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Abstract
Prior research has established a positive relationship between religiosity and civic
engagement but focused on public religiosity rather than private religiosity without
explaining the relationship. We examined private religiosity as well as public religiosity
in relation to community engagement, explaining the religiosity-community engagement
relationship with two understudied mechanisms: ‘‘transcendent accountability’’ (seeing
oneself as accountable to God or a higher power for one’s influence on other people
or the environment) and pro-community attitudes. For this examination, we applied
structural equation modeling to analyze data from a nationally representative survey.
We found that survey respondents who believed in a higher power, privately practiced
devotional prayer and study of religious texts, and attended religious group activities
(other than worship services), were more likely to report transcendent accountability
to a higher power for their influence on other people and the environment. We also
found that transcendent accountability was related positively to pro-community atti-
tudes, which in turn was positively associated with community engagement. The
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indirect relationships between religiosity and community engagement were mostly sig-
nificant. In conclusion, both private and public religious behaviors are consequential in
the religiosity-civic engagement relationship, and the religiosity-linked virtue of trans-
cendent accountability and its associated pro-community attitudes contribute to civic
engagement.

Keywords
public religiosity, private religiosity, civic engagement, transcendent accountability, pro-
community attitudes

Introduction

A growing number of studies have linked an individual’s involvement in religion
with prosocial orientations and behaviors (Cavendish 2001; Driskell, Embry, and
Lyon 2008; Lewis, MacGregor, and Putnam 2013; Park and Smith 2000; Wuthnow
2002). To date, researchers have studied the link between religious involvement and
social integration, social capital, and civic engagement broadly defined, such as
relationships with neighbors and others in one’s community (Beyerlein and Hipp
2006; Putnam and Campbell 2010). Social scientists have also explored the impact
of religiosity on volunteering, a specific prosocial act that is regarded as an impor-
tant manifestation of social and community engagement and ties, involving trust in
others and concern for the collective good (Campbell and Yonish 2003; Cnaan and
Boddie 2002; Kim and Jang 2017; Wilson and Musick 1997; Wuthnow 1990, 1996).
This topic is particularly relevant given recent debates about declines in social capi-
tal in contemporary America, as well as political changes including the devolution
of responsibility for social service delivery from federal and state governments to
local communities and non-profits, especially religious organizations (Bartkowski
and Regis 2000; Putnam 2000; Wilson 2000; Wuthnow 2004).

The current study addresses two key issues that have not been adequately exam-
ined. First, prior research has tended to focus on public, organizational religiosity
(e.g., religious service attendance) to explain community engagement (Putnam and
Campbell 2010; Wilson and Musick 1997), while limited attention has been given
to private, nonorganizational religiosity (e.g., private practices such as prayer or
reading of sacred texts). According to Putnam and Campbell (2010:444), when it
comes to ‘‘the ‘religious edge’ in good citizenship and neighborliness . commu-
nities of faith seem more important than faith itself.’’ While it may be true that
public, organizational participation in religion makes an important contribution to
community and civic engagement (Bekkers and Wiepking 2011; Lewis et al. 2013),
it seems premature to dismiss the potential relevance of private, nonorganizational
religiosity, especially among those who are not well connected to a religious orga-
nization or who claim to be religiously unaffiliated (see Levin et al. 2022). Second,
while previous work suggests that the relationship between public religiosity and
community engagement may be explained primarily by social networks and oppor-
tunities to volunteer and help others (Putnam 2000; Putnam and Campbell 2010;
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Putnam, Feldstein, and Cohen 2004), these factors may be less likely to explain the
relationship between private religiosity and civic engagement, and relatively little
work has been conducted on explanatory mechanisms for this relationship.

To address these issues, this study simultaneously examines the relationships
between both private and public aspects of religious involvement and community
engagement. It also introduces two rarely studied mechanisms that may help us
understand these associations: (1) seeing oneself as accountable to God or a higher
power for one’s impact on other people or the environment, called ‘‘transcendent
accountability,’’ and (2) positive attitudes toward community engagement or ‘‘pro-
community attitudes.’’ Researchers often allude to the effects of religion on virtues
when discussing how religious involvement leads to community engagement (e.g.,
Loveland et al. 2005; Sharp 2019), but the virtuous effect of religion has rarely been
empirically examined (but see Beyerlein and Vaisey 2013). Recent work in both
criminology (Jang et al. 2022; Johnson, Hallett, and Jang 2021) and mental health
(Bradshaw et al. 2022; Witvliet et al. 2023) demonstrates the potential contribution
that virtues may make to understanding the effects of religion on human behaviors,
and this study extends this line of research to include community engagement.

To achieve these goals, we begin with a review of prior research on religiosity
and civic engagement, distinguishing between public, organizational religiosity and
private, nonorganizational religiosity. We then introduce the concept of transcen-
dent accountability as a rarely examined explanation of the relationship between
religiosity and pro-community attitudes, as well as community engagement. After
explaining our hypotheses, we describe our methods including data, measurement,
and analytic strategy. Data were drawn from a recent nationally representative sur-
vey that includes new and unique measures of transcendent accountability, pro-
community attitudes, and other variables. Briefly, findings suggest that both public
and private religiosity are important, as private religiosity is more likely to be
related indirectly to civic engagement through transcendent accountability and
pro-community attitudes than public religiosity. This finding suggests that research
in this area should continue to focus on both private and public aspects of religious
life, as well as examine the role of virtues. The implications of these findings are
then discussed, and suggestions for future research are offered.

Background

Putnam and Campbell (2010) provide a compelling discussion of relationships
among religious involvement, prosocial orientations, social integration, and com-
munity engagement. In Chapter 13, ‘‘Religion and Good Neighborliness,’’ a state-
ment provides context for these relationships: ‘‘To be sure, religious folks have sat
through hundreds of sermons admonishing them to ‘love thy neighbor as thyself’
and to ‘do unto others as you would have them do unto you’’’ (Putnam and
Campbell (2010:443). Teachings like these may admonish adherents toward proso-
cial attitudes and behaviors, but do they actually lead to positive attitudes toward
the community and, more importantly, higher levels of community engagement
among religious compared with non-religious individuals?
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The answer to these questions would appear to be ‘‘yes,’’ as Putnam and
Campbell (2010:444) provided empirical evidence that ‘‘religious Americans are, in
fact, more generous neighbors and more conscientious citizens than their secular
counterparts.’’ For example, using data from the 2006 Faith Matters Survey, they
showed that religious involvement was positively associated with both religious
and secular volunteering.

1

Similar to volunteering, they found that religious indi-
viduals were more likely to make monetary donations to charitable causes than
their non-religious counterparts, and also that individuals who give money to reli-
gious causes were likely to donate to various secular organizations as well, particu-
larly those that help the needy.

These findings lead us to ask: Why would religious involvement be positively
related to prosocial attitudes and behaviors, particularly those associated with the
community? To answer this question, we look to prior research, focusing on two
domains of religious involvement, public, organizational religiosity and private,
nonorganizational religiosity: that is, public participation in religious organiza-
tional activities (e.g., attending religious services and other group activities, like a
small group Bible study or prayer meetings) and private engagement through
beliefs and behaviors such as prayer and reading sacred texts.

