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Abstract

Data in this study supported a model of internalization that included both transmission and 

transactional variables. Two sets of hierarchical linear regression models were conducted on data 

collected from the fathers, mothers, and adolescents (10 to 12 years old) in 171 intact Caucasian 

families. One set predicted adolescent religious behavior, the other predicted the importance 

of religion to child. Transmission variables (parental religious behavior and parental desire for 

child to be religious) predicted the most variance in all models. Dyadic discussions of faith 

(transactional) predicted significant variance in all models. Child gender had a direct effect only 

on adolescent religious behavior. A significant 3-way interaction occurred between child gender, 

parental desire for child to be religious, and dyadic discussions when predicting importance of 

religion to child, with child and parent gender dyads interacting in a complex manner.

A wise son maketh a glad father; but a foolish son is the heaviness of his mother.

Proverbs 10:1 (American Standard Version)

The question of whether and how parents can “pass on” their most deeply held values to 

their children has been of vital interest to parents themselves and to society in general 

from early Biblical times through today. By virtue of their roles, parents are the primary 

socializing agents for their children. Internalization, the socialization process by which 

children come to learn, value, and acquire the beliefs and behaviors of their parents, has 

been empirically studied for many years from various developmental and nondevelopmental 

perspectives (Baldwin, 1911; Bandura & Walters, 1959, 1963; De-Charms, 1968; Freud, 

1957; Janet, 1930;Piaget, 1970; Schafer, 1968; Vygotsky, 1987).

For most of this time, two main groups of theories have dominated the discussion (Lawrence 

& Valsiner, 1993). In the more traditional cultural transmission model, values are passed 

from the parent to the child unidirectionally. The child is seen as a passive recipient, 

accepting or not accepting the values transmitted by parents who are perceived as the 

active agents in the internalization process. The alternative transactional, sometimes called 

transformational (Lawrence & Valsiner, 1993), models of internalization are drawn from 

more constructivist theories of development in which the child transforms or reorganizes 
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parental input (e.g., Vygotsky, 1987). In these models, both parents and children are 

perceived as active agents in the internalization process (Ryan & Powelson, 1991). These 

transactional models convey a process involving action and intention, rather than a process 

characterized by passivity (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1997).

Most work in this field has not included the assessment of domain specific transactional 

processes. Children’s internalization of parental values has been measured by ascertaining 

the degree of imitation or compliance in behavior across a variety of settings (Heider, 

1958; Schafer, 1968). There were two disadvantages to this approach. Internalization of 

values in different domains may be differentially impacted by the use of generic, global 

measures of parent-child transactions. In addition, in light of societal and parental powers 

of coercion, external behavior may not be the most accurate measure of internalization in 

children (Lawrence & Valsiner, 1993).

Much of the more recent work on internalization has been sited in the domain of education. 

Education is clearly a domain of major and growing import in our society, and one over 

which children and parents frequently interact. One disadvantage of the internalization 

research in this domain is that most parents consider themselves to be past the age at which 

they can demonstrate a personal involvement in their own formal education, and they are 

thus reduced to a “do as I say” position. Perhaps even more significantly, children have very 

few actual opportunities for choice in education until middle adolescence. Children under 

16 cannot choose overtly to avoid schooling without incurring severe, societally imposed 

sanctions (e.g., penalties for truancy). Their range of choices regarding type of educational 

experiences is also limited, because the majority of the curriculum is prescribed in most 

schools until at least the junior or senior year in high school.

The domain of religion does not suffer from these disadvantages and, for a number 

of reasons, offers an excellent territory within which to explore the psychological and 

intrafamilial correlates of internalization. Religious values are often highly salient to those 

who hold them; they are typically identified as among the most important values held by 

individuals (Gallup, 1996). Parents and children also have regular opportunities to engage 

together in religious behaviors, such as attending church and praying. This allows parents to 

model their own religious values and children to express their internalization of these values 

behaviorally.

There are few significant constraints in our society on either religious beliefs or behavior; 

our U.S. constitution, in fact, guarantees that “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Adolescents do, however, 

experience constraints that their parents place upon them (Collins, Gleason, Sesma, Jr., 

1997; Conger, 1978; Hill & Holmbeck, 1986; Staub, 1979). Parents often feel the need 

to exert their authority by placing boundaries on the extent to which their adolescent 

children can examine, discuss, and practice, or fail to practice, religious faith and behaviors 

(Balswick & Balswick, 1989; Staub, 1979). For some families, these constraints tend 

to be less absolute than those in other highly salient areas (e.g., education, drug use). 

At about the same time that children begin the transition into adolescence, many attend 

confirmation classes or receive other kinds of religious instruction (Gallup, 1996). During 
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this phase children are often encouraged by parents or other adults to examine and define 

for themselves what they believe, what aspects of their beliefs are important, and how their 

behavior may be impacted by that belief system (Balswick & Balswick, 1989; Staub, 1979).

Four studies using self-reported data from mothers, fathers, and children (Acock & 

Bengston, 1978; Dudley & Dudley, 1986; Hayes & Pittlekow, 1993; Hoge, Petrillo, & 

Smith, 1982) have examined the influence of parental religiousness on child religiousness. 

All four studies reported that both mothers’ and fathers’ religious beliefs were the best 

predictors of adolescent religious beliefs. Both Hayes and Pittlekow (1993) and Hoge et al. 

