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378  CHURCH ATTENDANCE AND YOUTH CRIME

on nondrug illegal activities, drug use, and drug selling among disadvan-
taged youths. Religious salience (the perceived importance of religion in
one’s life), however, is not significantly linked to reductions in juvenile de-
linquency. We discuss the implications of our findings, focusing on individ-
ual religiosity as a potentially important protective factor for disadvantaged
youths.

Both recent reformulation and the original version of the social
disorganization perspective provide a theoretical framework to ex-
plain why inner-city black male youths are one of the highest-risk
groups for criminal offending in the United States.l As indicated in
early studies of “good” boys in “bad” neighborhoods, however (e.g.,
Reckless, Dinitz, and Murray 1956), there is still room for observing
differences in behavioral outcomes among at-risk youths living in
the same environment, even though the effects of the social context
are obviously profound. The within-group variation, as the “resili-
ent youth” perspective suggests, can be explained by the extent to
which an individual adolescent is protected from the negative influ-
ence of surroundings by his or her relationship with institutions of
informal social control such as the family. In the present study we
examine the potential importance of religious commitment in pro-
tecting and supporting black male youths in escaping from the
crime of inner cities.

PRIOR RESEARCH

Previous studies consistently showed that inner-city black
youths, especially males, are one of the groups most at risk for crim-
inal offending (Blumstein et al. 1986; Elliott, Huizinga, and Menard
1989; Sampson 1987). According to the core argument of social dis-
organization theory, the structural deficiencies and disadvantages
of inner-city black communities lead many youths living in these
communities into criminal and deviant activities (Bursik 1988;
Sampson and Groves 1989; Shaw and McKay 1942). Many urban
black youths, however, do not turn to crime and deviance, even
though they live in socially disorganized communities. That is, a
significant proportion of youths, in the face of structural adversity,
develop through adolescence without serious behavioral problems
(e.g., Williams and Kornblum 1985). Consequently it is important
to understand the factors that protect disadvantaged young people
from negative community influences.

1 Social disorganization is a macro-level concept; thus, theories and research
based on this perspective focus on aggregate-level relationships. It is difficult, how-
ever, to ignore its relevance to the present study as a context for individual-level
causation of youth crime and deviance.
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Researchers on “resilient youths” are interested in identifying
what they call “protective factors,” which buffer or shield at-risk
children and adolescents such as inner-city African-American
youths from negative behavior and costly societal outcomes (Rutter
1985; Smith et al. 1995; Werner 1989; Werner and Smith 1992).
Although the protective factors most often studied include variables
assessing family, school, and peer relations (Smith et al. 1995), in-
dividual religiosity also has been found significant, even though re-
silience researchers have studied it infrequently (Anthony and
Cohler 1987). Similarly, criminological researchers repeatedly find
significant negative effects of individual religiosity on adolescent
deviance, especially ascetic deviance such as alcohol and drug use
(Benda and Corwyn 1997; Brownfield and Sorenson 1991; Burkett
and Warren 1987; Cochran and Akers 1989; Elifson, Petersen, and
Hadaway 1983; Johnson, Larson, and Pitts 1997; Tittle and Welch
1983). Still relatively lacking, however, is research on whether in-
dividual religiosity protects at-risk adolescents who live in poverty
tracts, such as urban black youths, from engaging in crime and
deviance.

THE PRESENT STUDY

We define individual religiosity as the extent to which an indi-
vidual is committed to the religion he or she professes and to its
teachings, such that the individual’s attitudes and behaviors reflect
this commitment.? When we apply this definition to the present
study, we expect that urban black youths who are religiously com-
mitted, attend religious services more frequently and attribute
more significance to religion in their lives than do those who are
less strongly committed. That is, the concept of religiosity can be
measured by its behavioral and attitudinal indicators (Larson,
Sawyer, and McCullough 1998). Why, however, should we expect
religiously committed adolescents to behave more conventionally
than their nonreligious peers?