2

Public Religiosity and Community Engagement

Public, organizational religious behaviors are known to be positively associated
with community engagement for several reasons. First, participation in religious
organizations exposes individuals to prosocial teachings, including scriptural nar-
ratives, stories, and parables such as the Golden Rule and the story of the Good
Samaritan (Wuthnow 1996). For many people, these examples come to define their
faith and worldviews (Ammerman 1997; Wuthnow 1991). In the Christian tradi-
tion, for example, compassion and self-giving love are central scriptural messages
and guide adherents to love their neighbors and even their enemies (Sider 1997,
1999).

Second, religious organizations may establish behavioral guidelines and enforce
prosocial norms (Son and Wilson 2012). For example, religious groups may reward
certain types of conduct, such as charitable pursuits and other-directed acts of gen-
erosity. People who engage in such behavior may be esteemed among members or
even officially recognized by clergy or other leaders within the congregation.
Moreover, these people may be regarded as role models who exemplify religious
lifestyles and expectations, and they may become reference groups for fellow
church members who may voluntarily emulate their practices. By contrast, when
violations occur (e.g., hostile or malicious behavior toward others), religious
groups can impose informal sanctions such as criticism and possibly even formal
discipline, which may signal the loss of religious and non-religious rewards associ-
ated with membership (Ellison and Sherkat 1995; Sherkat 1997; Stark and Finke
2000).

Third, religious organizations are places where prosocial ideals can be lived out
via formal and informal interactions among coreligionists. As Putnam and
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Campbell (2010) noted, religious groups are network-driven institutions.
Individuals may be recruited into congregations via preexisting friendship ties
(Stark and Bainbridge 1980), and people may also cultivate friendships with like-
minded others—with whom they share common values, interests, and activities,
including prosocial orientations—within religious congregations (Merino 2013).
Thus, individuals who regularly attend religious services report having more
friends, interacting with them more often, receiving more types of social support,
and valuing and trusting their support networks more than those who do not regu-
larly attend services (Bradley et al. 2020; Ellison and George 1994; Merino 2014).

Fourth, within religious congregations, individuals also informally exchange
various types of tangible aid such as goods, services, and information, as well as
socioemotional assistance including companionship, morale building, sharing of
personal feelings, prayer, and spiritual support (Krause 2002; Wuthnow 1994).
These vibrant networks provide opportunities for recruitment and participation in
various activities, including civic ones, as well as promoting community engage-
ment. Religious organizations often sponsor charitable activities, such as visitation
and providing resources for shut-ins and soup kitchens for homeless people
(Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004), scouting and youth organizations, as well as a
host of other social services (Johnson 2002). Members are often encouraged and
recruited via personal appeals from friends and clergy to give time and money to
these efforts (Musick, Wilson, and Bynum 2000).

In sum, prior research tends to suggest that public indicators of religiosity are
positively related to community engagement with pro-community attitudes being a
potential mediator for the relationship. Some scholars, including Putnam and
Campbell (2010), have even suggested that organizational participation in religion
is more important than private practices and beliefs for civic engagement (Bekkers
and Wiepking 2011; Lewis et al. 2013), but it seems premature to dismiss or mar-
ginalize the potential contribution of private, nonorganizational religiosity.

Private Religiosity and Community Engagement

Private religious behaviors. Private, nonorganizational religious behaviors, such as
praying and reading religious texts, are likely to facilitate the internalization of pro-
social teachings of religion. For example, private practices may help to internalize
the view that believers should display the same compassion toward other people
that God has shown toward them (Regnerus, Smith, and Sikkink 1998). As people
spend time in prayer and reflection on sacred texts, for example, their personal rela-
tionship with divine others (i.e., God or gods) may deepen in much the same way
that interpersonal bonds deepen with other humans (Pollner 1989; Wikstrom
1987). That is, as an individual continues to engage God or a higher power via pri-
vate devotional practices, the relationship, values, beliefs, and behaviors associated
with the divine other are likely to become increasingly important and carry implica-
tions for one’s attitudes and actions. Through prayer and engagement with
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scripture, people may develop impressions of what kinds of behavior the divine
other may require (Poloma and Gallup 1992).

As a result, individuals may begin to interpret their own situations from the
vantage point of what they perceive to be a divine perspective. Given that many
religious teachings and stories involve prosocial orientations, it is reasonable to
anticipate that the processes of religious perspective-taking may foster compassio-
nate, other-directed attitudes and behaviors, leading to positive attitudes toward
the community and higher levels of community engagement. Previous research
shows that those who pray more often are more likely to provide assistance to oth-
ers, both known and unknown (Sharp 2019), be more involved in a range of com-
munity organizations (Loveland et al. 2005), and volunteer more frequently (Einolf
2013; McClure 2013; Paxton, Reith, and Glanville 2014; Yeung 2018).

Also, many devout individuals see themselves as answerable for living out their
faith and sharing with others the positive difference religious faith has made in their
lives (Ellison 1992). Some believers may do this through silent example, letting their
moral conduct and good works speak for themselves, while others may witness or
testify to others. Prosocial behaviors are likely to be involved in such encounters,
which are intended as an indication of the believer’s positive internal spiritual state.
In contrast to formal, organizational charitable efforts, participation in informal
acts of kindness and generosity do not require any special knowledge or informa-
tion about groups, dates and times, or other details, nor do they typically require
material or other resources. Opportunities for such acts often surface on the spur of
the moment and require only trust and spontaneity for persons to take advantage
of them. Thus, devout individuals who have privately internalized religious norms
of prosocial conduct may be prone to have more positive attitudes toward commu-
nity activities as well as engage in those activities.

Religious beliefs. The effect of private religiosity on community engagement is likely
to be influenced by beliefs as well as behaviors, although prior research has exam-
ined religious beliefs less often than its behavioral counterpart. For example, peo-
ple can be motivated to be actively involved in community work by religious
beliefs, such as belief in God or a higher power. However, it is one thing to believe
in the existence of God or a higher power, but it is another to engage in community
activities. This means that the effect of theological belief on community engage-
ment may be indirect through other variables. Consistent with this possibility,
Smidt (1999) suggested that religious beliefs increase civic engagement by affecting
the extent to which members of a religious community relate to those outside of
their religious community. Belief in God or a higher power may also contribute to
civic engagement by increasing a perception that one will answer to God or a
higher power for loving one’s neighbor. In addition, religious beliefs may contrib-
ute to civic engagement through religious behaviors. Putnam and Campbell (2010)
used several religious belief measures and found that once religious service atten-
dance was controlled for, their effects on civic engagement became non-significant.

3

This finding does not necessarily indicate that religious beliefs are irrelevant;
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instead, it suggests that they may lead to civic engagement by enhancing religious
behaviors, like attending religious services.