(1982) found these results held true even when controlling for sociodemographic variables. 

Acock and Bengston (1978), as well as Hayes and Pittlekow (1993), also reported that 

mothers’ religious beliefs were more influential in predicting adolescent religious beliefs 

than fathers’ religious beliefs. Conversely, in the only study that assessed both beliefs and 

behaviors, Acock and Bengston (1978) reported that fathers’ religious behaviors were more 

influential in predicting adolescent religious behaviors.

These correlational findings support a purely transmissional model of internalization 

of religious values. Other researchers, however, support models of internalization 

that incorporate more transformational aspects by emphasizing both individual and 

environmental contributions (Bandura, 1991; Kihlstrom & Harackiewicz, 1990). Several 

early studies (Gecas, 1971; Thomas & Weigert, 1971, 1984; Weigert & Thomas, 1972) 

on family socialization processes related to the internalization of religiousness have found 

consistent associations between internalization and parental support, parental control, and 

degree of positive affect experienced between parent and child. Adolescents who reported 

high levels of both parental support and control were more likely to adhere to the forms of 

religiousness that their parents exhibited. Those experiencing low levels of both were less 

likely to hold or exhibit the religiousness of their parents.

More recent research in both the domains of educational and religious values has resulted 

in the development of more complex transformational models in which both parents and 

children are perceived as active agents in the process of internalization (Deci & Ryan, 

1980; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Grolnick, Ryan, & 

Deci, 1997; Peterson, Rollins, & Thomas, 1985; Strahan & Craig, 1995). Self-determination 

theory, one of the better-known transformational models, postulates that internalization 

takes place first within the context of the nuclear or extended family and then within 

the larger community. Those who argue for an understanding of internalization based on 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Rigby, Deci, Patrick, & Ryan, 1992; Ryan & 

Lynch, 1989) describe this process as organismic, constructive, and transactional in nature. 

Internalization, therefore, takes place in an environmental context from which the process 

cannot be extricated. For example, researchers have examined how family processes such 

as marital or parent-child communication and relationship quality promote or inhibit the 

internalization of particular religious attitudes and behaviors (Ellison & Sherkat, 1993a, 

1993b; Erickson, 1992; Gorsuch, 1994; Hunsberger & Brown, 1984; Ryan & Powelson, 

1991).

Flor and Knapp Page 3

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 January 24.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Much of the research in this field has suffered from significant limitations in research 

design. Data are typically collected from only one perspective, the parent’s or (more often) 

the child’s. Most researchers have addressed either religious beliefs or behaviors, and yet 

both variables may offer important insight into religious values. Although internalization of 

parental values develops throughout the period of adolescence, few studies have investigated 

the origins of this process in early adolescence. Most researchers have collected data from 

late adolescents or college-aged individuals, in some cases using retrospective recollections 

to infer earlier processes. Only a small number of studies have used multiple perspective 

research designs, with data collected from mothers, fathers, and early adolescents (Dudley 

& Dudley, 1986; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Hoge et al., 1982; Peterson et al., 1985; Strahan, 

1994).

Finally, few studies have assessed both parents’ and adolescents’ domain specific values and 

behaviors while simultaneously examining the impact of the transactional process. The main 

purpose of this study, therefore, was to investigate whether a transactional model of religious 

internalization, based on self-determination theory (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989), could predict 

additional unique variance, over and above a more parsimonious transmission model, based 

on early social learning theory (Bandura & Walters, 1959). A second question, raised by 

Gorsuch (1994), is whether certain transactional processes have not only the potential to 

facilitate internalization, but also to inhibit or impede internalization.

A further purpose of this study was to investigate domain specificity with respect to family 

processes. Many of the conflicting findings related to the impact of various family processes 

on internalization may be due to the use of global measures of family process (see, for 

example, Bao, Whitbeck, & Hoyt, 1999). The transactional measure in our study, dyadic 

discussions of faith, is a domain specific construct.

A final question in this study involves the interaction of child gender with the transmissive 

and transactional elements of the internalization process in the domain of religion. Several 

longitudinal and cross-sectional studies (Donahue & Benson, 1995; Nelson & Potvin, 1981; 

Sloane & Potvin, 1983; Potvin & Sloane, 1985; Reed, 1972; Weiting, 1975; Willitis & 

Crider, 1989; Zaenglein, Vener, & Stewart, 1975) have reported that girls are more religious 

than boys. The models used in this article also suggest that children with the same gender 

and different relational histories may internalize parental values and beliefs differentially 

(Brody, Flor, Hollett-Wright, & McCoy, 1998; Brody, Flor, Hollett-Wright, McCoy, & 

Donovan, 1999; Flor, 1998). For example, adolescent girls who experience a relationship 

with a parent that involves open, frequent, communication may internalize more than 

adolescent girls may from a parent who is less communicative and open.

Method

Sample

The participants in this study were a subset of 171 Caucasian, intact two-parent families 

with an early adolescent child (84 girls, 87 boys). This subset of families was taken from 

a larger, simple random target-age sample (n = 232) that included both Caucasian and 

African American families secured for a study investigating family issues related to alcohol 
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consumption. Eighty-one of the 171 families included an older sibling who also participated 

in the study.

Survey Sampling Incorporated (SSI) provided a directory based listing of families in 10 rural 

North-eastern Georgian counties that could possibly meet the inclusion criteria for the study. 

