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Abstract

Religiosity is associated with sexual behavior in adolescence; however, religiosity is a 

multidimensional construct, and it is not clear how different patterns of religiosity may 

differentially predict sexual behaviors and romantic relationships. We apply latent class analysis to 

nationally representative data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health 

(Add Health; N = 10,149) to examine a) what religiosity profiles exist among adolescents and b) 

how they predict sexual behavior and romantic relationship status in adolescence and young 

adulthood. Religiosity in multiple domains was associated with lesser odds of sexual behavior 

compared to profiles marked by only affiliation, private, or public religiosity. Findings suggest 

examining multiple facets of religiosity together is important for understanding how religiosity is 

associated with sexual behavior.
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Religion is an important source of socialization for adolescents, and can provide a set of 

guidelines to follow in a number of domains, including romantic relationships and sexual 

behaviors. Research has documented that adolescents’ religiosity, or their relationship to a 

particular doctrine or faith tradition (King & Boyatzis, 2004) is associated with sexual 

behaviors in adolescence (Rostosky, Wilcox, Comer Wright, & Randall, 2004). Researchers 

have increasingly suggested that religiosity is a multidimensional construct, yet research on 

religiosity and sexual behavior typically does not take this conceptualization into account. 

Thus, it is unclear which aspects of religiosity are most important for relationships and 

sexual behavior, as well as how different facets may interact to predict outcomes. In this 

study, we apply latent class analysis (LCA) to nationally representative U.S. data to 

determine 1) what profiles (latent classes) of adolescent religiosity are present among 

adolescents 2) what demographic factors predict membership in these religiosity classes and 
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3) how these classes are associated with adolescent and young adult sexual behavior and 

romantic relationship status outcomes.

Religiosity and adolescent sexual and romantic behaviors

Religion is an important influence in the lives of youth, with the majority of adolescents in 

the U.S. believing religion is important and attending religious service with some frequency 

(Smith & Denton, 2005; Twenge, Exline, Grubbs, Sastry, & Campbell, 2015). Smith (2003) 

theorizes a number of factors that may explain the effects of religiosity on youth outcomes, 

including establishing a moral order, learning competencies, and gaining social and 

organizational ties. These different factors may explain different pathways by which 

religiosity is associated with sexual behavior. Related to moral order, religion can set up a 

series of guidelines to follow about romantic relationships and sexual behavior. Judeo-

Christian religions practiced by many in the U.S. typically emphasize remaining abstinence 

until marriage, and, in some cases, the relational aspects of sexual behavior (Rostosky et al., 

2003), suggesting that religion may socialize individuals against behaviors like premarital 

sex, non-relationship sex, and cohabitation. In addition, because premarital sexual behavior 

is generally proscribed and the importance of family is emphasized, religious individuals 

may be more supportive of early marriage (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995). In 

addition to direct teachings, religion may also emphasize this moral order indirectly by 

providing role models who may model relationships for adolescence (Smith 2003). Religion 

may also help adolescents earn competencies and skills, such as community service, 

leadership skills, coping skills, and cultural capital (Smith 2003). These sorts of skills are 

associated with lesser odds of engaging in sexual behavior (Charles & Blum, 2008; Gavin et 

al., 2010). Finally, religious organizations provide social and organizational ties, such as 

access to a cross-generational support network. Research has shown that close relationships 

with adults are associated with lesser odds of engaging in sexual intercourse (Vesely et al., 

2004). Thus, there are a number of ways in which religiosity may discourage non-marital 

sexual behaviors and model committed romantic relationships.

Research has generally supported the idea that religion is protective against adolescent 

sexual behaviors (see Rostosky et al., 2004; Rew & Wong, 2006 for review). Adolescents 

who are more religious are less likely to initiate sexual intercourse (Crockett, Bingham, 

Chopak, & Vicary, 1996; Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003; Lefkowitz, Gillen, Shearer, & Boone, 

2004; Meier, 2003; Nonnemaker, McNeely, & Blum, 2003). When sexually active, they have 

fewer sexual partners (Gold et al., 2010; Lefkowitz et al., 2004) and are less likely to engage 

in non-relationship sex (Penhollow, 2007). In addition, adolescents who are more religious 

are more likely to marry and less likely to cohabit in young adulthood (Meier & Allen, 2009; 

Uecker, 2014). However, not all studies have found effects of religiosity on sexual behaviors 

(see Rostosky et al., 2004; Zimmer-Gembeck & Helfand, 2008).