4

The Present Study

Our review of the literature suggests that religious beliefs as well as behaviors, both
public and private, may promote community engagement, showing that social net-
works and opportunities to volunteer and help others are key mechanisms explain-
ing the religiosity-community engagement relationship (Putnam 2000; Putnam and
Campbell 2010; Putnam et al. 2004). While important, these factors may be less
likely to explain the effects of private religiosity, and relatively little work has been
conducted on alternative explanatory mechanisms. To address this weakness in the
literature, we introduce two rarely examined explanatory factors that may help link
religiosity with community engagement: (1) transcendent accountability (i.e., seeing
oneself as accountable to God or a higher power for one’s impact on other people
and/or the environment); and (2) pro-community attitudes (i.e., positive attitudes
toward community activities).

Research on religiosity and community engagement has largely overlooked an
important aspect of religious life—living out one’s faith in God or a higher power
with responsibility to make a positive difference in the world (Sacks 2005). Across
theistic religions, people often have a sense of accountability to God for how they
live, looking to the transcendent for guidance and perceiving a calling to use their
gifts and opportunities to influence the world for the better (Poloma and Gallup
1992). In fact, some individuals may welcome accountability to God or a higher
power as a virtue (Evans 2019). Drawing on Witvliet et al.’s (2023) and Bradshaw
et al.’s (2022) research on transcendent accountability, we propose that attending
religious services and group activities, praying and reading or studying religious
texts, and religious beliefs contribute to embracing accountability to God or a
higher power for one’s decisions and actions in alignment with one’s faith. To the
extent that people see themselves as accountable to God or a higher power for their
influence on other people and the environment, their attitudes and actions are
likely to be evident in community engagement. In thinking about the positive asso-
ciation between religious involvement and a wide range of civic activities such as
volunteering to help others in need, Wuthnow (2004) identified the importance of
religious values. Here, we propose that welcoming transcendent accountability for
one’s behavior is an untested mechanism with a potential role linking religiosity to
community engagement.

Participation in both public and private forms of religion may also promote pro-
community attitudes, which may subsequently impact actual community and civic
engagement. For example, regularly attending religious services may result in
repeated exposure to teachings about one’s answerability to God or a higher power
for one’s decisions and actions, which may engender compassion and generosity
toward others in the community (Putnam and Campbell 2010; Regnerus et al.
1998; Wuthnow 1991). This is likely to lead to pro-community attitudes. Similarly,
the associations between religion and helping others (Sharp 2019), being involved
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in one’s community (Loveland et al. 2005), and volunteering (Einolf 2013; McClure
2013; Paxton et al. 2014; Yeung 2018) are likely to be explained, at least in part, by
positive attitudes toward one’s community. This likelihood, while implicit in the lit-
erature, has rarely been subjected to empirical scrutiny.

To address these gaps in the literature, this study examines whether an individu-
al’s transcendent accountability and pro-community attitudes help to explain the
linkages between religiosity and community engagement. To achieve this goal, we
constructed a structural equation model (see Figure 1), where religiosity was opera-
tionalized by belief (belief in a higher power) and behaviors, both public (religious
service attendance and religious group activities) and private (prayer and study of
religious texts). To facilitate readability, we opted to focus on the terms ‘‘religion’’
and ‘‘religiosity’’ rather than using ‘‘spirituality.’’ This decision is based on the fact
that prior research on community engagement has mostly examined the concept of
religiosity rather than spirituality.

5

Private and public religious behaviors as well as
transcendent accountability, pro-community attitudes, and community engagement

Figure 1. Theoretical model of religiosity, transcendent accountability, pro-community
attitudes, and community engagement.
Note. See Table 1 and Supplemental Appendix A for the description of indicators.

*p \ 0.05 (two-tailed test).
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are specified as latent variables, whereas religious belief and sociodemographic con-
trols are manifest variables.

First, we hypothesize that religiosity is positively related to transcendent
accountability because how much a person is religiously involved is likely to affect
one’s perception of being responsible to a transcendent guide for having a positive
impact on other people and the environment (Hypothesis 1). Second, transcendent
accountability is hypothesized to be positively associated with pro-community atti-
tudes because the perception of being accountable to a transcendent guide is
expected to enhance positive attitudes toward people and needs in the community
(Hypothesis 2). Third, the pro-community attitudes are expected to be positively
related to community engagement since prosocial attitudes are likely to increase
the probability of actually engaging in community activities (Hypothesis 3).

Next, combining all three hypothesized relationships above generates a final
hypothesis about indirect relationships (Hypothesis 4): that is, religiosity is posi-
tively related to (a) pro-community attitudes indirectly through transcendent
accountability and (b) community engagement via transcendent accountability
and/or pro-community attitudes, which includes an ancillary relationship that (c)
transcendent accountability is positively related to community engagement indir-
ectly through pro-community attitudes.

Methods

Data

Data to test these hypotheses came from a national survey, National Religion and
Spirituality Survey 2020, conducted by the National Opinion Research Center
(NORC) at the University of Chicago on behalf of the Fetzer Institute (which
funded the Study of Spirituality in the United States; https://spiritualitystudy.
fetzer.org) and Hattaway Communications (Association of Religion Data Archives
2020). A general population sample of U.S. adults (18 years or older) was selected
from NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel (a probability-based household panel representa-
tive of the entire U.S. population), using 48 sampling strata including age, gender,
race/Hispanic ethnicity, and education (Association of Religion Data Archives
2020). The response rate was 28.1 percent, as a total of 3,609 of 12,842 sampled/
invited panelists completed surveys (3,256 by web mode and 353 by phone mode)
between January 16 and February 10, 2020. Sampling weights created to adjust for
potential nonresponse bias were applied to our data analysis. Additional details
are included in a supplementary document (see Supplemental Appendix A).

Measurement

To measure a respondent’s religious belief, we used a single item asking about belief
in a higher power, ‘‘whether it be God, gods, or some other divine source or univer-
sal energy’’ (1=I don’t believe in a higher power, 2= I don’t know whether there
is a higher power, and I don’t believe there is any way to find out, 3=I doubt a
higher power’s existence more than I believe, 4=I believe in a higher power’s
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existence more than I doubt, 5=I know a higher power exists and I have no
doubts about it). Next, we focused on how often the respondent engaged in public
behaviors (religious service attendance and religious group activities) and private
behaviors (prayer and study of religious text). For each of these behaviors, the sur-
vey asked about them first as ‘‘spiritual activities’’ and then as ‘‘religious activities,’’
and high inter-item reliability, ranging from .890 to .946, indicated that respon-
dents tended to perceive each behavior as similarly ‘‘spiritual’’ and ‘‘religious’’ (see
Supplemental Appendix A). Thus, a latent variable was created for each religious
behavior, using the pair of items as indicators (see indicators a and b in Figure 1).

A latent variable of transcendent accountability was measured by two items
about the inclination of a respondent perceiving themselves to be accountable to a
higher power for his or her impact on (a) other people and (b) the natural environ-
ment, which had high internal reliability (a=.851). To measure a latent variable
of pro-community attitudes, eight items of a respondent’s tendency to perceive com-
munity involvement as important were used as indicators, whereas a behavioral
propensity of community engagement was measured by seven items about the
respondent’s actual behaviors, such as attending community events and participat-
ing in organized volunteer opportunities (see Supplemental Appendix A).