SSI could provide only a list of households where a child ranging in age from 10 to 15 

might be present. Pilot studies with SSI indicated that the procedures for the initial selection 

process from directory based listings had a better than 70% success rate for determining 

that a household had a child between the ages of 10 and 15. Families were then randomly 

selected from the list provided by SSI and sent letters notifying them that they would be 

receiving a telephone call from the Survey Research Center (SRC) at the University of 

Georgia.

Phone calls to the families were made by the staff of the SRC to determine whether the 

family included a child between the ages of 10 and 12, whether the two parents in the 

home were the biological parents of the adolescent child (step- and single-parent families 

were excluded), and whether they wished to receive additional information regarding the 

study. Families meeting this inclusion criterion were then placed on a final list from 

which a research assistant solicited participation in the study. Seventy-one percent of the 

families from this final list agreed to participate. It is important to note that while 88% 

of all Georgian households have telephones, those with unlisted numbers or those without 

telephones were automatically excluded from participation in the study.

The 61 African American families from the original sample were not included in the 

analyses of this study for two reasons. First, religious participation and belief in African 

American families may involve family processes different from those found in Caucasian 

families (Balk, 1983; Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1995; Brody, Stoneman, Flor, & McCrary, 

1994; Krause & Tran, 1989; Palmer & Noble, 1986; Taylor & Chatters, 1991). Higher 

levels of religiousness were related to higher levels of coping and internal control in this 

population. Second, the small number of African American families in the sample prevented 

any comparative possibilities with the Caucasian families in this study.

All data used in this study were from Caucasian families with both biological parents 

living in the home at the time of assessment. The means and standard deviations in age for 

fathers, mothers, and children were 41.6 (SD = 5.6), 38.9 (SD = 4.5), and 12.0 (SD = 0.6), 

respectively. Median yearly family income was $45,922, with a mean of $53,978 (SD = 

$47,214), and range of $4,020 to $559,927.

Of the participating families, 14% had one child, 50% had two children, 29% had three, and 

8% had more than three children. Seven percent of the fathers and 4% of the mothers never 

graduated from high school or attained a General Education Development certificate (GED), 

whereas 14% of the fathers and 23% of the mothers graduated from high school or attained 

a GED. For mothers, “some college or trade school (no degree)” was both the modal and 

median educational level. The mode was the same for fathers and the median was “trade 

school diploma/certificate or Associate of Arts degree.” Of the fathers, 17% held bachelor’s 
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degrees, as did 13% of the mothers, whereas 15% of the fathers and 16% of the mothers held 

master’s, doctoral, or professional degrees.

Thirty-one of the 171 mothers (roughly 18%), without gainful employment either inside 

or outside the home, considered themselves to be full-time homemakers, while 36 of 

the mothers (roughly 21%) who had some gainful employment inside or outside the 

home considered themselves to be primarily full-time homemakers. Mothers with gainful 

employment contributed an average of 31% of their families’ incomes. Roughly 6% of the 

mothers and 4% of the fathers considered themselves temporarily unemployed. These data 

indicate the diversity of the sample with respect to level of education, family structure, and 

parental occupational characteristics.

Procedures

Data were collected during two visits to families’ homes, with each visit lasting 

approximately 3 hrs. The two visits were spaced about one week apart, as the families’ 

schedules permitted. Two trained researchers assisted fathers, mothers, and target children 

in the completion of a series of computerized questionnaires. Family members were 

interviewed individually in separate rooms, when space permitted, so that their responses 

were not affected by the presence of other members. Participants were shown how to 

respond to the questions using a keypad, which was shielded from the researcher’s view to 

ensure confidentiality of responses. Computerized questionnaires were presented in an oral 

interview format to approximately 10% of the participants due to either their discomfort in 

using the laptop computer or possible literacy concerns.

Measures

Religiousness was assessed using the Inventory of Religious Internalization (IRI; Flor, 

1993), using a multivariate approach (Gorsuch, 1986; Gorsuch & McFarland, 1972; 

Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1991) across three domains: belief in God, attendance at religious 

services, and prayer. Items of the IRI are carefully phrased to avoid any bias toward, 

or against, persons of various religion affiliations (i.e., Christian, Jewish, Muslim, etc.) 

and those without religious affiliations. Religiousness is operationalized, for this study, 

according to three aspects: (a) statements relating to religious belief, (b) statements relating 

to religious behavior, and (c) statements relating to religious salience (i.e., importance of 

religion).

The version of the IRI answered by parents in this study consisted of 50 items and was 

divided into four sections: (a) values and beliefs, (b) motivations for religiousness, (c) 

religious behavior, and (d) salience and family process. In the values and beliefs section, 

fathers and mothers indicated whether they themselves believed in God, attended religious 

services, and prayed; whether they thought the target child believed in God, attended 

religious services, and prayed; and how strongly they wanted the target child to believe 

in God, attend religious services, and pray. The motivations for religiousness section used 

an adapted form of the Christian Religious Internalization Scale (CRIS; Grolnick & Ryan, 

1987, 1989). The CRIS assessed the reasons for fathers’ and mothers’ levels of belief in 

God, attendance at religious services, and prayer, as well as the reasons to which they 
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attributed the target child’s levels of belief in God, attendance at religious services, and 

prayer.

The religious behavior section assessed fathers’ and mothers’ frequency of attendance 

at religious services and denominational affiliation. The fourth section assessed other 

value-related issues such as the importance fathers and mothers placed on belief in God, 

attendance at religious services, and prayer, as well as the frequency and nature of 

discussions around issues of faith and religion between each parent and the target child.