Prior studies have used different measures of religiosity, including denominational affiliation 

(Bearman & Bruecker, 1999; Beck, Cole, & Hammond, 1991; Sheeran et al., 1993), public 

religiosity, (e.g., attendance at religious services; Crockett et al.,1996; Lefkowitz et al., 

2004; Nonnemaker et al., 2003; Sheeran et al., 1993), and private beliefs (e.g., importance of 

religiosity in daily life; Lefkowitz et al., 2004; Nonnemaker et al., 2003; Sheeran et al., 
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1993). However, most studies have used measures of religiosity that examine single 

constructs, although religiosity is multidimensional (Rostosky et al., 2004; Yonker, 

Schnabelracuh, & DeHaan, 2012). Some studies have used composite scores that include 

both public and private religiosity (Bearman & Bruckner, 2001; Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003; 

Meier, 2003; Rostosky, Regnerus, & Comer Wright, 2003; Whitbeck, Yoder, Hoyt, & 

Conger, 1999). Although these measures include multiple domains, they are treated as a 

single construct; thus, it is unclear how different aspects of religiosity, and their 

intersections, may differentially influence outcomes.

A Person-Centered Approach to Religiosity

Researchers have long conceptualized religiosity as including multiple components, such as 

belief, experience, practice, knowledge, commitment, orthodoxy, and consequences 

(Chalfant Beckley, & Palmer, 1994; Cornwall, Albrecht, Cunningham, & Pitcher, 1985; De 

Jong, Faulkner, & Warland, 1976; King & Boyatzis, 2004). For example, De Jong and 

colleagues (1976) described six aspects of religiosity: belief, experience, religious practice, 

religious knowledge, individual moral consequences, and social consequences. Cornwall and 

colleagues (1986) present a conceptual model of religiosity which places different aspects of 

religion at the intersections of the components of belief, commitment, and behavior, and the 

two modes of personal and institutional. This distinction between personal/private and 

public/institutional aspects of religiosity is evident in research examining associations 

between adolescent religiosity and sexual behavior, as several studies have examined the 

differential impact of public and private aspects of religiosity (e.g., Lefkowitz et al., 2004; 

Nonnemaker et al., 2003; Sheeren et al., 1993; Vasilenko, Iannuci, Zheng, & Lefkowitz, 

2013) or have used composite measures (e.g., Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003; Meier, 2003; 

Rostosky, Regnerus, & Comer Wright, 2003). However, less is known about what patterns of 

these components may characterize adolescents’ religiosity, or how the intersections of these 

components may predict sexual behaviors and relationships.

One approach to understanding the multidimensionality of religiosity is person-centered 

methods like latent class analysis (LCA; Collins & Lanza, 2008). While a traditional, 

variable-centered approach involves assessing the effect of individual dimensions separately, 

person-centered approaches examine these dimensions simultaneously by uncovering 

profiles marked by different patterns of beliefs and behaviors. This allows an understanding 

of how different dimensions co-occur in the population, as well as how the interaction of 

different facets may be associated with outcomes. For example, this approach can not only 

identify individuals who are highly religious or non-religious, but more nuanced profiles 

such as those with private but not public religiosity or who are religiously active but have 

less conservative beliefs. By examining these profiles, researchers can better understand 

what aspects of religiosity and what particular combinations of factors may be most closely 

associated with outcomes, which may give insight into the mixed results of studies of the 

associations between religiosity and sexual behavior.

A number of recent studies have used a person-centered approach to document profiles of 

religiosity in adolescents and young adults (Good, Willoughby, & Busseri, 2011; Jankowski 

et al., 2015; Pearce, Foster, & Hardie, 2013; Salas-Wright, Vaughn, Hodge, & Perron, 2012; 
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Smith & Denton, 2005). Although the profiles in these studies vary based upon the specific 

religiosity variables included, they tend to differentiate profiles marked by consistently high 

or low religiosity, as well as profiles with high religiosity in only certain domains, such as 

primarily private aspects of religiosity or a higher degree of participation in public religious 

activities. For example, multiple studies have uncovered classes with high religiosity in all 

areas, low religiosity in all areas, plus a pattern marked by primarily private religious 

practice (Good et al., 2011; Salas-Wright et al, 2012). Although religiosity class 

membership predicts outcomes like substance use (Jankowski et al., 2015; Salas-Wright et 

al, 2012), to our knowledge no study has examined how multidimensional profiles of 

religiosity predict sexual and relationship behaviors.

