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Much prior research has found that religiosity is negatively related to crime. Still, less is known 

about the mechanisms that govern this relationship, especially among offending populations. 

One theory that can offer more insight into the religiosity—crime nexus is moral disengagement 

(MD). No research has addressed how the theory can explain the relationship between religiosity 

and crime. Additionally, less is known about how these relationships change over time. In order 

to address these topics data from the Pathways to Desistance study was utilized. Religiosity, as 

measured by the importance of religion and religious service attendance, decreased slightly 

throughout the study. Both of these measures were also predictive of lower levels of MD over 

time. Higher religious service attendance at baseline was associated with higher levels of self-

reported offending over time while the importance of religion was related to lower self-reported 

offending over time. Religiosity was protective of self-reported offending longitudinally among 

male but not female respondents. Finally, MD partly mediated the relationship between 
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religiosity and self-reported offending throughout most of the study. Overall, these results 

indicate that religion plays a role in the lives of the serious adolescent offenders in the study.
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

“Religion is one of the most important forces in the world. Whether you are a Christian, a 

Muslim, a Buddhist, a Jew, or a Hindu, religion is a great force, and it can help one have 

command of one’s own morality, one’s own behavior, and one’s own attitude.”  

– Nelson Mandela 

Historically, it has been hypothesized that higher levels of religiosity1 are negatively 

related to crime and delinquency (Johnson, 2011). Despite this assumption, research assessing 

the relationship has been mixed (Baier & Wright, 2001; Knudten & Knudten, 1971; see Johnson, 

De Li, Larson, & McCullough, 2000 for an exception). Some researchers have found evidence of 

a negative relationship between the two measures (Albrecht, Chadwick, & Alcorn, 1977; Baier & 

Wright, 2001; Burkett, 1977; Burkett & White, 1974; Chadwick & Top, 1993; Cochran & Akers, 

1989; Elifson, Peterson, & Hadaway, 1983; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977; Jang & Johnson, 2001; 

Johnson, 2011; Johnson, Jang, Larson, & De Li, 2000; McLuckie, Zahn, & Wilson, 1975; 

Middleton & Putney, 1962; Peek, Curry, & Chalfant, 1985; Pirutinsky, 2014; Rhodes & Reiss, 

1970). In contrast, others have found either mixed or non-support for this relationship (Cochran 

& Akers, 1989; Cochran, Wood, & Arneklev, 1994; Giordano, Longmore, Schroeder, & Seffrin, 

2008; Hirschi & Stark, 1969; Renzetti, DeWall, Messer, & Pond, in press; Salas-Wright, 

                                                        
1 The definitions of religion and religiosity vary among researchers in different disciplines and can include 

attitudinal and behavioral aspects (see Brewer, 2003, pp. 67-68; Hackney & Sanders, 2003). Additionally, these two 

terms are often used interchangeably. For the purpose of this study, religion is defined as “an organized system of 

beliefs, ceremonies, and rules used to worship a [God] or a group of [Gods]” (Merriam-Webster.com, n.d.). 

Conversely, religiosity refers to the “commitment to, identification with and involvement in a religion or system of 

religious beliefs “(Hardy & Carlo, 2005 p. 231). 
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Vaughn, Hodge, & Perron, 2012; Salas-Wright, Olate, & Vaughn, 2013a; Salas-Wright, Olate, 

Vaughn, & Tran, 2013b; Salas-Wright, Lombe, Vaughn, & Maynard, 2016).  

Researchers have argued that these mixed results might be due to other factors that 

impact this relationship, such as the religious denomination of respondents, demographics, and 

the type of criminal outcomes measured (see Burkett & White, 1974; Cochran & Akers, 1989; 

Cretacci, 2003; Knudten & Knudten, 1974; Salas-Wright, Vaughn, & Maynard, 2014a; Salas-

Wright, Vaughn, & Maynard, 2014b). Additionally, it is also possible that the results vary by 

study populations, as most research has been conducted on samples from the general population 

in both adolescents and adults (for exceptions see Allen, Phillips, Roff, Cavanaugh, & Day, 

2008; Fernander et al., 2005; Giordano et al., 2008; Hallett & McCoy, 2015; Kerley, 2014; 

Maruna, Wilson, & Curran, 2006; Pirutinsky, 2014; Schroeder & Frana, 2009; Topalli, Brezina, 

& Bernhardt, 2013). Therefore, exploring the potential mediators and moderators of the 

relationship might assist in understanding if and how religiosity is related to crime among 

individuals. 

One factor that has been hypothesized to impact the relationship between religiosity and 

crime is morality, or “a person’s beliefs in the moral validity of norms” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 26). 

The theoretical argument for this relationship is that religion should increase the likelihood that 

persons will hold high moral values that, in turn, inhibit engagement in crime due to “the threat 

of supernatural sanctions” (Baier & Wright, 2001, p. 4; see also Desmond, Morgan, & Kikuchi, 

2010, p. 255-256; Hirschi & Stark, 1969). While few studies in the field of criminology have 

addressed the inter-relationships between these three variables, results from such research have 

shown that the relationship between religiosity and crime is either partially mediated or 
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moderated by moral beliefs (see Burkett & Warren, 1987; Desmond, Soper, Purpura, & Smith, 

2009; Simons, Simons, & Conger, 2004; see Johnson et al., 2001 for an exception). Further, 

some research has shown that the levels of religiosity from adolescence into adulthood are 

predicted by individual moral beliefs (Desmond et al., 2010).  

One theory that can potentially be used to understand these relations and prior mixed 

results on religiosity and crime is Bandura’s (2002) theory of moral disengagement (MD). 

Essentially, the theory proposes that people will utilize different cognitive mechanisms in order 

to counter the negative emotions that result from engaging in deviant behavior. To date, no study 

has assessed the interrelationships between religiosity and MD. Indirect evidence from studies 

assessing the relationship between religiosity and morality has been supportive of the idea that 

religiosity impacts morality. Specifically, studies have shown that higher religiosity is positively 

related to higher levels of morality and/or respect for the justice system (Benda, 1997; Burkett & 

White, 1974; Desmond et al., 2009; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977; Hirschi & Stark, 1969; Simons et 

al., 2004).  

In regards to the relationship between religiosity and MD, it could be hypothesized that 

higher levels of religiosity will be negatively related to MD. This is because religious beliefs 

may discourage such behavior. Persons high in levels of religiosity might be less likely to 

morally disengage and engage in crime and delinquency. However, it is also possible that 

religiosity, morality, and offending exhibit reciprocal relationships (Benda, 1997; Desmond et 

al., 2010). For example, there is evidence that some forms of delinquency are associated with a 

decrease in moral beliefs and religiosity (Benda, 1997). Thus, if one has strong religious beliefs, 

they might be less likely to morally disengage and commit crime because their religion 
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condemns such behavior. However, if one does not have strong religious beliefs to begin with, 

morally disengaging and committing crime may further weaken their levels of religiosity, which, 

in turn, might further increase the likelihood of crime and MD.   

Another factor that might explain mixed research findings are characteristics associated 

with the study design. Because the majority of research on religiosity and crime has utilized 

cross-sectional data (Desmond et al., 2010; Johnson, 2011; Giordano et al., 2008), it is possible 

that different results might be found when utilizing longitudinal data. The use of cross-sectional 

data might explain the previously mixed findings on the topic, as such results do not speak to 

whether these beliefs or relationships hold as individuals age nor do cross-sectional analyses help 

to sort out causal relationships. Further, numerous studies have shown that individuals differ in 

their levels of both religiosity and MD over time. Specifically, research has shown that MD 

peaks in adolescence and decreases into adulthood (Cardwell, Piquero, Jennings, Copes, 

Schubert, & Mulvey, 2015; Paciello, Fida, Tramontano, Lupinetti, & Caprara, 2008; Shulman, 

Cauffman, Piquero, & Fagan, 2011) while religiosity decreases from mid-adolescence into 

adulthood (Desmond et al., 2010). Thus, understanding the longitudinal relationships between 

religiosity and MD might be able to assist in understanding their roles in persistence and 

desistance from crime (see Hallett & McCoy, 2015). 

The relationship between religiosity and crime might also be contingent upon the 

demographic measures of sex and race/ethnicity. There are mixed findings on how religiosity 

varies by sex. In studies of offending and risk-taking, research indicates that females exhibit 

higher levels of religiosity relative to males (Miller & Hoffmann, 1995; Miller & Stark, 2002). In 

contrast, some scholarship has indicated that the protective effects of religiosity on criminal 
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behavior are uniformly invariant by sex in both adolescence and early adulthood (Salas-Wright 

et al., 2014a; 2014b) or there is not a significant difference between males and females 

(Giordano et al., 2008). Thus, it could be that while females exhibit higher levels of religiosity, 

the effect might not differ between these two groups.  

Regarding race/ethnicity, few studies have been conducted on the matter. Of the research 

that has been done, evidence indicates that race and/or ethnicity modified the relationships 

between religiosity and domestic violence in a sample of adults (Ellison, Trinitapoli, Anderson, 

& Johnson, 2007) and religiosity and substance use among adolescents (Amey, Albrecht, & 

Miller, 1996; Brown, Parks, Zimmerman, & Phillips, 2001; Wallace, Brown, Bachman, & 

Laveist, 2003). As was seen with respect to sex, some evidence indicates that there might not be 

significant interactions between race/ethnicity and religiosity (Giordano et al., 2008; Hirschi & 

Stark, 1969; Miller & Hoffmann, 1995; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a). Given the little research on 

the impact that these demographic measures have on the relationships between religiosity and 

offending, there is a pressing need for research on the matter.  

In addition to the previous factors that might explain the mixed results from prior 

research on religiosity and crime, much less is known about this relationship among offenders. 

The majority of research assessing religion and crime has been conducted on non-offenders and 

samples from the general population (for exceptions, see Allen et al., 2008; Fernander, Wilson, 

Staton, & Leukefeld, 2005; Giordano et al., 2008; Kerley, 2014; Salas-Wright et al., 2013a; 

2013b; Topalli et al., 2013). Among the research on religiosity in offenders, results are mixed. 

Some studies have uncovered that religiosity is negatively related to criminal behavior among 

offenders (Giordano et al., 2008; Salas-Wright et al., 2013a; 2013b). However, other research 
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has shown that there might be a positive relationship between these two measures as some 

serious offenders justify and excuse their criminal behavior through their religious beliefs 

(Topalli et al., 2013). The importance of studying religiosity in offenders is also justified by the 

fact that many faith-based programs are currently implemented in correctional contexts 

(Giordano et al., 2008; Johnson, 2011; Kerley, 2014; O’Conner, Duncan, & Quillard, 2006). 

Therefore, knowing more about the relationships between religiosity and crime in offenders can 

assist in the implementation and development of religious-based programs that may reduce crime 

and recidivism among participants.  

In short, research on the relationships between religiosity, MD, and offending is mixed. 

Additionally, there is little research on how these relationships manifest over time and among 

offenders. In order to better understand the impact of religiosity on crime in offenders, the 

current study utilized data from the Pathways to Desistance study, a seven-year longitudinal 

study of serious youthful offenders (see Mulvey et al., 2004; Schubert et al., 2004), which 

tracked respondents from mid-adolescence into early adulthood. The results from this study can 

assist in understanding the relationships between religiosity and crime in serious offenders over 

the life-course. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

Early Research on Religiosity and Crime and Delinquency (1969-2000) 

Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) notable article “Hellfire and Delinquency” is one of the first 

studies to address the topic of religiosity and delinquency within the field of criminology. The 

“hellfire” hypothesis focuses on the effect of religion on delinquency through the lens of 

Christianity.2 Specifically, it is argued “the Christian sanctioning system of hellfire for sinners 

and heavenly glory for the just” might be able to discourage believers from crime and 

delinquency (Hirschi & Stark, 1969, p. 203). The article was controversial because the results 

indicated that religiosity (as measured by church attendance) was not protective against 

delinquency in a sample of junior and senior high school students from California. While 

participants with higher levels of religiosity were more likely to have respect for authority (i.e., 

the law and the police) and believe in the Devil and the afterlife, they were equally likely to 

engage in delinquency as non-religious respondents. 

In their discussion, the authors made the following statement as to why they believed that 

church attendance did not have a deterrent effect on delinquency: “The church is irrelevant to 

delinquency because it fails to instill in its members love for their neighbors and because belief 

in the possibility of pleasure and pain in another world cannot now, and perhaps never could, 

compete with the pleasures and pains of everyday life” (Hirschi & Stark, 1969, p. 212). 

                                                        
2 Most prior research on religion and crime in the field of criminology has focused on Christianity. One exception 

comes from Baier (2013), who found that the impact of religion on violent behavior varied between Christian and 

Muslim German youth. Specifically, religion was associated with lower violent behavior among Christian but not 

Muslim youth. However, more research is needed to address the topic in other religions (e.g., Judaism and Islam) to 

assess the generalizability of the relationship. 
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However, this might have been an overstatement due to the fact that church attendance itself is 

not the only way to measure religiosity. Rather, religiosity is a multifaceted construct that sole 

indicators themselves might not be able to fully address (see Baier & Wright, 2001; Cretacci, 

2003; Hackney & Sanders, 2003; Johnson et al., 2000).  

Follow-up studies testing the hellfire hypothesis are mixed, with some researchers finding 

results that are similar to Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) conclusions (Burkett & White, 1974; Evans, 

Cullen, Dunaway, & Burton, 1995; Evans, Cullen, Barton, Dunaway, Payne, & Kethineni, 1996) 

and others finding contradictory results (Cochran & Akers, 1989; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977). 

Burkett and White (1974) replicated Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) study utilizing data from high 

school students in the Pacific Northwest. They found that the relationship between church 

attendance and general delinquency was weak (Burkett & White, 1974). Evans and colleagues 

(1995; 1996) also found support for Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) conclusions in two separate 

studies. Specifically, they found that hellfire beliefs were not significantly related to lower levels 

of crime in a sample of adults (Evans et al., 1996) and adolescents (Evans et al., 1995). 

One hypothesis as to why Hirschi and Stark (1969) did not find a negative relationship 

between church attendance and crime is due to the type of delinquency measures they utilized 

(Burkett & White, 1974; Cochran & Akers, 1989). Burkett and White (1974, p. 460) proposed 

that the delinquency measures used by Hirschi and Stark (1969) “are condemned not only by the 

churches but by most other secular agencies as well.” They discussed how the offenses that 

Hirschi and Stark (1969) measured (“larceny, vandalism, and assault”, Burkett & White 1974, p. 

456) might not yield significant results. Rather, they “hypothesized that the relation between 

religion and delinquency should be stronger in the case of illegal acts traditionally condemned by 
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the churches but no longer condemned by all segments of respectable secular opinion” (p. 460). 

Thus, victimless crimes (e.g., drug use) might be negatively related to religiosity as opposed to 

crimes against persons or property since such crimes may be specifically condemned by some 

religions as wrong. These are referred to as antiascetic acts (see also Cochran & Akers, 1989). 

The antiasceticm hypothesis follows that criminal and delinquent acts specifically condemned as 

wrong by a religion will show negative relationships with measures of religiosity (Baier & 

Wright, 2001; Burkett & White, 1974; Cochran & Akers, 1989).  

There is some support for the antiascetism hypothesis (Burkett & White, 1974; Cochran 

& Akers, 1989). Burkett and White (1974) found support for Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) 

arguments regarding the effects of religiosity on morality, belief in supernatural sanctions, and 

acceptance of worldly authority (i.e., respect in the law and police). They looked at two 

antiascetic offenses (alcohol and marijuana use) and found stronger negative relationships 

between these offenses and religiosity. Cochran and Akers (1989) also found support for the 

antiascetism hypothesis. Using data from male and female adolescents, they found that measures 

of religious commitment were negatively related to alcohol and marijuana use, albeit, weakly. 

Thus, there was support for the idea that religiosity protects some adolescents from alcohol and 

marijuana use. Conversely, some researchers have not found support for the antiascetism 

hypothesis. For example, Evans and colleagues (1996) did not find a significant relationship 

between individual religiosity and antiascetic delinquency. However, results showed that the 

level of religiosity among respondents’ peers was significantly and negatively related to 

antiascetic delinquent acts.  
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Another argument used to explain the contradictory results of Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) 

study is the moral communities hypothesis (Cochran & Akers, 1989; Stark, Doyle, & Kent, 

1980; Stark, Kent, & Doyle, 1982; Tittle & Welch, 1983; Welch, Tittle, & Petee, 1991; see also 

Stark, 1996 for a history and overview). Stark and colleagues (1980) argued that communities 

where religious values are important for social life are able to instill conformity in its members 

(see also Ulmer, Bader, & Gault, 2008). More specifically, they stated “[i]n communities where 

religion does not receive overt, customary expression variations in individual religiousness do 

not influence delinquency” (Stark et al., 1980, p. 44 emphasis in original). When looking at this 

perspective in regards to Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) finding that church attendance did not have a 

deterrent effect on delinquency, prior researchers follow that respondents in the study did not 

come from a community in which religion was an important part of the social and cultural norms 

(see Cochran & Akers, 1989; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977; Stark, 1996).  

There is some support for the moral communities hypothesis. Higgins and Albrecht 

(1977) used data from tenth graders in Atlanta, Georgia and found that church attendance was 

negatively related to delinquency. The authors hypothesized that their divergent results may be 

due to the context of the sample (Higgins & Abrecht, 1977). Specifically, they suggested that 

church attendance might be better able to explain lower levels of delinquency in samples from 

the Southern United States where levels of church attendance are some of the highest in the 

country (see Newport, 2015).3  They argued that data from Hirschi and Stark (1969) and Burkett  

and White’s (1974) studies might not be generalizable since their samples were taken from the  

                                                        
3 Stark (1996) addressed this topic. Using data from a nationally representative sample of senior high school 

students, he found a negative relationship between church attendance and being in trouble with the law among 

respondents who lived outside of the western (i.e., Pacific) US. He concluded that religious context impacts the 

relationship between church attendance and delinquency. 
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Western United States (Higgins & Albrecht, 1977). Stark and colleagues (1980) utilized data  

from the Uniform Crime Reports to assess the impact of moral communities/climates on crime 

rates. Moral communities were measured by the number of church members per 1,000 using data 

from standard metropolitan statistical areas. The findings showed higher proportions of church 

membership were negatively related to violent and property crime rates. They concluded that the 

levels of crime were lower in communities that had more church membership among residents.  

