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      Introduction  

    It is the summer of 2005 and we are each on our way to the fi rst 
of many in-person interviews with adolescents all across the United 
States, in coffee shops and public library meeting rooms. Digital 
 recorders in hand and thoughts of a book on religious change in ado-
lescence looming, we begin to wonder: How will Rachel, now 17 years 
old, and Chelsea, now 16, have changed since we interviewed them 
two years earlier?   1    I (Lisa) had taken an immediate liking to Rachel’s 
bubbly enthusiasm as she described her good friends, how they swap 
clothes and help each other choose boyfriends. I wonder, will her 
already waning attendance at the family’s Methodist church have fallen 
off further? Maybe her mother’s boyfriend will have moved in and suc-
ceeded in convincing her mother that church attendance is pointless. 
Will Rachel still be proud of how well she communicates with God 
through prayer, or will the increasing busyness of adolescence have 
crowded that out of her life? When I (Melinda) fi rst met Chelsea, she 
was a young 13-year-old with an outgoing personality, a quick wit, and 
an innocent view of the world. At the time she was confi dent that she 
could embrace both her mother’s Jewish heritage and her father’s 
Presbyterian roots and be “Christian with a hint of Jewish.” I wonder 
if she has been able to maintain the delicate balance through age 16, or 
if she has given up on religion altogether. Will her mother still be her 
best friend, the person in whom she confi des about everything? Did 
the transition to high school dull her youthful optimism? 

 The journey through adolescence is typically equated with an asser-
tion of independence and individuality. In the United States the teen 
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years and early twenties are a time to search for freedom. Youth push 
the boundaries of conventional style and language. They seek leisure 
time away from their parents and fi nd jobs that give them a taste of 
fi nancial independence. Rachel confessed in the second interview to 
spending a lot of time at parties with youth her age, drinking the occa-
sional wine cooler and smoking pot. She works at an amusement park 
in hopes of saving enough money to buy her own car and pay for insur-
ance. Chelsea’s weekend activities include going with friends to movies 
and having sleepovers, where they have water fi ghts and play truth-or-
dare. At 16 she classifi es herself as “a pretty boring child” but is begin-
ning to assert her independence and desire for autonomy. Aware of her 
parents’ fi nancial struggles, Chelsea has taken it upon herself to main-
tain a superb academic record in order to win scholarships and pay her 
own way through college. She has recently had a falling-out with her 
mother, who insists on “babying” her though Chelsea is ready to be 
treated as an adult. Religious beliefs and practices can appear contra-
dictory to this adolescent quest for autonomy: getting up early for 
church when their bodies are begging for more late-morning sleep, 
submitting to the watchful eye of coreligionists and clergy, spending 
precious time reading scriptures or praying instead of studying, 
working, or socializing. Adults and teenagers alike often say that an 
active religious life seems relatively incompatible with adolescence. 

 Yet when asked, teenagers offer a view of their own religiosity that 
reveals a signifi cant inclination toward the spiritual. Indeed, as we 
show in this book, youth are overwhelmingly likely to say they have 
remained as or gotten  more  religious during adolescence. Only a small 
minority of adolescents say they became  less  religious in their teenage 
years. 

 Rachel is one of those youth who describes herself as overall having 
stayed the same religiously in adolescence. She says that she prays 
about the same amount these days, but when we talk about public reli-
gious practice, she says that she attends religious services less often 
than she did two years ago. Rachel explains that this is primarily because 
her mother’s boyfriend, who has still not proposed marriage or moved 
in with them, sleeps over every Saturday night. As he has no interest in 
attending church, none of them goes when he is around. When we 
talked specifi cally about the cognitive aspect of her religiosity, here is 
how she describes why she feels stronger in her religious beliefs: 

 It’s because I’m more knowledgeable of what it really means to me, 
like um, and a couple years ago I’d just be like okay, well I could just 
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do this, ask for forgiveness, and he’ll forgive me. I’ve kind of grown up 
you know. That’s really not the point—why he forgives you and 
everything—and so that doesn’t give you an extent to where you can 
do it, and just say, “Oh, I’ll ask for forgiveness later, so it’s okay.” 

 Many of the youth we interviewed feel that they have matured to the 
point that their faith is their own, and that makes it deeper and stron-
ger. In some cases, much like Rachel, they feel this balances out 
 decreases in their religious practice, so that their overall religiosity 
has stayed the same. In other cases they feel that this personal owner-
ship outweighs and overpowers any decreases or stasis in religious 
practice, so that ultimately they perceive themselves to have become 
more religious. 