In this study we examine how multidimensional profiles of religiosity are associated with 

adolescent and young adult sexual behaviors and romantic relationships in a large, nationally 

representative longitudinal study of adolescents in the U.S. We have the following aims:

1. To uncover latent classes of adolescent religiosity based on affiliation, beliefs, 

importance of religion, and attendance at religious services and activities.

2. To examine demographic factors that predict membership in these latent classes.

3. To examine how these adolescent religiosity profiles predict sexual behaviors and 

relationship status one year later and in young adulthood.

Method

Participants and Procedures

Data are from the contractual sample of Add Health (Harris, 2011), which includes a larger 

number of participants and additional variables compared to the public data. Eighty high 

schools and associated middle schools were sampled, employing a clustered sampling 

design to ensure that the sample was representative of schools in the United States. 

Participants completed in-school and in-home interviews in 1994–1995 (WI; 7th through 

12th grade) with follow-up interviews during 1995–1996 (WII; 12th graders not 

interviewed), 2001–2002 (WIII; ages 18–24) and 2007–2008 (WIV; ages 25–32). About 

80% of participants from the WI sample participated in each of the later waves. Because this 

study examined how WI religiosity predicted sexual behaviors and relationship status at WII 

and WIII, we included individuals who had data from WI-III. The analytic sample was more 

likely to be white, less likely to be Hispanic/Latino, or African American, more likely to be 

female, and less religious on all indicators if religiosity then the full sample, though these 

differences were relatively small and significant due to the large sample size. In addition, 

participants in the analytic sample were younger due to WI 12th graders not being included 

in WII. The analytic sample contained 10,149 individuals (52.8% female, 20.1% African 

American, 16.0% Hispanic/Latino, 6.5% Asian, 2.3% other race/ethnicity; 5.6% sexual 

minority identity; Mage at WI = 15.6, SD = 1.5). Note that we included participants who 

reported a non-heterosexual sexual attraction, because sexual minority individuals often 

engage in sexual behaviors with other sex partners (Saewyc et al., 2008). In terms of 

affiliation, 11.6% reported no religion, 26.0% Catholic, 23.3% Mainline Protestant, 12% 

Black Protestant, 19.6% Evangelical and 7.2% Other religion).
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Measures

Latent class indicators.—Our religiosity classes included measures of affiliation, 

beliefs, importance of religion, prayer, and religious service attendance, consistent with 

theoretical models of religiosity (e.g. Cornwall et al., 1986) and the types of measures used 

in prior variable-centered studies of this topic. We used 6 measures of religiosity as 

indicators in our latent class model, which were measured at WI. Because many variables 

were skewed and did not completely capture the full range of the scale, we dichotomized all 

variables to indicate a high or low endorsement of the construct. Affiliation was a measure 

of whether an individual reported an affiliation with any religion (88%). If individuals did 

not report any affiliation, they were not asked additional religion questions, and were coded 

as having low religiosity on these additional items. Two variables measured public religious 

behaviors. Religious service attendance measured how often adolescents reported attending 

religious services, rated on a 4-point scale from never to once a week or more. Participants 

were coded as having regular attendance if they reported attending at least monthly (60%). 

The youth activities item was a measure of how often participants attended activities for 

teenagers, such as youth groups, which was rated on the same 4-point scale as religious 

service attendance, with regular attendance coded as monthly or more (39%). Importance of 

religion was a single item assessing how important religion is to the adolescent, coded on a 4 

point scale from not important at all to very important. Participants were coded as believing 

religion is important if they answered very important to somewhat important (78%). Regular 

prayer was coded from a measure of how often an individual prayed, rated on a 5-point scale 

from never to daily. Participants were coded as praying regularly if they reported weekly or 

more (64%). Finally, belief in scriptures, a measure of conservative beliefs (cf. Miller & Gur, 

2002) asked a yes/no question about whether participants believed their religion’s sacred 

scriptures are the word of god without any mistakes (68%).

