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This book is a gem that deserves wide attention from social and behavioral scientists,
policymakers, and citizens – and indeed, anyone who is interested in understanding
the role of religion in contemporary American society. Evelyn Lehrer is a superb
scholar, who blends sound economic theory and reasoning, rigorous analyses of excel-
lent data, and thoughtful, nuanced interpretation. Taken together, the essays in this
volume build a compelling case for the important – yet often ignored – influence of
religion on educational attainment and earnings, marriage and family life, and a host
of population processes and outcomes. Lehrer has made a landmark contribution to
the exciting literature that is emerging at the interface of religion and economics.
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The University of Texas at Austin

Using the tools of economics, this book analyzes how religion affects decisions and
outcomes in a wide range of areas, including education, employment, family size,
entry into cohabitation and formal marriage, the choice of spouse, and divorce.

In each case, the relationships are rigorously quantified based on multivariate
statistical analyses of large scale U.S. data. The results show, for example, that when
people marry outside their faith, there is an increase in the probability of divorce, the
magnitude of the adverse effect depending in part on the ecumenical/exclusivist nature
of the two religions. Other analyses show that youth who grow up with some religion
in their lives are less likely than their counterparts with little or no religious involve-
ment to drop out of high school or enter cohabiting arrangements at a young age.
Overall, both religious affiliation and the extent of participation in religious activities
are found to have far-reaching implications for economic and demographic behavior.

The book contains a wealth of data illustrating how the religious and secular realms
of people’s lives are intimately intertwined. With its economic perspective, it offers
new ways of thinking about these relationships, and is a valuable resource for students
and scholars interested in the role of religion in education, work, and the family.

Evelyn L. Lehrer is currently Professor of Economics at the University of Illinois in
Chicago, USA.
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Foreword

The Economics of Religion is a relatively new field that applies the theoretical
and empirical tools of modern economics to the study of religion (indeed the
Economics of Religion has its own JEL code, Z120). Religion has many
dimensions, including spirituality, community or social aspects, and, for some
denominations, the “after-life” for themselves or their loved ones. Regardless
of dimension, religion is clearly an economic good. People are willing to
spend money on religious practice, whether it is on church membership,
religious artifacts, pilgrimages to holy sites, or religious education for them-
selves and for their children. Religion also involves time costs, that is, time
spent in formal church services, religious education, home practice, etc.
People make these expenditures because they perceive that there will be bene-
fits that are greater than the costs, hence religion is an economic good.

The primary principle of economics is that people respond to changes in
incentives (relative prices). This happens in religion as well. People alter their
religious practices in response to changing incentives. They can do this by
changing their affiliation, by their denomination changing its doctrine, or by
merely changing their own individual practice without changing their
denominations.

The Economics of Religion seeks to ask and answer two fundamental
questions:

1 How do economic incentives and institutions influence the style and
practice of religion (denomination) and religiosity (the intensity of
religious practice)?

2 How do religion and religiosity influence economic and demographic
behaviors?

Evelyn Lehrer had a keen interest in labor market and demographic
behavior when she was introduced to the Economics of Religion. The
important effects of “control” variables for religion led her to explore more
deeply the effects of religion and religiosity on marital patterns, fertility,
female labor supply and investment in children’s schooling. Her research
has resulted in a large number of very high-quality papers in a variety of



economics, demographic and social science journals. These studies have
expanded the reach of the Economics of Religion and have demonstrated two
important propositions. One is that religion and religiosity play an important
role in determining demographic and human capital investment behavior.
The other is that perhaps more important than denomination per se is
religiosity, that is, the actual practice of religion.

Being a colleague of Evelyn Lehrer with overlapping interests, I have had
the privilege of numerous conversations with her on research in the Econom-
ics of Religion and of reading many of her papers in draft. I have consistently
been impressed with her creativity and innovative ideas, her skills in econ-
omics, demography, and econometrics, her respect and attention to the details
of data, and the clarity of her writing.

The social sciences in general, and not just economics, owe a debt of grati-
tude to Evelyn Lehrer for her on-going research. And another debt is owed
for her putting together within one set of covers an impressive collection of
her papers published in diverse journals that shed much light on the role of
religion and religiosity in shaping economic and demographic life.

Barry R. Chiswick
UIC Distinguished Professor

Department of Economics
University of Illinois at Chicago

and
Program Director for Migration Studies

IZA – Institute for the Study of Labor

March 2008

xx Foreword
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Introduction

Religion is an important aspect of life in the United States. According to a
large-scale survey conducted in 2001, 75 percent of adults consider them-
selves to be religious or somewhat religious, 91 percent report that they
believe in God, and 54 percent live in households where either they them-
selves or someone else belongs to a religious congregation or house of worship
(Kosmin and Keysar 2006). This book is a compilation of some of the art-
icles I have written over the past 15 years on the role that religion plays in
various dimensions of the economic and demographic behavior of American
individuals and families, including education, cohabitation, marriage, divorce,
fertility, and female employment. My objective in each of these studies was to
expand our understanding of mechanisms through which religion may affect
behavior and to quantify the underlying relationships.

Although the correspondence is not exact, the order in which the articles
are arranged is roughly chronological, showing the development of my think-
ing on these issues over time. My interest in how religion affects demographic
and economic behavior was piqued by surprising results that emerged from a
study I conducted on the influence of human capital investments on marital
stability (Lehrer 1996). I was struck by the large magnitude of the effect
associated with a dummy variable that I had included in the analyses simply
as a control: religious intermarriage. Based on data from the 1982 National
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), the estimates showed that for a typical
white woman in her first marriage, the probability that her union would be
dissolved within five years was 0.20 if her partner shared her religious affili-
ation, compared to 0.37 if he did not. For black women in first marriages, the
corresponding percentages were 0.20 and 0.40. The patterns for white and
black women in second and higher-order marriages revealed similarly large
effects.

Part 1 of the book focuses on the role of religious affiliation in union
formation and dissolution. Written in collaboration with Carmel Chiswick,
Chapter 1 examines in more detail the effects of marrying outside one’s
faith on marital stability. Rather than a simple dichotomous variable for
religious intermarriage, it includes a set of dummy variables for various
types of religiously homogamous and heterogamous marriages. Analyses



of the first-marriage experiences of white female respondents in the 1987–88
National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) show that for reli-
giously homogamous couples, the probability that the union would be dis-
solved within five years ranges from 0.13 to 0.27. Homogamous Mormon
unions have the lowest risk of divorce; there are no significant differences in
stability among homogamous unions involving mainline Protestants, con-
servative Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. For the various types of religiously
heterogamous couples, the fifth-year dissolution probability ranges from 0.24
to 0.42. Generally in line with my earlier estimates based on the 1982 NSFG,
these new results underscore a point that had not received attention in the
literature to date: interfaith marriage comes in various shades and forms.
While unions involving members of two different ecumenical denominations
are relatively stable, those involving religions that have very different theolo-
gies, or at least one that is near the exclusivist end of the ecumenical–exclusivist
continuum (Kelley 1972), are highly unstable. For the case of unions in which
one or both members grew up with no religious affiliation, the fifth-year
dissolution probability ranges from 0.31 to 0.38, highlighting the beneficial
influence of some religious involvement per se for marital stability.

Chapter 1 also addresses another question that had not been examined
before: does conversion solve the problem? For Protestants and Catholics, the
two large groups for which an analysis of this issue is possible, the answer that
emerges is clearly affirmative. Marriages in which homogamy was achieved
through conversion are found to be at least as stable as those involving
spouses who were raised in the same faith, suggesting that what really matters
for marital harmony is religious compatibility at the time of marriage and
thereafter.

The finding that religious intermarriage can have a substantial destabil-
izing influence raises the question as to why it happens so often that people
marry outside their faith, sometimes to partners with whom the level of
religious compatibility is very low, and more generally, the question of what
role religion plays in the choice of marital partner. Chapter 2 addresses these
issues, also using data from the 1987–88 NSFH. This work builds on earlier
research I had done in collaboration with Carmel Chiswick. Our model was
based on the premise that although a high level of religious compatibility
between the spouses is desirable, religion is only one among many traits that
influence the quality of a match. Given this multidimensional nature of the
optimal match, individuals need to consider tradeoffs between religious
compatibility with the partner and other desirable traits (Chiswick and
Lehrer 1991).

The empirical analyses show that men and women who live in areas where
there is a low concentration of coreligionists are more likely to intermarry, as
are those who are less committed to the religion in which they were raised. In
addition, highly educated conservative Protestants are more likely to marry
outside their faith than their counterparts with less schooling: in analyses that
set the family background variables at the typical values, the probability of
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intermarriage is 0.68 for a college graduate, compared to 0.51 for a high
school graduate. Given the relatively low mean level of schooling among
conservative Protestants, this result suggests the importance of assortative
mating by education: for conservative Protestants at the top of the edu-
cational distribution, it may be easier to find a same-education partner
outside their faith. The estimates also reveal a substantial increase over time
in the rate of intermarriage for mainline Protestants and Catholics, in con-
trast to remarkable stability in the case of conservative Protestants. These
findings suggest a resistance to secularization among members of the latter
group, and help explain its continued strength.

Part 2 examines the effects of husbands’ and wives’ religious affiliation on
female labor supply and fertility, also relying on data from the 1987 NSFH.
As point of departure, the analyses in Chapters 3 and 4 assume that vari-
ations in norms and values across religious groups may be translated into
corresponding differences in patterns of division of labor within the family
and in tradeoffs between the quality and quantity of children. In addition,
extending Becker et al.’s (1977) pioneering research, they develop the concept
of a “marital stability effect,” whereby women in interfaith unions are
expected to respond to their greater vulnerability to marital instability by
restricting their fertility and making more investments in human capital
specific to the labor market. The analyses develop also a second influence, the
“bargaining effect”: women married to partners with different religious beliefs
may need to negotiate with them to resolve differences in desired fertility or in
views pertaining to the extent of their participation in the labor market.
Consideration of the bargaining effect is important, as it can reinforce or
counteract the marital stability effect, depending on the particular denomin-
ations that are involved.

The results reported in Chapter 3 show that among married women in
homogamous unions who have a child under age 6, the labor force participa-
tion rate (for respondents with typical family background characteristics) is
lowest among conservative Protestants (45 percent) and highest among
Catholics (64 percent); the difference between Catholics and mainline
Protestants is not significant. As to the effects of religious intermarriage, it is
found to be associated with large increases in the labor force participation
rate for mainline Protestant and conservative Protestant women with a young
child – 13 and 20 percentage points, respectively.

Chapter 4 shows that among homogamous unions, Mormons have by far
the highest fertility, in accordance with the strongly pronatalist norms of the
Mormon faith. Setting the family background variables at the typical values,
the point estimate for completed family size is 3.1 for Mormons, compared
to 2.4, 2.2, and 2.1, respectively, for Catholics, conservative Protestants,
and mainline Protestants. Out-marriage has a pronounced negative effect on
fertility for Mormons, reducing completed family size from 3.3 to 2.4–2.5,
and a small effect for Catholics, from 2.4 to 2.0–2.2.

Put together, Chapters 3 and 4 show that among married couples, the
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religious affiliations of both spouses matter for fertility and female labor
supply decisions. They also demonstrate that religious intermarriage has
effects that extend beyond marital stability: it has repercussions also for
family size and women’s employment.

While Parts 1 and 2 of the book focus only on religious affiliation, most of
the analyses in Parts 3 and 4 include consideration of religious participation,
another dimension of religion. Iannaccone (1990) has developed the notion
that through religious participation people can increase their stock of reli-
gious human capital, and a growing number of studies have found that such
participation is associated with positive effects in numerous domains of life.
Written in collaboration with Linda Waite, Chapter 5 provides a new way of
thinking about religion, drawing parallels to marriage – both in the benefits
associated with these two social institutions, and in the underlying causal
mechanisms. In the case of religion, there is a large body of evidence linking
participation in religious activities to enhanced health and well-being. For
youth, the beneficial outcomes include better performance in school, delayed
sexual debut, and fewer problems with substance use and other risky behav-
iors. Mechanisms that may explain these relationships include: (a) religious
participation helps integrate people into supportive social networks; (b) the
teachings of religious traditions and the norms of religious groups generally
encourage healthy, constructive conduct; and (c) participation in religious
activities can generate important psychological benefits. Marriage has been
similarly linked to widespread benefits for health and well-being, and two of
the key pathways of causality are direct counterparts to (a) and (b) above: a
social capital effect, whereby marriage has an integrative influence, and a
regulative effect, whereby marriage promotes healthy behaviors.

Chapter 6 builds on a human capital model developed by Becker and
Chiswick (1966), Becker (1967), and Chiswick (1988) to provide an economic
perspective on how membership in various religious groups may affect the
educational attainment of women and men. On the supply side, religious
beliefs can influence parents’ willingness to supply funds for schooling; on the
demand side they can affect benefits from schooling and incentives to invest
in human capital. Based on data from the 1987 NSFH, after controlling for
family background factors, mainline Protestants and Catholics are found to
be at the center of the educational distribution; the number of years of school-
ing completed is about 0.3–0.4 years smaller for conservative Protestants, and
approximately 1.2–1.3 years higher for Jews. A powerful feature of the model
is that analyses of rates of return from investments permit determining
whether supply- or demand-side influences are more important. The results
show that demand-side forces dominate in explaining the high achievement of
Jews; supply and demand effects of similar strength are behind the relatively
low schooling level of conservative Protestants.

Although the 1987–88 NSFH, employed in the analyses in Chapter 6,
includes unusually rich information on the religious affiliation of respondents
and their spouses, the only information on religious participation that it
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contains is frequency of attendance at services at the time of the survey – a
variable that is endogenous to the various economic and demographic out-
comes of interest. The analyses in Chapter 7 utilize a different, more recent
data set – the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG). Addressed to
women, this survey contains detailed information on their economic and
demographic characteristics, along with variables on their religious affiliation
and participation during adolescence.

In recent work I extended the model in Chapter 6 to consider the effects
of religious participation on investments in human capital (Lehrer 2008).
Children who grow up with some religious involvement are expected to have
more positive educational outcomes than their counterparts raised with little
or no religion for demand-side reasons: for the former, time and other
resources devoted to human capital investments are likely to be more pro-
ductive. Building on this work, Chapter 7 examines the role of both religious
affiliation and participation on an early measure of educational attainment –
graduating from high school. The relatively large number of respondents age
20 and over in the 1995 NSFG permitted analyses not only for non-Hispanic
whites, as in the previous chapters, but also for black respondents.

For the non-Hispanic white sample, consistent with the patterns shown in
Chapter 6 for years of schooling completed, the probability of graduating
from high school is found to be 0.93 for a mainline Protestant respondent
with typical family background characteristics, compared to 0.86 for her
conservative Protestant counterpart; the corresponding figures for black
respondents are 0.90 and 0.82. In the white sample, there is no significant
difference in the likelihood of high school graduation between Catholics
and mainline Protestants; in the black sample, the probability is lower for
Catholics by a margin of nine percentage points. The estimates also show that
in the white sample, the high school graduation probability is nine percentage
points higher for mainline Protestants than for the unaffiliated, and in both
samples, the probability for youth who attended religious services 1–3 times
per month or more frequently at age 14 is 6–10 percentage points higher than
that for their less religious counterparts. These results are consistent with
the hypothesis that religious involvement has beneficial effects on children’s
ability to be productively engaged in schooling endeavors.

Part 4 of the book suggests a revised framework for studying how religion
affects economic and demographic behavior, and presents conclusions and
directions for further investigation. Chapter 8 uses data from the 1995 NSFG
to examine the effects of childhood religious affiliation and participation on
the timing of women’s transition to first union and whether such transition
takes the form of marriage or cohabitation. This piece develops for the first
time an integrated theoretical framework where the faith in which a young
woman is raised is viewed as affecting the perceived costs and/or benefits of
many interrelated decisions made over the life cycle. Using this framework,
the effects of religion on union formation – the focus of this chapter – are
explained by systematically tracing the influence of religious affiliation on
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choices with regard to schooling, fertility, female employment, and divorce.
As to religious participation, it is viewed as mattering for union formation
partly because of its effects in discouraging premarital sex, and partly
because the connection between the doctrines of a particular faith and
behavior is expected to be stronger among those who are more committed to
their religion.

For respondents with typical characteristics for the family background
variables, the probability of having entered formal marriage by age 20 is
found to range from a low of 0.02 for Jews and 0.05 for Catholics, to 0.17 for
Mormons and conservative Protestants; individuals with no religion and
mainline Protestants are at the center of the distribution, with a probability
of 0.08–0.09. Mormons stand out for their low probability of entering
informal unions. Among Catholics, mainline Protestants, and conservative
Protestants, individuals who had a higher level of religious participation in
adolescence are less likely to enter cohabiting arrangements by wide margins.
The effect is particularly pronounced for the latter: the probability of having
entered cohabitation by age 20 is 0.16 for conservative Protestants who
attended religious services 1–3 times per month or more frequently at age
14, compared to 0.31 for their less observant counterparts.

The religious categories used in the models vary somewhat across the vari-
ous chapters described above, partly because two different data sets were
employed, partly because sample size considerations led to the exclusion of
small groups (Jews, Mormons, the unaffiliated) in some of the analyses.
Along with developments in the literature, the terminology I used to describe
the Protestant groups evolved over time, with “mainline Protestants” and
“conservative Protestants” being the terms employed in the latest chapters
(Woodberry and Smith 1998). All of the statistical analyses control for family
background factors.

Chapter 9 highlights some of the main findings in the previous chapters
and critically reviews related US studies on the role of religion in economic
and demographic behavior, organizing the discussion around the theoretical
framework developed in Chapter 8. Chapter 10 closes the book with a review
of analyses conducted in the past few years, a reinterpretation of some of the
earlier findings in the literature, and an agenda for future research.
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Part I

The role of religion in
marriage and divorce





1 Religion as a determinant of
marital stability*

Although a growing literature on the determinants of marital stability has
accumulated over the past two decades (e.g., Becker et al. 1977; Castro-Martin
and Bumpass 1989; Schultz 1991), the role of the religious affiliations of hus-
band and wife has received little attention.1 This issue has not been studied in
depth in part because until recently, there were no large data sets containing
for each partner detailed information on both religion and marital history.
The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), conducted in
1987–88, provides a unique opportunity to quantify the effects of religion on
the likelihood of marital dissolution.2 The survey includes a main sample of
9,643 men and women of all marital statuses, representative of the US popu-
lation age 19 and over. In addition to abundant socioeconomic and demogra-
phic information for the respondents and their first spouses (where applicable),
the survey documents marital histories as well as the religious identification
of each partner, before and after the respondent’s first marriage.3

We use these data to analyze how the religious composition of unions
influences the likelihood of marital breakup. A more refined set of religion
variables is employed here than in previous studies; our specification permits
quantification of differences in stability among various types of intrafaith
unions, as well as of the extent to which out-marriage is a destabilizing force
for members of each major religious group. In addition, whereas most previ-
ous analyses have relied on logit or probit regressions, or on simple cross-
tabulations, proportional hazards models are used here.4 Further, we exploit
the richness of the information on religion in this survey to analyze an issue
that, to the best of our knowledge, has not been studied empirically: the
relationship between conversion and the probability of marital dissolution.

Analytical framework

The stability of a marriage depends in complex ways on a wide range of
factors. The first section below analyzes the effects associated with the spouses’

* This chapter is by E. Lehrer and C. Chiswick, and is reprinted from Demography
30(3):385–404, 1993.



religious affiliations. The second section contains a brief overview of other
influences that are known to be important.

The effects of religious composition on marital stability

Religion is a complementary marital trait for which the mating of likes is
optimal (Becker 1974). This complementarity arises in part because marital
companionship is enhanced when individual spirituality can be shared and is
inhibited when the partners must look outside the marriage for religious
intimacy. Similarity in the religious beliefs and practices of husband and wife
implies that the spouses can participate jointly in religious observances both
at home and in the church. Religion also influences many activities beyond
the purely religious sphere, including the education and upbringing of chil-
dren, the allocation of time and money, the cultivation of social relationships,
the development of business and professional networks, and even the choice
of place of residence. Clearly, households in which the partners differ in their
preferences and objectives in this area would be characterized by reduced
efficiency and potentially more conflict.

Other things being equal, the complementarity of religion as a marital trait
implies that heterogamous unions would display more instability than hom-
ogamous unions. Yet compatibility between partners of different faiths may
vary with the specific religions involved, depending in part on the similarity in
beliefs and practices of the two religions, and in part on the mutual tolerance
embodied in their respective doctrines. Following Kelley (1972), we view reli-
gious groups as ranging along an “exclusivist–ecumenical” continuum defined
by the clarity with which they draw their membership boundaries. At one
extreme, “exclusivist” religious groups are those with clear, strictly enforced
membership criteria, frequently with proscriptions against out-marriage and
sometimes even shunning of nonmembers. At the other extreme, “ecu-
menical” groups tend to have few membership criteria, often vaguely stated
and weakly enforced, and place relatively little importance on religious group
boundaries. The location of the spouses’ religions along this continuum
would influence the stability of an interfaith marriage: the closer to the ecu-
menical end of the spectrum, the less the marital stress and hence instability
that can be expected.

Other dimensions of religious doctrine and ritual have implications not
only for the consequences of out-marriage but also for differences in sta-
bility across various types of homogamous unions. Religions differ in the
importance of family-centered ritual (as distinct from that which is either
individual or church-centered), as well as in the compatibility between their
practices and beliefs and the customs in the larger society. For religious
groups in which such compatibility is low and the role of the family is cen-
tral, intrafaith unions are expected to be highly stable, and the destabilizing
effects of out-marriage particularly pronounced. In addition, relatively high
costs of dissolution and correspondingly high marital stability are expected
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for homogamous marriages involving religions with proscriptions against
divorce.

Apart from differences between religious groups, variations in preferences
among individuals and couples also play a role. Couples differ in the weight
they place on shared activities, including religious observance, and indi-
viduals differ in the priority they give to religion and to religious compatibil-
ity as a marital trait. These factors influence the degree to which differences in
religious beliefs and practices affect stability adversely. Similarly, the extent to
which religious complementarities are a stabilizing force for a homogamous
marriage depends in part on the importance attached to religion by each of
the spouses.

Another factor in the case of intrafaith unions is whether the marriage is
“naturally homogamous” or conversionary. A priori it is not clear which of
these should be more stable. At least initially, converts would have lower levels
of religion-specific human capital – those skills and experiences specific to a
particular religion, which include not only knowledge about beliefs and prac-
tices but also familiarity with traditions and friendships with coreligionists
(Iannaccone 1990). As Schneider (1989, p. 198) observes, “a change in faith
does not immediately ‘recolor’ all the images from a past lived under different
assumptions.” This imperfect transferability of religion-specific qualities –
especially with regard to the emotional, social, and sometimes ethnic com-
ponents of religious experience – suggests that conversionary couples would
have less religious compatibility than their naturally homogamous counter-
parts, other things being equal. On the other hand, a change of religious
affiliation in connection with marriage may signal a high priority placed on
religious compatibility during the search process, by the individual or by the
spouse, in which case conversionary unions should be highly stable. The
importance of this effect is suggested by evidence that levels of religious
observance and involvement in the religious community are often high
among converts (Billette 1967; Mayer and Avgar 1987).

Other factors affecting marital stability

Age at marriage has been identified as a major determinant of marital stabil-
ity in previous studies. A very young age is generally associated with short
duration of search, suggesting relatively poor information about the partner’s
characteristics, a high likelihood of divergence from the ideal match, and a
high probability of subsequent marital dissolution (Becker 1991).

Like religion, education is generally a complementary trait for which posi-
tive assortative mating is optimal.5 Since this means that individuals with
more highly valued characteristics gain more from marriage (Becker 1974),
schooling should enhance stability for both men and women. In the case of
husband’s education, this effect is reinforced by the fact that it is highly
correlated with family income. In the case of wife’s education, there is a
countervailing effect: holding the husband’s years of schooling constant, an
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increase in the wife’s education would reduce gains from the traditional div-
ision of labor within marriage. Several studies summarized by Michael (1979)
find that husband’s education and other indicators of economic status indeed
have a stabilizing effect. Researchers have obtained conflicting results regard-
ing the net impact of the wife’s education (Becker et al. 1977; Michael 1979;
Lehrer 1996).

The effects of a broken-home background are ambiguous a priori and may
vary with the reason for the dissolution of the marriage (Bumpass and Sweet
1972; Pope and Mueller 1976; Michael 1979; McLanahan and Bumpass
1988). For example, children of divorced parents may view marriage dis-
solution with greater acceptance. Persons raised in one-parent homes may
have more skills or more confidence for managing a household alone, thus
reducing the perceived costs of divorce and increasing their readiness to end
an unhappy union. On the other hand, their experience may also give them a
greater sense of the difficulties of single parenthood and therefore raise such
costs. Similar ambiguity is associated with the effect of growing up in a home
where the mother is employed: although working mothers make fewer
informal investments in certain types of human capital that may enhance the
marital stability of their offspring later in life, it is unclear whether they make
fewer investments in total; moreover, the effects may vary by the child’s sex,
the timing of employment, and other factors (Desai et al. 1989; Blau and
Grossberg 1992).

Certain experiences before marriage either influence the stability of a union
or tend to be associated with unobserved traits that exert such an influence. It
has been suggested that transferable marriage-specific skills developed in a
previous union would have stabilizing effects in the current union (Chiswick
and Lehrer 1990). On the other hand, cohabitation or prior marriage with
another partner may reflect a tendency for lower levels of marital commit-
ment, suggesting reduced stability for the current union as well; furthermore,
the presence of children from previous formal or informal marriages has been
found to have an adverse impact on marital stability (Menken et al. 1981;
Teachman 1986; Waite and Lillard 1991; Lehrer 1996).

Methods

The effects of religion on marital stability are analyzed with a proportional
hazards procedure (Cox 1972). The model is specified as follows:

hj(t,z) = hoj(t) exp(β′z), (1)

where h(t,z) is the hazard of dissolution at time t for a marriage characterized
by a vector z of covariates, β is a vector of coefficients, and ho(t) is an unspeci-
fied time-dependent function. On the basis of results from preliminary runs,
this function has been allowed to vary by marital cohort: j is 1, 2, or 3 depend-
ing on whether the marriage took place in the 1960s, the 1970s, or the 1980s.
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The estimated coefficients and their standard errors provide information
on the direction and statistical significance of the partial effect of each vari-
able in z. The magnitudes of the influences can be assessed by examining the
complement of the survival function, which represents the probability that
dissolution has occurred by time t. This probability is 1 −Fj(t,z), where

Fj(t,z) = {Foj(t)}exp(β′z) (2)

and

Foj(t) = exp { − �0
t hoj (u) du}. (3)

We use these relationships to estimate the probabilities that unions of couples
with different values of z will be dissolved before the fifth anniversary.

The analysis uses data on the first-marriage experiences of respondents
from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH).6

The dates of first marriage in these data range from the 1910s to the 1980s;
preliminary analyses suggested substantial changes over this long period in
the nature of the effects of the explanatory variables on the probability of
dissolution. Earlier studies have also documented pronounced racial and
ethnic differences in the impact of economic and demographic variables on
marital stability (White 1991; Lehrer 1996). Therefore, the present study is
limited to a sample of non-Hispanic white respondents whose first marriages
were contracted in 1960 or later. After exclusion of cases with missing or
invalid codes for key variables, this sample includes 3,060 marriages.

The beginning of a union is taken to be the date of the respondent’s first
formal marriage; the end is defined as the date of separation, divorce, or
death of spouse, as applicable. Where separation was followed by divorce,
only the date of divorce is available. (Although it would have been preferable
to use the date of separation, this limitation of the data is unlikely to pose a
serious problem for white women, who are the focus of this study.) Intact
marriages and those ending in widowhood are treated as censored at the time
of the interview and at the spouse’s death respectively. In the sample used
here, the respondent’s first marriage was intact in 1,856 cases; it had ended in
separation, divorce, or widowhood in 85, 1,053, and 66 cases, respectively.

Although the NSFH documents in detail the characteristics of the
respondent’s first marriage, the survey treatment of respondents and their
spouses was not always symmetric. Some variables are available for the
former but not for the latter. In addition, if the marriage had been dissolved
by the time of the survey, questions regarding the first spouse’s religion and
other traits were addressed to the respondent; if the union was still intact,
information about the respondent’s husband or wife was obtained from a
questionnaire administered directly to the spouse.

As for the explanatory variable of central interest, the NSFH identifies
more than 60 religious groups, most of which are Protestant denominations.
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These are divided here into seven categories, as shown in Table 1.1. Protestant
denominations are classified as either “ecumenical” or “exclusivist,” on the
basis of the continuum suggested by Kelley (1972). Mormons are placed in a
separate category because they are a relatively large denomination with dis-
tinctive patterns of demographic behavior. Additional categories identify
Roman Catholics, Jews, and persons with no religion, each of which is
reported in the NSFH without detail on subgroups. In particular, the “no
religion” group includes atheists and agnostics as well as individuals who
have no religion for other reasons (e.g., being a child from an interfaith
union). A residual category, “other religion,” includes all other affiliations.

The NSFH records each spouse’s religious preference both before and after

Table 1.1 Definition of religious groups

Religion categories
employed in this study

NSFH categories included in each groupa

Ecumenical Protestant Church of Brethren, Community Churches, Disciples of
Christ, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian,
Reformed Church, Unitarian, United Church of Christ, all
other members of reformed Presbyterian churches and
other liberal churches, Protestant – no denomination given.

Exclusivist Protestant Assembly of God, Baptist, “Born-Again Christian,”
Christian and Missionary Alliance, Christian
Congregation, Christian Reformed, Christian Scientist,
Churches of Christ, Church of God-Anderson, Church of
God – Cleveland, Church of God, Church of God in
Christ, Church of the Nazarene, Evangelical Covenant
Church, Evangelical Free Church, Full Gospel Fellowship,
International Church of the Foursquare Gospel, Jehovah’s
Witness, Mennonite Church, Pentecostal, Salvation Army,
Seventh-Day Adventist, Wesleyan, other members of
Adventist, European Free Church, Holiness, Independent
Fundamentalist, Pentecostal, Pietist, and Restoration
families, “Christian.”

Catholic Roman Catholic.

Jewish Jewish.

Mormon Mormon, Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints.

Other religions Buddhist, Charismatic, Communal groups, Hindu, Islamic,
New Thought Family, Orthodox churches, Personal
churches, Psychic groups, Ritual Magick groups, Shinto
and Taoism, other Western Catholic churches, other
miscellaneous religious bodies.

No religion No religion.

Note
a The religions listed in this column correspond exactly to the NSFH codes. For example, all of

the various Baptist groups are identified simply as “Baptist” in these data.
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the date of marriage, and indicates whether either spouse changed affiliation
in connection with the marriage.7 Homogamy is defined here as occurring
when both spouses have the same NSFH code after the date of marriage,
with the exception of Mormons; in that case, homogamous unions include
all of those in which both spouses have one of the two codes shown in Table
1.1 (Mormon, Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints).
Homogamous unions are identified with a series of dummy variables corre-
sponding to the seven categories described above. The means of these vari-
ables are reported in Table 1.2, Panel 1. In order to analyze the effects of
conversion, we further subdivide the three largest groups according to whether
one of the partners changed his or her religion to achieve homogamy; the
means for these subcategories are reported in Table 1.7.

Panel 2 in Table 1.2 displays means of dummy variables for various types
of heterogamous marriages. Unions among Protestants with different NSFH
codes have been grouped according to whether they belong to the same major
category (ecumenical or exclusivist). Because of sample size considerations,

Table 1.2 Religion variables

Variable Mean

Panel 1
Both ecumenical Protestant, same NSFH code (benchmark) (0.153)
Both exclusivist Protestant, same NSFH code 0.152
Both Catholic 0.168
Both Jewish 0.019
Both Mormon 0.026
Both other religion, same NSFH code 0.004
Both no religion 0.035

Panel 2
Both ecumenical Protestant, different NSFH code 0.062
Both exclusivist Protestant, different NSFH code 0.021
Ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist Protestant 0.086
Ecumenical Protestant, Catholic 0.079
Exclusivist Protestant, Catholic 0.029
Intermarriage involving Jewa 0.014
Intermarriage involving Mormona 0.014
Intermarriage involving other religionb 0.015
No religion – ecumenical Protestant 0.055
No religion – exclusivist Protestant 0.033
No religion – Catholic 0.036

Notes
a The category “Intermarriage involving Mormon” includes all couples in which one of the

partners is a Mormon and the other has a different religious affiliation or no religion. The
category “Intermarriage involving Jew” is defined similarly. There are no Mormon–Jewish
intermarriages in these data.

b The category “Intermarriage involving other religion” includes all couples in which one of the
partners has an affiliation belonging to the “other religion” group, and the other partner is
Protestant, is Catholic, has no religion, or has a faith in the “other religion” group with a
different NSFH code.
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the dummies for intermarriages involving Jews, Mormons, and groups in the
residual category do not specify the other partner’s religion. (As it turns out,
these data contain no intermarriages between Mormons and Jews or between
Mormons and members of the “other” group; the two unions between Jews
and individuals with religions in the residual category are included in the
group of Jewish intermarriages.) Taken together, the series of dummy vari-
ables in Table 1.2 constitute a mutually exclusive and exhaustive set. This
specification permits substantial flexibility, allowing stability to vary across
different types of homogamous and heterogamous unions.8

Definitions and means for the variables used as controls are presented in
Table 1.3. These include dummies for the wife’s age at marriage and for the
education levels of the two partners, for whether either of them had been
married previously, and for whether their families of origin were not intact
because of a parent’s death or for another reason. Controls available only for
the respondent include premarital cohabitation with other partner(s), the
presence of an out-of-wedlock child, and the mother’s employment status
during early childhood. We interact these variables with the respondent’s
gender to permit their effects to differ between men and women.

Ideally, we would have included indicators of religiosity among the con-
trols, interacting them with the religious composition dummies. Although the
NSFH includes information on the respondent’s frequency of attendance at
religious services, the question refers to the time of the survey rather than to
the first marriage. Thus it raises the possibility of reverse causality – from the
quality and stability of the marriage to religious participation. For remarried
respondents, this variable is contaminated further by the subsequent marriage
experience(s). For these reasons, we do not include measures of religiosity in
the present analysis.9

Results

The first section below focuses on the impact on marital stability of religious
composition measured after the date of marriage; the second presents a
respecification of the model designed to study the effects of conversion.

The estimated effects of religious composition

The Cox coefficients and standard errors are presented in Table 1.4. The
reference category consists of homogamous unions belonging to Protestant
denominations classified as “ecumenical”; all reported t-tests for the religion
variables involve comparisons with this group. Also displayed are estimated
probabilities of dissolution by the fifth year, which represent the complement
of the survival function evaluated at five years and at the value of the
explanatory variable indicated in the stub, with all other variables at the
benchmark.10 For the sake of brevity, we report only estimates for the 1980s
marriage cohort.11
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Table 1.3 Control variables

Variable Definition Mean

Wife’s age at marriage = 1 if wife’s age at marriage is in
category indicated

≤ 18 years 0.215
19–24 years (benchmark) (0.596)
25–29 years 0.136
30–34 years 0.038
≥ 35 years 0.015

Wife’s Education = 1 if wife’s years of schooling at date of
marriage is in the category indicated

< 12 years 0.192
12 years (benchmark) (0.396)
13–15 years 0.257
≥16 years 0.155

Husband’s education = 1 if husband’s years of schooling at
date of marriage is in the category
indicated

< 12 years 0.160
12 years (benchmark) (0.400)
13–15 years 0.233
≥ 16 years 0.207

Wife’s family not intact
because of:

= 1 if wife’s family of origin was not
intact at age 14 for the reason indicated
(benchmark is intact family)

Death of parent 0.044
Other reasons 0.142

Husband’s family not intact
because of:

= 1 if husband’s family of origin was not
intact at age 14 for the reason indicated
(benchmark is intact family)

Death of parent 0.052
Other reasons 0.118

Male = 1 if respondent is male 0.443
Mother’s employment = 1 if respondent’s mother held a paid

job for 12 months or more when he/she
was 5 years old or younger

0.285

Mother’s employment × Male interaction term 0.134
Wife previously married = 1 if wife had been married before 0.054
Husband previously married = 1 if husband had been married before 0.078
Out-of-wedlock child = 1 if respondent had a child before the

date of first marriage
0.057

Out-of-wedlock child × male interaction term 0.022
Other partners = 1 if respondent cohabited with other

partner(s) before his/her first marriage
0.057

Other partners × male interaction term 0.036
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Table 1.4 The effects of the religious composition of unions on marriage dissolution

Cox regression
coefficients and
standard errors

Estimated fifth-
year dissolution
probabilitiesa

Religion variables
Panel 1

Both ecumenical Protestant, same NSFH
code (benchmark)

− 0.20

Both exclusivist Protestant, same NSFH
code

−0.078 (0.120) 0.19

Both Catholic 0.021 (0.119) 0.20
Both Jewish 0.336 (0.277) 0.27
Both Mormon −0.493 (0.266)* 0.13
Both other religion, same NSFH code −0.443 (0.714) 0.13
Both no religion 0.714 (0.167)** 0.36

Panel 2
Both ecumenical Protestant, different

NSFH code
0.229 (0.152)# 0.24

Both exclusivist Protestant, different
NSFH code

0.522 (0.210)** 0.31

Ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist
Protestant

0.422 (0.128)** 0.29

Ecumenical Protestant, Catholic 0.760 (0.130)** 0.38
Exclusivist Protestant, Catholic 0.630 (0.177)** 0.34
Intermarriage involving Jew 0.901 (0.248)** 0.42
Intermarriage involving Mormon 0.832 (0.224)** 0.40
Intermarriage involving other religion 0.855 (0.232)** 0.41
No religion – ecumenical Protestant 0.510 (0.146)** 0.31
No religion – exclusivist Protestant 0.682 (0.165)** 0.35
No religion – Catholic 0.777 (0.169)** 0.38

Control variables
Wife’s age at marriage

≤ 18 years 0.340 (0.086)** 0.27
25–29 years −0.369 (0.116)** 0.14
30–34 years −0.729 (0.235)** 0.10
≥ 35 years −1.317(0.457)** 0.06

Wife’s education
< 12 years 0.107 (0.089) 0.22
13–15 years −0.086 (0.087) 0.18
≥ 16 years −0.354 (0.128)** 0.14

Husband’s education
< 12 years 0.061 (0.082) 0.21
13–15 years −0.270 (0.086)** 0.16
≥ 16 years −0.284 (0.106)** 0.15

Wife’s family not intact because of
Death of parent 0.022 (0.141) 0.20
Other reasons 0.209 (0.083)** 0.24

Husband’s family not intact because of
Death of parent 0.360 (0.121)** 0.27
Other reasons 0.202 (0.088)** 0.24
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In order to provide a full picture of the relative stability of different types
of homogamous marriages, additional comparisons are necessary. Whereas
all the t-tests reported in Table 1.4 are conducted with reference to ecumenical
Protestants as the omitted category, information on the variance–covariance
matrix is used in Table 1.5 to test the statistical significance of the difference
between the coefficients for each pair of intrafaith unions. These pairwise
comparisons reveal no significant differences at the 0.05 or 0.10 levels in the
stability of homogamous unions involving ecumenical Protestants, exclusivist

Male respondent −0.290 (0.081)** 0.15
Mother’s employmentb

Female respondentc 0.151 (0.086)* 0.23
Male respondentc 0.231 (0.103)** 0.19

Wife previously married 0.660 (0.150)** 0.35
Husband previously married 0.243 (0.112)** 0.25
Out-of-wedlock child

Female respondent 0.357 (0.153)** 0.27
Male respondent −0.072 (0.222) 0.14

Other partners
Female respondent 0.627 (0.198)** 0.34
Male respondent 0.351 (0.180)* 0.21

Log-likelihood −7,221.0
χ2(df) 450.3**(40)

# p ≤ 0.15; * p ≤ 0.10; ** p ≤ 0.05.
N = 3,060

Notes
a The figures in this column represent the fifth-year dissolution probability for the most recent

marriage cohort (1980s), evaluated for a couple with the characteristics indicated in the stub
and all the other variables set at 0. For example, the first number in this column, 0.20, corres-
ponds to a homogamous ecumenical Protestant couple with the following nonreligious char-
acteristics: the wife’s age at marriage is 19–24, both spouses had completed 12 years of school-
ing at the time of marriage, their families of origin were intact at age 14, neither spouse had
been married before; the respondent did not have an out-of-wedlock child and did not cohabit
with other partners before the first marriage, and the mother was not employed when the
respondent was 5 years old or younger; the respondent is female. Similarly, the second number
in this column, 0.19, corresponds to a homogamous exclusivist Protestant couple with the
same nonreligious characteristics. The effects of all the control variables are evaluated for a
homogamous ecumenical Protestant couple.

b The model includes a dummy variable for male respondent, a dummy for mother’s employ-
ment, and an interaction term between these two variables. The coefficient for the mother’s
employment dummy is reported in the row labeled “female respondent.” The estimates in the
“male respondent” row represent the sum of the coefficients on the mother’s employment
dummy and the interaction term, and the corresponding standard error. Similar remarks
apply to the variables for out-of-wedlock child and other partners.

c The benchmark case – both spouses ecumenical Protestant (same NSFH code), all control
variables set at 0 – corresponds to a female respondent. Thus the fifth-year dissolution prob-
ability for a female respondent whose mother was employed during early childhood, 0.23,
should be compared with 0.20, the probability for a female respondent whose mother was not
employed in this period. In contrast, the probabilities for the case of male respondents are 0.19
(mother was employed) and 0.15 (mother was not employed). Similar remarks apply to the
variables for out-of-wedlock child and other partners.
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Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and members of the “other” category – groups
which together represent 89 percent of all intrafaith marriages. Pronounced
differences emerge for two small groups, however. With fifth-year dissolution
probabilities of 0.13 and 0.36 respectively, homogamous Mormon marriages
are the most stable and those among two persons reporting “no religion” the
least stable.

The remarkable stability of Mormon marriages is consistent with the fact
that this is a small group whose religious beliefs and practices differ substan-
tially from the majority culture, and for which the role of the family is central.
As Foster (1982, p. 7) observes, Mormonism “is not simply concerned with
the family, as are so many other groups; the Mormon religion in the last
analysis really is about the family.” At the other extreme, the high instability
of unions in which the partners have no religion underscores the importance
of religion per se for marital stability. Because of the heterogeneity of the “no
religion” group in this survey, it is unclear to what extent this result reflects
outright rejection of religion or merely very low commitment to religious
affiliation.

Most previous studies of religious group differences in marital stability
focus on Catholic–Protestant comparisons. Those using data from earlier
periods find Catholic unions to be generally more stable, a result attributed
to the strong antidivorce position of the Catholic Church (Burchinal and
Chancellor 1963; Christensen and Barber 1967; Michael 1979). Analyses of
more recent data, however, suggest a convergence in Protestant and Catholic
marital stability (McCarthy 1979), and it is noteworthy that no stability
advantages associated with the Catholic religion are discerned here.12 Simi-
larly, the relatively high stability of Jewish marriages suggested by data from
earlier periods is not evident in these data (Christensen and Barber 1967;
Kobrin Goldscheider 1986).

Regarding the effects of intermarriage, a comparison of the fifth-year dis-
solution probabilities for homogamous and heterogamous unions in Table 1.4
suggests that marital instability is generally higher for the latter. A complete
set of pairwise comparisons is reported in Table 1.6. This table compares the
stability of unions between spouses of the same religious affiliation with vari-
ous types of heterogamous marriages involving a member of that group, and
thus provides information on the extent to which out-marriage is a destabil-
izing force for individuals with various religious affiliations.

