
key predictors of crime, especially social learning variables, could not be in-
cluded in our analysis. Future research should examine whether our limited
explanation of the group differences is partly a result of the omission of key
criminological variables.

Despite these limitations, the current study has a potential contribution
to criminology not only because it reports empirical evidence of a concept



620 JANG & FRANZEN

prior research has largely ignored (i.e., spirituality as distinct from reli-
giousness) but also because it points to “a new criminological perspective
that focuses on human personhood (i.e., moral, believing animal), motiva-
tion, and action, which often has been neglected by modern criminology
under the influence of the naturalistic, utilitarian, and noncultural tradition
of Western social theory (Smith, 2003)” (Johnson and Jang, 2010: 129).
Unlike criminologists and sociologists, other social scientists, especially
psychologists, have examined a broadly redefined concept of religion,
often called “spirituality,” finding the concept to be significantly related
to human behaviors, independent of religiousness (Emmons, 2005; Hill
and Pargament, 2003; Miller and Thoresen, 2003; Wong, 2012). The new
concept is unlikely to trump the key, more proximate causes of crime (e.g.,
control and strain variables) in the relative strength of “direct” explanation
as implied by the current findings, but it is likely to enhance our under-
standing of crime causation as it not only adds more explanation, although
perhaps mostly indirect via the proximate causes, but also conditions rela-
tionships between the proximate causes and crime. Thus, future research
on the new “spirituality” concept has a potential to contribute to the devel-
opment of “a systematic criminology of religion,” which Cullen (2010: 158)
recently called for, suggesting the “study of religion should be an integral
part of the criminological enterprise and a vibrant subfield within our
discipline.”

In conclusion, is being “spiritual” enough to reduce criminal propensity
without also being religious? Our study suggests the answer is no—at least
during emerging adulthood. That is, being “spiritual” without being reli-
gious was found to be positively, rather than negatively, associated with the
probability of engaging in violent and, to a greater extent, property crimes.
In contrast, consistent with prior research on religion and crime (Johnson
and Jang, 2010), being religious was inversely related to criminal offending
whether or not in conjunction with being “spiritual.” Thus, according to the
current study, it would be a mistake to treat the term “spiritual” as crimino-
logically synonymous with “religious” given that they are likely to connote
different beliefs and attitudes.
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