Outcomes.—We examined sexual behavior and relationship status outcomes at WII 

(adolescent) and WIII (young adult). The same sexual behavior items were used at both 

waves. Past-year sex was an indicator of whether the participant engaged in vaginal 

intercourse in the last 12 months, and whether they did so with a single partner or multiple 

partners. In WII, participants who reported ever having sexual intercourse were asked the 

date of their most recent sex. In addition, participants were asked a series of questions about 

whether they had sex with romantic and non-romantic partners, which were used to 

determine the number of sexual partners. In WIII, participants were asked if they ever had 

intercourse, and if so, completed a series of follow-up questions, including how many 

partners they had in the past year. Responses were trichotomized to indicate no sex in the 

past year, sex with a single partner only (16% WII, 43% WIII), and sex with multiple 

partners (9% WII, 28% WIII). Non-relationship sex was a measure of whether participants 

reported sex in the past year with a partner they were not in a romantic relationship with 

(17% WII, 28% WIII). In WII, participants were asked how many people other than 

romantic partners they had sex with in the past year. In WIII, this variable was constructed 

from a series of questions asking each of the participants about their sexual partners in the 

past year, with only sex with opposite-sex partners included in these analyses.
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At WII, we examined whether the individual was in a romantic relationship based on a 

single item asking participants if they were in a romantic relationship in the past year (44%). 

At WIII, we examined two relationship status variables Marriage indicates whether the 

participant reported having ever been married (16%). Cohabitation measured whether an 

individual lived with any romantic partner they had not married (37%).

Demographic Predictors/Controls.—We examined several predictors of class 

membership, measured at WI. Gender was a self-reported being male or female (female = 

1). Race/ethnicity was measured with 4 dummy-coded variables (Hispanic/Latino (HL); 

non-HL Black; non-HL Asian; non-HL other, with non-HL White as the reference group). 

Age indicated a participants’ age at W1. Mother’s education indicated whether or not the 

adolescent’s mother had completed any schooling after high school (49%), and was used as 

a proxy for SES. Sexual minority status assessed whether the participant identified as gay/

lesbian or bisexual. We also examined how profiles differed by denominational affiliation, 

using categories from the Pew Research Center’s report on religiosity in the United States 

(Pew Research Center, 2015)

Statistical Analyses

First, we modeled classes based on six indicators of religiosity using Latent Gold (Vermunt 

& Madgison, 2015). We selected the optimal number of latent classes based on information 

criteria (Akike Information Criteria, AIC and Bayesian Information Criteria, BIC) and 

interpretability. Note that participants were included in the LCA model if they had valid 

information on at least one religiosity indicator, as LCA uses full information maximum 

likelihood. Next, we examined correlates of class membership using the BCH three-step 

approach (Bolck, Croon, & Hagenaars, 2004; Vermunt 2010). In this approach, the LCA 

model is run, and each participants’ probability of membership in each latent class is saved. 

Analyses of covariates and outcomes are then weighted by these probabilities, which 

provides less biased results than classify-analyze approaches as it account for the uncertainty 

in class assignment. We examined how class membership was predicted by gender, race/

ethnicity, age, and mother’s education and religious affiliation. Finally, we examined how 

class membership was associated with sexual behavior and relationship status outcomes, 

controlling for demographic covariates. We included weights that account for study design 

and attrition in all analyses in order to ensure results were more representative of the 

population.

Results

Interpretation of Latent Classes

We fit models with one through eight classes. Both AIC and BIC suggested a 5-class model, 

and classes in this model were all differentiated from each other and interpretable. Thus, we 

chose the 5-class model. Table 1 shows prevalences and item response probabilities, 

presented in order of prevalence in the population. The largest class, called 

Multidimensional Religious (48%), was marked by high probability or endorsing variables 

assessing all aspects of religiosity. Next, the Primarily Private class (27%) was affiliated 

with a religion and had high probabilities of viewing religion as important, prayer, and 
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conservative beliefs. The Not Religious class (13%) had low probability of endorsing all 

religiosity items, whereas the Primarily Affiliation class (8%) had low probability items 

other than endorsing an affiliation with a religious denomination. Finally, the Primarily 

Public class (3%) had relatively high probabilities of a religious affiliation, religious service 

attendance, and youth activities attendance, but low probabilities of prayer, importance of 

religion and conservative beliefs.