The magnitude of the effects associated with intermarriage varies markedly
with the degree of mutual compatibility between the groups involved. For
example, the top portion of Table 1.6 shows that out-marriage of an ecu-
menical Protestant to another ecumenical Protestant of a different denomin-
ation raises the fifth-year dissolution probability by four percentage points,
an effect which is significant only at the 0.15 level. This result is in accordance
with expectations since the Protestant denominations classified as ecumenical
are those for which membership boundaries are loosely defined and enforced.
In contrast, when an ecumenical Protestant marries an exclusivist Protestant,
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the probability rises by nine percentage points and the difference is highly
significant. Similarly, out-marriage of an exclusivist Protestant to another
exclusivist Protestant of a different denomination raises the dissolution
probability substantially, by 12 percentage points. The results also show that
the destabilizing effects of out-marriage for Protestants tend to be higher
when the partner is Catholic: in the case of ecumenical Protestants, union

Table 1.6 Comparisons between intra- and interfaith unions: differences between
estimated fifth-year dissolution probabilitiesa

Religious groups under comparison Increase in instability
associated with intermarriage

Both ecumenical Protestant, same NSFH code vs.
Both ecumenical Protestant, different NSFH code 0.04#
Ecumenical Protestant – exclusivist Protestant 0.09**
Ecumenical Protestant – Catholic 0.18**
Ecumenical Protestant – no religion 0.11**

Both exclusivist Protestant, same NSFH code vs.
Both exclusivist Protestant, different NSFH code 0.12**
Exclusivist Protestant – ecumenical Protestant 0.10**
Exclusivist Protestant – Catholic 0.15**
Exclusivist Protestant – no religion 0.16**

Both Catholic vs.
Catholic – ecumenical Protestant 0.18**
Catholic – exclusivist Protestant 0.14**
Catholic – no religion 0.18**

Both Jewish vs.
Intermarriage involving Jew 0.15#

Both Mormon vs.
Intermarriage involving Mormon 0.27**

Both other religion, same NSFH code vs.
Intermarriage involving other religion 0.28*

Both no religion vs.
Ecumenical Protestant – no religion −0.05
Exclusivist Protestant – no religion −0.01
Catholic – no religion 0.02

# p ≤ 0.15; * p ≤ 0.10; ** p ≤ 0.05.

Note
a This table reports pairwise differences between the fifth-year dissolution probabilities for vari-

ous heterogamous unions and each type of homogamous union, and the statistical significance
of the difference between the corresponding coefficients. For example, the value 0.18 in the row
for both Catholic vs. Catholic–ecumenical Protestant was calculated as follows: the fifth-year
dissolution probability for a Catholic–ecumenical Protestant couple is 0.38; the probability for
a homogamous Catholic couple is 0.20 (see Table 1.4). Thus when a Catholic marries an
ecumenical Protestant rather than another Catholic, the fifth-year dissolution probability rises
by 0.18. A t-test for the difference between the corresponding coefficients (0.760 vs. 0.021)
reveals that it is statistically significant at the 0.05 level. Other values and significance tests in
this table were obtained in a similar way.
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to a Catholic raises the probability by 18 percentage points; for exclusivist
Protestants, the increase is 15 percentage points. This finding may reflect
generally more pronounced differences in religious beliefs and practices
between Protestants and Catholics than among the various Protestant
denominations.

Out-marriage increases the fifth-year dissolution probability by 27 per-
centage points for Mormons and by 28 points for members of the residual
category. These large effects are consistent with the facts that Mormonism
and most religions in the “other” category tend to be exclusivist in nature,
and that they have distinctive religious practices which are not incorporated
into everyday American life. The destabilizing effect of out-marriage for Jews
– an increase of 15 percentage points – is smaller and weaker in significance,
perhaps because a large fraction of American Jews belong to groups near the
ecumenical end of the exclusivist–ecumenical gradient. Finally, the marital
stability of couples consisting of two individuals with no religious affiliation
does not differ significantly from that of couples in which one member has no
religion; this result holds whether the other partner is ecumenical Protestant,
exclusivist Protestant, or Catholic.

The control variables generally are significant with the expected signs. Age
at marriage has a pronounced effect on marital stability: the older the age, the
more stable the union. With regard to schooling, men and women with col-
lege education have the lowest probability of marriage dissolution. A broken-
home background is associated with an increased risk of marital instability
for men. Among women who lost a parent, unions appear to be as stable as
those of their counterparts raised in intact homes; those with a nonintact
family of origin for other reasons have a higher likelihood of marital
breakup. Maternal employment is associated with somewhat higher levels of
instability, but the effect is only marginally significant in the case of women.
A previous marriage is associated with a higher probability of disruption; this
influence is particularly pronounced when it was the wife who entered the
union with a previous marital history. Premarital cohabitation with other
partners is also associated with relatively high rates of instability. Finally, the
presence of an out-of-wedlock child has a destabilizing impact for female
respondents, but no effect is discerned for males.

By examining the influences of these various control variables we can
assess the relative magnitude of the impact of religious intermarriage. The
probabilities in Table 1.4 show that among all the factors considered here, the
effects associated with religious intermarriage are clearly among the largest.
Excluding couples without a religious affiliation, the fifth-year dissolution
probability for homogamous unions ranges between 0.13 and 0.27; for heter-
ogamous couples, the probability ranges from 0.24 for the most stable inter-
marriages to 0.42 for the least stable. With the exception of age at marriage,
changes in none of the other variables considered here produce such a large a
variation in the probability of marital dissolution. The finding that the effect
of religious intermarriage on the likelihood of marital breakup is large
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compared to that of other known determinants of stability is consistent with
results based on a different data set and on much cruder measures of religious
composition (Lehrer 1996).

An assumption that underlies the above analysis – as well as all previous
studies in this literature – is that the propensity to intermarry is uncorrelated
with unobserved factors. Yet this assumption may not hold in practice
because of persistent differences among individuals in preferences, endow-
ments, and constraints on their behavior. The same unobserved factors that
lead an individual to enter an interfaith union may later influence the stability
of the marriage. Insofar as persons who intermarry are disproportionately
those with unobserved negative traits, the estimated coefficients on the
intermarriage variables would overstate the adverse impact of low religious
compatibility on marital stability.13 On the other hand, tradeoffs play an
important role in the marriage market (Chiswick and Lehrer 1991; Grossbard-
Shechtman 1993). If awareness of the potentially large adverse effects asso-
ciated with intermarriage leads people to enter an interfaith union only when
the match in other dimensions is particularly good, the estimated coefficients
would tend to understate the adverse consequences of low religious compati-
bility. The net direction of these biases is ambiguous a priori. Because of the
richness of the controls included in this analysis, however, they are likely to be
considerably less serious here than in previous research on the consequences
of intermarriage.

Religious conversion and marital stability

In order to study the role of conversion, we now subdivide homogamous
unions in the three larger categories (ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist
Protestant, and Catholic) into two groups depending on whether one of the
spouses changed affiliation to the religion of the other in connection with the
marriage. We reestimate the basic model using as benchmark those ecumenical
Protestant unions which are naturally homogamous. The means, coefficients,
standard errors, and dissolution probabilities associated with these variables
are displayed in Table 1.7. The results pertaining to the other religion variables
and the controls remain virtually unchanged and are omitted.

For exclusivist Protestants and Catholics, there are no significant differ-
ences in the stability of naturally homogamous and conversionary marriages.
However, in the case of ecumenical Protestants, we find that unions involving
a convert are significantly more stable than those whose members shared the
same faith before the marriage. The effect is large: the fifth-year dissolution
probability for a naturally homogamous ecumenical Protestant couple is
0.24, but it is only 0.13 if one of the spouses converted at the time of mar-
riage.14 For this group the stabilizing influence of a commitment to religious
compatibility clearly outweighs any adverse effects associated with imperfect
transferability of religion-specific human capital. Such capital may matter
less in the ecumenical Protestant denominations because of their high levels of
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tolerance for other religious beliefs and practices. In addition, the dominance
of mainline Protestantism in the American culture may result in widespread
acquisition of its religious capital even among individuals raised in other
faiths.

Viewed from a different angle, the results suggest that differences between
the spouses in religious background do not affect marital stability adversely
if one of the partners converts in order to achieve homogamy. At least for
these groups, the important factor in stability is not similarity in religious
background but rather the religious compatibility between the partners at
the time of marriage and thereafter. An intriguing question for future inves-
tigations is whether the same results hold for Mormonism, Judaism, and
other religions that could not be studied here because of limitations in
sample size.

Table 1.7 Conversion and marital stabilitya

Type of homogamous
union

Means Cox regression
coefficients and
standard errors

t-tests for pairwise
comparisons:
No.Conversion vs.
Conversion

Estimated
fifth-year
dissolution
probability

Ecumenical
Protestant,
nonconversionary

(0.095) benchmark 0.24

Ecumenical
Protestant,
conversionary

0.058 −0.648 (0.199)** 3.26** 0.13

Exclusivist
Protestant,
nonconversionary

0.121 −0.273 (0.137)** 0.19

Exclusivist
Protestant,
conversionary

0.030 −0.420 (0.215)* 0.70 0.16

Catholic,
nonconversionary

0.129 −0.187 (0.139) 0.20

Catholic,
conversionary

0.039 −0.265 (0.197) 0.40 0.19

# p ≤ 0.15; * p ≤ 0.10; ** p ≤ 0.05.

Note
a The sample size for this model, N = 3,033, is slightly smaller than that for the previous

regressions because we eliminated cases with missing information on whether one of the
spouses converted at the time of marriage. This regression includes all the control variables, as
well as all the religion dummy variables in the Table 1.4 model, except those for homogamous
Catholic and exclusivist Protestant couples. The fifth-year dissolution probabilities for inter-
marriages yielded by this model are virtually identical to those reported in Table 1.4, Panel 2;
the same is true for the homogamous marriages involving Jews, Mormons, members of the
residual category, and those with no religion.
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Conclusions

This research has increased our understanding of the role played by the
religious composition of unions as a determinant of marital stability in two
main ways. We have used more refined measures of such composition than
previous studies and we have explored reasons why the probability of breakup
might differ across various types of homogamous and heterogamous unions.
Analysis of the first-marriage experiences of white, non-Hispanic respond-
ents from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households reveals
that religious heterogamy is generally associated with a higher likelihood of
marital dissolution, consistent with the view that less efficiency and more
conflict characterize households where the spouses differ in their religious
preferences. Intermarriage, however, comes in different shades and degrees;
the magnitude of its destabilizing effect varies considerably with the degree of
dissimilarity between the religious beliefs and practices of the two groups,
and with the clarity with which they define their respective boundaries.
Comparisons among different types of intrafaith marriages show that stabil-
ity generally does not differ significantly by religious affiliation. Exceptions
are Mormon unions and those involving two partners with no religious
identification, which are, respectively, the most and the least stable. Among
Protestants and Catholics, couples who have achieved homogamy through
conversion are found to be at least as stable as those involving two members
who had the same religion before marriage, by a substantial margin in the
case of ecumenical Protestants. At least for these groups, religious compati-
bility between the spouses at the time of marriage and therafter dominates
any adverse effects of differences in religious background.

The specification of the religion variables used in this study, making distinc-
tions between various types of intra- and interfaith marriages, has uncovered
effects that had gone unnoticed in earlier research. Previous analyses of vari-
ations in divorce rates by religion, using either aggregate data or micro data
but focusing only on the wife’s religious affiliation, confound the dissolution
rates for homogamous and heterogamous unions (McCarthy 1979; Smith
1985). The case of Mormons demonstrates particularly clearly why the dis-
tinctions made here are important. Finding relatively high Mormon divorce
rates overall, Smith (1985, p. 287) observes: “Statistics on Mormon divorce
rates provide a surprising contrast to the family-oriented Mormon practices
of marrying early and creating large families.” The present analysis suggests
that in fact there is no contrast: although the probability of marital breakup
is extremely high for Mormon intermarriages, homogamous Mormon unions
are remarkably stable.

The strong observed effects of religious compatibility on marital stability
raise additional questions for future research. For example, is religiosity a
significant mediating factor in the relationship between the religious com-
position of unions and the probability of dissolution? Does gender matter –
that is, for a given type of intermarriage, are there differentials that depend on
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which spouse is affiliated with which religion? How do the results reported
here for non-Hispanic whites compare to those for other racial and ethnic
groups? And how have the effects of religious composition changed over
time? We hope that the results presented here will encourage further research
on the complex relationships between religion and marital stability.
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Notes
1 Several studies have reported that interfaith marriage has a negative effect on

marital stability (Burchinal and Chancellor 1963; Christensen and Barber 1967;
Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Becker et al. 1977; Michael 1979; Lehrer 1996), but
intermarriage is the central focus of the analysis only in Burchinal and Chancellor.
Recently the impact of religious heterogamy on marital satisfaction and other
measures of marital quality has been examined also (Glenn 1982; Heaton 1984;
Heaton and Pratt 1990). Other analyses have compared divorce rates among vari-
ous religious groups (McCarthy 1979; Smith 1985; Kobrin Goldscheider 1986).

2 This survey was designed at the Center for Demography and Ecology at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison under the direction of Larry Bumpass and
James Sweet. The fieldwork was done by the Institute for Survey Research at
Temple University.

3 The religion categories employed in this survey are considerably more detailed
than those available in the various cycles of the National Survey of Family
Growth. The post-1984 cycles of the General Social Surveys contain still more
refined categories, but lack information on the spouse’s religion for unions that
had been dissolved by the time of the interview.

4 Logit and probit models are necessarily arbitrary in the selection of interval
lengths, and do not use information on the timing of the dissolution within the
period under consideration. For an empirical comparison of the performance of
logit and proportional hazards models, see Tuma and Michael (1986).

5 This is so because of complementarities in home production. In addition, Lam
(1988) has suggested that joint consumption of household public goods generates
a tendency for positive assortative mating on wages. Because of the association
between education and wages, this effect also would imply positive assortative
mating by education.

6 Ideally, separate analyses would have been conducted depending on whether the
respondent’s spouse had been married before, because first and higher-order mar-
riage experiences differ in complex ways (Lehrer 1996). Unfortunately, limitations
of sample size rule out this possibility.

7 Respondents were asked “What is your religious preference?” Where changes
took place, further questions were asked, including “Did you change your religion
in connection with your (first) marriage?”, “What was your religious preference
before you changed at that time?” and “What religion did you change to at that
time?” Similar information was obtained about the respondent’s first spouse in the
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case of unions that had been dissolved by the time of the survey. For respondents
whose first marriages were still intact, the survey documents the spouse’s religious
affiliation at the interview date and just before the change, if conversion took place
in connection with the current union.

8 We also considered the alternative statistical specification of including dummy
variables for the husband’s and wife’s religious affiliations as well as interaction
terms between these variables. We decided against this approach for three main
reasons. First, earlier work by Bean and Aiken (1976) found this type of model to
be problematic for analyzing the effects of the religious composition of unions
because of the high correlation between the spouses’ affiliations. Second, the sam-
ple sizes for many of the religious groups are too small in the present data set to
permit the distinctions by gender which this specification requires. Third, in the
model we chose it is easier to make the types of comparisons and significance tests
in which we are interested. For example, in order to compare the stability of
intrafaith Mormon and Catholic marriages, all that needs to be done is to test
whether the coefficient on the dummy for homogamous Mormon unions differs
significantly from that for homogamous Catholic unions. This comparison is con-
siderably more complicated in the alternative specification, which would include
dummies for Mormon husband, Mormon wife, Catholic husband, Catholic wife,
and interactions for all possible combinations of these.

9 Exploring the mediating role of religiosity is less problematic in an analysis of the
determinants of marital satisfaction (as opposed to stability) for couples that are
intact at the time of the interview. Heaton (1984) and Heaton and Pratt (1990)
have estimated such models.

10 For respondents in intact first marriages at the time of the survey, the spouse’s
characteristics are not available if he or she failed to complete the questionnaire;
222 observations were lost on this account. To assess the extent to which the
estimated probabilities of dissolution by the fifth year are affected by this limita-
tion of the data, we respecified the model in Table 1.4 by dropping all the charac-
teristics of the spouse and by replacing the variables for the religious composition
of the union with a series of dummies for the respondent’s religion (with ecu-
menical Protestants as the benchmark). We estimated this revised model twice,
first using all the observations and then excluding the 222 cases in question. For
the 1980s cohort, the fifth-year dissolution probability for the reference case in the
second situation exceeds that in the first by three percentage points, providing an
estimate for the upward bias in the probabilities reported in Table 1.4.

11 For the benchmark case (both partners ecumenical Protestants, all control vari-
ables set at 0), the fifth-year dissolution probability for the 1980s cohort is 0.20, as
shown in Table 1.4. For the 1960s and 1970s cohorts respectively, the correspond-
ing figures are 0.10 and 0.16. Note that although the time-dependent function has
been allowed to vary by cohort, a single set of coefficients is estimated for the
entire period.

12 In their analyses of recent Australian data, Bracher et al. (1993) also find that
Catholics are not at lower risk of marital disruption than members of other
religious groups. In addition, the present results are consistent with changes in the
effects of Catholic religion on fertility in the United States; as shown by Mosher
et al. (1992), among others, the pattern of high Catholic family size that formerly
prevailed has ended.

13 For example, Bumpass and Sweet (1972, p. 760) observe that “intermarriages may
be selective of persons less able to compete in the prescribed market.” Along
similar lines, Becker (1991, p. 337) notes that “some persons enter mixed marriages
. . . because they are inefficient at discovering suitable prospects or have other
characteristics that lower their expected gains from marriage.”

14 This pronounced difference raises the question as to whether it may be necessary
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to qualify the earlier conclusion that all homogamous unions, except those involv-
ing Mormons and individuals with no religion, are equally stable. In the case
of conversionary couples, t-tests for pairwise comparisons between ecumenical
Protestant, exclusivist Protestant, and Catholic unions reveal no significant differ-
ences at the 0.05 or 0.10 levels. The corresponding comparisons in the case of
natural homogamy show that ecumenical Protestant unions are less stable than
exclusivist Protestant unions; the other two differences are insignificant.
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2 Religious intermarriage in the
United States
Determinants and trends*

A growing body of research points to the far-reaching economic and demo-
graphic implications of religious intermarriage. Several studies find that
interfaith marriages are at a higher risk of divorce than intrafaith unions.
Lehrer and Chiswick (1993, p. 398) report that, depending on the specific
religious group involved, the probability that a homogamous couple would
see their union dissolved before their fifth anniversary:

ranges between 0.13 and 0.27; for heterogamous couples, the probability
ranges from 0.24 for the most stable intermarriages to 0.42 for the least
stable. With the exception of age at marriage, changes in none of the
other variables considered here produce such a large variation in the
probability of marital dissolution.

Using different data sets and cruder measures of the religious composition of
unions, other research also finds relatively large destabilizing effects associ-
ated with religious heterogamy (Burchinal and Chancellor 1963; Bumpass and
Sweet 1972; Michael 1979; Heaton and Pratt 1990; Lehrer 1996a; Chiswick
1997).

Because of its impact on the likelihood of marital breakup, religious inter-
marriage may also be expected to influence patterns of investment in human
capital. A marital stability effect predicts that insofar as interfaith couples
recognize the relative instability of their unions, they have incentives to make
fewer investments in spouse-specific human capital – children in particular.
Similarly, this effect implies that women in religious intermarriages face
increased incentives to work in the labor market and invest in on-the-job
training, as insurance against the possibility of divorce. At the same time, a
bargaining effect suggests that if husband and wife are affiliated to religions
that embody different norms regarding fertility and the appropriate intra-
family division of labor, they may need to negotiate and possibly arrive at some
compromise in these areas. Empirically, several studies find that marrying

* This chapter is reprinted from Social Science Research 27:245–263, 1998.



outside the faith has an important impact on fertility and on female labor
supply, and that both the marital stability and bargaining effects play a role
in explaining the observed relationships (Lehrer 1995, 1996b, 1996c; see also
Becker et al. 1977).

While the consequences of marrying outside the religion for the stability
of unions, fertility, and women’s employment have received considerable
attention, relatively little is known about the determinants and trends of
religious intermarriage. With the exception of recent studies that focus on
the case of Catholics (Sander 1993, 1995) and Jews (Waite and Sheps 1994),
most previous empirical studies on the factors that influence intermarriage
are based on simple cross-tabulation analyses that examine one factor at a
time. In addition, research on intermarriage trends has focused generally on
unions between Protestants and Catholics (Bumpass 1970; Kalmijn 1991),
without making a distinction between the main groups within Protestantism.
Using data from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households
(NSFH), this study presents a multivariate analysis of the determinants
and trends of religious intermarriage for the three main religious groups
in the United States: exclusivist Protestants, ecumenical Protestants, and
Catholics.1

Analytical framework2

Religious intermarriage is a dichotomous variable: for a given definition
of religious categories, a marriage is either intra- or interfaith depending
on whether or not the spouses belong to the same group. Conceptually, how-
ever, intermarriage comes in varying shades and degrees. For example, while
differences in religious beliefs would be pronounced in a union between a
Mormon and a Jehovah’s Witness, they would be relatively minor in a mar-
riage between a Presbyterian and an Episcopalian. Thus in understanding the
determinants of religious intermarriage, Chiswick and Lehrer (1991) suggest
that it is useful to think about an underlying continuous variable: religious
compatibility (r), a measure of the degree of similarity between the husband’s
and wife’s religious beliefs and practices. Although the correspondence need
not be perfect, the low and high ends of this continuum may be thought of as
representing, respectively, inter- and intrafaith unions.

Both economists and sociologists have advanced reasons why a high level
of religious compatibility between the spouses should have a favorable effect
on marital stability. Within the context of marriage, religion is a comple-
mentary trait for which the mating of likes is optimal (Becker 1974). As
Chiswick and Lehrer (1991) elaborate, religion influences many activities that
husband and wife perform jointly. Such activities include not only those
related directly to religious observance, but also the upbringing of children,
the allocation of time and money, the cultivation of friendships, the devel-
opment of business and professional networks, the choice of place of residence,
and numerous other aspects of everyday life. Greater efficiency and less
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conflict are thus expected to characterize those households in which the
spouses share the same religious affiliation. Similar ideas are developed in the
sociological literature. For example, Bumpass and Sweet’s (1972) analysis
emphasizes the importance for marital harmony of similarity between the
spouses in religious beliefs and related values, priorities, and expectations.3

Although a high degree of religious compatibility between the spouses is
desirable for the reasons suggested above, religion is only one among many
traits that are important in the marriage market. The multidimensional nature
of the optimal match implies that individuals are often faced with the need to
consider tradeoffs between religious compatibility and other desirable char-
acteristics. Thus if a potentially attractive partner belonging to a different
religion has been identified, the individual must weigh the benefits of continu-
ing the search in the marriage market against the costs. The benefits include
the possibility of finding someone with a higher degree of religious compati-
bility; the costs involve the foregone gains from marriage with that partner
plus any out-of-pocket and psychological costs associated with continuing
the search process.

Chiswick and Lehrer (1991) develop a model that views the optimal level of
religious compatibility with the spouse for a given individual as that value
which equates the marginal benefit (MB) and marginal cost (MC) of search.
The shape of these curves, illustrated in Figure 2.1, is as typical in economic

Figure 2.1 The optimal level of religious compatibility with the spouse is that which
equates at the margin the benefits and the costs of search for a same-faith
partner.
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applications.4 Differences across individuals in the propensity to intermarry
can be understood in terms of variations in the circumstances that influence
the position of the curves. Figure 2.2a illustrates that, other factors held
constant, persons who face a high marginal cost of search for a same-faith
partner are likely to stop searching at a relatively low level of r, i.e., they are
likely to intermarry. Similarly, Figure 2.2b shows that individuals who have
high marginal benefits of search for a same-faith spouse are likely to continue
the search process until they reach a relatively high level of r, i.e., they are
prone to marry within their religion.

Factors that primarily influence MC

A key determinant of the marginal cost of search for a same-faith partner is
the availability of coreligionists in the relevant marriage market. It is clearly
less costly to identify a potential partner with a high degree of religious com-
patibility if the pool of such individuals in the place of residence is large.
Indeed, the most robust result in the literature on intermarriage is that the
size of this pool has a negative impact on the probability of marrying outside
the faith (Burchinal and Chancellor 1962; Rosenthal 1972; Thomas 1972;
Grossbard-Shechtman 1993; Sander 1995).

A different type of factor that would also influence the costs of additional
search for a same-faith partner is a premarital conception. An unplanned
pregnancy during the course of dating or cohabitation would substantially
raise the costs of continuing search – such costs would now include the
possibility of an abortion or an out-of-wedlock birth. Given that religious
compatibility with the partner appears to be less important in the context of
dating or cohabitation than within marriage (Burchinal 1960; Schoen and

Figure 2.2 Factors that influence the likelihood of intermarriage. (a) Individuals who
face a relatively high MC of search for a same-faith partner are more likely
to intermarry; (b) individuals who face a relatively high MB of search for a
same-faith partner are less likely to intermarry.
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Weinick 1993), a premarital pregnancy is expected to be positively associated
with the probability of intermarriage. An early cross-tabulation analysis by
Christensen and Barber (1967) lends support to this hypothesis. The effect
should be more pronounced among the more conservative religious groups,
for whom the costs of an abortion or a birth outside of marriage would be
perceived to be higher.

Factors that influence MC and MB

Educational attainment affects both the marginal benefits and the marginal
costs of search, having an ambiguous impact on the probability of intermar-
riage. Individuals who possess the attractive trait of a high level of schooling
generate marriage offers more easily and thus have lower costs of search for
a marital partner; this effect implies that they have a lower probability of
intermarriage. At the same time, greater educational attainment implies wider
intellectual horizons as well as higher levels of socioeconomic achievement –
additional dimensions of compatibility that may be traded off against
religious compatibility. In this sense, higher education may reduce the mar-
ginal benefits of search for a same-faith partner and increase the probability
of intermarriage. The net effect is ambiguous a priori and may vary across
religious groups.

Factors that primarily influence MB

Several factors influence the benefits of additional search for a same-faith
partner. In the tradeoff between religious compatibility and other desirable
traits, individuals who have higher levels of religiosity would be expected to
place more priority on the former. Several studies confirm that an increased
salience of religion is indeed associated with a lower probability of intermar-
riage (Heiss 1960; Rosenthal 1963; Waite and Sheps 1994). The benefits of
additional search for a same-faith partner also vary with the degree of com-
mitment the individual has to the religion in which he or she was raised. Such
commitment, in turn, has been found to be a function of the level of harmony
experienced in the family of origin: it is lower among people who report
dissatisfaction with their early child–parent relationships or strifeful family
interactions during childhood (Heiss 1960).

It has been suggested that gender may also influence the benefits of con-
tinuing search for a same-faith partner, insofar as the ability to control the
religious socialization of children differs between men and women (Glenn
1982). This issue has not received much attention. Early studies report that
among Catholics and Protestants, the probability of entering an interfaith
union is lower for men (see Salisbury [1964] for a review of this literature). The
opposite pattern has been found for Jews, at least until recently (Lazerwitz
1971; Waite and Sheps 1994).

Over the past decades, two factors may have affected the perceived benefits
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of continuing search for a coreligionist: possible changes over time in the
overall importance attached to religion in society and variations in the socio-
economic and cultural distance among groups. With regard to the first issue,
the prevailing view until recently was that the process of modernization –
with the accompanying increases in standards of living, the progress of
science and technology, and universal education – should lead to a decline in
the role of religion in society (e.g., Wilson 1976). This secularization thesis
has been challenged by a growing body of empirical research documenting
that the observed patterns of religious beliefs and practices in the United
States are inconsistent with its predictions (Greeley 1972, 1989; Hout and
Greeley 1987). More recently, rational choice theory has led to the formula-
tion of an alternative thesis – the view that in the highly pluralistic religious
market of the American society, the expected condition of religion is one of
vitality and vibrancy rather than decline (Iannaccone 1991, 1998; Finke and
Stark 1992; Warner 1993).

This debate over general trends in the salience of religious belief and prac-
tice in the United States is likely to continue in the years ahead. However,
there is less controversy regarding changes in a specific aspect of religion that
is particularly relevant for its role in marriage decisions: the socioeconomic
and cultural distance between religious groups. Several scholars have noted
that the behavior of Catholics in the United States has become considerably
less distinct over this century in such areas as educational attainment and
occupational composition (Bumpass 1970; Mueller 1971; Greeley 1976),
fertility (Mosher et al. 1992; Lehrer 1996b), childrearing (Alwin 1984), separ-
ation and divorce (Thornton 1985a; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993), gender roles
(Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984, 1988), female employment (Lehrer 1995),
and other dimensions of family life (D’Antonio and Cavanaugh 1983). These
transformations have effectively decreased the socioeconomic and cultural
boundaries between Catholics and Protestants, reducing the relative benefits
of a continued search for a same-faith partner. Indeed several studies report
that the prevalence of intermarriage for members of these faiths has increased
over the past decades, suggesting a trend towards secularization in the institu-
tion of marriage (Bumpass 1970; Johnson 1980; Glenn 1982; Kalmijn 1991;
Sander 1993).

At the same time, however, Thornton (1985b, p. 386) observes that a group
within Protestantism has become more distinct:

During the last two decades – when there were important trends toward
more egalitarian sex role attitudes, more acceptance of divorce, more
acceptance of childlessness, and a desire for smaller families – funda-
mentalist Protestants changed along with the rest of the American popu-
lation, but the extent of their change was smaller. The result is that they
are now generally more traditional than other Americans on many
aspects of family life . . . This group of Protestants also continues to have
somewhat higher fertility than others . . .
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In addition, the average socioeconomic status of many of the exclusivist
Protestant groups continues to be comparatively low (Roof and McKinney
1987), and their patterns of maternal employment during the childrearing
years also remain distinct (Lehrer 1995, 1999). Furthermore, the very nature
of exclusivist religious practices and beliefs implies sharp boundaries separat-
ing them from other groups. Overall, these observations suggest that the
declining role of religion in marriage decisions and the increased prevalence
of interfaith marriage documented in earlier studies may not apply to members
of exclusivist Protestant denominations.

Methods

The 1987–88 NSFH was addressed to a main sample of 9,643 male and female
respondents, representative of the US population ages 19 and over.5 The sur-
vey is rich in economic and demographic variables and includes the religious
affiliation of the respondents and their first spouses (where applicable), both
before and after the marriage.6 An important feature of the data is that infor-
mation is available on all first unions, whether or not they were still intact at
the time of the interview.7 The study is restricted to the first marriages of
white, non-Hispanic respondents who resided in the United States at age 16.
Even though African-Americans and Hispanics were oversampled, the num-
ber of observations available for ever-married respondents in these groups is
not sufficient to permit separate analyses; similarly, the number of respond-
ents born and raised in foreign countries is relatively small.8 The sample is
further limited to individuals born in 1960 or earlier, as some of the younger
respondents had not yet married by the interview date and this relationship
may vary systematically with the propensity to eventually intermarry.

Separate analyses are conducted for the first marriages of respondents
belonging to three main religious groups: exclusivist Protestant, ecumenical
Protestant, and Catholic. The classification of Protestants into these two
categories follows that employed earlier by Lehrer and Chiswick (1993) for
the NSFH data. The exclusivist group includes Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Seventh-Day Adventists, Christian Scientists, and a large number of other
fundamentalist denominations.9 Episcopalians, Methodists, Presbyterians,
Lutherans, Unitarians, and several other mainline Protestant bodies are clas-
sified in the ecumenical group. The sample sizes are 1,311, 1,952, and 1,204 for
exclusivist Protestants, ecumenical Protestants, and Catholics, respectively.

As suggested in the previous section, the underlying concept of religious
compatibility between the spouses corresponds to a continuous variable. The
operational definition of religious intermarriage used here is that it occurs
when a Protestant marries a Catholic, and in the case of interdenominational
unions involving Protestants, when at least one of the spouses is affiliated to
an exclusivist group. Unions involving members of two ecumenical Protestant
denominations are treated as homogamous. Thus, for example, a marriage
between a Christian Scientist and a Jehovah’s Witness would be coded as
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interfaith, as would a marriage between a Seventh-Day Adventist and a
Unitarian; a union between a Presbyterian and an Episcopalian would be
considered intrafaith. This approach is based on the notion that the dis-
tinguishing feature of ecumenical denominations is a loose definition of the
boundaries that separate groups. Indeed, interdenominational marriages
involving ecumenical Protestants have been found to be virtually as stable
as unions in which both spouses have the identical affiliation (Lehrer and
Chiswick 1993).

Because the objective of this study is to understand the factors that influ-
ence individuals’ decisions on whether to marry within or outside the religion
in which they were raised, the analysis focuses primarily on affiliation meas-
ured before the marriage (for both the respondent and the spouse). For the
stability of unions, however, there is evidence that homogamy in terms
of current religious affiliation is the more important concept (Lehrer and
Chiswick 1993). Thus the sensitivity of the results to measuring religion after
marriage is also explored. Table 2.1 shows the percentage of unions in the
sample that are interfaith by the respondent’s affiliation for the two ways of
measuring religion.

Table 2.2 presents definitions and means for the explanatory variables used
in the analysis. Information in the NSFH on the state where each respondent
lived at age 16 is used to construct a variable representing the percentage of
coreligionists in the respondent’s region of residence. This variable measures
the size of the pool of same-faith partners, a key determinant of the position
of the MC curve. The dummy for premarital pregnancy captures another
factor that influences the marginal cost of search. Next in the table is the
respondent’s educational level, a variable that affects both the costs and
benefits of additional search for a coreligionist.

The remaining variables primarily influence the marginal benefits of search.
The NSFH unfortunately does not document the level of religious participa-
tion in the respondents’ families of origin, nor does it contain direct measures
of the level of harmony in such families. Rough indicators are available, how-
ever. For Catholics and to a lesser extent for exclusivist Protestants, the size of
the family of origin may be used as a proxy, albeit imperfect, of religiosity.
Evidence that exclusivist Protestant theologies favor the traditional division
of labor within the household, especially when young children are present

Table 2.1 Percentage of marriages that are interfaith by respondent’s affiliation

Religion measured before
marriage (%)

Religion measured after
marriage (%)

Respondent’s religion
Exclusivist Protestant 51 37
Ecumenical Protestant 42 31
Catholic 44 25
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Table 2.2 Definitions and means of explanatory variables

Exclusivist
Protestant

Ecumenical
Protestant

Catholic

Percentage of coreligionists
For the region where respondent lived at

age 16, percentage of respondents in the
sample who resided there at age 16 and
had the same religious affiliationa 25.48 39.66 34.54

Premarital pregnancy
1 if there was a birth within 7 months of

marriage 0.07 0.07 0.07
Education

1 if respondent’s years of schooling at date
of marriage is in category indicated
< 12 years 0.43 0.23 0.22
12 years (benchmark) (0.35) (0.36) (0.40)
13–15 0.15 0.26 0.25
≥ 16 0.07 0.15 0.13

Size of family of origin
Number of siblings in respondent’s family 3.55 2.94 3.52

Mother’s employment
1 if respondent’s mother held a paid job for

12 months or more when he/she was 5 years
old or younger 0.20 0.18 0.20

Nonintact family of origin
1 if parents were separated or divorced when

respondent was 14 years old 0.12 0.11 0.11
Male

1 if respondent is male 0.37 0.40 0.40
Marriage cohort

1 if date of respondent’s first marriage is in
category indicated
Before 1950 0.36 0.34 0.26
1950–1959 0.16 0.14 0.12
1960–1969 0.20 0.19 0.19
1970–1979 (benchmark) (0.22) (0.24) (0.30)
1980–1988 0.06 0.09 0.13

N 1,311 1,952 1,204

Note
a For exclusivist Protestants, “same religious affiliation” means a denomination identical to

that of the respondent. For ecumenical Protestants, “same religious affiliation” means any
ecumenical Protestant denomination. The following regions are considered: New England,
Middle Atlantic, East North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic, East South
Central, West South Central, Mountain, and Pacific.
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(McMurry 1978; Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984; Lehrer 1995, 1999), suggests
that a dummy for maternal employment may also capture variations in religi-
osity for this group. In addition, a variable for dissolution of the family of
origin through separation or divorce is included. A broken-family background
is likely to be associated with the strifeful family interactions that have been
linked to lessened commitment to the parental religion. Given the strong anti-
divorce position of the Catholic Church, the dummy for marriage dissolution
is also likely to capture an aspect of religiosity for this group: Catholic
respondents who grew up in nonintact families come disproportionately from
families with a relatively weak adherence to the tenets of the Church. The table
also includes a variable for gender10 as well as a series of dummies for marriage
cohort to capture possible changes over time.

Finally, it is worth noting that the various characteristics of the spouse
do not appear in Table 2.2. These variables are determined jointly with the
religious nature of the match as individuals make tradeoffs in the process of
selecting a spouse. Controlling for these traits in the regressions would thus
introduce simultaneous equations biases. Similarly, age at marriage is excluded
because the duration of search is also determined jointly with the character-
istics of the partner. For example, individuals who are pessimistic about their
marital prospects may end the search process at an early stage, settling for a
spouse whose religious and other characteristics represent a far from optimal
match. The models discussed below are reduced-form equations that provide
estimates of the total effect of each explanatory variable on the probability of
intermarriage.

Results

Table 2.3 presents maximum-likelihood estimates of logit equations, with the
dichotomous intermarriage variable regressed on the explanatory factors
described in the previous section. Separate equations are reported for the first
marriages of respondents whose religion before marriage is exclusivist Pro-
testant, ecumenical Protestant, and Catholic. This table provides information
on the direction and statistical significance of each influence. The magnitude
and importance of the various effects can be assessed more easily by turning
to Table 2.4, which displays predicted probabilities of religious intermarriage
for selected values of the covariates.

The availability of same-faith partners has the expected negative influence
on the likelihood of interfaith marriage for the three religious groups. The
effect is pronounced in each case: as the percentage of coreligionists in
the area where the respondent lived at age 16 increases from 10 to 50 percent,
the probability of intermarriage falls from 0.63 to 0.32 for exclusivist Protest-
ants, from 0.70 to 0.44 for ecumenical Protestants, and from 0.62 to 0.41 for
Catholics. To the extent that there is interregional mobility for some respond-
ents after age 16, the variable used to indicate the size of the pool of coreli-
gionists is measured with some error. The true effects are thus even larger in
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absolute magnitude than suggested by the estimates reported here. The relative
abundance of same-faith partners clearly plays a major role as a determinant
of the likelihood of marrying within the religion.

A premarital pregnancy is found to have a significant positive effect on the
probability of religious intermarriage for exclusivist Protestants, the group
that is most traditional and for whom the costs of an out-of-wedlock birth or
abortion would presumably be highest. The magnitude of the effect is sizable: a
premarital pregnancy is associated with an increase in the probability of inter-
faith marriage from 0.51 to 0.67. Although a positive influence was anticipated
for Catholics also, no significant effect can be discerned for this group.

As noted earlier, the impact of education on intermarriage is ambiguous
a priori: higher levels of schooling decrease the costs of additional search for
a same-faith partner, but also may reduce the marginal benefits of search. For
ecumenical Protestants and Catholics, the opposing influences appear to
cancel each other out as the probability of outmarriage is found not to vary
with education.

The second effect dominates for exclusivist Protestants. The likelihood of
marrying outside the faith is greater, by a wide margin, among those with the
highest schooling levels: the probability of intermarriage is 0.51 for a high

Table 2.3 Logit intermarriage regressions by respondent’s affiliation (religion meas-
ured before marriage)a

Exclusivist
Protestant

Ecumenical
Protestant

Catholic

Percentage of coreligionists −0.032 (0.003)** − 0.027 (0.006)** −0.021 (0.004)**
Premarital pregnancy 0.672 (0.238)** 0.035 (0.185) −0.161 (0.230)
Education

< 12 years −0.229 (0.142) 0.164 (0.131) 0.021 (0.170)
13–15 years 0.153 (0.182) −0.123 (0.123) −0.049 (0.155)
≥ 16 years 0.737 (0.257)** 0.057 (0.149) 0.0004 (0.199)

Size of family of origin −0.003 (0.021) −0.021 (0.021) −0.044 (0.024)*
Mother’s employment 0.323 (0.161)** 0.067 (0.127) 0.113 (0.153)
Nonintact family of origin 0.058 (0.192) 0.262 (0.154)* 0.509 (0.202)**
Male −0.393 (0.125)** −0.244 (0.097)** 0.142 (0.124)
Marriage cohort

Before 1950 0.027 (0.175) −0.675 (0.138)** −0.843 (0.178)**
1950–9 0.293 (0.200) −0.478 (0.159)** −0.424 (0.206)**
1960–9 −0.040 (0.186) −0.173 (0.142) −0.148 (0.174)
1980–8 −0.022 (0.273) 0.438 (0.185)** −0.010 (0.200)

Constant 0.870 (0.193)** 1.165 (0.286)** 0.824 (0.237)**
Log-likelihood −821.971 −1,286.295 −786.145
N 1,311 1,952 1,204

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05.

Note
a Standard errors in parentheses.
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school graduate compared to 0.68 for a college graduate. As Table 2.2 shows,
the schooling level of exclusivist Protestants in the sample is substantially
lower than that of the other religious groups. While only 7 percent of exclu-
sivist Protestants has 16 years of schooling or more, the corresponding per-
centages are about double for ecumenical Protestants and Catholics: 15 and
13 percent, respectively. Among the most highly educated exclusivist Protest-
ants, the more elevated levels of intellectual development and socioeconomic
achievement associated with greater schooling – which may be found more
easily in a partner outside the religion – appear to represent an important
aspect of compatibility that is traded off against religious homogamy. This
result is consistent with evidence in the literature that one reason for religious

Table 2.4 Estimated probabilities of religious intermarriage (religion measured before
marriage)

Exclusivist
Protestant

Ecumenical
Protestant

Catholic

Reference persona 0.51 0.51 0.49
Selected characteristicsb

Percentage of coreligionists
10 0.63 0.70 0.62
25 0.51 0.60 0.54
50 0.32 0.44 0.41

Premarital pregnancy 0.67 (0.52)c (0.45)
Education

< 12 years (0.45) (0.55) (0.49)
13–15 years (0.55) (0.48) (0.48)
≥ 16 years 0.68 (0.49) (0.49)

Size of family of origin
1 (0.51) (0.52) 0.51
4 (0.51) (0.50) 0.48

Mother employed 0.59 (0.52) (0.52)
Nonintact family of origin (0.52) 0.57 0.61
Male 0.41 0.45 (0.52)
Marriage cohort

Before 1950 (0.52) 0.34 0.29
1950–9 (0.58) 0.39 0.38
1960–9 (0.50) (0.46) (0.45)
1980–8 (0.50) 0.61 (0.49)

Notes
a The reference person has the following characteristics. The percentage of coreligionists is

equal to the mean value for the sample (25.48, 39.66, and 34.54 for exclusivist Protestants,
ecumenical Protestants, and Catholics, respectively). The size of the family of origin is three;
the mother was not employed during the respondent’s early childhood, the parents were not
divorced or separated when the respondent was 14 years of age. The respondent’s years of
schooling at the time of marriage is 12, there is no premarital pregnancy, the respondent is
female, and the marriage took place in the period 1970–79.

b All characteristics are identical to those of the reference person, except as indicated in the stub.
c Figures shown in parentheses correspond to coefficients that are not significant at the 0.10

level.
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switching (which frequently accompanies marriage to a partner raised in a
different faith) is the desire to move to a more compatible socioeconomic
membership (Newport 1979).

This finding is also consistent with research that emphasizes the import-
ance of assortative mating by education in the marriage market (Kalmijn
1991; Mare 1991). Because of the comparatively low average schooling
level of exclusivist Protestants, the most highly educated members of this
group face a more acute tradeoff between religious compatibility with the
spouse and assortative mating by education than do their ecumenical Pro-
testant and Catholic counterparts. The pronounced effect of a college educa-
tion on the probability of intermarriage for exclusivist Protestants suggests
that in this tradeoff, the desire for a partner with a similar schooling level
often dominates.