 What do we as a society really know about religious change during 
adolescence? When anyone asks us what our book is about and we say 
“How religiosity changes in adolescence,” nine times out of ten the 
response is some variant of “Oh, how much does it decrease?” No one 
asks whether or not religiosity decreases in adolescence, they just ask 
how much it decreases. That we will tell a story of religious decline 
among adolescents seems to be a foregone conclusion. But we wonder 
if common wisdom has exaggerated the extent to which religious 
beliefs and practices decrease during adolescence. Worse yet, are we 
sending young people false messages about what a normative adoles-
cent experience might be? Yes and no. Like most social processes, 
paths to adulthood and religious life trajectories are intertwined and 
complex.   2    Part of the complexity arises in the attempt to defi ne and 
understand what it is that makes someone religious. The term  religious  
is applied regularly to describe individual identity, but regularity does 
not imply uniformity of meaning. Sometimes being religious means 
that a person believes strongly in God or some sacred, supernatural 
being. Yet some youth who believe in God do not call themselves reli-
gious, whereas others do. This ambiguity in the defi nition of religion 
refl ects the many dimensions of religion and religiosity. Understanding 
the trajectories of religious change among adolescents requires that we 
start by recognizing this multidimensional nature of religiosity. Religi-
osity has many aspects; three of the main dimensions are the  content  of 
religious belief, the  conduct  of religious practices, and the  centrality  of 
religion, or what we develop as the three  C s in  chapter  1  . 

 Although they do not use this language, youth are also aware of the 
multidimensional quality of religion. As Chelsea talks about her reli-
gion she is quick to distinguish her religious  conduct , whether or not 
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she gets up for church in the morning, from her religious  content  and 
 centrality , her belief in Jesus and the importance of her relationship 
with God: 

 I go to church once a week, but if I haven’t been getting a lot of sleep, 
I might sleep in, um, and I guess the whole reason for that is I don’t 
think I need to go to church to prove that I’m a Christian and I believe 
in Jesus Christ as my Lord. I think people that say that you have to go 
to church, it’s a ridiculous statement. I mean I know that I love God, 
and God knows that I love God. 

   In this book we examine what happens to the multiple dimensions 
of religiosity and spirituality in adolescence by conceptualizing religi-
osity and spirituality as tile mosaics that individuals create and contin-
ually modify based on their own defi nitions of the important dimensions 
of religiosity, the intensity or importance of each of those dimensions, 
and the religious patterns that have been modeled for them to this 
point in their life. We identify and illustrate fi ve common but unique 
profi les of religiosity, or types of religious mosaics, in the population 
of America’s adolescents that we call the fi ve  A s: the  Abiders , the 
 Adapters , the  Assenters , the  Avoiders , and the  Atheists . We examine how 
the lives of youth with different religious mosaics vary in other ways. 
We also consider how religious mosaics change over time and how 
youths’ parents, peers, and religious institutions factor in the refi ne-
ment taking place in adolescents’ religious lives. 

 This book is intended to speak to a variety of audiences about the 
nature of religiosity and spirituality in adolescence. Scholars of reli-
gion in everyday life will be interested in our alternative conceptuali-
zation of American religiosity as falling into fi ve main profi les and the 
social characteristics that tend to defi ne each group. Parents and others 
who work with adolescents (in religious settings or elsewhere) will be 
able to use this typology of fi ve religious profi les to better understand, 
communicate with, support, and challenge adolescents. 

  Adolescence  is a Latin word derived from the verb  adolescere , meaning 
“to grow into adulthood.”   3    Adolescence is typically used to refer to 
that period in life when individuals are moving from the immaturity of 
childhood into the maturity of adulthood, and this involves many dra-
matic biological and social changes. Adolescence involves puberty, 
 interest in sex, autonomy from parents, increasing abilities to make 
independent and wise decisions, growing self-awareness and a concern 
for the future.   4    Adolescence is also marked by key life transitions, 
 including driving, working, and voting. In the two years between our 
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in-person interviews Rachel moved from middle school to high school, 
got her driver’s license, started working, and became sexually active. 
Chelsea also transitioned to high school, embraced a liberal political 
identity, and experienced an increasingly strained relationship with 
her mother. These changes all have implications for how Rachel and 
Chelsea are religious (or not) and the changes and refi nement that 
occur to their faith during adolescence. 

 Over time the age range thought to encompass adolescence has 
widened. For some time the term was equivalent to the teenage years 
(13–19), but over the past century physical maturity has occurred ear-
lier and earlier, and most youth have delayed entering the full-time 
workforce and getting married until at least their mid-20s. Research 
also suggests that brain development and maturation extend into the 
mid-20s.   5    For these reasons it makes more sense to conceptualize ado-
lescence as roughly the period of life stretching from about age 10 to 
20, or the second decade of life. 