Latent Class Membership and Demographic Factors

Percentages of individuals in each latent class by demographic characteristics are presented 

in Table 2. All demographic characteristics examined were significantly associated with 

class membership (p < .05). Women were overrepresented in the Multidimensional Religious 

Class compared to men, whereas a higher percentage of men were in all other classes. Black 

adolescents were overrepresented in the Multidimensional Religious class compared to other 

groups, and were underrepresented in most other classes, particularly the Primarily 

Affiliation and Primarily Public classes. Asians were also overrepresented in the 

Multidimensional Religious class. Participants whose mother completed some college were 

more likely to be in the Multidimensional Religious class and Primarily Public class and less 

likely to be in the Primarily Private and Not Religious classes. Individuals in the Primarily 

Affiliation class were oldest, on average, and those in the Multidimensional Religious and 

Primarily Public were the youngest.

Next, we examined how class membership differed across denominational affiliation 

categories (Figure 1). Black Protestants had the highest proportion of individuals in the 

Multidimensional Religious class, followed by Evangelical Protestants. Mainline Protestants 

and those from other religions were overrepresented in the Primarily Private class. Catholic, 

Mainline Protestant, and individuals from other religions had the highest proportion of 

individuals in the Primarily Affiliation class, and Catholics had the highest proportion of 

being in the Primarily Public class.

Latent Class Membership Predicting Romantic Relationships and Sexual Behavior

Finally, we examined how class membership predicted sexual behavior and relationship 

status in adolescence (Table 3) and young adulthood (Table 4). In these tables, the odds 

ratios for class membership indicate the difference in odds of experiencing an outcome for 

individuals in a given latent class compared to individuals in the reference class 

(Multidimensional Religious). In adolescence, class membership was significantly 

associated with all three outcomes (sex in the past year, non-relationship sex, and being in a 

relationship). To further explore these results, we plotted the adjusted estimated probability 

of each adolescent outcome by latent class membership in Figure 2. Individuals in the 

Multidimensional Religion class had the lowest prevalence of sex with both a single (13%) 

and multiple partners (6%) compared to all other classes. Individuals in the Primarily Public 

class had the highest prevalence of sex with a single partner (28%). The Primarily Private, 

Not Religious, and Primarily Affiliation classes had higher probability of multiple partners 

than the Multidimensional Religious, but did not differ from each other. These three classes 

also had a higher prevalence (around 20–22%) of non-relationship sex compared to the 
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Multidimensional Religious class (13%). The Multidimensional Religious class had the 

lowest prevalence of having a romantic relationship in adolescence (52%).

All young adult outcomes were significantly predicted by latent class membership (Table 4). 

To further explore these results, we plotted the adjusted estimated probability of each 

adolescent outcome by latent class membership in Figure 2. The Multidimensional Religious 

class was lowest in past-year sex with single and multiple partners and non-relationship sex. 

Individuals in the Not Religious class in adolescence were most likely to have sex with a 

single partner in young adulthood (54%), whereas individuals in the Primarily Private and 

Primarily Affiliation class had the highest prevalence of sex with multiple partners. Rates of 

marriage were highest for the Multidimensional Religious and Primarily Private classes, and 

were significantly higher than those for the Primarily Affiliation class. Individuals in the 

Primarily Private, Not Religious, and Primarily Affiliation were more likely to cohabit than 

those in the Multidimensional Religious class.

Discussion

This study examined profiles of religiosity in U.S. adolescents, and how these profiles 

predicted sexual behaviors and relationship status during adolescence and young adulthood. 

Our results were consistent with prior research (e.g., Smith & Denton, 2005) suggesting that 

many U.S. adolescents are high on multiple facets of religiosity. The largest class, 

Multidimensional Religious, contained nearly half of participants, and was marked by high 

endorsement of all religiosity items. Thus, a large portion of adolescents attend religious 

services and youth activities, see their religion as important to them, and engage in private 

behaviors like regular prayer. However, a number of other smaller profiles were also 

uncovered, suggesting differing profiles of religiosity. For example, about one-third of 

adolescents were in the Not Religious or Primarily Affiliation classes, which were marked 

by a lack of religious behavior and endorsement of the importance of religion. Thus, while 

many adolescents are highly religious, a sizable minority also are not very religious as 

defined by the variables in this study.