Other researchers have addressed the moral communities hypothesis finding 

contradictory results (Cochran & Akers, 1989; Evans et al., 1995; 1996). Cochran and Akers 

(1989) used measures of aggregate level religiosity to test the moral communities hypothesis in a 

sample of adolescents. The researchers did not find much support for the argument that moral 

communities conditioned the impact of religiosity on alcohol and marijuana use. Instead, they 

found that “religiousness and participatory salience have greater effects [on antiascetic offenses] 

under conditions of low aggregate religiosity” (Cochran & Akers, 1989, p. 212). Further, 

adolescents with higher levels of individual religiosity were less likely to engage in marijuana 

and alcohol use when they lived in communities with low levels of religiosity.  

Evans and colleagues (1995; 1996) also studied the moral communities hypothesis. In 

one study (Evans et al., 1995), they found that the social community in which a sample of adult 

respondents resided did not condition the relationship between religiosity and crime. Similarly, 

Evans and colleagues (1996) found the same results utilizing data from adolescents. Specifically, 

they concluded, “religiosity effects did not depend on the number of religious friends; regardless 

of number of close friends who were reported as religious” (Evans et al., 1996, p. 57). In 

contrast, Welch, Tittle, and Petee (1991) found some support for the idea that religious 
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communities can impact the relationship between religiosity and crime. Using data from a 

sample of Catholic adults, the authors found that aggregate levels of respondent’s parishes were 

significantly and negatively related to lower levels of tax evasion and unauthorized use of 

employers equipment for personal gain. However, there was not a significant interaction between 

individual and aggregate level religiosity. The authors concluded that while context matters in 

explaining the relationship between religiosity and crime, the impact of aggregate measures of 

religiosity may vary based upon the context of the sample (Welch et al., 1991).  

In sum, early research addressing the impact of religiosity on crime is mixed. The work 

of Hirschi and Stark (1969) and their finding that church attendance was not related to 

delinquency was controversial and encouraged others to study this relationship. Overall, some 

have found support for their contentions (Burkett & White, 1974; Evans et al., 1995; 1996) while 

others have not (Cochran & Akers 1989; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977). Further studies addressing 

the extensions of the “hellfire” hypothesis (i.e., antiascetism and moral communities) have also 

been mixed. There is some support for the notion that religiosity is able to deter antiascetic 

offenses that are specifically condemned by Christian beliefs (Burkett & White, 1974; Cochran 

& Akers, 1989; Evans et al., 1996). Yet, other research has not found this to be the case (Evans 

et al., 1996). Finally, there is minimal support for the idea that residing in a moral community 

can strengthen the relationship between religiosity and crime (Cochran & Akers, 1989; Evans et 

al., 1995; 1996; Welch et al., 1991). In contrast, other research has shown that it is important to 

consider the context in which respondents live, as there is some support for the idea that 

aggregate levels of religiosity are important in explaining crime (Stark, 1996; Stark et al., 1980; 

1982; Welch et al., 1991). 
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At this point in the literature, mixed findings regarding the relationship between 

religiosity and crime and delinquency had led to a lack of consensus on the topic among 

criminologists. In order to clarify this relationship, Johnson, Jang, Larson, & De Li (2000) 

conducted a systematic review of the literature to assess the overall effect that religion and 

religiosity has on delinquency. They collected articles addressing the relationship that were 

published between January 1985 and December 1997 in peer-reviewed journals. This yielded a 

total of 40 articles that analyzed this relationship quantitatively in samples of juveniles. Overall, 

they found that “[t]he majority of the studies conclude that religion had an inverse or beneficial 

effect on delinquency” (Johnson et al., 2000, p. 42). Additionally, they denoted that researchers 

utilized various measures of religiosity in their study, including church attendance, religious 

activities, and prayer in their research. However, 60% of these studies only utilized “one or two 

dimensions, usually religious participation and/or religious salience” (Johnson et al., 2000, p. 

43). Further, results from these studies varied based upon the number of dimensions of religiosity 

that were included in the analyses. Specifically, studies utilizing three or less dimensions of 

religiosity (n=31) found mixed results as to whether it exhibited a deterrent effect on 

delinquency. Regarding these studies and the relationship between religion and delinquency, 21 

found evidence for a negative relationship between the two measures while 9 found no effects, 

mixed results or a positive relationship. 

In conclusion, Johnson and colleagues (2000, p. 46) stated the following: 

The results of our review suggest that future research on delinquency and crime may gain 

explanatory power by incorporating the effects of religious variables in theoretical 

models. Survey research has long indicated that a majority of American youth is exposed 
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to religion early in their lives. A commitment to religious values and beliefs can have 

both an immediate and a long-term impact on their behavior. In this regard, religion could 

be treated as both a proximate cause of delinquency and a time-stable individual trait that 

influences an individual’s inclination toward antisocial behavior. 

In sum, religiosity appears to be important in explaining delinquency and is important in 

many youths’ lives. Thus, understanding if religiosity can deter crime and delinquency and under 

what conditions might be important in discerning the causal process of the relationship.  

Recent Research on Religiosity and Crime and Delinquency (2001-Present) 

Baier and Wright (2001) conducted a meta-analysis on studies addressing the relationship 

between religiosity and crime. The authors specifically asked, “(1) What is the direction and 

magnitude of the effect of religion on crime?” and “(2) Why do previous studies vary in their 

estimation of this effect?” (p. 4). The authors utilized 60 studies for their analysis with 79 effect 

sizes. Regarding their first research question, they found “religious behavior and beliefs exert a 

significant, moderate deterrent effect on individuals’ criminal behavior” (p. 14). When 

addressing their second research question, they found that differing results from previous studies 

on religion and crime could be explained by sampling and the type of crimes measured. Studies 

including samples with high levels of religiosity, those that measured nonviolent criminal 

outcomes, smaller sample sizes, and those that were more racially diverse reported larger effect 

sizes (Baier & Wright, 2001). 

When compared to the early research on religiosity and crime, recent research has 

focused on utilizing more in-depth measures of religiosity including, but not limited to, religious 
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commitment and individual perceptions of religion and spirituality4 (Allen et al., 2008; Cretacci, 

2003; Giordano et al., 2008; Hallett & McCoy, 2015; Jang & Johnson, 2001; Jang & Franzen, 

2013; Johnson et al., 2001; Pirutinsky, 2014; Renzetti et al., 2015; Salas-Wright et al., 2012; 

2013a; 2013b; 2014a; 2016; 2017; Schroeder & Frana, 2009; Spivak, Fukushima, Kelley, & 

Jensen, 2011). Specifically, much of this research has utilized a combination of church 

attendance and individual perceptions of religiosity/spirituality to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the relationship between these two measures. In contrast to the early research, 

there is more support among recent scholarship indicating that religiosity is important for 

explaining levels of crime and delinquency. Additionally, recent research has explored the 

possibility that other measures may impact the relationship between religiosity and criminal 

behavior, including contextual and individual variables. 

Regarding context, Jang and Johnson (2001) utilized data from the National Youth 

Survey to study the relationship between neighborhood disorder and crime and whether 

religiosity modified the relationship. Results indicated that religiosity, measured as the frequency 

of attendance to church and the importance of religion in their lives, modified the relationship 

between neighborhood disorder and illicit drug use. Specifically, religiosity was protective, and 

weakened the relationship between neighborhood disorder and illicit drug use among adolescents 

once incorporated into the model (Jang & Johnson, 2001). Conversely, Giordano and colleagues 

(2008) argued that it is possible that residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood might weaken the 

effect of religiosity on crime. Data from life-history narratives of 152 adult offenders showed 

                                                        
4 While sometimes used interchangeably, the terms religion and spiritual are not mutually exclusive. Though it can 

be defined in numerous ways, religion can speak “to scripture, rituals, myths, beliefs, practices, moral codes, 

communities, social institutions, and so forth – that is, the outward and objectified elements of a tradition” (Roof, 

2003, p. 138). In contrast, spirituality may “refer to the presence of the human spirit or soul, and the human quest for 

meaning and experiential wholeness” (Roof, 2003, p. 138; see also Jang & Franzen, 2013). 



16 

that the context in which they resided impacted their perceptions of religion and levels of 

religiosity. For example, some respondents discussed how being homeless, living on the streets 

or in shelters made their criminal behavior worse. Specifically, residing in disadvantaged areas 

or places in which criminal behavior was present made it difficult for respondents to desist from 

criminal behavior, even if they noted that religion or spiritual beliefs were important in their life 

(Giordano et al., 2008). 

Along similar lines, some research indicates that religiosity might have a protective effect 

among adolescents who are exposed to violence. Pearce, Jones, Schwab-Stone, and Ruchkin 

(2003), using data from adolescents who lived in urban areas, found that religiosity is important 

for buffering the relationship between violence exposure and conduct problems. Specifically, 

private religiosity was negatively related to conduct problems.5 Additionally, there were 

significant interactions between various measures of religiosity that were found to modify the 

effects of witnessing violence in their communities on conduct problems. Results indicated that 

measures of religiosity were protective against conduct problems among those who witnessed 

community violence (Pearce et al., 2003). 

Research has also denoted the importance of peer associations in explaining the 

relationship between religiosity and crime. One hypothesis as to how peers may impact the 

relationship between religiosity and crime comes from Burkett and Warren (1987). They studied 

the interrelationships between religiosity, peers, and crime using longitudinal data from high 

school youth. They found that peers mediated the relationship between religiosity and marijuana 

                                                        
5 Public religiosity is defined as “the frequency of religious service attendance or the degree of participation of 

adolescents in religiously affiliated youth groups” (Salas-Wright et al., 2017, p. 229). In contrast, private religiosity 

refers to “intrinsic, or internalized, religious beliefs held by adolescents in regard to the importance of religious faith 

or religious involvement” (Salas-Wright et al., 2017, p. 229). 
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use. Specifically, an adolescent’s religiosity was found to have an effect on the selection of one’s 

friends. They hypothesized that religious adolescents “are likely to select as companions those 

who are similarly inclined both in attitude and behavior” (Burkett & Warren, 1987, p. 127). 

Further, “the adolescent peer group would seem indeed to serve as an effective moral community 

which supports beliefs which inhibit the use of marijuana” (Burkett & Warren, 1987, p. 127). 

Thus, the impact of both selection and socialization of peers must be factored in when studying 

the relationship between religiosity and crime and can potentially explain prior mixed findings 

(Burkett & Warren, 1987).  

Recent research has also supported this contention. Utilizing data from the National 

Youth Survey, Johnson and colleagues (2001) found support for the idea that religiosity may 

impact the choice of one’s peers. Specifically, they concluded, “the adolescent’s religiosity 

reduces delinquency partly because religious involvement increases his or her disapproval for 

delinquent acts and the proportion of conventional friends in peer networks” (Johnson et al., 

2001, p. 38). However, other research is mixed with regard to the effect of peers on the 

relationship. Desmond and colleagues (2010) studied the interrelations between peers and the 

development of religiosity in a longitudinal study of adolescents. Results found that peers were 

associated with long-term religious involvement. For instance, results indicated that adolescents 

who reported higher attachment to their peers were more likely to attend religious services. In 

contrast, Giordano and colleagues (2008) found that delinquent networks did not interact with 

religiosity/spirituality in a sample of adolescent offenders.  

Individual factors are also important in explaining the relationship between religiosity 

and crime. Specifically, results have shown that personality traits and mental health may be able 
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to explain the relationship. Recent research has explored the possibility of self-control impacting 

this relationship. Jang and Franzen (2013) studied the differences between religiosity, 

spirituality, and violent offending using data from the Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. 

Specifically, they sought to assess whether there were differences in respondents who identified 

as “spiritual-but-not-religious”, “religious-and-spiritual”, “religious-but-not-spiritual”, and 

“neither-religious-nor-spiritual” (Jang & Franzen, 2013, p. 596). When distinguishing between 

these groups, the authors found self-control significantly differentiated these four groups. 

Average levels of low self-control were higher among respondents who self-identified as 

“spiritual-but-not-religious” when compared to those who identified as “religious-and-spiritual.” 

Additionally, low self-control partly explained the higher levels of violent offending among 

respondents who denoted they were “spiritual-but-not-religious.”  

In another study, Pirutinsky (2014) utilized data from the Pathways to Desistance study to 

assess whether self-control mediated the relationship between religiosity and crime. Results 

indicated that religiosity predicted both self-reports of offending and impulse control. Further, he 

found that impulse control partly mediated the effect of religiosity on crime. However, he did not 

find that impulse control predicted religiosity. Finally, Salas-Wright and colleagues (2016) found 

that there was a significant relationship between religious service attendance and self-control in a 

sample of adolescents. The results “suggest that regular religious service attending adolescents 

who also score high on protective factors related to self-control are the most likely to abstain 

from externalizing [antisocial] behavior” (Salas-Wright et al., 2016, p. 874).  

Other recent scholarship denotes that the relationship between religiosity and crime can 

be explained partly by variations in mental health. For instance, Salas-Wright and colleagues 
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(2012) utilized data from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health to assess differences in 

religiosity among adolescent age groups in the sample. The researchers found evidence for four 

latent classes of religiosity (religiously disengaged, religiously infrequent, privately religious, 

religious regulars, and religiously devoted). Results showed that membership in one of the four 

religious classes were associated with a lower likelihood of lifetime reported depression when 

compared to religiously disengaged adolescents. Allen and colleagues (2008) also studied 

religiosity and mental health in a sample of male prisoners. Regression analyses showed that 

daily spiritual experiences were associated with lower depression. However, positive religious 

coping was actually associated with higher depression. The authors explained this finding by 

proposing that this relationship might be the case if respondents were depressed and coping with 

their depression through religious practices (Allen et al., 2008). 

Among qualitative studies, researchers have noted the importance of religiosity in 

understanding mental health outcomes. For instance, Giordano and colleagues (2008, p. 121), in 

their analysis of life-history narratives of adults who were formerly juvenile offenders, proposed 

that life problems might lead to negative emotions, such as anger and depression, resulting in a 

“derailment” experience in their desistance process. Thus, while respondents may have chosen to 

cope with life problems through religious/spiritual beliefs, experiences that lead to negative 

emotions might encourage criminal behavior, even if such persons are religious or spiritual (see 

also Agnew, 2006). Further, Schroeder and Frana (2009) conducted qualitative interviews with 

men in a halfway house to better understand how religiosity/spirituality were related to 

desistance. Specifically, results showed that higher levels of religiosity allowed respondents to 

better cope with negative emotions (anger, depression, and anxiety) and assisted in desistance. 
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The authors discussed how religiosity/spirituality helped respondents reduce negative emotions, 

cope with negative life events, and assisted in the “transition to a more conventional life” 

(Schroeder & Franna, 2009, p. 736).  

Recently, Kerley (2014) presented research from various qualitative interviews with 

adults in faith-based correctional programs. In short, Kerley found that religion allowed inmates 

to cope with the negative emotions that they confronted in prison. When discussing results from 

semi-structured interviews with prison inmates in Mississippi, he stated: “The inmates in my 

study describe in vivid details the struggles of prison life such as inconsistent rules and 

regulations, threats to safety, poor living conditions, and inadequate health care. They claimed 

that religion could help them reinterpret their current situation, and more effectively manage the 

emotions that are so commonplace in prison life” (Kerley, 2014, p. 68). Further, the inmates 

“believe[d] that they could effectively minimize the negative emotional consequences of prison 

life through faith” (Kerley, 2014, p. 69).  

As was seen in the review of the early literature, more recent results are mixed as to the 

impact that religiosity plays in explaining crime and delinquency. While recent research is 

supportive of the argument that religiosity is related to lower levels of crime, researchers have 

still been unable to discern the causal processes of the relationship. A recent book from Johnson 

(2011) has provided, arguably, the “most comprehensive review of the literature” (Kerley, 2014, 

p. 12). Johnson (2011) proposes that religion and religiosity are important for lowering crime. He 

conducted a systematic review of the literature from 1944 to 2010 to bolster this hypothesis. The 

data for the review came from 272 studies. Overall, results showed that the majority of studies 

(90%) found that religiosity was negatively related to crime and delinquency. However, Johnson 
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(2011) argued that these findings are highly important given that the majority of research studies 

in criminology fail to include measures of religiosity in their models. Thus, even though there is 

a lack of research on how religiosity is related to lower levels of criminal behavior in the 

majority of research in criminology, the overwhelming support from the research that has been 

done emphasizes that future research should factor in such variables (Johnson, 2011).  

The Longitudinal Relations between Religiosity and Crime and Delinquency 

The majority of research on religiosity and crime and delinquency is taken from cross-

sectional research designs (Johnson, 2011). However, there is a small amount of literature that 

has addressed the relationship over time (Desmond et al., 2010; Jang & Johnson, 2001; Johnson 

et al., 2001; Peek et al., 1985; Pirutinsky, 2014; Simons et al., 2004). One of the first studies to 

look at the longitudinal relationship between religiosity and crime comes from Peek and 

colleagues (1985). In discussing prior literature on the deterrent effect of religiosity, they stated 

that such a conclusion is “premature” since prior research has not “adequately considered how 

religiosity affects delinquency behavior over time” (Peek et al., 1985, p. 120, emphasis in 

original). For their study, they wanted to understand the cross-sectional and longitudinal relations 

between religion and delinquency using data from males in the Youth in Transition study. 

Additionally, they sought to assess whether religiosity could amplify delinquent behavior in the 

sample. 