 Scholars have made fi ner distinctions within adolescence, referring 
to ages 10–13 as  early adolescence , 14–17 as  middle adolescence , and 18–22 
as  late adolescence  or  emerging adulthood .   6    These distinctions in age help 
scholars focus on the key life transitions that occur in each segment of 
adolescence, such as the freedom that often comes with getting a driv-
er’s license in middle adolescence and the transition out of high school 
occurring in late adolescence. In this book we focus on how the reli-
gious and spiritual lives or identities of youth evolve during the transi-
tion from middle to late adolescence. The data we use as evidence were 
collected from a group of American youth who were between 13 and 
17 when they were fi rst surveyed in 2002 and between 16 and 21 when 
they were interviewed again three years later. 

 It is important to study religion and spirituality during adolescence 
for two reasons. First, the confl uence of dramatic biological, psycho-
logical, social, and economic changes in adolescence suggests that this 
is a prime time for religious or spiritual change and development.   7    
Youth in this age range are becoming more autonomous in many 
realms of life, discovering themselves, and forging their own identity 
based on what they have learned from family, friends, and the institu-
tions in which they have been socialized.   8    How the myriad changes 
that adolescence brings shape the religious beliefs, practices, and 
salience of youth is one focus of this book. 

 A second motivating factor for the study of religious and spiritual 
trajectories in adolescence is that many studies have found religiosity 
and spirituality to be related to positive adolescent outcomes such as 
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higher self esteem, better physical health, and higher educational 
 aspirations, as well as protecting against early initiation of sexual 
 activity, delinquency, and alcohol and drug use.   9    Examining how and 
why  dimensions of religiosity and spirituality change in adolescence 
helps us better understand and support youth in their journeys of 
self-discovery and identity development. 

 This book is based on fi ndings from the fi rst and second waves of 
the National Study of Youth and Religion, a comprehensive multi-
method research project examining the religious and spiritual lives of 
American youth. Findings from the fi rst wave of this study, a baseline 
for the religious and spiritual lives of middle adolescents (ages 13–17) 
in the United States, were reported in the book  Soul Searching: The 
Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers  by Smith and Den-
ton. That book revealed that in the early twenty-fi rst century religion 
is a signifi cant presence in the lives of American teenagers.   10    Most are 
involved in the religious congregations in which they were raised and 
profess that religion is an important part of their lives, and even though 
they are not particularly articulate about their specifi c beliefs, the vast 
majority embrace some religious identity. Further, the character of 
adolescent religiosity in the United States is highly conventional. Most 
follow the religious beliefs and practices of their parents, and although 
they are highly supportive of others choosing religious beliefs from 
among numerous faiths, even outside Jewish or Christian boundaries, 
they themselves rarely do. 

 Smith and Denton also fi nd that at the level of subjective conscious-
ness, adolescent religious and spiritual understanding and concern seem 
to be generally very weak. Most American adolescents have diffi culty 
explaining what it is they believe, what it means, and what the implica-
tions of their beliefs are for their lives. So even though religion is very 
much a part of their lives, it seems to be unfocused, implicit, and just 
part of the background of life. In fact Smith and Denton label the par-
ticular religious outlook most represented among youth  Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism , which they defi ne as a belief in a creator God who 
watches over human life on earth, wants people to be good, nice, and 
fair to each other, but does not need to be particularly involved in one’s 
life except when needed to resolve a problem. Regardless of the fact that 
most adolescents cannot clearly articulate the meaning or infl uence of 
religion in their lives, however, religion is strongly related to other life 
outcomes and seems to have a largely positive infl uence in youths’ lives. 
Smith and Denton provide a much needed description and analysis of 
the place of religion and spirituality in the lives of middle adolescents. 
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 Armed with this baseline understanding of the general shape and 
form of religion and spirituality among American adolescents, the 
 National Study of Youth and Religion then began to address a new set 
of questions: What happens to the religious and spiritual lives of these 
same adolescents over time? How do their beliefs and practices and the 
meaning of religion in their lives evolve? What does repeated mea-
surement of religious beliefs, practice, and salience among these same 
youth show, and how do they themselves describe the changes in their 
lives during adolescence? What social contexts or life experiences 
 facilitate or pose barriers to religious and spiritual development? These 
are all questions we tackle in this book. 

 The National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) started as a 
nationally representative telephone survey of U.S. households con-
taining at least one teenager age 13 to 17. One parent and one teenager 
from each of these households were interviewed over the phone for 
about 30 and 50 minutes, respectively, between July 2002 and March 
2003. In the spring and summer of 2003, seventeen trained project 
researchers conducted 267 in-person interviews in forty-fi ve states. 
The second wave of the NSYR took place in 2005 and involved a 
 telephone survey to reinterview our adolescent respondents and then 
follow-up in-person interviews with 122 of the youth who were inter-
viewed in person in 2003.   11    At both waves of the study our interview 
participants were sampled to capture a range of American youth repre-
senting different religions and religious denominations, races and eth-
nicities, genders, socioeconomic statuses, residences (rural, suburban, 
urban), and regions of the country.   12    