The child version of the IRI consisted of 28 items and was divided into four sections. In the 

values and beliefs section, respondents indicated to what degree they themselves believed in 

God, attended religious services, and prayed. The motivations for religiousness section used 

an adapted form of the CRIS, which assessed the reasons for their levels of belief in God, 

attendance at religious services, and prayer. The religious behavior section assessed target 

children’s frequency of attendance at religious services and denominational affiliation. And 

again, the final section assessed other value related issues such as the importance that target 

children place on belief in God, attendance at religious services, and prayer, as well as their 

perceptions of the frequency and nature of discussions around issues of faith and religion 

between each parent and the target child.

Religious behavior.—Following Allport and Ross’s (1967), Gorsuch’s (1984), and 

Kirkpatrick & Hood’s (1990) suggestions for measures of religiousness that discriminate 

between the antireligious, the nonreligious, the indiscriminately proreligious, and the truly 

religious, religious behavior was operationalized through the use of a product term that 

included both belief and behavior. Participant responses to the question “Do you believe in 

God?” were dichotomized such that “No” and “I’m not sure” were assigned a value of 0, 

whereas “I think so” and “definitely yes” were assigned a value of 1. Participants’ responses 

to, “How often do you attend religious services?” were then multiplied by the dichotomized 

belief in God.

The product term yielded a religious behavior value of zero for persons who stated that 

they did not believe in God. This was done to differentiate between horizontal believers 

and vertical believers; Davidson (1972) characterized the former as those individuals who 

attend church for nonreligious reasons, because they do not believe in God. All other values 

remained unchanged, as their scores are multiplied by a value of one. Eleven fathers, three 

mothers, and two children were affected by this operationalization of religious behavior; 

thus only a small number of people were affected by this choice in defining religious 

behavior. Religious behavior, therefore, had a range of 0 to 5 for fathers, mothers and 

targets; a mean of 2.6, 3.0, and 3.2 for fathers, mothers, and targets respectively; and a 

standard deviation of 1.6,1.5, and 1.4 for fathers, mothers, and targets, respectively. Higher 

scores indicate higher levels of religious behavior.

Importance of religion to child.—Importance of religion to child was assessed through 

the sum of children’s responses to two questions: “How important is it to you that you 

pray?” and “How important is it to you that you attend religious services?” Responses were 

made using a four-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (It isn’t important at all) to 3 (very 
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important) Due to an unforeseen programming problem in the computerized interviews, 

children’s responses to an intended third question, “How important is it for you to believe in 

God?” were not available for inclusion in this composite measure. Importance of religion to 

child, therefore, had a range of 0 to 6, a mean of 5.1, and a standard deviation of 1.4. Higher 

scores indicate higher levels for importance of religiousness.

Dyadic discussions of faith.—Fathers, mothers, and target children were asked two 

questions relating to parent-child discussions of faith. The first question assessed frequency 

of dyadic discussion (“How often do you and your [father, mother, child] talk about faith/

religion?”) using a four-point Likert-type scale. Responses ranged from 0 (We never talk 
about it) to 3 (We talk about it a lot). The second question assessed a qualitative aspect of 

the discussion (“When you and your [father, mother, child] talk about your faith/religion, 

how does the conversation go?”). This question also used a four-point Likert-type scale. 

Responses to the second item ranged from 0 (We don’t talk about it) to 3 (We usually talk 
about it openly and everyone shares their side of the issue).

Because the frequency and qualitative aspects of the discussions about faith were highly 

correlated for dyads in this sample (.77 for father-child dyads and .67 for mother-child 

dyads) and estimates of internal consistency of the four items, two from each perspective, 

were acceptable (.78 for father-child dyads and .71 for mother-child dyads), responses to 

these two questions were summed across perspectives into a single score. This score was 

then used as an indicator of frequent bidirectional discussions about faith between each 

parent-child dyad. This decision to use a combined score was further supported by the 

finding that no dyads exhibited any level of bidirectionality without a moderate to high level 

of frequency. The data thus seemed to indicate that frequent interaction was necessary for 

bidirectionality of dyadic discussions about faith.

Dyadic discussions of faith thus had a range of 0–12 for both father-child and mother-child 

dyads, with higher scores indicating greater frequency or greater openness of parent-child 

discussions of religion, or both. Means were 8.19 (SD = 3.24) for father-child dyads and 

9.56 (SD = 2.45) for mother-child dyads.

Parental desire for child to be religious.—The product of two sets of related 

questions comprised the variable of parental desire for child to be religious. The first set 

was the sum of parents’ responses to a series of questions “How important is it to you 

that your child (1) believe in God, (2) pray, and (3) attend church?” Responses to this first 

set of questions were made using a four-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (It isn’t 
important at all) to 3 (very important). The second set was the sum of answers to the series 

of questions, “Do you want your child to (1) believe in God, (2) pray, or (3) attend church?” 

Responses to this second set of questions were made using a four-point, Likert-type scale 

ranging from 0 (NO) to 3 (definitely yes). Parental desire for child to be religious therefore 

had a range of 0 to 81 for both fathers and mothers, with means of 61.7 (SD = 24.4) for 

fathers and 68.5 (SD = 20.8) for mothers.
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Results

Descriptive Analyses of Religious Behavior

Eighty-eight percent of fathers and 93% of mothers reported at least sometimes attending 

religious worship services, all of various Christian denominations. Thirty-eight percent of 

parents identified themselves as Baptists, and 14% identified themselves as Methodist. 