A fundamental answer is that those youths who frequently at-
tend religious services and consider religion an important part of
their lives are bonded to an institution of informal social control to
which nonreligious youths are not, namely religious institutions
such as the church (Hirschi 1969). Thus, religious youths’ behav-
ioral patterns are expected to be guided by sanctions derived from

2 In this study we use the term religion to refer only to traditional organized
religions such as Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism; we do not include so-
called religious cults, some of whose teachings directly contradict conventional
norms. (Satanism, for example, promotes hatred.) In addition, given the present
definition, we use religious commitment interchangeably with religiosity throughout
this paper.
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religion to which the behaviors of nonreligious youths are not sub-
ject. In regard to social bonding, for example, youths who attend
church are expected (1) to be attached to the church (i.e., church
members and groups); (2) to be committed to church teachings or
precepts; (3) to be involved in church-oriented activities and lifes-
tyles; (4) to have conventional beliefs internalized and strengthened
through their religion as well as through relationships nurtured in
the church; and (5) to be exposed to more definitions favoring con-
formity than favoring deviance.

We hypothesize that religious inner-city black male youths are
less likely than their nonreligious peers to engage in criminal and
deviant activities. In other words, we expect the religiosity-devi-
ance relationship to be non-spurious. The effects of religiosity on
adolescent deviance should remain significant after controlling for
other predictors of deviance which are correlates or consequences of
religious bonding. For example, church-attending youths are ex-
pected to show stronger attachment to parents, greater commit-
ment to school, and/or more involvement in conventional activities
because of their beliefs; in turn, these attachments reduce their
chances of making delinquent friends and engaging in deviant ac-
tivities, as compared with youths who do not attend church. It is
also likely that church-attending youths live with parents who
teach these values and behaviors. Thus, to control for potential
confounding effects, it is necessary to conduct a multivariate analy-
sis to separate the religious effect from the effect of other social in-
stitutions such as the family and school.

DATA AND MEASUREMENT

Data from the National Bureau of Economic Research

Data analyzed to test the present hypotheses are drawn from
the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), a coalition of
research economists interested in black youths’ joblessness in
America. NBER researchers developed a survey (Survey of Inner-
City Black Youth) in response to the perceived inadequacy of ex-
isting governmental data, to study and understand unemployment
among American black youths living in inner-city poverty tracts.
According to Freeman (1986), the NBER survey provides the most
detailed information on the largest sample of such youths available
in social science research. Our exhaustive review of available data
sets confirms that the NBER remains the only such comprehensive
data set.
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The NBER survey was administered in 1979 and 1980 by
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. to black males age 16 to 24 liv-
ing in Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia.® The sample included
persons living on city blocks identified by the 1970 census as con-
taining at least 70 percent black residents and 30 percent families
living below the poverty line. Because of this sampling strategy,
the NBER data are suitable for the present study: although we fo-
cus on disadvantaged inner-city youths, the data still allow for
within-sample differences. Well over 2,800 survey interviews were
attempted in the worst poverty tracts of these three cities, and more
than 2,300 were completed. The 82.6 percent response rate tends to
create confidence that the data reflect a representative sample in
these three cities.#

Measures of Delinguency

In the NBER data set, each item of delinquency is measured on
a dichotomous scale. The respondents were asked to indicate
whether they had committed any illegal activities over the past 12
months (see Appendix Table Al). We computed three dependent
variables from various measures of illegal activities: (1) nondrug
crime (coded 1 if the respondent reported involvement in any of the
nondrug illegal activities, 0 otherwise); (2) drug use (coded 1 if the
respondent reported drug use, 0 otherwise); and (3) drug selling
(coded 1 if the respondent reported involvement in drug sales, 0
otherwise). We used these dependent variables to evaluate
whether religiosity has a consistent effect on different types of
crimes.