Their results showed that religiosity (as measured by attitudes of the importance of 

religion) was negatively related to self-reported delinquency cross-sectionally and longitudinally 

(Peek et al., 1985). It was concluded that religion could exhibit a short-term deterrent effect on 

delinquency. However, they found evidence for deviance-amplification, in that religiosity 
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measured in 1966 was positively related to delinquency scales in 1969. Further, they examined 

the data to assess the stability of religiosity among the respondents. For youth who remained 

high on levels of religiosity at both time points, there was evidence of a deterrent effect. A 

deterrent effect was also found among youth who reported low levels of religiosity at the first 

time point and high levels at the second time point. A deviance amplification effect was found 

for respondents who went from high levels of religiosity at the first time point to low levels at the 

second time point. To summarize these findings, they noted “because high religiosity deters 

delinquency at an earlier point in time that it tends to amplify delinquency when this religiosity 

later decreases” (Peek et al., 1985, p. 128 emphasis in original). Overall, such findings indicate 

that the stability or instability of religiosity may impact criminal behavior over the life-course. 

Other research also supports the contention that religiosity impacts long term criminal 

behavior. Jang and Johnson (2001) used data from the National Youth Survey to assess whether 

the impact of religiosity on drug use varied throughout adolescence. They found that the effects 

of religiosity on drug use became stronger from early to late adolescence (between 12 and 20). 

The authors suggested that these results could be due to increasing moral values or moral 

reasoning during this time point (Jang & Johnson, 2001). Johnson and colleagues (2001) used the 

same data to assess whether the relationship between religiosity and delinquency is spurious. 

They found a negative relationship between religiosity and delinquency throughout three waves 

of data and that the relationship is partly mediated by beliefs favorable to crime and delinquent 

peer associations (Johnson et al., 2001).  

Simons and colleagues (2004) used data from the Iowa Youth and Families Project 

(IYFP) and the Family and Community Health Study (FCHS) to assess the longitudinal relations 
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of religiosity (among both adolescents and their parents), parenting behavior, conventional 

beliefs, delinquent peers, and delinquency. Regardless of the sample, results did not support the 

notion that parents’ religiosity and their child’s religiosity were directly related to delinquency. 

However, the effects operated indirectly through other measures. Parental religiosity was related 

to delinquency through child religiosity. Child religiosity, in turn, was related to delinquency 

through conventional moral beliefs and delinquent peers. Additionally, parental religiosity was 

also related to higher quality parenting, which was then found to be directly and indirectly 

related to delinquent behavior, depending upon the sample and sex. Like Johnson and colleagues 

(2001), they found that the child’s individual religiosity was indirectly related to delinquent 

behavior through conventional beliefs and delinquent peers (Simons et al., 2004).  

There is also research addressing change in religiosity over time. Desmond and 

colleagues (2010) utilized data from the National Youth Survey to understand how religiosity 

changes throughout adolescence. The authors looked at church service attendance and the 

importance of religion over time. Growth curve models indicated that both measures decreased 

throughout the eight-year study period. When looking at individual predictors of change in 

religiosity, individual factors were able to partly explain why these measures decreased over 

time. For example, living with both biological parents was associated with higher levels of 

service attendance at baseline but a more rapid decrease in attendance throughout the study. 

Conversely, associations with delinquent peers were negatively related to lower levels of church 

attendance at baseline but not change in religious service attendance (Desmond et al., 2010). 

More recently, Pirutinsky (2014) addressed religiosity, self-control, and offending in the 

Pathways to Desistance study. Results from growth curve models indicated that religiosity was 
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negatively associated with longitudinal decreases in the frequencies of self-reported offending 

and impulse control. Further, results indicated that impulse control partly mediated the 

relationship between religiosity and offending. The analyses also supported the notion that 

religiosity may be causally related to offending (Pirutinsky, 2014).  

Overall, results addressing the longitudinal nature of religiosity and crime and 

delinquency show that the levels of religiosity can change over time. Generally, these studies 

have shown that the long-term impact of religion on crime and delinquency is partly explained 

by such factors as associations with delinquent peers and morality. However, it is still the case 

that the majority of quantitative studies addressing this topic are cross-sectional. This indicates a 

pressing need for longitudinal research on the matter.  

The Moderating Effects of Demographics 

Demographic measures can potentially explain differences in the relationship between 

religiosity and crime and delinquency. Some research has shown that females, relative to males, 

have higher levels of religiosity (Ellison et al., 2007; Miller & Hoffmann, 1995; Salas-Wright et 

al., 2014a; 2014b). However, while females typically exhibit higher levels of religiosity in 

studies than males, some have argued that the relationship is invariant in regards to the impact it 

has on crime and delinquency (Salas-Wright et al., 2014a; 2014b). Miller and Hoffmann (1995) 

denoted that, historically, two potential hypotheses have been used to explain differences in 

religiosity between sexes. One hypothesis is that females are socialized into exhibiting traits that 

are positively associated with religiosity, such as submissiveness and obedience (Miller & 

Hoffmann, 1995). The other hypothesis is that the “lower participation in the labor force and 

greater responsibility for the upbringing of children” can increase religiosity (Miller & 
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Hoffmann, p. 64). Conversely, they present a third hypothesis as to sex differences in religiosity: 

risk preference. Specifically, “individuals differ in terms of their willingness to perform certain 

behaviors that are viewed as containing an element of risk” (Miller & Hoffmann, 1995, p. 64). 

In order to test this theory, Miller and Hoffmann (1995) used data from high school 

seniors in the Monitoring the Future study to address differences in risk preference and 

religiosity between males and females. Religiosity was measured by using the frequency of 

church attendance and an attitudinal scale of the importance of religion. Risk preference was 

measured by two questions obtaining information on “respondent’s attraction to risk and to 

danger” (Miller & Hoffmann, 1995, p. 67). Results showed that females had significantly higher 

levels of religiosity and lower preference for risk when compared to males. Further, risk 

preference significantly predicted religiosity in the overall sample and when stratified by sex. 

Specifically, higher risk preference was related to lower levels of religiosity. However, the 

results did not show that there was a significant difference in the strength of risk preference on 

religiosity between sexes.  

Ellison and colleagues (2007) also found support for the argument that sex impacts the 

religiosity—crime relationship. Data for their study came from adults who participated in the 

National Survey of Families and Households to address race and ethnic differences in domestic 

violence. In their study, females reported higher levels of religious service attendance than 

males. Further, they found that there was variation among different sex and race and ethnicity 

combinations in regards to risk for domestic violence. While they reported a negative 

relationship between religiosity and domestic violence (victimization for women and 

perpetration for men) for all races and ethnicities (i.e., White, Black, and Hispanic), religious 
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service attendance was more protective of domestic violence among Black males and females 

and Hispanic males (Ellison et al., 2007. 

However, more recent research studying the effect of religiosity on crime has showed that 

the relationship may be invariant between males and females (Salas-Wright et al., 2014a; 2014b). 

Salas-Wright and colleagues (2014a) used data from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration to study demographic differences in religiosity and violent behavior 

among adolescents. Religiosity was measured by religious service attendance, religious group 

participation, and attitudes towards the importance and influence of religion. While there was a 

negative relationship between religiosity and various forms of violence among both sexes, the 

relationship was not significantly different between the sexes. However, there were sex 

differences in regards to “the effect of religious service attendance on fighting and violent 

attacks”, as both effects were significantly greater for females (Salas-Wright et al., 2014a, p. 

1194).  

Utilizing the same data set, Salas-Wright and colleagues (2014b) studied whether sex 

invariance on religiosity held across different developmental periods of adolescence. They found 

that mean levels of religiosity varied by developmental period. Adolescent male and female 

respondents reported higher levels of religious service attendance than male and female young 

adults. A similar pattern also emerged for attitudinal measures of religiosity. When looking at the 

impact of religiosity on drug use and theft among males and females, there was general support 

for the idea that the relationship is invariant between sexes. However, two differences emerged 

showing that there were significant interactions between risk propensity and private religiosity 

for females in regards to theft and males in regards to drug use (Salas-Wright et al., 2014b).  
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However, there is some research that has not found a significant relationship between 

sex, religiosity, and crime. Giordano and colleagues (2008), using the quantitative data from 

their study on adolescent offenders, found that offending patterns were similar among male and 

female respondents. They did not find significant interactions between sex and religiosity among 

different life course offending patterns. Overall, the research on sex, religiosity, and crime has 

shown that while levels of religiosity are higher among females, there is a lack of support for the 

idea that the effect varies by sex. Thus, while the levels of religiosity might vary among sexes, 

the impact that it has on crime and delinquency might not vary between the two.  

Less research has been conducted on the modifying effects of race/ethnicity. Like the 

findings regarding the modifying effects of sex, this research is mixed. Miller and Hoffmann 

(1995) found that Black respondents in their sample had higher levels of religiosity compared to 

Whites. However, the effect of race on the relationship between risk preference and religiosity 

was similar between the races/ethnicities: Black respondents had higher levels of religiosity 

relative to Whites. Similarly, Giordano and colleagues (2008) did not find that there were 

significant interactions between race and religiosity and crime in their sample of juvenile 

offenders. Additionally, Salas-Wright and colleagues (2014a) found that the effect of religiosity 

on violent behavior was uniformly invariant across race and ethnicity in a sample of adolescents. 

Specifically, they concluded that there is “a degree of invariance in terms of the magnitude of the 

relationship between religiosity and violence among non-Hispanic Whites, African Americans, 

and Hispanics” (Salas-Wright et al., 2014a, p. 1190). 

Some research has found that race/ethnicity are important in explaining differences in the 

religiosity and crime relationship. Ellison and colleagues (2007) found that the protective effects 
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of religiosity on domestic violence perpetration were stronger for Black and Hispanic males, 

relative to Whites. Additionally, religiosity was more protective of domestic violence 

victimization among Black females when compared to White and Hispanic females. Other 

scholars have also found that the effect of religiosity on substance abuse varies by race among 

adolescents. Brown and colleagues (2001) utilized a sample of ninth graders from Kentucky and 

Ohio to assess whether racial differences exist in regards to alcohol use. Black respondents 

reported significantly higher levels of religious importance compared to White respondents. For 

Black respondents, religious service attendance and fundamentalism (i.e., importance of holy 

texts) were negatively associated with alcohol use while attendance was protective against 

problem drinking. Interestingly, prayer was positively related to problem drinking among Blacks. 

For White respondents, church attendance and fundamentalism were protective against alcohol 

use and the importance of religion was protective against problem drinking (Brown et al., 2001).  

Wallace, Brown, Bachman, and Laveist (2003) used data from the Monitoring the Future 

study to assess racial differences in adolescents’ substance use. Like the prior study, Black 

respondents had significantly higher levels of church attendance and denoted religion as more 

important than White respondents. In contrast, they found that White respondents who reported 

high religiosity were more likely to abstain from using alcohol and marijuana. Thus “the 

relationship between religiosity and abstinence [was] stronger for [White] youth than for [Black] 

youth” (Wallace et al., 2003, p. 847). Amey and colleagues (1996) also found similar results in 

that the effect of religiosity on substance use might not be as large on Black youth. They explain 

this finding in terms of differences in the impact that church has on different races. 
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In short, it appears that Black respondents might consider religion more important than 

White respondents. However, there is not a clear consensus on how the effects of religiosity on 

crime vary among different races/ethnicities. For instance, some research has shown that 

religiosity might have a larger protective effect on White persons (Amey et al., 1996; Wallace et 

al., 2003) while others find that religiosity may have a larger impact on minority populations 

(Ellison et al., 2007). Still, others have found that the effects of religiosity on crime are invariant 

across race/ethnicity (Miller & Hoffmann, 1995; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a). Mixed results from 

these studies denote the importance of assessing the effects of religiosity on crime and how they 

vary among different races/ethnicities.  

Research on Religiosity among Offenders 

Much of the research undertaken to address the relationship between religiosity and crime 

comes from samples of the general population. However, there has been some scholarship 

addressing this relationship among offenders (Allen et al., 2008; Fernander et al., 2005; 

Giordano et al., 2008; Hallett & McCoy, 2015; Harris, Ackerman, & Haley, in press; Kerley, 

2014; Maruna, Wilson, & Curran, 2006; Pirutinsky, 2014; Schroeder & Frana, 2009; Topalli et 

al., 2013). Generally, this research shows that religion can be an important aspect in offenders’ 

lives. The quantitative studies that have been conducted on the topic have shown that religiosity 

is important in deterring criminal behavior (Fernander et al., 2005; Giordano et al., 2008).  

Fernander and colleagues (2005) collected data from adult males incarcerated in 

Kentucky prisons enrolled in a substance abuse treatment program. There was also a comparison 

group for the study, which included inmates who were not in the substance abuse program. The 

authors included measures addressing respondents’ belief in a higher power, religious service 
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attendance, and perceptions of religiousness. The results of their study indicated that 

respondents’ levels of religiosity were associated with different convictions. Those convicted of 

property crimes were more likely to indicate higher levels of spiritual well-being, consider 

themselves religious, and denote that their religious beliefs had an impact on their behavior. 

Additionally, drug-related offenders and violent offenders were more likely to consider 

themselves religious.  

Allen and colleagues (2008) utilized data from incarcerated older male inmates from 

Alabama to assess the relationships between religiosity and physical and mental health. They 

found that positive religious coping and feeling abandoned by God were positively related to 

depression while more daily spiritual experiences were negatively related to depression. They 

proposed that religion was important in coping with negative emotions that can occur in prison. 

In their longitudinal study of serious juvenile offenders, Giordano and colleagues (2008) did not 

find that measures of church attendance and religiosity significantly distinguished persistent, 

desisting, or unstable patterns of offending into adulthood. Also utilizing data from serious 

adolescent offenders, Pirutinsky (2014) studied the relationship between religiosity, self-control, 

and self-reported offending over time. He found that “short-term changes in religiousness appear 

related to reduced future offending controlling for the individualized effects of time, all between-

subject confounds, and overall religiousness, suggesting that increased religiousness may cause 

reduced offending” (Pirutinsky, 2014, p. 1299). Further, higher levels of self-control were found 

to partly mediate the effect of religiosity on offending.  

There are many qualitative studies that have been undertaken to study the importance of 

religiosity among offenders. One comes from the qualitative portion of Giordano and colleagues 
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(2008) study. Utilizing life history narratives from serious adolescent offenders who were 

followed into adulthood, the authors found 58% of respondents “felt close to God” in adulthood 

(Giordano et al., 2008 p. 113). The authors noted that religiosity/spirituality were “hooks for 

change” and could encourage desistance among respondents because religious teachings are able 

to reinforce pro-social behavior, can assist in coping with life problems, and allows 

religious/spiritual persons to associate with pro-social individuals (Giordano et al., 2008, p. 100). 

Schroeder and Frana (2009) conducted semi-structured qualitative interviews with males in a 

halfway home. They found that religiosity and spirituality allowed the men to cope with negative 

emotions, such as anger, depression, and anxiety.  

Kerley (2014) has also conducted extensive qualitative research on the relationship 

between religiosity and crime in various criminal justice populations. In his studies of male and 

female inmates in faith-based correctional programs, he found that religious faith assisted 

individuals during incarceration by helping them change and desist from criminal behaviors. 

Along similar lines, Hallett and McCoy (2015) utilized life history narratives with males who 

had desisted from offending. The respondents in their sample believed that their ability to desist 

from crime was the result of Christianity. The analysis focused on understanding the desistance 

process through three separate theories: making good (Maruna, 2001), identity theory 

(Paternoster & Bushway, 2009), and cognitive transformation (Giordano et al., 2002; 2008). 

Results indicated that there was support for all three theories and that respondent’s 

interpretations of their desistance varied (Hallett & McCoy, 2015). Specifically, the authors 

denote “pathways to desistance involve highly subjective assessments of agency and structure 

amid radically differing explanations for success” (Hallett & McCoy, p. 868).  
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In contrast, one recent qualitative study found results contrary to the argument that higher 

levels of religiosity deter crime. Topalli and colleagues (2013) conducted semi-structured 

interviews with active street offenders to study the importance of religion in their lives. They 

found that religion had criminogenic effects in their respondents. Specifically, while some 

respondents noted that religion was important, many of them also engaged in crime. Further, 

many of the respondents justified their current and past criminal behavior with religious beliefs. 

In conclusion, the authors stated: 

[O]ffenders’ distorted application of religion is grounded in counteracting the deterrent 

effect that existential and transcendental consequences of anticipated, current, or previous 

criminal activity typically have. When successful, these distortions strategically permit or 

foster participation in criminality (Topalli et al., 2013, p. 62).  

The authors noted that while religiosity can have a deterrent effect on criminal behavior, it could 

be counterintuitive because respondents would “exploit religious doctrine to justify their crimes” 

(Topalli et al., 2013, p. 62). By misconstruing religious doctrines, respondents were able to 

emphasize the importance of religion in their lives while at the same time engage in crime. 

Recently, Harris, Ackerman, and Haley (in press) found that religion and religious beliefs 

helped a sample of male sex offenders desist from crime. Among the life histories of 71 males 

charged with sex offenses, results indicated that religion was important in reducing criminal 

behavior. Analyses revealed that religion was protective because it was able to assist in 

regulating emotions, coping with life problems, and foster social bonds and connections with 

other believers.  
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Overall, results from these studies denote the importance of religiosity among offenders 

from a wide variety of populations. Many of the findings denoted that current and former 

offenders find religion to be important in their lives. Further, individual levels of religiosity are 

important in explaining desistance from criminal behavior and may be predictive of long-term 

behavioral change. However, the amount of research on the relationship between religiosity and 

crime among offenders is still minimal when compared to research utilizing general population 

samples. Therefore, more research is warranted on such persons in order for researchers to better 

understand how religiosity among offenders can act as a means to change their behavior. 

Additionally, such knowledge could be beneficial for the area of corrections since there are many 

faith-based programs designed to help offenders cope with negative life events and assist them in 

reintegrating back into society.   