In addition to these classes with relative consistency across various measures of behavior 

and beliefs, we also uncovered two classes marked by profiles with less consistency. As in 

other LCA studies (Jankowski et al., 2015; Salas-Wright et al., 2012), we found a class 

termed Primarily Private, in which individuals felt religion was important, endorsed more 

conservative religious beliefs, and prayed regularly, but did not attend religious services or 

activities. In addition, we uncovered a small class, Public Religiosity, in which adolescents 

were likely to attend religious services and youth activities regularly, but did not view 

religion as important or pray often. Individuals in this class were primarily white, and more 

likely to have a mother who attended college. They also had less consistent patterns of 

sexual behavior and romantic relationships over time compared to individuals in other 

classes. For example, they had the highest rates of past-year sex with a single partner and 

being in a romantic relationship in adolescence and the highest rates of non-relationship sex 

in young adulthood, but also the lowest rates of past-year sex, marriage and cohabitation in 

young adulthood. This may suggest deviance from developmental norms at different ages. 

Engaging in these behaviors at early ages may be seen as off-time and more problematic. 
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However, in young adulthood when sexual behavior is less normative, being less likely to 

engage in sex and form marital or cohabiting relationships may suggest issues in forming 

intimate relationships. However, why this particular class may be associated with these 

behavioral patterns is unclear. This class was only about 3% of the population and not found 

in other studies, so future research should attempt to better understand these individuals and 

which particular populations they may be most prevalent in.

There were differences in class membership by demographic factors. Consistent with prior 

research which suggests that female adolescents score higher on most measures of 

religiosity (Buchko, 2004; Smith, 2004), women were more likely to be in the 

Multidimensional Religion class, and less likely to be in the other classes. Explanations of 

this greater religiosity for females include socialization to be more nurturing and submissive 

and to take less risks, which could lead female adolescents to commit to a religion (Miller & 

Stark, 2002). Black adolescents, as well as individuals with a Black Protestant 

denominational affiliation, were also more likely to be in the Multidimensional Religious 

class compared to other racial/ethnic groups and denominations. The black church serves a 

number of different functions that may be distinct from other ethnic groups, including 

providing a sense of community and group identity (Brega & Coleman, 1999). Religiosity is 

also associated with black identity development (Hughes & Demo, 1990). Thus, religiosity 

may be more integrated into black adolescents’ community and sense of self which may 

serve to reinforce both public and private religiosity.

We also found that religiosity latent classes were associated with sexual behaviors and 

relationship status in adolescence and in young adulthood. With a few exceptions, 

associations between class membership and sexual behavior outcomes looked similar across 

adolescence and young adulthood, with the Multidimensional Religious class having lesser 

odds of engaging in these behaviors compared to the other classes, which in turn had similar 

rates. This is similar to prior studies which have generally found that only a profile marked 

by high endorsement of multiple measures of religiosity is associated with lesser odds of 

substance use (Jankowski et al., 2015; Salas-Wright, 2012). This suggests that being highly 

religious in multiple areas is associated with less sexual behavior than single aspects, such as 

public or private religiosity alone. The fact that private religiosity was not protective against 

sexual behavior is consistent with perspectives on religion as a social control, which suggest 

the importance of socialization into a religious community in predicting behaviors 

(Regnerus 2003; Salas-Wright et al., 2012). However, in this study, being in the Primarily 

Public class was not associated with lesser odds of sexual behavior, suggesting that that 

internalization of religious beliefs is also important. It is possible that adolescents in Private 

and Public religiosity classes are more likely to use compartmentalization, by which they 

maintain different aspects of their behavior and identify in different spheres, allowing them 

to reconcile conflicts between their religiosity and sexual behaviors (Stoppa, Espinosa-