The size of the family of origin has a significant negative coefficient in the
Catholic sample, the group for which this variable is expected to proxy most
closely for religiosity. However, the magnitude of the effect is small: as family
size increases from 1 to 4, the probability of intermarriage falls only slightly,
from 0.51 to 0.48. At the same time, the maternal employment variable, which
is expected to capture the salience of religion for exclusivist Protestants,
attains significance for this group and the direction of the effect is as predicted.
The size of the influence is modest: the mother’s employment is associated
with an increase in the probability of intermarriage, from 0.51 to 0.59. The
coefficients on the nonintact family of origin variable are positive as antici-
pated, but attain significance only for ecumenical Protestants and Catholics.
For the former, a broken-family background increases the probability of inter-
marriage from 0.51 to 0.57. As anticipated, the increase is more pronounced
for the latter, from 0.49 to 0.61.

The coefficients on male respondents are negative for the two groups of
Protestants, consistent with results from previous analyses; the coefficient is
insignificant for Catholics. If this pattern by gender is confirmed by subsequent
studies, it would be useful to explore further whether interfaith marriages
involving a Protestant husband display a greater tendency than other types of
heterogamous unions for the wife to control the religious upbringing of
the children.

The marriage cohort coefficients provide information on changes in the
prevalence of intermarriage over time for the various religious groups. The
results show that the probability of interfaith marriage has increased substan-
tially over the past decades for ecumenical Protestants and Catholics. The
changes over time follow somewhat different trajectories for the two groups.
In the case of ecumenical Protestants, the probability of intermarriage is
0.34 and 0.39, respectively, for the pre-1950 and 1950s marriage cohorts;
it increases to the 0.46–0.51 range for the 1960s and 1970s cohorts, rising
further to 0.61 for the 1980s cohort. In the case of Catholics, most of the
increase occurred earlier: from 0.29 for the pre-1950 cohort to 0.38 for the
1950s cohort, stabilizing at the 0.45–0.49 level thereafter.
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In sharp contrast, the marriage cohort coefficients are insignificant in the
exclusivist Protestant sample: the prevalence of intermarriage has not changed
significantly for this group over the past decades. This remarkable stability is
consistent with the observation made earlier that the gap between exclusivist
Protestants and other groups of society remains large and that the boundaries
that separate them continue to be sharp.

Finally, Table 2.5 reports results of the logit regressions reestimated with
religion measured after marriage. The interpretation of the coefficients in this
table is less straightforward than that in the previous specification, as intra-
faith unions in this context include not only those in which both spouses were
raised in the same religion but also those in which either the respondent or
the spouse converted to achieve homogamy. Thus, while most effects remain
similar in the new regressions, it is not surprising to observe some changes.
Notably, the strong effect of a college education for exclusivist Protestants
found in Table 2.3 is not detected in Table 2.5. This result reflects the fact that
highly educated exclusivist Protestants who switch religious affiliations at the
time of marriage are classified here as homogamously married. It is also
worth noting that intermarriage trends under both specifications are similar,
showing stability over the period for exclusivist Protestants but significant
increases for the other two groups.

Table 2.5 Logit intermarriage regressions by respondent’s affiliation (religion meas-
ured after marriage)a

Exclusivist
Protestant

Ecumenical
Protestant

Catholic

Percentage of coreligionists −0.017 (0.003)** −0.013 (0.004)** −0.010 (0.005)**
Premarital pregnancy 0.806 (0.219)** 0.190 (0.195) −0.062 (0.266)
Education

< 12 years −0.211 (0.142) 0.238 (0.141)* 0.140 (0.204)
13–15 years −0.253 (0.185) −0.071 (0.132) −0.163 (0.187)
≥ 16 years 0.323 (0.250) −0.215 (0.164) −0.127 (0.237)

Size of family of origin 0.025 (0.022) −0.037 (0.023) −0.018 (0.029)
Mother’s employment 0.212 (0.162) 0.168 (0.132) 0.244 (0.174)
Nonintact family −0.040 (0.187) 0.350 (0.164)** 0.547 (0.229)**
Male −0.244 (0.125)** −0.341 (0.107)** 0.020 (0.149)
Marriage cohort

Before 1950 −0.078 (0.175) −0.640 (0.147)** −1.146 (0.223)**
1950–9 0.213 (0.198) −0.336 (0.168)** −0.432 (0.240)*
1960–9 −0.061 (0.182) −0.148 (0.155) −0.455 (0.208)**
1980–8 0.136 (0.257) 0.592 (0.193)** 0.330 (0.224)

Constant −0.068 (0.192) 0.079 (0.223) −0.416 (0.273)
Log-likelihood −818.151 −1,141.378 −591.573
N 1,287 1,914 1,107

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05.

Note
a Standard errors in parentheses.
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Conclusions

A growing literature documents that religious intermarriage has important
effects on the economic and demographic behavior of families. Yet few empir-
ical studies have examined the determinants of this phenomenon for the main
religious groups in the United States within the context of a multivariate
framework. The present study has attempted to fill this gap in the literature.

The analysis is based on a model that views religious compatibility with the
spouse as a desirable marital trait, but one that may have to be traded off
against other attractive characteristics in the marriage market. In this frame-
work, the optimal level of religious compatibility with the spouse is a function
of the benefits and costs associated with additional search for a same-faith
partner. Several hypotheses derived from this model are tested with data on
exclusivist Protestant, ecumenical Protestant, and Catholic respondents in
the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households.

The main determinant of the costs of finding a same-faith spouse is the
proportion of individuals with the same religious affiliation in the relevant
marriage market. The results strongly support the hypothesis that the greater
such proportion, the lower the probability of marrying outside the religion. A
different type of factor that influences the costs of continued search for a same-
faith partner is the occurrence of pregnancy in the course of dating or cohabit-
ation. Such an event is found to increase the probability of interfaith marriage
by a substantial amount, but only for exclusivist Protestants – a group for
which the costs of an abortion or an out-of-wedlock child are relatively high.

Educational attainment has an ambiguous effect on the probability of inter-
marriage, as higher levels of schooling decrease the marginal costs of search
for a same-faith partner and may also reduce the marginal benefits of such a
search. For ecumenical Protestants and Catholics, education is found to have
no effect on the likelihood of intermarriage, suggesting that the countervailing
forces are offsetting each other. The second effect dominates for exclusivist
Protestants: in this group, those with the highest levels of schooling are most
likely to marry outside the religion. Because positive assortative mating by
education within the religion is relatively difficult for exclusivist Protestants
who have college degrees, this finding is suggestive of the relative strength and
importance of educational homogamy.

Those who are more religious and more committed to the faith in which
they were raised are predicted to have a lower probability of intermarriage.
Only imperfect proxies for these factors are available in these data, and
their coefficients are not always significant; however, the results are generally
supportive of this hypothesis. The estimates also uncover an asymmetry by
gender in the probability of intermarriage for ecumenical and exclusivist
Protestants, possibly reflecting a corresponding asymmetry in the ability to
control the religious socialization and education of the children.

Overall, the results on the determinants of religious intermarriage are gen-
erally consistent with the hypotheses derived from the theoretical model.
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Based on an assessment of the benefits and costs of search for a same-faith
partner at the margin, the model provides a cohesive structure for under-
standing how various factors influence the likelihood of marrying outside the
religion and avoids the ad hoc explanations for one variable at a time often
found in earlier studies.

With regard to long-run trends, an important finding of this research is that
the past decades have witnessed a significant increase in the rate of intermar-
riage for Catholics and ecumenical Protestants; at the same time, the pattern
has been one of notable stability in the case of exclusivist Protestants. For the
dimension of religion considered in this study – the salience of religious fac-
tors in marriage decisions – this result may be interpreted as a confirmation
of secularizing trends among ecumenical Protestants and Catholics and an
indication of a resistance to secularization among exclusivist Protestants.

The conclusion that barriers to interfaith marriage remain unchanged for
exclusivist Protestants is consistent with evidence that this group continues
to display distinctive patterns of economic and demographic behavior.
Several researchers have studied and documented the relative strength of
exclusivist Protestant denominations (Kelley 1972; Roof and McKinney
1987; Iannaccone 1992, 1994). An intriguing topic for future investigation is
the extent to which their stable intermarriage patterns, documented here, have
contributed to such strength.

Recent research suggests that the theoretical framework that has been found
useful for analyzing the demographic consequences of interfaith marriage
may be applied, with some modification, to understanding the demographic
implications of other types of intermarriages. Berg and Pullum (1996) find
that the marital stability and bargaining effects described in the introduction
help explain the observed effects of interethnic and interracial marriage on
fertility behavior. Along similar lines, extension of the analysis presented in
this article may shed additional light on the determinants of racial and ethnic
heterogamy in the marriage market.
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Notes
1 This terminology follows Kelley (1972), who classifies religious groups along an

ecumenical–exclusivist gradient depending on the clarity with which membership
boundaries are drawn.

2 This section builds on the model of intermarriage developed by Chiswick and
Lehrer (1991).

3 For a different theoretical perspective, which views religious heterogamy as a posi-
tive marital trait under special circumstances, see Grossbard-Shechtman (1993).

4 The MC curve slopes upward, reflecting the fact that if a partner with a very low
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r has been identified, it is relatively easy (inexpensive) to improve on that dimen-
sion; once a partner with a high r has been found, further improvements in this
aspect become very costly. Similarly, the downward slope of the MB curve reflects
the notion that the benefits of further increases in r vary inversely with the level of
compatibility with the partner who has already been identified.

5 This survey was designed at the Center for Demography and Ecology at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison under the direction of Larry Bumpass and
James Sweet. The field work was done by the Institute for Survey Research at
Temple University.

6 Respondents were asked “What is your religious preference?” Where changes
took place, there were further questions, including “Did you change your religion
in connection with your (first) marriage?,” “What was your religious preference
before you changed at that time?,” and “What religion did you change to at that
time?” Similar information was obtained about the respondent’s first spouse in the
case of unions that had been dissolved by the time of the survey. For respondents
whose first marriages were still intact, the survey documents the spouse’s religious
affiliation at the time of the interview and just before the change if conversion
took place in connection with the marriage.

7 Earlier analyses of trends in religious intermarriage by Bumpass (1970) and
Glenn (1982) are based on samples of unions that were still intact at the interview
date. As Bumpass (1970) discusses in detail, this limitation of the data creates
problems of selective sample attrition because interfaith marriages have a higher
probability of dissolution.

8 It would be inappropriate to lump all respondents together and simply include
dummy variables for race/ ethnicity and country of birth, because the determinants
of intermarriage are likely to differ across groups.

9 The NSFH does not make a distinction among the various Baptist denomin-
ations. Also, although it would have been desirable to use separate categories for
Baptists and the smaller exclusivist denominations, sample size limitations do not
permit this refinement.

10 Male and female respondents were pooled due to limitations of sample size. It is
worth noting, however, that in preliminary analyses the null hypothesis that the
structures are the same for men and women could not be rejected at the 0.05 or
0.10 levels for any of the religious groups.
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Part II

The role of religion in female
labor supply and fertility





3 The effects of religion on the
labor supply of married
women*

There is a growing literature on the role of religion in economic and demo-
graphic behavior. Research has focused on the effects of religious affiliation on
the process of marital search and choice of spouse (Chiswick and Lehrer 1991;
Grossbard-Shechtman 1993; Waite and Sheps 1994), on the stability of mar-
riages (Becker et al. 1977; Heaton and Pratt 1990; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993),
and on the number and timing of children (Heckert and Teachman 1985;
Williams and Zimmer 1990; Mosher et al. 1992). Very little is known, however,
about how religion affects women’s decisions regarding the allocation of time
between home and market. Drawing from both economic and sociological
theories, the present study examines channels through which religion may
affect such decisions, focusing on the special case of married women.

A rich data set, the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households
(NSFH) is used in the empirical analysis.1 This survey was addressed to a
main sample of 9,643 men and women of all marital statuses, representative
of the US population age 19 and over. It includes detailed socioeconomic
and demographic variables for the respondents and their current husbands
or wives (where applicable), as well as their employment status and religious
affiliation. Information on currently married respondents is used to quantify
differences in labor supply among women in various types of intrafaith unions,
and to estimate the effects of out-marriage on the wife’s commitment to the
labor market for members of each major religious group.

Analytical framework

The sociological literature suggests that one channel through which religion
may influence female employment decisions is through differences across
religious groups in attitudes toward gender roles and the appropriate division
of labor within the family. A linkage between religion and such attitudes has
indeed been documented in many studies. Exclusivist Protestant groups tend
to be least egalitarian in their definitions of the male and female roles,

* Reprinted from Social Sciences Research 24:281–301, 1995.



individuals with no religious affiliation are most egalitarian, with ecumenical
Protestant groups falling somewhere in between (McMurry 1978; Brinkerhoff
and MacKie 1985).2 The placement of Roman Catholics along this continuum
appears to have changed substantially over time. While early studies found
that Catholics made a sharp distinction between appropriate male and female
roles (Campbell 1966; Meir 1972; McMurry 1978), recent analyses suggest
that Catholics have become more egalitarian (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984)
and indeed less traditional in this respect than either group of Protestants
(Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1988). The direction of this change is consistent
with transformations that have taken place in the attitudes and behavior
of Catholics in issues related to childrearing (Alwin 1984); separation and
divorce (Thornton 1985; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993); fertility (Mosher et al.
1992; Lehrer 1996a), and other areas of family life (D’Antonio and Cavanaugh
1983).

As Table 3.1 shows, data from the survey used in the present study confirm
the finding in the literature that gender role attitudes vary systematically by
religion, with exclusivist Protestants at the least egalitarian end of the con-
tinuum and individuals who have no religion at the other end. While the
difference between the two extremes is very pronounced, that between the
groups in the middle, ecumenical Protestants and Catholics, is minor.3

In a recent study, Heaton and Cornwall (1989) made a first attempt to
examine whether the differentials by religion in gender role attitudes described
above are translated into differentials in actual female labor force behavior.
Using data on labor force participation rates from the 1971 and 1981 Canadian
censuses, ratios of male to female employment are calculated for various
religious groups. The results suggest that men’s and women’s labor supply
patterns are most similar among those with no religious affiliation and least
similar for members of exclusivist Protestant groups; ecumenical Protestants
and Catholics fall in between. While the findings are suggestive of an impact
of religion on women’s labor supply decisions, the analysis is intended to be
descriptive and does not control for other economic and demographic vari-
ables that influence female time allocation decisions. Since religion is known
to be correlated with such variables, the question of whether there is an effect
of religion per se on labor supply behavior remains open.

The present study focuses on the labor supply of married women, and as
such it is appropriate to consider possible effects of the husband’s faith as
well. The fact that his religious beliefs may differ from the wife’s raises the
possibility of conflict. Recent studies have analyzed the resolution of marital
conflict within the framework of bargaining models (Manser and Brown 1980;
McElroy and Horney 1981; Lundberg and Pollak 1993). This perspective
suggests that in comparing a union whose members are both affiliated to
an egalitarian religious group and who therefore do not need to compromise
in the area of female employment, with another in which only one member
belongs to such group, the wife’s commitment to the labor market should be
stronger in the former. Similarly, in comparing a union whose members are
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both affiliated to a religious group that emphasizes distinctive roles for
men and women with another in which only one member is affiliated to such
religion, the level of the wife’s labor supply should be higher in the latter.
This mechanism, which will be referred to as the “bargaining effect,” suggests
that out-marriage may lead to an increase or a decrease in the wife’s labor
supply, depending on the placement of her husband’s faith along the least
egalitarian–most egalitarian continuum.4

The economic literature suggests another channel through which the
religious composition of unions may affect female labor supply behavior,
namely, through the effect of religious intermarriage on incentives to invest
in various forms of human capital. Becker et al. (1977) note that insofar
as interfaith couples recognize the relative instability of their unions, they
have an incentive to make fewer investments in spouse-specific capital,

Table 3.1 Religion and gender-role attitudesa

Exclusivist
Protestant

Ecumenical
Protestant

Catholic No religion

“It is much better for everyone if the man earns the main living and the woman takes
care of the home and family.” (Strength of agreement or disagreement with this
statement)

1 (strongly agree) 24.6 13.7 11.9 8.3
2 26.6 23.1 19.0 14.6
3 30.4 33.1 36.2 36.8
4 12.4 18.9 22.7 21.5
5 (strongly disagree) 6.0 11.2 10.2 18.8
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 549 776 538 144
χ2 = 91.8** (12 df )

“Mothers who work full time when their youngest child is under age 5.” (Strength of
approval or disapproval with this behavior)

1 (strongly approve) 7.4 8.1 8.9 11.1
2 7.1 9.7 9.8 10.4
3 9.1 9.6 11.7 11.8
4 31.5 31.5 27.3 41.7
5 14.0 15.0 15.0 12.5
6 13.2 11.1 12.1 6.3
7 (strongly disapprove) 17.8 15.1 15.2 6.3
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 552 775 539 144
χ2 = 31.6** (18 df )

** p < 0.05.

Note
a This analysis is based on responses by all wives in the sample of Table 3.2, omitting cases with

missing information on the attitudinal variables. The criteria for inclusion in the sample are
discussed at length in the section on methods in the text.
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primarily children, because such investments would decline in value following
the dissolution of the marriage – a hypothesis that has been supported by
empirical research.5 Extension of this reasoning suggests that women in inter-
faith unions would face incentives to invest in labor market experience and
on-the-job training, as these forms of human capital would retain their value
and become, indeed, particularly useful in the event of a divorce. This “mari-
tal stability effect” therefore implies that women in interreligious unions
should display higher levels of labor supply than their counterparts in
homogamous marriages, other factors held constant. The importance of this
effect is suggested by research documenting that the impact of the religious
composition of unions on marital stability is large in magnitude (Michael
1979; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Lehrer 1996b; Chiswick 1997) and that the
expected probability of divorce has a substantial influence on the labor
supply behavior of married women (Greene and Quester 1982; Johnson and
Skinner 1986).

The theoretical considerations outlined above suggest some testable hypoth-
eses regarding the effect of the religious composition of unions on female
labor supply behavior for the four groups considered in this study: ecumenical
Protestant, exclusivist Protestant, Catholic, and no religion. Focusing first on
comparisons among women in various types of intrafaith unions, the ranking
of religious groups along the most egalitarian–least egalitarian continuum
implies that attachment to the labor force should be highest for women
who have no religious affiliation, lowest for exclusivist Protestant women,
with Catholic and ecumenical Protestant women occupying positions in
between these two extremes.

Turning to the impact of out-marriage, labor supply is predicted to be
unambiguously higher for exclusivist Protestant women in interfaith mar-
riages than for their counterparts in homogamous unions, because in this
case the bargaining effect reinforces the intermarriage effect. As discussed
above, the intermarriage effect always implies that marrying outside the
religion leads to increased female employment. For exclusivist Protestant
women, the bargaining effect operates in the same direction as this group is at
the least egalitarian end of the continuum, and marriage to a member of any
other group would therefore tend to increase female attachment to the labor
force. The influences of out-marriage on female labor supply for ecumenical
Protestant, Catholic, and unaffiliated women are more complex, since in these
cases the bargaining effect may operate in a direction opposite to the inter-
marriage effect, depending on the particular religious group to which the
husband belongs.

Because the emphasis placed on the domestic role for women by some
religions is likely to be connected closely with the presence of children, young
children especially, the impact of religion on married women’s labor supply is
expected to vary systematically over the life cycle. In particular, any differ-
ences in the intra-family division of labor among the various types of hom-
ogamous unions should be most pronounced when young children are present
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in the home. In addition, the intermarriage effect is also expected to be largest
in magnitude at this stage of the life cycle, as the adverse effect of interfaith
marriage on marital stability is likely to be particularly acute when decisions
must be made regarding the religious education and socialization of children
(Chiswick and Lehrer 1991). Put together, these two arguments suggest that
the influence of the religious composition of unions on the wife’s labor
supply should be relatively weak initially, when there are no children in the
household, becoming stronger when young children arrive. After all children
have reached school age, the measured effect of religious composition is
expected to decline, partly because religion should matter less, partly because
those interfaith unions that have remained intact until that stage of the life
cycle represent a select group for whom religious complementarities are
relatively unimportant.

Methods

Following Lehrer and Nerlove (1984), three groups of currently married
respondents from the 1987–88 NSFH are analyzed separately depending on
life-cycle stage: period 1, in which there are no children yet in the household
(N = 312);6 period 2, in which children are present and the youngest is under
6 years of age (N = 806); and period 3, which begins when the youngest
child reaches age 6 and ends when all the children have left the household
(N = 926). These samples are restricted to non-Hispanic white wives, because
even though African-Americans and Hispanics were oversampled, the num-
ber of observations available for currently married respondents in periods
1, 2, and 3 is too small to permit separate analyses.7 And the alternative
strategy of lumping all groups together with controls for race/ethnicity is
inappropriate in light of the large body of research documenting systematic
differences in the determinants of female labor supply behavior across groups
(e.g., see Carliner 1981; Cooney and Ortiz 1983; Lehrer and Nerlove 1984;
Reimers 1985; Lehrer 1992).

For periods 2 and 3, a multinomial logit framework is used to analyze
wives’ decisions of whether to work in the labor market full time, part time, or
not at all, as a function of a common set of variables.8 For period 1, only the
dichotomous choice – in or out of the labor force, can be meaningfully stud-
ied due to limitations of sample size. Table 3.2 presents descriptive statistics
for employment status, based on hours worked the week before the survey,

Table 3.2 Employment status by period

Full-time work Part-time work Non-employment Total

Period 1 235 (75.3%) 45 (14.4%) 32 (10.3%) 312 (100%)
Period 2 270 (33.5%) 209 (25.9%) 327 (40.6%) 806 (100%)
Period 3 412 (44.5%) 238 (25.7%) 276 (29.8%) 926 (100%)
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or the usual hours worked per week if the one preceding the interview was
not typical (e.g., because of temporary illness or vacation). Full-time status
is defined as 35 hours or more. As expected, Table 3.2 shows very marked
variations in female labor supply behavior over the three life cycle stages. The
fraction of women working on a full-time basis drops from fully 75 percent
in period 1 to only 34 percent in period 2, increasing to 45 percent in period
3; at the same time, the part-time participation rate rises from 14 percent in
period 1 to 26 percent in periods 2 and 3.

The explanatory variable of central interest is religion. The empirical
analysis focuses on the spouses’ current affiliations, as opposed to the faiths
they were raised in, for three reasons. First, the quality of the current religion
variable in these data is superior.9 Second, when the religion in which the
individual was raised is used, couples who have achieved homogamy through
conversion are classified as “interfaith” marriages. Yet in terms of both levels
of religious compatibility between the spouses and marital stability patterns,
such unions are more similar to naturally homogamous couples than to those
involving individuals who came into the marriage with different religions,
choosing to keep them unchanged (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). In this sense,
using current affiliations results in a better classification system. And third,
the gender role attitudes associated with the husband’s and wife’s current
faiths are likely to be more relevant to decisions regarding the division of
labor during married life than those of any religion either of them may have
been affiliated to in an earlier period. On the other hand, the religion in which
the individual was raised has the advantage of being truly exogenous,
uncontaminated by some of the biases that may affect affiliation at the time of
the interview. The implications of using this alternative measure are therefore
discussed later in the text.

Over 60 religious groups are identified in the NSFH, most of them Protest-
ant denominations. Protestants are divided into two groups, ecumenical and
exclusivist, following the classification used earlier for these data by Lehrer
and Chiswick (1993).10 Additional categories identify Roman Catholics and
individuals who have no affiliation. Because of sample size considerations,
the analysis excludes Mormon and Jewish women, as well as members of
other small religious groups. Means for variables representing the wife’s
religious affiliation are reported in the first four lines of Table 3.3.

The dummy variable “husband different religion,” shown next in the
table, takes the value one to indicate that the union is heterogamous,
i.e., the husband’s faith differs from the wife’s, or one spouse has some
religious affiliation and the other does not.11 While marriages composed of
members of different exclusivist Protestant groups are considered heter-
ogamous, those involving individuals from different ecumenical denomin-
ations are classified as homogamous, as the distinguishing feature of such
denominations is a loose definition of the boundaries that separate groups.
This approach follows earlier research that has shown that interdenomin-
ational marriages involving ecumenical Protestants are virtually as stable as
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unions in which both spouses have the identical denomination (Lehrer and
Chiswick 1993). The implications of treating all interdenominational mar-
riages as heterogamous are considered later in the text. Table 3.3 also shows
interaction terms between the wife’s and the husband’s religious affiliations.
These variables are included in the model because the effect of out-marriage
on female labor supply is expected to vary with the wife’s faith.

The second part of Table 3.3 reports means for variables other than religion
that are known to influence female labor supply behavior. Since the wage
rate and previous experience are endogenous and adequate instruments are
not available in these data, reduced-form equations are estimated by includ-
ing their exogenous determinants: education, age, the square of age, and the

Table 3.3 Means of explanatory variables

Period 1 Period 2 Period 3

Religion variables
Wife ecumenical Protestant (benchmark) (0.36) (0.38) (0.41)
Wife exclusivist Protestant 0.25 0.27 0.28
Wife Catholic 0.30 0.27 0.25
Wife no religion 0.09 0.08 0.06
Husband different religion 0.44 0.37 0.29
Wife exclusivist Protestant*

Husband different Religion 0.11 0.11 0.10
Wife Catholic*

Husband different religion 0.12 0.08 0.06
Wife no religion*

Husband different religion 0.05 0.05 0.03

Control variables
Wife’s education

<12 years 0.05 0.09 0.13
12 years (benchmark) (0.33) (0.39) (0.49)
13–15 years 0.30 0.28 0.21
≥16 years 0.32 0.24 0.17

Wife’s age 28.60 30.45 41.24
Wife’s age squared 845.67 954.49 1,765.15
Number of children in household – 2.08 1.83
Log of other family income 9.70 9.92 9.90
Husband married before 0.19 0.16 0.22
Wife married before 0.14 0.16 0.19
Husband older than wife by six years or more 0.16 0.14 0.18
Metropolitan area – core (benchmark) (0.51) (0.45) (0.45)
Metropolitan area – fringe 0.22 0.19 0.19
Non-metropolitan area – adjacent to

metropolitan area 0.16 0.23 0.22
Non-metropolitan area – not adjacent to

metropolitan area 0.11 0.13 0.14
South 0.38 0.29 0.33
N 312 806 926
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number of children, a proxy for interruptions in labor market activity. The
children variable also captures current productivity in the home. A variable
representing the husband’s earnings plus any income from investments is
included to control for sources of income available to the household aside
from the wife’s contribution. Additional income effects may be captured by a
dummy indicating that the husband had been married before, as a previous
marriage may be associated with the responsibility to contribute to the
support of another household. In the case of the wife, a dummy indicating a
previous divorce may capture an effect of expected marital stability on labor
supply, if women in second or higher-order marriages perceive a higher prob-
ability of marital breakup. Like religion, age is a complementary trait in home
production, and a pronounced difference in this characteristic between the
spouses may also affect expected stability; a dummy indicating that the hus-
band is older than the wife by six years or more is therefore included. Finally,
a set of place of residence variables controls for geographical variations that
may have an impact on female employment.

Results

Table 3.4 reports results of the dichotomous logit model for period 1 and
the multinomial logit model for periods 2 and 3. For the latter model, it
should be noted that given two coefficients (e.g., for full-time work vs.
nonemployment, and part-time work vs. nonemployment), the third is auto-
matically determined; however, the standard error for this third coefficient
cannot be computed on the basis of the other two standard errors. Therefore,
all coefficients and standard errors are shown. Two statistical tests are
reported: t-tests for the individual coefficients and χ2 tests for each set of
coefficients.

The first section below focuses on the estimated impact of religion on
female labor supply behavior; the second section briefly discusses the control
variables, and the third section explores the sensitivity of the results to
changes in the econometric specification and in the definitions of the religion
variables.

The effects of religion

Ecumenical Protestant wives and the case of homogamy are used as the
benchmark categories in the model of Table 3.4, and all the reported tests
therefore reflect comparisons against these groups. Inspection of the esti-
mates for the religion variables (focusing on t-tests for period 1 and χ2 tests
for periods 2 and 3) suggests that there are some significant effects in the
second period but not in the first and third. However, a full picture of the role
of religion on labor supply requires additional pairwise comparisons between
the various types of homogamous marriages, as well as between each type of
intra- and interfaith union. Such comparisons may be performed by using
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information on the variance–covariance matrix, or more easily by reestimat-
ing the model with different benchmark categories. For the case of periods 1
and 3, these additional computations revealed no significant effects, suggest-
ing that religion does not play a role in female labor supply decisions at these
stages of the life cycle. In contrast, additional significant effects were uncovered
for period 2, involving comparisons against exclusivist Protestants. These
results are shown in Table 3.5. While Tables 3.4 and 3.5 provide information
on the direction and significance of the various influences, the magnitudes of
the effects can be more easily assessed by examining Table 3.6, which displays
the estimated probabilities of nonemployment, part-time, and full-time work
for women in unions with different religious compositions. Together, Tables
3.4, 3.5, and 3.6 provide a complete description of the effects of religion on
female employment in period 2.

Focusing first on comparisons between the various types of intrafaith
unions, Table 3.5 shows that the odds of participating in the labor force on
a full-time or part-time basis as opposed to being nonemployed are signifi-
cantly higher for Catholic women in homogamous unions than for their
exclusivist Protestant counterparts. Table 3.6 indicates that while the prob-
abilities of full-time and part-time work for the latter are only 0.21 and 0.24,
respectively, the corresponding figures for the former are 0.32 and 0.32 –
sizable effects. Table 3.6 also shows that the differences in probabilities between
exclusivist Protestant unions and couples in which the two partners are

Table 3.5 Reestimating the model for period 2 with exclusivist Protestant wives as
benchmarka

χ2 (2 df) Full-time work
vs. non-
employment

Part-time
work vs. non-
employment

Full-time work
vs. part-time

work

Wife ecumenical
Protestant

3.23 0.452
(0.299)

0.462
(0.324)

−0.009
(0.357)

Wife Catholic 7.66** 0.820**
(0.327)

0.685**
(0.346)

0.134
(0.377)

Wife no religion 3.06 0.903
(0.559)

0.770
(0.597)

0.132
(0.600)

Husband different
religion

7.51** 0.694**
(0.350)

0.912**
(0.373)

−0.219
(0.408)

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05.

Note
a The model also includes interaction terms between “Husband different religion” and “Wife

ecumenical Protestant,” “Wife Catholic,” and “Wife no religion.” All the control variables are
also included, and have, of course, coefficients that are identical to those shown in Table 3.4.
Note that in this specification, the coefficients on the variable “Wife ecumenical Protestant”
provide information on the difference between homogamous unions in which the spouses are
ecumenical Protestant and those in which they are exclusivist Protestant. The coefficients on
the second and third variables in this table have a similar interpretation; those on the fourth
variable provide information on the effects of out-marriage for exclusivist Protestant women.
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unaffiliated are very similar in magnitude; however, the number of unions in
which neither spouse has a religion is small and these differences do not attain
significance at conventional levels. The point estimates also suggest that labor
supply is lower among women in exclusivist Protestant unions than among
those in ecumenical Protestant unions, but significance again is weak. The
direction of all these effects, however, is as expected.

Turning now to the impact of out-marriage on female employment, the
results support the hypothesis that labor supply is higher among exclusivist
Protestant women in interfaith marriages than among their counterparts in
homogamous unions. The estimates for the “husband different religion”
variable in Table 3.5 show that out-marriage significantly increases the odds
that exclusivist Protestant women will work on a full- or part-time basis, as
opposed to being out of the labor force. As Table 3.6 indicates, out-marriage
is associated with a large increase in the probability of working part time,
from 0.24 to 0.38, and with a modest increase in the probability of working
full time, from 0.21 to 0.27.

The nature of the effect of out-marriage for the other religious groups is
ambiguous a priori, as discussed in the theoretical section. Empirically, the

Table 3.6 The effects of religion on the probability of full-time work, part-time work,
and non-employment – period 2a

χ2 2 df Full-time
work

Part-time
work

Non-
employment

(A) Differences by type of hornogamous union
Homogamous ecumenical Protestant union vs. 0.26 0.30 0.43

Homogamous exclusivist Protestant union 3.23 (0.21) (0.24) (0.55)
Homogamous Catholic union 1.81 (0.32) (0.32) (0.36)
Husband and wife unaffiliated 0.73 (0.33) (0.33) (0.34)

Homogamous exclusivist Protestant union vs. 0.21 0.24 0.55
Homogamous Catholic union 7.66** 0.32 0.32 0.36
Husband and wife unaffiliated 3.06 (0.33) (0.33) (0.34)

Homogamous Catholic union vs. 0.32 0.32 0.36
Husband and wife unaffiliated 0.03 (0.33) (0.33) (0.34)

(B) The effects of out-marriage
Homogamous ecumenical Protestant union vs. 0.26 0.30 0.43

Wife ecumenical Protestant, husband other 5.44* 0.37 0.33 0.30
Homogamous exclusivist Protestant union vs. 0.21 0.24 0.55

Wife exclusivist Protestant, husband other 7.51** 0.27 0.38 0.35
Homogamous Catholic union vs. 0.32 0.32 0.36

Wife Catholic, husband other 0.05 (0.31) (0.33) (0.36)
Husband and wife unaffiliated vs. 0.33 0.33 0.34

Wife unaffiliated, husband some religion 0.49 (0.40) (0.25) (0.36)

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05.

Note
a These probabilities are based on the model of Table 3.4, setting the number of children at two,

the wife’s age and other family income at the means for period 2, and the categorical variables
at the benchmark (which in each case represents the modal group). The probabilities shown in
parentheses reflect effects that are insignificant at the 0.10 level, as indicated by the χ2 tests.
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estimates for the “husband different religion” variable in Table 3.4 indicate
that out-marriage is also associated with stronger attachment to the labor
force for ecumenical Protestants, specifically, with an increase in the odds of
working full-time as opposed to not at all; as Table 3.6 shows, the probability
of full-time employment rises from 0.26 to 0.37. No significant effects of
out-marriage, however, are discerned for Catholic or unaffiliated women.

Overall, the findings for period 2 that, among homogamous unions, the
level of employment is lowest for exclusivist Protestant women, and that
out-marriage significantly increases labor market activity for such women,
are both consistent with expectations based on the theoretical model. It had
been hypothesized also that the religious composition of unions should
matter most when young children are present in the household. The empirical
results show that in fact it matters only in this stage of the life cycle. The
absence of significant effects of religion in period 1 is offered tentatively,
however, because of the small sample size for this group.

The control variables

The influences of the variables that are included as controls in the model are
generally as expected, as shown in Tables 3.4 and 3.7. Female attachment to
the labor force increases with education and with age, and the effects of age
follow the non-linear pattern that is commonly found. Additional children
significantly depress labor supply, an effect that is particularly large in magni-
tude in period 2. The variable for other family income is significant in period
2 but not in periods 1 and 3, suggesting that other sources of income repre-
sent an important factor in the wife’s labor supply decisions only when young
children are present in the home. Research based on data from the 1970s had
found that such income had an insignificant role in period 1 (Lehrer and
Nerlove 1984); the lack of significance in period 3 also appears to be a new
development of the 1980s. No difference can be discerned between the labor
supply of women in first versus higher-order marriages, but a previous union
of the husband does affect female employment in the expected direction after
all children have reached school age. Women whose husbands are consider-
ably older than they tend to work less in the market than their counterparts
married to men of more similar ages, suggesting that contrary to the case
of religion, complementarities in home activities are not very important in
the case of age. Grossbard-Shechtman (1993, p. 133) finds a similar result,
interpreting an older age as a negative trait within the context of marriage:

a husband with traits that are relatively undesirable in comparison with
his wife’s traits has to compensate her materially by letting her have a
larger proportion of his income. When such compensating differentials
occur, married women are less likely to need work as a source of income
and, therefore, less likely to participate in the labor force.
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There are some significant variations across regions in period 2. Labor
supply is highest in non-metropolitan areas that are not adjacent to metro-
politan areas, probably reflecting the fact that mother’s employment and
childrearing activities are most compatible in such places. In addition, living
in the South strongly encourages either full-time participation in the labor
force or nonemployment, as opposed to part-time work – the option in the
middle. As Table 3.7 shows, Southern residence increases the probability of
full-time work from 0.26 to 0.35, and the probability of nonemployment from
0.43 to 0.47; at the same time that of part-time work falls from 0.30 to only
0.18. This finding suggests that the fixed costs of employment for women with
children under six may be particularly high in the South, consistent with
results from the literature on childcare arrangements which show that reli-
ance on the formal, more expensive types of childcare is more frequent in the
South than in other regions of the country (Lehrer and Kawasaki 1985;
Leibowitz et al. 1988; Lehrer 1989).

The estimated effects of the control variables provide a way of assessing
the relative importance of religion as a determinant of female employment.
As Table 3.6 shows, while the probability of nonemployment for exclusivist
Protestant women in homogamous unions is 0.55, the probability for their
Catholic counterparts is only 0.36, and that for exclusivist Protestant women
in interfaith marriages is only 0.35 – differences of about 20 percentage points
in each case. Inspection of Table 3.7 suggests that only the wife’s education,
the number of children, and residence in the South have effects of compar-
able orders of magnitude. It is clear, therefore, that religion plays a much
more important role in decisions regarding female employment than had
been recognized in the literature until now.

Sensitivity analysis

Examining first how the results are affected by using a different econometric
specification, Table 3.8 presents the model for period 2 reestimated using
ordered probit. This procedure has the advantage that it utilizes the informa-
tion on the ordering of the three states – nonemployment, part-time, and full-
time work – and therefore should be expected to yield more precise estimates.
On the other hand, the ordered probit model assumes that the entire range of
labor supply responses can be described by one vector of parameters, thus
ruling out a priori the existence of non-linearities such as those illustrated in
Tables 3.4 and 3.7 for the case of residence in the South.

The results regarding the effects of religion obtained from this alternative
specification support the conclusions from the multinomial logit model and
in fact strengthen them. The ordered probit estimates confirm the earlier
findings that out-marriage has a significant positive impact on the labor sup-
ply of ecumenical and exclusivist Protestant women. In addition, for the case
of comparisons among intrafaith unions, these estimates show that the labor
supply of exclusivist Protestant women is significantly lower not only than
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that of their Catholic counterparts, but also than that of ecumenical Protest-
ant and unaffiliated women. These results are consistent with the view
that the greater amount of information about the nature of the dependent
variable used by the ordered probit model produces more precise estimates.
However, there is little difference in how well the two models predict female
labor supply behavior for couples with different religious compositions, as
Table 3.9 suggests.12 It is also worth noting that in the ordered probit model,
the coefficient on the South dummy variable is insignificant, masking the
pronounced non-linearities uncovered in the multinomial logit specification.

Turning now to the measurement of religion, it was noted earlier that
if the husband’s and wife’s religious affiliations are measured before the
marriage, the group of “interfaith” unions would include couples who have

Table 3.8 Ordered probit estimates for period 2a,b

Religion variables
Wife exclusivist Protestant −0.265 (0.142)*
Wife Catholic 0.159 (0.127)
Wife no religion 0.159 (0.247)
Husband different religion 0.315 (0.143)**
Wife exclusivist Protestant* husband different religion 0.060 (0.216)
Wife Catholic* husband different religion −0.345 (0.222)
Wife no religion* husband different religion −0.176 (0.330)

Control variables
Wife’s education

<12 years −0.404 (0.174)**
13–15 years 0.220 (0.105)**
≥16 years 0.219 (0.116)*

Wife’s age 0.251 (0.080)**
Wife’s age squared −0.004 (0.001)**
Number of children in household −0.259 (0.045)**
Log of other family income −0.090 (0.035)**
Husband married before 0.185 (0.129)
Wife married before −0.036 (0.125)
Husband older than wife by six years or more −0.103 (0.131)
Metropolitan area – fringe −0.164 (0.113)
Non-metropolitan area – adjacent to metropolitan area 0.025 (0.108)
Non-metropolitan area – not adjacent to metropolitan area 0.269 (0.132)**
South 0.098 (0.100)

Constant −2.488 (1.240)**
Log-likelihood −818.245

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05.

Notes
a Standard errors are in parentheses.
b The tests reported in this table reflect comparisons against homogamous ecumenical Protest-

ant unions. Reestimation of the model with exclusivist Protestants as benchmark reveals that
the labor supply of women in homogamous exclusivist Protestant unions is lower than that of
their counterparts in homogamous Catholic marriages (0.05 level) or in unions in which both
partners are unaffiliated (0.10 level); in addition, the effect of out-marriage on labor supply for
exclusivist Protestant women is significantly positive (0.05 level).
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achieved homogamy through conversion and whose unions are highly stable;
the measured intermarriage effect should therefore be considerably weaker.
Consistent with this reasoning, when the period 2 model in Table 3.4 was reesti-
mated using religion before marriage, the estimated effects of out-marriage
for both ecumenical and exclusivist Protestant women became insignificant at
all conventional levels. However, the conclusions regarding differences across
various types of homogamous unions remained largely unchanged (results
not shown).

Finally, the model of Table 3.4 was reestimated one more time treating
all inter-denominational unions as heterogamous, including those composed
of members of two different ecumenical Protestant groups. Once again in
this alternative definition of heterogamy, the “interfaith” group includes
couples that actually have relatively high levels of religious compatibility. The
distinction between homogamous and heterogamous marriages is thus
blurred, and not surprisingly, no significant effect of out-marriage on female
labor supply could be discerned for ecumenical Protestant women when this
alternative specification was employed. The other results were substantially
unaffected.

Conclusions

Two mechanisms through which religious affiliation may influence the labor
supply behavior of married women have been explored. One avenue is through
differences among religions in views regarding the appropriate division of
labor within the family, and the need to resolve conflict between husband and
wife if the attitudes embodied in their respective religions differ. The second
avenue is through the effect of religious intermarriage on the probability of
marital breakup, and the impact in turn of such probability on female attach-
ment to the labor force. Comparison of employment patterns for women in
various types of intra- and interfaith marriages, using data from the 1987–88
National Survey of Families and Households, reveals a significant influence
of religion when young children are present in the home. Among women in
homogamous unions, those affiliated to exclusivist Protestant denominations
display the lowest levels of attachment to the labor force. In addition, out-
marriage has a significant positive impact on labor supply for both ecumenical
and exclusivist Protestant women. These effects are large in magnitude,
suggesting that religion plays an important role in female time allocation
decisions.

While the results suggest that life cycle stage affects the strength of the
religion–female labor supply linkage, it is important to emphasize that the
present analyses are “life cycle” in a narrow sense only – a cross-section of
families has been divided into three groups depending on the presence and
ages of children. Reexamination of the effects of husband’s and wife’s
religion on female employment using longitudinal data would be a fruitful
area for further research.

Religion and the labor supply of married women 73



Several questions that could not be addressed here due to limitations of
sample size warrant investigation with larger data sets. It would be useful to
study possible interactions between religion and various levels of husband’s
and wife’s religiosity as determinants of female labor supply behavior. It
would also be interesting to extend the analysis to include Jews and Mormons,
important religious minorities that are known to have distinctive patterns of
demographic and economic behavior.

The results presented in this study provide an interpretation for findings in
the literature on differences in economic success across religious groups, and
also suggest directions for further research in this area. While the earliest
studies used family income as the dependent variable, yielding conflicting
rankings of economic status by religion (Featherman 1971; Greeley 1976,
1981; Roof 1979, 1981), more recent analyses based on the framework of
human capital theory and focusing on female earnings in particular, suggest
that Catholic women earn more than their Protestant counterparts (Tomes
1985; Steen and Dubbink 1994). The present study, which finds a pronounced
difference in the labor supply behavior of Catholic women and an important
group of Protestant women, namely, those affiliated to exclusivist Protestant
denominations, provides a possible explanation in terms of differences in the
amount, intensity, and continuity of labor market experience. More generally,
the finding in this study that the extent of the intra-family division of labor
and specialization varies across religious groups suggests that the earnings
rankings by religion may well differ for men and women. This possibility,
first recognized by Tomes (1985), deserves systematic investigation in future
research.
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Notes
1 This survey was designed at the Center for Demography and Ecology at the

University of Wisconsin-Madison under the direction of Larry Bumpass and
James Sweet. The fieldwork was done by the Institute for Survey Research at
Temple University.