The Relationship between Religiosity and Moral Disengagement 

Multiple criminological theories have been used to explain the relationship between 

religiosity and crime.6 However, one theory that has received a lack of attention in explaining 

this relationship is Bandura’s (2002) theory of moral disengagement (MD) (see also Bandura, 

Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996). The theory was proposed as a means to explain why 

and how people engage in crime and delinquency. The theory follows that people will utilize 

different mechanisms of MD that allow them to temporarily violate their moral beliefs in order to 

                                                        
6 These include, but are not limited to, Maruna’s (2001) redemption scripts, identity theory (Paternoster & Bushway, 

2009), cognitive transformations (e.g., Giordano et al., 2002; 2008; see also Hallett & McCoy, 2015), general strain 

theory (Barbieri & Craig, in press; Jang & Johnson, 2005), social bond theory (Benda, 1997; Benda & Corwyn, 

1997; Cochran et al., 1994; Cretacci, 2003; Evans et al., 1995; 1996; Giordano et al., 2008; Jang & Johnson, 2001; 

Johnson et al., 2001) social learning theory (Albrecht et al., 1977; Benda & Corwyn, 1997; Burkett, 1977; Burkett & 

Warren, 1987; Chadwick & Top, 1993; Desmond et al., 2009; 2010; Elifson et al., 1983; Evans et al., 1996; Johnson 

et al., 2001; Simons et al., 2004), and self-control (Desmond, Ulmer, & Bader, 2013; Jang & Franzen, 2013; 

Pirutinsky, 2014; Salas-Wright et al., 2016; Shepperd, Miller, & Smith, 2015). Discussion of these theories is 

beyond the scope of the current study but all are lines of future inquiry.  
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engage in unwanted behavior.7 Specifically, people may utilize eight different mechanisms of 

MD in order to reduce the moral consequences that can result from crime and delinquency: 

moral justification, euphemistic language, advantageous comparison, displacement of 

responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, disregarding or distorting the consequences, 

dehumanization, and attribution of blame (Bandura et al., 1996). Bandura (2002) argues that MD 

is a social-psychological theory of morality and can explain how people with similar levels of 

morality engage in deviant behavior: 

Moral standards do not function as fixed internal regulators of conduct. Self-regulatory 

mechanisms do not operate unless they are activated. There are many psychological 

[maneuvers] by which moral self-sanctions can be disengaged from inhumane conduct. 

Selective activation and disengagement of self-sanctions permits different types of 

conduct by people with the same moral standards (Bandura, 2002, p. 102). 

Thus, activation of mechanisms of MD may depend upon individual differences as well as 

contextual factors. 

MD has previously been shown to vary over time. Specifically, research indicates that the 

level of MD peaks in mid to late adolescence and begins declining upon entrance into adulthood 

(Cardwell et al., 2015; Paciello et al., 2008; Shulman et al., 2011). Further, this has been shown 

to be the case among samples from the general population as well as offenders. 8 Paciello and 

                                                        
7 The theory of MD is closely akin to Sykes and Matza’s (1957) techniques of neutralization, Scott and Lyman’s 

(1968) theory of accounts, and Matza’s (2009) theory of drift. They are similar in that all argue that people will 

temporarily free themselves from the constraints (i.e., morality) that limit crime and delinquency in order to engage 

in such acts. 
8 Research on the longitudinal nature of Sykes and Matza’s (1957) techniques of neutralization has also shown that 

early neutralizations are associated with later use of neutralizations (see Maruna & Copes, 2005; Morris & Copes, 

2012; Topalli, Higgins, & Copes, 2014). Specifically, data from adolescents reveals that youth who utilize 
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colleagues (2008) studied trajectories of MD in a sample of Italian adolescents followed from 

ages 12 to 20 to assess the stability of MD. They found that MD declined throughout the study in 

the sample. The authors found that MD “decreased strongly between ages 14 and 16 and less 

evidently until age 20” (Paciello et al., 2008, p. 1302). Additionally, this change was seen in both 

male and female respondents.  

Shulman and colleagues (2011) utilized data from males in the Pathways to Desistance 

study to assess the longitudinal nature of MD. They found that MD was moderately stable over 

the first three years of the study. However, the overall levels of MD decreased throughout the 

study period. Further, this change in MD was also associated with change in official reports of 

offending. Cardwell and colleagues (2015) also utilized data from the Pathways to Desistance 

study to assess trajectories of MD throughout the full 7-year study period. They found that MD 

decreased throughout the study period in the aggregate, regardless of sex, race, and ethnicity. 

Additionally, the authors found that certain factors distinguished membership in low, moderate, 

and high trajectories. Specifically, membership in the low MD trajectory was associated with 

being female and White. Conversely, being Hispanic was associated with membership in the 

high MD trajectory. 

Overall, research on the longitudinal nature of MD indicates that it decreases over the 

life-course. Further, this relationship has been shown to hold among different sexes, 

races/ethnicities, and among both offenders and non-offenders. However, much less is known 

about the predictors that explain this relationship over the life course. It is possible that 

individual levels of religiosity can explain the long-term patterns of MD. For example, some 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
techniques of neutralization are more likely to employ them in the future and engage in further crime and 

delinquency (Morris & Copes, 2012; Topalli et al., 2014). 
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scholars have argued that the relationship between religiosity, moral beliefs, and offending may 

be reciprocal (Benda, 1997; Desmond et al., 2010). Desmond and colleagues (2010) state that it 

is possible “that the relationship between religiosity and moral beliefs is reciprocal. That is, 

religiosity may strengthen moral beliefs, but individuals who have strong moral beliefs might 

also be more inclined to attend religious services and to believe religion is more important” 

(Desmond et al., 2010, p. 255-256). 

Much previous research on the relationship between religiosity and crime and 

delinquency has found that higher religiosity is positively associated with more conventional or 

moral beliefs (Benda, 1997; Burkett, 1977; Burkett & Warren, 1987; Burkett & White, 1974; 

Desmond et al., 2009; 2010; Hirschi & Stark, 1969; Middleton & Putney, 1962; Simons et al., 

2004; Stark et al., 1980). However, much less research has been conducted on the 

interrelationships between morality, religiosity, and crime. Simons and colleagues (2004) found 

support for the idea that morality conditions the effect of individual religiosity on delinquent 

behavior. Using data from Georgia and Iowa adolescents, their measure of conventional values 

tapped respondents’ perceptions of the wrongness of 16 different acts, such as substance use, 

shoplifting, and skipping school. In both samples, they found that conventional values partly 

mediated the relationship between individual religiosity and delinquent behavior. Specifically, 

higher religiosity was positively related to higher conventional values. In turn, higher 

conventional values were negatively related to delinquency (Simons et al., 2004).  

In contrast, some research has not been supportive of the idea that morality conditions the 

impact of religiosity on crime and delinquency. Middleton and Putney (1962) conducted a study 

to assess the relationship between religiosity and morality. Utilizing data from college students, 
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they tested whether social standards “tend to be shared by the religious and the nonreligious alike 

as part of a general social ideology” (Middleton & Putney, 1962, p. 142). They found that 

respondents who classified themselves as more religious were more likely to believe that 

antiascetic behaviors were wrong and were less likely to engage in such behaviors when 

compared to non-religious respondents. More importantly, they found no difference among 

religious versus non-religious participants with regards to believing that it is wrong to engage in 

antisocial behavior, the likelihood of engaging in antisocial behavior and the frequency of 

engaging in such behaviors. They concluded, “[w]ith regard to actions which have an obvious 

harmful impact on society, there is little or no apparent difference between the religious and the 

irreligious in either normative standards or behavior” (Middleton & Putney, 1962, p. 151). 

More recently, Desmond and colleagues (2009) sought to determine whether morality 

modified the effects of religiosity on crime. Data for their study was culled from waves three and 

four of the National Youth Survey. The moral beliefs measure assessed respondents’ belief that 

engaging in four delinquent behaviors (marijuana use, drinking, hitting, and property offenses) is 

wrong while religiosity was measured by the frequency of church attendance and importance of 

religion. Results showed that religiosity and morality were negatively related to both marijuana 

use and getting drunk. Further, there were significant interaction effects between religiosity and 

morality on both outcome measures. The results showed that the negative effects of religiosity on 

marijuana use and getting drunk remained even when respondents did not believe that such 

behaviors were wrong. They concluded that religion still might be protective in the absence of 

moral beliefs because “it may shield youth from delinquent peers, create social capital, or embed 
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youth in a network of religious adults who monitor their behavior, which, in turn, reduces 

delinquent behavior” (Desmond et al., 2009, p. 67). 

In summary, while studies have generally shown that there is a positive relationship 

between religiosity and moral or conventional beliefs there is no agreement as to how morality 

impacts the relationship between religiosity and criminal behavior. Previous research has shown 

that the relationship between religiosity and crime is not conditioned by morality (Middleton & 

Putney, 1962). However, some scholarship indicates that morality mediates the relationship 

(Simons et al., 2004) or that the effect is conditioned by morality (Desmond et al., 2009). In 

addition, there have been no tests assessing the impact of MD on the religiosity-offending 

relationship. However, as it is possible that there are reciprocal relationships between morality 

and religion (Benda, 1997; Desmond et al., 2010), it may be that the likelihood of MD could 

explain the relationship between religiosity and antisocial behaviors.  

Current Study 

Based upon the prior discussions in the literature review, the current study sought to 

expand the understanding of the relationships between religiosity, moral disengagement, and 

offending over time. Further, this study utilized a sample of serious adolescent offenders who 

were followed from mid-adolescence into early adulthood. Due to the fact that few studies have 

addressed this relationship in offenders, the results from this study can assist in determining 

whether the relationships between these measures are similar or different to prior research on 

those using samples drawn from the general population and among less serious offenders. 

Additionally, the current study differs from prior research, which has predominantly utilized 

cross-sectional designs, by utilizing a longitudinal study design, which may be able to better 
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solidify the temporal ordering of the key relationships under investigation. Specifically, this 

study follows respondents from baseline when respondents were in mid-adolescence (14-18) to 

84 months after baseline, when respondents were in early adulthood. Previous research has 

supported the idea that the levels of religiosity may change during this developmental period 

(Desmond et al., 2010). Further, studying the transition between adolescence to early adulthood 

is useful for assessing persistence and desistance in criminal behavior (Loeber & Farrington, 

2012).  

Hypotheses 

The current study is guided by five hypotheses. 

H1: The levels of religiosity will decrease from mid-adolescence into early 

adulthood. Little is known about how religiosity changes in individuals from mid-adolescence 

into adulthood. Of the research that has been done on the development of religiosity during this 

age period, evidence from a nationally representative sample of youth indicates that religious 

service attendance decreases over time and can be partly explained by individual relationships 

between parents and peers (Desmond et al., 2010). Further, there is a lack of data on this topic 

with regard to offenders. Based upon previous research, it is expected that the levels of 

religiosity will decrease throughout the study period.  

H2: Religiosity will be associated with moral disengagement and longitudinal 

change in moral disengagement. While there have been no studies to assess the relationship 

between religiosity and MD, it is expected that religiosity will be negatively related to MD. This 

is because results from studies have denoted a positive relationship between religiosity and 

higher levels of morality and belief in the legitimacy of the justice system cross-sectionally and 
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longitudinally (Burkett & White, 1974; Desmond et al., 2009; 2010; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977; 

Hirschi & Stark, 1969; Simons et al., 2004). Regarding MD, prior research has established a 

decrease in such behavior from adolescence into early adulthood (Cardwell et al., 2015; Paciello 

et al., 2008; Shulman et al., 2011). Thus, it is expected that religiosity will be related to lower 

levels of MD in the sample. 

H3: Religiosity will be associated with offending and longitudinal change in 

offending. Based upon the prior research, it is expected that this hypothesis will be met as many 

prior studies indicate that there is a negative relationship between these two measures (Albrecht 

et al., 1977; Burkett, 1977; Burkett & White, 1974; Chadwick & Top, 1993; Cochran & Akers, 

1989; Desmond et al., 2010; Elifson et al., 1983; Higgins & Albrecht, 1977; Jang & Johnson, 

2001; Johnson et al., 2000; McLuckie et al., 1975; Middleton & Putney, 1962; Peek et al., 1985; 

Pirutinsky, 2014; Rhodes & Reiss, 1970; Salas-Wright et al., 2014). However, less is known 

about how the relationship varies over time in serious offenders. One study has utilized the 

Pathways data to determine if religiosity was negatively related to offending (Pirutinsky, 2014). 

Results from this study showed higher religiosity was negatively related to self-reports of 

offending frequency in the sample. Thus, it is expected that there will be a negative relationship 

between religiosity and offending throughout the study period. 

H4: The effect of religiosity on offending will not be modified by sex and 

race/ethnicity. Prior evidence has shown that there are mixed results from studies assessing 

religiosity and offending (Baier & Wright, 2001; Knudten & Knudten, 1971). However, some 

researchers have argued that this relationship might be conditioned by demographic 

characteristics, such as sex and race and ethnicity (Ellison et al., 2007; Miller & Hoffmann, 
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1995; Miller & Stark, 2002). Results from prior studies have shown that the relationship between 

these two measures is invariant by sex (Giordano et al., 2008; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a; 2014b). 

Thus, it is expected that the relationship will not be modified by sex. Regarding race and 

ethnicity, less is known about how they impact this relationship. Like sex, some evidence has 

shown that the relationship is invariant (Giordano et al., 2008; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a). 

However, little research has been conducted to assess the modifying effects of sex and race and 

ethnicity in samples of offenders, as most research utilizes data from general population samples. 

Thus, it is important to better understand whether these relations hold in offenders. For the 

current study, it is expected that the relationship will not vary by race and ethnicity of 

respondents. 

H5: The relationship between religiosity and offending will be partly mediated by 

moral disengagement. Moore (2015) has recently argued that utilizing MD as a mediator can 

assist in understanding the process of MD. Regarding the relationship between religiosity and 

delinquency, studies have shown that the relationship is partly mediated by beliefs favorable to 

crime (Desmond et al, 2010; Johnson et al., 2001; Simons et al., 2004). Prior research has shown 

that MD is a process that develops over time (Cardwell et al., 2015; Coker, Ikpe, Brooks, Page, 

& Sobell, 2014; Hyde, Shaw, & Moilanen, 2010; Paciello et al., 2008; Shulman et al., 2011). 

Indirect evidence for this notion is also supported from research studying the longitudinal nature 

of techniques of neutralization, which has shown that early neutralizations precede later ones 

(Morris & Copes, 2012; Topalli et al., 2014; see also Maruna & Copes, 2005). Regarding the 

process of MD in serious adolescent offenders, evidence has indicated that this behavior lessens 

throughout adolescence and into early adulthood (Cardwell et al., 2015). Thus, it is expected that 
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MD will partially mediate the effects of religiosity on offending. Specifically, religiosity will be 

associated with lower levels of MD, which will then be negatively related to offending. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

 

Data 

Data for this study come from the Pathways to Desistance, a longitudinal study of serious 

adolescent offenders followed for nearly a decade (see Mulvey et al., 2004; Schubert et al., 

2004). The enrollment period was conducted from 2001 to 2003 in both Maricopa County, AZ 

and Philadelphia County, PA. In order to be included in the study, respondents had to reside in 

either county, have been convicted of a serious offense9, and had to be between the ages of 14 

and 18 when they were initially charged for the offense. The overall sample for the study 

includes 1,354 subjects. The majority of the sample is male (86.4%) and minority (Black = 

41.4%; Hispanic = 33.5%), with the average age of respondents being 16 upon entrance to the 

study. The amount of males charged for drug offenses was limited to 15% in order to avoid an 

overrepresentation of drug offenders while all females who met the criteria for the study and 

agreed to participate were included (Schubert et al., 2004). See the Pathways to Desistance 

website for more in-depth information on all aspects of the study 

(http://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/). 

Data Collection 

The study began in 2000 where baseline measures were collected from respondents until 

2003. Baseline measures were collected within 75 days of the respondents’ adjudication or 90 

days after their decertification hearing in Philadelphia or arraignment in adult court in Phoenix 

                                                        
9 The majority of respondents were charged with a felony offense. There are a small amount of respondents who 

were charged with more serious misdemeanors such as sex offenses, property crimes, or weapons offenses (Schubert 

et al., 2004).   

http://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/


44 

(Schubert et al., 2004). Respondents were then given follow-up interviews every six months after 

baseline for the first three years of the study. Afterwards, the respondents were given surveys 

annually until the end of the study (Schubert et al., 2004). Specifically, data was collected at 6, 

12, 18, 24, 30, 36, 48, 60, 72, and 84 months. The study was concluded in 2010 and had a very 

high retention rate. Specifically, around 90% of respondents were interviewed at all time points 

throughout the study (Mulvey & Schubert, 2012). Data were culled from a variety of sources. At 

baseline, six primary domains were covered:  

(a) background characteristics (e.g., demographics, academic achievement, psychiatric 

diagnoses, offense history, neurological functioning, psychopathy, personality), (b) 

indicators of individual functioning (e.g., work and school status and performance, 

substance abuse, mental disorder, antisocial behavior), (c) psychosocial development and 

attitudes (e.g., impulse control, susceptibility to peer influence, perceptions of 

opportunity, perceptions of procedural justice, moral disengagement), (d) family context 

(e.g., household composition, quality of family relationships), (e) personal relationships 

(e.g., quality of romantic relationships and friendships, peer delinquency, contacts with 

caring adults), and (f) community context (e.g., neighborhood conditions, personal 

capital, social ties, and community involvement) (Schubert et al., 2004, p. 240).  

At the subsequent follow-ups, respondents were administered self-reports that covered 

the six domains and how they changed over the follow-up period (Schubert et al., 2004). These 

interviews were computer-assisted and conducted in either participant’s homes or public places. 

In addition to the self-reported measures, data were collected from collateral interviews10 with 

                                                        
10 Collateral interviews were conducted at baseline, 12, 24, and 36 months.  
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biological parents, other family members, friends or significant others. Additionally, official 

records from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and juvenile and adult court records were 

obtained to measure official reports of offending. Release interviews were also given to 

participants within 30 days of exiting a residential facility to gain information regarding their 

experiences and the environment of the residential facility. 

Dependent Variables 

The primary outcomes of interests for the current study included, religiosity, self-reported 

offending, and MD from baseline through the 84-month follow up. 