An additional 8% identified themselves as Presbyterians, and 6% identified themselves 

as members of the Christian Church. The remaining 11% (n = 19) were scattered across 

eight other denominations. These data indicate that the sample was religiously diverse 

across Christian denominations, but did not include adherents of non-Christian religions 

(e.g., Jewish, Muslim). The sample did include, however, a small percentage of fathers, 

mothers, and children who expressly stated that they did not believe in God, did not identify 

themselves as adherents of any religion, or did not attend any formal religious services 

(12%, 7%, and 7%, respectively). Although religious affiliation was not a criterion for 

inclusion in the study, the distribution of religious affiliations among this rural Georgian 

sample was not unexpected.

Seventy-seven percent of couples were religiously homogeneous with respect to church 

affiliation, whereas 23% were heterogeneous. Religious heterogeneity in the sample was 

due to one family member not attending institutional religious services (12 fathers, 4 

mothers, and 5 adolescents). Eight families (5%) had both parents not attending institutional 

religious services. Comparisons of several measures of religious behavior for this sample 

with national and regional data collected from the South or Southeast by the Princeton 

Religion Research Center (Gallup, 1996) may be found in Table 1.

Regression Analyses

Separate hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted independently for 

mother-child and father-child dyads using each of the two direct transmission measures: 

(a) parental religious behavior and (b) parental desire for child to be religious as predictors 

of the two dependent measures: (a) child religious behavior and (b) importance of religion 

to child. Child gender and the single transactional measure, parent-child dyadic discussions 

of faith, were included in all regression analyses. Inter-correlations among all variables 

included in the four models are presented in Table 2. Partial Fs were used to determine 

whether this last variable contributed significantly in predicting outcomes beyond the effect 

of the direct transmission variable in each model. The partial Fs, cumulative Fs, and R2 for 

each model are presented in Tables 3 and 4.

Variables were entered in the following order in all models: (a) Child Gender, (b) 

transmission measure [parental religious behavior or parental desire for child to be 

religious], (c) Dyadic Discussions of Faith, (d) Child Gender × [transmission measure], 

(e) Child Gender × Dyadic Discussions of Faith, (f) [transmission measure] × Dyadic 

Discussions of Faith, (g) Child Gender × [transmission measure] × Dyadic Discussions 

of Faith. Predicted values of Child Religious Behavior and Importance of Religion to 

Child were calculated at five standard deviations either side of the mean when significant 

interactions were encountered.
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Child religious behavior.—Significant main effects were noted for both transmission 

measures (parental religious behavior and parental desire for child to be religious), as well 

as the transactional measure (dyadic discussions of faith) in all four regression models 

predicting child religious behavior (see Tables 3 & 4). As parental modeling of religious 

behavior increased, so did the adolescent’s religious behavior; likewise, as parents desired 

to see their children more religious, their children exhibited more religious behavior. As 

parents discussed issues of faith more with their children, child religious behavior also 

increased.

Total variance accounted for in predicting child religious behavior in the mother-child 

model that included parental religious behavior was 41% and 38% in the father-child model 

(see Table 3). Total variance accounted for in predicting child religious behavior in the 

mother-child model that included parental desire for child to be religious was 36% and 23% 

in the father-child model (see Table 4). Child gender predicted 2% of the variance in all four 

models.

Parental religious behavior predicted equally well and equally strongly in both mother-child 

and father-child models where it was used as the transmission measure, F(6, 163) = 84.15, p 
< .001, R2 = .31; and F(6, 163) = 78.21, p < .001, R2 = .30, respectively. Dyadic discussions 

of faith predicted an additional 5% of the variance in the mother-child model and 2% in 

the father-child model. Where parental desire for child to be religious was used as the 

transmission measure, it predicted 17% of the variance in the mother-child model, F(l, 163) 

= 43.50, p < .001 and 10% in the father-child model, F(6, 163) = 21.08, p < .001. Dyadic 

discussions of faith predicted an additional 10% of the variance in the mother-child model 

and 8% in the father-child model.

In three of the four regression models for predicting child religious behavior, the effect of 

the parental transmission measure was moderated significantly by child gender; parental 

religious behavior, F(6, 163) = 5.33, p < .025, R2 = .02 in the mother-child model and 

F(6, 163) = 6.75, p < .001, R2 = .02 in father-child model; parental desire for child to be 

religious, F(6, 163) = 11.83, p < .001, R2 = .05 in the mother-child model. No two-way 

interaction was noted in the father-child model involving parental desire for child to be 

religious. In each of the three models in which child gender interacted with the transmission 

measures, the slopes for boys and girls were both positive, but the slopes for boys were 

steeper (see Figure 1 for an example).

Importance of religion to child.—Significant main effects were noted for both 

transmission measures (parental religious behavior and parental desire for child to be 

religious), as well as the transactional measure (dyadic discussions of faith) in all four 

regression models predicting importance of religion to child (see Tables 5 and 6). As 

parental modeling of religious behavior increased, so did importance of religion to child; 

likewise as parents desired to see their children more religious, their children considered 

religion more important. As parents discussed issues of faith more with their children, the 

importance of religion also increased for the children of this study.
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Total variance accounted for in predicting importance of religion to child in the mother-child 

model that included parental religious behavior was 42% and 25% in the father-child model 

(see Table 5). Total variance accounted for in predicting importance of religion to child 

in the mother-child model that included parental desire for child to be religious was 39% 

and 27% in the father-child model (see Table 6). Main effects for child gender were not 

significant in any of the four models.