2 This terminology, classifying Protestant groups into “ecumenical” and “exclusiv-
ist,” is based on Kelley’s (1972) work. See also Lehrer and Chiswick (1993).

3 The NSFH contains several other questions on gender role attitudes, the
responses to all of which reveal similar patterns (results not shown).

4 The literature reviewed in the text emphasizes a possible role of the husband’s
and wife’s affiliations on time allocation decisions through differences among
groups in gender role attitudes. Chiswick (1986) has suggested another mechan-
ism, namely, differences between religious groups in patterns of investments in
child quality. Specifically, he advances the hypothesis that the success of Jews in the
labor market may reflect relatively high levels of investments by mothers in their
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young children and correspondingly low levels of female labor supply during the
childrearing years. This mechanism is not pursued here, because previous studies
have produced conflicting rankings in terms of economic success for the religions
considered in this study (Featherman 1971; Greeley 1976, 1981; Roof 1979, 1981;
Tomes 1984, 1985; Steen and Dubbink 1994).

5 Investments in children “decline in value” following marriage dissolution for
several reasons discussed at length by Becker et al. (1977), Chiswick and Lehrer
(1990), and Lehrer (1996b). These include the fact that the father generally has less
contact with the children after divorce (e.g., see Furstenberg et al. 1983). In add-
ition, from the mother’s perspective, the presence of children from a previous
union decreases the probability of remarriage and raises the risk of divorce in a
subsequent marriage (Becker et al. 1977; Chiswick and Lehrer 1990; Lehrer
1996b). Empirically, a growing body of research suggests that couples who per-
ceive that their unions are unstable (because of religious incompatibility or other
reasons) respond by restricting their fertility. Becker et al. (1977) and Lehrer
(1996a) find that differences between husband and wife in religious beliefs are
associated with smaller family size, ceteris paribus. Along similar lines, Lillard and
Waite’s (1993) simultaneous equations model of divorce and childbearing shows
that the hazard of marital disruption has a negative effect on the probability of
conception. For additional discussion of these issues and a recent debate on
rational choice theories of fertility, see Friedman et al. (1994) and Lehrer et al.
(1996).

6 Since period 1 is intended to cover the initial years of marriage, before the arrival
of the first child, the few childless couples in which the wife was 40 years of age or
older are excluded.

7 The sample sizes for African-American wives in periods 1, 2, and 3, respectively,
are only 30, 128, and 194; for Hispanic women, the corresponding figures are even
smaller: 18, 64, and 58.

8 Unemployed women are excluded because their number is too small to permit a
separate category, and it would be inappropriate to lump these cases with the full-
or part-time workers or with those out of the labor force. Women enrolled in an
educational program are also excluded from this analysis.

9 In addition to the wife’s and husband’s current affiliations, the survey documents
the religion in which the respondent was raised as well as the spouse’s faith just
prior to the present marriage, if different from the current affiliation. The latter
can safely be assumed to represent the religion in which the husband or wife was
raised for most, but not all cases.

10 The ecumenical denominations include Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists,
Presbyterians, as well as other mainline Protestant bodies. The exclusivist denomin-
ations include Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day Adventists, Christian
Scientists, and a large number of other fundamentalist groups. For details, see
Lehrer and Chiswick (1993).

11 Ideally, more detailed categories would have been used for the husband’s religion,
but sample size limitations unfortunately precluded this possibility.

12 The approach used in Table 3.9 follows similar procedures employed by Nakamura
et al. (1979) and Lehrer (1992).
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4 Religion as a determinant of
marital fertility*

There is an extensive literature on the role of religion in fertility behavior in
the United States. Research focuses on Catholic–Protestant differentials and
how they have changed over time (Jones and Westoff 1979; Mosher and
Hendershot 1984a; Mosher et al. 1992); the distinctive fertility behavior of
other groups including Mormons, Jews, and persons who have no religious
affiliation (Thornton 1979; Della Pergola 1980; Mosher et al. 1992) and the
role of differences in religiosity within the various groups (Heaton 1986;
Williams and Zimmer 1990; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991).

While some studies explore the influence of religion on the timing and
extent of marriage (Mosher et al. 1986; Mosher et al. 1992; Sander 1993),
most analyze its effects on marital fertility. In this context, attention is
focused almost exclusively on the wife’s religious affiliation. Yet a growing
body of literature on fertility behavior emphasizes that both husbands and
wives participate in the decision-making process and that their interests may
be conflicting (Lehrer and Nerlove 1984; Schultz 1990). This study explores
channels through which the husband’s religion may play a role, and develops
hypotheses regarding the effects of the religious composition of unions
on fertility. The hypotheses are based on two central ideas. First, religious
groups differ in their fertility norms and related tradeoffs between the quality
and quantity of children (Becker 1991). The spouses in religious inter-
marriages therefore face the possibility of conflict in their fertility decisions,
which may be resolved through bargaining. Second, within the context of
marriage, religion is a complementary trait for which the mating of likes is
optimal; interfaith couples thus have an elevated risk of divorce (Lehrer and
Chiswick 1993). In turn, the relative instability of such couples reduces their
incentives to make investments in spouse-specific human capital, children in
particular.

The hypotheses that are developed from these two ideas are tested with
data from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households, a source
rich in information on both fertility and religion. The analysis focuses on

* Reprinted from Journal of Population Economics 9:173–196, 1996.



five major religious groups: ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist Protestant,
Catholic, Mormon, and no religion.1

Analytical framework

A central focus in the literature on fertility differentials by wife’s religion is
the extent to which such differentials reflect an effect of religion per se, as
opposed to merely being an artifact of socioeconomic and demographic
differences across religious groups. It has been suggested that an important
avenue through which religion itself may influence fertility behavior is through
differences among groups in norms regarding marriage, contraceptive prac-
tice, abortion, desired family size, divorce, and gender roles (Thornton 1979;
Mosher et al. 1992). Both the Mormon and Catholic faiths embody import-
ant pronatalist ideologies. In the United States, adherence to the teachings of
the religion in this area remains strong among Mormons (Thornton 1985;
Heaton 1986); in the case of Catholics, however, it has been declining sub-
stantially over time (Jones and Westoff 1979; Mosher et al. 1992; Greeley
1994). To a lesser extent, some exclusivist Protestant denominations also con-
tain pronatalist elements (Marcum 1981; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991). In
the economics literature, these differences across religious groups are viewed
as influencing fertility by affecting the relative prices of the quantity and
quality of children (Tomes 1983; Becker 1991).2

The husband’s religion would be expected to have an impact on fertility for
similar reasons. The fact that his religious beliefs may differ from the wife’s,
however, raises the possibility of conflict. Recent studies have analyzed the
resolution of marital conflict within the framework of bargaining models
(Manser and Brown 1980; McElroy and Horney 1981; Lundberg and Pollak
1993). This perspective suggests that (other factors held constant) a union
whose members are both affiliated to the same pronatalist religious group –
and who therefore do not need to compromise in the areas of desired family
size or contraceptive practice – should have higher fertility than another
involving only one member of such group. Similarly, a union composed of
spouses who share a faith that does not promote large family sizes should
have lower fertility than one involving a member of this group and another
affiliated to a religion with a pronatalist ideology. This mechanism, which will
be referred to as the “bargaining effect,” suggests that when a woman out-
marries the impact on fertility may be negative or positive; the outcome
depends on the presence and strength of pronatalist elements in the theology
of her husband’s religion.

Another channel through which the husband’s religious affiliation may
affect marital fertility was suggested many years ago by Becker et al. (1977),
but has received little attention in the literature. The authors advance the
hypothesis that insofar as interfaith couples recognize the relative instability of
their unions, they have an incentive to make fewer investments in spouse-
specific human capital because such investments would decline in value
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following the dissolution of the marriage. Thus they predict that intermar-
riages should be characterized by relatively low fertility, since children repre-
sent the main type of investment in spouse-specific capital. The importance
of the linkage between religion and fertility advanced by Becker et al. (1977)
is suggested by subsequent research showing that the impact of the religious
composition of unions on marital stability is large in magnitude (Michael
1979; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Lehrer 1996a; Chiswick 1997).

The high risk of divorce that characterizes interfaith couples implies that
their fertility will be low simply because of the relatively short duration of
their marriages. Becker et al.’s (1977) hypothesis, however, suggests that the
religious composition of unions should influence marital fertility beyond this
mechanical connection. If heterogamous couples are aware of the large dis-
solution probabilities they face, they would tend to restrict fertility even while
their unions are still intact. This “marital stability effect” therefore implies that
women in interfaith unions should have lower fertility than those in intrafaith
unions, the duration of the marriage and other factors held constant.

The theoretical considerations outlined above suggest several hypotheses
regarding the effects of marrying outside the religion for women with the
various affiliations considered in this study. First, in comparing homogamous
Catholic marriages with unions of a Catholic woman to a Protestant or to an
individual who has no religious affiliation, fertility should be lower for the
intermarriages; a similar result should hold for the comparison between
homogamous Mormon unions and intermarriages involving a Mormon.
These predictions are based on the fact that the pronatalist theologies that
characterize Catholicism and Mormonism imply that in both cases the bar-
gaining effect should work in the same direction as the marital stability effect,
reinforcing it.

Second, marriage of an ecumenical or exclusivist Protestant woman to
a Catholic, as opposed to another Protestant, has an ambiguous effect on
fertility. In this case the bargaining effect implies an increase in fertility, coun-
teracting the marital stability effect which operates in the opposite direction.
If the countervailing influences are of similar magnitude, the net impact
should be small. Third, out-marriage of an ecumenical Protestant woman to
an individual who has no religious affiliation should have a negative impact
on fertility. In this case, the bargaining effect is neutral and only the marital
stability effect operates to produce a negative influence. The total impact
should thus be weaker than in the case of out-marriage of a Catholic woman
to an individual who has no religion, where the bargaining effect reinforces
the marital stability mechanism. These and other hypotheses regarding the
signs of the effects of out-marriage on fertility for the various religious groups
are summarized in Table 4.1.

While the column for the marital stability effect in Table 4.1 indicates that
out-marriage is associated uniformly with a reduction in fertility, the magni-
tude of this influence may vary. Empirically, Lehrer and Chiswick (1993) find
that marrying outside the religion has a significant and fairly large adverse
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influence on marital stability for Catholics and Protestants; the effect is espe-
cially pronounced for Mormons. At the other extreme, there is no significant
difference in the probability of marriage dissolution between couples consist-
ing of two individuals who have no religion and others in which only one
member is unaffiliated. Corresponding variations in the size of the marital
stability effect are expected across the various cases shown in Table 4.1.

An additional issue in the case of intrafaith marriages is whether the hom-
ogamy is “natural” (i.e., the two partners were raised in the same religion) or
whether it was achieved through conversion of one spouse to the faith of the
other. Several opposing influences are at work here, making the nature of the

Table 4.1 The expected effects of out-marriage on fertility

Religious composition of union Marital
stability
effect

Bargaining
effect

Total effect

Wife and husband Catholic vs.
Wife Catholic and husband

Ecumenical Protestant negative negative negative
Exclusivist Protestant negative negative negative
Mormon negative neutral negative
No religion negative negative negative

Wife and husband ecumenical Protestant vs.
Wife ecumenical Protestant and husband

Catholic negative positive ambiguous
Exclusivist Protestant negative positive ambiguous
Mormon negative positive ambiguous
No religion negative neutral negative

Wife and husband exclusivist Protestant (same denomination) vs.
Wife exclusivist Protestant and husband

Exclusivist Protestant, different
denomination negative neutral negative

Ecumenical Protestant negative negative negative
Catholic negative positive ambiguous
Mormon negative positive ambiguous
No religion negative negative negative

Wife and husband Mormon vs.
Wife Mormon and husband

Ecumenical Protestant negative negative negative
Exclusivist Protestant negative negative negative
Catholic negative neutral negative
No religion negative negative negative

Wife and husband “no religion” vs.
Wife no religion and husband

Ecumenical Protestant negative neutral negative
Exclusivist Protestant negative positive ambiguous
Catholic negative positive ambiguous
Mormon negative positive ambiguous
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relationship between conversion and fertility ambiguous a priori. Individuals
raised in a faith with a strong pronatalist orientation, having generally higher
levels of its religion-specific human capital, should be influenced by its the-
ology and norms more strongly than those who have adopted such faith later
in life.3 Counteracting this effect may be a process of selectivity, whereby
persons who find the ideology of a particular religion appealing – including
possibly a pronatalist component – are those most likely to convert to it
(Sander 1992, 1993).4 Perhaps more importantly, levels of religious obser-
vance among converts tend to be high (Billette 1967; Mayer and Avgar 1987),
suggesting that this group would follow the teachings of the church more
closely. Furthermore, as Lehrer and Chiswick (1993) discuss in detail, add-
itional opposing effects make it ambiguous a priori whether marital stability
– and hence fertility – should be higher for naturally homogamous or conver-
sionary unions.5 The comparison between the probability of marital breakup
for conversionary homogamous unions and for interfaith marriages (where
husband and wife choose to remain affiliated to their respective religions) is
clearer: the latter are characterized by lower levels of religious compatibility
between the partners and a higher rate of divorce (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993);
the marital stability mechanism therefore predicts that their fertility should
be lower. As always, the direction of the bargaining effect depends on the
specific pair of religions involved.

Finally, the salience of religion is known to be an important mediating
factor in the relationship between religious affiliation and fertility. Thus the
elevated fertility displayed by intrafaith unions involving pronatalist religions
is expected to be most apparent among couples who adhere closely to the
tenets of the church. In addition, the magnitude of the marital stability effect
is expected to vary directly with the level of religiosity. If the intensity of
commitment to religion is high for one or both spouses in a heterogamous
union, the negative impact on marital stability and hence on fertility should
be pronounced. On the other hand, if neither spouse places a high priority on
religion, even marked differences between the beliefs and practices associated
with their faiths are unlikely to have much influence on the probability of
dissolution or fertility.

Methods

The 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) was
addressed to a main sample of 9,643 men and women representative of the
United States population aged 19 and over.6 It includes socio-economic and
demographic information for the respondents and their first spouses (where
applicable), as well as marital and fertility histories. Very importantly, the sur-
vey documents the religious affiliation of the respondent and his or her first
spouse, both before and after the marriage.7 The marriages in this data set
range from the 1910s to the 1980s. Because fertility behavior has changed con-
siderably over this long period of time, and varies also by race and ethnicity,
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the analysis is restricted to non-Hispanic white respondents and to marriages
that took place in 1960 or afterwards.8 In addition, since virtually all previous
studies that have examined the effect of religion on marital fertility focus on
women’s first marriage experiences, the same is done here in order to facilitate
comparisons. After eliminating cases with missing codes for key variables as
well as those corresponding to marriages contracted less than nine months
before the survey, the sample contains approximately 2,600 observations.

The measure of fertility used is the number of children born to the couple;
any children born before the date of the marriage or after its dissolution, if
applicable, are excluded. Using ordinary least squares, the number of children
is regressed on a vector of religion variables as well as several control factors
described below.

The explanatory variable of central interest is religion. The main models are
estimated in two ways, using pre- and post-marriage religion, because each
measure has its own advantages and limitations. On the one hand, pre-
marriage affiliation is uncontaminated by some of the biases that may affect
religion measured after marriage (e.g., ceteris paribus, the propensity to con-
vert may be higher among those who have a stronger commitment to their
partners or a weaker attachment to the religion in which they were raised).
On the other hand, when religion is measured before marriage, couples who
have achieved homogamy through conversion are classified as “interfaith”
marriages. Yet in terms of both levels of religious compatibility between the
spouses and marital stability patterns, such unions are more similar to natur-
ally homogamous couples than to those involving individuals who came into
the marriage with different religions and chose to keep them unchanged
(Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). In this sense, using post-marriage affiliations is a
more appropriate classification system. This reasoning suggests that in com-
paring estimates based on pre- and post-marriage religion, the former should
reflect a weaker marital stability effect; in this case the “interfaith” group
includes couples whose members have very similar religious beliefs and
practices, and who therefore face relatively low dissolution probabilities.

Although the faith in which a woman was raised is clearly not a choice
variable from her perspective, the same cannot be said about the religion in
which her husband was raised. The latter is an aspect of the marital match,
determined in the marriage market. The empirical analysis is based on the
working assumption that the religious dimension of the match (including the
possibility of conversion by one of the spouses) is uncorrelated with those
unobserved variables which affect the couple’s subsequent fertility decisions.
The implications of this assumption are discussed later in the text.

Over 60 religious groups are identified in the NSFH, most of them Protest-
ant denominations. Protestants are divided into two groups, ecumenical and
exclusivist. Additional categories identify Roman Catholics, Mormons, and
individuals who have no religious affiliation. The few cases corresponding to
husbands or wives with other religious affiliations are excluded. Means for
dummy variables representing the wife’s religious affiliation are displayed in
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the first part of Table 4.2. The second part reports means for a set of dummy
variables indicating the husband’s religion: same as the wife’s, different
religion, and no religion.9 (Ideally, more detailed categories would have been
used for the husband’s affiliation; unfortunately sample size limitations pre-
cluded this possibility.) Finally, the third part of the table shows interaction
terms between the wife’s and husband’s religion categories.

Three versions of the number of children equation are estimated. The first
is the conventional model based on the wife’s religious affiliation only; the
second includes the husband’s religion variables, and the third adds the inter-
action terms. In the context of the third model, five types of homogamous
unions are considered: the spouses are both ecumenical Protestant, exclu-
sivist Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, or unaffiliated. Nine types of heterogam-
ous unions are distinguished. Four of them correspond to cases in which
the wife is either ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist Protestant, Catholic, or
Mormon, and the husband has a different affiliation; another four to cases in
which the wife is either ecumenical Protestant, exclusivist Protestant, Catholic,
or Mormon, and the husband has no religion; and in the last case, the hus-
band has a religious affiliation but the wife does not. This specification of the

Table 4.2 Means of religion variables

Variable Religion after
marriage

Religion before
marriage

Wife’s religion
Catholic (benchmark) (0.269) (0.286)
Ecumenical Protestant 0.363 0.365
Exclusivist Protestant 0.258 0.255
Mormon 0.037 0.036
No religion 0.074 0.059

Husband’s religiona

Same as wife’s (benchmark) (0.618) (0.488)
Different religion 0.291 0.418
No religion 0.091 0.094

Interaction terms
Wife ecumenical Protestant * husband different

religion
0.090 0.129

Wife exclusivist Protestant * husband different
religion

0.102 0.135

Wife Mormon * husband different religion 0.004 0.008
Wife no religion * husband different religion 0.039 0.040
Wife ecumenical Protestant * husband no religion 0.042 0.041
Wife exclusivist Protestant * husband no religion 0.023 0.024
Wife Mormon * husband no religion 0.002 0.003
N 2,568 2,573

Note
a The category “same as wife’s” includes cases in which both spouses are unaffiliated. The

“different religion” group includes cases in which the husband’s religion differs from the
wife’s, as well as those in which he has some affiliation and she does not.
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religion variables is flexible, allowing fertility to vary across different types of
intra- and interfaith unions.

Table 4.3 reports means for the variables employed as controls in the analy-
ses. These include the husband’s and wife’s years of schooling at the time of
marriage, a dummy variable for whether the husband had been married before,
dummies for the duration of the union,10 and dummies for the respondent’s
region of residence at age 16.11

Table 4.3 The control variables

Variableb Meana

Wife’s years of schooling
< 12 0.182
(12) (0.405)
13–15 0.264
≥ 16 0.149

Husband’s years of schooling
< 12 0.156
(12) (0.407)
13–15 0.240
≥ 16 0.197

Husband’s marital history
Previously married 0.080
(not previously married) (0.920)

Duration of marriage (in years)
1–2 0.107
3–4 0.142
5–6 0.121
7–8 0.098
9–10 0.089
11–12 0.073
13–14 0.070
(15 or more) (0.300)

Respondent’s region of residence at age 16
New England 0.061
Middle Atlantic 0.141
South Atlantic 0.144
East South Central 0.050
West South Central 0.085
East North Central 0.250
West North Central 0.097
Mountain 0.067
(Pacific) (0.088)
Foreign country 0.017

Notes
a The means reported in this table correspond to the sample used in the models with religion

measured after marriage; the values for the sample based on pre-marriage religion are virtually
the same.

b The benchmark categories are reported in parentheses.
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The coefficients on these control variables are not reported in the tables for
the sake of brevity. The estimates show that higher levels of male and female
education are associated with lower fertility, a previous marital history for
the husband depresses the number of children, marriage duration has the
expected positive influence, and there are some significant differences across
geographical regions reflecting in part varying levels of urbanization.

Finally, it is worth commenting briefly on some variables that do not appear
in Table 4.3. The survey includes complete fertility histories for each respond-
ent, and it is thus possible to ascertain whether there was a birth prior to the
first marriage. Preliminary regressions included controls for the presence of an
out-of-wedlock child, the sex of the respondent, and the interaction between
the two. This set of variables turned out to be insignificant in all models and
was therefore dropped in the final specification.

In addition, the models reported here do not control for the wife’s age at
marriage. Earlier analyses of the determinants of fertility behavior differ in
whether or not they include this factor (e.g., see Heckert and Teachman 1985;
Nerlove and Razin 1981). On the one hand, excluding it may lead to omitted
variables biases; on the other hand, to the extent that decisions regarding
entry into marriage and family size are made jointly, inclusion of this con-
trol would introduce simultaneous equations biases. Preliminary regressions
suggested that the results of central interest here are not very sensitive to the
treatment of this variable. Adding a series of dummies for the wife’s age at
marriage to the equations made the Catholic–Protestant fertility differentials
more pronounced and attenuated the high Mormon fertility effect. The direc-
tion of these changes is in accordance with the fact that entry into marriage is
earliest for Mormon women and latest for their Catholic counterparts (Heaton
and Goodman 1985; Castleton and Goldscheider 1989). These differences
were very small in magnitude, however, and the qualitative conclusions
reported in the text below remained unchanged.

Results

The effects of husband’s and wife’s religion on fertility

Table 4.4 displays estimates for the three number of children equations, with
religion measured after the marriage (columns 1–3) and before (columns 4–6).
The Catholic religion and the case of homogamy (for models 2 and 3) are
used arbitrarily as benchmarks, and all the reported t-tests are based on
comparisons with these groups. A full picture of the effects of religion on
fertility behavior requires additional comparisons. Using information on the
variance–covariance matrix, Tables 4.5 and 4.6 report results of t-tests for the
significance of each of the differences of interest. Specifically, Table 4.5 pres-
ents comparisons by wife’s religion (model 1) and by type of homogamous
union (model 3); the latter provide information on whether there are signifi-
cant variations in fertility across the different kinds of intrafaith unions.
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Table 4.6 focuses on comparisons between unions composed of two indi-
viduals with the same religion and intermarriages in which the wife belongs to
that group, and thus provides information on whether marrying outside the
religion affects fertility significantly for women in each major religious cate-
gory. The results based on post-marriage religion are described first, followed
by a discussion of how the picture changes when affiliation before marriage is
used instead.

The regression in the first column of Table 4.4, which includes the wife’s
religious affiliation only, replicates results from earlier studies covering a
similar time period. Other factors held constant, the fertility of Mormon
women is significantly higher than that of all other women, and the fertility
of Catholic women is significantly higher than that of their ecumenical and
exclusivist Protestant counterparts; there is also a marginally significant gap
between the fertility of exclusivist and ecumenical Protestant women. Table 4.5
shows that for marriages with a duration of 15 years or more (and for which

Table 4.5 Predicted family size by wife’s religion (model 1) and by type of homogam-
ous union (model 3)a

Religion after
marriage

Religion before
marriage

Wife’s religion
(based on model 1)
Catholic vs. 2.376 2.352

Ecumenical Protestant 2.122** 2.151**
Exclusivist Protestant 2.221** 2.228**
Mormon 3.132** 3.149**
No religion 2.216* 2.222

Wife’s and husband’s religion
(based on model 3)
Both Catholic vs. 2.458 2.436

Both ecumenical Protestant 2.125** 2.129**
Both exclusivist Protestant 2.195** 2.194**
Both Mormon 3.288** 3.375**
Both no religion 2.105** 2.205#

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a Predicted family size is calculated by setting the control variables at the benchmark and the

religion variables at the categories indicated in the stub. The significance tests refer to t-tests on
the relevant coefficients. For example, the two stars on the value in the first column, second
row, indicate that the fertility of ecumenical Protestant wives is significantly lower than
that of Catholic wives. All the tests reported in the table reflect comparisons against Catholic
wives (model 1) or homogamous Catholic unions (model 3). Pairwise comparisons of other
coefficients reveal that the Mormon category is significantly different from all others at the
0.05 level, for both models 1 and 3, and for the case of religion measured before as well as after
marriage; in addition, the exclusivist Protestant category is significantly different at the
0.10 level from the ecumenical Protestant category in model 1 with post-marriage religion.
No other differences are discerned at the 0.15 level.
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fertility can be presumed to be complete in most cases) the point estimates
of family size for Mormon, Catholic, exclusivist Protestant, and ecumenical
Protestant women are, respectively, 3.1, 2.4, 2.2, and 2.1. These values are
similar to those reported by Heaton and Goodman (1985): 3.3 for Mormons,
2.4 for Catholics, and between 2.3 and 2.0 for Protestants depending on
whether they belong to exclusivist or ecumenical denominations.

Women who have no religious affiliation have lower fertility than Catholics,
but the difference between the fertility of unaffiliated women and Protestants is
insignificant. While some previous studies have found that women who report
no affiliation have fewer children than Protestants (Mosher and Hendershot
1984b; Mosher et al. 1992), others find no significant differences (Heaton and
Goodman 1985). The “no religion” category is heterogeneous, including
atheists, agnostics, and individuals with no affiliation for other reasons (e.g.,
being a child of an interfaith couple); variations across samples in the com-
position of this group may account for the different findings.

In the second model of Table 4.4, which includes the husband’s religion, the
coefficients on the variables indicating that he is unaffiliated or that he has
a religion which differs from the wife’s are jointly insignificant at all con-
ventional levels. In contrast, when interaction terms are added allowing the
effects of the husband’s affiliation to differ depending on the wife’s, the hus-
band’s religion and the interaction terms are jointly significant. As discussed

Table 4.6 Predicted family size for homogamous and heterogamous unions

Type of union Religion
after
marriage

Religion
before
marriage

Homogamous Catholic union vs. 2.458 2.436
Wife Catholic, husband different religion 2.237** 2.309#

Wife Catholic, husband no religion 2.031** 2.207*
Homogamous ecumenical Protestant union vs. 2.125 2.129

Wife ecumenical Protestant, husband different religion 2.131 2.243#

Wife ecumenical Protestant, husband no religion 2.060 2.079
Homogamous exclusivist Protestant union vs. 2.195 2.194

Wife exclusivist Protestant, husband different religion 2.231 2.278
Wife exclusivist Protestant, husband no religion 2.261 2.156

Homogamous Mormon union vs. 3.288 3.375
Wife Mormon, husband different religion (2.431)** (2.686)**
Wife Mormon, husband no religion (2.538)* (2.796)#

Wife no religion, husband no religion vs. 2.105 2.205
Wife no religion, husband has some religious affiliation 2.096 2.249

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a All the control variables are set at the benchmark. The significance tests reported in this table

reflect t-tests on the relevant coefficients. Estimates in parentheses correspond to cases with
20 observations or less.
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in more detail below, the estimates of this third model imply that the effects
of out-marriage on fertility vary across the different affiliations. Model 2,
which omits the interaction terms, yields average effects that conceal such
variations.

Model 3 permits a full analysis of how the religious composition of unions
affects fertility. Focusing first on comparisons among the various types of
intrafaith marriages shown in Table 4.5, homogamous Mormon unions are
found to have significantly higher fertility than all other types of intrafaith
marriages. In addition, the fertility of homogamous Catholic couples is high
compared to that of homogamous Protestant couples and to that of unions
in which both partners are unaffiliated. In the first model, based on the wife’s
religion only, the Catholic–ecumenical Protestant differential is 11.3 percent
and the Mormon–ecumenical Protestant differential is 38.4 percent. When
fertility is compared among the corresponding homogamous unions in the
third model, wider gaps are found – 14.5 percent and 43.0 percent, respect-
ively. Similar patterns hold for the Catholic–exclusivist Protestant and
Mormon–exclusivist Protestant differentials.

Turning to the comparisons in Table 4.6 between unions composed of two
members of the same religious group with others in which only the wife is a
member of that group, out-marriage is found to decrease fertility for Catholic
and Mormon women significantly and by sizable amounts. Specifically, the
fertility of “Wife Catholic–husband different religion” and “Wife Catholic–
husband no religion” unions is lower than that of intrafaith Catholic couples
by 9.4 percent and 19.0 percent, respectively, and the fertility of Mormon
intermarriages is lower than that of homogamous Mormon unions by over
25 percent. The direction of these effects is in accordance with expectations,
as is the finding that marrying outside the religion has a particularly pro-
nounced impact on fertility for Mormon women. The results for this
group, however, are offered only tentatively because of the small number of
observations available in the sample.

The theoretical model yields an ambiguous prediction regarding the influ-
ence of out-marriage on fertility for ecumenical and exclusivist Protestant
women, as the bargaining effect may operate in a direction opposite to the
marital stability effect (see Table 4.1); empirically, the net impact is statistic-
ally insignificant. In addition, no significant difference is observed between
the fertility of homogamous Protestant unions (ecumenical or exclusivist) and
that of intermarriages in which the wife is Protestant and the husband has no
religion. While the negative influence on fertility of marrying an unaffiliated
partner was expected to be weaker for Protestants than for Catholics, zero
effects were not anticipated. Finally, Table 4.6 shows that there is no signifi-
cant difference between the fertility of couples in which both spouses are
unaffiliated and that of unions in which only the wife has no religion. This
result is consistent with the hypothesis that the bargaining effect is neutral
in this case (for the most common type of intermarriage, namely “wife no
religion–husband ecumenical Protestant”), and with the finding noted earlier
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that the marital stability of individuals who have no affiliation does not vary
significantly with whether or not the spouse has a religion.

As noted earlier, the magnitudes of both the Catholic–Protestant and
Mormon–Protestant differentials are lower when analyzing fertility behavior
by wife’s affiliation than when making comparisons among the correspond-
ing homogamous unions. The finding that out-marriage depresses fertility for
Catholic and Mormon women but has no effect for Protestant women can
explain this result. In the present sample, 31.7 percent of Catholic women and
18.3 percent of Mormon women are married to men of different affiliations
(based on post-marriage religion). The fertility of such women is lower than
that of their Catholic and Mormon counterparts in homogamous unions; thus
the fact that model 1 includes them in the group of Catholic and Mormon
wives, respectively, tends to decrease the estimated Catholic–Protestant and
Mormon–Protestant fertility gaps.

These results demonstrate the difficulties in interpreting the coefficients of
the conventional specification based on the wife’s religion only. Such coef-
ficients capture a mixture of (a) the effects on fertility of the wife’s affiliation
with a particular religion, (b) the propensity of women with various faiths to
intermarry with each of the other religious groups, and (c) the fertility pat-
terns for these different types of heterogamous unions. The model that adds
variables for the husband’s affiliation and interactions with the wife’s religion
provides clean measures of the fertility behavior for each kind of intrafaith
marriage, and of the effects of out-marriage on family size for each major
religious group.

Whether pre- or post-marriage religion is used has relatively little influence
on the comparisons by wife’s religious affiliation (model 1) or by type of homo-
gamous union (model 3) reported in Table 4.5. An exception is the Catholic–
no religion gap, which decreases in both magnitude and significance when
pre-marriage religion is employed. A reduction in the Catholic–Protestant
differential is also observed, consistent with results reported by Sander
(1992), but the magnitude of the change is small.

More pronounced differences emerge in Table 4.6. For Catholic and
Mormon women, the estimated negative effect of out-marriage on fertility
decreases when religion is measured before marriage. In addition, while the
model based on religion after marriage indicates that marrying someone with a
different affiliation has no effect on fertility for ecumenical Protestant women,
a weak positive influence emerges when pre-marriage religion is used. Both of
these changes may be interpreted as reflecting the fact noted earlier that, in
the case of religion measured before marriage, “interfaith unions” include
couples who have achieved a high degree of religious compatibility through
conversion; for such couples, the negative influence on stability and fertility
associated with marrying outside the religion (the marital stability mechan-
ism) is not operative. For Catholic and Mormon women, both the marital
stability and bargaining effects imply a negative impact of out-marriage on
fertility; the smaller marital stability effect in the model with pre-marriage
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religion accounts for the weaker negative influence that out-marriage is
observed to have on fertility. For ecumenical Protestant women, the marital
stability and bargaining effects operate in opposite directions; the smaller
marital stability effect in the model with pre-marriage religion allows the
bargaining effect to dominate in this case.

Extensions of the model

Using the post-marriage affiliations of husband and wife as well as informa-
tion on whether one of them converted in connection with the marriage, the
model reported in Table 4.7 explores further the relationship between fertility
behavior and conversion. Because of sample size limitations, only the largest
religious groups are considered. The basic model of Table 4.4, column 3, was
revised by eliminating all cases in which either the husband or wife is
Mormon or unaffiliated, and by including all Protestants in one category.
This procedure leaves two groups for the wife’s religion – Catholic and Pro-
testant, and two for the husband’s religion – same as the wife’s and different.
For this simplified model and reduced sample, the category “husband’s
religion same as wife’s” is subdivided into two groups depending on whether
the homogamy is natural or conversionary. The first case is used as bench-
mark and a dummy variable for the second is included in the regression. An
interaction term between conversionary unions and Protestant wife is also
included to allow the effects of conversion on fertility to differ for Catholic

Table 4.7 Making a distinction between naturally homogamous and conversionary
unionsa (religion measured after marriage)

Variable Coefficient (standard error)

Wife’s religion
Catholic (benchmark) –
Protestant −0.343 (0.067)**

Husband’s religion
Same as wife’s – no conversion (benchmark) –
Same as wife’s – conversion −0.044 (0.110)
Different religion −0.262 (0.103)**

Interaction terms
Wife Protestant * husband same religion, conversion 0.143 (0.128)
Wife Protestant * husband different religion 0.260 (0.139)*

Constant 2.507 (0.112)**
Adjusted R2 0.343

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.
N = 2,041

Notes
a All the control variables are included in the regression.
b The means of the husband’s religion variables are 0.65, 0.21, and 0.14 for same as wife’s – no

conversion, same as wife’s – conversion, and different religion, respectively.
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and Protestant women. Statistical tests for the differences of central interest
are reported in Table 4.8.

As discussed in the theoretical section, several opposing influences are
associated with the process of conversion; some suggest elevated fertility for
conversionary unions relative to their naturally homogamous counterparts,
others point in the opposite direction. Empirically, these countervailing
forces appear to cancel each other out in the case of Catholics, as no signifi-
cant difference is discerned between the fertility of naturally homogamous
Catholic unions and those that achieved homogamy through conversion. In
the case of Protestants, naturally homogamous unions have slightly lower
fertility, a difference that is significant at the 0.15 level. The direction of this
effect is consistent with Lehrer and Chiswick’s (1993) finding that for ecu-
menical Protestants (who constitute the majority of Protestants), couples
whose members shared the same faith before marriage have a higher prob-
ability of divorce than those that include a convert.

Both the bargaining and marital stability mechanisms imply that the fertil-
ity of interfaith unions involving a Catholic wife should be lower than that
of Catholic couples who have achieved homogamy through conversion;
empirically, Table 4.8 shows that the difference in fertility has the expected
sign and is statistically significant. In the corresponding comparison for
Protestants, the two effects operate in opposite directions and no significant
difference is found.

The remainder of this section uses post-marriage religion and the simpli-
fied version of model 3 (with the largest religious groups only) to study the role
of religiosity in fertility behavior, as well as changes over time in the linkages
between religion and fertility.

With regard to religiosity, the NSFH contains information on frequency of
attendance to services by the respondent and his or her current spouse (if
any), measured at the time of the survey. In the context of the present study,

Table 4.8 Natural vs. conversionary homogamy

Type of union Predicted family sizea

Homogamous Catholic union, conversion vs. 2.464
Homogamous Catholic union, nonconversion 2.507
Wife Catholic, husband Protestant 2.245 *

Homogamous Protestant union, conversion vs. 2.264
Homogamous Protestant union, nonconversion 2.164#
Wife Protestant, husband Catholic 2.162

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a The control variables are set at the benchmark. Additional t-tests reveal that the difference

between the categories “homogamous Catholic union, non conversion” and “wife Catholic,
husband Protestant” is significant at the 0.05 level. The difference between “homogamous
Protestant union, non conversion” and “wife Protestant, husband Catholic” is insignificant.
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this variable is of little value for those respondents whose first unions had
ended by the date of the interview: it does not refer to the first marriage
experience, and is contaminated by the implications of divorce and also
remarriage in many cases. For the purposes of exploring differentials by
religiosity, the sample is thus limited to respondents whose first unions were
still intact at the interview date. Because this group tends to be selective of the
more stable marriages, the results must be interpreted with some caution. Even
in this restricted sample, the contemporaneous nature of the religious par-
ticipation measure makes it difficult to disentangle the two channels of caus-
ality – from fertility behavior to religiosity and vice versa (e.g., see Marcum
1981, 1988; Mott and Abma 1992). The analysis that follows is thus offered as
descriptive only.

Table 4.9, column 1 shows estimates for the basic model augmented by a
dummy variable indicating that the wife attends religious services nearly once
a week or more often, as well as interaction terms between this “high religio-
sity” dummy and each of the religion variables. The interaction terms allow
the effects of religiosity to vary with the religious composition of the union.
The model in the second column of Table 4.9 repeats this procedure, using

Table 4.9 The role of religiositya (religion measured after marriage)

Variable Wife’s religiosity Husband’s
religiosity

Wife’s religion
Catholic (benchmark) – –
Protestant −0.195 (0.107)* −0.228 (0.099)**

Husband’s religion
Same as wife’s (benchmark) – –
Different religion −0.306 (0.181)* −0.233 (0.157)#

Interaction term
Wife Protestant * husband different religion 0.199 (0.240) 0.246 (0.218)

Religiosity variables
High religiosityb 0.329 (0.121)* 0.404 (0.119)**
Wife Protestant * high religiosity −0.217 (0.141)# −0.188 (0.140)
Husband different religion * high religiosity −0.111 (0.300) −0.371 (0.466)
Wife Protestant * husband different religion
* high religiosity

0.142 (0.432) 0.119 (0.578)

Constant 2.328 (0.150)** 2.334 (0.144)**
Adjusted R2 0.300 0.305
F-test for religiosity variables 2.569** 5.012**
Degrees of freedom 4/1,233 4/1,233

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.
N = 1,264

Notes
a All the control variables are included in the regressions. Standard errors are reported in

parentheses.
b The means for the “high religiosity” variables are 0.49 and 0.40 in columns 1 and 2, respectively.
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information on the husband’s frequency of attendance to services instead. In
both cases, F-tests indicate that the religious participation variables are sig-
nificant at the 0.05 level. Significance tests for various comparisons of interest
are reported in Table 4.10.

The relationship between fertility and religion is generally found to be
mediated by religiosity in the directions predicted by the theoretical frame-
work. The gap between the fertility of homogamous Catholic and Protestant
unions is larger and stronger in significance among those with high levels of
religious participation, consistent with expectations. For the high religiosity
group, the gap is 16.9 percent or 16.4 percent, depending on whether the
wife’s or the husband’s frequency of attendance at services is used; the corre-
sponding figures are only 8.7 percent and 10.3 percent for the case of low
religiosity. For Catholic women, the differentials by religiosity in the effects of
out-marriage on fertility are also as predicted. Among those with high levels
of religious participation, the fertility gap between homogamous Catholic
unions and out-marriages involving a Catholic woman is 17.0 percent if the
analysis is based on the wife’s frequency of attendance and 24.8 percent if it
is based on the husband’s; in the case of low religiosity, the corresponding
differentials are only 14.1 percent and 10.5 percent. These patterns are con-
sistent with the prediction that the size of the marital stability effect should
vary directly with religious participation. For Protestant women, the net
impact of out-marriage on fertility is ambiguous a priori and empirically it is
found to be zero for all levels of religiosity.

Finally, in order to explore how the relationships between fertility and
religion have changed over time, the basic model was re-estimated one more
time by adding a dummy variable for marriage cohort (1970+ = 1 if the
marriage took place in 1970 or after) as well as interaction terms between this
dummy and the religion variables. As Table 4.11 shows, the cohort variables

Table 4.10 Predicted family size by religiositya

Type of union Wife’s religiosity Husband’s religiosity

High Low High Low

Homogamous Catholic union vs. 2.657 2.328 2.738 2.334
Homogamous Protestant union 2.244** 2.133* 2.322** 2.106**
Wife Catholic, husband Protestant 2.240* 2.022* 2.134# 2.101#

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a All the control variables are set at the benchmark. The significance tests reported in this

table reflect comparisons against the first row. For example, the two stars on the value in
the first column, second row indicate that, among wives with high religiosity, the fertility of
homogamous Protestant unions is significantly lower than that of homogamous Catholic
unions. Additional t-tests reveal that the differences between the fertility of homogamous
Protestant unions and intermarriages involving a Protestant wife are insignificant in all
cases.

Religion as a determinant of fertility 97



are jointly significant at the 0.05 level. Additional results for this model,
reported in Table 4.12, reveal a pronounced decrease in the Catholic–Protes-
tant fertility gap: from 22.6 percent for marriages contracted before 1970 to
only 8.7 percent for unions initiated later. Furthermore, while the effect of
out-marriage for Catholic women is significant and large in magnitude for the
pre-1970 cohort, it is small and insignificant at conventional levels for unions
of the later period. In general, the results confirm the weakening influence
of religion on fertility over time documented in earlier investigations (e.g.,
Mosher and Hendershot 1984a, 1984b; Mosher et al. 1992).

Limitations of the analysis

In interpreting the results described above, an important qualification must
be kept in mind. As noted in the previous section, the analyses assume that
the religious composition of unions can be treated as determined exogen-
ously. This assumption is problematic if there are persistent, unobserved
differences among individuals in preferences, endowments, or constraints
on their behavior which affect the marriage decision (whether to enter a
union that is interfaith, naturally homogamous, or homogamous through

Table 4.11 The role of marriage cohort (religion measured after marriage)

Variable Coefficient (standard
error)

Wife’s religion
Catholic (benchmark) –
Protestant −0.544 (0.096)**

Husband’s religion
Same as wife’s (benchmark) –
Different religion −0.577 (0.185)**

Interaction term
Wife Protestant * husband different religion 0.702 (0.243)**

Cohort variablesb

1970+ −0.379 (0.106)**
Wife Protestant * 1970+ 0.351 (0.115)**
Husband different religion * 1970+ 0.433 (0.214)**
Wife Protestant * husband different religion * 1970+ −0.615 (0.285)**

Constant 2.673 (0.119)**
Adjusted R2 0.347
F-test for cohort variables 3.521**
Degrees of freedom 4/2,050

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.
N = 2,081

Notes
a All the control variables are included in the regressions.
b The mean of the variable “1970+” is 0.67.
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conversion) and also subsequent fertility behavior. To the extent that this is
the case, the results would be subject to simultaneous equations bias. Ideally
the marriage and fertility decisions would be modeled as jointly determined,
but data limitations unfortunately preclude this refinement in the present
study for two reasons. First, there are no variables in the data set employed
here that could plausibly be hypothesized to influence fertility but not the
marriage decision and vice versa. And variables on place of residence at the
time of the marriage and fertility decisions, which would permit supplement-
ing the survey data with other information, are unavailable. Second, a larger
sample size would be needed. Exploratory analyses with these data found
structural differences in the intermarriage/conversion decision among the
various religious groups, suggesting that separate analyses by wife’s affilia-
tion would be required. As richer data sets become available, extending the
present work to address this limitation would be a fruitful avenue for further
research.