Religiosity. For the Pathways study, the importance of spirituality measure was adapted 

from the work of Maton (1989). Three questions address belief in God and a religion: 1) “I 

experience God’s love and caring on a regular basis”, 2) “I experience a close personal 

relationship to God”, and 3) “Religion helps me to deal with my problems.” These measures 

utilize a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all true, 2 = Not very true, 3 = Somewhat true, 4 = Pretty 

true, and 5 = Completely true) with higher scores equating to more religiosity. One question 

measures religious service attendance: “During the past year, how often did you attend church, 

synagogue, or other religious activities?”11 Respondents were asked to respond using the 

following 5-point Likert scale: 1 = Never, 2 = Several times a year, 3 = Once or twice per month, 

4 = Once a week, and 5 = Several times per week. Further, one question addresses the 

importance of religion in respondents’ life: “How important has religion been in your life?” This 

measure was reported on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = Not important at all, 2 = Not too important, 3 

= Somewhat important, 4 = Pretty important, and 5 = Very important.  

                                                        
11 From the 6-month follow-up and onward, the question asks respondents about their religious service attendance 

over the recall period. 
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For the current study, these measures were taken from baseline through the 84-month 

follow-up. For the growth curve models to assess hypothesis one, two outcomes were used: the 

measure assessing religious service attendance and a composite measure addressing the 

importance of religion. The importance of religion measure includes the mean of three items (“I 

experience God’s love and caring on a regular basis”, “I experience a close personal relationship 

to God”, “Religion helps me to deal with my problems”) since all three variables were measured 

on the same scale.12,13 Higher values on these measures equate to higher levels of religiosity. 

Self-reported offending. The self-reported offending measure (SRO) in the current study 

includes a total of 20 offending behaviors and was adapted from Huizinga, Esbensen, and 

Weihar (1991) for the Pathways data.14 For the current study, a total offending variety measure 

                                                        
12 There were a few reasons that a composite measure of the five-religiosity items was not used as the outcome in 

the growth models. First, since some variables were on different scales, combining the variables would require them 

to be standardized, leading to difficulty interpreting the findings. Second, Desmond et al. (2010) conducted growth 

curve models using both a religious service attendance variable and a scale of items addressing the importance of 

religion as a means to assess private (e.g., importance of religion) versus public (e.g., religious service attendance) 

religiosity. Running the current models the same way allowed for the comparison of the models between the two 

studies and can provide further insight into the differences between private and public religiosity in the sample. 

Finally, results showed that model fit statistics (AIC, BIC, and -2 Log Likelihood) were smaller when the models 

were stratified by importance of religion as one outcome variable and religious service attendance as another. This 

indicates that these models fit the data better in comparison to using the composite measure with all five variables. 
13 The Pathways researchers included one question that asked respondents how important religion was in their lives. 

However, the three items that make up the composite measure originally developed by Maton (1989) were used 

instead to address the concept of importance of religion in the current study. This is because these variables can 

provide a more in-depth understanding of the role of God and religion in respondents’ lives and how their behaviors 

and attitudes are influenced by religious beliefs. Specifically, these variables can “gauge the importance of religion 

to individuals in their everyday lives” by addressing “the psychological impact of religion” among respondents 

(Brewer, 2003, p. 68).   
14 The SRO offenses measured include the following: destroyed/damaged property, arson, burglary, shoplifting, 

brought/received/sold stolen property, used a check/credit card illegally, motor vehicle theft, sold marijuana, sold 

other drugs, carjacking, driving drunk/high, prostitution, shooting and someone with a weapon that resulted in 

hitting someone, shooting someone with a weapon that did not hit someone, robbery with a weapon, robbery without 

a weapon, beating someone up to where they were seriously injured, being in a fight, beating someone up as part of 

a gang, and carrying a weapon. The Pathways study also includes measures addressing rape, murder/homicide, 

breaking into a car to steal something, and joyriding. Rape and murder/homicide were not in the publically available 

data set. Additionally, questions addressing whether respondents had broken into a car to steal something and 

joyriding were not asked to all participants at baseline or the six-month follow up. To make sure that all self-report 

measures were consistent at each wave, these two measures were also excluded from the current study.  
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was utilized to assess offending behavior.15 At baseline, the SRO measures address whether or 

not respondents had ever participated in 20 different offending behaviors. From the six-month 

follow up through the 84-month follow up, all measures address SRO over the recall period. The 

variety offending measures were calculated by creating dichotomous indicators of all 20 

measures of offending and coding them as 0 = did not commit the crime and 1 = did commit the 

crime. All dichotomous variables were then added together to create the overall variety measure. 

Higher counts on this scale indicate that respondents committed a greater variety of offenses.  

SROs from the six-month follow-up through the 84-month follow up were utilized to test 

hypothesis three. This strategy allows for temporal ordering of the model and can better assess 

the links between religiosity and offending. In hypothesis four, the outcome measure was SRO at 

84-months. There are several advantages to using variety scales of offending. First, these 

measures overcome problems with skewness in the frequency measures of offending in the 

study. Additionally, studies assessing the relationship between variety and frequency offending 

measures in the Pathways data have found that these measures are highly correlated with one 

another (Monahan & Piquero, 2009).  

Moral disengagement. The MD measure is the mean of 32 items that address the eight 

mechanisms of MD. The measure was adapted for the Pathways study from Bandura et al. 

(1996) and asks respondents their opinions on moral behaviors. The variable is measured on a 3-

point Likert scale from “Disagree” to “Agree”. Higher scores on this scale equate to greater 

moral detachment. The 8 measures of MD assessed include:  

                                                        
15 With the exception of the baseline measure, all variables used for the current study assess offending over the recall 

period. The baseline measure assesses offending behavior at any point prior to the baseline assessment.  
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[M]oral justification (e.g., "It is alright to beat someone who bad mouths your family."), 

euphemistic language (e.g., "Slapping and shoving someone is just a way of joking."), 

advantageous comparison (e.g., "It is okay to insult a classmate because beating him/her 

is worse."), displacement of responsibility (e.g., "Kids cannot be blamed for using bad 

words when all their friends do it."), diffusion of responsibility (e.g., "A kid in a gang 

should not be blamed for the trouble the gang causes."), distorting consequences (e.g., 

"Teasing someone does not really hurt them."), attribution of blame (e.g., "If kids fight 

and misbehave in school it is their teacher's fault."), and dehumanization (e.g., "Some 

people deserve to be treated like animals.") (Cardwell et al, 2015, pp. 825-826).  

The measure has good internal consistency (alpha = .88).  

Independent Variables 

There were four primary independent variables for the current study: religiosity, MD, 

sex, and race/ethnicity.  

Religiosity. Religiosity was used as an independent variable when predicting the 

outcomes of self-reported offending and MD. The measure utilized for the independent variable 

varied between the different models. For hypotheses two and three, the measures assessing 

religious service attendance and the mean of three items assessing the importance of religion 

were utilized as predictors. For hypothesis four and five, all five individual measures of 

religiosity were combined together to create an overall scale to ensure parsimony. Scale 

reliability analyses and confirmatory factor analyses were conducted on the religiosity measures 

at every wave in the study. Cronbach’s alphas for all measures were above .80 indicating high 

levels of internal consistency. Additionally, results from factor analyses indicated that all 
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variables fell into one single factor and showed acceptable fit. Thus, these scales were used for 

the count models in hypotheses four and the mediation analyses in hypothesis five.16 For the 

composite measure, all five variables were z-scored and then added together since they were 

measured on different scales. 

Moral disengagement. While MD was used as an outcome to answer the second 

hypothesis it was also used as an independent variable for hypotheses one, three, four, and five. 

The measure utilized for the independent variable is the same as the one used for the dependent 

variable (see the discussion above for an overview of the measure). Higher scores on this 

measure equate to higher levels of MD. 

Sex. A dichotomous measure of respondents sex: 1 = male and 0 = female.  

Race/Ethnicity. To measure race/ethnicity, three dichotomous variables were created: 

White (1 = Yes; 0 = No), Black (1 = Yes; 0 = No), and Hispanic (1 = Yes; 0 = No). White 

respondents were the reference category. While there is a “other” race and ethnicity category in 

the Pathways data, this variable was not utilized due to the small percentage of respondents who 

self-identified in this category (4.8%).  

Controls 

A variety of control variables were utilized for the study. All controls included in the 

study are taken from the baseline data interview. Demographic measures utilized include age and 

educational attainment. Age is a linear measure of respondents’ age at baseline and ranges from 

14-19 (mean = 16). A measure to assess the educational level of study participants was utilized 

                                                        
16 There was one measure that appeared to have a higher uniqueness value in factor analyses at all waves: attendance 

at religious services over the previous study period. This could be due to the fact that this measure is a behavioral 

indicator of religiosity while the others in the scale are more akin to attitudinal measures of religiosity. Regardless, 

these measures were combined together for each wave since the factor analyses showed that all measures fit into one 

scale and the high levels of internal consistency. 
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and is measured as the highest grade completed (1 = 6th grade or less, 2 = 7th grade, 3 = 8th grade, 

4 = 9th grade, 5 = 10th grade, 6 = 11th grade, and 7 = high school graduate). As socioeconomic 

status has been shown to have an impact on the relationship between religiosity and delinquency 

(Burkett & White, 1974; Knudten & Knudten, 1971; Rhodes & Reiss, 1970; Salas-Wright et al., 

2014a), a measure of parental occupational status was included. The Hollingshead Index of 

Social Position (Hollingshead, 1971) is obtained by a formula computing respondents’ parents’ 

educational level and job type. The formula is as follows: [(Occupation score X 7) + (Education 

score X 4)].  

Contextual factors such as neighborhood environment, peers, and family have been 

shown to impact the relationship between religiosity and crime (Desmond et al., 2010; Giordano 

et al., 2008; Jang & Johnson, 2001; Johnson et al., 2001; Pearce et al., 2003; Simons et al., 

2004). Thus, measures assessing such constructs were included in the analyses. One measure 

assessing delinquent peers was included. This measure was adapted from the Rochester Youth 

Study (Thornberry, Lizotte, Krohn, Farnworth, & Jang, 1994) for the Pathways study and 

addressed the antisocial behavior of respondents’ peers. A total of 12 items were included that 

had respondents answer on a 5-point Likert scale to assess how many of their peers engaged in 

antisocial behavior: 1 = None of them, 2 = Very few of them, 3 = Some of them, 4 = Most of 

them, and 5 = All of them. The scale includes the mean of all 12 items. A measure assessing 

whether respondents have ever been involved in a gang at baseline was also included: No (=0) 

and Yes (=1). Additionally, an item that addresses whether respondents’ had a family member 

that was ever arrested was also included: No (=0) and Yes (=1).  
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Two measures were incorporated to assess respondents’ environmental context. 

Specifically, these measures tap neighborhood disorder and exposure to violence. A 21 item 

scale that taps disorder in respondents’ communities was included in the study (adapted from 

Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999). Respondents were asked to answer 12 questions on the 

frequency of physical disorder (e.g., boarded up windows on buildings, graffiti or tags, and 

abandoned cars) and 9 questions on the frequency of social disorder (e.g., people using needles 

or syringes to take drugs and people drunk or passed out) in their neighborhoods. Response 

options included: 1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, and 4 = Often (alpha = .94). The scale 

includes the mean of these 21-items. Higher scores equate to more neighborhood disorder. A 

scale of exposure to violence was also controlled for. Specifically, the Exposure to Violence 

Inventory (Slener-O’Hagan et al., 1998) used for the current study includes a total of 13-items 

assessing direct victimization and witnessed victimization. Six items ask respondents to denote if 

they have been the victim of various violent offenses (e.g., rape, shot at, and attacked with a 

weapon) while the other 7 items ask respondents if they have ever seen someone else experience 

the same offenses with the addition of one measure assessing whether they have witnessed 

someone being killed. All responses were coded as No (=0) and Yes (=1) and then summed to 

create an overall count measure of violence exposure.  

Prior research has shown that self-control is one of the most consistent predictors of 

criminal behavior (see Pratt & Cullen, 2000). Additionally, recent research has shown it may be 

important in explaining the relationship between religion and crime (Desmond, Ulmer, & Bader, 

2013; Jang & Franzen, 2013; Pirutinsky, 2014). A scale of impulse control taken from the 

Weinberger Adjustment Inventory (Weinberger & Schwartz, 1990) was included. The impulse 



52 

control scale is based on the average of the responses to 8 total items (e.g., “I say the first thing 

that comes into my mind without thinking enough about it”) that asked respondents about their 

behavior over the past six months. The items were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = False, 

2 = Somewhat false, 3 = Not sure, 4 = Somewhat true, and 5 = True. Seven out of eight items 

were then reverse coded so that higher scores would reflect better impulse control (alpha = .76).  

In addition, measures assessing substance use and were included. The two measures used 

in the study (originally developed by Chassin, Progosch, & Barrera, 1991 and modified for the 

Pathways study) ask respondents to denote the frequency of alcohol and marijuana use over the 

past six months using the following response categories: 1 = Not at all/not used in lifetime; 2 = 1 

– 2 times; 3 = Less than one time per month; 4 = Once per month; 5 = 2 – 3 times per month; 6 = 

Once per week; 7 = 2 – 3 times per week; 8 = 4 – 5 times per week; and 9 = Everyday. A  

measure from the Composite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI; World Health 

Organization, 1990) was also included to address major depressive disorder. Specifically, the 

measure taps the presence of major depressive disorder over the year prior to baseline measures. 

The measure is coded as 1 = meets criteria for diagnosis and 0 = does not meet criteria for 

diagnosis. Finally, to control for the opportunity to offend (see Piquero, Blumstein, Brame, 

Haapanen, Mulvey, & Nagin, 2001) a measure assessing the proportion of street time was used 

for testing hypothesis four. Specifically, the models to assess this hypothesis included a measure 

of street time at 84 months since the outcome for these models is self-reported offending at 84-

months (m=.69; SD=.40). 

 

 



53 

Table 3.1 includes descriptive statistics for all variables measured at baseline in the study. 

Table 3.1. Descriptive Statistics for the Study Measured at Baseline 

Variables M SD Min Max N 

Religiosity measures 

     Past year how often attend religious service? 2.27 1.31 1 5 1350 

How important has religion been in your life? 3.25 1.32 1 5 1348 

I experience God's love and caring on a regular basis 3.52 1.28 1 5 1349 

I experience a close personal relationship to God 3.36 1.34 1 5 1347 

Religion helps me to deal with my problems 2.95 1.44 1 5 1349 

Moral disengagement 1.61 .35 1 3 1351 

Self-reported offending – ever  7.12 1.57 0 20 1331 

Male .86 .34 0 1 1354 

White .20 .40 0 1 1354 

Black .41 .49 0 1 1354 

Hispanic .34 .47 0 1 1354 

Age 16.04 1.14 14 19 1354 

Ever had a family member arrested .78 .41 0 1 1350 

Highest grade completed 4.03 1.25 1 7 1354 

Parental index of social position 51.41 12.30 11 77 1346 

Peer antisocial behavior 2.32 .92 1 5 1316 

Ever involved in a gang .23 .42 0 1 1350 

Family arrest .85 .36 0 1 1051 

Neighborhood disorder 2.35 .75 1 4 1352 

Exposure to violence 5.34 2.99 0 13 1351 

Impulse control 2.96 .95 1 5 1351 

Alcohol use 2.89 2.44 1 9 1349 

Marijuana use 4.18 3.41 1 9 1349 

Major depressive disorder .05 .22 0 1 1329 

 

Analytical Plan 

A variety of steps were conducted for the current analyses. First, descriptive and bivariate 

statistics were obtained for all variables in the study. In addition, data management included 

assessing missing data and testing for assumptions of the models to be estimated (i.e., 

multicollinearity, missing data, and outliers). Results from correlation tables showed that there 

were no issues with multicollinearity among predictor variables included in the study, as no 

correlation was greater than r= .70 (see Appendix A for the correlation table). However, there 
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were significant amounts of data missing throughout the study. For instance, at the 84-month 

follow up, 17% of data were missing from the composite religiosity measure, 17% from the SRO 

measure, and 16% from the MD measure. Various analyses were conducted to assess the patterns 

of missing data indicating the possibility that data were either MAR (missing at random) or 

MNAR (missing not at random). Due to the inherent difficulty in determining missingness in 

data, it was decided that missing data analyses/permutation would not be estimated. Further 

analyses were conducted to determine if there were outliers in the data. Results indicated that 

there were potential outliers on some measures, especially in the self-reported measures of 

offending towards the end of the study. However, all observations were included in the analyses 

since it is difficult to determine whether responses are truly outliers or represent extreme cases in 

the data. 

Second, in order to assess longitudinal change in religiosity, MD, and SRO, growth curve 

models were utilized. Such models are useful for assessing change in variables over repeated 

measures by utilizing two factors: the slope and the intercept (see Curran, Obeidat, & Losaro, 

2010; Desmond et al., 2010). The intercept in these models represent the levels of religiosity, 

MD, and SRO at baseline with the slope representing how these measures change over the 7-year 

study. Regarding the use of such a model in studying changes in religiosity, this technique offers 

several advantages. Specifically, “a latent growth curve model allows researchers to 

simultaneously assess the overall trends (the group-level trajectory), along with individual 

variability in such trends” (Desmond et al., 2010, p. 256). Growth curve models were utilized to 

better understand change in religiosity, MD, and SRO throughout the study.  
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Growth curves were utilized by way of multilevel mixed-effects regression models. 

Regarding the current data, mixed-effects models allow for assessing “multilevel data in which 

observations at multiple time points are nested within an individual” (Albright & Marinova, 

2010, p. 19; see also Curran, 2003). There are many benefits of using mixed-effects models to 

analyze repeated measures data. One is that they are able to counter issues with missing data. 

Missing data can be problematic when conducting growth curve modeling (see Curran et al., 

2010) but mixed-effect models can be useful because they do not utilize listwise deletion if a 

respondent has missing data. Rather, such models analyze all available data at all time points 

instead of dropping the case entirely from the analyses (Seltman, 2013).17 Second, these models 

are also beneficial when utilizing repeated measures and hierarchical data. Regarding how these 

models handle repeated measures, they are useful when there is not even spacing during time 

points (Seltman, 2013). Third, the ability of these models to handle hierarchical data is beneficial 

because they can allow for both fixed and random effects to assess within- and between-subjects 

variation over time (Albright & Marinova, 2010; Curran, 2003; Seltman, 2013). Finally, these 

models can be used for non-normal outcomes, including count, binary, and ordinal outcomes 

(Seltman, 2013).  