Measures of Religiosity

Researchers are understandably skeptical or at least concerned
about the validity of using a single item—church attendance—as a
measure of religiosity because it “might so closely reflect family ex-
pectations and life styles, or even parental coercion” (Tittle and
Welch 1983:654). Thus it can be argued that a youth’s church at-
tendance reflects not so much his or her own religious commitment
as the family’s or parents’ religious commitment. This is a valid
concern, as is the observation that treating religiosity as a mul-
tidimensional concept is methodologically more desirable (Gorsuch

3 Appendix Table Al contains a variable-by-variable breakdown of the ques-
tions included in the NBER survey. Response categories as well as coding values are
displayed in this table.

4 As an additional check on the representativeness of the sample, we com-
pared characteristics of youths in the current survey with those of youths from the
same geographical areas surveyed in the 1980 census, and found no evidence of sys-
tematic biases.
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and McFarland 1972). Most previous research, however, has em-
ployed church attendance as a measure of religious commitment; in
general, it is typified by a significant inverse association with devi-
ance, at least at the bivariate level (see Evans et al. 1995; Johnson
1987; Tittle and Welch 1983). Although some studies report that
this bivariate relationship decreases substantially as other theoret-
ical variables (e.g., family or formal control variables) are intro-
duced into the initial equation, nobody has yet argued convincingly
that church attendance is an unacceptable or invalid measure of
religious commitment. On the contrary: a recent study, for exam-
ple, “confirms the efficacy of behavioral indicators of religiosity
(usually attendance) so prevalent in prior research” (Evans et al.
1995: 210). Thus we assume that church attendance is a reason-
ably valid, though not perfect, measure of religiosity for criminology
as well as other fields (Gorsuch and McFarland 1972; Larson et al.
1998). Because it is self-reported, we assume that it primarily re-
flects a youth’s own religiosity rather than the parents’.

In the present study, we operationalize religiosity with two
items: (1) a behavioral measure, the frequency of attending church
services (henceforth church attendance), and (2) an attitudinal mea-
sure, the perceived importance of religion in one’s life (henceforth
religious salience). The first item, simply a measure of church at-
tendance, is the response to the question “In the last twelve
months, about how often have you attended religious services?” Re-
sponse categories are more than once a week (coded 6), once a week
(coded 5), two or three times a month (coded 4), once a month (coded
3), several times a year (coded 2), and not at all (coded 1).

Religious salience, an attitudinal measure of religiosity, is the
response to the question “How strong a role does religion play in
your life?” Response categories are very strong (coded 5), strong
(coded 4), somewhat strong (coded 3), weak (coded 2), and none
(coded 1).

METHODS

We used a multilevel hierarchical model to analyze the data.
With this model, we are able to apply explicit controls for city-level
differences when evaluating within-individual variations so that we
could estimate more accurately the effects of religion on individual
behavior. As stated earlier, the NBER data were collected from
three cities. The data set contains a two-level structure: the cities
define level 2, while the subjects define level 1 (Goldstein 1995). A
two-level hierarchical structure is achieved by nesting subjects
within cities.
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In the multilevel hierarchical analysis, the level 1 model must
be specified first because it determines the meaning of the level 2
model. The level 1 model can be summarized in the following
equation:

P
Y5=2 B Xy + €5
k=0

where i is the index for subjects, j is the index for cities, % is the
index for explanatory variables, and x;3 is an explanatory variable
that varies across individuals.

A level 2 model can be specified for a coefficient in the level 1
model that varies across cities:

Bix = Br + e
where B, is the city-level intercept and ey; is the level 2 residual for
the coefficient associated with the k' variable (For a detailed dis-
cussion of the two-level model, see Goldstein, Healy, and Rasbash
1994.)

Because we use three different dependent variables, we esti-
mated three models to test the independent effect of religiosity on
different offense categories. The key independent variables in the
model were church attendance and religious salience.