Conclusions

This study suggests two avenues through which the husband’s and wife’s affili-
ations may influence fertility: the bargaining and marital stability effects. The
first emphasizes the importance of the quality–quantity tradeoffs embodied in
the religions of each spouse and the possibility of conflict if the two differ. The
second is based on the influence of the religious compatibility between the
spouses on the probability of divorce, and on the impact in turn of expected
marital instability on fertility. Empirically, these effects were examined by
comparing the number of children for various types of religiously homogam-
ous and heterogamous unions using data on non-Hispanic, white respondents
from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households.

The results demonstrate the importance of using information on the hus-
band’s religious affiliation in analyses of fertility. There are significant

Table 4.12 Predicted family size by marriage cohorta

Type of union Before 1970 1970 and after

Homogamous Catholic union vs. 2.673 2.294
Homogamous Protestant union 2.130** 2.102**
Wife Catholic, husband Protestant 2.096 ** 2.150

** p < 0.05.

Note
a The control variables are set at the benchmark. The significance tests in this table reflect

comparisons against the first row. For example, the two stars on the value in the first column,
third row indicate that among marriages contracted in the pre-1970 period, the fertility of
intermarriages involving a Catholic wife is significantly lower than that of homogamous
Catholic unions. Additional tests show that the differences between homogamous Protestant
unions and intermarriages involving a Protestant wife are insignificant for both cohorts.
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differences in family size across various types of homogamous unions, and
calculations based on the wife’s religious affiliation only do not provide
accurate estimates of such differences. Comparing intra- and interfaith unions,
results based on post-marriage affiliations reveal that marrying outside the
religion has a substantial depressing effect on the number of children for
Catholic and Mormon women; this finding is consistent with the hypothesis
that the bargaining and marital stability mechanisms operate in the same
direction in these two cases, reinforcing each other. In contrast, no effect
of out-marriage on fertility can be discerned in the case of ecumenical
and exclusivist Protestant women, for whom the bargaining effect may offset
the marital stability influence. Additional models explored the implications
of pre- versus post-marriage measurement of religious affiliation, conver-
sion, and differentials by religiosity. The results also show that, although
the influence of religion on fertility has generally declined substantially over
time, a small Catholic–Protestant differential persists. Further analyses of
the NSFH data focusing on the intended fertility of couples in childrearing
ages as of the late 1980s confirm the persistence of religious differentials
(Lehrer 1996b); these analyses also provide additional evidence that both the
bargaining and marital stability effects play important roles in explaining
the observed relationship between the religious composition of unions and
fertility.

It is hoped that the findings in this study will stimulate further research
on the role of religion in fertility behavior, both historically and for the
more recent cohorts. For example, it would be useful to extend the analysis
to investigate the nature of the bargaining process in interfaith marriages.
Fertility might be modeled as a function of dummies for the religious com-
position of the union, the characteristics of husband and wife (including the
nonearned income of each), and interaction terms between the two sets of
variables. Such analyses would shed light on the determinants of the relative
bargaining strength of each spouse in the area of fertility decisions. Current
data on Mormons or information on Catholics before the 1970s would be
particularly useful for this exercise.

Several studies find that women who anticipate a high likelihood of marital
breakup respond by restricting their investments in spouse-specific human
capital, children in particular, and by increasing their investments in labor
market skills (Lillard and Waite 1993; Lehrer et al. 1996). The present results
provide one more piece of evidence suggesting a negative relationship
between the expected probability of marital dissolution and fertility, other
factors held constant. Similarly, a companion study that focuses on the effects
of the religious composition of unions on female labor supply (Lehrer 1995)
suggests that, ceteris paribus, women who anticipate a high likelihood of
divorce respond by increasing their attachment to the labor force. Clearly,
a growing amount of evidence indicates that expected marital stability influ-
ences patterns of human capital investment and is an important determinant
of both fertility and female time allocation decisions.
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Notes
1 The terminology for the two groups of Protestants follows Kelley (1972), who

classifies religious groups along an ecumenical–exclusivist gradient depending on
the clarity with which membership boundaries are drawn.

2 As Becker (1993) notes, with their very large families and high levels of achieve-
ment, Mormons represent a notable exception to the quantity–quality tradeoff.

3 The concept of religion-specific human capital refers to all those skills and
experiences which are specific to a particular religion. These include not only
knowledge about religious beliefs and practices, but also familiarity with the his-
tory and traditions of the group, as well as the development of social relationships
and networks with coreligionists (Iannaccone 1990). As Schneider (1989) observes,
whereas the theology of a new religion can be learned fairly rapidly, acquisition of
some of the other components may take more time.

4 The importance of this selectivity effect may have been overrated, because affin-
ity with the fertility norms of a particular religion is only one among many factors
that have been identified as determinants of religious switching. Recent research
has emphasized that placing a high priority on religious compatibility with the
spouse is an important motive (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). Other reasons include
a desire to shift to a religion with more personally meaningful beliefs and ritual, a
more compatible socioeconomic membership, or a more appropriate level of time
intensity (Azzi and Ehrenberg 1975; Newport 1979).

5 Empirically, Lehrer and Chiswick (1993) find no significant difference in the
stability of naturally homogamous and conversionary unions for exclusivist
Protestants and Catholics. In the case of ecumenical Protestants, unions involving
partners who shared the same faith before marriage are less stable, by a wide
margin, than those that include a convert.

6 This survey was designed at the Center for Demography and Ecology at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison under the direction of Larry Bumpass and
James Sweet. The fieldwork was done by the Institute for Survey Research at
Temple University.

7 Respondents were asked “What is your religious preference?” Where changes
took place, there were further questions, including “Did you change your religion
in connection with your (first) marriage?”, “What was your religious preference
before you changed at that time?” and “What religion did you change to at that
time?” Similar information was obtained about the respondent’s first spouse in the
case of unions that had been dissolved by the time of the survey. For respondents
whose first marriages were still intact, the survey documents the spouse’s religious
affiliation at the time of the interview, and just before the change if conversion
took place in connection with the marriage.

8 Even in this more recent period from 1960 on, significant changes have taken
place, notably a declining adherence of Catholics to the teachings of the Church.
These changes are examined later in the text, in the model of Tables 4.11 and 4.12.

9 For marriages involving exclusivist Protestants of different denominations, the
dummy variable for different religion takes the value 1, i.e., such unions are
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considered to be heterogamous. On the other hand, interdenominational marriages
involving ecumenical Protestants are treated as homogamous, as the distinguish-
ing feature of these denominations is a loose definition of the boundaries that
separate groups. This approach follows earlier research in which interdenomin-
ational marriages involving ecumenical Protestants have been found to be virtually
as stable as unions in which both spouses have the identical denomination (Lehrer
and Chiswick 1993).

10 For intact marriages (61 percent of the cases), duration is defined as the period
between the date of marriage and the interview date. For other unions, duration is
defined as the interval between the date of marriage and the date identified by the
respondent as signaling the end of the union – through divorce (34 percent),
separation (3 percent) or widowhood (2 percent).

11 Unfortunately the survey does not contain information on place of residence at
the time of marriage. Based on region at age 16, the Pacific area turned out to have
median fertility and is employed as benchmark in the regressions.
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Part III

The role of religion in
education and well-being





5 The benefits from marriage and
religion in the United States
A comparative analysis*

America is a religious nation. The vast majority of Americans, when asked,
profess a belief in God and affirm that religion is at least “fairly important”
in their lives (Myers 2000); about 60 percent of the population report mem-
bership in a religious organization and 45 percent state that they attend
religious services at least monthly (Sherkat and Ellison 1999). Most American
adults are currently married and almost all will marry at some time in their
lives. About two-thirds of children live with their married (biological or
adoptive) parents (US Census Bureau 2001). And marriage and a happy
family life are almost universal goals for young adults.

This commentary presents a socioeconomic and demographic view of the
research literature on the benefits of marriage and religious participation in
the United States. We compare religion and marriage as social institutions,
both clearly on everyone’s shortlist of “most important institutions.” Mar-
riage is an either/or status. But marital unions differ in a multitude of ways,
including the characteristics, such as education, earnings, religion, and cul-
tural background, of each of the partners, and the homogamy of their match
on these characteristics. Similarly, religion has multiple aspects. These include
religious affiliation, a particular set of theological beliefs and practices,
and religiosity. Religiosity may be manifested in various levels and forms of
religious participation (attendance at religious services within a congregation,
family observance, individual devotion) and in terms of the salience of
religion, that is, the importance of religious beliefs as a guide for one’s life.
Our focus here is on broad comparisons between marriage (being married
versus not) and religiosity (having some involvement in religious activities
versus little or none). We argue that both marriage and religiosity generally
have far-reaching, positive effects; that they influence similar domains of life;
and that there are important parallels in the pathways through which each
achieves these outcomes. Where applicable, we refer to other dimensions of
marriage and religion, including the quality of the marital relationship and
the type of religious affiliation.

* This chapter is by L. Waite and E. Lehrer and is reprinted from Population and Development
Review 29(2):255–275, 2003.



We begin with a comparison of the effects associated with marriage and
involvement in religious activities, based on a literature review, followed by a
comparison of the major channels through which each operates. We then
discuss qualifications and important exceptions to the general conclusion
that marriage and religious involvement have beneficial effects. We conclude
with a consideration of the intersection between marriage and religion and
suggestions for future research.

The effects of marriage and religious involvement

Marriage and religion influence various dimensions of life, including physical
health and longevity, mental health and happiness, economic well-being, and
the raising of children. Recent research has also examined connections to sex
and domestic violence.

Physical health and longevity

One of the strongest, most consistent benefits of marriage is better physical
health and its consequence, longer life. Married people are less likely than
unmarried people to suffer from long-term illness or disability (Murphy et al.
1997), and they have better survival rates for some illnesses (Goodwin et al.
1987). They have fewer physical problems and a lower risk of death from
various causes, especially those with a behavioral component; the health
benefits are generally larger for men (Ross et al. 1990). A longitudinal analysis
based on data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, a large national
sample, documents a significantly lower mortality rate for married individuals
(Lillard and Waite 1995). For example, simulations based on this research
show that, other factors held constant, nine out of ten married women alive
at age 48 would still be alive at age 65; by contrast, eight out of ten never-
married women would survive to age 65. The corresponding comparison for
men reveals a more pronounced difference: nine out of ten for the married
group versus only six out of ten for those who were never married (Waite and
Gallagher 2000).

Similarly, although there are exceptions and the matter remains contro-
versial (Sloan et al. 1999), a growing body of research documents an associ-
ation between religious involvement and better outcomes on a variety of
physical health measures, including problems related to heart disease, stroke,
hypertension, cancer, gastrointestinal disease, as well as overall health status
and life expectancy. This research also points to differences by religious affili-
ation, with members of stricter denominations displaying an advantage
(Levin 1994). Many of the early studies in this literature suffer from method-
ological shortcomings, including small, unrepresentative samples, lack of
adequate statistical controls, and a cross-sectional design that confounds the
direction of causality. Yet the conclusion of a generally positive effect of
religious involvement on physical health and longevity also emerges from a

108 Religion, education, and well-being



new generation of studies that have addressed many of these methodological
problems (Ellison and Levin 1998). In one of the most rigorous analyses to
date, Hummer et al. (1999) use longitudinal data from a nationwide survey,
the 1987 Cancer Risk Factor Supplement – Epidemiology Study, linked to the
Multiple Cause of Death file. Their results show that the gap in life expectancy
at age 20 between those who attend religious services more than once a week
and those who never attend is more than seven years – comparable to the
male–female and white–black differentials in the United States. Addition-
al multivariate analyses of these data reveal a strong association between
religious participation and the risk of death, holding constant socioeconomic
and demographic variables, as well as initial health status. Other recent longi-
tudinal studies also report a protective effect of religious involvement against
disability among the elderly (Idler and Kasl 1992), as well as a positive influ-
ence on self-rated health (Musick 1996) and longevity (Strawbridge et al.
1997).

To the extent that marriage and religious involvement are selective of
people with unobserved characteristics that are conducive to better health,
their causal effects on health and longevity would be smaller than suggested
by some of the estimates in this literature.

Mental health and happiness

Recent studies based on longitudinal data have found that getting married
(and staying married to the same person) is associated with better mental
health outcomes. Horwitz et al. (1996), Marks and Lambert (1998), and
Simon (2002) present evidence of improvements in emotional well-being
following marriage, and declines following the end of a union. Marks and
Lambert (1998) report that marital gain affects men and women in the same
way, but marital loss is generally more depressing for women. Analyses that
control for the selection of the psychologically healthy into marriage, and
also include a wider range of measures of mental well-being, find that although
there are differences by sex in the types of emotional responses to marital
transitions, the psychological benefits associated with marriage apply equally
to men and women (Horwitz et al. 1996; Simon 2002).

Marriage is also associated with greater overall happiness. Analysis of data
from the General Social Surveys of 1972–96 shows that, other factors held
constant, the likelihood that a respondent would report being happy with life
in general is substantially higher among those who are currently married than
among those who have never been married or have been previously married;
the magnitude of the gap has remained fairly stable over the past 35 years and
is similar for men and women (Waite 2000).

The connection between religion and mental health has been the subject of
much controversy over the years, and many psychologists and psychiatrists
remain skeptical, in part because most of the research has been based on
cross-sectional analyses of small samples. The studies to date are suggestive
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of an association between religious involvement and better mental health
outcomes, including greater self-esteem, better adaptation to bereavement, a
lower incidence of depression and anxiety, a lower likelihood of alcohol and
drug abuse, and greater life satisfaction and happiness in general (Koenig et
al. 2001). Recent longitudinal analyses of subgroups of the population provide
additional evidence in support of this relationship (Zuckerman et al. 1984;
Levin et al. 1996).

Economic well-being

A large body of literature documents that married men earn higher wages
than their single counterparts. This differential, known as the “marriage pre-
mium,” is sizable. A rigorous and thorough statistical analysis by Korenman
and Neumark (1991) reports that married white men in America earn 11
percent more than their never-married counterparts, controlling for all the
standard human capital variables. Between 50 and 80 percent of the effect
remains, depending on the specification, after correcting for selectivity into
marriage based on fixed unobservable characteristics. Other research shows
that married people have higher family income than the nonmarried, with the
gap between the family income of married and single women being wider
than that between married and single men (Hahn 1993). In addition, married
people on average have higher levels of wealth and assets (Lupton and Smith
2003). The magnitude of the difference depends on the precise measure used,
but in all cases is far more than twice that of other household types, suggesting
that this result is not merely due to the aggregation of two persons’ wealth.

To the best of our knowledge, the effects of religious involvement on earn-
ings and wealth have not been systematically analyzed. However, as we dis-
cuss below, an emerging literature shows a positive effect of religiosity on
educational attainment, a key determinant of success in the labor market.
These studies suggest a potentially important link between religious involve-
ment during childhood and adolescence and subsequent economic well-being
as an adult. Preliminary results from a new line of inquiry at the macro
level are consistent with this hypothesis. Using a cross-country panel that
includes information on religious and economic variables, Barro and McLeary
(2006) find that enhanced religious beliefs affect economic growth positively,
although growth responds negatively to increased church attendance. The
authors interpret their findings as reflecting a positive association between
“productivity” in the religion sector and macroeconomic performance.1

Children

Children raised by their own married parents do better, on average, across a
range of outcomes than children who grow up in other living arrangements.
There is evidence that the former are less likely to die as infants (Bennett et al.
1994), and have better health during childhood (Angel and Worobey 1988)
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and even in old age (Tucker et al. 1997). They are less likely to drop out of
high school, they complete more years of schooling, they are less likely to be
idle as young adults, and they are less likely to have a child as an unmarried
teenager (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994).

Children who grow up in intact two-parent families also tend to have better
mental health than their counterparts who have experienced a parental
divorce. Using 17-year longitudinal data from two generations, Amato and
Sobolewski (2001) find that the weaker parent–child bonds that result from
marital discord mediate most of the association between divorce and the
subsequent mental health outcomes of children. Cherlin et al. (1998) find that
children whose parents would later divorce already showed evidence of more
emotional problems prior to the divorce, suggesting that marriage dissolution
tends to occur in families that are troubled to begin with. However, the
authors also find that the gap continues to widen following the divorce, sug-
gestive of a causal effect of family breakup on mental health. Summing up
his assessment of the studies in this field, Cherlin (1999) concludes that grow-
ing up in a nonintact family can be associated with short- and long-term
problems, partly attributable to the effects of family structure on the child’s
mental health, and partly attributable to inherited characteristics and their
interaction with the environment.

Several studies have documented an association between religion and child-
ren’s well-being. Recent research on differences in parenting styles by religious
affiliation reveals that conservative Protestants display distinctive patterns:
they place a greater emphasis on obedience and tend to view corporal pun-
ishment as an acceptable form of child discipline; at the same time, they are
more likely to avoid yelling at children and are more prone to frequent praising
and warm displays of affection (Bartowski et al. 2000). As to other dimensions
of religion, Pearce and Axinn (1998) find that family religious involvement
promotes stronger ties among family members and has a positive impact on
mothers’ and children’s reports of the quality of their relationship.

A number of studies document the effects of children’s own religious
participation, showing that young people who grow up having some reli-
gious involvement tend to display better outcomes in a range of areas. Such
involvement has been linked to a lower probability of substance abuse and
juvenile delinquency (Donahue and Benson 1995), a lower incidence of
depression among some groups (Harker 2001), delayed sexual debut (Bearman
and Bruckner 2001), more positive attitudes toward marriage and having
children, and more negative attitudes toward unmarried sex and premarital
childbearing (Marchena and Waite 2002).

Religious participation has also been associated with better education-
al outcomes. Freeman (1986) finds a positive effect of churchgoing on
school attendance in a sample of inner-city black youth. Regnerus (2000)
reports that participation in religious activities is related to better test scores
and heightened educational expectations among tenth-grade public school
students. In the most comprehensive study to date, using data on adolescents
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from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, Muller and Ellison
(2001) find positive effects of various measures of religious involvement
on the students’ locus of control (a measure of self-concept), educational
expectations, time spent on homework, advanced mathematics credits earned,
and the probability of obtaining a high school diploma. Other research
documents differences in educational attainment by religious affiliation
(Chiswick 1988; Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Lehrer 1999; Sherkat and Darnell
1999) and suggests that the effects of religious participation on secular
achievements may vary across denominations (Chiswick 1999; Lehrer 2004).

Studies of the influence of religiosity on schooling have raised the possibility
that the estimated coefficients may overstate the positive causal effect of
religious involvement on educational outcomes. This would be the case
if religiosity is correlated with unobserved factors that encourage good
behaviors in general: for example, the religiously more observant parents,
who encourage their children to attend services as well, are also supportive of
activities that are conducive to success in the secular arena. Freeman (1986)
has emphasized this type of bias.

Biases operating in the opposite direction have also been identified (Lehrer
2004). Although this issue has not been studied systematically, there is some
evidence that religious participation is especially beneficial for those who are
more vulnerable, for reasons that might include poor health, unfavorable
family circumstances, and adverse economic conditions (Hummer et al. 2002).
To the extent that those who are vulnerable respond by embracing religion as
a coping mechanism, the more religious homes would disproportionately
have unobserved characteristics that affect educational outcomes adversely.
If so, the estimated coefficients would understate the true effect of religi-
osity on educational attainment.2

Sex

Little attention has been given to the question of how marriage is related to
the chances that people will have active, satisfying sex lives. Cross-tabulations
based on data from the 1992 National Health and Social Life Survey show
that levels of emotional and physical satisfaction with sex are highest for
married people and lowest for noncohabiting singles, with cohabitors falling
in between (Laumann et al. 1994). Additional evidence for the importance of
commitment as a determinant of sexual satisfaction is provided by more
recent multivariate analyses of these data (Waite and Joyner 2001). To date,
these relationships have not been quantified using longitudinal data.

Our knowledge about the relationship between religion and sex is also
limited. Cross-tabulations by religious denomination show that those with no
affiliation (i.e., no involvement in religious activities) are least likely to report
being extremely satisfied with sex either physically or emotionally (Laumann
et al. 1994). Waite and Joyner (2001) find that emotional satisfaction and
physical pleasure related to sex are higher for frequent attenders of religious
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services, holding other characteristics of the individual constant. Along simi-
lar lines, Greeley (1991) reports that couples who pray together say they have
more “ecstasy” in their sex lives; he also finds that religious imagery and
devotion is positively associated with sexual satisfaction. The small amount
of evidence available is only suggestive of a connection between religious
participation and the quality of people’s sex lives.

Domestic violence

Using data from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households,
Stets (1991) finds a large difference between married people and cohabitors in
the prevalence of domestic violence: 14 percent of people who have cohabiting
arrangements say that they or their spouse hit, shoved, or threw things at
their partner during the past year, compared to 5 percent of those who are
formally married. The difference declines when age, education, and race are
held constant. Additional analyses of these data show that engaged cohabiting
couples display lower levels of physical violence than uncommitted cohabitors
(Waite 2000).

Ellison et al. (1999) explore the relationship between religion and domestic
violence in America, comparing reports of abuse for men and women by
religious denomination, religious participation, and religious homogamy.
They find that the likelihood of violence by males increases when the male is
substantially more conservative (in beliefs about the inerrancy and authority
of the Bible) than his female partner. Their results also show that the likeli-
hood of reporting violence is lower for those who attend religious services
more frequently. Additional confirmation for the hypothesis that religious
participation is inversely associated with the perpetration of domestic vio-
lence is provided by a more recent analysis that uses information not only on
self-reported domestic violence but also on abuse reported by the partner
(Ellison and Anderson 2001).

As Ellison et al. (1999) note, it seems likely that part of the measured
relationship between religiosity and domestic violence is due to selectivity:
the more religious may well be disproportionately less prone to act violently;
the same argument applies to the relationship between marriage and
domestic violence.

Pathways of causality

Developing themes proposed by Durkheim (1951 [1897]), we argue that both
marriage and religion lead to positive outcomes by providing social support
and integration and by encouraging healthy behaviors and lifestyles. In add-
ition, there is a mechanism that is unique to marriage, namely, the economic
gains that result when two people make a commitment to become lifetime
partners. There is also a pathway that is unique to religion: the positive
emotions and spiritual richness that can come from personal faith and
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religious observance. In each case, although the various channels we discuss
are conceptually distinct, they are not mutually exclusive.

Social integration and support

The argument for benefits from marriage stemming from its integrative influ-
ence runs as follows. Marriage implies love, intimacy, and friendship. The
social integration and support it thus provides is a key channel through which
it leads to improved mental and physical health. Being married means having
someone who can provide emotional support on a regular basis, there-
by decreasing depression, anxiety, and other psychological problems, and
improving overall mental health. In turn, better emotional well-being con-
tributes to enhanced physical wellness. Support from the spouse can also
improve physical health directly, by aiding early detection and treatment and
by promoting speedier recovery from illness (Ross et al. 1990). From the
perspective of children, the mutual help that parents give to each other is part
of the setting that provides advantages to youths who grow up in married-
couple households. In addition to close support from the spouse, marriage
connects people to other individuals, other social groups (e.g., in-laws), and
other social institutions (Stolzenberg et al. 1995; Waite 1995), and this inte-
gration into a wider social network has additional positive effects on both
spouses and on their children (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994).

The long-term commitment implied by marriage (as opposed to cohabit-
ation) encourages the partners to invest in the relationship. Married couples
indeed report higher levels of relationship quality than uncommitted cohabi-
tors (Brown and Booth 1996) and better emotional well-being (Brown 2000).
This pathway most likely explains the higher emotional satisfaction with sex
generally reported by married individuals (Waite and Joyner 2001). Evidence
of the impact of marriage on relationship quality comes also from studies on
domestic violence: the stronger commitment implied by marriage (or even the
promise of marriage in the form of engagement) inhibits aggression (Stets
1991; Waite 2000).

Like marriage, the institution of religion is an integrative force. Religious
congregations offer regular opportunities to socialize and interact with friends
who share similar values; they offer assistance to members in need; they foster
a sense of community through which participants help one another. Ellison
and George (1994) find that people who frequently attend religious services
not only have larger social networks, but also hold more positive perceptions
of the quality of their social relationships. The positive association between
religious involvement and longevity is accounted for in part by this channel
(Strawbridge et al. 1997; Hummer et al. 1999).

Recent research has emphasized that religion can play a pivotal role in the
socialization of youth by contributing to the development of social capital.
Religious congregations often sponsor family activities, stimulating the culti-
vation of closer parent–child relations; they also bring children together with
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grandparents and other supportive adults (parents of peers, Sunday-school
teachers) in an environment of trust. This broad base of social ties can be a
rich source of positive role models, confidants, useful information, and
reinforcement of values that promote educational achievement. The positive
impact of religious involvement on various measures of educational outcomes
has been attributed largely to this pathway (Regnerus 2000; Muller and
Ellison 2001; Lehrer 2004).

At the other end of the age spectrum, the social ties provided by religious
institutions are of special value to the elderly, helping them deal with the
many difficult challenges that tend to accompany old age: illness, dependency,
loss, and loneliness (Levin 1994).

Healthy behaviors and lifestyles

Beyond its integrative function, emphasized above, marriage also has a regu-
lative function. Married individuals, especially men, are more likely than their
single counterparts to have someone who closely monitors their health-related
conduct; marriage also contributes to self-regulation and the internalization
of norms for healthful behavior (Umberson 1987). Positive and negative
externalities within marriage also play a role: when an individual behaves in a
way that is conducive to good health, the benefits spill over to the spouse;
similarly, unhealthy behaviors inflict damage not only on the individual but
also on the partner. In this way, marriage promotes healthy conduct. In
addition, the enhanced sense of meaning and purpose provided by marriage
inhibits self-destructive activities (Gove 1973). Consistent with this channel
of causality, married individuals have lower rates of mortality for virtually all
causes of death in which the person’s psychological condition and behavior
play a major role, including suicide and cirrhosis of the liver (Gove 1973).
Lillard and Waite (1995) find that for men (but not for women) there is a
substantial decline in the risk of death immediately after marriage, which
suggests that the regulation of health behaviors is a key mechanism linking
marriage to physical health benefits in the case of men.

Religion also serves a regulative function. Most faiths have teachings that
encourage healthy behaviors and discourage conduct that is self-destructive;
they also provide moral guidance about sexuality. Some religions have specific
regulations limiting or prohibiting the consumption of alcohol, tobacco,
caffeine, and potentially harmful foods. Several studies show that religious
involvement is generally associated with health-promoting behaviors (Koenig
et al. 2001) and that such behaviors explain in part the connection between
religion and longevity (Strawbridge et al. 1997; Hummer et al. 1999).

Economic benefits from marriage

Marriage leads to increases in economic well-being for several reasons, includ-
ing the pooling of risks (e.g., one spouse may increase the level of work in the
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labor force if the other becomes unemployed), economies of scale (e.g., renting
a large apartment costs less than renting two small apartments), and public
goods (e.g., a husband and wife can both enjoy all of the beauty of the
pictures hanging on the wall). Division of labor and specialization are par-
ticularly important sources of gains from marriage, permitting the partners
to produce and consume substantially more than twice the amount each could
produce individually (Becker 1991). The long-term horizon implied by mar-
riage gives each of the spouses the ability to neglect some skills and focus on
the development of others. Gains from such specialization are responsible, in
part, for the “marriage premium.” Married men can specialize in labor mar-
ket activities more than single men, thereby gaining a productivity advantage.
Specialization also encourages women to make human capital investments
that advance their husbands’ careers (Grossbard-Shechtman 1993).

For all of these reasons, marriage promotes higher levels of economic well-
being. This factor accounts to a large extent for the advantages that accrue to
children raised by two parents (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). From an
economic perspective, a two-parent household is also the optimal insti-
tutional arrangement for raising children for another reason: there is a ten-
dency for the level of expenditures on children to be inefficiently low when the
father is not present. Inadequate provision of the couple’s collective good –
child expenditures – occurs because of the father’s lack of control over the
allocation of resources by the mother (Weiss and Willis 1985).

The very substantial increase in economic resources that marriage implies
for women may lead to better health directly, by improving general standards
of living and access to medical resources, as well as indirectly by reducing
levels of stress (Hahn 1993). Consistent with this research, Lillard and Waite
(1995) find that the greater financial resources available in married-couple
households account for most of the positive effect of marriage on longevity
for women, but not for men.

Spiritual benefits from religion

Some facets of religion lead to spiritual benefits that are unique to religious
experiences. Idler and Kasl (1992) underscore the importance of religious
rituals, such as the annual observance of religious holidays, noting that the
periodicity of these celebrations reminds members of their shared past and
their connection to preceding generations. Religious belief can also serve as a
coping mechanism that helps individuals deal with conflict and difficult life-
cycle stages, such as the assertion of independence by adolescent children
(Pearce and Axinn 1998), as well as bereavement and major health problems
(Pargament et al. 1990). In addition, personal faith can provide a sense of
meaning that tends to reduce helplessness and heighten optimism. As Koenig
(1994) notes, the religious prescription to love and forgive others can also
have positive consequences for emotional well-being. The intangible nature
of these effects defies easy quantification.
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Caveats

Overall, there is evidence of a strong association between stable marriages
and a wide range of positive outcomes for children and adults, and the same
is true in the case of religious involvement. However, the benefits are by no
means uniform for all individuals, and significant exceptions may be cited. In
addition, issues of selection bias deserve special attention.

Variations across individuals and exceptions

The benefits of religious involvement vary across individuals, as do the costs.
The costs are higher for those with a more secular orientation, and to the
extent that religious involvement is a time-intensive activity, costs are also
higher for those with a higher wage rate and opportunity cost of time. As to
the benefits, the spiritual gains associated with religious activity increase with
the stock of religious capital: those who have made greater investments in
religion stand to benefit more from religious participation (Iannaccone 1990).
Regnerus and Elder (2001) find support for the hypothesis that by providing
functional communities amidst dysfunction, religious institutions are espe-
cially valuable in enhancing social capital for disadvantaged youths. The
elderly and those with serious physical health problems also appear to derive
substantial benefits from religious involvement (Koenig 1994; Musick 1996).

Membership in some religious groups may reduce rather than enhance
economic well-being. For example, the religious beliefs of conservative Pro-
testants can discourage intellectual inquiry and have been linked with lower
educational attainment (Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Darnell
1999; Lehrer 1999, 2004), implying negative consequences for earnings. There
is also evidence that certain forms of religious beliefs and practices may not
be beneficial for mental and physical health. Pargament et al. (1998) examine
the role of religion as a coping tool, making a distinction between positive
and negative religious coping. The former includes methods that reflect a
secure relationship with God and a sense of spiritual connectedness with
others. The latter is based on a pessimistic world view, a tenuous relationship
with God, and a perception that God can inflict punishment. While the posi-
tive religious coping methods are associated with higher levels of mental well-
being, the opposite is true of the negative methods – an indication that
religion has the capacity to cause distress and make things worse. Some
religious teachings also promote the avoidance of medical services and can
lead to serious adverse consequences for health (e.g., see Asser and Swan
1998).

The benefits of marriage are also far from uniform. While the economic
gains stemming from the joint consumption of public goods and from econ-
omies of scale are likely to vary only weakly with the quality of the union,
most of the benefits from marriage vary closely with marital quality. For
example, Gray and Vanderhart (2000) find that the marriage premium
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increases with marital stability: when the marriage is perceived to be solid, a
woman is much more likely to make investments that enhance her husband’s
career. The mental and physical health benefits of marriage have also been
found to vary with the quality of the relationship (Horwitz et al. 1996;
Wickrama et al. 1997). In the extreme case of very poor marital quality, the
consequences for health and well-being are clearly negative. For instance,
Kiecolt-Glaser et al. (1993) show that serious conflict within a marriage can
lead to adverse immunological changes, increasing the risk of illness. When
marital quality becomes very low, so that one or both partners conclude that
the benefits from remaining married have come to be smaller than the costs,
the result may well be divorce. Lehrer (2003) reviews the characteristics and
behaviors of individuals and couples that make this scenario most likely.

An understanding of the circumstances under which marriage is or is not
beneficial can shed some light on the current policy debate in the United
States regarding the promotion of marriage. One of the goals of the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 was to
reduce out-of-wedlock childbearing and to encourage the formation and
maintenance of two-parent families.3 More recently, the Bush administration
has proposed spending more than $1 billion over five years on programs to
promote “healthy marriages” (Carlson et al. 2004; McLanahan et al. 2001).
Under the proposed plan, states may be eligible for federal funds if they
develop programs to promote marriage. Such programs might include pre-
marital counseling, marriage workshops, programs to enhance mental well-
being, and additional welfare benefits for couples who enter formal marriage.
Our review of the literature suggests that initiatives that enhance relationship
skills may be helpful, as such skills are important to a stable marriage and
young adults who grew up in non-intact homes may well be weak in this area
(Amato 1996). Complementary programs to address problems of depression
and drug use may also help, on this as well as other fronts (Lehrer et al.
2002a, 2002b). On the other hand, financial incentives or negative economic
pressures to enter formal marriage are likely to do more harm than good, by
encouraging unions of poor marital quality.4

Issues of selection bias

As we indicated earlier in this commentary, problems of selection bias affect
many of the studies in both bodies of literature. The better outcomes
observed for individuals in stable marriages may result in part from the
greater likelihood that healthy, happy, and wealthy people marry and stay
married. Results from analyses of marriage that have addressed the issue
of selection biases suggest that they are indeed sizable in magnitude (e.g.,
Korenman and Neumark 1991; Horwitz et al. 1996; Lillard and Panis 1996;
Simon 2002). The biases, however, do not always operate in the direction
suggested by conventional wisdom.5 An important item in the agenda for
future research is to do more along the lines of the studies cited above, in an
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effort to better sort out the associational and causal relationships between
marriage and well-being. Of particular value would be studies that specifically
model the processes through which some individuals select or are selected
into stable marriages and others are not. The corresponding gaps in our
knowledge are even more pronounced in the case of the literature on religion.

The intersection of religion and marriage

In thinking about the role of religion in the lives of married people, a good
point of departure is the concept that religion is a complementary trait within
marriage. Religion affects many activities that husband and wife engage in as
a couple beyond the purely religious sphere (Becker 1991). Religion influ-
ences the education and upbringing of children, the allocation of time and
money, the cultivation of social relationships, and often even the place of
residence. Thus there is a greater efficiency and less conflict in a household if
the spouses share the same religious beliefs. Furthermore, as Pearce and
Axinn (1998) emphasize, just as religion is an integrative force in society, so it
can have this effect also within the family: shared religious experiences can
increase cohesion among family members.

The other side of this argument is that a difference in religion between
partners may be a destabilizing force within a marriage. Empirical analyses
have found that religious heterogamy increases the risk of marital conflict
and instability (Michael 1979; Lehrer 1996). A more detailed analysis that
examines different types of interfaith unions shows that intermarriage comes
in various forms and shades. Some interfaith marriages, such as those involv-
ing members of different ecumenical Protestant denominations, are quite
stable. In contrast, the probability of divorce is high for unions in which the
partners have very different religious beliefs or are members of religious
groups that have sharply defined boundaries. Additional analyses for Catho-
lics and Protestants reveal that unions that achieve homogamy through
conversion are at least as stable as those involving partners who were raised in
the same faith (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993).

The hypothesis that religious involvement may enhance marital happiness
and stability has also received considerable attention in the literature. A large
number of studies report a positive relationship between measures of religi-
osity and indicators of marital satisfaction and stability (e.g., Glenn and
Supancic 1984; Heaton and Pratt 1990). However, the cross-sectional design
of these analyses, with both key variables measured at the same point in time,
implies that the estimates confound the direction of causality. Two recent
studies have addressed this shortcoming. Using data from waves 1 and 2 of
the National Surveys of Families and Households, Call and Heaton (1997)
find that higher levels of husband’s and wife’s church attendance as found at
the initial interview reduce the likelihood that the union will have been
dissolved by the second wave, about five years later; differences between the
spouses in attendance levels are found to be destabilizing. In contrast, in their
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analysis of a 12-year longitudinal sample, Booth et al. (1995) find that
although an increase in religious activity over time reduces the chance of
considering divorce, it does not increase marital happiness or decrease marital
conflict.

The studies in this literature, however, are subject to a critical limitation:
none of them has modeled the effects of religious participation on marital
satisfaction or stability in a way that allows the relationship to vary depending
on the religious composition of the union. Theoretically, if a marriage is
homogamous, more religious involvement by one of the spouses, and espe-
cially by both spouses, should be a positive force within the union. The
opposite would be expected if the marriage is heterogamous, involving two
faiths that are quite different. Thus a clear understanding of how religious
participation influences marital harmony must await analyses that are con-
ducted separately for these two very different groups. Improving our know-
ledge about these relationships, especially as they pertain to children growing
up in interfaith homes, should have high priority in the agenda for future
research.

Conclusions

Our comparative analysis of religion and marriage in the United States
reveals remarkable similarities in the benefits that are associated with these
two social institutions, and also in the pathways through which they operate.
Being married and being involved in religious activities are generally associ-
ated with positive effects in several areas, including physical and mental
health, economic outcomes, and the process of raising children. For some of
these influences, such as the effect of religion and marriage on longevity,
substantial evidence has been accumulated. For other relationships, such as
the effect of religious involvement on mental health, the evidence is not as
strong. A large body of research points to social integration and the regulation
of health behaviors as key pathways through which both institutions exert an
influence. In addition, there is evidence of substantial economic gains from
marriage, while religious experiences can significantly improve and enrich
people’s spiritual lives.

Marriage and religion work independently as integrative forces. They also
seem to work together as integrative forces. At present, married adults and
the children living with them may be greater beneficiaries of the integration
and social support from religious organizations; having children of school
age seems to move married couples toward stronger ties with their church,
synagogue, or mosque. But adults and children in other types of families
seem to move away from religious participation (Stolzenberg et al. 1995). In a
recent article, Wilcox (2000) points out that although mainline Protestant
denominations talk a great deal about acceptance of single-parent or other
alternative family forms, and about the needs of single adults, almost all of
their formal activities are aimed at married-couple families. Lacking the
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social ties provided by marriage, single individuals, especially those who are
raising children, could potentially derive important benefits from the support
that religious institutions can provide.

There is much that we do not know about the intersection between religion
and marriage, and about interfaith couples in particular. Such couples often
face a choice between raising their children in a home without religion and
raising them in the faith of one of the parents. The research to date suggests
that some religious involvement is generally beneficial for young people. At
the same time, religious heterogamy is known to be a destabilizing force in a
marriage, and it seems likely that active participation in religious activities by
only one parent and the children would accentuate the differences. Estimates
of the magnitudes of these effects would be of value in guiding the choices of
interfaith couples.

Religiosity has many dimensions, including attendance at religious services,
private devotion, and the salience of religion in the individual’s life. The
literature contains conflicting findings regarding which of these aspects is
most important, and the effects associated with the various dimensions are
not always consistent. Research seeking to clarify these differences and to
identify patterns among the discrepant results would be desirable.

With regard to marriage, most of the studies to date have focused on
comparing outcomes for those who are currently married with those who
have never married or are widowed or divorced. We know much less about the
implications of formal marriage versus informal cohabiting arrangements,
especially from the perspective of the children growing up in these two types
of households. A substantial amount of recent work seeks to fill this gap (e.g.,
Lerman 2002; Duncan et al. 2003; Kiernan 2003; Manning and Brown 2003).

As we continue to advance our knowledge in each of these fields, it will be
helpful to integrate them to a much larger extent than has been done to date.
At a minimum, it would be useful if researchers who are focusing on issues
pertaining to marriage would include a richer set of controls for religion, and
vice versa. Additional research seeking to improve our understanding of the
complex relationships between religion and marriage would be especially
valuable.
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Notes
1 The “religion sector” encompasses all aspects of religion in a given country,

including denominational composition and the nature and extent of religiousness.
2 Another way of stating this argument is to note that inputs that may improve

health and well-being, such as religion, are most likely to be “purchased” by those
individuals who need their protection the most; see Lillard and Panis (1996) for a
parallel argument in the marriage literature.

3 See Gennetian and Knox (2003) for a preliminary examination of the effects of the
Act in the area of union formation and dissolution.

4 A firestorm of public debate surrounds these various efforts by the George W.
Bush US administration to strengthen marriage. Proponents argue that marriage
is good (for all the reasons outlined here) and therefore should be encouraged by
the government. Opponents argue that government intervention in this area
is inappropriate. Many view these initiatives as inconsistent with equality for
women (Stacey 1993) and as a waste of money that could be used for job
training or programs to prevent domestic violence. Support for marriage (as
opposed to families) seems to some to discriminate against single mothers, those
who choose to remain single or want to marry but have been unable to do so,
gay and lesbian individuals and couples, cohabitors, the poor, and minorities.
(See “Young feminists take on the family,” part of a special issue of The Scholar
& Feminist Online, www.barnard.edu/sfonline). For additional discussion of this
issue, see Carlson et al. (2001), Seiler (2002), and Amato (2003). Similarly, the
faith-based initiatives advanced by President Bush early in his presidency were
highly controversial.

5 For example, in their simultaneous-equations model of marital transitions, health,
and mortality, Lillard and Panis (1996) find empirical support for the argument
that unhealthy men have a particularly strong incentive to seek out the health
protection offered by marriage. Their results show adverse selection into marriage
based on self-perceived general health. At the same time, they also find evidence
of positive selection into marriage based on unobserved characteristics, such as
preferences for risk and adventure and for social contact.
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6 Religion as a determinant of
educational attainment
An economic perspective*

Several studies have documented that religion plays an important role in the
economic and demographic behavior of American families, ranging from
marriage and divorce to fertility and female employment (see reviews of this
literature in Lehrer 1996a; Iannaccone 1998). A large body of research has
also explored the effects of religion on education, earnings, and other meas-
ures of socioeconomic attainment. Early studies consistently found that Jews
have substantially higher levels of schooling and earnings than other groups
(Chiswick 1983, 1988, 1993; Tomes 1983, 1985). Comparisons between
Protestants and Catholics, however, yielded conflicting rankings (Featherman
1971; Greeley 1976, 1981; Roof 1979, 1981; Tomes 1985; Steen and Dubbink
1994). Partly because of this lack of clear patterns, the effects of religion on
educational attainment have received little attention in recent years. Thus it is
not surprising that, in an extensive survey of the determinants of children’s
attainments, religion is conspicuously absent from the family background
factors reviewed (Haveman and Wolfe 1995).

At the same time that researchers were finding no systematic Catholic–
Protestant differentials in socioeconomic status, scholars also began to note
that the demographic behavior of Catholics in the United States was losing
its former distinctiveness. Convergence was documented in several areas,
including fertility (Jones and Westoff 1979; Mosher et al. 1992; Lehrer
1996b), union formation (Sander 1995; Lehrer 2000), separation and divorce
(Thornton 1985a; Lehrer and Chiswick 1993), and female time allocation
and labor supply behavior (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984, 1988; Lehrer
1995).1

However, while many of the special characteristics that singled out Catholics
were disappearing, a large and influential group within Protestantism was
becoming more distinct. As Thornton observes:

During the last two decades – when there were important trends toward
more egalitarian sex role attitudes, more acceptance of divorce, more

* Reprinted from Social Science Research 28:358–379, 1999.



acceptance of childlessness, and a desire for smaller families – fundamen-
talist Protestants changed along with the rest of the American population,
but the extent of their change was smaller. The result is that they are
now generally more traditional than other Americans on many aspects
of family life [. . .] This group of Protestants also continues to have
somewhat higher fertility than others [. . .]

(1985b, p. 386)

In addition, their patterns of union formation and maternal employment
remain distinct. Compared to mainline Protestants, fundamentalist Protestant
women enter marriage at younger ages (Lehrer 2000) and display a lower level
of attachment to the labor market when young children are present in the
home (Lehrer 1995). Moreover, the boundaries that separate fundamentalist
Protestants from other groups remain sharp. Thus, while the prevalence of
intermarriage has increased over the past decades among mainline Protest-
ants, Catholics, and Jews, the rate has remained remarkably stable for funda-
mentalist Protestants (Glenn 1982; Kalmijn 1991; Sander 1993; Chiswick
1997; Lehrer 1998).