Multilevel mixed-effects linear regressions were used to assess the outcomes of 

importance of religion and MD, as they were continuous measures and did not have a meaningful 

zero point. Multilevel mixed-effects ordered logistic regression was used to assess religious 

service attendance, as the outcome was a five-point Likert scale. Additionally, a multilevel 

                                                        
17 It is important to note that while mixed-effects models are useful for analyzing missing data, such models do 

make the assumption that data are either missing completely at random (MCAR) or missing at random (MAR) 

(Seltman, 2013). Regardless, data were still analyzed using these models due to the inherent difficulty in 

determining why data may be missing in the study.  
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mixed-effects negative binomial regression was used to measure change in SRO as the data was 

an overdispersed count.18 Model fit statistics also indicated that these chosen models were the 

best fit for each outcome. 

Third, to determine whether sex and race/ethnicity modified the relationship between 

religiosity and offending, count models were stratified by sex (male vs. female) and 

race/ethnicity (Black vs. White vs. Hispanic). A series of negative binomial regressions 

(NBREG) were utilized for the current study. NBREG was chosen since the SRO outcome was 

over dispersed. Additionally, model fit statistics (e.g., AIC, BIC, Vuong tests, and log-likelihood 

tests) indicated that the NBREG was the best fit for the data when compared to Poisson, Zero-

Inflated Poisson, and Zero-Inflated Negative Binomial Regression models.  

Finally, criteria were then assessed to determine if MD partly mediated the relationship 

between religiosity and offending from baseline to the 84-month follow-up. To determine this, 

the following criterion were assessed: 1) X predicts Y, 2) X predicts M (mediator), 3) M predicts 

Y, and 4) the effect of X on Y should weaken or be eliminated when M is included in the model 

(Baron & Kenny, 1986; see also Pirutinski, 2014).  

All statistical analyses for the current study were performed utilizing STATA statistical 

software, version 14.2 (StataCorp, 2015).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                        
18 STATA code for the mixed-effects models were adapted for the current study from the following resource: 

“Linear Growth Models: Mixed vs SEM | Stata FAQ,” n.d. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

 

H1: The Levels of Religiosity will Decrease from Mid-adolescence into Early-adulthood 

Prior to conducting the main analyses, mean levels of the importance of religion and 

religious service attendance variables were assessed and graphed in order to see how these 

measures changed throughout the 11 waves of the study. Figure 4.1 presents the mean levels of 

importance of religion in the overall sample. Findings indicate that the variable appears to 

decrease over the study period in the aggregate. When the mean levels of the importance of 

religion are stratified by sex (Figure 4.2) and race/ethnicity (Figure 4.3) there appear to be some 

differences in the level of religiosity.  

Regarding sex, males appear to follow the same patterns as was seen in the overall 

sample. However, females appear to be more sporadic throughout the study period: while they 

initially show a similar decrease as males do at the beginning of the study, their mean levels of 

importance of religion increase substantially at the ninth wave of the study. 

Figure 4.1. The mean levels of the importance of religion measure over the course of the study in 

the overall sample.  
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Figure 4.2. The mean levels of the importance of religion measure over the course of the study 

among males and females in the sample. 

  

Figure 4.3. The mean levels of the importance of religion measure over the course of the study in 

White, Black, and Hispanic respondents. 

 

When the mean levels of the importance of religion are stratified by race/ethnicity, there 

appear to be differences in the level of importance of religion over the course of the study.  

Specifically, Black respondents appear to have the highest levels of importance of religion 

consistently throughout the study period followed by Hispanic and White respondents. 
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Table 4.2 shows the multilevel mixed-effects linear regression predicting longitudinal 

change in the importance of religion. Model 1 contains only the intercept and slope and is 

significant (Wald χ2=15.44, p<.001). The slope is significant and indicates that the levels of 

importance of religion decreases over the study period (b=-.009, p<.001). However, the results 

show that the effect is not large since the importance of religion decreases by a coefficient of 

.009 over the course of the study. Model 2 incorporates the other predictors and utilizes random 

intercepts and slopes for time. Again, the model (Wald χ2=260.88, p<.001) and the slope (b=-

.007, p<.05) are significant. Like the first model, the slope shows a small decrease of the 

importance of religion over time, all else equal. 

One of the main variables of interest, MD, is significant (b=-.214, p<.01) and associated 

with a decrease in the importance of religion over time. Specifically, a one-unit increase in MD 

is associated with a .214 decrease in the importance of religion over time, all else equal. Other 

predictors that are associated with a decrease in the importance of religion over time were 

whether respondents had a family member arrested (b=-.030, p<.05) and alcohol dependence 

(b=-.026, p<.05) at baseline. Black (b =.773, p<.001) and Hispanic (b=.402, p<.001) respondents 

had higher levels of importance of religion over time when compared to White respondents, 

holding all other measures constant. Further, exposure to violence at baseline was associated 

with higher levels of importance of religion, all else equal (b=.024, p<.05).  

The bottom portion of the table provides the random effects estimates for the model. This 

includes random slopes for all respondents to assess between-subjects variability. Both the 

variance (.010) and standard error (.000) are small indicating that there is little variability in 

respondents’ importance of religion.  
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Table 4.2. Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Longitudinal Change in 

Importance of Religion (Unstandardized Coefficients)  

  Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Fixed Effects         

Intercept 3.136*** .029 2.410*** .437 

Slope -.009*** .002 -.007* .003 

MD 

  

-.214** .080 

SRO 

  

-.014 .008 

Male 

  

.125 .072 

Black 

  

.773*** .067 

Hispanic 

  

.402*** .070 

Age 

  

.018 .027 

Family arrest 

  

-.130* .062 

Highest grade completed 

  

.040 .024 

Exposure to violence 

  

.024* .011 

Neighborhood disorder 

  

.032 .036 

Peer antisocial behavior 

  

.002 .036 

Ever involved in a gang 

  

.012 .069 

Index of social position 

  

.002 .002 

Impulse control 

  

.052 .030 

Alcohol use 

  

-.026* .012 

Marijuana use 

  

.005 .008 

Major depressive disorder 

  

.108 .112 

Random Effects         

Slope Variance 

  

.010 .000 

Model Fit Statistics         

AIC 38301.72 

 

34807.4 

 BIC 38331.75   34978.48   

Note. Model 1: number of observations=13,477 (n=1354); Wald χ2=15.44 p<.001; -2 Log 

likelihood=-19146.85; Model 2: number of observations=12,562 (n=1257); Wald χ2=260.88 

p<.001; Log likelihood=-17380.69; SRO=self-reported offending, MD=moral disengagement; 

*=significant at .05; **=significant at .01; ***=significant at .001. 

Specifically, these findings show that the majority of respondents follow a very similar trajectory 

of importance of religion throughout the study. 

The mean levels of religious service attendance over the study period were then assessed. 

Figure 4.4 presents the mean levels over the study period in the overall sample. Throughout the 

study, the frequency of religious service attendance appears to decrease in the aggregate. Figure  
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Figure 4.4. The mean levels of religious service attendance over the course of the study. 

 

 

Figure 4.5. The mean levels of religious service attendance over the course of the study among 

males and females in the sample. 

 

4.5 shows the mean levels of church attendance stratified by sex. Visually, both male and female 
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Figure 4.6. The mean levels of religious service attendance over the course of the study among 

White, Black, and Hispanic respondents. 

 

attendance over time stratified by different races/ethnicities in the study. While all  

races/ethnicities appear to follow the same trend, Black respondents have higher levels of  

religious service attendance frequency over time relative to Hispanic and White respondents 

Table 4.3 presents the results of the multilevel mixed-effects ordinal logistic regression 

predicting longitudinal change in religious service attendance. Model 1 only includes the 

intercept and slope and is significant (Wald χ2=133.65, p<.001). Regarding the slope, results 

indicate that the levels of religious service attendance decrease overtime. More specifically, 

religious service attendance decreases by a coefficient of .066 throughout the study period (b =-

.066, p<.001). Model 1 incorporates the other predictors and is also significant (Wald χ2=140.21, 

p<.001). The results show that religious service attendance has a stronger effect than the first 

model and decreases by .080 over time (b =-.080, p<.001), all else equal. As was seen in the  
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Table 4.3. Mixed-Effects Ordered Logistic Regression Predicting Longitudinal Change in 

Religious Service Attendance (Unstandardized Coefficients) 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Fixed Effects         

Intercept 

    Cut-point 1 .030 .051 -1.822** .762 

Cut-point 2 .801*** .051 -.976 .762 

Cut-point 3 1.520*** .053 -.190 .762 

Cut-point 4 3.610*** .069 2.008** .763 

Slope -.066*** .005 -.080*** .009 

MD 

  

-.379** .138 

SRO 

  

.012 .014 

Male 

  

.253* .125 

Black 

  

.417*** .117 

Hispanic 

  

.205 .121 

Age 

  

-.129** .046 

Family arrest 

  

-.157 .106 

Highest grade completed 

  

.103** .042 

Exposure to violence 

  

.036 .020 

Neighborhood disorder 

  

-.038 .062 

Peer antisocial behavior 

  

-.033 .063 

Ever involved in a gang 

  

.142 .119 

Index of social position 

  

-.002 .003 

Impulse control 

  

.078 .052 

Alcohol use 

  

.011 .021 

Marijuana use 

  

-.016 .014 

Major depressive disorder 

  

.396* .192 

Random Effects         

Slope Variance 

  

.042 .004 

Model Fit Statistics         

AIC 30687.25   28389.8 

 BIC 30732.31   28575.8   

Note. Model 1: number of observations=13,500 (n=1354); Wald χ2=133.65 p<.001; -2 Log 

likelihood=-15337.62; Model 2: number of observations=12,583 (n=1257); Wald χ2=140.21, 

p<.001; Log likelihood=-14169.90; SRO=self-reported offending, MD=moral disengagement; 

*=significant at .05; **=significant at .01; ***=significant at .001. 

 

model predicting change in the importance of religion, MD is associated with decreasing levels 

of religious service attendance throughout the study (b =-.379, p<.01). Specifically, higher levels  
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of MD at baseline are associated with a .379 decrease in the levels of religious service attendance 

throughout the study, holding all other predictors constant.  

Five other predictors are associated with the levels of religious service attendance. Males 

(b =.253, p<.05 and Black youth (b =.417, p<.001) have increasing religious service attendance 

over time relative to White respondents, controlling for other variables. Higher grades completed 

(b=.103, p<.01) and a diagnosis of major depressive disorder at baseline (b=.396, p<.05) were 

associated with increasing religious service attendance. Further, higher age at baseline was 

associated with a significant decrease in religious service attendance over time, all else equal (b 

=-.129, p<.01). The random effects portion of the model includes random slopes for time among 

respondents.  

The variance for the slope is .042 with the standard error equal to .004. This indicates that 

there is not much variability between respondents in their religious service attendance over time. 

As was seen in the model predicting longitudinal change in the importance of religion, the 

findings show that the majority of respondents follow a similar trajectory of religious service 

attendance.  

H2: Religiosity will be Associated with Moral Disengagement and Longitudinal Change in 

Moral Disengagement 

Figure 4.7 presents the mean levels of MD over all 11 waves of the study. Results show 

that the levels of MD decrease longitudinally, or that the Pathways youth are becoming less 

morally disengaged (or more morally engaged) over the follow up period (see also Cardwell et 

al., 2015; Shulman et al., 2010).  
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Figure 4.7. Mean levels of moral disengagement over the course of the study.  

Table 4.4 presents the results of the multilevel mixed-effects linear regression predicting 

longitudinal change in MD. Model 1 only includes the intercept and slope and is significant 
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decrease in the levels of MD over time, all else equal (b=-.023, p<.001). The frequency of 

religious service attendance at baseline is not significant. 

Nine other predictors at baseline are associated with increasing levels of MD throughout 

the study. First, self-reports of offending at baseline were positively related to change in MD 
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Table 4.4. Multilevel Mixed-Effects Linear Regression Predicting Longitudinal Change in 

Moral Disengagement (Unstandardized Coefficients) 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Fixed Effects         

Intercept 1.613*** .008 1.685*** .109 

Slope  -.022*** .000 -.023*** .001 

Importance of religion 

  

-.023*** .005 

Religious service attendance 

  

.007 .005 

SRO 

  

.004* .002 

Male 

  

.109*** .018 

Black 

  

.044** .017 

Hispanic 

  

.061*** .018 

Age 

  

-.013* .007 

Family arrest 

  

-.015 .016 

Highest grade completed 

  

.000 .006 

Exposure to violence 

  

.000 .003 

Neighborhood disorder 

  

.020* .009 

Peer antisocial behavior 

  

.043*** .009 

Ever involved in a gang 

  

.031 .017 

Index of social position 

  

.000 .000 

Impulse control 

  

-.049*** .007 

Alcohol use 

  

.001 .003 

Marijuana use 

  

.007*** .002 

Major depressive disorder 

  

.014 .029 

Random Effects         

Slope Variance 

  

.000 .000 

Model Fit Statistics         

AIC 4163.91 

 

3075.23 

 BIC 4193.95   3253.80   

Note. Model 1: number of observations=13,517 (n=1354); Wald χ2=1104.37 p<.001; -2 Log 

likelihood=-2077.95; Model 2: number of observations=12,588 (n=1256); Wald χ2=915.47, 

p<.001; Log likelihood=-1513.61; SRO=self-reported offending, MD=moral disengagement; 

*=significant at .05; **=significant at .01; ***=significant at .001. 

 

.004 increase in MD over time, all else equal. Males relative to females (b=.109, p<.001) and 

Black (b=.044, p<.01) and Hispanic (b=.061, p<.001) respondents relative to White respondents  

showed higher levels of MD over time, controlling for all other predictors. Further, living in a 

disordered neighborhood (b=.020, p<.05), associations with delinquent peers (b=.043, p<.001),  
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and higher marijuana use (b=.007, p<.001) at baseline were all associated with higher levels of 

MD longitudinally, all else equal. Additionally, older age at baseline (b=-.013, p<.05) and having  

better impulse control (b=-.049, p<.001) were associated with decreasing levels of MD over the 

study period, net of controls. The mixed effects portion of the model shows that the variance of 

the slope is .000. This indicates that there is not much variability in regards to respondents’ level  

of MD over time. Rather, it indicates that the majority of respondents follow a similar trajectory 

of MD throughout the study.19 

H3: Religiosity will be Associated with Offending and Longitudinal Change in Offending 

Figure 4.8 presents the mean levels of self-reported offending throughout the study. 

There is a large drop between the wave one and wave two measured. This is potentially due to  

Figure 4.8. Mean levels of self-reported offending over the course of the study.  

 

                                                        
19 In another Pathways study (Cardwell et al., 2016), results indicated that there were different trajectory groups of 

MD. In the overall sample, high, moderate, and low trajectory groups were identified. The current paper utilizes 

analyses that address an overall trajectory of MD while Cardwell and colleagues (2016) utilized group based 

trajectory analyses (see Nagin, 2005). These could explain the differences between the two papers. However, both 

studies found that MD decreased over time regardless of trajectory membership (see also Shulman et al., 2011). 
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the fact that the variable addressing self-reported offending at baseline asks whether or not 

respondents have ever engaged in different criminal behaviors and/or some of the youth were 

incarcerated for a period of time at and after the baseline interview. Despite this, there is still a 

slight decrease in self-reported offending throughout the rest of the study period.  

Table 4.5 presents the multilevel mixed-effects NBREG predicting longitudinal change in 

self-reported offending from the predictors.20 Model 1 includes only the intercept and slope and 

is significant (Wald χ2=172.04, p<.001). Additionally, the slope has a negative coefficient 

indicating that the counts of self-reported offending decrease throughout the study period (b=-

.061, p<.001). Model 2 incorporates the other predictors and is significant (Wald χ2=851.21, 

p<.001). Again, the slope is significant and exhibits a slightly larger effect than was seen in 

Model 1 (b=-.089, p<.001). The coefficient indicates that the counts of self-reported offending 

decrease by 8.9% throughout the study period, all else equal.  

Regarding the religiosity measures, both are significant. First, higher levels of importance 

of religion at baseline were associated with lower self-reported offending over time (b=-.127, 

p<.001). Specifically, higher levels of religious importance were associated with a 12.7% 

decrease in self-reported offending over the study, all else equal. In contrast to expectations, the 

higher religious service attendance was associated with higher self-reported offending (b=.070, 

p<.01). The coefficient indicates that a higher more religious service attendance at baseline was 

associated with a 7% increase in self-reported offending throughout the study, all else equal. MD 

(b=.273, p<.001) and self-reported offending at baseline (b=.067, p<.001) were also significant  

                                                        
20 The outcome only factored in self-reported offending over the recall periods from the 6 month follow-up through 

84-months. Whether respondents had engaged in the 20 different types of self-reported offending ever at baseline 

was controlled for in the analyses. 
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Table 4.5. Multilevel Mixed-Effects Negative Binomial Regression Predicting Longitudinal 

Change in Self-reported Offending (Unstandardized Coefficients) 

  Model 1 Model 2 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Fixed Effects 

    Intercept .110** .046 .903 .531 

Slope -.061*** .004 -.089*** .007 

Importance of religion 

  

-.127*** .026 

Religious service attendance 

  

.070** .024 

MD 

  

.273** .093 

SRO at baseline 

  

.067*** .009 

Male 

  

.530*** .091 

Black 

  

-.179* .080 

Hispanic 

  

-.270*** .083 

Age 

  

-.133*** .032 

Family arrest 

  

.186** .076 

Highest grade completed 

  

-.043 .028 

Exposure to violence 

  

.055*** .013 

Neighborhood disorder 

  

-.001 .043 

Peer antisocial behavior 

  

.160*** .043 

Ever involved in a gang 

  

.080 .079 

Index of social position 

  

-.002 .002 

Impulse control 

  

-.074* .036 

Alcohol use 

  

.014 .014 

Marijuana use 

  

.031*** .009 

Major depressive disorder 

  

-.034 .130 

Random Effects         

Slope Variance 

  

.020 .002 

Model Fit Statistics         

AIC 34244.7 

 

30925.3 

 BIC 34274.31   31108.59   

Note. Model 1: number of observations=12,118 (n=1336); Wald χ2=172.04 p<.001; -2 Log 

likelihood=-17118.35; Model 2: number of observations=11,289 (n=1241); Wald χ2=851.21, 

p<.001; Log likelihood=-15437.65; SRO=self-reported offending, MD=moral disengagement; 

*=significant at .05; **=significant at .01; ***=significant at .001. 