Where parental religious behavior was used as the transmission measure, it predicted 26% 

of the variance in the mother-child model, F(6, 163) = 72.39, p < .001 and 19% in the 

father-child model, F(6, 163) = 40.74, p < .001. In these two models, dyadic discussions 

of faith predicted an additional 9% and 5% of the variance, respectively. In the two models 

in which parental desire for child to be religious was used as the transmission measure, it 

predicted 24% of the variance in the mother-child model, F(6, 163) = 62.67, p < .001, and 

18% in the father-child model, F(6, 163) = 40.30, p < .001. In these two models, dyadic 

discussions of faith predicted an additional 11% and 6% of the variance, respectively. Both 

transmission measures predicted more unique variance in the mother-child models than in 

the father-child models, whereas dyadic discussions of faith predicted a significant amount 

of additional variance in all four models.

In the mother-child model that included parental religious behavior, the direct effects of 

the transmission and transactional measures were moderated significantly by a two-way 

interaction, F(l, 163) = 14.48, p < .001. No significant two-way or three-way interactions 

were noted in the father-child model that included parental religious behavior. In both of the 

importance of religion to child models that included parental desire for child to be religious, 

however, the direct effects of the transmission and transactional measures were moderated 

significantly by a three-way interaction, F(l, 163) = 3.83, p = .052 for mother-child model; 

F(l, 163) = 4.16, p < .05 for father-child model.

To further investigate these three-way interactions, separate regression lines for each of the 

four parent-child dyad combinations were plotted. Examination of these plots (see Figure 2) 

revealed similar slopes for the effects of dyadic discussions of faith when interacting with 

parental desire for child to be religious on importance of religion to child for the two same 

gender parent-child dyads (see Figure 3). In particular, for these same gender dyads, when 

parents were more desirous of having their children be religious and had more frequent and 

bidirectional discussions about faith, the slopes evidenced an even more positive effect on 

importance of religion to child. When parents were more desirous of having their children 

be religious, but had less frequent or unidirectional discussions about faith, the slopes 

evidenced an even more negative effect on importance of religion to child.

Opposite gender dyads, however, did not exhibit the same effects (see Figure 4). In 

particular, when parents were more desirous of having their children be religious, but had 

less frequent and bidirectional discussions about faith, the slopes evidenced a positive effect 

on importance of religion to the opposite gender child. Conversely, when parents were 

more desirous of having their children be religious and had more frequent or unidirectional 

discussions about faith, the slopes evidenced a negligible or even somewhat negative effect 

on importance of religion to child.
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A similar counterintuitive effect was noted in the plot for the two-way interaction of parental 

religious behavior and dyadic discussions of faith in the mother-child model predicting 

importance of religion to child. Even though child gender was not a significant factor in 

this interaction, exploratory analyses that resulted in separate plots for mother-girl and 

mother-boy dyads revealed that slopes for mother-boy dyads were steeper than those for 

mother-girl dyads, thus echoing the significant opposite gender effects in the three-way 

interactions mentioned earlier.

Discussion

Research based on self-determination theory often excludes the assessment of behaviors, 

because the beliefs leading to choice are seen as the most important aspect of adolescent 

internalization (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1997). Many investigators using self-determination 

theory have also not assessed direct links between parental values and adolescent values, 

preferring to examine transactional aspects between parents and children. The direct 

transmission variables of this study predicted the largest portions of significant unique 

variance across all models, confirming the importance of examining these factors.

The transactional variable of this study, dyadic discussions of faith, however, did predict 

significant additional and unique variance across all models. As mother- and father-child 

discussions of faith became more frequent and bidirectional, both adolescents’ religious 

behavior and the importance they attached to religion increased. The amounts of unique 

variance predicted by dyadic discussions of faith varied from 2% to 11% across models. 

This finding thus supported the main hypothesis of this study: that parent-child transactions 

significantly impact adolescent internalization of parental religious values and behavior. In 

accordance with self-determination theory (Grolnick et al., 1997), this transactional effect 

for dyadic discussions of faith had a greater impact in predicting importance of religion to 

child than actual child religious behavior, but its impact was significant for both.

Dyadic discussions of faith, as a main variable of this study, has a minor limitation that 

should be noted. First, no dyads were found that exhibited any level of bidirectionality 

without a moderate to high level of frequency. The data seemed to indicate that 

bidirectionality of dyadic discussions about faith required frequent interaction. Second, there 

were only 3 dyads that reported high frequency but low to moderate quality in interaction 

(“lecturing”). Thus, the upper end of the variable has considerable merit in reflecting both 

frequency and quality of interaction between parent and child, whereas the lower end does 

not infer both frequency and quality of interaction. It simply infers a low frequency of 

interaction between parent and child.