Recent research has reopened the question of how religion affects schooling
and income, by shifting the focus of attention away from Catholic–Protestant
comparisons, toward the distinction between fundamentalist and nonfunda-
mentalist Protestants. Using data from the Youth Parent Socialization Panel,
collected in 1965, 1973, and 1982, Darnell and Sherkat (1997) and Sherkat
and Darnell (1999) document a strong negative effect of fundamentalism on
educational achievement, net of other social background variables. Similarly,
based on a pooled cross-section of data at the state level for 1952, 1971, and
1980, Waters et al. (1995) report an adverse impact of fundamentalism on
income, other factors held constant.

The present research uses data from the 1987–88 National Survey of
Families and Households (NSFH) to explore further the role of religion in
human capital investment decisions, with particular emphasis on the effects
associated with membership in fundamentalist Protestant denominations.
The study compares the educational achievement of individuals raised in four
major religious groups: Catholics, Jews, mainline Protestants, and funda-
mentalist Protestants.2 Table 6.1 provides an overview by reporting mean
years of schooling and the distribution of this variable by religion and
gender. For both men and women, educational attainment is clearly highest
among Jews and lowest among fundamentalist Protestants, with Catholics
and mainline Protestants at the center of the distribution. This study exam-
ines these differences in some detail, showing that they are significant and do
not disappear when other background factors are held constant. The study
also identifies the stages of the schooling process at which the divergences
occur and assesses the relative weights of various causal mechanisms through
which religion may affect educational attainment.
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Analytical framework

The human capital model developed by Becker and Chiswick (1966) and
Becker (1967) provides a useful framework for understanding the various
channels through which religion may influence educational decisions and for
testing which set of factors is most important in each case. In this model, the
optimal level of schooling for a given individual is that where the demand for
funds for investment in education intersects the supply.3 The shape of these
curves, illustrated in Figure 6.1, is as typical in economic applications. The
demand schedule shows the marginal rate of return derived from each add-
itional dollar spent on schooling. It is drawn with a negative slope because, as
more years of schooling are obtained and productivity in the labor market
rises, the cost in terms of forgone earnings increases. In addition, since a
person’s mental capacity is fixed and life is finite, diminishing marginal
returns eventually set in as additional education is acquired. The supply curve
shows the marginal rate of interest on funds borrowed (or not lent) to finance
investments in education. It is drawn with an upward slope under the assump-
tion that obtaining additional funds is increasingly expensive as more human
capital investments are undertaken.

Differences among individuals in schooling levels can be understood in
terms of variations in the circumstances that influence the position of these
curves. Figure 6.2a illustrates that, other factors held constant, persons who
have a demand curve that is farther to the right acquire more schooling and
earn a higher rate of return on their investment. This situation may result
from a high level of ability (due to inherited talents or parental investments in
child quality) which would lower the psychological costs of acquiring educa-
tion, and cause any given input of schooling to be translated into a larger
increase in earning capacity. It could also arise from easier access to schooling

Table 6.1 Educational attainment by religion

Mean years
of schooling

Less than
12 years

12
years

13–15
years

16 years
or more

Men (N = 1,313)
Mainline Protestant 14.46 0.04 0.29 0.29 0.38
Fundamentalist

Protestant 13.33 0.11 0.42 0.23 0.25
Catholic 14.34 0.03 0.32 0.28 0.36
Jewish 16.85 0.00 0.07 0.18 0.75

Women (N = 1,831)
Mainline Protestant 13.97 0.04 0.40 0.26 0.30
Fundamentalist

Protestant 12.89 0.14 0.46 0.24 0.16
Catholic 13.72 0.04 0.43 0.27 0.26
Jewish 15.78 0.00 0.17 0.21 0.62
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Figure 6.1 The supply and demand of funds for investments in schooling. The opti-
mal level of schooling for this individual is E0. At this point, the marginal
interest cost of funds is equal to the marginal rate of return (r0).

Figure 6.2 The effects of differences among groups in demand and supply conditions.
(a) Ceteris paribus, individuals with a D curve further to the right invest
more in schooling and earn a higher rate of return. This could result from
greater ability or from access to schooling of higher quality, among other
factors. (b) Ceteris paribus, individuals with an S curve further to the right
invest more in schooling and earn a lower rate of return. This could result
from a high level of family wealth or from a high priority placed on educa-
tion, among other factors.
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or to schooling of a higher quality. If two persons of equal ability make the
same dollar expenditures on education but one receives better training, that
individual would obtain a higher earning capacity and a greater rate of
return.

Figure 6.2b shows that ceteris paribus, individuals for whom the supply
curve is farther to the right make greater investments in schooling and earn a
lower rate of return. This situation may be due to a higher level of family
wealth, which makes it possible to self-finance investments in education or
borrow funds at relatively low rates. It may also arise from a strong preference
for schooling: an individual who places a high priority on education would be
willing to invest more in human capital at any given interest rate.

Religion may influence schooling decisions by affecting the positions of the
demand and supply curves. Using mainline Protestants as the comparison
group, the sections below analyze in turn the cases of Jews, fundamentalist
Protestants, and Catholics.

Jews

A detailed analysis of how the human capital framework explains the high
educational attainment of Jews is presented by Chiswick (1988) and is
reviewed here only briefly. On the one hand, the “diaspora” hypothesis sug-
gests that the supply curve for Jews is farther to the right. For reasons related
to their history, Jewish individuals have a strong preference for investments
in human capital, as they are more portable and transferable than are
investments in physical capital (Brenner and Kiefer 1981). On the other hand,
the lower fertility of Jews (Goldscheider 1967; Della Pergola 1980), coupled
with their lower rates of female employment when children are young
(Chiswick 1986), implies high levels of home investments in child quality.
Such investments increase the productivity of formal education and lead to a
demand curve for human capital that is farther to the right than for other
groups.

Both effects probably operate, and which one dominates is an empirical
matter. Figure 6.3 illustrates the various possibilities. The three cases are
consistent with the observation that the level of schooling is higher for Jews
(EJ > EM), but they differ in what they imply about the rate of return from
investments in education. If the diaspora effect is stronger, the observed rate
of return should be lower for Jews, as shown in Figure 6.3a. On the other
hand, if the dominant force is the alternative view that Jews are more pro-
ductive in converting the schooling process into earnings, then the observed
rate of return should be higher for Jews, as in Figure 6.3b. If both influences
are of equal strength, the observed rate of return should be the same for Jews
and other religious groups, as illustrated in Figure 6.3c. Empirically, Tomes
(1983), Meng and Sentance (1984), and Chiswick (1988) all find that the rate
of return for Jews exceeds that of other groups by a wide margin. These
results suggest that Figure 6.3b is the relevant case and imply that demand
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Figure 6.3 Comparisons between Jews (J) and mainline Protestants (M). (a) If supply
forces dominate, the observed rate of return should be lower for Jews. (3b)
If demand forces dominate, the observed rate of return should be higher
for Jews. (3c) If supply and demand forces are of equal strength, the
observed rate of return should be equal for the two groups.
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factors are more important than supply considerations in explaining the
unusually high educational achievement of Jews.

Fundamentalist Protestants

The human capital framework may also be used to shed light on the relative
importance of various factors in explaining the low schooling levels of fun-
damentalist Protestants. Fundamentalist beliefs, rooted in strong faith on the
inerrancy of the Bible, may affect the supply of investable funds for several
reasons emphasized by Darnell and Sherkat (1997). As the authors note, a
literal interpretation of the Bible leads to hostility toward the scientific
method, because this approach to learning “seeks to discover truths rather
than claiming to know ‘The Truth.’ Scientific discoveries are seen as promot-
ing alternatives to divine truths already specified in scripture” (1997, p. 308).
Fundamentalist Protestants are also concerned about the challenge to their
beliefs posed by humanistic education. Their reservations about the learning
that takes place in secular institutions are particularly pronounced at the
college level; at the same time, the opportunities to attend religious institu-
tions of higher education are limited and expensive. These various concerns
about possible negative effects of secular schooling imply that, at any given
interest cost, fundamentalist parents would be willing to invest less funds for
the education of their children – i.e., they imply that their supply curve is
farther to the left than for other religious groups.

Affiliation with a fundamentalist Protestant denomination may also affect
the position of the demand curve for schooling. On the one hand, funda-
mentalist beliefs are associated with more traditional attitudes toward gender
roles and the appropriate intrafamily division of labor (McMurry 1978;
Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1988). Levels of employment during the child-
rearing years are correspondingly somewhat lower among fundamentalist
Protestant mothers than among women of other religious affiliations (Lehrer
1995). This effect suggests that the former make greater home investments
in child quality during the formative years. This influence may be offset,
however, by the fact that fertility levels among fundamentalist Protestants are
higher by a small margin than for other Protestant groups (Marcum 1981;
Heaton and Goodman 1985; Lehrer 1996b).

Productivity effects associated with the nature of early investments in
human capital are likely to be more important demand-side forces than the
influences described above. Because of its authoritarian approach to know-
ledge and its rejection of critical inquiry and unconventional modes of think-
ing, a fundamentalist upbringing may imply lower levels of certain types of
home investments in child quality that increase the productivity of formal
schooling. Further, fundamentalist orientations have been found to have a
strong adverse effect on the probability that a student will take college pre-
paratory work during high school (Darnell and Sherkat 1997). As the authors
note, “these college preparatory courses are the ones fundamentalists find
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most harmful to their children, because of their advocacy of humanism,
evolution, cultural tolerance, and variable based approaches to mathematics”
(Sherkat and Darnell 1999, p. 7). Children raised in fundamentalist homes
may thus find that their access to high-quality universities is restricted. Such
access may be limited even further to the extent that secular institutions of
higher education discriminate against fundamentalist Protestants.4 Together,
all of these considerations imply that the demand curve for fundamentalist
Protestants is to the left of that for other groups.

Among fundamentalist Protestants, the demand curve is expected to be
farthest to the left for members of sects. For such individuals, the expected
benefits from investments in education may be depressed by various con-
straints that limit secular activities and rewards (Iannaccone 1992). A differ-
ence by gender within the fundamentalist Protestant group may also be
expected. Fundamentalist beliefs are associated with traditional views regard-
ing the intrafamily division of labor. Thus, the length of labor market activity
and the rewards from formal investments in school are expected to be lower
for fundamentalist women than for their male counterparts.

Both the supply- and demand-side considerations outlined above are
consistent with the relatively low level of educational attainment of children
raised in fundamentalist Protestant homes. Empirically, it is possible to assess
the relative strength of the two sets of forces by estimating the rate of return
from investments in schooling. If the factors that place the supply curve
further to the left for fundamentalist Protestants dominate, then the observed
rate of return should be higher for this group, as shown in Figure 6.4a. The
opposite would hold if the influences that tend to push the demand curve
downward were strongest, as in Figure 6.4b. It is also possible that the two
sets of factors are of approximately equal weight. In this case, the rate of
return for fundamentalist Protestants should not be very different from that
of other religious groups, as shown in Figure 6.4c.

Catholics

Figure 6.5 shows the S and D curves for Catholics as coinciding with the
respective curves for mainline Protestants. This hypothesis is based on the
premise that there has been a convergence between Catholics and mainline
Protestants in most areas of economic and demographic behavior and is
consistent with evidence that the schooling levels of the two groups are very
similar. If true, the empirical results should show that the rate of return from
investments in education is also roughly the same (rC = rM).

Methods

The empirical analysis is based on data from the 1987–88 National Survey of
Families and Households (NSFH), an extensive questionnaire addressed to a
main sample of 9,643 male and female respondents, representative of the US
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population aged 19 and above. An additional 3,374 cases correspond to an
oversampling of special groups including African Americans, Hispanics, and
families with stepchildren.5 The survey is rich in economic, demographic, and
family background variables. For the purposes of the present research, an
important feature of this data set is that it documents not only the current
religious affiliation of respondents but also the faith in which they were
brought up.6

Figure 6.4 Comparisons between fundamentalist Protestants (F) and mainline
Protestants (M). (a) If supply forces dominate, the observed rate of return
should be higher for fundamentalist Protestants. (b) If demand forces
dominate, the observed rate of return should be lower for fundamentalist
Protestants. (4c) If supply and demand forces are of equal strength, the
observed rate of return should be equal for the two groups.
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The study is restricted to non-Hispanic white respondents who resided in
the United States at age 16. Even though African Americans and Hispanics
were oversampled, the number of observations available for these groups is
not sufficient to permit separate analyses; similarly, the number of respond-
ents raised in foreign countries is small.7 The sample is further restricted to
individuals born in the period 1945–60. This post-World War II cohort
attained significantly higher levels of schooling than did previous generations;
this is also the group that marked the end of the distinctive demographic
behavior of Catholics. Respondents born after 1960 are excluded, because at
the survey date they were in age categories where the schooling process is
often not yet complete. All analyses are weighted and conducted separately
for males and females, to allow for possible differences by gender in the effects
of religion on educational attainment.

The resulting sample sizes are N = 1,313 for males and N = 1,831 for
females. These cases correspond to individuals raised in the four major reli-
gious groups considered in this study: Catholicism, Judaism, mainline Protes-
tantism, and fundamentalist Protestantism.8 The classification of Protestants
is based on the categories employed by Lehrer and Chiswick (1993) for these
data. Episcopalians, Methodists, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Unitarians, and
various other ecumenical bodies are classified as mainline Protestants. The
fundamentalist group includes Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-Day
Adventists, Christian Scientists, and a large number of other exclusivist
groups. The NSFH includes all Baptists in one category, so it is not possible
to make finer distinctions within this group.9 This limitation of the data

Figure 6.5 Comparison between Catholics (C) and mainline Protestants (M). The
S and D curves for Catholics are shown as coinciding with the respective
curves for mainline Protestants.
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implies that the respondents classified in this study as fundamentalist
Protestant include a small number of nonfundamentalists, suggesting a bias
toward zero in the coefficient on the fundamentalist dummy variable. Thus,
the negative effect of membership in fundamentalist denominations on
education is more pronounced than indicated by the estimates in this study.10

Previous research suggests that current religious affiliation is determined
simultaneously with the education process (Newport 1979; Waters et al. 1995;
Lehrer 1998). The analyses presented here are thus based on the faith in
which the individual was raised, a measure not affected by problems of
endogeneity.

Table 6.2 presents definitions and means for the religion variables and for
other factors used in the empirical analysis as controls. These include the
mother’s and father’s years of schooling,11 the father’s socioeconomic status
as measured by the Stevens–Cho (1985) index, dummy variables to indicate a
nonintact family of origin, and reliance on welfare during the respondent’s
childhood, the number of siblings, dummies for whether the mother worked
in the labor market when the respondent was a preschooler and during the
school years, and variables to control for the region of residence at age 16.

Results

Table 6.3 presents ordinary least squares regressions with years of regular
schooling as the dependent variable, estimated separately for men and women.
In the first set of equations, only the religion variables are included as regres-
sors (with mainline Protestants as the reference category). These results corre-
spond exactly to the descriptive statistics reported in Table 6.1 and restate
the findings therein: educational attainment is highest for Jews by a margin of
about two years and lowest for fundamentalist Protestants by a margin of
approximately one year. As the t-tests show, the differences are highly signifi-
cant. In addition, the regression for women indicates that the educational
attainment of Catholics is lower than that of mainline Protestants by about a
fourth of a year.

When all the control factors are included, in the second set of regressions,
the measured effects of religion decline considerably. But while the Catholic
differential uncovered by the previous model in the female sample disappears
completely, significant Jewish and fundamentalist Protestant effects persist.
Compared to the benchmark, the educational attainment of Jews is higher by
1.330 years among men and by 1.219 years among women; for fundamental-
ist Protestants, it is lower by 0.328 and 0.383 years among men and women,
respectively. While these influences are smaller than those found in the models
with no controls, they are still sizable in the case of Jews and not trivial in the
case of fundamentalist Protestants. One way of assessing the relative import-
ance of the fundamentalist effect is by comparison with the influences of the
control variables. For example, it is roughly in the same order of magnitude
as the impact of having a mother or father with less than 12 years of schooling
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Table 6.2 Variable definitions and means

Men Women

Control variables
Mother’s education =1 if mother’s years of regular schooling

is in category indicated (benchmark:
12 years)

<12 0.198 0.264
13–15 0.121 0.121
≥16 0.182 0.155
Missing 0.059 0.053

Father’s education =1 if years of regular schooling
completed by the father is in category
indicated (benchmark: 12 years). The
“father” is the biological father in the
case of intact families or the stepfather
if he lived with the respondent at age 16.

<12 0.278 0.295
13–15 0.109 0.098
≥16 0.269 0.282
Missing 0.059 0.064
Father not present =1 if neither biological father nor

stepfather was present at age 16
0.039 0.056

Nonintact family =1 if respondent did not live with both
biological parents at age 16

0.194 0.194

Father’s SES Steven and Cho’s (1985) index of
socioeconomic status corresponding
to the occupation of the biological
father, or the stepfather if he lived with
the respondent at age 16. The lowest
value is assigned if neither was present.

34.817 33.710

Ever on welfare =1 if respondent’s family ever relied on
welfare

0.060 0.061

Number of siblings Total number of biological siblings and
step-siblings

3.014 3.109

Mother worked =1 if mother ever worked when
respondent was in the age category
indicated

0–5 0.312 0.227
6–17 0.586 0.566

Residence at age 16 =1 if respondent lived in the region
indicated at age 16

North Central 0.339 0.348
Northeast 0.236 0.242
West 0.147 0.131

Religion variables =1 if faith in which respondent was raised
belongs to the category indicated
(benchmark: mainline Protestant)

Fundamentalist
Protestant

0.236 0.246

Catholic 0.309 0.328
Jewish 0.035 0.026

N 1,313 1,831
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rather than a high school degree, or of having to compete with an additional
sibling for resources.

In general, the coefficients of the control variables reveal few surprises. For
both men and women, the parents’ years of schooling and the father’s socio-
economic status (SES) have the expected positive influence on educational
attainment; a broken family background, reliance on welfare, and the number
of siblings all affect schooling negatively. Region of residence at age 16 has no
significant impact. Whereas mother’s employment during the preschool years
influences schooling positively for women, among men the effect is negative
and extends also to the case of maternal work during the years of elementary
and secondary school. This result lends support to earlier research suggesting
that women’s labor market activities may adversely affect the cognitive devel-
opment and schooling level of their male offspring (Hill and Duncan 1987;
Desai et al. 1989).

The results in Table 6.3 provide an initial overview of the role of religious
upbringing in educational attainment by focusing on the total number of
years of schooling completed. The estimates are consistent with recent work
by Sander (1995) that focuses on various aspects of the economic behavior of
Catholics. His classification of Protestants consists of two groups: Baptist vs.
all other; the latter is clearly dominated by mainline Protestants. His educa-
tion regressions show that attainment is lowest among Baptists and highest
among Jews; they also reveal no significant difference between Catholics and
other Protestants.

The relationship between religion and schooling is explored further in
Tables 6.4 and 6.5, which show the influences of the faith of upbringing at
each of the main stages of the educational process. These analyses examine
the effects of religion on the likelihood of obtaining a high school degree, of
going on to college among those who completed their secondary education,
and of obtaining a college degree among those who attended college. The
logit regression results reported in Table 6.4 provide information on the
direction and significance of the effects. The magnitude of each influence may
be assessed more easily by examining the estimated probabilities shown in
Table 6.5.

Tables 6.4 and 6.5 indicate that the positive effects on schooling associated
with a Jewish upbringing are present at all stages of the educational process,
for both men and women. A marginally significant coefficient is observed
for Catholics in the college attendance regression for the female sample.
However, the impact is not strong enough to have a perceptible influence on
completed education, as Table 6.3 shows.

In the case of fundamentalist Protestants, these analyses reveal differences
by gender that were not evident in the earlier regressions. Among men, the
negative effect of fundamentalism on schooling occurs most strongly at the
stage of deciding whether or not to attend college (t = −2.1): conditional on
completing secondary school, the probability of going on to higher education
is 0.61 for fundamentalist Protestant men, compared to 0.70 for mainline

Religion and educational attainment 141
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Protestants. In contrast, in the case of women, the most marked negative
impact of fundamentalism takes place later, at the stage of completing a
college degree or not (t = −1.7). Conditional on having enrolled in an institu-
tion of higher education, fundamentalist Protestant women have a 0.43 prob-
ability of obtaining a college degree, compared to 0.52 for their mainline
Protestant counterparts.

Sherkat and Darnell’s (1999) analysis suggests a possible explanation for
this difference by gender. As the authors point out, fundamentalist parents
are more willing to make investments in higher education when their chil-
dren follow their faith. The present data suggest that this outcome is some-
what more likely in the case of female offspring. Among women raised in
fundamentalist denominations, 83 percent reported affiliation with a funda-
mentalist group at the time of the survey. The corresponding figure for men
is 77 percent, a difference that is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
Perhaps more importantly, the pronounced fundamentalist effect that is
uncovered at a later stage for women is likely to reflect the stronger emphasis
placed by this group on the traditional division of labor within the family.
As the childrearing years approach, the incentives among fundamentalist
Protestant women to remain in school may begin to weaken.

As indicated earlier, the relative strength of supply- and demand-side influ-
ences on human capital decisions may be assessed by estimating the rate of
return from investments in schooling. As a first approximation, the coeffi-
cient on the education variable in a wage regression provides an estimate of
such rate.12 Table 6.6 reports regressions for men and women, estimated
separately by religious affiliation, with the natural logarithm of the wage rate
as the dependent variable.13 The inverse of Mill’s ratio is included in the
analyses for women to correct for possible selectivity biases. The probit labor
force participation equations used to perform the correction are reported in
Appendix 6.1.

The estimates for Jews must be interpreted with caution, as the sample sizes
are very small: only 33 cases for men and 28 cases for women. For both
genders, the point estimates suggest that the rate of return from schooling is
highest for Jews by a wide margin. In the male sample, the coefficient on
education is 0.145, compared to between 0.068 and 0.098 for the other groups.
Similarly, in the female sample, their coefficient is 0.132, compared to between
0.084 and 0.108 for the other groups. The sample size limitations are severe
and most of the pairwise differences between the coefficients for Jews and
other religious groups do not attain significance at conventional levels. The
point estimates, however, are consistent with results of other researchers
(Chiswick 1983, 1988; Tomes 1983; Meng and Sentance 1984) and lend
further support to their conclusion that the high educational achievement
of Jews is primarily due to demand side forces (as in Figure 6.3b).

The estimates in Table 6.6 suggest relatively small differences between the
coefficients on schooling for fundamentalist and mainline Protestants and
statistically these differences are not significant. Together with the fact noted

144 Religion, education, and well-being
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earlier, that fundamentalist Protestants have a significantly lower level of
schooling (Table 6.3), this finding supports the hypothesis illustrated in
Figure 6.4c. Thus supply and demand effects appear to have similar weight
in explaining the relatively low educational attainment of fundamentalist
Protestants.

Turning now to comparisons between Catholics and mainline Protestants,
Table 6.3 showed that there is no significant difference in their educational
attainment, and Table 6.6 indicates that there is no significant difference in
their rate of return. Thus the empirical findings support the hypothesis main-
tained in Figure 6.5, namely, that the supply and demand curves for the two
religious groups roughly coincide.

Overall, the bulk of the evidence presented here and in previous research
suggests the scenario summarized in Figure 6.6. The configuration of supply
and demand curves shown there is consistent with the two main stylized
facts, namely: (a) educational attainment is highest for Jews (EJ), lowest for
fundamentalist Protestants (EF), with mainline Protestants and Catholics at
the center of the distribution (EM = EC); and (b) the rate of return from
investments in schooling is roughly the same for fundamentalist Protestants,
mainline Protestants, and Catholics (rF = rM = rC), and is higher for Jews (rJ).

Figure 6.6 Comparisons among Jews, mainline Protestants, Catholics, and funda-
mentalist Protestants. The configuration of S and D curves shown in this
diagram is consistent with the empirical evidence on the relative schooling
levels and rates of return earned by the various groups.
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Conclusions

Using data from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households,
this study presents a comparative analysis of educational attainment by
religious upbringing. Previous studies have documented a convergence
between Catholics and mainline Protestants in many areas of economic and
demographic behavior. Consistent with this trend, the present study finds no
significant difference in years of schooling between the two groups, other
factors held constant. Two religious bodies, however, display distinct patterns
of investments in human capital. Ceteris paribus, the educational attainment
of Jews exceeds that of mainline Protestants by approximately 1.2–1.3 years;
at the same time, the schooling level of fundamentalist Protestants is lower
than that of mainline Protestants by about 0.3–0.4 years. The fundamentalist
Protestant effect is comparable in magnitude to the influence of having a
parent with less than 12 years of schooling as opposed to a high school
diploma, or of having to compete with an additional sibling for resources.

A detailed analysis of schooling transitions suggests that the Jewish effect
is present at all stages of the educational process. For fundamentalist Protest-
ants, a difference by gender emerges. Among men, the negative effect on
schooling occurs most strongly at the stage of deciding whether or not to
attend college, whereas for women, the most pronounced impact takes place
later, at the time of deciding whether or not to complete a college degree.

The study uses a human capital model to interpret the observed differences
in educational attainment by religion. This framework views schooling deci-
sions as being influenced by demand and supply factors, and offers a way to
ascertain which are more important. The empirical evidence on the rate of
return from investments in schooling for the various groups suggests that,
while demand side influences are dominant in explaining the high educational
attainment of Jews, the relatively low schooling level of fundamentalist
Protestants reflects supply and demand forces of similar strength.

Overall, the empirical results underscore the importance of religion and
suggest that future studies on the determinants of educational attainment
should include it among the background factors considered, paying special
attention to divide the Protestant group into at least the two categories
employed here. Replication of the present analyses with data containing
larger sample sizes for the four religions that were considered in this study
would be desirable. It would also be useful to extend this work to focus on
other groups that exhibit distinctive behaviors, such as Mormons, agnostics,
and atheists. Given the mounting evidence on the importance of religion as a
background factor, future surveys will hopefully collect more detailed infor-
mation on this variable. Further research with such data would not only
contribute to our knowledge of the relationship between religious affiliation
and schooling, but would also provide additional insights into the various
ways in which the environment in which children are raised influences their
educational achievement.
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The analyses presented in this study focus entirely on how the religion of
upbringing influences education as measured at the survey date. Other
research has examined causality running in the opposite direction: from
schooling decisions to religious choices. Sherkat and Wilson (1995) study two
dimensions of education: relative to one’s parents and relative to other
members of the denomination of origin. They find that intergenerational
educational mobility does not affect the choice of religious affiliation. How-
ever, departures from the average schooling level in the religion of origin have
a significant impact: attaining less education than the average raises the odds
of switching to a conservative Protestant denomination; achieving a higher
level of schooling than the average increases the likelihood of apostasy.
Exploratory work using data from the 1987–88 NSFH reveals that religious
switching into and out of fundamentalist Protestant denominations is more
likely among those who attain schooling levels that are very different from
those that would be expected, given their observed background character-
istics. The direction of the conversion flows tends to achieve congruence
between the individual’s educational achievement and the schooling level that
is typical of the new religious group (results not shown).

An important goal for future investigations is to begin integrating these
lines of research. As data sets with more detailed information on the timing
of both schooling and religious switching events become available, it will
be possible to obtain a more complete picture of the complex reciprocal
relationships between investments in secular human capital and religious
affiliation.

Appendix 6.1

Appendix 6.1 Female labor force participation: probit regressions

Mainline
Protestant

Fundamentalist
Protestant

Catholic Jewish

Years of schooling 0.073**
(2.8)

0.076**
(2.3)

0.137**
(4.4)

0.284**
(2.5)

Years of experience 0.054**
(4.5)

0.104**
(7.1)

0.039**
(2.7)

0.091*
(1.6)

Outside SMSA −0.183
(−1.3)

−0.071
(−0.5)

0.490**
(2.2)

–a

Residence
North-central 0.281*

(1.9)
0.460**
(2.6)

−0.157
(−0.7)

8.703
(0.1)

Northeast 0.151
(0.8)

0.120
(0.5)

−0.263
(−1.1)

−0.859
(−0.6)

West −0.180
(−1.1)

0.039
(0.2)

−0.120
(−0.4)

−0.682
(−0.5)

Unmarried 0.048
(0.3)

−0.143
(−0.6)

0.024
(0.1)

0.015
(0.01)
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Notes
1 Alwin (1984) suggests that convergence has also taken place in childrearing orien-

tations. However, recent research that separates liberal from conservative Protest-
ant groups and uses Lenski’s (1961) measures of valuation of obedience and
autonomy finds that Catholics continue to have more authoritarian values and
practices, compared with nonfundamentalists (Ellison and Sherkat 1993).

2 Details on the classification of Protestants are presented in the section on Methods.
3 A supply-demand framework has also been used in rational choice theories of

religion. In this literature, religious behavior and choices are modeled as a function
of individuals’ preferences (the “demand side”) and macrolevel conditions that
affect the quality and diversity of the options available (the “supply side”). The
demand side is most clearly developed by Sherkat (1997); see also Ellison and
Sherkat 1995; Sherkat and Wilson 1995. Supply-side influences are emphasized
by Iannaccone (1991, 1992, 1994) and Finke and Stark (1992).
It is important to note that the model of educational attainment used in this paper
focuses on the demand and supply of funds for investments in schooling. In this
context, “demand” and “supply” have a very different meaning, as elaborated in
the text.

4 The possibility of discrimination has been discussed in the sociological literature
in terms of the concept of “cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1977; DiMaggio and Mohr
1985). In this view, those privileged to have experiences with prestigious cultural
resources are rewarded in the educational system; on the other hand, inferior
cultural capital results in discrimination by the gatekeepers of social status. In the

Married, husband’s earnings
in lowest quartile 0.206

(1.0)
−0.427*
(−1.8)

0.109
(0.4)

–a

in second quartile −0.219
(−1.2)

0.219
(0.8)

0.341#
(1.5)

−5.02
(−0.1)

in highest quartile −0.735**
(−4.5)

−0.237
(−0.9)

−0.569**
(−2.9)

0.336
(0.5)

Missing −1.587**
(−4.3)

−1.034**
(−3.0)

−1.116**
(−3.8)

–a

Number of children −0.216**
(−3.9)

−0.113*
(−1.8)

−0.248**
(−4.4)

−0.399
(−1.0)

Presence of child under age 6 −0.610**
(−4.9)

−0.645**
(−4.2)

−0.568**
(−4.0)

−0.649
(−1.1)

Constant −0.027
(−0.1)

−0.787#
(−1.5)

−0.490
(−0.9)

−3.244#
(−1.5)

Log-likelihood function −311.388 −223.363 −237.090 −14.235
N 649 443 547 41

# p < 0.15; * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a Variable had zero variance and was omitted.
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economic model of human capital used in this study, discrimination in access to
schooling or the quality of schooling results in a demand curve that is further to
the left.

5 This survey was designed at the Center for Demography and Ecology at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin-Madison under the direction of Larry Bumpass and James
Sweet. The Institute for Survey Research at Temple University did the fieldwork.

6 Although the religion variables in this data set are considerably richer than those
available in most other sources, they are not ideal. In particular, it would have been
desirable to have information on the salience of religion in the family of origin and
on the religious beliefs actually held by the various family members.

7 It would be inappropriate to lump all respondents together and simply include
dummy variables for race/ethnicity and country of birth, because the effects of the
explanatory variables may vary substantially across groups.

8 Individuals with no religion are not studied here as the NSFH does not dis-
tinguish between atheists, agnostics, and respondents who were raised without an
affiliation for other reasons (e.g., being a child from an interfaith marriage). The
implications for educational attainment may differ across these various groups.
Mormons were not studied because of sample size limitations.

9 In his research on the classification of Protestant groups, Smith (1990) considers
three main categories: fundamentalist, moderate, and liberal. He distinguishes
between seven different Baptist denominations, classifying six of them as funda-
mentalist and one as moderate.

10 In preliminary runs, two categories of fundamentalist Protestant denominations
were included separately – Baptists, on the one hand, and all the smaller exclusivist
groups on the other. The sample sizes for the latter were very small, however, and it
was not possible to discern significant differences between these two groups in any
of the regressions. Thus, the analyses were conducted with all fundamentalist
denominations included in one category.

11 Preliminary analyses suggested that cases in which the respondent did not know
the parents’ education are associated systematically with unusually low levels of
respondent’s schooling. Thus, no imputation is made for such cases and, instead,
the sets of dummy variables for parents’ schooling include a category for missing
information. A separate dummy identifies cases where the father’s education is
unavailable due to the fact that, at age 16, neither the respondent’s biological
father nor a stepfather was present in the home.

12 See Chiswick (1998) for a detailed discussion of this issue and an analysis of the
circumstances under which this interpretation of the coefficient on education is
appropriate.

13 Respondents were asked about the form of compensation in their main job: by the
hour, salaried (weekly, biweekly, monthly, or yearly), or on some other basis. For
the first group, the definition of the wage is simple: it is the hourly amount indi-
cated by the respondent. For the second group, the hourly wage is calculated as the
amount earned over the relevant interval divided by the number of hours worked
during the period. For the third group, the best wage measure available is the total
annual earnings reported by the respondent divided by the total number of hours
worked during the year (in the main job plus a second job, if applicable).
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7 Religion and high school
graduation
A comparative analysis of
patterns for white and black
young women*

The far-reaching consequences of dropping out of high school are widely
known: work careers characterized by low wages, high unemployment, and
few opportunities for further training; unstable marital unions; and overall
bleak prospects for economic well-being. Obstacles to the completion of
secondary schooling include a range of often interrelated factors, including
academic difficulties, the emotional turbulence that sometimes accompanies
adolescence, substance use, pregnancy, violence in the neighborhood, poor
schools, and dysfunctional homes. The central questions addressed in the
present study are: are there differences by religion in the likelihood of success-
fully completing the transition to high school graduation? If so, how large are
they? Do the patterns vary by race?

Previous studies have shown that two dimensions of religion – affiliation
and participation – are systematically associated with years of schooling
completed (see recent reviews of this literature in Lehrer 2004a, 2008). The
present analysis employs data from a large-scale national survey addressed to
women, the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), to study
whether the differentials by affiliation and participation that have been docu-
mented in earlier research can be discerned already at the early stage of
graduation from high school. This survey contains information on the reli-
gious affiliation in which the respondents were raised and their frequency of
attendance to religious services at age 14, thus making it possible to examine
how both of these dimensions of childhood religion are related to the prob-
ability of going on to successful completion of secondary schooling.

An attractive feature of the 1995 NSFG is that the number of respondents
over age 20 is large enough to permit separate analyses of the religion–high
school graduation relationship not only for non-Hispanic whites but also for
black youth.1 Because of sample size limitations, most previous studies in this
area have either lumped all racial/ethnic groups together or have focused
exclusively on non-Hispanic whites. Data from the 1995 NSFG make it pos-
sible to test the hypothesis, suggested by recent ethnographic research, that
the beneficial effects of religious involvement for adolescents may be especially

* This chapter is reprinted from Review of Economics of the Household 4(3):277–293, 2006.



salient for disadvantaged minority youth (Williams and Warner 2001; Warner
2002). In addition, these data provide an opportunity to ascertain whether
the patterns of education differentials by religious affiliation documented in
earlier studies for non-Hispanic whites extend to black youth.

Analytical framework

A human capital model that analyzes the mechanisms through which religion
may affect investments in education has been developed elsewhere (Chiswick
1988; Lehrer 1999). In this framework, religious affiliation is viewed as reflect-
ing distinctive features of the home environment that can affect the supply
and/or demand for funds for investments in schooling. On the demand side,
religious affiliation can influence the returns from investments in education:
among groups characterized by larger benefits from schooling, a higher level
of attainment is expected, ceteris paribus. On the supply side, religious affili-
ation can affect the parents’ willingness and ability to supply funds for such
investments: a higher level of education is expected for religious groups in
which the parents have a greater willingness and ability to supply funds for
investments in schooling, ceteris paribus.

This model has been used to explain systematic patterns of differences
across religious groups in years of schooling completed among non-Hispanic
whites (Lehrer 2004a, 2008). Assuming that these patterns are already visible
early in the educational process and that they also hold in the black popula-
tion, I hypothesize that the probability of graduation from high school is
relatively low for conservative Protestants and Mormons; it is relatively high
for Jews; and mainline Protestants and Catholics are at the center of the
distribution.

With regard to religious participation – another key dimension of religion
– previous research has identified three main channels of causality linking it
to beneficial outcomes: (a) a social capital effect (religion helps integrate
youth into helpful social networks); (b) a regulative effect (religions generally
encourage healthy, constructive behaviors); and (c) the direct psychological
benefits that often stem from involvement in religious activities (Waite and
Lehrer 2003). Youth who grow up with some religious involvement may thus
be better able to benefit from investments in schooling. Within the human
capital framework, their demand curve for funds for investments in education
is farther to the right (Lehrer 2004b). Based on this theory and previous
evidence in the literature confirming a positive effect of religiosity on years of
schooling completed and other educational outcomes, I hypothesize that (a)
youth who grow up with no religious affiliation (and hence have zero involvement
in religious activity, at least in the institutional context) are less likely to gradu-
ate from high school than their counterparts who grow up with some affiliation;
and (b) among youth raised with some affiliation, a greater level of participa-
tion in religious activity during the adolescence years is associated with a higher
probability of high school graduation.
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In an ethnographic study that is part of the broader “Youth and Religion
Project,” Williams and Warner (2001) suggest that the influence of religious
participation is likely to be most pronounced for disadvantaged minority
youth, who are at high risk of unfavorable outcomes (including non-
completion of high school) and have limited access to helpful non-religious
institutions and resources. As the authors note (2001, p. 3), for such youth:

church is there to help them dodge both the real and figurative bullets of
life in a major urban center. Adult leaders of the groups we observed
could often name off very quickly the young people who had brothers in
gangs, or who had family members with drug or alcohol problems. Part
of the way religious involvement seems to help remove kids from risk is
by the inculcation of values and ideals that urge them away from sub-
stance abuse, crime, and so forth. But, more important in our view is
the creation of an “alternative community” for youth who are sur-
rounded by problematic or self-destructive behaviors in other parts of
their lives [.]

These observations suggest that both the social capital and regulative effects
associated with involvement in religious activities may be larger in the case of
disadvantaged minorities. I thus hypothesize that the beneficial influence of
religious participation on the odds of high school graduation is more pronounced
for black youth than for their white counterparts.

Methods

The 1995 National Survey of Family Growth was conducted by the Research
Triangle Institute under contract from the National Center for Health
Statistics (see Kelly et al. 1997 for a description of the methodology). The
questionnaires were addressed to a nationally representative sample of 10,847
civilian, non-institutionalized women ages 15–44 years of age of all marital
statuses living in the United States. The interviews included questions on
socioeconomic and family background variables, as well as information on
religion, educational attainment, marriage, employment, and fertility.

To ensure that the sample used in the analysis does not include young
women still working towards their high school degrees, respondents ages
20 or under were excluded. The sample was further limited to white and
black non-Hispanic women who were raised in one of the following faiths:
Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant (Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Method-
ist, Lutheran),2 conservative Protestant (Baptists and smaller denomina-
tions associated with Pentecostal and fundamentalist movements, including
Assembly of God, Church of Christ, and Holiness),3 Mormon, and no
religion. Jews were excluded from the sample as preliminary analyses revealed
that among the 110 respondents raised in the Jewish faith there was virtually
no variance in the outcome of interest: only three subjects had failed to
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graduate from high school. After excluding cases with missing information
on key variables, the resulting sample size was 7,245.

The religious participation variable is based on information on the respon-
dents’ frequency of attendance to religious services at age 14. This is a meas-
ure, albeit an imperfect one, of the young women’s involvement with religion
at that age. Unfortunately, the survey does not contain information on other
dimensions of religiosity at that time, nor does it contain any questions on the
parents’ religiosity. Religious participation is operationalized as a dichotom-
ous variable. Individuals who attended religious services 1–3 times per month
or more frequently are classified in the high religious participation category;
others are placed in the low participation group.

Table 7.1 presents descriptive statistics for the religion variables by race. As
expected, Panel A shows that mainline Protestants, conservative Protestants,
and Catholics are the main groups among non-Hispanic whites; conservative
Protestants are the dominant group in the black population. Panel B reveals a
relatively high level of religious participation in black households, consistent
with evidence from other studies (Taylor et al. 1996; Pattillo-McCoy 1998).

Definitions and means for the dependent and control variables are shown
in Table 7.2. The dependent variable is dichotomous, equal to 1 for respond-
ents who completed their high school education through regular schooling
and earned a high school diploma, 0 otherwise.4 The rate of completion is
0.86 for non-Hispanic white youth, compared to only 0.75 for their black
counterparts. The controls include the parents’ average years of schooling,5

dummy variables for family structure at age 14, the size of the family of
origin, whether the mother was 18 years of age or younger at the time of her
first birth, maternal employment, and indicators of place of birth and birth
cohort. These factors are included in the regressions because they are

Table 7.1 Descriptive statistics: religion variables

White Black

Panel A: Means of religious affiliation
variables

Mainline Protestant 0.30 0.11
Conservative Protestant 0.24 0.75
Mormon 0.03 –
Catholic 0.35 0.10
No religion 0.07 0.04

Panel B: Fraction in high religious
participation category

Mainline Protestant 0.74 0.86
Conservative Protestant 0.77 0.87
Mormon 0.80 –
Catholic 0.82 0.86
N 5,165 2,080
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expected to have an impact on the likelihood of high school completion.6 The
analyses also include variables for whether the respondent had ever been
exposed to formal birth control instruction or abstinence instruction during
the teenage years; such variables may influence the odds of completing high
school indirectly through their impact on the probability of an unwanted
nonmarital teen pregnancy. The models estimated are reduced form education
equations – the estimates capture the direct effect of each variable on the
likelihood of graduating from high school plus any indirect impact through
teen fertility behavior.

Results

The effects of religious affiliation

Tables 7.3a and 7.3b present the results of logit regressions that estimate the
effects of religious affiliation on high school graduation for white and black
young women, respectively. The relative magnitudes of the effects can be
assessed from the odds ratios reported therein. The absolute magnitudes of
the influences may be ascertained from the predicted probabilities shown in
Table 7.4. To facilitate comparisons with previous studies, mainline Protest-
ants are used as the reference category in the white sample. In the black
sample, the conservative Protestant category is by far the largest group and is
used as benchmark.

Focusing first on the findings for white youth in Table 7.3a, consistent with
the hypotheses, the zero-order regression reveals that conservative Protestants,
Mormons, and the unaffiliated are significantly less likely to earn a high
school diploma than mainline Protestants; no significant difference can be
discerned between mainline Protestants and Catholics. All of the religion
effects decrease in size when controls for family background variables
(excluding parental education) are added in the next column, and decrease
even further when parental education is added in the last column. Two effects
remain significant in this last specification: ceteris paribus, relative to mainline
Protestants, conservative Protestants and the unaffiliated are less likely to
complete high school.7 Additional pairwise comparisons were performed,
changing the religious category used as benchmark. These ancillary analyses,
based on the model in column 3, revealed that the following differences are
significant at least at the 0.10 level: the likelihood of graduation from high
school is lower for the unaffiliated than for Catholics and Mormons; it is also
lower for conservative Protestants than for Catholics and Mormons.

Table 7.4 shows that the probability of high school graduation is 0.93 for a
typical mainline Protestant respondent (with average characteristics for other
variables); the estimates for Mormons (0.91) and Catholics (0.93) are in the
same range. In contrast, the probabilities are only 0.86 and 0.84, respectively,
for conservative Protestants and the unaffiliated, respectively.

The “true” effect of religious affiliation on the probability of high school

Religion and high school graduation 159
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graduation, net of other factors, can be thought of as being bracketed by the
estimates in columns 2 and 3 of Table 7.3a. Parental education is the best
proxy for socioeconomic status in these data, and the positive coefficient on
this variable in part captures an income effect that should be controlled for.
At the same time, however, the education differentials by religion in the
respondents’ generation are mirrored by corresponding differences in their
parents’ generation, which are due in part to the influence of religion.