6

Exploratory factor analysis of the eight attitude items and seven engagement items
each generated a single-factor solution with high loadings, ranging from 0.722 to
0.802 and from 0.611 to 0.754, respectively, and reliability analysis revealed high
internal consistency (a=.919 and .862).

In subsequent analyses, we controlled for respondents’ religious tradition. While
the survey measured a respondent’s current religion using 14 categories (Protestant,
Roman Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Atheist,
Agnostic, nothing in particular, Just Christian, Unitarian, and something else), a
variable was created—and made available in the data—by collapsing the 14 cate-
gories into five: Protestant, Catholic, Other, Atheist/Agnostic/Nothing in particu-
lar, and Just Christian. We recoded this variable, combining ‘‘Just Christian’’ with
‘‘Protestant’’ to create three dummy variables: Protestant, Catholic, and other reli-
gion with ‘‘Atheist/Agnostic/Noting in particular’’ being the reference category.

7

Also controlled for were other sociodemographic characteristics: (1) gender
(0= female, 1=male), (2) age (1=18–24 years, 2=25–34 years, . 6=65–
74 years, 7=75years or older), (3) race/ethnicity (five dummy variables of Black,
Hispanic, Asian, other race, and mixed race with White being the omitted category),
(4) education (1=no high school diploma, 2=high school graduate or equivalent,
3=some college, 4=bachelor’s degree or above), (5) employment (0=not work-
ing, whether unemployed, retired, disabled, or other; 1= employed, whether full-
time, parttime, or self-employed), (6) household income (1= less than $5,000,
2=$5,000–9,999, . 17=$175,000–$199,999, 18=$200,000 or more), (7) marital
status (five dummy variables of married, living with partner, divorced, separated,
and widowed with ‘‘never married’’ being the reference category), (8) place of resi-
dence (0=a non-metropolitan area and 1=a metropolitan area), (9) the number
of children, ages 0 to 17 years, living in the same household, and (10) region of resi-
dence (three dummy variables of Northeast, Midwest, and South with West being
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the omitted category), and (11) party identification (1=strong Democrat,
2=moderate Democrat, 3= lean Democrat, 4=don’t lean/independent/none,
5= lean Republican 6=moderate Republican, and 7=strong Republican).

Analytic Strategy

To estimate the model shown in Figure 1, structural equation modeling (SEM) was
applied. Latent-variable modeling was appropriate given that all the key concepts
are not directly observable. Furthermore, SEM enabled us to control for measure-
ment errors so more valid and reliable results could be generated than what
manifest-variable modeling would produce, while testing the significance of
hypothesized mediation. For model estimation, we employed Mplus 8.8 (Muthén
and Muthén 2017) that incorporates Muthén’s (1983)‘‘general structural equation
model’’ and full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation. Since cate-
gorical as well as continuous variables were included in the model, the estimation
method of maximum likelihood with robust standard errors (MLR) was used.
Finally, FIML was employed to treat missing data, which tends to produce
unbiased estimates, like multiple imputation (Baraldi and Enders 2010; Graham
2009). Additional details are included in Supplemental Appendix A.

Besides the x2 statistic, three types of model fit index were used to determine the
degree to which our proposed model fit the present data: incremental (CFI: com-
parative fit index), absolute (SRMR: standardized root mean squared residual),
and parsimonious fit index (RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation).
A model was determined to have a good fit to data if one of two Hu and Bentler’s
(1999) joint criteria were met: (CFI˜ 0.950 and SRMR< 0.080) or
(SRMR< 0.080 and RMSEA< 0.060). For statistical significance (a=0.05), we
conducted two-tailed tests but applied one-tailed test as well to the hypothesized
relationships because their directions were predicted a priori.

Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of variables used in our analysis. For exam-
ple, the sample was 48.4 percent male and 51.6 percent female, and the respondents
were, on average, about 48 years old with the youngest and oldest being 18 and
93 years, respectively (not shown in the table because we used a seven-category
measure of age for analysis instead of actual age). Most (63.1%) respondents were
White, and the remainder of participants self-identified as Hispanic (16.4%), Black
(11.8%), Asian (3.4%), mixed race (3.4%), and ‘‘other race’’ (1.8%). The average
education (2.838) was almost ‘‘some college,’’ whereas the mean of household
income (9.518) fell between the categories of 9 (‘‘$40,000–$49,999’’) and 10
(‘‘$50,000–$59,999’’). Almost half (47.9%) of the sample were married with the sec-
ond largest group being never married (23.5%). Nearly 60 percent (56.8%) of
respondents were employed at the time of survey, and a typical number of children
living in the same household was less than one (0.604). Next, about two-thirds
(65.4%) of respondents self-identified as Christian (50.6% Protestant,14.8%
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (Weighted) of Variables Used in Analysis (n = 3,609).

Variable n/f Mean/% SD/c% Min. Max.

Male 3,609 0.484 0.500 0 1
Age 3,609 3.778 1.814 1 7
Education 3,609 2.838 1.007 1 4
Employed 3,609 0.568 0.495 0 1
Household income 3,609 9.518 4.421 1 18
Metropolitan 3,609 0.785 0.411 0 1
Number of children (age 0–17) 3,609 0.604 1.294 0 15
Party identification 3,606 3.840 1.932 1 7
Belief in a higher power 3,492 4.115 1.257 1 5
Private religious behavior

Prayer
a. . as spiritual activities 3,593 3.526 1.656 1 5
b. . as religious activities 3,596 3.519 1.641 1 5

Study of religious text
a. . as spiritual activities 3,587 2.475 1.517 1 5
b. . as religious activities 3,586 2.458 1.519 1 5

Public religious behavior
Attending religious services

a. . as spiritual activities 3,596 2.385 1.291 1 5
b. . as religious activities 3,585 2.416 1.276 1 5

Attending other religious or spiritual groups
a. . as spiritual activities 3,594 1.768 1.103 1 5
b. . as religious activities 3,581 1.793 1.118 1 5

Transcendent accountability
a. Accountable to a

higher power for your
impact on other people

3,587 2.931 1.082 1 4

b. Accountable to a
higher power for your
impact on the natural
environment

3,558 2.819 1.023 1 4

Pro-community attitudes
a. Making a difference in

my community
3,597 3.922 1.032 1 5

b. Being informed of
community issues

3,593 3.899 1.012 1 5

c. Welcoming people who
are different from me
into my community

3,591 3.925 1.081 1 5

d. Speaking up when
other people have
been wronged

3,592 4.192 0.980 1 5

e. Helping other people
in need

3,585 4.359 0.881 1 5

f. Volunteering 3,582 3.921 1.021 1 5
g. Supporting causes or

organizations that are
important to me

3,587 4.040 0.987 1 5

h. Contributing to the
greater good in the
world

3,596 4.172 0.956 1 5

Community engagement

(continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Variable n/f Mean/% SD/c% Min. Max.

a. Working with others, I
make positive changes
in my community.