 

predictors of longitudinal change in self-reported offending. Higher levels of MD at baseline 

were associated with a 27.3% increase in self-reported offending over time, holding all  

other variables constant. Higher self-reported offending at baseline was associated with a 6.7% 

increase in the level of self-reported offending over time, all else equal.  
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Four other variables were associated with longitudinal increases in self-reported 

offending over time. Males relative to females exhibited a 53% increase in self-reported 

offending over time, controlling for all other variables in the model (b=.530 p<.001). 

Additionally, having a family member arrested (b=.186, p<.05), more exposure to violence 

(b=.055, p<.001), associations with delinquent peers (b=.160, p<.001), and higher marijuana use 

(b=.031, p<.001), were all predictive of higher self-reported offending throughout the study.  

Additionally, five other predictors were significant and negatively related to self-reported 

offending. Black respondents (b=-.179, p<.05) and Hispanic respondents (b=-.270, p<.001), 

relative to White respondents, had lower self-reported offending throughout the study. Also, 

higher age at baseline (b=-.133, p<.001), better impulse control (b=-.074, p<.05), marijuana 

dependence (b=-.031, p<.001) were associated with lower self-reported offending throughout the 

study, all else equal. The mixed effects portion of the model indicates that the variance of the 

slope is .020. This measure is small and indicates that the majority of respondents follow a 

similar trajectory of self-reported offending throughout the study. 

H4: The Effect of Religiosity on Offending will not be modified by Sex and Race/Ethnicity 

Prior to assessing sex/race/ethnicity differences in religiosity, an overall NBREG model 

was estimated.21 Table 4.6 presents the overall results for the NBREG predicting self-reported  

offending at 84-months during the recall period from baseline predictors.22 Overall, the model is 

significant (χ2 =107.58; p<.001) with 6 individual predictors being significant. Both religiosity  

 

                                                        
21 The religiosity measure includes the five items addressing religion in the Pathways study. All items 

were z-scored and combined to create the composite measure. 
22 At the 84-month follow-up, the self-reported offending measures whether or not respondents engaged 

in any of the 20 offending behaviors over the follow-up period. 
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Table 4.6. Negative Binomial Regression Predicting Self-Reported Offending at 84-Months: 

Overall Sample (Unstandardized Coefficients) 

Variable Coef. SE 

Religiosity -.030* .026 

MD .401* .182 

Male .375* .181 

Black -.138 .156 

Hispanic -.123 .160 

Age -.121* .061 

Family arrest -.001 .153 

Highest grade completed -.044 .054 

Exposure to violence .077** .027 

Neighborhood disorder -.055 .092 

Peer antisocial behavior .047 .087 

Ever a member of a gang .069 .150 

Index of social position -.004 .005 

Impulse control -.033 .077 

Alcohol use .020 .027 

Marijuana use .036* .019 

Major depressive disorder .100 .263 

Street time 84 months -.252 .155 

Self-reported offending baseline .025 .018 

Intercept .754 .991 

Note. n=1044; χ2=107.58 p<.001; Pseudo R2=.03; -2 Log likelihood=-1321.09; MD=moral 

disengagement; *=significant at .05; **=significant at .01; ***=significant at .001. 

(b=-.030; p<.05) and MD (b=.401; p<.05) are significantly related to self-reported offending at 

the 84-month follow-up in the hypothesized directions. For every one-unit increase in religiosity,  

self-reported offending was expected to decrease by 3%, all else equal. Additionally, every one-

unit increase in MD was associated with a 40.1% increase in self-reported offending, holding all 

other variables constant. Other predictors that were significant in the model were age (b=-.121;  

p<.05), being male (b=.375; p<.05), exposure to violence (b=.077; p<.01), and higher marijuana 

use (b=.036; p<.05). 

A series of NBREG models were then conducted to assess whether or not sex modified 

the relationship between religiosity and self-reported offending. These models are presented in  
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Table 4.7. Negative Binomial Regression Predicting Self-Reported Offending at 84-Months: 

Stratified by Sex (Unstandardized Coefficients) 

  Male Female 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Religiosity -.037* .017 .008 .052 

MD .496** .192 -.126 .593 

Black -.082 .164 -.397 .521 

Hispanic -.155 .170 .099 .504 

Age -.085 .063 -.438* .228 

Family arrest .046 .162 -.635 .464 

Highest grade completed -.047 .055 -.049 .219 

Exposure to violence .053 .028 .315*** .097 

Neighborhood disorder -.065 .099 .077 .275 

Peer antisocial behavior .049 .090 -.032 .337 

Ever involved in a gang .007 .155 -.029 .630 

Index of social position -.001 .005 -.037 .020 

Impulse control -.018 .080 -.158 .274 

Alcohol use .034 .029 .034 .098 

Marijuana use .024 .019 .124 .076 

Major depressive disorder -.187 .308 1.110* .551 

Street time 84 months -.160 .155 -2.274* 1.080 

Self-reported offending .035 .018 -.088 .082 

Intercept .212 1.02 31961.31 121915.2 

Note. Male Model: n= 881; χ2=82.08 p<.001; Pseudo R2=.03; -2 Log likelihood=-1167.05; 

Female Model: n=163; χ2=42.42 p<.001; Pseudo R2=.13; -2 Log likelihood=-138.64; 

MD=moral disengagement. 

 

Table 4.7. The NBREG for males in the study is significant (χ2=82.08, p<.001) with two 

individual predictors significant in the model. Both religiosity (b=-.037, p<.05) and MD (b=.496, 

p<.01) were significantly related to self-reported offending at 84-months. For every one-unit 

increase in religiosity self-reported offending was expected to decrease by 3.7%, all else 

constant. Further, every one-unit increase in MD was associated with an increase in self-reported  

offending by 46.9%, all else equal. In the NBREG for females, the overall model is also 

significant (χ2=42.42, p<.001). However, neither religiosity nor MD are significant predictors in 

the model. However, four other predictors are: age (b=-.438, p<.05), exposure to violence 

(b=.315, p<.001), major depressive disorder (b=1.11, p<.05), and time on the streets at 84- 
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months (b=-2.274, p<.05).   

Similar analytical steps were taken to assess race/ethnicity differences in religiosity, MD, 

and self-reported offending. Table 4.8 presents the results of these models stratified by White, 

Black, and Hispanic respondents. The NBREG model for White respondents is significant 

(χ2=38.34, p<.05). Neither religiosity nor MD were significant predictors. However, age (b=-

.274, p<.05) was associated with lower self-reported offending while higher marijuana use  

(b=.76, p<.05) was associated with higher self-reported offending, controlling for all variables in  

the model.  

Table 4.8. Negative Binomial Regression Predicting Self-Reported Offending at 84-Months: 

Stratified by Race/Ethnicity (Unstandardized Coefficients)  

  White Black Hispanic 

Variable Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Religiosity -.057 .031 -.036 .030 -.020 .028 

MD .014 .374 .747* .346 .480 .308 

Male .468 .304 .710* .360 .237 .343 

Age -.274* .119 -.075 .114 -.189 .102 

Family arrest -.270 .265 .182 .263 .091 .293 

Highest grade completed -.039 .102 -.089 .107 .129 .086 

Exposure to violence .074 .050 .035 .055 .058 .045 

Neighborhood disorder -.183 .185 -.110 .168 -.046 .148 

Peer antisocial behavior .109 .189 .167 .163 -.155 .134 

Ever involved in a gang .126 .297 .522 .322 -.330 .236 

Index of social position -.006 .010 -.004 .009 -.003 .008 

Impulse control -.150 .142 -.028 .135 -.015 .135 

Alcohol use .006 .054 .059 .055 .074 .042 

Marijuana use .076* .037 .058 .037 -.010 .031 

Major depressive disorder -.023 .445 .275 .518 .174 .465 

Street time 84 months -.296 .302 -.001 .291 -.352 .250 

Self-reported offending -.004 .040 .026 .034 .058* .030 

Intercept 4.482* 2.012 -1.290 1.832 1.403 1.714 

Note. White Model: n=231; χ2=38.34 p<.05; Pseudo R2=.05; -2 Log likelihood=-310.59; Black 

Model: n=394; χ2=53.31 p<.05; Pseudo R2=.05; -2 Log likelihood=-444.02; Hispanic Model: 

n=370; χ2=36.27, p<.001; Pseudo R2=.03; -2 Log likelihood=-482.14; MD=moral 

disengagement. 

 



74 

The NBREG for Black respondents was significant (χ2=53.31, p<.05) and yielded two 

significant predictors. First, MD was associated with higher self-reported offending (b=.747,  

p<.05). Specifically, a one-unit increase in MD was associated with an increase in self-reported 

offending by 74.7%, all else equal. Additionally, sex was significantly associated with self- 

reported offending (b=.710, p<.05) indicating that Black males had significantly higher self-

reported offending relative to Black females, holding all other measures constant. The final  

NBREG for Hispanic respondents was also significant (χ2=36.27, p<.01). However, only one 

predictor was significant. Results indicated that higher levels of self-reported offending at 

baseline (b=.058, p<.05) were related to higher self-reported offending at 84-months, net of  

controls. In contrast to the sex specific models, the NBREGs, when stratified by race/ethnicity, 

indicate no differences for religiosity.  

H5: The Relationship between Religiosity and Offending will be Partly Mediated by Moral 

Disengagement 

In order to assess whether MD mediated the relationship between religiosity and self-

reported offending, Baron and Kenny’s (1986) four criteria of mediation were assessed. To 

measure religiosity, the composite measure with all five individual items was included. Results 

indicated that religiosity and moral disengagement individually predicted SRO at the subsequent 

study wave (e.g., wave one religiosity and MD predicted SRO at wave 2). Further, religiosity 

predicted MD cross-sectionally. Additionally, the effect of religiosity on SRO either weakened 

or fell out of significance when MD was included in the model in all but two regression analyses:  

wave six religiosity and MD on wave seven SRO and wave seven religiosity and MD on wave  

eight SRO. 
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A series of generalized linear regressions were then conducted to assess the relationships 

between the three variables over time as SRO followed a negative binomial distribution while 

MD followed a linear distribution. The results from these analyses are seen in Table 4.9. 

Throughout the majority of the study, results indicate that MD partly mediates the relationship 

between religiosity and SRO, with the exception of waves six to seven and seven to eight. 

Specifically, the relationship between religiosity and SRO was fully mediated by MD between 

waves six and seven while there was no mediation between waves seven and eight. Overall, 

results indicate that higher levels of religiosity are negatively related to lower MD and SRO. 

Conversely, MD is positively related to SRO.  

Table 4.9. Generalized Linear Regressions Assessing Longitudinal Mediation of MD 

(Unstandardized Coefficients) 

Path Coef. SE 

Wave 1  2 

  Religiosity W1  MD W1 -.009*** .002 

MD W1  SRO W2 .933*** .115 

Religiosity W1  SRO W2 -.027** .010 

Wave 2  3 

  Religiosity W2  MD W2 -.010*** .002 

MD W2  SRO W3 1.170*** .128 

Religiosity W2  SRO W3 -.027** .011 

Wave 3  4 

  Religiosity W3  MD W3 -.010*** .002 

MD W3  SRO W4 1.095*** .140 

Religiosity W3  SRO W4 -.036** .012 

Wave 4  5 

  Religiosity W4  MD W4 -.012*** .002 

MD W4  SRO W5 1.139*** .143 

Religiosity W4  SRO W5 -.053*** .011 

Wave 5  6 

  Religiosity W5  MD W5 -.012*** .002 

MD W5  SRO W6 1.350*** .149 

Religiosity W5  SRO W6 -.064*** .013 
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Table 4.9. Continued   

Wave 6  7 

  Religiosity W6  MD W6 -.011*** .002 

MD W6  SRO W7 1.239*** .160 

Religiosity W6  SRO W7 ns ns 

Wave 7  8 

  Religiosity W7  MD W7 ns ns 

MD W7  SRO W8 ns ns 

Religiosity W7  SRO W8 ns ns 

Wave 8  9 

  Religiosity W8  MD W8 -.007** .002 

MD W8  SRO W9 1.305*** .148 

Religiosity W8  SRO W9 -.024* .012 

Wave 9  10 

  Religiosity W9  MD W9 -.009*** .002 

MD W9  SRO W10 1.393*** .168 

Religiosity W9  SRO W10 -.043*** .013 

Wave 10  11 

  Religiosity W10  MD W11 -.013*** .002 

MD W10  SRO W11 1.170*** .163 

Religiosity W10  SRO W11 -.053*** .013 

Note. MD=Moral disengagement; SRO =Self-reported offending; W=Wave; ns=not 

significant; ***=significant at .001; **=significant at .01; *=significant at .05  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

The relationship between religion and crime has had a long but inconsistent history of 

theoretical and empirical research in criminology. When Hirschi and Stark (1969) presented their 

findings that church attendance did not distinguish delinquents from non-delinquents, it 

encouraged others to study the topic. Since the presentation of the “Hellfire Hypothesis,” there 

has been much research on religiosity and offending with the majority of studies indicating that 

higher levels of religiosity are associated with a lower likelihood of offending (Johnson, 2011). 

However, there appears to be a paradox in this relationship among offenders. Many studies have 

shown that offenders consider religion to be an important aspect of their lives (Allen et al., 2008; 

Fernander et al., 2005; Giordano et al., 2008; Hallett & McCoy, 2015; Kerley, 2014; Maruna, 

Wilson, & Curran, 2006; Pirutinsky, 2014; Schroeder & Frana, 2009; Topalli et al., 2013). 

Despite this, offenders may still engage in crime and delinquency and may actually excuse or 

justify their behavior through religion (Topalli et al., 2013). Thus, it is possible that the strength 

of the relationship between religiosity and crime may depend upon the moral values or belief 

systems held by a person.  

The current study was designed to assess the interrelationships between religiosity, MD, 

and offending. Utilizing data from a sample of serious adolescent offenders followed from mid-

adolescence into early adulthood, this research focused on addressing these topics and how they 

changed between mid-adolescence and into early adulthood. Additionally, this study assessed 

how these measures were impacted by both sex and race/ethnicity. Collectively, these aspects of 

the current work offer an important set of extensions to the existing knowledge base. 
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The first hypothesis predicted that the levels of religiosity would decrease throughout the 

study period. This hypothesis received support. Findings from growth curve models indicated 

that religious service attendance and the importance of religion decreased over the study period. 

These findings are similar to research using the National Youth Survey, which also indicated that 

the levels of religiosity decreased over time in a nationwide community sample (Desmond et al., 

2010). Despite the fact that these relationships were significant, they were very small with slope 

coefficients of .007 (importance of religion) and .080 (religious service attendance), respectively. 

Thus, these levels appear to be particularly stable over time in the sample. Further, higher MD at 

baseline was associated with the decrease in both religiosity outcomes. Thus, there is support for 

the notion that more frequent use of mechanisms of MD might inhibit the effects of religiosity in 

these youth. 

The second hypothesis followed that religiosity would predict MD and longitudinal 

change in MD. This hypothesis received mixed support. Higher levels of importance of religion 

at baseline were associated with lower levels of MD throughout the study. However, more 

religious service attendance at baseline was not associated with lower levels of MD 

longitudinally. These findings indicate that the importance of one’s religion might be able to 

explain lower usage of mechanisms of MD over time. One reason for this is that respondents’ 

religious beliefs might discourage such behavior. Thus, the likelihood of MD might decrease 

among respondents who view religion as more important in their lives. 

The third hypothesis proposed that the levels of religiosity would be associated with 

longitudinal change in self-reported offending. This hypothesis is met but not in the outcome 

expected. The importance of religion was significantly and negatively related to offending 
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indicating that higher importance of religion at baseline was associated with lower offending 

over time. However, more religious service attendance was positively related to self-reported 

offending, as higher religious service attendance at baseline was associated with higher levels of 

offending longitudinally.  

The finding that religious service attendance is associated with an increase in self-

reported offending is both peculiar and interesting. There are a few reasons as to why this effect 

may be occurring. First, this is a behavioral indicator of religiosity. It might be that simply 

attending religious services on a more frequent basis has no effect because it may not indicate 

stronger beliefs in one’s religion. To reiterate what Hirschi and Stark (1969, p. 121) stated when 

they found that church attendance did not distinguish offending behavior, “[t]he church is 

irrelevant to delinquency because it fails to instill in its members love for their neighbors and 

because belief in the possibility of pleasure and pain in another world cannot now, and perhaps 

never could, compete with the pleasures and pains of everyday life.” Thus, simply attending 

religious service may not be relevant to explaining offending, as it does not ensure that persons 

ascribe to the morals and beliefs of a certain religion.  

Second, there was a significant positive correlation between these two measures (r=.31), 

which might have simply eliminated the effect that religious service attendance has on self-

reported offending. This can be further justified by exploratory analyses. A growth curve model 

that excluded the importance of religion from the analysis showed that the religious service 

attendance was not significant. Thus, there could be an interaction between these two variables 

when they are both included in the model. Finally, it is important to note that these measures 

were assessed at baseline only. The growth curve models predicting longitudinal change in 
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religiosity indicate that the levels change over time. Thus, future research should factor in 

whether these predictors change over time.  

Hypothesis four posited that the relationship between religiosity and offending would not 

be modified by demographics. This hypothesis received partial support. First, analyses indicated 

that sex did appear to modify the relationships. Results showed that religiosity was associated 

with fewer self-reports of offending at the 84-month follow-up in the male but not in female 

models. This is an interesting finding considering that previous research has shown that females 

exhibit higher levels of religiosity relative to males (see Ellison et al., 2007; Miller & Hoffmann, 

1995; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a; 2014b). Additionally, some research has shown that the 

relationship is invariant between the sexes (Giordano et al., 2008; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a; 

2014b). One potential explanation for this finding is that there may be an interaction between sex 

and race and ethnicity. For instance, Ellison and colleagues (2007) found that the frequency of 

church attendance was more protective of domestic violence perpetration and victimization 

among Black male and female respondents and Hispanic males when compared to White male 

and female respondents. Thus, these results may vary when factoring in the interactions between 

sex and race and ethnicity.  