Child gender predicted significant, albeit small, unique variance for child religious behavior, 

but not for importance of religion to child. This finding is consistent with prior research in 

which girls have been found to be more religious in their behavior than boys (Donahue 

& Benson, 1995; Levitt, 1995). The significant interactions of child gender with the 

transmission variables (parental religious behavior and desire for child to be religious) 

revealed that the positive effects of the transmission variables were amplified for boys and 

attenuated for girls when predicting child religious behavior. Thus, the religious behavior of 
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boys appears to be more affected by parental religious modeling than the religious behavior 

of girls, as indicated by the steeper slopes for boys (see Figure 1).

The three-way interactions reported in this study for predicting importance of religion to 

child, however, imply that the effects of open, bidirectional discussions between parents 

and adolescents about faith may be complexly influenced by gender identification. Self-

determination theory would predict our finding that adolescents with the same genders as 

their parents who experienced more frequent, bidirectional transactions evidenced a more 

positive association with parental desire for child to be religious on the importance of 

religion to child. It would also predict the more negative association for importance of 

religion to child when children experienced less frequent or more unidirectional transactions 

or both, combined with lower parental desire for child to be religious. Yet neither social 

learning theory nor self-determination theory would predict the opposite effects noted for 

parents and adolescents of different genders.

This phenomenon is not readily explained because of basic gender differences in child 

socialization, either. Lytton and Romney’s (1991) meta-analysis of 172 studies on 

differentiation in child-rearing practices found little evidence for substantial or significant 

differences between parents’ treatment of boys and girls in the United States. The sole 

area of significant differentiation was in encouragement of differing, sex-typed activities, 

particularly by fathers. Given that girls, and indeed women across the lifespan (Cornwall, 

1989), evidence more religious behavior than same-age boys and men, religiousness could 

have been seen in this sample as a more feminine characteristic. Fathers’ slightly lower rates 

of church attendance, and the higher means for mothers on parental religious behavior and 

parental desire for child to be religious and for mother-child dyads on dyadic discussions of 

faith, would seem to support this hypothesis. Yet, this hypothesis, in conjunction with Lytton 

and Romney’s findings, would suggest that fathers would particularly encourage girls to be 

religious, but, as dyadic discussions of faith between fathers and daughters increased with 

the fathers’ desire for child to be religious, daughters were decreasingly likely to see religion 

as important (see Figure 4). A similar paradoxical effect was evidenced between mother-son 

dyads, although slightly less strongly.

Another possibility is inherent in the operationalization of the variable dyadic discussions 

of faith, for which higher levels indicated greater frequency of discussions in which both 

parties expressed their opinions. Higher ratings between opposite gender parent-child dyads 

on this measure might actually reflect higher levels of conflict between parents and their 

opposite gender children over dissimilarities in religious behaviors and values. Such conflict 

could reasonably be expected to decrease children’s motivation to internalize parental 

values. This possibility was investigated using data from the original study measuring 

children’s perception of conflict, but regressions incorporating this measure did not reveal 

any significant role for conflict in accounting for the variance in these findings. Thus, this 

post hoc hypothesis was not supported.

At this time, the opposite gender findings showing paradoxical moderation of the effects 

of parental desire for child to be religious on importance of religion to child by dyadic 

discussions of faith are unexplained and appear to be a fruitful area for future research.
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In summary, the direct transmission variables (parental religious behavior and parental 

desire for child to be religious) predicted significant unique variance for both child religious 

behavior and importance of religion to child, albeit parental modeling of religious behavior 

did better than parental desire for child to be religious and did best for predicting the 

religious behavior of boys. The transactional variable of dyadic discussions of faith also 

contributed significantly in predicting both child religious behavior and importance of 

religion to child, but interacted with parental desire for child to be religious in a complex 

manner.

Conclusions

By assessing both religious values and religious behavior, the findings of this study 

extend not only our knowledge of internalization, but also of the theoretical predictions 

of early social learning theory and self-determination theory. Clearly distinguishing the 

operationalization of internalizations and externalizations, as was done in this study, 

strengthens the finding that the strongest predictors of adolescent values and behavior 

are still the behaviors expressed by their parents. Thus, a simple transmission model of 

internalization based on a unidirectional, interpersonal process strongly predicts not only the 

externalizations of behavior in adolescents, but also their internalizations as well.

Transformational theories of internalization (more recent social learning theories, self-

determination theory, etc.) are also supported by the findings of this study as evidenced 

by the direct effects of the domain specific variable dyadic discussions of faith on child 

religious behavior and importance of religion to child. That the transformational effect 

was strong and consistent across all models in predicting importance of religion to child 

indicates the particular utility of using a domain specific measure. Predictions were based 

on self-determination theory that open, bidirectional communication between parents and 

children about domain specific topics would better demonstrate the effect on a child’s 

behavior and thus enhance the child’s inner directiveness.

Child gender also had an impact on adolescent internalization of parental values and 

behavior in this study. These data show that child gender can moderate and even mediate 

the effects of parental modeling and parent-child transactions on adolescent internalization. 

The moderating effect was demonstrated in the differential levels of child religious behavior 

in boys and girls in all models. The mediational effect of child gender was apparent in 

the interactions between parental religious variables and child gender in five of the models 

tested such that boys were more responsive to both higher and lower levels of parental 

religiousness than were girls.