3,590 2.562 0.976 1 4

b. I stay informed of
events in my
community.

3,590 2.583 0.943 1 4

c. I make an effort to
attend community
events.

3,584 2.175 0.949 1 4

d. I make an effort to
know my neighbors.

3,586 2.559 0.992 1 4

e. I make an effort to
interact with strangers.

3,594 2.434 0.984 1 4

f. I participate in
organized volunteer
opportunities.

3,596 2.197 1.023 1 4

g. I donate to causes or
organizations that are
important to me.

3,587 2.633 1.037 1 4

Age
18–24 419 11.6% 11.6%
25–34 700 19.4% 31.0%
35–44 541 15.0% 46.0%
45–54 565 15.7% 61.7%
55–64 623 17.3% 78.9%
65–74 505 14.0% 92.9%
75+ 255 7.1% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Race/Ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 2,279 63.1% 63.1%
Black, non-Hispanic 427 11.8% 75.0%
Other, non-Hispanic 63 1.8% 76.7%
Hispanic 594 16.4% 93.2%
Two or more, non-Hispanic 124 3.4% 96.6%
Asian, non-Hispanic 123 3.4% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Education
No high school diploma 383 10.6% 10.6%
High school graduate or

equivalent
1,022 28.3% 38.9%

Some college 1,002 27.8% 66.7%
Bachelor’s degree or above 1,202 33.3% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Household income
Less than $5,000 118 3.3% 3.3%
$5,000–$9,999 125 3.5% 6.7%
$10,000–$14,999 184 5.1% 11.8%
$15,000–$19,999 167 4.6% 16.5%
$20,000–$24,999 224 6.2% 22.7%
$25,000–$29,999 201 5.6% 28.2%
$30,000–$34,999 170 4.7% 32.9%

(continued)
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Catholic) with about 11 percent being adherents of other religion (including
Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism), whereas a quarter (24.0%) of the

Table 1. (Continued)

Variable n/f Mean/% SD/c% Min. Max.

$35,000–$39,999 151 4.2% 37.1%
$40,000–$49,999 344 9.5% 46.7%
$50,000–$59,999 339 9.4% 56.1%
$60,000–$74,999 351 9.7% 65.8%
$75,000–$84,999 159 4.4% 70.2%
$85,000–$99,999 355 9.8% 80.0%
$100,000–$124,999 255 7.1% 87.1%
$125,000–$149,999 166 4.6% 91.7%
$150,000–$174,999 114 3.2% 94.8%
$175,000–$199,999 60 1.7% 96.5%
$200,000 or more 126 3.5% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Marital status
Married 1,728 47.9% 47.9%
Widowed 188 5.2% 53.1%
Divorced 427 11.8% 64.9%
Separated 96 2.7% 67.6%
Never married 847 23.5% 91.1%
Living with partner 322 8.9% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Religious denomination
Protestant 1,812 31.2% 31.2%
Catholic 530 14.8% 46.0%
Other religiona 380 10.6% 56.6%
Atheist/agnostic/none 861 24.0% 80.6%
Total 3,583 100.0%

Region of residence
Northeast 630 17.5% 17.5%
Midwest 750 20.8% 38.2%
South 1,369 37.9% 76.2%
West 860 23.8% 100.0%
Total 3,609 100.0%

Party identification
Strong Democrat 488 13.5% 13.5%
Moderate Democrat 663 18.4% 31.9%
Lean Democrat 449 12.4% 44.4%
Don’t lean/Independent/none 673 18.7% 63.0%
Lean Republican 378 10.5% 73.5%
Moderate Republican 584 16.2% 89.7%
Strong Republican 372 10.3% 100.0%
Total 3,606 100.0%

Note. SD = standard deviation; c% = cumulative percent.
aRefers to adherents of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, Orthodox Church (Greek, Russian, or some

other Orthodox Church), Unitarian Church, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and some other religion.
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sample reported that they had no religious affiliation. Finally, the sample consisted
of 44.4 percent Democrat, 18.7 percent Independent, and 36.9 percent Republican.

We began with estimating two baseline models without any mediators (i.e., trans-
cendent accountability and pro-community attitudes). Baseline Model 1 consisted of
five sub-models, which added religiosity variables one at a time. Baseline Model 2
included all of the religiosity variables simultaneously. Table 2 shows that model fit
indices (presented in the second section) indicated Baseline Model 1 had a good fit to
data, meeting one of the two joint criteria that used SRMR (0.020 or 0.021< 0.080)
and RMSEA (0.029, 0.030, or 0.032< 0.060), whereas Baseline Model 2 met both cri-
teria with CFI being higher than its minimum cutoff (0.953. 0.950).

We found that all religiosity variables were positively related to community
engagement when they were included individually (see Baseline Model 1).
However, when they were added jointly (Baseline Model 2), three religiosity vari-
ables continued to be positively associated with community engagement—prayer
(b=0.050), study of religious text (b=0.045), and religious group activities
(b=0.186)—with the religious group involvement (b=0.265) being more strongly
related than the private practices (b=0.113 and 0.091). However, religious service
attendance was no longer significantly related to community engagement
(b=0.022, p. 0.05), whereas belief in a higher power was significantly related but
in the opposite direction (b=20.039).

To explore which religiosity variable(s) led to belief in a higher power that was
inversely related to community engagement, we estimated Baseline Model 1 of
belief in a higher power by adding other religiosity variables one at a time.
Supplemental analysis results (presented in the third section of Table 2) revealed
that it was prayer that changed the statistical direction of belief in a higher power
(from 0.066 to 20.039); by contrast, including study of religious text, religious ser-
vice attendance, and religious group activities resulted in non-significant relation-
ships between the belief and community engagement (b=20.009, 20.001, and
0.011; all p. 0.05). Consistent with the results, we found that belief in a higher
power was more strongly correlated positively to prayer (r=0.722) than study of
religious text (r=0.509), religious service attendance (r=0.502), and religious
group activities (r=0.334), as shown in the bottom section of Table 2. These find-
ings tend to imply that religious belief is likely to be positively associated with com-
munity engagement only to the extent that it is related to religious behaviors. That
is, simply believing in a higher power—without being coupled with or expressed in
religious behaviors—is unlikely to lead to community engagement and, in fact,
may lead to disengagement from the community.

Next, Table 3 presents the estimated full structural model, whereas estimated
measurement models are reported in Figure 1 (see Table 1 for the content of indi-
cators).

8

Model fit indices show that the full model had a good fit to data (see the
second section), as RMSEA (0.030; 90% CI 0.029, 0.031) and SRMR (0.026) were
both smaller than their maximum cutoff that Hu and Bentler (1999) suggested
(0.060 and 0.080, respectively) with CFI (0.933) coming a bit short of its minimum
cutoff (0.950). Thus, the results are acceptable for testing our hypotheses.
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Consistent with Hypothesis 1, a respondent’s religious belief and behaviors were
positively related to the respondent’s transcendent accountability with the one
exception being religious service attendance. That is, the more a respondent
believed in a higher power (b=0.328) and engaged in prayer (b=0.203), study of
religious text (b=0.099), and non-service group activities (b=0.065), the more
likely the respondent was to report a sense of being accountable to a higher power
for his or her influence on other people and the natural environment. Among these
four religiosity variables, belief in a higher power (b=0.407) was the most strongly
related to transcendent accountability, followed by prayer (b=0.311), study of
religious text (b=0.138), and religious group activities (b=0.063).