Hernandez, Gillen, 2014). However, for individuals in the Multidimensional Religious class, 

their religious identity may be more congruent across all areas, which may be protective 

against sexual behavior, as multiple dimensions of religious influence may be interrelated 

and work to reinforce each other (Smith, 2003). In addition, these associations were mostly 

similar across both adolescence and adulthood, suggesting that individuals’ profiles of 

religiosity at younger ages may influence their behaviors into adulthood.
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Findings for the relationship status outcomes were somewhat more nuanced. Adolescent 

relationship status had a somewhat similar pattern to the sexual behaviors, suggesting that 

having a multidimensional religiosity profile may be similarly associated with lesser odds of 

an early romantic relationship, perhaps over concerns that such relationships could also lead 

to sexual behaviors. However, different profiles are more differentially associated with the 

young adult relationship outcomes. Individuals in both the Multidimensional and Privately 

Religious classes had similarly high rates of marriages in young adulthood (ages 18–24), 

suggesting that earlier marriage may be more attractive to individuals who view religion as 

more important and have more conservative beliefs, regardless of their religious service 

attendance. For cohabitation, although the Multidimensional Religious class had lower rates 

than Privately Religious, Not Religious, and in Primarily Affiliation classes, there was 

variation between these three groups, with the Not Religious class having the highest rates of 

cohabitation. This suggests that for cohabitation specifically, having a religious affiliation 

and/or private religious beliefs is somewhat protective compared to having no religion. This 

may be because being in a cohabiting relationship is a more public endorsement of engaging 

in sexual behaviors, whereas non-marital sexual behaviors in non-cohabiting relationships 

may be more private. This public aspect may create more stigma around cohabitation, 

leading it to be endorsed by individuals who are religious but less affiliated with a religious 

community.

These findings provide a number of insights into the study of both religious influences and 

development of romantic relationships and sexual behavior. First, it underscores the 

heterogeneous nature of adolescent religiosity by showing that adolescents have several 

distinct profiles based on their public and private behaviors, beliefs, and affiliation. This is 

important to recognize in future studies, as much of the research on the influence of 

religiosity on sexual behaviors uses a variable centered approach examining individual 

facets, which may make it more difficult to detect significant findings or to fully understand 

the associations. This person-centered analysis suggests a possible reason for mixed findings 

on the associations between individual dimensions of religiosity and sexual behavior; 

because the strongest effect of religiosity is reserved for adolescents who are religious in 

multiple dimensions, it is possible that using single items alone may attenuate any potential 

effects of religiosity. Second, these findings show that the effects of adolescent religiosity 

predict outcomes in both adolescence and young adulthood, suggesting that adolescent 

religiosity may have some long-term effects on development. Finally, this research shows 

that a multidimensional profile of high religiosity in multiple domains may represent a 

pathway to some domains of sexual health and relationship development. Individuals with 

this profile are less likely to engage in sexual behavior in adolescence, which may put them 

at lesser risk of sexually transmitted infections (Kaestle, Halpern, Miller, & Ford, 2005). 

However, individuals in this class still had relatively high rates of romantic relationships in 

adolescence, and were the most likely class to be married in young adulthood. This suggests 

that high multidimensional religiosity may be associated with less sexual risk without 

impeding relationship development. However, there are a number of other factors that should 

be considered along with relationship formation; for example, early marriages may be more 

likely to end in divorce (Lehrer, 1996; Teachman, 2002). Thus, it is important for future 

research to examine how multiple facets of religiosity are associated with outcomes like 
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relationship dissolution and relationship and sexual satisfaction, in order to fully understand 

links between religion and both positive and negative sexual and relationship outcomes.

There are a number of limitations of this study that provide areas for future research. First, 

given that this was a secondary analysis of existing data, we were unable to examine some 

important aspects of religiosity, such religions’ teachings about sexual behaviors, and 

adolescents’ belief and understanding of those teachings. In addition, we did not have any 

adolescent measures of spirituality. Some of our measures, such as the one assessing 

religious beliefs, may not have fully encompassed the nuances of the construct. Future 

studies should use theoretical and conceptual models on the nature of religion and 

spirituality to guide the inclusion of measures into data collection. In addition, we were 

unable to examine the effect of religiosity on sexual behaviors other than vaginal 

intercourse, and future research should examine religious influences on oral or anal sex. 