We also added several variables shown to be causes and corre-
lates of crime (Blumstein et al. 1986; Bursik 1988; Hirschi 1969;
Sampson 1987): age, education, single parent at age 14, public
housing, household size, belief in education and work, commitment
to work, productive hours, and gang membership (Detailed descrip-
tions of these variables are provided in Appendix Table Al). We
used a logistic function to analyze the data when the dependent va-
riable was a dichotomous variable. In the case of continuous vari-
ables, we used a normal function.

RESULTS

Because this study is based on cross-sectional data, causal in-
ferences cannot be made from the present findings. Yet if we find a
significant effect of either religiosity measure on deviance after con-
trolling for other variables of informal social control (e.g., family
and school), such a finding could suggest that a youth’s religiosity
may play an independent role as an additional protective factor.

Hierarchical Analyses

We conducted three analyses for the three dependent variables
to test the relationship between religiosity and delinquency. These
analyses allow us to adjust for different sources of influence so that
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we can determine the net effect of religiosity or religious commit-
ment on measures of deviance. For each delinquency measure, we
first examined the effects of the two religiosity measures on the out-
come while controlling for demographic characteristics, family
background, social bonding, and gang membership.

In Table 1 we present the logistic coefficients and odds ratios
for all the variables included in the analysis. The influence of
church attendance is in the expected direction and is significant
across all three measures of deviance. On the other hand, religious
salience is not significantly related to any of the three dependent
variables. Several other variables also have significant effects on
the dependent variables. Most of these effects are in the expected
direction. In the model for nondrug crime, age, residence in public
housing, and gang membership are related positively to the depen-
dent variable, whereas household size, belief in job and education
and hours spent in productive activities are related negatively. In
the model for drug use, age and gang membership have positive ef-
fects, while commitment to work and hours in productive activities
have negative effects. Finally, in the model for drug dealing, hours
spent in productive activities has a negative effect on the dependent
variable, and gang membership has a positive effect.

These findings suggest that church attendance (a behavioral
measure of religiosity) and religious salience (an attitudinal mea-
sure of religiosity) are different constructs that may or may not af-
fect distinct categories of deviance. Thus, research exploring the
relationship between religiosity and deviance will be unnecessarily
shortsighted unless it includes more than one measure of religios-
ity. Further, the current findings suggest that the impact of church
attendance is not limited only to “minor” acts of deviance, but ap-
plies as well to more serious forms of deviance.

In Table 2 we use a set of predicted probabilities to show how
different levels of church attendance reduce the likelihood of crimi-
nal involvement. These are predicted probabilities based on results
of the two-level hierarchical model. When we compute the
probabilities, we hold all the variables other than church attend-
ance at their mean values.
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Table 2. Predicted Probabilities of Criminal Involvement,
by Level of Church Attendance

Nondrug Crimes Drug Use Drug Dealing

Not at All 31 48 .33
Several Times a Year .29 43 .29
Once a Month .26 .39 24
2 or 3 Times a Month 24 34 21
Once a Week 21 .30 17
More Than Once a Week .19 .26 A4
Mean .28 42 27
Probability of Decline in .39 46 .b7

Crime from Low to

High Church

Attendance

In general, the probabilities declined as the level of church at-
tendance increased. For example, the probability of committing a
nondrug crime decreased from .31 for respondents who did not at-
tend church to .19 for those who attended church more than once a
week, when all other variables were held at their means. Overall
this represents a 39 percent reduction in the probability of commit-
ting a nondrug crime. Similarly, the probability of drug use de-
creased from .48 for youths reporting that they did not attend
church to .26 for those who attended frequently. This translates to
a 46 percent reduction in the probability of drug use. Finally, the
probability of drug dealing decreased from .33 for frequent at-
tenders to .14 for nonattenders, or a 57 percent reduction.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

We find that church attendance has a significant impact on
various measures of deviance among disadvantaged youths living
in poverty tracts. This pattern remains even with controls for back-
ground and nonreligious or secular bonding and learning variables.