9

Although reli-
gious service attendance was not directly related to transcendent accountability
(b=20.022, p. 0.05), a supplemental analysis indicated it may be related indir-
ectly through other religiosity variables. Specifically, we found that religious service
attendance was significantly related to transcendent accountability without other
religiosity variables in the model (b=0.393; not shown in the table), but the rela-
tionship became smaller, while remaining significant, when belief in a higher power,
prayer, study of religious text, and religious group activities were added one at a
time (b=0.204, 0.081, 0.134, and 0.331, respectively). Positively stated, religious
service attendance may be likely to lead to transcendent accountability to the extent
that it was associated with religious belief and other religious behaviors.

10

Hypothesis 2 also received support, as transcendent accountability was posi-
tively related to pro-community attitudes (b=0.095). The more a respondent had
a sense of accountability to a higher power for his or her influence on other people
and the natural environment, the more likely the respondent was to say that civic
engagement, such as ‘‘helping other people in need’’ and ‘‘contributing to the
greater good in the world,’’ was important.

Hypothesis 3 was supported, too, in that pro-community attitudes had a posi-
tive relationship to community engagement (b=0.366). This finding confirms our
expectation that individuals who had positive attitudes toward community involve-
ment were more likely to practice what they perceived to be important, such as
‘‘working with others . in [the] community’’ and ‘‘participating in organized
volunteer opportunities.’’

Next, consistent with Hypothesis 4a, four religiosity variables found to be posi-
tively related to transcendent accountability—belief in a higher power, prayer,
study of religious text, and religious group activities—were all related to pro-
community attitudes indirectly via transcendent accountability in the expected
direction (b=0.031, 0.019, 0.009, and 0.006). Specifically, the indirect relationship
of belief in a higher power was stronger than the others (b=0.047 vs. 0.036,
0.016, and 0.007), as shown in the third section of Table 3. Further, consistent with
Hypothesis 4b, the relationships between the four religiosity variables and commu-
nity engagement were mediated, at least in part, by transcendent accountability
and/or pro-community attitudes. Specifically, both private religious behaviors
(prayer and study of religious text) were related to community engagement indir-
ectly via pro-community attitudes only (b=0.043 and 0.026), as well as both
transcendent accountability and pro-community attitudes (b=0.007 and 0.002).
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Table 3. Full Model of Religiosity and Community Engagement.

Variable Transcendent
accountability

Pro-community
attitudes

Community
engagement

b b b b b b

Male 20.060 20.029 20.152* 20.092* 0.005 0.004
Age 0.007 0.013 0.027 0.060 0.048* 0.124*
Black 20.040 20.013 20.165* 20.064* 0.059 0.028
Hispanic 20.123* 20.045* 20.073 20.033 20.012 20.007
Asian 20.069 20.012 20.091 20.020 20.122 20.032
Other race 0.196* 0.025* 20.160 20.025 0.068 0.013
Mixed race 0.049 0.009 0.030 0.007 0.161* 0.042*
Education 0.021 0.021 0.075* 0.092* 0.039* 0.057*
Employed 20.014 20.007 0.008 0.005 20.026 20.019
Household income 0.004 0.016 0.012* 0.063* 0.003 0.016
Married 20.029 20.014 20.005 20.003 20.013 20.009
Living with partner 20.137* 20.039* 20.023 20.008 0.019 0.008
Divorced 0.026 0.008 20.057 20.022 20.021 20.010
Separated 0.152 0.024 0.151 0.029 20.005 20.001
Widowed 20.054 20.012 0.031 0.008 0.003 0.001
Protestant 0.079* 0.036* 20.060 20.034 20.038 20.026
Catholic 20.011 20.004 20.124* 20.053* 0.164* 0.084*
Other religion 0.106 0.032 20.056 20.021 0.012 0.005
Metropolitan 0.012 0.005 20.019 20.010 0.027 0.016
Number of children 20.001 20.001 20.002 20.003 0.015 0.028
Northeast 0.060 0.022 20.031 20.014 0.023 0.012
Midwest 0.056 0.023 20.015 20.008 20.003 20.002
South 20.029 20.014 20.016 20.010 0.086* 0.060*
Party identification 0.024* 0.046* 20.087* 20.205* 20.020* 20.056*
Belief in a higher
power (HP)

0.328* 0.407* 20.045 20.068 20.035 20.064

Prayer 0.203* 0.311* 0.117* 0.220* 20.004 20.010
Study of religious (R)
text

0.099* 0.138* 0.071* 0.120* 0.014 0.028

Religious service
attendance

20.022 20.027 20.001 20.002 0.025 0.044

Religious group
activities

0.065* 0.063* 0.038 0.045 0.170* 0.240*

Transcendent
accountability (TA)

0.095* 0.116* 0.015 0.022

Pro-community
Attitudes (PCA)

0.366* 0.433*

R2 0.653 0.187 0.387
Model fit indices

x2 2981.202
d.f., p-value 704, \.001

RMSEA 0.030
90% C.I. 0.029, 0.031

CFI 0.933

(continued)
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By contrast, belief in a higher power and religious group activities had relation-
ships with community engagement that were attributable in part to both mediators
(b=0.011 and 0.003). In addition, consistent with Hypothesis 4c, the indirect rela-
tionship between transcendent accountability and community engagement via pro-
community attitudes was significant (b=0.035).

While not hypothesized, some relationships between control and endogenous
variables are worth mentioning. First of all, as expected, Protestants tended to
report higher levels of transcendent accountability than their peers without any
religious affiliation (b=0.079), whereas Catholics and ‘‘other religion’’ adherents
were not different from the reference group (b=20.011 and 0.106, p. 0.05).
Second, Catholics were more likely to report community engagement than the reli-
giously unaffiliated (b=0.164), whereas Protestants and ‘‘other religion’’ adher-
ents did not differ from religiously unaffiliated respondents (b=20.038 and
0.012, p. 0.05). Next, males reported lower levels of pro-community attitudes than

Table 3. (Continued)

Variable Transcendent
accountability

Pro-community
attitudes

Community
engagement

b b b b b b

SRMR 0.026
Indirect effects

(Hypothesis 4a)
Belief in a HP!

TA!
0.031* 0.047*

Prayer! TA! 0.019* 0.036*
Study of R text

! TA!
0.009* 0.016*

Group activities
! TA!

0.006+ 0.007+

(Hypothesis 4b)
Belief in a HP!

TA! PCA!
0.011* 0.020*

Prayer! PCA
!

0.043* 0.095*

Prayer! TA!
PCA!

0.007* 0.016*

Study of R text
! PCA!

0.026* 0.052*

Study of R text
! TA! PCA!

0.002* 0.007*

R group activities
! TA! PCA!