The process of adolescent internalization also differs with respect to the gender of the 

parent. The socialization processes of mothers and fathers may have considerable overlap, 

but they also have their distinctions as well (Lytton & Romney, 1991). In this study, the 

values and behaviors of both mothers and fathers impacted adolescent values and behaviors, 

but with different levels of impact and under somewhat differing conditions. It is our opinion 

that the question of whether the differences between mother- and father-child models reflect 

any qualitative differences in underlying processes is still open for discussion.
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Finally, the unpredicted effects noted for opposite gender dyads in the two models 

predicting adolescent internalization using the internalized values of the parent suggest that 

the internalization process may be even more complex than either transmission-based or 

transformational-based theories propose. In summary, critical aspects of both transmission-

based early social learning theory and self-determination theory were supported in the 

findings of this study. Direct transmission predicted adolescent values and behavior strongly, 

whereas parent-child transactions predicted unique variance over and above transmission. 

Domain specific assessment of parent-child transactions through dyadic discussions of 

faith was important in demonstrating its ability to predict both the inner directiveness of 

adolescents (i.e., importance) and their behaviors.

Limitations

Data in this study were collected from intact, Caucasian families in rural Georgia who were 

predominantly of the Christian faith. As noted in the introduction, there is reason to believe 

that familial communication processes and adolescent internalization of parental religious 

values may differ in African American families (Balk, 1983; Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 

1995; Brody, Stoneman, Flor, & McCrary, 1994; Krause & Tran, 1989; Palmer & Nobel, 

1986; Taylor & Chatters, 1991). Families with non-Christian religious beliefs may also 

communicate these beliefs in different ways.

Although cross gender parent-child dyad effects were noted in only one of the four sets of 

models, caution should be taken to not generalize the findings of this study to single-parent 

families either, as the process of internalization in these families may vary.

For the aforementioned reasons, similar research is needed involving families from other 

religious backgrounds, cultural or ethnic backgrounds, single-parent or other family 

configurations, and those living in metropolitan or urban areas of the country. Research 

using both transmission and domain-specific transactional measures in other domains 

of interest (i.e., work, education, drugs and alcohol, money, risk taking, etc.) would 

expand both our knowledge and understanding of the internalization processes in general. 

Additional research on the specific effects of mother-son, mother-daughter, father-son, and 

father-daughter relationships on internalization is particularly needed (see a similar call by 

Cowan, Cowan, & Kerig, 1993), both to assess the robustness of the effects found in this 

study and to investigate alternative explanations of these findings.

Finally, although the results of this study cannot speak directly to issues of internalization 

outside the immediate family, it seems possible that similar mechanisms may underlie 

adolescents’ internalization of the values and behavior of other significant adults in their 

lives. Extending the scope of internalization research beyond the immediate family context 

seems a promising, and perhaps overdue, response to our current concerns about the 

many adolescents who have not, for a variety of reasons, internalized prosocial values and 

behaviors from their parents.

Flor and Knapp Page 15

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 January 24.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Implications for Application and Public Policy

The conclusions of this study support a long-held belief by clinicians and family educators 

that parental beliefs and behaviors are powerful influences on a child’s beliefs and 

behaviors, at least in early adolescence. Parents who want their children to both internalize 

and act according to their own cherished values are still best advised to model those values 

directly, to “walk the walk” and not just “talk the talk.”

Although both boys and girls evidenced the impact of parental modeling, the impact 

of modeling was strongest for boys. The data of this study also indicate that “talking 

the talk” matters. Frequent and open discussions were found to facilitate adolescent 

internalization and accentuated the effect of parental modeling. Family enrichment and 

counseling programs offer important settings for parents and children to learn these types of 

communication skills. The need for trained family educators and therapists who can mediate 

and teach families to talk frequently and openly about most any issue is highlighted by 

the findings of this study, especially for families who have not formed the habit of talking 

openly about such issues, as was true of about 10% of families in our sample.

Our findings seem to indicate that, at least for early adolescents, such open discussions 

might best be held between a child and parent of the same gender. Although direct 

parental modeling of desired behavior seemed to be effective in both same gender and 

cross gender parent-child dyads, early adolescents seemed to respond positively mainly to 

discussions with a parent of the same gender. This may be due to their focus on exploring 

and establishing a satisfactory gender identity at this age. These findings remind us that 

mothers and fathers are not interchangeable and that each has a role to play in children’s 

development.

Again, a goal of family enrichment and counseling may be to help parents understand the 

differing roles of mothers and fathers for children of this age. Professionals working in these 

areas can help parents learn to support each other in these roles, rather than competing or 

undermining each other because of these differences. The importance of discussion between 

parents and children of the same gender found in this study also supports the efforts of 

professionals who work with families experiencing separation or divorce to make sure that 

children retain meaningful and frequent contact with noncustodial parents.
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Figure 1. 
Predicted adolescent religious behavior for interaction between child gender and parental 

religious behavior in father-child model. Solid line represents data for boys. Dashed line 

represents data for girls.
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Figure 2. 
Predicted importance of religion to child for interaction between parental religious behavior 

and dyadic discussions of faith (mother-child model). Solid line represents data for more 

frequent-bidirectional. Dashed line represents data for less frequent-unidirectional.
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Figure 3. 
Predicted importance of religion to child for interaction between parental religious behavior 

and dyadic discussions of faith by gender (same-gender dyads). Solid line represents data for 

more frequent-bidirectional. Dashed line represents data for less frequent-unidirectional.
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Figure 4. 
Predicted importance of religion to child for interaction between parental religious behavior 

and dyadic discussions of faith by gender (opposite-gender dyads). Solid line represents data 

for more frequent-bidirectional. Dashed line represents data for less frequent-unidirectional.
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