Finding a significant bivariate association between church at-
tendance and deviance is not uncommon for criminologists (Evans
et al. 1995; Johnson 1987; Johnson et al. 2000; Tittle and Welch
1983). When previous researchers used multivariate analyses,
however, they tended to report that the effect of church attendance
is either spurious or, at best, indirect (Benda 1995; Benda and
Corwyn 1997; Cochran, Wood, and Arneklev 1994; Elifson et al.
1983) The present finding is different from those accounts: we find
that the effect of church attendance on deviance remains significant
fairly consistently for certain measures of deviance in the sample
under study here.
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Like previous researchers, we operationalized religiosity by us-
ing church attendance and religious salience. Though church at-
tendance is far from a perfect measure of religiosity, it has been
validated in previous research as quite a relevant proxy for reli-
gious commitment. Because our measure of church attendance is
similar to that used by previous researchers, it is unlikely that the
difference between our findings and those of others is due to differ-
ences in measurements of this simple but important concept. Thus
it is worth discussing the possible causes of the differences in find-
ings between our study and previous studies on youth deviance.

A key difference between this and previous studies is found in
the type of data examined. In the present study we analyzed data
collected from a representative sample of high-risk youths, namely
inner-city black males. Further, previous studies, which reported
no significant direct effect of youths’ religiosity on deviance, tended
to rely on limited samples that did not contain sufficient propor-
tions of disadvantaged youths, where religion might have its most
important effects. Specifically, researchers often analyzed data col-
lected from a sample containing a disproportionately large number
of rural youths (Benda 1995; Benda and Corwyn 1997). When
largely or exclusively urban data are employed, the samples tended
either to be too small, to lack an acceptable sampling frame, to be
predominately religious, or to be drawn from a relatively prosper-
ous county (Burkett and Warren 1987; Cochran et al. 1994; Elifson
et al. 1983; Smith et al. 1995).

Although the use of data from a nonrandom sample is problem-
atic for confirmatory research, nothing is inherently wrong with an-
alyzing data from a sample of youths who are religious or are living
in a rural or prosperous urban community. The use of such data,
however, is expected to systematically decrease the chance of ob-
serving significant independent effects of religiosity on deviance for
the few who might be disadvantaged. According to Tittle and
Welch (1983), individual religiosity has its greatest impact on be-
havior in secularized and disorganized communities and becomes
least effective in highly integrated and organized communities; reli-
gious morality is redundant in such communities, given the other
sources of moral authority and social control. Thus, when research-
ers analyze data from a sample of youths who live in relatively or-
ganized areas such as rural or prosperous urban communities, they
are less likely to observe an independent effect of religiosity on devi-
ance than when they examine data from youths who live in socially
disorganized areas such as inner-city poverty tracts.

The present findings provide at least partial support for Tittle
and Welch’s argument. Church attendance, in the current study,
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has an independent effect on non-drug crime, drug use, and drug
dealing among the disadvantaged youths. This finding gives
credence to the notion that individual religiosity may be a strong
factor in insulating young black males from the various forms of
deviance so often associated with inner-city poverty tracts.

The social disorganization model of urban youth deviance
posits that the effect of social disorganization, caused by ecological
conditions of local communities, is mainly indirect and operates
through the weakened structure of social control, especially infor-
mal control. Thus a social policy implication of this perspective is
the consideration of how to bolster weakened social control mecha-
nisms such as the family, and how to encourage utilization of other
institutions, especially religious institutions such as churches,
whose ability to offer social control remains largely intact.

Criminologists historically have focused on the former but have
paid little attention to the latter when they address the etiology of
deviarce among disadvantaged urban youths, whose chance to es-
cape from the crime of inner-cities is relatively slight. Yet this mat-
ter could be relevant, given the high prevalence of religion as a
matter of choice among youths. One also might argue that partici-
pating in a church community is the protective factor. Indeed, if
church attendance matters to adolescents, as it does to many (Liu
et al. 1998; Weaver, Koenig, and Larson 1997), we should consider
studying how inner-city churches may be linked to efforts to reduce
crime and delinquency.