0.003* 0.003*

(Hypothesis 4c)
TA! PCA! 0.035* 0.050*

+p\.05 (one-tailed test).

*p\.05 (two-tailed test).
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females (b=20.152), and older people were more likely to engage in the commu-
nity compared to their younger counterparts (b=0.048). With White respondents
as the reference group, Asian respondents did not differ significantly from them on
either mediating variable (b=20.069 and 20.091, p. 0.05), whereas Hispanic
(b=20.123) and Black respondents (b=20.165) reported lower levels of trans-
cendent accountability and pro-community attitudes, respectively. We also found
that two measures of socioeconomic status—education and household income—
were positively related to pro-community attitudes (b=0.075 and 0.012), and the
more educated respondents were also more likely to do something for their com-
munity relative to the less educated (b=0.039). The only regional difference
observed was that Southerners reported higher levels of community engagement
than Westerners (b=0.086). Lastly, holding transcendent accountability and pro-
community attitudes constant, Republican respondents reported lower levels of
community engagement than their Democratic peers (b=20.020), but a supple-
mental analysis revealed that Republicans were more likely than Democrats to
engage in community activities because of their transcendent accountability and its
associated pro-community attitudes (b=0.001; not shown in the table).

Discussion

Previous studies have established a positive relationship between religious involve-
ment and civic engagement, such as volunteering and other prosocial community
activities (Campbell and Yonish 2003; Cnaan and Boddie 2002; Kim and Jang
2017; Wilson and Musick 1997; Wuthnow 1990, 1996). However, prior research
tended to focus on public, organizational involvement in religion—mostly religious
service attendance—while paying limited attention to its private, nonorganizational
counterpart because private religiosity variables have often not emerged as signifi-
cant when examined together with public religiosity variables (e.g., Lewis et al.
2013). Although this finding may indicate that public, organizational religiosity is
more important than private practices and religious beliefs for civic engagement
(Bekkers and Wiepking 2011; Putnam and Campbell 2010), the present study’s
results suggest that private religiosity may contribute to community engagement
primarily through mediators, such as transcendent accountability and pro-
community attitudes.

The present study was conducted to address some gaps in prior research.
Specifically, we tested relationships of private as well as public religiosity with com-
munity engagement, using data from a recent nationally representative survey that
includes new and unique measures of transcendent accountability and attitudes
about community engagement, as well as measures of religiosity and community
engagement that are consistent with previous research. We tested whether the rela-
tionships were attributable to two never-to-seldom studied explanatory factors:
transcendent accountability and pro-community attitudes. As hypothesized, we
found that both private religiosity and public religiosity were positively related to
transcendent accountability, which was associated positively with pro-community
attitudes, which was in turn positively related to community engagement.
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Specifically, individuals who believed in a higher power, privately practiced devo-
tional prayer and study of religious texts, and attended non-service group activities
were more likely than those who did not, to have a sense of being accountable to a
higher power for their influence on other people and the natural environment and
also to believe the importance of positive community involvement, whether simply
being informed of community issues or taking action to address the issues. As a
result, more religious individuals tended to engage in community activities com-
pared to their less or not religious peers.

We found religious service attendance was positively related to community
engagement when examined alone in a model, but it became non-significant when
other religiosity measures were added to the model. This pattern is consistent with
previous findings (Lewis et al. 2013; Merino 2013; Putnam and Campbell 2010),
and future research should examine this pattern more exhaustively. For example, it
may be that the relationship between religious service attendance and community
engagement is indirect to the extent that attending religious services leads to other
religious group activities and devotional practices, which in turn contribute to com-
munity engagement.

11

Similarly, religious service attendance was positively related
to transcendent accountability without other religiosity measures in a model, but
the relationship became smaller, remaining significant, when other measures were
added one at a time, though it turned non-significant when all the measures were
included simultaneously. This finding also implies an indirect relationship: that is,
service attendance may lead to transcendent accountability to the extent that it con-
tributes to religious belief and other religious behaviors, private and public.

The present study provides evidence that private, nonorganizational religiosity is
important in explaining the relationship between religiosity and community engage-
ment, while public, organizational religiosity may be the primary explanation for
the relationship. In this study we found that belief in a higher power and private
practices were positively associated with community engagement indirectly through
transcendent accountability and/or pro-community attitudes. Thus, private as well
as public religiosity is important in understanding how religion contributes to civic
engagement.

We found that attending religious group activities other than religious services
was more proximate than other measures of religiosity. Specifically, the religious
group activities variable remained significant after the mediators explaining its
relationship with community engagement were controlled for (b=0.170; see
Table 3), and it had the second strongest relationship with community engagement
(b=0.240) next to pro-community attitudes (b=0.433). The remaining signifi-
cant relationship indicates that attending non-service group activities is likely to
contribute to community engagement via other mechanisms than transcendent
accountability and pro-community attitudes. One such mechanism is religious
social networks, which mediate the effect of religious involvement, particularly
organizational participation on civic engagement (Lewis et al. 2013). While reli-
gious service attendance and non-service group activities are often used as a proxy
of religious social networks, a direct measure of the networks is desirable.

12
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Researchers have often discussed or at least alluded to the effect of religion on
virtues when they discussed how religious involvement leads to civic engagement,
but the virtuous effect of religion has rarely been empirically examined (but see
Beyerlein and Vaisey 2013), while it has been tested in other research areas (Jang
et al. 2021; Johnson et al. 2021). To address this gap in research, we examined
transcendent accountability (Evans 2021; Witvliet et al. 2023). As a relational vir-
tue, accountability makes people more responsive and responsible in their relation-
ships and consists of two types, depending on the object of relationships, human
and transcendent accountability (Evans 2019; Witvliet et al. 2022). This study
focused on the latter: a sense of being accountable to God or a higher power for
one’s impact on others and the natural environment. Compared to other relational
virtues, such as forgiveness and gratitude (Emmons and McCullough 2004;
McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen 2000), accountability is more relevant to
civic engagement, as the greater sense of being accountable to a higher power that
an individual has, the more likely the individual is to be responsive to community
issues (e.g., people in need) and feel responsible for doing something about them
(e.g., volunteering to help the needy). We found evidence of the virtuous effect of
religion on civic engagement.

Despite these contributions to the civic engagement literature, we need to
acknowledge some limitations of our study. While these cross-sectional data
enabled us to measure various aspects of religiosity and understudied mediators for
the religiosity-community engagement relationship, the present data do not allow
any causal inferences about relationships among the key constructs. For the same
reason, we could not examine reciprocal relationships among them, so readers need
to keep in mind that the relationships might have been overestimated. For example,
the estimated ‘‘effect’’ of religiosity on transcendent accountability may include the
effect of opposite direction given that a sense of accountability to a higher power is
likely to enhance religious involvement. Also, we did not examine gender and
racial/ethnic group differences in the hypothesized relationships because they were
beyond the scope of our study. However, given some group differences in religios-
ity and civic engagement (Ellison and Sherkat 1993; Finlay, Flanagan, and Wray-
Lake 2011; Smidt 1999), it is worth testing such interactions.