Regarding race and ethnicity, the findings support the hypothesis. The effects of 

religiosity on offending were not modified by race or ethnicity. These results support previous 

contentions that religiosity might be invariant among different races and ethnicities (Miller & 

Hoffmann, 1995; Salas-Wright et al., 2014a). Yet, despite this finding, it does appear that levels 

of religiosity vary between races and ethnicities. In the current study, Black and Hispanic 

respondents, relative to White respondents, had higher levels of religious service attendance and 
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importance of religion throughout the study. This finding supports the previous argument that 

religion might be more important among minority persons (Amey et al., 1996; Ellison et al., 

2007; Wallace et al., 2003). Further, the effects of religiosity were highest among Black 

respondents. Yet, when stratifying some of the analyses by race and ethnicity, the protective 

effects appear to be equal regardless of the groups. 

The final hypothesis proposed that MD would partially mediate the relationships between 

religiosity and offending. This hypothesis received support. Specifically, the levels of religiosity 

were associated with lower levels of MD and SRO while higher MD was positively related to 

SRO. This relationship held over time throughout most of the study. However, partial mediation 

did not occur when addressing these relationships from waves six to seven and waves seven to 

eight. Despite this, the finding that MD partly mediates the relationship throughout various time 

points in the study supports much prior research showing that morality is important in explaining 

the effect of religiosity on offending (Benda, 1997; Burkett, 1977; Burkett & Warren, 1987; 

Burkett & White, 1974; Desmond et al., 2009; 2010; Hirschi & Stark, 1969; Jang & Johnson, 

2001; Johnson et al., 2001; Middleton & Putney, 1962; Simons et al., 2004; Stark et al., 1980). 

While partial mediation is seen in the study, the effect between religiosity predicting MD is 

small. Similar findings were also seen in the LGCMs predicting longitudinal change in MD.  

The finding that the relationship between religiosity and SRO is partly mediated by a 

third variable also supports more recent findings. Pirutinsky (2014) utilized the Pathways data to 

assess whether self-control mediated the relationship between the same measures of religiosity 

used for the current study and the frequency of SRO. He found that self-control partly mediated 

this relationship. Thus, it appears that the relationship between religiosity and offending is  
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complex and may include multiple mediators. 

Theoretical Implications 

As was noted in the literature review, prior research has not assessed how religiosity and 

MD are related. The current study indicates that these two measures are indeed related and are 

important in explaining longitudinal change in behavior over the life course. However, it does 

appear that the strength of these relationships varies. For instance, while the importance of 

religion was significantly related to lower levels of MD this effect was weak. Further, higher 

religious service attendance was not significant at predicting long-term change in MD. One 

potential reason for these findings could be due to the nature of the theory of MD. Bandura 

(2002) argues that MD is not a belief or value system. Rather, he argues that people morally 

disengage based upon situational inducements: “Selective activation and disengagement of self-

sanctions permits different types of conduct by people with the same moral standards” (Bandura, 

2002, p. 102).  

For example, while a person might have strong religious beliefs that discourage crime, if 

they are put in a situation that encourages crime or reside in an environment where crime in 

considered an appropriate response to certain situations, they may temporarily violate their 

beliefs and engage in crime. Research from Matza (2009) also supports this contention. While an 

individual may have certain moral beliefs, people can utilize techniques of neutralization (see 

Sykes & Matza, 1957) in order to temporarily violate their beliefs. These arguments could 

explain why religiosity may not be a strong predictor of MD. Additionally, the levels of 

religiosity appear to vary between races and ethnicities. In the growth model predicting 

longitudinal change in religious service attendance, Black and Hispanic respondents exhibited 
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higher levels of importance of religion and religious service attendance over time compared to 

Whites. Some prior research has shown that the impact of religious involvement might be greater 

in minority youth (Ellison et al., 2007; Johnson, 2008; Miller & Hoffmann, 1995; Salas-Wright 

et al., 2014a; 2014b). For instance, Johnson (2008) found that higher religious involvement 

protected Black youth from the effects of neighborhood disorder in data from the National Youth 

Survey. Further, the protective effect of religious involvement on serious crime was largest 

among Black youth who lived in highly disordered neighborhoods. He explained these findings 

through Stark’s moral communities hypothesis (see Stark, 1996; Stark et al., 1980, 1982). 

Specifically, “it is possible that black youth who are highly involved in churches located in “bad” 

neighborhoods of high disorder may still live in more “moral” communities than their 

counterparts living in “good” neighborhoods of low disorder” (Johnson, 2008, pp. 9-10).  

The fact that the effect of religiosity on offending did not differ between the 

races/ethnicities in the current study contrasts Johnson’s (2008) results. However, these results 

might be different as the Pathways study contains a sample solely comprised of serious 

offenders. Johnson’s (2008) sample is more representative of youth in the general population. 

Thus, there could be different results on the relationship depending on the type of sample 

utilized. Regarding the Pathways data, prior research has shown that there is not much difference 

in regards to risk factors when the sample is stratified by race and ethnicity (Piquero, Cardwell, 

Piquero, Jennings, & Reingle-Gonzalez, 2016). Rather, respondents are more similar than they 

are different. This could be why race/ethnicity do not modify the effects of religiosity on 

offending. 
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The effect of MD on religiosity measures was stronger. Specifically, higher levels of MD 

at baseline were associated with lower levels of importance of religion and lower religious 

service attendance. MD also had a large effect on self-reported offending longitudinally in 

comparison to religiosity. This relationship might be stronger between these variables due to the 

possibility that higher levels of MD might encourage future use of mechanisms of MD. Prior 

research has shown that earlier neutralizations precede later ones (Morris & Copes, 2012; Topalli 

et al., 2014) and can explain continuity in offending. Thus, it could be that respondents in the 

sample who utilize mechanisms of MD might engage in more criminal behavior throughout the 

study due to subsequent use of these mechanisms. Similarly, continual use of MD might 

discourage adhering to religious beliefs that contrast their involvement in criminal behavior.  

The results of the study also show a potential linkage between MD and subcultural 

theories of violence. Specifically, theories such as code of the streets (Anderson, 1994) and the 

Southern subculture of violence (i.e., culture of honor; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996) have religious 

undertones. For instance, both theories propose the idea that retaliation is justified when faced 

with disrespect. Regarding Judaism and Christianity, the book of Exodus provides a verse that 

may be interpreted as condoning retaliation as well: “But if there is serious injury, you are to take 

life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for 

wound, bruise for bruise” (Exodus 21: 23-25, New International Version). Along the same lines, 

Ellison (1991) found that religion might assist in the “legitimization” of violence among 

Southern residents and states that “Southern religion is distinguished by its strong preoccupation 

with the attainment of individual salvation from punishment at the hands of a wrathful God” (p. 

1233).  
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In short, religiosity might be weakly related to MD because violence is justified in such 

subcultures, of which some respondents might ascribe to. Historically, the relationship between 

religiosity and crime has been interpreted in that that religious beliefs can reduce crime because 

engaging in such behavior can lead to negative emotions such as shame, remorse or guilt and 

“the threat of supernatural sanctions” (Baier & Wright, 2001, p. 4; see also Hirschi & Stark, 

1969). However, if subcultural beliefs condone the use of violence then such persons might not 

need to morally disengage before they engage in crime since their behavior does not need to be 

justified. This could be the case even if such persons consider themselves highly religious. In 

short, this hypothesis might be able to explain the weak relationships between religiosity and 

MD in the current study.  

On a separate note, the study also points to the interrelationships between MD and other 

similar theories of behavior that argue individuals may excuse or justify their criminal behavior 

(Matza, 2009; Scott & Lyman, 1968; Sykes & Matza, 1957). Bandura proposed MD well after 

techniques of neutralization (Sykes & Matza, 1957), drift theory (Matza, 2009), and accounts 

theory (Scott & Lyman, 1968) were developed. Further, there was no mention of these theories 

when Bandura proposed his theory of MD (Maruna & Copes, p. 226). Yet, there appears to be 

considerable overlap between MD and these theories. First, the temporal ordering of these 

theories is similar. Sykes and Matza (1957) argue that persons will utilize techniques of 

neutralizations prior to engaging in crime. Similarly, Bandura (2002) argue that people will 

utilize mechanisms of MD after they have been “activated,” which then makes way for engaging 

in crime.  

Second, Bandura (2002; see also Bandura et al., 1996) proposes that people utilize the  
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following mechanisms to engage in crime: moral justification, euphemistic language,   

advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distorting 

consequences, attribution of blame, and dehumanization. In contrast, Sykes and Matza (1957) 

proposed that can people may justify their criminal behavior by denying injury, denying the 

victim, denying responsibility, condemning condemners, and appealing to higher loyalties. Scott 

and Lyman (1968) then extended this theory to incorporate excuses for criminal behaviors in the 

form of appeals to accidents, appeals to defeasibility, appeals to biological drives, and 

scapegoating. There appears to be considerable overlap between the theories in regards to the 

ways that people temporarily violate their beliefs and engage in crime. Further, recent research 

compared techniques of neutralizations to mechanisms of MD and found that the theories are 

very similar (Ribeaud & Eisner, 2010). Specifically, factor analyses indicated that these theories 

measured the same underlying construct in a sample of Swiss youth.  

The aforementioned findings raise the following question: does the theory of MD offer 

more information about the process of choosing to engage in crime and delinquency than what 

was already known from the earlier research on neutralizations and accounts? While minimal 

research has addressed the overlap of these two theories, future studies should assess the impact 

of these theories on offending behavior. Such research would allow for the comparison of 

similarities and differences between neutralizations (Matza; 2009; Sykes & Matza, 1957), 

accounts (Scott & Lyman, 1968), and MD (Bandura, 2002).  

Policy Implications 

The modern prison system has roots in religion (Bernard, Snipes, & Gerould, 2016). 

Specifically, the idea of incarceration partly originated from the Quakers who thought isolating 
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offenders, providing them Christian texts, and making them perform manual labor would 

encourage them to repent for their transgressions (Bernard, Snipes, & Gerould, 2016, pp. 2-3). 

Within the correctional system, faith-based programs have been shown to foster and strengthen 

religious beliefs in offenders and reduce the likelihood of future criminal behavior (Giordano et 

al., 2008; Johnson, 2011; Kerley, 2014; O’Conner et al., 2006). As the current study finds that 

religiosity is related to lower levels of crime among serious adolescent offenders, promoting 

religious beliefs, practices, and/or ideals among such youth may help in encouraging desistance 

from crime. There are two main ways that promoting religion among this group could result in a 

lower likelihood of crime and delinquency: 1) religion allows former offenders to redeem 

themselves and “make good” and 2) religion can allow incarcerated youth to better cope with 

their living situation. 

The concepts of forgiveness and redemption can be seen in many religious texts. 

Specifically, the three primary Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) all have 

scriptures promoting the idea that prior transgressions can be forgiven following the acceptance 

of God and/or certain prophets or by engaging in different religious practices. After accepting 

one of these religions, scriptures then follow that believers will be granted salvation by adhering 

to the values and practices of the religion throughout the rest of their lives. Religion may thus be 

a way that offenders can “make good” for past behavior and encourage desistance (Maruna, 

2001).  

In Maruna’s (2001) research from the Liverpool Desistance study, he found that desisters 

would utilize redemption scripts as a means to explain prior behavior. For instance, these 

respondents would argue that their past offending behavior does not represent their current 
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beliefs. Instead, they argued that they were currently good people, expressed excitement for their 

future, and wanted to “make good” for their past behavior by “[giving] something back” 

(Maruna, 2001, p. 87). Maruna argues that redemption scripts “allow the person to rewrite a 

shameful past into a necessary prelude to a productive and worthy life” (p. 87). Among the 

desisters in the study, he found that some would “[gain] personal control by explicitly “giving 

up” personal control to the will of a higher spirit” (Maruna, 2001, p. 150). Thus, serious 

adolescent offenders may be able to desist from crime through religious beliefs that promote the  

idea that followers can make up for their prior behavior.23 

Another positive aspect of religion is that it can allow offenders who have been 

incarcerated to cope with their change. Clear and colleagues (1992) studied how religion helped 

inmates to transition to being incarcerated. In a sample of inmates, they found that religion 

helped respondents deal with strain (e.g., guilt and loss of freedom) and the pains of 

imprisonment (e.g., safety; see also Kerley, 2014; Sykes, 2007). Interestingly, the highest levels 

of importance of religion and religious service attendance in the current study occurred at 

baseline and the six-month follow-up (see Figures 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6). Because many 

respondents received a punishment for engaging in a serious offense shortly before the baseline 

measures were obtained, they might have experienced a renewed interest in religion as a way to 

cope with their charge. Further, some of the respondents were incarcerated in various facilities 

after their charge or received supervision (e.g., probation) to monitor their behavior for a certain 

                                                        
23 It is important to note that religion can act as a means of redemption and forgiveness among some offenders but 

may be contingent upon the type of crime they have been convicted of. For instance, Harris and colleagues (in press) 

found that men convicted of sex offenses held “the belief that their conviction was utterly irreversible and 

unforgiveable” (p. 10). The authors framed this finding using research from Maruna (2016). They state: “consistent 

with Maruna’s (2016) recent remarks that society, more broadly, is at a ‘loss for words’ when it comes to the 

rehabilitation of men convicted of sexual offenses in that there is no ‘redemption script’ available for them” (Harris 

et al., in press, p. 11).  
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time. Thus, religion might have assisted in their transition to such situations (Clear, Stout, 

Dammer, Kelly, Hardyman, & Shapiro, 1992; Kerley, 2014).  

There are also policy implications regarding MD. This research, as well as earlier 

research, indicates that MD decreases from mid-adolescence into early adulthood (Cardwell et 

al., 2015; Paciello et al., 2008; Shulman et al., 2011). Additionally, MD was predictive of levels 

of religiosity throughout the study. Prior research indicates that active offenders may use 

religious beliefs as a justification for engaging in crime. Topalli and colleagues (2013) noted that 

faith-based programs might not be effective if participants “distort religious teachings to justify 

and excuse crime” (p. 62). In order to counter this potential problem, they suggest that those 

running such interventions be aware of how such thinking processes occur (Topalli et al., 2013). 

Thus, faith-based interventions for offenders should factor in how they morally disengage in 

order to facilitate desistance among participants.   

Limitations and Future Directions 

This study is not without limitations. One limitation comes from the utilization of self-

reports of offending. Self-reports of offending have the benefit of being able to measure crimes 

for which individuals may not have been caught for by authorities. However, there are still 

concerns over memory fallibility. For example, some respondents might not have remembered 

all of the crimes that they have committed over the previous time period. They also might have 

over or under estimated their criminal behavior during the time period. A second limitation 

comes from the generalizability of the sample. The data were culled from two jurisdictions: 

Maricopa County, Arizona and Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania. Because of this, the data 
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from the study might not be generalizable to all serious adolescent offenders throughout the 

United States.  

A third limitation is the inability to control for all potential spurious measures. While 

these analyses were able to control for a wide variety of individual, contextual, and familial 

factors, it was not able to control for all measures that might impact the relationship between 

religion and crime. One example is the inability to control for the level of religiosity among 

respondents’ parents or peers. Prior research has shown that these may be important in 

explaining this relationship (e.g., Simons et al. 2004). Future research should attempt to address 

such factors.  

A fourth limitation is the lack of data on respondents’ access to religious services 

throughout the study. Due to the fact that many respondents were under various levels of 

supervision over the seven-year study, the availability or lack of access to religious services or 

interventions might have impacted their levels of religiosity. Future research should factor in the 

availability of such services in order to better understand the relationship between religiosity and 

offending in serious offenders.  

Finally, there are data limitations with the religiosity measures utilized for the study. 

Early research on the religion-crime nexus attempted to see if different religious denominations 

modified the relationship (see Knudten and Knudten 1971 for an example). The Pathways data 

does not contain in-depth information on the specific denominations that respondents followed 

and is limited in its ability to address this topic. Rather, this study predominantly focused on 

addressing religiosity through the lens of Christianity. Future research should obtain more in-

depth measures of religiosity among respondents in different religions (e.g., Judaism and Islam). 
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It is also possible that the impact of religion on crime might vary among different religious 

denominations. Thus, individual scales tailored to the study population might be needed since 

religions often vary in their beliefs and practices. Additionally, such scales might need to be 

tailored to the developmental period of respondents, as religious practices might change with 

age. 

Additionally, there have been some studies that have differentiated between religiosity 

and spirituality. For instance, a recent study from Jang and Franzen (2013) attempted to address 

the different combinations of religiosity and spirituality to assess criminal behavior among 

adults. They found that respondents who denoted that they were spiritual but not religious were 

more likely to engage in crime when compared to religious respondents. Thus, being able to 

assess the interrelations between spirituality, religiosity, and crime and delinquency should be an 

avenue for future studies.  

Conclusions 

Despite the fact that there is much research on the relationship between religiosity and 

crime, many studies do not incorporate such measures when studying offending behaviors (see 

Johnson, 2011). Further, fewer of these studies address the relationship in offending populations. 

Yet, much research shows that religion is important in many offenders’ lives. The current study 

found that religiosity was associated with lower offending among a group of serious adolescent 

offenders followed from mid-adolescence to early adulthood. Results show that MD, sex, and 

race/ethnicity were important in explaining this relationship. Future research is needed to assess 

these relationships in other offending populations. Doing so will assist in better explaining the 

complex relationship between religiosity, morality, and offending. Additionally, such research is 
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imperative since studies have previously shown that adherence to religious beliefs and ideals can 

assist in the process of desistance from crime (Giordano et al., 2008; Hallett & McCoy, 2015; 

Kerley, 2014; Schroeder & Frana, 2009). Obtaining knowledge on how religiosity is related to 

behavioral change in offenders is a fruitful area of research that may be able to assist policy 

makers in implementing programs that encourage desistance.
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