Second, although the use of longitudinal data is a strength, the cohort assessed in this study 

may be different from more recent cohorts of adolescents, as research has suggested a 

decrease in participation in organized religion among youth (Twenge, Exline, Grubbs, 

Sastry, & Campbell, 2015). In addition, we did not assess changes in religiosity across the 

waves in this study, and future research could use methods like latent transition analysis 

(Lanza, Patrick, & Maggs, 2010) to examine changes over time, and how these changes are 

associated with sexual behavior outcomes. Finally, some studies have documented 

differences in the effects of religiosity by gender, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation 

(Rostosky et al., 2003; Rostosky, Danner, & Riggle, 2007) and future research looking at 

moderators of the effects of latent class membership would be useful in better understanding 

if these associations and whether they hold when the intersections of multiple domains of 

religiosity are considered. In addition, this sample was primarily Christian, and future 

research should examine the multidimensionality of religiosity in other religions.

Despite these limitations, this study provides new insights into religiosity and sexual 

behavior in the U.S. First, it documents profiles of religiosity among adolescents in a 

nationally representative sample, finding that profiles consistently high and low on multiple 

religiosity are common, but that profiles marked by either private or public religiosity also 

exist. Second, it demonstrates associations between these profiles and sexual behaviors and 

relationship status in adolescence and young adulthood. These findings suggest that 

adolescent religion does predict outcomes into young adulthood, and that being high in 

multiple aspects of religiosity is protective against sexual behaviors, whereas private or 

private religiosity or affiliation alone do not predict lesser rates of sexual behaviors 

compared to individuals who are not religious. These findings provide insight into how 

religiosity is associated with sexual behavior, which could have implications for theory 

building and spur future research on the exact mechanisms by which religiosity and sexual 

behavior are associated.
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Figure 1. 
Membership in adolescent religiosity latent classes, by denominational affiliation.
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Figure 2. 
Adolescent sexual behaviors and romantic relationship status, by religiosity latent class 

membership.
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Figure 3. 
Young adult sexual behaviors and romantic relationship status, by religiosity latent class 

membership.
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Table 1.

Latent Class Prevelances and Item-Response Probabilities for Eight Class Model of Religiosity

Class 1: Multi-
dimensional 

Religious

Class 2: Primarily 
Private

Class 3: Not 
Religious

Class 4: Primarily 
Affiliation

Class 5: Primarily 
Public

Latent Class Prevalences 48.2% 27.2% 13.4% 8.4% 2.8%

Estimated Class Size 4,892 2,740 1,360 853 284

Indicators

Religious Affiliation 1.00 1.00 0.03 1.00 1.00

Service Attendance 0.99 0.31 0.00 0.12 0.64

Youth Activities 0.69 0.10 0.00 0.00 0.59

Importance of Religion 1.00 0.98 0.00 0.12 0.47

Regular Prayer 0.92 0.58 0.00 0.19 0.37

Belief in Scriptures 0.89 0.76 0.00 0.36 0.29

Note. Bold indicates item response probabilities over .5.
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Table 2.

Latent Class Membership by Demographic Characteristics

Class 1: Multi-
dimensional Religious

Class 2: Primarily 
Private

Class 3: Not 
Religious

Class 4: Primarily 
Affiliation

Class 5: Primarily 
Public

Gender

 Male 46.9% 52.4% 54.6% 54.6% 56.3%

 Female 53.1% 47.6% 45.4% 45.4% 43.7%

Race/Ethnicity

 White 61.9% 70.0% 70.5% 81.4% 89.9%

 Black 19.7% 11.2% 14.6% 3.0% 3.5%

 Latino 12.0% 14.8% 9.1% 9.7% 6.6%

 Asian 4.2% 2.0% 3.2% 3.4% 0.0%

 Other Race 2.2% 1.7% 2.6% 2.3% 0.0%

Mother’s Education

 No College 47.9% 63.1% 60.8% 52.3% 31.8%

 Some College 52.1% 36.9% 39.2% 47.6% 68.2%

Sexual Identity

 Heterosexual 95.1% 93.1% 93.9% 91.7% 96.1%

 Not Heterosexual 4.9% 6.9% 6.1% 8.3% 3.9%

Mean Age 15.3 15.5 15.5 15.7 15.3

Note. For gender, race/ethnicity, mother’s education, and sexual identity, each column represents the percentage of individuals within a given latent 
class with a particular characteristics (columns sum to 100% for each predictor. For age, the mean age within each latent class is presented.
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