Conclusion and Implications

This study reaffirms the positive relationship between religiosity and civic engage-
ment: the more an individual is involved in religion, whether publicly or privately,
the more the individual is likely to engage in civic activities for the benefit of com-
munity. It also addresses two key issues that have not been adequately examined.
First, previous research has tended to focus on public, organizational religiosity
(Putnam and Campbell 2010; Wilson and Musick 1997), with less attention devoted
to private, nonorganizational aspects of religious life. While the relationship
between private religiosity and community engagement may be partly mediated by
public religiosity, we found private practices and theological belief to be important
explanations of the religion-civic engagement relationship as well. Thus, our study
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suggests that scholars should continue to examine multiple aspects of religious life,
and not focus solely on public, organizational participation in religion.

Second, existing research indicates that social networks and organizational
opportunities to help others account for the association between religion and com-
munity engagement (Putnam 2000; Putnam and Campbell 2010; Putnam et al.
2004). While important, these mechanisms may not be adequate to account for the
effects of private religiosity and may not fully explain the impact of public religios-
ity. The current findings imply that mechanisms such as transcendent accountabil-
ity and pro-community attitudes are likely to enhance our understanding of the
connection between religion and community engagement. In the same vein, scho-
lars have alluded to virtues when discussing how religious involvement leads to
community engagement (e.g., Loveland et al. 2005; Sharp 2019), but the virtuous
effect of religion has rarely been empirically examined in religious research. The
findings reported here build on recent work in criminology (Jang et al. 2022;
Johnson et al. 2021), sociology of health (Bradshaw et al. 2022), and mental health
and relationality (Witvliet et al. 2023) which implies the importance of virtues in
understanding the role of religion in human social life. That is, religion is likely to
foster virtues such as transcendent accountability, which is further associated with
embracing accountability in human relationships, thereby leading people to serve
their communities (Witvliet et al. 2022, 2023).

These findings have practical implications as well. Historically, the United States
has been characterized by high levels of community engagement and voluntary par-
ticipation, as famously noted by Tocqueville (2003:594–595). These norms and
behaviors are key to the functioning of a healthy society. Unfortunately, overall
civic engagement and social connections may be declining in America (Putnam
2000), so identifying sources that promote community ties and activities is crucial.
A growing literature dating back to the work of Tocqueville shows that religious
practices and beliefs are positively associated with many different types of civic
engagement including education, recreational programs, medical and health ser-
vices, mentoring of at-risk youth, shelters for the homeless, substance abuse coun-
seling, and offender treatment and rehabilitation programs (Beyerlein and Hipp
2006; Johnson 2002; Johnson et al. 2021; Putnam and Campbell 2010; Wuthnow
2004). The current study provides additional evidence, and suggests that commu-
nity engagement may be promoted and perhaps sustained by religion in ways that
are beneficial to society as a whole, in areas such as family life, economic prosperity
and stability, and overall health and well-being.

Future research should continue this line of study by examining other virtues
with civic implications, such as compassion, empathy, and altruism, as well as
accountability to other people in relation to community engagement. Given the
often-reported decline in social capital and membership in houses of worship
(Gallup 2021; Putnam 2000), the focus on public, organizational religiosity is
understandable. Yet, the current study highlights the value of private, nonorgani-
zational religiosity and internalized virtue such as accountability to a higher power
for one’s influence on others and the environment, as well as positive attitudes
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toward one’s community as important for civic engagement and functioning of a
healthy democracy.
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Notes

1. In their study, 91 percent of individuals who volunteered for a religious organization
also volunteered for a secular one, suggesting that religion does not simply involve
volunteering in religious contexts. In fact, Putnam and Campbell (2010:445) argue that

‘‘regular churchgoers are also much more likely to volunteer for secular causes.’’
2. We conceptualize religious beliefs as private religiosity in that they are internalized,

while we also acknowledge that people learn about and often profess beliefs publicly.
3. Similarly, Lewis et al. (2013) found that religious beliefs were not consistently related

to civic engagement when religious service attendance was also included in a model,
although they reversed the causal order between the two: that is, they first estimated a
regression model including religious attendance and then added religious beliefs to see
whether the latter changed the relationship between religious attendance and civic
engagement.

4. Another potential indicator of private religiosity is ‘‘spirituality.’’ Though understudied,
when examined, spirituality has often been measured based on how the term was

Jang et al. 115

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2228-158X
https://thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/NRSS2019.asp
https://thearda.com/Archive/Files/Descriptions/NRSS2019.asp


understood by study participants. Thus, it is difficult to know exactly what ‘‘spiritual-
ity’’ has measured (e.g., Steensland, King, and Duffy 2022).

5. This terminology decision also had an empirical basis. Specifically, the survey data we
analyzed showed that respondents tended to understand the terms ‘‘religious’’ and
‘‘spiritual’’—used to measure various behaviors with parallel items (e.g., praying as
‘‘religious’’ activity and praying as ‘‘spiritual’’ activity)—as practically the same rather
than conceptually distinct, which was evidenced by very high internal reliability of
those parallel items.

6. The survey question about the importance of community involvement was not worded
specifically to ask whether respondents believed or felt a listed action was important.
Thus, the latent variable could have been labeled as pro-community beliefs, while we
decided to call it ‘‘pro-community attitudes.’’

7. Thus, respondents of ‘‘other religion’’ included adherents of Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-Day Saints, Orthodox Church (Greek, Russian, or some other orthodox
church), Unitarian Church, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and ‘‘something
else.’’

8. Estimated measurement models show that the factor loadings of all indicators were
higher than .600, consistent with the results from exploratory factor analysis and initial
measurement model estimation (see Supplemental Appendix A).

9. Belief in a higher power having stronger relationship than the other three may be attri-
butable in part to the belief and transcendent accountability both being cognitive vari-
ables unlike the others that were behavioral variables.

10. Consistent with this finding, we found religious service attendance was moderately to
strongly correlated positively with belief in a higher power (r=0.502), prayer
(r=0.697), study of religious text (r=0.808), and religious group activities (r=0.666)
as shown in the bottom section of Table 2.

11. Alternatively, the pattern may partly reflect spuriousness in this relationship, as some
people regularly attend religious services for something other than religious reasons.

For example, an individual may attend due to extrinsic motivations or out of obligation
(Sherkat 1997). However, given that most people attend services out of religious piety,
we generally expect the relationship between religious service attendance and commu-
nity engagement to be mostly indirect, mediated by other domains of public and private
religiosity, and only partly spurious.

12. For example, using the network module of the Portraits of American Life Study,
Merino (2013) measured religious social networks based on items asking about persons
survey respondents felt close to, not including people living in their home. He also cre-
ated variables measuring volunteer recruitment from not only those friends but also
network alters, with whom they had regular interaction in person. It was found that,
whether individuals are religious or not, close ties to people highly active in a congrega-
tion led them to volunteering, confirming the importance of social networks as recruit-
ment channel. If we had such network data, we might have been able to further explain
the remaining link between religious group activities—a source of social network invol-
vement and exposure to volunteer recruitment—and community engagement.
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