Turning to the results for the black sample shown in Table 7.3b, youth
raised as mainline Protestant are significantly more likely to complete their
high school education than those raised as conservative Protestant, as expect-
ed; the magnitude of the effect diminishes somewhat when controls are
added. Based on the model of column 3, additional pairwise comparisons
among the religious affiliation categories were performed. They reveal one
other significant effect: mainline Protestants are also significantly more likely
to complete high school than Catholics (p < 0.10). This result – a departure
from the non-Hispanic white pattern – had not been anticipated. Table 7.4
shows that for mainline Protestants the probability of high school completion
is 0.90, compared to 0.81–0.84 for Catholics, conservative Protestants, and
the unaffiliated.

These findings suggest that while the high school graduation outcome of
Catholics is similar to that of mainline Protestants in the white sample,
consistent with other results for non-Hispanic whites (Lehrer 2004a), it
resembles that of conservative Protestants and the unaffiliated in the black
population. Table 7.5, which reports tests of significance based on analyses of
the pooled black and white samples shows that this pattern is indeed a statis-
tically significant difference between the two racial groups. As Panel A shows,
the outcomes of Catholics are less favorable in the black sample than in the

Table 7.4 Predicted probabilities of high school graduation by religious affiliationa

White Black

Mainline Protestant 0.93 0.90
Conservative Protestant 0.86 0.82
Mormon (0.91) –
Catholic (0.93) (0.81)
No religion 0.84 (0.84)

Note
a These probabilities are based on the column 3 models of Table 7.3a and 7.3b. The number of

siblings is set at the mean and the categorical variables are set at the modal group (for the
specific racial/ethnic group). Figures corresponding to the category that was used as bench-
mark in each case are noted in bold; figures corresponding to coefficients that do not differ
significantly from the benchmark at the 0.10 level are shown in parentheses.

The following differences are also significant: (a) in the white sample, the likelihood of
completing high school is lower for the unaffiliated than for Catholics and Mormons; it is also
lower for conservative Protestants than for Catholics and Mormons. (b) In the black sample,
the likelihood of completing high school is higher for mainline Protestants than for Catholics.
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Table 7.5 Comparisons between white and black women in the religious affiliation–
high school graduation relationship: logit regressions

Coefficient
(t-value)

Panel A: Interactions between race and affiliation
Reference category: mainline Protestant

Black * Conservative Protestant 0.139 (0.6)
Black * Catholic −0.736 (−2.5)**
Black * No religion 0.490 (1.3)

Reference category: conservative Protestant
Black * Mainline Protestant −0.139 (−0.6)
Black * Catholic −0.876 (−3.8)**
Black * No religion 0.350 (1.1)

Reference category: no religion
Black * Mainline Protestant −0.490 (−1.3)
Black * Conservative Protestant −0.350 (−1.1)
Black * Catholic −1.226 (−3.4)**

Panel B: Other variables in model with mainline Protestant
as reference category
Religious affiliation

Conservative Protestant −0.771 (−6.9)**
Mormon −0.292 (−1.1)
Catholic 0.011 (0.1)
No religion −0.938 (−5.6)**

Family nonintact
Death of parent −0.471 (−2.7)**
Separation or divorce −1.016 (−9.9)**
Parents never married −1.206 (−6.9)**

Family size −0.158 (−7.9)**
Mother worked full-time −0.122 (−1.3)
Mother <18 at first birth −0.389 (−3.3)**
Birth cohort

1960s −0.251 (−2.5)**
1970s −0.384 (−2.6)**

Place of birth
Northeast 0.294 (2.0)**
Midwest 0.249 (2.1)**
West 0.133 (0.9)
Foreign 0.007 (0.3)

Birth control instruction 0.261 (2.5)**
Abstinence instruction 0.399 (3.8)**
Parental education

12 years 0.866 (7.8)**
13–15 years 1.286 (9.9)**
16 years or more 1.727 (7.7)**

Black −0.248 (−0.8)
Family nonintact

Death of parent * Black −0.099 (−0.4)
Separation or divorce * Black 0.727 (4.0)**
Parents never married * Black 0.432 (2.0)**

(Continued Overleaf)
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white sample relative to mainline Protestants, conservative Protestants, and
the unaffiliated.

The estimates for the control variables in Tables 7.3a and 7.3b are generally
consistent with expectations. For both racial groups, a nonintact family, a
larger number of siblings, and having a mother who entered parenthood early
influence the odds of high school graduation negatively; full-time maternal
employment has no significant effect; parental education has a very large
positive impact. Analyses of the pooled sample (Table 7.5) reveal that the
adverse negative effects of a broken-home background and large sibsize, and
also the favorable effect associated with higher parental education are signifi-
cantly weaker for black youth than for their white counterparts.

Having been exposed to formal birth control instruction increases the odds
of high school graduation for white and black youth and the size of the effect
is similar for both groups. Exposure to abstinence instruction, however, is
associated with an increased probability of high school graduation for white
women only, consistent with research that suggests that the effectiveness of
abstinence-only programs may be limited (Kirby 2001). This racial difference
attains significance at the 10 percent level. The significant effects associated
with programs that provide formal birth control instruction in both samples
suggest that such programs help teenagers avoid pregnancies, which in turn
makes it more likely that they will graduate from high school. More generally,

Table 7.5 Continued

Coefficient
(t-value)

Family Size * Black 0.094 (3.5)**
Mother worked full-time * Black 0.064 (0.4)
Mother <18 at first birth * Black 0.136 (0.8)
Birth cohort

1960s * Black 0.211 (1.4)
1970s * Black −0.027 (−0.1)

Place of birth
Northeast * Black −0.738 (−3.5)**
Midwest * Black −0.396 (−2.1)**
West * Black −0.266 (−0.9)
Foreign * Black 0.137 (0.4)

Birth control instruction * Black 0.109 (0.6)
Abstinence instruction * Black −0.273 (−1.6)*
Parental education

12 years * Black −0.440 (−2.5)**
13–15 years * Black 0.020 (0.1)
16 years or more * Black −0.447 (−1.1)

Constant 1.548 (10.2)**
Likelihood Ratio chi square (df) 1078.05 (42)**

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.
N = 7,245 (pooled sample of white and black women).
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these results highlight the role of fertility behavior in young women’s comple-
tion of secondary schooling.

The estimates for the control variables help assess the relative importance
of the religion variables. For example, Table 7.3a shows that for white
youth, being raised with no religion has an effect on the odds of high school
graduation similar in size to that of having parents who dissolved their
marriage; for black youth, Table 7.3b indicates that the educational disadvan-
tage of conservative Protestants relative to mainline Protestants is comparable
to that associated with the death of a parent.

The effects of religious participation

In order to study the effects of attendance at religious services, each of the
largest religious groups was subdivided into high- and low-participation cat-
egories. The column 3 models of Tables 7.3a and 7.3b were then reestimated
with this more refined specification. Subdivision was feasible for conservative
Protestants in the black sample and for both groups of Protestants and Cath-
olics in the white sample. Based on these models, the estimated probabilities
of high school graduation for each affiliation/religious participation category
were computed. The results, along with t-tests for the comparisons of the
underlying coefficients of interest, are reported in Table 7.6.

Table 7.6 Predicted probabilities of high school completion by religious affiliation
and by high vs. low religious participationa

White Black

t-value t-value

Mainline Protestant – low participation 0.88 3.9** – –
– high participation 0.94 – –

Conservative Protestant – low participation 0.77 4.1** 0.76 2.5**
– high participation 0.87 0.83

Catholic – low participation 0.86 4.7** – –
– high participation 0.94 – –

* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05.

Note
a These probabilities are based on models that include all the control variables shown in Tables

7.3a and 7.3b, column 3. The religion variables included are as follows: (a) for whites, the
reference category is the group of high participation mainline Protestants; the model includes
dummy variables for low participation mainline Protestants; high and low participation con-
servative Protestants, high and low participation Catholics, and controls for Mormon religion
and no religion. The t-value of 3.9 reported above corresponds to the low-versus high-
participation comparison within mainline Protestants. Additional pairwise comparisons of
coefficients of interest were also performed and are reported above. (b) In the model for black
women, high-participation conservative Protestants constitute the benchmark category. The
model includes a variable for low-participation conservative Protestants, as well as controls for
Catholic, mainline Protestant, and no affiliation.
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The estimates for white youth show that for the three affiliations con-
sidered, members of the high-participation group are significantly more likely
to complete high school than their counterparts in the low-participation
group, consistent with the hypothesis that religious involvement has a bene-
ficial effect on high school graduation. The gap between the high- and
low-participation groups is 10 percentage points for conservative Protestants,
8 percentage points for Catholics, and 6 percentage points for mainline
Protestants. It is noteworthy that a favorable effect of religious participation
is observed for conservative Protestants. The relatively low educational out-
comes of conservative Protestants have been interpreted in the literature as
reflecting theological aspects of the faith that exert both supply- and demand-
side influences (Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Lehrer 1999; Sherkat and Darnell
1999). Higher levels of involvement do not accentuate this pattern – to the
contrary, the beneficial effects of such involvement are clearly dominant.

Because of limitations of sample size, patterns of high school graduation
by high versus low religious participation can only be studied in the black
sample for conservative Protestants, and a similar result is found here: a gap
of 7 percentage points. As noted above, the corresponding gap in the white
sample is 10 percentage points. Pooled analyses of the white and black sam-
ples reveal that the difference (which is in a direction opposite to that hypoth-
esized) is not statistically significant (results not reported). Clearly there is no
support for the hypothesis that the effect of religious participation is particu-
larly large among black youth. Related to this, the results of the earlier
religious affiliation analyses showed that the unaffiliated have a significantly
lower graduation rate than mainline Protestants in the white but not in the
black sample, although this difference between the racial groups does not
attain statistical significance at conventional levels in the pooled analyses
(t = 1.3, Table 7.5). Research in the area of sexual behavior has uncovered a
parallel puzzle: although a high level of religiosity is a salient feature of most
black households – with black youth at high risk of problem behaviors and
little access to non-religious resources – religious involvement appears to have
only a limited impact in promoting healthy behaviors such as delayed sexual
debut and safer sex (Regnerus 2005). Perhaps the same factors reviewed by
Regnerus – including more tolerant attitudes toward premarital sex and
pregnancy, and congregations that are overextended – underlie in part the
present results.

Unmeasured factors may bias the estimates of the effects of religious
participation (and to a lesser degree, of religious affiliation) on high school
graduation, and the results must thus be interpreted with caution. If church
attendance is correlated with unobserved factors that are associated with
positive educational outcomes, the present estimates would overstate the
positive causal effect of religious participation on educational attainment.
This would be the case, for example, if the more observant parents who
encourage their children to attend religious services are also supportive of
activities that are conducive to success in the secular arena. In interpreting his
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finding that churchgoing is positively associated with school attendance
among black youth, Freeman (1986) has emphasized this type of bias: he
cautions that the true causal impact of religious participation on educational
outcomes may in fact be smaller than suggested by his estimates.

It is important to note, however, that the estimates may be affected by
omitted variables biases that operate in the opposite direction (Waite and
Lehrer 2003; Lehrer 2004b). There is some evidence that religious participa-
tion may be especially valuable for individuals who are more vulnerable for
various reasons, including health problems or adverse economic circum-
stances (Hummer et al. 2002). To the extent that such individuals are aware of
this and respond by embracing religiosity as a coping mechanism, the more
religious homes would disproportionately have unobserved characteristics
that affect educational outcomes adversely. If so, the estimated models would
lead to an understatement of the true impact of religious participation on
educational attainment. A priori, it is unclear which biases are dominant.

Conclusions

Using data from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, this study has
quantified the association between religion and the likelihood of successfully
completing the transition to a high school degree for non-Hispanic white
and black young women in the United States. With regard to religious affili-
ation, among whites, youth who grow up with no religion and conservative
Protestants are less likely than mainline Protestants to complete high school,
consistent with the hypotheses. Although there is some evidence of a lower
likelihood of completing high school for Mormons in the zero-order regres-
sions, the Mormon coefficient becomes insignificant once background factors
are held constant. Simple descriptive statistics for these data lend support to
the hypothesis of elevated high school graduation rates among Jews.

As is the case for white youth, black youth raised in conservative Protestant
denominations have a lower probability of graduating from high school than
their counterparts raised as mainline Protestants, and the size of the effect is
similar. However, statistical tests indicate that the patterns for Catholics are
significantly different for the two racial groups. While the likelihood of high
school completion for Catholics is the same as that for mainline Protestants
in the white sample, it is significantly lower in the black sample. Earlier
studies based on non-Hispanic whites have documented a convergence of
Catholics to the mainline Protestant pattern in various dimensions of eco-
nomic and demographic behavior, including fertility (Jones and Westoff
1979; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991), female labor supply (Lehrer 1995),
and schooling (Lehrer 1999). The present findings suggest that this con-
vergence has not extended to the black population, at least not in the area of
early educational outcomes. Catholics represent only 10 percent of the black
sample, and little is known about this small group. If the patterns found here
are confirmed with other data, a fruitful avenue for further investigation
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would be to explore the extent to which they may be explained by black–white
differences in the religion–nonmarital teen fertility connection. Although the
role of fertility was not directly studied in this chapter, the significant effects
associated with the birth control instruction variable in both samples suggest
that mechanisms operating through behaviors related to teen pregnancies,
abortions, and births are worth exploring.

Turning to the second dimension of religion considered in this paper,
religious participation during childhood was hypothesized to have a positive
impact on the probability of graduating from high school for a demand-side
reason – the beneficial effects of religious involvement on children’s ability to
be productively engaged in schooling endeavors – and the effects were expected
to be most pronounced for the minority group. The results show that for all the
groups considered, frequent attendance at religious services at age 14 is indeed
positively associated with the probability of completing high school, after
controlling for a wide range of family background factors. The magnitudes of
the influences are not trivial. Among mainline Protestants, conservative Pro-
testants, and Catholics in the white sample, being in the high- rather than the
low-religious participation group is associated with a gap of 6–10 percentage
points in such probability. Among conservative Protestants in the black sam-
ple, the corresponding gap is 7 percentage points. Clearly the findings in this
study do not support the hypothesis that the beneficial impact of involvement
in religious activity is larger for black youth than for their white counterparts.

The 1995 NSFG contains a rich array of family background variables that
were included in the analysis as controls; however, the results of this study
must be interpreted with caution. To the extent that the more observant
homes have unobserved characteristics that are positively correlated with
favorable educational outcomes, the present estimates would overstate the
beneficial influence of attendance to religious services; the opposite would
hold if the correlations are predominantly negative. Our knowledge of the
factors that underlie religious involvement is quite limited at present, and it is
thus unclear whether the estimates in this and previous studies in the literature
overstate or understate the positive causal impact of religious involvement.
Progress in measuring this impact will involve analyses of rich data sets with
instruments that make it possible to model religious participation as an
endogenous variable; efforts in this direction have begun (Gruber 2005).

The present study specified religious participation as dichotomous: high vs.
low frequency of attendance at religious services. Future research with larger
sample sizes might refine this specification, as the effects of participation may
be non-linear: higher levels of involvement in religious activities during child-
hood may have beneficial effects, but only up to a point. Beyond a certain
level, participation in religious activities may crowd out investments in secular
human capital. Furthermore, there may be important differences between
those who never attended religious services during adolescence and those who
did so infrequently. Our understanding of the religion–education linkage will
increase as future research begins to address these various questions.
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Notes
1 Separate analyses by race/ethnicity are not feasible with the most recent round of

the NSFG, conducted in 2002–3, due to sample size limitations – information on
religious participation during the adolescent years was collected only for respond-
ents who were under age 25 at the time of the interview.

2 One of the religious codes in the 1995 NSFG is “Protestant with no specific
denominational affiliation.” As Steensland et al. (2000) note, such individuals
constitute a heterogeneous group that includes Protestants with no denomination
along with nondenominational Protestants. Based on analysis of patterns of
religious participation by race, respondents in this category were included with
mainline Protestants in the white sample, and with conservative Protestants in the
black sample.

3 The 1995 NSFG includes all Baptists in one category. In his research on the
classification of Protestants into fundamentalist, moderate, and liberal, Smith
(1987) distinguishes between seven different Baptist denominations, classifying six
of them as fundamentalist and one as moderate. This limitation of the data
implies that the respondents classified in the present study as conservative Protest-
ants include some “moderate” religious groups.

4 See Heckman and LaFontaine (2006) for recent evidence on the low returns
associated with achieving high school certification via the General Educational
Development credential instead of regular schooling.

5 If the respondent was raised by some other “mother figure,” such as a stepmother
or grandmother, the information for this individual was used; the same was done
in the case of the father. If educational attainment was missing for the father or
mother, the value for the other parent was used.

6 It would have been desirable to control also for the rural–urban nature of the area
where the respondent grew up, but unfortunately this information is not available.

7 In additional analyses, the conservative Protestant group was divided into two
categories – Baptists and all other conservative Protestant denominations. No
significant differences were found between these two groups. The same was true
in the black sample. Recent research highlights the importance of considering
more refined distinctions within the conservative Protestant group (Beyerlein
2004); unfortunately this was not possible given the information available in the
1995 NSFG.
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Part IV

A revised analytical
framework, conclusions, and
directions for future research





8 The role of religion in
union formation
An economic perspective*

This study examines the role of religion in two dimensions of women’s transi-
tion to first union: the timing of such transition, and whether it takes the
form of marriage or cohabitation. Previous research has shown that religious
affiliation has important effects on economic and demographic behavior: it
has an influence on educational attainment (Chiswick 1988; Darnell and
Sherkat 1997; Lehrer 1999a, 2004), attitudes toward premarital sex (Sweet
and Bumpass 1990), fertility (Thornton 1979; Lehrer 1996a, 1996b), female
employment (Lehrer 1995; Sherkat 2000) and the prevalence of divorce
(Lehrer and Chiswick 1993; Teachman 2002). Based on this evidence, the
present study develops hypotheses regarding patterns of entry into marriage
and cohabitation for the main religious groups in the United States: mainline
Protestants, conservative Protestants, Catholics, Mormons, Jews, and the
unaffiliated.

Much of what we know about the effects of religion on marriage and
cohabitation is based on unions formed prior to the mid 1980s (Thornton
et al. 1992; Sander 1993; Lehrer 2000). The present study uses more recent
data on young women from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth.
This survey provides an opportunity to analyze entry into union formation
for the post baby-boom cohort, a generation that has displayed a much
higher prevalence of cohabitation and a tendency to delay formal marriage
(Brien and Sheran 2003). This is also a generation that grew up after the end
of the era of high Catholic fertility (Jones and Westoff 1979; Mosher et al.
1986; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991). With these data, it is possible to
ascertain whether or not the distinctive Catholic pattern of delayed entry into
marriage has also disappeared.

Another attractive feature of the 1995 NSFG is that it includes informa-
tion on frequency of attendance at religious services during the years of
adolescence. Previous data sets, including the widely used 1987–88 National
Survey of Families and Households, have generally measured religious par-
ticipation only at the time of the interview, a variable that is endogenous to

* Reprinted from Population Research and Policy Review 23:161–185, 2004.



union formation behavior. The present paper takes advantage of the informa-
tion on religious participation during the formative years to study how it
affects the linkage between religious affiliation and entry into first union, a
question that has received little attention in the literature to date.

This study contributes to the ongoing debate regarding the overall import-
ance of religion in society. The prevailing view until recently was that the
process of modernization – with the accompanying increases in standards of
living, the progress of science and technology, and universal education –
should lead to a decline in the role of religion (e.g., Wilson 1976). A growing
body of empirical research has challenged this secularization thesis: several
studies document that the observed patterns of religious beliefs and practices
are inconsistent with its predictions (Greeley 1972, 1989; Stark 1999). Rational
choice theory has led to the formulation of an alternative thesis – the view
that in the highly pluralistic religious market of American society, the expected
condition of religion is one of vitality and vibrancy rather than decline
(Iannaccone 1991; Finke and Stark 1992; Warner 1993). The analyses
reported in this study provide insights as to whether religious affiliation and
religiosity continue to play an important role in one aspect of young women’s
lives: their decisions regarding entry into cohabitation and marriage.

Analytical framework

The faith in which a young woman is raised is likely to affect the perceived
costs and/or benefits of various decisions made over the life cycle. Religious
beliefs may influence the subjective benefits of having a large number of
children and staying home to take care of them; they may affect the psychic
costs of sharing living arrangements with someone without the formality of a
marriage contract; they may have an impact on the subjective costs of dissolv-
ing a marriage; the perceived benefits and costs of pursuing additional
schooling may also be affected. The analyses in this study are based on the
premise that members of the various religious groups make choices that
are consistent with these differences in perceived benefits and costs. These
responses, in turn, lead to various channels of causality from religious affili-
ation to patterns of union formation. Each of these mechanisms is explored
below, using mainline Protestants as the reference group in all comparisons.

The focus of the analysis is on the linkage between religious affiliation and
(a) the timing of the first legal marriage; and (b) the likelihood that the first
union will take the form of cohabitation rather than formal marriage. The
main difference between the two is the level of commitment that is involved:
marriage is widely announced to all relatives and friends, the ceremony usu-
ally includes a statement along the lines of “until death do us part,” and a
legal document is signed, which makes dissolution of the union more costly
(Willis and Michael 1994).
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Fertility

Some religions provide psychic and social rewards to those who have many
children, in the form of approval, social status, and blessings. As Stark and
Finke (2000) have noted, the high fertility that Mormons have consistently
displayed in the United States (Thornton 1979; Heaton 1986; Lehrer 1996b)
can be interpreted as a rational response to such incentives. Similarly, the
Catholic religion embodies strong pronatalist ideologies, which until the
1970s had also been manifested in a distinctive pattern of very high fertility.
More recently, adherence to the teachings of the Catholic Church in this area
has weakened markedly, with a corresponding decline in family size (Mosher
et al. 1986; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991). Some aspects of conservative
Protestant ideologies are also pronatalist, and the fertility of this group has
been found to exceed that of mainline Protestants, but only by a small
margin (Marcum 1981; Lehrer 1996b). At the other end of the continuum,
Jews in the United States have consistently displayed unusually low fertility
(Goldscheider 1967; Della Pergola 1980; Mosher and Hendershot 1984). It
has been suggested that Jews have faced a higher price of having an extra
child, and may have therefore chosen to substitute expenditures per child
(“quality”) for quantity (Chiswick 1988).

Individuals who report “no religion” constitute a relatively small and
heterogeneous group: it includes atheists, agnostics, and respondents who
were raised without an affiliation due to other circumstances (e.g., being
a child from an interfaith marriage). Perhaps for this reason, results from
earlier studies differ, some finding a pattern of low fertility for the unaffiliated
(Mosher et al. 1992), others reporting a family size similar to that of mainline
Protestants (Lehrer 1996b).

The optimal timing of entry into first union and the form such union takes
are intimately related to plans regarding family size. Women who expect to
have a large number of children have an incentive to marry earlier; they also
have an incentive to avoid the more fragile cohabiting arrangements, as a
stable two-parent household is the optimal institutional arrangement for the
raising of children (Weiss and Willis 1985; Willis and Haaga 1996). This
reasoning implies that Mormon women should have a low probability of
cohabitation and a pattern of early first marriage, and the opposite should
hold for their Jewish counterparts.

Educational attainment

Studies on the linkage between religious affiliation and years of schooling
among non-Hispanic whites show that educational attainment is highest
for Jews, lowest for conservative Protestants, with Catholics and mainline
Protestants at the center of the distribution (Lehrer 1999a, 2004; see also
Chiswick 1988, 1993; Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Darnell 1999).
Recent research has interpreted these differentials within a human capital
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framework: religious affiliation is viewed as reflecting distinctive features of
the home environment that affect both the returns and costs of additional
investments in education (Chiswick 1988; Lehrer 1999a). Less is known about
the relative schooling levels of Mormons. Analyses based on a sample of
women suggest that their attainment is around the center of the educational
distribution (Keysar and Kosmin 1995).

It is often difficult to combine the roles of student and spouse (Thornton
et al. 1995), and women who pursue more advanced schooling levels generally
delay their entry into marriage (Michael and Tuma 1985). Religious groups
that promote high levels of investment in secular human capital thus also
encourage, indirectly, a late transition to marriage. This channel of caus-
ality implies that Jews would delay entry into marriage, while conservative
Protestants would tend to marry early.

At the same time, a high level of schooling does not necessarily imply late
entry into an informal partnership. As Chiswick (1998) notes, adult charac-
teristics that are important in the marriage market may not be fully revealed
(to oneself or a potential spouse) until after entry to the labor force and
acceptance of financial responsibility. Furthermore, high-level careers often
involve an initial period of uncertainty that encourages young people to avoid
the stronger commitment of a legal union (Oppenheimer 1988). If so, the
prevalence of cohabitation should be relatively high among Jewish women
and relatively low among conservative Protestant women.

Potential male earnings

In their analysis of union formation, Willis and Michael (1994) find that the
better the economic prospects of the male partner at the time of the forma-
tion of the union, the more likely it is that the partnership will take the form
of marriage rather than cohabitation. They interpret this result as consistent
with the view that as the level of male earnings rise, the gains from the
partnership increase, implying stronger incentives to choose the arrange-
ment that involves more commitment, i.e., legal marriage. A complementary
interpretation is suggested in the sociological literature: it is still culturally
required in our society that prior to entering a formal union, the male partner
should have the ability to provide steady earnings, and in the absence of such
ability, cohabitation provides the closest substitute arrangement (Cherlin
2000).

Little research has been done regarding the earnings of men with various
religious affiliations. Mirroring the patterns found for educational attain-
ment, unusually high earnings have been reported for Jews (Chiswick 1983,
1988, 1993), and there is also some evidence that earnings are relatively low
for conservative Protestants (Keister 2001). Previous research has also noted
that religion is a trait for which there is positive assortative mating in the
marriage market, although for many religious groups the tendency for reli-
gious homogamy has weakened over time (Kalmijn 1998; Lehrer 1998). This
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channel of causality predicts that cohabitation should be least likely for Jews
and most likely for conservative Protestants.

Female employment

The Mormon and conservative Protestant faiths make a sharp distinction
between male and female roles, encouraging the traditional division of labor
within the household. Consistent with the view that such religions provide
institutionalized moral support and psychic rewards to mothers who stay
home with their children, previous research documents a lower level of
female employment among members of these faiths when young children are
present (Heaton and Cornwall 1989; Chadwick and Garrett 1995; Lehrer
1995, 1999b; Sherkat 2000). At the other end of the spectrum, although
Jewish women are known to be very responsive in their labor supply to the
presence of young children (Chiswick 1986), their overall commitment to
labor market activities is stronger than that of women of other affiliations
(Hartman and Hartman 1996).

With regard to Catholics, early studies found that they made a sharp dis-
tinction between appropriate male and female roles (Meir 1972; McMurry
1978). More recent analyses, however, suggest that Catholics have become
more egalitarian (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984), and indeed somewhat less
traditional in this regard than either group of Protestants (Brinkerhoff and
MacKie 1985). The direction of this change mirrors transformations that
have taken place in the behavior of Catholics in issues related to childrearing
(Alwin 1984), and is also consistent with evidence on patterns of labor supply
by religion. Data on married women with a child under age 6 from the
1987–88 National Survey of Family Growth show that the probability of
being out of the labor force is lowest for Catholics (0.36) and highest for
conservative Protestants (0.55), with mainline Protestants in between (0.43)
(Lehrer 1995).

Young women who plan to orient their efforts to home rather labor market
activities have incentives to form their unions early, and to do so via marriage
rather than cohabitation, as the former provides greater economic security
(Grossbard-Shechtman 1993). Willis and Michael (1994) find empirical sup-
port for the notion that women who are less involved in the labor market are
indeed more likely to form marital rather than cohabiting unions. This line of
reasoning predicts early marriage and a low probability of cohabitation for
Mormon and conservative Protestant women, and the opposite pattern for
their Jewish counterparts.

Costs of divorce

Since religions are generally family oriented, affiliation with any faith would
increase the costs of marital dissolution. This effect should be particularly
pronounced in the case of Catholicism, as it prohibits divorce. Empirically,
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most studies find that Catholic marriages are less likely to end in dissolution
than other unions (Christensen and Barber 1967; Michael 1979; Sander 1993;
Teachman 2002), although there is some evidence that this religious differen-
tial may be disappearing (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). The higher cost of
making a mistake for Catholics implies a tendency to search longer for a
spouse and predicts a later age at entry into marriage.

Attitudes regarding premarital sex

While most religions encourage marriage and place a high value on family
life, often with proscriptions against premarital sex, conservative Protestants
and Mormons are most traditional in this regard. The level of approval of
cohabitation has been found to be lowest for these groups, and highest for
Jews and the unaffiliated (Sweet and Bumpass 1990). These differences by
religion in the subjective costs of living with a partner without the formality
of a marriage contract predict corresponding differences in the probability
that the first union would take the form of cohabitation.

Summing up

The various mechanisms outlined above suggest several hypotheses regarding
differences by religion in patterns of entry into formal marriage. Women
brought up as conservative Protestants and as Mormons are expected to
marry early, because their faith encourages an orientation to home activities,
and also very high fertility in the case of Mormons. The relatively low school-
ing level of conservative Protestants is another factor operating in the same
direction. At the other extreme, Jewish women are expected to delay entry
into marriage for several interrelated reasons: their high educational attain-
ment, their low desired level of fertility, and their strong commitment to the
labor market.

Analyses based on earlier cohorts provide empirical support for these pre-
dictions and suggest that the magnitudes of the effects are sizable (Thornton
et al. 1992; Sander 1993; Lehrer 2000). For the more recent post baby-boom
cohort that is the focus of the present study, it is anticipated that the relation-
ships outlined above will continue to prevail, although it is unclear a priori
whether the magnitudes of the influences will remain large.

In the case of Catholics, however, the situation may have changed. Among
earlier generations, the high cost of divorce for this group implied incentives
for a longer period of marital search and a low probability of an early transi-
tion to marriage; at the same time, the pronatalist norms of the Catholic
theology, which encourage marriage, suggested a low likelihood of a late tran-
sition. Based on these countervailing influences, Michael and Tuma (1985)
hypothesized that affiliation with the Catholic faith should have a non-linear
impact, promoting an intermediate timing of marriage as opposed to one
that is very early or very late. Empirical analyses for a cohort of women born
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in the decade after World War II confirmed such non-linearity (Lehrer 2000).
For the post baby-boom cohort studied in this study, the convergence of
Catholic fertility with the mainline Protestant pattern suggests that the
second of these effects no longer operates, implying that Catholics no longer
avoid a very late entry to marriage. As to the first effect, it is unclear, based on
the evidence to date, whether it is still relevant. Although the Catholic
religion prohibits divorce, a recent study finds that Catholic individuals are
dissolving their unions at the same rate as members of other religious groups
(Lehrer and Chiswick 1993). To the extent that Catholics no longer perceive
the costs of divorce as particularly high, there would be little reason to expect
a continued pattern of delayed transition to first marriage.

Given that the behavior of Catholics has converged to the mainline Protes-
tant pattern in virtually all other dimensions of family life, they are expected
to follow roughly the same pattern of entry into cohabitation as mainline
Protestants. A low probability of cohabitation is predicted for Mormons,
because of their conservative attitudes toward premarital sex, their high fertil-
ity, and the tendency of mothers to stay home with their young children. At
the other extreme, the subjective costs of sharing living arrangements without
a legal contract are relatively small for the unaffiliated, implying a high level
of cohabitation.

Countervailing influences are present for the other religious groups. In the
case of Jews, their liberal attitudes toward premarital sex, low fertility, and
high levels of female education and employment, all combine to predict a
high prevalence of informal unions. However, the elevated earnings of Jewish
men imply the contrary, and a priori the net effect is theoretically ambiguous.
For the opposite reasons, the net impact is also ambiguous for conservative
Protestants.

Empirically, an earlier analysis (which excluded individuals with no reli-
gious affiliation) found that cohabitation is least likely for Mormons and
most likely for Jews (Lehrer 2000). Willis and Michael (1994) also report an
unusually high rate of cohabitation for Jews.

The role of religiosity

The above discussion suggests that the doctrines of a particular religion influ-
ence union formation because they have an impact on the perceived costs and
benefits of various decisions. The effects should therefore be stronger for
those individuals who adhere more closely to the teachings of their faith. For
example, the likelihood that a Mormon woman will have many children and
stay home with them when they are young probably increases with commit-
ment to the religion, implying a corresponding variation by religiosity in the
effect of Mormonism on age at entry into marriage and on the likelihood of
cohabitation.

Little empirical research has been done to quantify these relationships. An
important exception is the case of attitudes toward premarital sex, which
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have been found to vary considerably by religiosity. In their analyses of
mainline Protestants, conservative Protestants, and Catholics, Petersen and
Donnenwerth (1997) find that for each of these religious groups, individuals
who attend church frequently have a much more traditional stance regarding
the acceptability of sex outside of marriage, implying a higher subjective cost
of cohabitation. For members of these faiths, the probability of entering an
informal union should thus vary inversely with religiosity.

Methods

Data and variables

The empirical analysis uses data from Cycle 5 of the National Survey of
Family Growth (NSFG). The survey was conducted in 1995 by the Research
Triangle Institute, under contract from the National Center for Health
Statistics (see Kelly et al. 1997 for a description of the methodology). The
questionnaires were addressed to a nationally representative sample of 10,847
civilian, non-institutionalized women ages 15–44 years of age of all marital
statuses living in the US. The interviews included questions on socioeconomic
and family background variables, as well as detailed cohabitation, marriage,
and fertility histories.

The sample is restricted in three ways. First, patterns of union formation
differ greatly by race and ethnicity (Brien 1998; Smock 2000); only non-
Hispanic white respondents are included in the present analysis. Second, as
already noted, the focus of this study is on the post baby-boom generation
(women born after 1967). These respondents, ages 15–28 at the time of the
survey, had not all experienced their first transition to a union, a factor taken
into account by the Cox proportional hazards technique used in the empirical
analysis. And third, the sample only includes individuals whose religion of
upbringing is one of the six major religious groups in the US: Roman
Catholic, mainline Protestant, conservative Protestant, Jewish, Mormon, and
unaffiliated. The resulting sample size is N = 2,169.

The mainline Protestant group includes Episcopalians, Methodists,
Presbyterians, and Lutherans; the conservative Protestant category includes
Baptists and other, smaller fundamentalist Protestant groups. The 1995
NSFG uses the same code for all Baptists, so it is not possible to make finer
distinctions. In his research on the classification of Protestants into fundamen-
talist, moderate, and liberal groups, Smith (1990) distinguishes between seven
different Baptist denominations, classifying six of them as fundamentalist
and one as moderate.

This limitation of the data implies that the respondents classified in the
present study as conservative Protestant include a small number of non-
fundamentalists, suggesting a bias toward zero in the coefficient on the
conservative Protestant dummy variable. Thus the positive effect of member-
ship in conservative Protestant denominations on the speed of entry into first
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marriage documented in the next section is more pronounced than indicated
by the present estimates.

Previous research suggests that current religious affiliation and religiosity
are determined simultaneously with education, fertility, and other economic
and demographic variables (Sander 1995; Waters et al. 1995; Lehrer 1998).
The variables used in this analysis, namely, the faith in which the individual
was raised and religious participation measured at age 14, are less affected by
problems of endogeneity.

Table 8.1 provides definitions and means for the religion variables as well as
for the factors used as controls in the empirical analysis. These include the
parents’ average years of schooling, whether the mother worked on a full-
time basis during most of the respondent’s childhood, the size of the family
of origin, dummy variables for family structure at age 16, and region of
residence at the time of birth. It would have been preferable to control for
region during the late adolescent/young adult years; it would also have been
desirable to control for the rural–urban nature of the place of residence, as
there are pronounced differences by religion in this distribution. Unfortunately
this information is unavailable. To the extent that life in urban areas is con-
ducive to later marriage, the present estimates may overstate the effect of
affiliation with the Jewish and Catholic faiths in delaying marriage, as these
groups are disproportionately represented in big cities and their suburbs; the
coefficients of the other religion variables may likewise be affected by omitted
variables biases.

The statistical model

The key variable in the Cox proportional hazards model is survival time, the
interval until a certain event happens; in the present context, the time until
union formation. The hazard function is expressed as follows:

h(t,z) = ho(t) exp(β′z)

where ho(t) is an unspecified time-dependent function, z is a vector of covari-
ates, and β is a vector of unknown coefficients. The risk of union formation is
thus allowed to vary with time and with the exogenous variables. When all the
elements in z are 0, the hazard function equals ho(t). If βk (the coefficient
associated with explanatory variable zk) is positive, an increase in zk raises the
value of the hazard function and therefore decreases survival time. A positive
βk thus implies that as zk rises, the probability that union formation has taken
place at each duration becomes higher. When the explanatory factor is speci-
fied as a 0–1 variable, a positive βk means that when zk takes the higher value,
1, the likelihood of union formation is greater.

The tables that follow report the estimated values of β, the corresponding
t-statistics, and also the estimated value of exp(β). For continuous variables,
the percentage change in the hazard associated with each unit change in the
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explanatory variable zk (other covariates held constant), is equal to 100 (exp
(βk) −1). For dummy variables, the term exp(β) can be interpreted as the ratio
of the estimated hazard for those with a value of 1 to the estimated hazard
for those with a value of 0 (controlling for other factors) (Teachman 1982;
Allison 1997).

The survival function in the Cox model is:

F(t,z) = (Fo(t))
exp(β′z)

where

Fo(t) = exp { − �0
t ho(u)du }

Evaluating the survival function at specified durations and values of the
covariates permits an assessment of the absolute magnitudes of the various
effects. Exposure to the risk of union formation is assumed to begin at age 13.

Results

Following previous work by Thornton et al. (1992), four Cox proportional
hazards models are estimated to study union formation. The first two panels
of Table 8.2 present models of cohabitation and marriage, treating the other
state as a competing risk. The marriage regression shown in the third panel
ignores cohabitation; in this model those who first cohabited and then went
on to formal marriage are included in the ranks of the married. The last
model considers the hazard of union formation defined as either marriage or
cohabitation, whichever happened first.

Table 8.3 shows predicted probabilities of early cohabitation and early
marriage (by age 20) based, respectively, on the competing-risk models of
panels 1 and 2 in Table 8.2. These estimates, obtained from the complement
of the survival function evaluated at t = 7 for selected values of the covariates,
illustrate the absolute magnitudes of the various influences.

Religion effects

Focusing first on the case of formal marriage, the results in panel 2 of
Table 8.2 strongly confirm the hypotheses outlined in the previous section.
Affiliation with the Catholic faith delays marriage (t = −3.4); the probability
of having entered first marriage by age 20 is only 0.05 for Catholics, com-
pared to 0.09 for mainline Protestants. The point estimate for a Jewish
upbringing yields an even more pronounced effect: a probability of marriage
by age 20 of only 0.02. However, the number of Jews in the sample is small
(N = 22), and the coefficient attains significance only at the 15 percent level.
In contrast, two groups display a pattern of very early entry into first
marriage: conservative Protestants (t = 4.3) and Mormons (t = 2.5); the
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probability of marriage by age 20 is fully 0.17 for members of these groups,
almost twice the value for the reference category.

Panel 3 of Table 8.2 displays results for analyses that ignore cohabitation.
Differences between the effects reported in panels 2 and 3 can be traced to
(a) how the variable in question affects the probability of cohabitation (the
sign and magnitude of the influence), and (b) the relationship between this
variable and the likelihood that cohabitation is quickly followed by marriage.
As Brien et al. (1999) observe, some cohabiting partnerships are quickly for-
malized into marriage, others are not. The results in panel 3 are qualitatively
the same as those in panel 2, although the magnitudes of the influences differ

Table 8.3 Predicted probabilities based on competing-risk models of Table 8.2a

Cohabitation by age 20 Marriage by age 20

Reference caseb 0.20 0.09

Selected cases:
Parents’ education

<12 years 0.29 0.13
12 years 0.23 (0.11)
≥ 16 years 0.13 0.04

Mother worked full time 0.23 (0.09)

Nonintact family
Death 0.31 (0.11)
Divorce or separation 0.33 0.07
Other 0.43 0.14

Family size
2 0.19 0.09
4 0.21 0.10

Residence at birth
Northeast 0.15 (0.08)
South 0.15 0.12
West (0.19) 0.13
Foreign (0.24) (0.10)

Religion
Catholic 0.16 0.05
Conservative Protestant (0.19) 0.17
Mormon 0.12 0.17
Jewish (0.19) 0.02
No religion 0.24 (0.08)

Notes
a Figures in parentheses correspond to coefficients that did not attain significance at the 15

percent level.
b The reference woman has the following characteristics: her religious affiliation is mainline

Protestant; the average education of her parents is in the 13–15 years category; she grew up in
an intact family; her mother did not work on a full-time basis during most of her childhood;
residence at birth was in the Midwest; the total number of siblings in the family of origin is 3.
The other cases differ from the reference case in only one characteristic, as shown in the stub.
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somewhat. Overall, the estimated effects of religious affiliation on the timing
of entry into formal marriage provide strong support for the hypotheses.

With regard to cohabitation, the first panel of Table 8.2 shows that this
arrangement is most likely for the unaffiliated (t = 1.8); the probability of
entering an informal union by age 20 is 0.24 for this group, compared to 0.20
for mainline Protestants. At the other end of the spectrum, informal co-
residential arrangements are least likely for Mormons (t = −1.9), who have a
probability of cohabitation by age 20 of only 0.12. Both of these influences
are consistent with the hypotheses. Although this had not been anticipated,
affiliation with the Catholic Church is also found to decrease the likelihood
of cohabitation (t = −2.5), but not by as much: the probability of cohabitation
by age 20 is 0.16. For conservative Protestants and Jews, the theoretical analy-
sis identified countervailing influences. Empirically, the coefficients are found
to be insignificant, suggesting that such effects are canceling each other out.

Two groups stand out in the union formation model. Catholics display a
late entry into union formation (t = −3.9), reflecting their tendency to delay
both cohabitation and marriage. Conservative Protestants have a pattern of
early entry (t = 2.4), a result of the positive coefficient in the marriage equa-
tions and the insignificant effect in the cohabitation regression. Opposing
influences are observed in the case of Mormons: a tendency to cohabit less
but to enter marriage earlier; the net impact of affiliation with the Mormon
faith on union formation broadly defined is zero. No significant effects are
discerned for Jews or the unaffiliated.

Comparing the present results with those based on earlier generations, the
post baby-boom cohort is characterized by a clear pattern of later entry
into marriage for all religious groups. A study based on a sample of Jewish,
Catholic, mainline Protestant, conservative Protestant, and Mormon women
born in the decade after World War II, reports that the probabilities of early
marriage (by age 18) are, respectively: 0.04, 0.08, 0.12, 0.20, and 0.23 (Lehrer
2000). Even though the corresponding figures in the present study are based
on early marriage defined as marriage by age 20, they are uniformly lower:
0.02, 0.05, 0.09, 0.17, and 0.17.

Although members of all religious denominations are entering marriage
later, the differences by religious affiliation in patterns of entry into marriage
and cohabitation have remained remarkably stable. Conservative Protestants
and Mormons continue to display an early entry into marriage, while
Jews and Catholics continue to delay such entry. It is noteworthy that,
although the behavior of Catholics has converged to the mainline Protestant
pattern in fertility and most other domains of family life, their distinctive
behavior in the area of union formation persists. The finding that Catholics
continue to delay marriage, by a substantial margin, suggests that their mari-
tal search behavior is still influenced by their faith’s proscription against
divorce. Since this study follows women only up to their late twenties, it is not
possible to ascertain here whether Catholic women are also avoiding a very
late entry into marriage, as they used to.
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As to cohabitation, the finding from earlier research that the prevalence is
lowest among Mormons continues to hold (Lehrer 2000). The patterns of
change over time for Jews are less clear. Analyses based on earlier cohorts had
found that Jews stand out for their high prevalence of cohabitation (Willis
and Michael 1994; Lehrer 2000). In contrast, the present results suggest that
Jews do not differ from mainline Protestants in this area; however, these
findings must be interpreted with caution because of the small sample size.
Analyses of larger samples will be needed to establish whether the likelihood
of cohabitation for Jews has indeed diminished over time.