 To our knowledge the NSYR remains the most comprehensive 
study of the religious and spiritual lives of American youth to date. 
The survey and semistructured interview data coming from two points 
in time allow us to provide a reliable and representative description 
and analysis of the shape and content of religion and spirituality on the 
journey through adolescence at the start of the twenty-fi rst century in 
America. Our data come from a nationally representative sample that 
is not limited to particular religious groups. Included in our study are 
nonreligious youth as well as a wide variety of religious youth from all 
types of backgrounds. However, because our sample represents the 
population of youth at this age in the United States, religious groups 
that make up a small percentage of the U.S. population—Latter Day 
Saints, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Muslims, and others—also make up 
a small proportion of our survey respondents. Thus larger generaliza-
tions that we make are often most reliable for the majority religious 
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groups in the United States: Protestants and Catholics. Other mem-
bers of the NSYR research team are writing books and articles more 
focused on youth involved in some of the minority religious traditions 
within the United States.   13    

 Here is what to expect in the coming chapters.  Chapter  1   lays out 
our conceptualization of religiosity and spirituality and how it is expe-
rienced and refi ned throughout adolescence. We critique the fi t 
between prior theoretical defi nitions or conceptualizations of indi-
vidual religiosity and spirituality and how scholars tend to use surveys 
to measure religiosity across time. In other words, although scholars 
long ago identifi ed the multidimensional nature of religiosity and the 
seeming inconsistencies across the dimensions within individuals (e.g., 
strong beliefs but low involvement or high involvement but a lack of 
salience), research involving survey data has been slow to incorporate 
methods that allow for a more holistic measurement of religiosity in its 
unique forms and their changes over time. We recommend an analytic 
approach that allows for seeming incongruities across components of 
religiosity (i.e., belief, practice, salience) that refl ect the complexity 
with which humans experience their religiosity in daily life. We then 
situate our conceptualization of religious profi les in key contexts of 
adolescence—cognitive development, family socialization, peer inter-
action, and norms and roles—to better understand what we might 
expect in terms of the character, dynamics, and correlates of religiosity 
in adolescence. Although  chapter  1   is primarily aimed at social scien-
tists who study religiosity among youth and other age groups, our con-
clusions also encourage youth practitioners, religious institutions, 
parents, and the general public to more carefully consider what we 
mean when we say someone is  really religious, not religious , or  becoming 
more  or  less religious . Oversimplifi cation of these concepts may lead to 
misunderstanding adolescents and the guidance they need and desire 
in working out their religious and spiritual identities. 

 In  chapter  2   we describe in depth the fi ve profi les of religiosity, 
called the fi ve  A s, apparent in the youth population of the United 
States. We introduce a prototypical youth from each of the fi ve cate-
gories to help illustrate the profi les. Their lives demonstrate the range 
of religious and spiritual beliefs, practices, and salience in adolescents 
and how these dimensions of religiosity shift over time in protean 
packages of religious identity that we term  religious profi les . They also 
illuminate the relatively constant feedback between religiosity, cogni-
tive development, family socialization, peer involvement, and the 
norms and roles characteristic of adolescent life. We refer back to 
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these youth, as well as others, throughout the book to demonstrate key 
points and fi ndings with real-life examples. 

 We further develop the fi ve general profi les of religiosity by 
showing other characteristics of youth that relate to membership in a 
given profi le in  chapter  3  . These fi ndings give a sense of individual, 
family, peer, and community factors that may be related to living out a 
particular profi le of religiosity. 

 In  chapter  4   we look at change over time in the dimensions of reli-
giosity comprising a person’s religious profi le as well as change over 
time in the profi les to which adolescents belong. Although there are 
some interesting differences in magnitude, over time most dimensions 
of religiosity show slight downturns in the aggregate for adolescents. 
We present the probabilities of shifting between the main profi les of 
religiosity over the three years of our study. This chapter helps us 
understand the various types of religiosity that exist in the adolescent 
population and how often adolescents switch types. 

 We continue with our examination of forms of religious change in 
 chapter  5   by presenting the discourses youth themselves use to sum-
marize their religious or spiritual development over time. This analysis 
enriches our understanding of how youth themselves view the unfold-
ing of religiosity in adolescence, clarifi es our interpretation of the sur-
vey results, and suggests courses of action for engaging adolescents in 
religious or other identity-developing enterprises. 

 In  chapter  6   we examine features of youth’s lives that seem to pro-
mote either stability or change in their religious profi les. We fi nd that 
parents, peers, and religious institutions have the potential to serve as 
social scaffolding that supports and encourages youth to make occa-
sional refi nements to the content, conduct, and centrality of their reli-
gious faith. The lack of these sources of social scaffolding or 
overscaffolding, both of which result from others not understanding 
an adolescent’s needs and desires well, hampers youth’s efforts to 
refi ne their faith, making it their own.       



This page intentionally left blank 