Several limitations in the current study must be noted. First,
this study is cross-sectional, and we will not argue that cross-sec-
tional data are as good as longitudinal data for etiological research,
as do some criminologists (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). We
believe, however, that cross-sectional studies such as ours can
make an important contribution because our data allow us to ex-
amine individual differences in estimating the effect of religiosity
on deviance.

Second, even though we argued earlier that church attendance
as a single-item factor is an acceptable (if not a favored) measure of
religiosity, it would be advantageous to incorporate multidimen-
sional measures of religiosity in future studies.

Third, we could not build measurement models of the “con-
cepts” examined here because for most of these concepts only a sin-
gle item (attendance or salience) was available in the present data.
Yet because those concepts, including religiosity, are not directly
observable, it is appropriate to apply latent-variable modeling to ex-
amine the effect of religiosity on deviance. We did so, and this ap-
proach also enabled us to control for measurement errors.
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Finally, we were not able to examine whether youths' religios-
ity has a significant independent effect on deviance for groups other
than black males living in inner-cities. Although we suspect that
the effect of religiosity on deviance is unlikely to be race- or sex-
specific, future researchers should examine whether there is any
significant interaction between individual characteristics and the
effect of religiosity on deviance.

Despite these limitations, we believe that the present study
sheds new light on youths’ religiosity and deviance by consistently
finding a significant independent effect of church attendance on
various forms of deviance among inner-city black male youths. In-
deed, this study provides new evidence that the effect of religiosity
on deviance for disadvantaged youths is neither spurious nor sim-
ply indirect. Because of initial results showing the importance of
church attendance as a protective factor for disadvantaged youths
from socially disorganized communities, where family, school, and
neighborhood often tend to function poorly, this topic warrants fur-
ther investigation.
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Appendix Table Al. Variables and Measurement

Variable Description Scale
Drug Use Has respondent used marijuana or 0. No
other illegal drugs? 1. Yes
Drug Dealing  Has respondent sold marijuana or 0. No
drugs during the last four weeks? 1. Yes
Nondrug Has respondent done any illegal 0. No
Crime activity within the last twelve 1. Yes
months, including: lllegal gambling,
sold stolen goods, burglary,
shoplifted/stole from cars, mugging or
purse snatching, robbery, cashed/
forged stolen checks, con game,
swindle, or fraud, and other illegal
activities.
Church In the last twelve months, about how 6. More than once a
Attendance often have you attended religions week
services? (reverse coded) 5. Once a week
4.2 or 3 times a month
3. Once a month
2. Several times a year
1. Not at all
Religious How strong a role does religion play in 6. Very strong
Salience your life? (reverse coded) 4, Strong
3. Somewhat strong
2. Weak
1. None
Age How old are you (in years)? 15-24
Education What is the highest grade or year of 117
regular school that you have actually
completed?
Both Parents  Were you living with both your mother 0. No
Present at and your father when you were 14 1. Yes
Age 14 years old?
Public Living in public housing or housing 0. No
Housing project 1. Yes
Household Number of persons in household 0-18
Size
Belief in If you work hard and get a good 3.True
Education education you'll get ahead in 2. Somewhat true
and Work America. (reverse coded) 1. Not true at all
Commitment  Index of two items: (a) importance of 1. Not at all important
to Work being able to find steady work and (b) 2. Somewhat important
importance of working at a job (alpha 3. Very important
= .66)
Productive Proportion of daily hours spent on the  0-.72
Hours following activities: (1) working for
pay, (2) travel to or from work, (3) in
school, (4) working around the house,
(5) reading books, (6) studying/doing
homework, (7) searching for a job, (8)
watching children/keeping house
Gang Are you a member of a street club or 0.No
Membership gang? 1. Yes
Boston Is R living in Boston? 0.No
1. Yes
Chicago Is R living in Chicago? 0.No
1. Yes
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