Effects of the control variables

Cohabitation is found to be most common among women brought up in
homes of low socioeconomic status, by parents with less than a high school
education (t = 4.0). As the level of parental education rises, the likelihood of
cohabitation declines (t = 2.1; t = −3.7). The daughters of highly educated
parents tend to delay marriage as well (t = −3.8; t = −5.4). These effects
reinforce each other, and produce a strong negative relationship between the
level of parental education and age at entry into first union (t = 4.7; t = 2.3;
t = −5.3).

Having a mother who worked full time has no impact on entry into formal
marriage, but it does increase the likelihood of cohabitation (t = 1.7). A
nonintact family of origin has a marked effect on the probability of cohabit-
ation in the case of the death of a parent (t = 3.3) or divorce (t = 6.9); the
influence is also significant (t = 6.0) and especially large in magnitude for
respondents whose biological parents never married. Such respondents also
have a pattern of early entry into marriage (t = 1.7; t = 2.4). While the
variable for a parental divorce has a negative effect in the marriage equation
when cohabitation is treated as a competing risk (t = −1.7), the coefficient is
positive when cohabitation is ignored (t = 2.1). This result reflects in part the
high prevalence of informal living arrangements among respondents who
grew up in a home broken by separation or divorce; a large number of these
unions appear to be quickly formalized into marriage.

The size of the family of origin has a positive coefficient in the cohabit-
ation equation (t = 1.5), and also in the marriage models (t = 1.6; t = 2.2).
Some of these influences are only marginally significant, and the sizes of the
effects are small. The results also suggest variation in patterns of union for-
mation by place of birth, with respondents born in the northeastern states
having the latest entry into some form of union (t = −2.6).

The influences of the control variables noted above are generally consistent
with results from earlier research (Axinn and Thornton 1992; Lehrer 2000;
Smock 2000). These effects provide a way to assess the relative importance of
religion as a determinant of entry into formal marriage. Among the family
background factors, the parents’ schooling and a non-intact family of origin
have the largest influences. An increase in average parental education from
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under 12 years to 16 years or more lowers the probability that the first mar-
riage will take place early, by age 20, from 0.13 to 0.04 – a difference of nine
percentage points. Similarly, the probability of an early first marriage is 0.14
if the respondent never lived with both biological parents, compared to 0.09
if her family of origin was intact – a difference of five percentage points. By
comparison, the corresponding difference between conservative Protestants
and Catholics is 12 percentage points, and the difference between Mormons
and Jews is fully 15 percentage points. The effects of religion rival in magni-
tude the influences associated with family structure and the parents’ edu-
cational attainment. Similar types of comparisons reveal that the impact of
religious affiliation on cohabitation is also substantial.

Variations by religiosity

The analyses that follow utilize information in the 1995 NSFG on the
respondents’ frequency of attendance at religious services at age 14. This is
a measure, albeit an imperfect one, of commitment to religion during the
adolescent years. Differences by religiosity can only be studied for mainline
Protestants, conservative Protestants, and Catholics, as the sample sizes for
the other religious groups are small. Individuals who attended religious ser-
vices 1–3 times per month or more frequently are classified in the high religi-
osity category; others are placed in the low religiosity group. The percentage
of respondents in the first category is 78 percent for conservative Protestants,
74 percent for Catholics, and 68 percent for mainline Protestants.

Table 8.4 reports the Cox models reestimated with the low religiosity, main-
line Protestant group as benchmark. The corresponding probabilities in Table
8.5 show more clearly the magnitudes of each religiosity effect. The results
indicate that patterns of entry into formal marriage do not vary significantly
by frequency of attendance at services for any of the religious groups con-
sidered here. This finding marks a departure from results documented for
earlier periods. In their (pooled) analyses of Catholics and Protestants,
Thornton et al. (1992) report a pattern of delayed entry into marriage among
those who are less religious.

Thornton et al. (1992) also found that a higher level of religiosity is associ-
ated with a lower rate of cohabitation, and the present results show that
this effect continues to be strong. For each faith, the probability of cohabit-
ation is lower by a wide margin for those in the high frequency group
(t = −3.2; t = −2.8; t = −4.3). The difference is especially pronounced for
conservative Protestants: the probability of cohabitation by age 20 falls by
about half, from 0.31 to 0.16, when comparing conservative Protestants who
attended church less than 1–3 times per month at age 14 to their counterparts
who were more observant at that stage in life. This heterogeneity within
religious groups highlights the importance of taking into account differences
by religiosity in studying the linkage between religious affiliation and union
formation.
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Conclusions

A considerable body of literature documents that religion has important
effects on the economic and demographic behavior of individuals and fam-
ilies. The present study has built on this earlier research to develop and test
hypotheses regarding the role of religious affiliation as a determinant of
union formation. The basic premise underlying the analysis is that religion
has an impact on the perceived costs and/or the perceived benefits of various
decisions that individuals make over the life cycle, including education, fertil-
ity, and employment. These decisions, in turn, influence choices regarding
marriage and cohabitation. This perspective has shed light on the various
channels through which religion may affect patterns of entry into union
formation, and has provided a clearer interpretation of results previously
reported in the literature.

Based on data on the post baby-boom generation, the present results show
that religious affiliation continues to have a sizable effect on entry into mar-
riage and cohabitation. The probability of having entered marriage by age
20 ranges from a low of 0.02 for Jews and 0.05 for Catholics, to a high of 0.17
for conservative Protestants and Mormons; mainline Protestants and the
unaffiliated are at the center of the distribution, with a probability of
0.08–0.09. Although the behavior of Catholics has converged to the mainline
Protestant pattern in most domains of family life, this group has retained its
distinctive behavior in the area of entry into marriage. With regard to
cohabitation, Mormons continue to display the lowest probability of entering
an informal union by age 20. The results suggest that the tendency that Jews
displayed in the past to cohabit at unusually high rates may have disappeared,

Table 8.5 Predicted probabilities by frequency of attendance to religious services
based on competing-risk models of Table 8.4

Cohabitation by age 20 Marriage by age 20

probability t-testa probability t-testa

Mainline Protestant
Low frequency vs. 0.27 −3.2** 0.08 0.6
High frequency 0.18 0.10

Catholic
Low frequency vs. 0.21 −2.8** 0.06 −0.5
High frequency 0.14 0.05

Conservative Protestant
Low frequency vs. 0.31 −4.3** 0.18 −0.3
High frequency 0.16 0.17

** p < 0.05.

Note
a The t-tests are calculated by comparing the corresponding coefficients in Table 8.4, using

information on the variance–covariance matrix.
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but additional research based on larger data sets is needed to confirm this
finding.

The present results underscore that religiosity also continues to be an
important determinant of entry into cohabiting relationships. The analyses
reveal that for both groups of Protestants and for Catholics, individuals who
attended religious services frequently during their adolescent years have a
relatively low probability of cohabitation by age 20, in the 0.14–0.18 range; for
their less religious counterparts, the range is 0.21–0.31. The effect of religio-
sity is especially pronounced among conservative Protestants. The priority
placed on religion during the formative years clearly affects the perceived
costs of cohabitation, and plays a major role in the decision of whether or not
to enter an informal union. In contrast, for individuals raised as Catholics,
mainline Protestants, or conservative Protestants, differences in religiosity no
longer have a significant effect on patterns of entry into formal marriage.

This study focused on women who were part of the post baby-boom
cohort, following them up to their late twenties. With Cycle 6 of the National
Surveys of Family Growth currently under way, it will be possible to observe
this cohort into the thirties, and determine whether the patterns documented
here follow a linear path, or whether significant non-linearities emerge (e.g.,
groups that delay marriage the most may not necessarily display the lowest
probability of eventual marriage). Another important item in the agenda for
future research will be to go beyond the reduced-form estimates presented
in this study, which measure total effects, and begin efforts to quantify the
relative importance of the various channels linking religious affiliation and
religiosity to union formation within the framework of a structural model.
Finally, very little is known at present about these relationships for the case of
African Americans, Hispanics, and other racial and ethnic minorities. Work
by Wilcox and Wolfinger (2006) is a recent effort to begin to fill this gap in the
literature.
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9 Religion as a determinant of
economic and demographic
behavior in the United States*

A large body of literature documents that religion has widespread effects on
the economic and demographic behavior of individuals and families in the
United States, including the choice of marital partner, entry into cohabitation
and marriage, divorce, fertility, women’s work at home and in the labor
market, education, wages, and wealth. Until now, these various relationships
have been studied one at a time, in isolation. Using an analytical framework
based on Gary Becker’s theory of the economics of the family (1981), this
paper critically reviews and synthesizes the theoretical and empirical research
to date and identifies pathways through which religion has an impact on
behavior. Gaps in knowledge are noted.

My main focus is on religious affiliation – the specific religious group to
which an individual belongs – as a determinant of economic and demographic
outcomes. I argue that religious affiliation matters because it has an impact
on the perceived costs and the perceived benefits of various interrelated
decisions that people make over the life cycle. In addition, for behaviors that
pertain to married-couple households, as opposed to individuals, religion
matters because it is a complementary trait within marriage, affecting many
activities that a husband and wife engage in together.

Religiosity encompasses such dimensions as commitment to the religion,
the strength of religious beliefs, and participation in religious activities indi-
vidually or as part of a congregation. I contend that religiosity influences
economic and demographic outcomes partly because it accentuates the effects
of affiliation and partly because its generally positive influence on health and
well-being can have repercussions for such outcomes.

The sections that follow review the role of religion in each of the economic
and demographic outcomes cited above. The discussion focuses on the prin-
cipal religious groups in the United States – mainline Protestants, conserva-
tive Protestants, Roman Catholics, Jews, and Mormons – as well as the
unaffiliated.

* Reprinted from Population and Development Review 30(4):707–726, 2004.



Marital stability

In a pathbreaking paper, Becker (1973) developed an economic theory of
marriage. One of his many useful insights is that in the optimal sorting in the
marriage market, one finds negative assortative mating for traits that are
substitutes and positive assortative mating for traits that are complements.1

This idea has played a key role in subsequent economic analyses of the effects
of religion on the behavior of married couples. Religion is a complementary
trait within marriage, because it affects a large number of activities in which
the spouses are involved together, as a couple, beyond the purely religious
sphere. These include the education and upbringing of children, the allocation
of time and money, the cultivation of social relationships, and often even the
place of residence. As a result, there is greater efficiency in a household if
husband and wife share the same religious beliefs. The other side of this
argument is that a difference in religion between partners is generally a
destabilizing force within a marriage. Several studies support the hypothesis
that the probability of divorce is higher for religiously heterogamous couples
(Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Becker et al. 1977; Michael 1979; Lehrer 1996c).

Not all religious intermarriages are the same, however. Analyses based on
data from the 1987–88 National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH)
reveal that the most unstable intermarriages include those in which (1) the
beliefs of the two religious groups are very different (e.g., an interfaith union
involving a Christian and a Jew); (2) one or both of the partners are affiliated
with a religion that has sharply defined boundaries and has sought more
separation from the broader culture (e.g., an interfaith union involving a
conservative Protestant); or (3) one of the partners has no religious affili-
ation. The magnitude of the religious intermarriage effect is large. For a
homogamous mainline Protestant couple with typical characteristics, the
probability of marriage dissolution within five years is 0.20.2 The correspond-
ing probability for interfaith unions ranges from a low of 0.24 for those that
are most stable to a high of 0.42 for the least stable (Lehrer and Chiswick
1993).

Among Catholics and Protestants in the United States, unions that achieve
homogamy through religious conversion are at least as stable as those involv-
ing two partners who were brought up in the same religion (Lehrer and
Chiswick 1993). An individual who switches to another faith to achieve
religious homogamy usually does so following a process involving study of
the new religion, and converts are often even more observant than those who
grew up in the faith. The process of conversion appears to eliminate any
destabilizing influences associated with husband and wife having grown up in
different religious traditions. Whether conversion has a similar effect also for
other groups, such as Jews and Mormons, is not known.

Beyond the distinction between heterogamy and homogamy, religion affects
marital stability because the faith to which an individual belongs has an
influence on the perceived costs of marital dissolution. Because virtually all
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religions are pro-family, affiliation with any faith should have a stabilizing
influence, although the effect may be more pronounced in some cases than in
others. Indeed, analyses of data from the 1987–88 NSFH reveal that by far
the most unstable homogamous unions are those involving two religiously
unaffiliated partners: for such unions the probability of dissolution by the
fifth year is 0.36, compared to 0.20 for homogamous mainline Protestant
unions. At the other extreme, homogamous Mormon marriages stand out for
their high level of stability, with a probability of dissolution of 0.13 (Lehrer
and Chiswick 1993). In the past, Catholic unions were unusually stable,
a result attributed to the Catholic Church’s prohibition against divorce
(Michael 1979), but more recent work does not find a Catholic differential in
this regard (Lehrer and Chiswick 1993).

Virtually nothing is known about the implications of religious heterogamy
for children. Interfaith couples face three very different choices: to raise their
children with no religion; to raise them in the faith of one of the parents; or
to involve them to some degree in both religions. The first path may deprive
children of the benefits associated with religious involvement during child-
hood and adolescence, such as improved educational outcomes and fewer
risky behaviors (Smith 2003; Waite and Lehrer 2003). While the other two
paths provide such involvement, the implications for the children of possibly
receiving conflicting messages, or of sharing religious activities with only one
parent, have not been systematically studied.

The choice of marital partner

Given that marrying outside one’s religion is generally destabilizing, why do
so many people choose a partner of a different faith, often without a conver-
sion? Becker (1981) was again the first scholar to address this question in the
economics literature. He outlined various factors that would tend to make
intermarriage more likely for a particular individual. His emphasis was on
negative factors:

The most plausible explanation is that persons enter mixed marriages
even though they anticipate a higher probability of divorce because they
do not expect to do better by further search and waiting. Perhaps they
were unlucky in their search and became pregnant, or have aged and fear
a diminishing market . . . Some persons enter mixed marriages not
because they are unlucky but because they are inefficient at discovering
suitable prospects or have other characteristics that lower their expected
gains from marriage.

(1981, p. 232)

An extension of Becker’s analysis considers a broader set of factors that
influence the probability of entering an interfaith union (Chiswick and Lehrer
1991). The point of departure in this model is that religion is only one of
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many traits that are important in the marriage market, and tradeoffs are
involved. Individuals face both benefits and costs from continued search for a
same-faith partner; the optimal level of religious compatibility is that which
equates the benefits and costs at the margin. This model predicts that a key
determinant of the likelihood of intermarriage is the individual’s commit-
ment to the religion in which he or she was raised (which affects the benefits
of continuing to search for a same-faith partner). Another determinant is the
nature of the local marriage market: how difficult it is to find a coreligionist
(which affects the costs of continuing to search for a same-faith partner).
Subsequent empirical work has shown that those two factors are indeed
important determinants of intermarriage (Lehrer 1998).

With regard to other factors, the effect of educational attainment on the
probability of marrying outside one’s religion is ambiguous a priori. Highly
educated individuals generate marriage offers more easily and thus have
lower search costs; this effect predicts a lower probability of intermarriage. At
the same time, a higher level of schooling implies wider intellectual horizons
and additional aspects of compatibility that may be traded off against com-
patibility in the religious sphere, implying a higher likelihood of intermarriage.
Findings by Sherkat (2004) based on data from the 1973–94 General Social
Surveys suggest that education is positively associated with the probability
of intermarriage. Analyses conducted separately for Catholics, mainline
Protestants, and conservative Protestants, using data from the 1987–88
NSFH, reveal a positive association only for the last of these (Lehrer 1998).
Among the most highly educated conservative Protestants, higher levels of
intellectual achievement and socioeconomic status (which may more easily be
found by widening the search to include possible partners outside the religion)
appear to represent an important aspect of marital compatibility that is
traded off against religious compatibility.

Geographic mobility is another factor that affects the probability of
religious intermarriage. Sherkat (2004) notes that migration increases the
likelihood of marrying outside one’s faith, because it provides opportunities
to meet people of different backgrounds and disrupts social ties that con-
strain the choice of marital partner. At the same time, migration decisions
may be endogenous: those who place a lower priority on religious homogamy
may be more inclined to move. Sherkat (2004) also emphasizes the role of
religious affiliation per se on the likelihood of placing an emphasis on
religion when choosing a marital partner. He notes that intermarriage should
be less common among people raised in traditions that claim exclusive access
to supernatural rewards and traditions that impose high costs on members
for marrying outside the faith.

The past several decades have witnessed an increase in the rate of inter-
marriage for mainline Protestants, Catholics, and Jews (Chiswick 1997;
Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004). In contrast, the rate has remained remarkably
stable for conservative Protestants (Lehrer 1998; Sherkat 2004). This pattern
suggests a greater resistance over time to secularization among the stricter
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denominations, a behavior that may account in part for their continued
strength (Iannaccone 1994).

Fertility

Some religions provide psychological and social rewards to couples who have
many children, in the form of approval, social status, and blessings. As Stark
and Finke (2000) have noted, the high fertility that Mormons have consist-
ently displayed in the United States (Thornton 1979; Heaton 1986; Lehrer
1996a) can be interpreted as a rational response to such incentives. Similarly,
Catholicism embodies strong pronatalist ideologies that raise the perceived
benefits of having an additional child. Its teachings also forbid artificial
forms of contraception, oppose abortion, and increase the costs of family
planning (Sander 1995). Until the 1970s, these norms had been manifested in
a distinctive pattern of high fertility. More recently, adherence to the teach-
ings of the Catholic Church in these areas has weakened markedly, with a
corresponding decline in family size (Jones and Westoff 1979; Mosher et al.
1986; Goldscheider and Mosher 1991).3 Some aspects of conservative
Protestant ideologies are also pronatalist, and the fertility of this group has
been found to exceed that of mainline Protestants, though only by a small
margin (Marcum 1981; Lehrer 1996a).

At the other end of the continuum, non-Orthodox Jews have consis-
tently displayed unusually low fertility (Della Pergola 1980; Mosher and
Hendershot 1984). In this case no doctrines in the religion per se encourage
small family size, so explanations must be sought in other aspects of Judaism,
the Jewish community, and its interactions with the broader society (Gold-
scheider 1971). The economics literature has suggested that, historically, Jews
have faced a higher price of having an extra child (the reasons include higher
rates of urbanization and female literacy) and may therefore have chosen to
substitute expenditures per child (“quality”) for quantity (Becker 1981;
Chiswick 1988). In addition, as elaborated later in this chapter, Jewish women
attain very high levels of schooling; the persistently low fertility in the Jewish
community today is closely related to such attainment (Hurst and Mott
2003).

Most of what we know about fertility differences by religion is based on
studies that use information on the religious affiliation of women. Yet the
male partner’s religion plays a role also, in part because the adverse effect of
religious intermarriage on the stability of unions has implications for fertility
– a point first noted by Becker et al. (1977). The authors observe that if the
spouses are mismatched along some important dimension, such as education
or religion, they may have reason to believe that their union is fragile. If so,
both partners would have incentives to restrict their investments in spouse-
specific human capital – children being the main form – because such invest-
ments decline irreversibly in value following the dissolution of the union.
This “marital stability effect” is one pathway of causality linking the religious

202 Revised analytical framework and conclusions



affiliation of both partners to fertility. It predicts that marrying outside one’s
religion depresses fertility.

There is a second pathway. If the spouses belong to different faiths, they
may face conflicting incentives with regard to fertility. The resulting “bargain-
ing effect,” which refers to how the spouses negotiate these differences,
may operate in the same direction as the “marital stability effect,” or it may
exert a countervailing influence, depending on the specific pair of religions
involved. For example, if a Catholic woman marries someone affiliated with
the Mormon faith (which has a more pronounced pronatalist theology), the
bargaining effect suggests that her fertility will be higher than if she had
married within her faith. The opposite would hold if she were to choose a
partner who has no religious affiliation (and hence no pronatalist ideologies).

Evidence based on data from the 1987–88 NSFH suggests that both the
marital stability effect and the bargaining effect play a role (Lehrer 1996a,
1996b). For example, for a couple with typical characteristics for all other
variables, the predicted completed family size is 3.3 children if both spouses
are Mormon, compared to 2.4–2.5 children if only the wife is Mormon. In
this case, both the marital stability and bargaining effects imply that interfaith
marriage has a negative impact on fertility. In contrast, when Protestant
women marry outside their faith, there is no discernible influence on family
size. In this case, although the intermarriage effect predicts, as always, that
marrying outside the faith should depress fertility, the bargaining effect
would exert an opposing force if the male partner is affiliated with the Catholic
or Mormon faith. This discussion underscores the need to pay attention to
the male partner’s religion in future studies of fertility.

Women’s work at home and in the labor market

The fertility differentials by religion discussed above may be expected to
have implications for female time allocation patterns.4 In addition, religious
teachings influence such patterns directly. The Mormon and conservative
Protestant faiths make a sharp distinction between male and female social
and economic roles, encouraging the traditional division of labor within the
household when young children are present. Consistent with the view that
such religions provide institutionalized moral support and psychological
rewards to mothers who stay home with their young children, previous
research documents a lower level of female employment among members of
these faiths (Heaton and Cornwall 1989; Chadwick and Garrett 1995; Lehrer
1995, 1999a). Along similar lines, Sherkat (2000) finds that young women
who believe the Bible is the inerrant word of God are more likely than their
nonfundamentalist counterparts to be housewives early in the life course. At
the other end of the spectrum, although Jewish women are known to restrict
their participation in the labor market when their children are young (Chiswick
1986), their overall commitment to labor market activities is stronger than
that of women of other affiliations (Hartman and Hartman 1996).
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Early studies found that Catholics emphasized the distinction between
appropriate male and female roles (Meier 1972; McMurry 1978). More
recent analyses, however, suggest that Catholics have become more egalitar-
ian (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1984) and indeed less traditional in this regard
than both groups of Protestants (Brinkerhoff and MacKie 1985). The direc-
tion of this change mirrors transformations that have taken place in the
behavior of Catholics on issues related to childrearing (Alwin 1984). Consist-
ent with these changes, the patterns of employment for Catholic women
today do not differ significantly from those of their mainline Protestant coun-
terparts (Lehrer 1995).

As is the case for marital fertility, decisions regarding the allocation of
married women’s time are influenced not only by the wife’s affiliation, but
also by the husband’s. To the extent that women in interfaith unions anticipate
a higher probability of marital dissolution, they have incentives to invest
more in skills that are specific to the labor market, as insurance against the
possibility of a divorce. In addition, if the spouses are affiliated with different
religions, they may face a dual structure of perceived costs and benefits
associated with female employment, and may therefore need to resolve the
resulting conflicts. Thus the “marital stability” and “bargaining” effects that
apply to fertility also play a role in women’s employment.

Analyses of data on married women with young children from the 1987–88
NSFH confirm the salience of these two effects (Lehrer 1995). For example,
for women with typical characteristics for all other variables, the predicted
probability of nonemployment is 0.55 in the case of a homogamous con-
servative Protestant union, compared to 0.35 if only the wife is a conservative
Protestant. This pronounced difference reflects the fact that the bargaining
effect reinforces the marital stability effect in this instance, and both effects
lead the woman to work more in the labor market in the case of outmarriage.
In contrast, the bargaining effect may work in the opposite direction in the
case of Catholics (e.g., if a Catholic woman marries a conservative Protest-
ant), and the probability of nonemployment for Catholic women in homo-
gamous unions, 0.36, is the same as that of their counterparts in interfaith
marriages.5

Ellison and Bartkowski (2002) examine the effects of religion on another
aspect of time allocation, namely, the division of household work between
husband and wife. Bivariate analyses reveal that homogamous conservative
Protestant households are different from other homogamous households: in
the former, the gender segregation of household work is greater, with women
spending about 4.5 more hours per week performing tasks classified as typic-
ally female; the gap between the two types of households in the overall hours
of household work is nearly identical. Couples in which only one partner is a
conservative Protestant also display more traditional patterns than their
homogamous nonconservative Protestant counterparts. The differences nar-
row somewhat but remain significant in regressions that include measures of
the wife’s education and of both partners’ labor market activities.
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Education, wages, and wealth

Research on the links between religious affiliation and educational attain-
ment among non-Hispanic whites reveals that the mean years of schooling is
highest for Jews (16.9 for males, 15.8 for females); lowest for conservative
Protestants (13.3, 12.9), with Catholics (14.3, 13.7) and mainline Protestants
(14.5, 14.0) at the center of the distribution (Lehrer 1999b; see also Chiswick
1988, 1993; Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Darnell 1999; Lehrer
2008).

A model of the supply of and demand for funds for investments in school-
ing, developed by Becker and Chiswick (1966) and Becker (1967), has been
applied to interpret these differentials within a human capital framework:
religious affiliation is viewed as reflecting distinctive features of the home
environment that affect both the returns to and costs of additional investments
in education (Chiswick 1988; Lehrer 1999b). On the demand side, religious
affiliation can affect the returns from investments in education: among
religious groups characterized by larger benefits from schooling, the incentives
to pursue education are stronger and thus a higher level of attainment is
expected, other things being equal. On the supply side, religious affiliation
can affect parents’ willingness and ability to supply funds for investments in
schooling: a higher level of education is expected for religious groups in
which parents have a greater willingness and ability to supply funds for such
investments, other things equal.

More specifically, in this model, described in Figure 9.1, the demand curve
(D) shows the marginal rate of return derived from each additional dollar
spent on education. The slope is negative in part because of diminishing
marginal returns to additional schooling. The supply curve (S) shows the
marginal rate of interest on funds borrowed (or not lent) to finance invest-
ments in education. Its upward slope reflects the assumption that obtaining
additional funds is increasingly expensive as more human capital investments
are undertaken. The optimal level of investment in schooling is E0. At this
point, the marginal interest cost of funds is equal to the marginal rate of
return (r0.). This model yields predictions not only about the level of edu-
cational attainment, but also about the rate of return obtained from invest-
ments in schooling. The model thus makes it possible to ascertain the relative
importance of demand and supply forces in causing unusually high or low
schooling levels for various groups.

For the case of Jews, Chiswick (1988) presents arguments suggesting that
both curves are further to the right than for other groups. On the supply side,
the “diaspora hypothesis” posits that, historically, Jews have placed a high
priority on making investments in the human capital of their children, as
these are more portable than investments in physical capital (Brenner and
Kiefer 1981).6 This implies a willingness to invest more in human capital at
any given interest rate, that is, a supply curve that is further to the right.

On the demand side, Chiswick (1988) notes that Jewish family size tends to
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be small, and large amounts of resources, especially maternal time, are
invested in each child during the early, formative years. These investments
increase the productivity of formal education and lead to a demand curve
that is further to the right. In addition, recent research has noted that Judaism,
with its emphasis on the reading and analysis of Hebrew religious texts, is a
human-capital-intensive religion, characterized by a high level of comple-
mentarity between religious and secular human capital (Chiswick 1999).
These characteristics of Judaism also imply a demand curve that is further to
the right.

Empirical analyses find that Jews not only have a high level of schooling
but also earn a high rate of return on their investments (Chiswick 1988;
Lehrer 1999b). These findings imply that the high educational attainment of
Jews is primarily due to the demand-side forces outlined above.

With regard to conservative Protestants, there are reasons to believe that
the level of schooling is low for both supply and demand reasons. As Sherkat
and Darnell observe:

the humanistic values openly taught or implied in secular curricula
are frequently in conflict with conservative Protestants’ conceptions of
authority and submission – particularly the authority of the Bible as the

Figure 9.1 Demand and supply of funds for investments in schooling.

206 Revised analytical framework and conclusions



inerrant word of God, and the need for children to submit to the will of
their parents.

(1999, p. 24)

Parents’ reservations about the learning that takes place in secular institutions
are particularly pronounced at the college level; at the same time, the
opportunities to attend religious institutions of higher learning are limited
and expensive. These concerns about possible negative effects of secular
schooling imply that the supply curve for conservative Protestants is further
to the left, because, at any given interest rate, parents would be willing to
invest less in the education of their children.

On the demand side, a conservative Protestant upbringing may be associ-
ated with an authoritarian approach to knowledge and a rejection of critical
inquiry and unconventional modes of thinking, implying lower levels of cer-
tain types of home investments in child quality (Sherkat and Darnell 1999).
In addition, Darnell and Sherkat (1997) note that conservative Protestant
parents often discourage their children from taking college preparatory
courses, out of a concern that such courses may be harmful to them. As a
result, children raised in conservative Protestant homes often acquire less
human capital in their formative years and may thus be less able to benefit
from college; hence the demand curve is further to the left.

Empirical analyses based on data from the 1987–88 NSFH show that the
relatively low schooling level of conservative Protestants is accompanied by a
rate of return that does not differ significantly from that of mainline Protest-
ants, suggesting that in practice both the demand-side and supply-side forces
described above play important roles (Lehrer 1999b).

Regarding the religiously unaffiliated, evidence is beginning to accumulate
that they attain relatively low levels of schooling (Keysar and Kosmin 1995;
Glass 1999; Lehrer 2008). Less is known about the educational achievement
of Mormons; the studies to date report conflicting findings (Albrecht and
Heaton 1984; Keysar and Kosmin 1995; Lehrer 2008).

Given that educational attainment is a key determinant of subsequent
performance in the labor market, differences by religious affiliation in years
of schooling should lead to corresponding differences in wages. The wages of
Jews are indeed substantially higher than those of people affiliated with other
faiths (Chiswick 1993; Lehrer 2008). In addition to their high level of educa-
tion, other contributing factors include access to academic institutions of
higher quality and a faith that emphasizes pursuits in this world as opposed
to the afterlife.

The wages of conservative Protestant women have been found to be lower
than those of their mainline Protestant counterparts (Lehrer 2008). This
result has been interpreted as due in part to the relatively low level of school-
ing and labor market experience for this group. In addition, the greater
asymmetry in the intrahousehold division of labor in conservative Protestant
families noted by Ellison and Bartkowski (2002) decreases the amount of
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time and energy that women have for market work. The result may be lower
productivity on the job and lower wages (Becker 1985). There is also evidence
that the wages of Mormon and unaffiliated women are lower than those of
mainline Protestant women (Lehrer 2008).

Another measure of economic well-being is wealth. Keister (2003) finds
that the patterns of differences by religion in wealth closely mirror the
differentials by education and wages described above. Jews have the highest
level of wealth; conservative Protestants are at the other end of the spectrum,
with mainline Protestants and Catholics at the center of the distribution.
In explaining the unusually high levels of wealth among Jews, Keister
notes that in addition to their high educational attainment, their low fertility
contributes to wealth accumulation across the generations. The inter-
generational transmission of skills conducive to financial success also plays
a role, as does the strong emphasis placed by the Jewish theology on worldly
pursuits. Keister suggests that a set of circumstances that is just the opposite
explains in part the relatively low levels of wealth among conservative
Protestants.

The timing of entry into first union and the choice of whether
to cohabit

Religious affiliation has an impact on decisions related to entry into first
union (e.g., whether it is a formal marriage or cohabitation; the timing of the
union), largely because of its effects on the various outcomes reviewed above.
Women raised as conservative Protestants and as Mormons have incentives
to marry early, because their faith encourages an orientation to home-based
activities and also promotes very high fertility in the case of Mormons. The
relatively low schooling level of conservative Protestants is another factor
operating in the same direction. At the other extreme, Jewish women have
incentives to delay entry into marriage for several interrelated reasons: their
high educational attainment, their low desired level of fertility, and their
strong commitment to the labor market.

Empirical studies of unions formed before the mid-1980s find that religious
differentials in this area are pronounced (Thornton et al. 1992; Sander 1993;
Lehrer 2000). Analyses of the post baby-boom generation, based on data
from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), show that such
differences remain large: for women with typical characteristics, the prob-
ability of early marriage (by age 20) is 0.02 for Jews, compared to 0.17 for
conservative Protestants and Mormons. Mainline Protestants and the
unaffiliated are at the center of the distribution, with a probability of 0.08–0.09
(Lehrer 2004a). More recent studies also show that while the behavior of
Catholics has converged to the mainline Protestant pattern in most domains
of family life, their behavior has remained distinctive in the area of entry into
marriage: their probability of having entered first marriage by age 20 is only
0.05. It appears that the Catholic proscription against divorce continues to
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exert some effect, encouraging Catholics to search longer and more carefully
in the marriage market.

Cohabitation has been found to be least likely for Mormons and most
likely for individuals without religious affiliation (Lehrer 2000, 2004a). Exam-
ination of data from the 1995 NSFG shows that for women with typical
characteristics, the probability of having cohabited by age 20 is 0.12 for
Mormons; for the unaffiliated, the probability is twice that amount (Lehrer
2004a). The low prevalence of cohabitation among Mormons is due in part
to their conservative attitudes toward premarital sex, which imply high sub-
jective costs associated with entering informal living arrangements (Sweet
and Bumpass 1990). With their high fertility rate, Mormon women also have
an incentive to avoid the more fragile cohabitation arrangements, given that
stable two-parent households are the optimal institutional arrangement for
raising children (Weiss and Willis 1985; Willis and Haaga 1996). Furthermore,
marriage provides greater economic security (Grossbard-Shechtman 1993),
making it especially attractive to Mormon women, who tend to orient their
investments to home production when their children are young. At the other
extreme, the unusually high levels of cohabitation among the unaffiliated
reflect the low subjective costs for this group of sharing living arrangements
without a legal contract.

Countervailing influences are present for Jews and conservative Protestants.
The liberal attitudes of Jews toward premarital sex and their low fertility and
high levels of female education and employment combine to produce a high
prevalence of informal unions. However, the elevated earnings of Jewish
men point in the opposite direction, since better economic prospects for
the male partner imply stronger incentives to choose the arrangement that
involves greater commitment, that is, marriage (Willis and Michael 1994). For
the opposite reasons, the net impact is also ambiguous for conservative
Protestants.

The empirical evidence for Jews is contradictory. While some studies find
that they stand out for their high rate of cohabitation (Willis and Michael
1994; Lehrer 2000), no significant effect could be discerned in an analysis of a
more recent data set, possibly because of small sample size (Lehrer 2004a).
For conservative Protestants, the effects described above appear to cancel
out, as their prevalence of cohabitation is not significantly different from that
of mainline Protestants (Lehrer 2000, 2004a).

Given that the behavior of Catholics has converged to the mainline Pro-
testant pattern in most aspects of family life, it is not surprising that they do
not differ much from mainline Protestants in the area of cohabitation. One
study (Lehrer 2004a) finds a small difference, with Catholics somewhat less
likely to have cohabited by age 20 (a probability of 0.16, as opposed to 0.20);
another finds no difference (Lehrer 2000).

Religion and economic / demographic behavior 209



The “no religion” category and the role of religiosity

Most research on the effects of religious affiliation has paid little or no atten-
tion to the role of religiosity, in part because the data sets employed have
often lacked adequate measures of this dimension of religion. For example,
the numerous studies reviewed above that used the 1987–88 National Survey
of Families and Households were hampered by the fact that the survey only
included a measure of religiosity as of the interview date, a variable that is
endogenous to most outcomes of interest.

A main theme running through this note is that religious affiliation influ-
ences economic and demographic behavior because it has an impact on the
perceived costs and benefits of various decisions made by individuals and
families over the life cycle. The effects should therefore be stronger for those
individuals who participate more frequently in religious observances and
adhere more closely to the teachings of their faith. For example, the likeli-
hood that a Mormon woman will choose to avoid informal cohabiting
arrangements should be more pronounced if she is more religious. Studies
that focus on religious affiliation and include analyses of the effects of religi-
osity generally make this argument either implicitly or explicitly (e.g., Lehrer
2004a; Read 2004).

Recently, however, it has become clear that the religiosity effects are more
complex because, as a growing body of literature shows, participation in
religious activities per se is associated with benefits in a wide range of areas
(Smith 2003; Waite and Lehrer 2003). In particular, religious participation
among young people has been linked to a lower probability of substance
abuse and juvenile delinquency (Donahue and Benson 1995); a lower inci-
dence of depression among some groups (Harker 2001); delayed sexual debut
(Bearman and Bruckner 2001) and entry into cohabitation (Lehrer 2004a);
more positive attitudes toward marriage and having children and more nega-
tive attitudes toward unmarried sex and premarital childbearing (Marchena
and Waite 2002).7

The discussion above suggests that religiosity can have an impact on eco-
nomic and demographic variables through two distinct channels. A higher
level of religiosity may (1) accentuate the effects associated with religious
affiliation and (2) lead to better outcomes because of its generally salutary
effects on well-being and health. A recent study illustrates how these two
channels may exert countervailing forces (Lehrer 2004b). As I noted above,
conservative Protestants have a lower level of educational attainment than
their mainline Protestant counterparts, because various aspects of conserva-
tive Protestant theology tend to discourage investments in secular education.
Using the standard argument that religiosity should heighten the effects of
affiliation, one would predict that among conservative Protestants, those who
are most religious should be at the greatest educational disadvantage.

In fact, evidence suggests that the opposite is the case (Lehrer 2004b).
Analyses based on data from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth
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show that among young women raised as conservative Protestants, those who
attended church at least once a month during adolescence attain more school-
ing than their counterparts raised in less observant homes. The zero-order
effect is a difference of one year of schooling; the gap narrows to eight-tenths
of a year when background factors are controlled. This result underscores the
positive effects of religious involvement for children in the area of edu-
cational attainment: children who grow up in homes where there is some
religious involvement have higher levels of social capital and mental well-being
and are better able to benefit from investments in education; in the language
of the human capital model presented earlier, they have a demand curve that
is further to the right.8 This finding also illustrates that one should no longer
continue to assume that a higher level of religiosity merely accentuates existing
differences across religious groups.

Just as the literature on the effects of religious affiliation on economic and
demographic outcomes has paid too little attention to the role of religiosity,
numerous studies on the effects of religiosity largely ignore religious affiliation.
For example, in all of the research on how religiosity influences the quality
and stability of marital unions, intra- and interfaith couples are lumped
together (e.g., Glenn and Supancic 1984; Booth et al. 1995; Call and Heaton
1997). This approach does not consider that while a high level of religiosity
among both partners may be a positive factor for homogamous marriages, it
is most likely a negative factor for heterogamous marriages. If both partners
are strongly committed to their own, distinct faiths, the consequences for
marital quality and stability should be worse than if neither actively practices
his or her religion (Waite and Lehrer 2003). The results from studies in this
area thus reflect a mixture of positive and negative effects and allow no clear
interpretation.

Yet another reason for seeking more integration between religious affiliation
and religiosity in future research is that levels of religiosity are not uniform
across the various groups. For example, conservative Protestants tend to par-
ticipate in church services more frequently than members of most other
religious groups. Thus, if analyses do not consider differences in religious
involvement, some of the estimated “conservative Protestant” effect may
actually be a religiosity effect.

Individuals who report “no religion” constitute a relatively small and
heterogeneous group: it includes atheists, agnostics, and persons who were
raised with no affiliation owing to other circumstances (e.g., being a child
from an interfaith marriage). For this reason, many studies on the effects
of religious affiliation on economic and demographic outcomes have omitted
this group. The growing literature on the effects of religiosity helps interpret
results from those studies that have included it. As Glenn (1987) has noted, it
is useful to think of the “no religion” category as one extreme on the religios-
ity scale. Thus, the benefits typically associated with religious involvement are
not available to the unaffiliated. This perspective provides a consistent inter-
pretation for the findings about this group reviewed earlier, namely, that those
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with no religious affiliation tend to display lower levels of educational
attainment and wages, and that rates of divorce are high among couples in
which one or both partners are unaffiliated.

Conclusions

This chapter has underscored the fruitfulness of thinking about religious
affiliation in terms of how it influences the costs and benefits of various
interrelated decisions made over the life cycle by individuals and families; it
has also shown that the complementarity of religion within the context of
marriage makes it essential to consider the affiliations of both spouses. In
addition, it has demonstrated that in interpreting the effects of religion, seeing
the entire economic and demographic picture contributes significantly to a
good understanding of any given piece.

Recent research has added to our knowledge of the conditions under which
religion tends to exert the strongest effects on fertility. As McQuillan
observes:

[R]eligious values, while important, are likely to play a critical role in
shaping demographic behavior only when religious authorities have at
their disposal a menu of rewards and sanctions that will encourage the
faithful to conform. This, in turn, is most apt to come about when
churches are able both to build a network of religious institutions that
play a formative role in the lives of members and to exercise influence
over civil institutions in society as well.

(2004, pp. 46–7)

It seems likely that such conditions are relevant not only to fertility, which is
the focus of McQuillan’s analysis, but also to other demographic and eco-
nomic outcomes. Further research in this direction is likely to expand under-
standing of the pathways through which affiliation with various religious
groups gives rise to differences in costs and benefits, and the circumstances
under which such differences are most important.

Future studies should build on what we have learned in the process of
integrating our knowledge of the effects of religious affiliation with the large
and growing body of research on the generally beneficial influences of some
religious involvement, whatever the faith may be. Future investigations
should also pay more attention to the distinct patterns for minorities, includ-
ing African Americans, Hispanics, and Asian Americans, as most studies to
date have focused only on non-Hispanic whites. Efforts in this direction have
begun (e.g., Read 2004; Wilcox and Wolfinger 2007). Another important
avenue for future research is to compare the empirical regularities described
here, for the case of the United States, with the patterns that prevail elsewhere,
in other industrialized countries and in less developed economies.
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Notes
1 Substitute traits imply gains from a within-marriage division of labor; comple-

mentary traits are relevant to activities that husband and wife do jointly.
2 In the survival function, the control variables (which are all categorical) are set at

the modal categories.
3 As discussed later in the text, the behavior of Catholics has also converged to the

mainline Protestant pattern in many other areas. For a discussion of the role of the
Second Vatican Council and Pope Paul VI’s Encyclical Humanae Vitae in these
transformations, see D’Antonio and Cavanaugh (1983) and Dolan (1985).

4 Causality also flows in the opposite direction. See Lehrer and Nerlove (1986) for
a discussion of reciprocal causality between fertility and female employment
decisions.

5 In a recent analysis along these lines, Read (2004) emphasizes the importance of
gender role traditionalism and homogamy in the labor market decisions of women
of Arab origin in the United States.

6 See Ayal and Chiswick (1983) for additional discussion of this hypothesis. The
authors emphasize that only some investments in human capital are highly trans-
ferable, being equally productive in all locations. Others (such as an education in
law) are not portable across national boundaries.

7 Under certain circumstances, the effects of religious involvement can be adverse;
see Waite and Lehrer (2003).

8 Earlier research found beneficial effects of religious participation on other
educational outcomes, including school attendance (Freeman 1986); test scores
and educational expectations (Regnerus 2000); and time spent on homework,
advanced mathematics credits earned, and the probability of earning a high school
diploma, among other measures (Muller and Ellison 2001).
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10 Recent developments in the
field and an agenda for
future research

The past few years have witnessed substantial progress in our understanding
of how religious factors influence education, female employment, fertility,
and union formation and dissolution. In this concluding chapter I highlight
results from recent studies on the role of religion in these and related economic
and demographic behaviors, updating the critical literature review presented
in Chapter 9. Based on the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 8,
I also suggest a reinterpretation of previous findings in the literature and
identify promising avenues for future research. The focus of this review is on
the United States, but a few closely related studies that employ data from
other countries are also included.

A reinterpretation of previous findings

Analyses to date of how religion influences economic and demographic
behavior have generally examined one relationship at a time, e.g., the
religion–fertility linkage, the religion–female labor supply linkage, and so on.
The broader perspective offered in Chapters 8 and 9, which emphasizes that
in understanding any given relationship it is essential to consider the full
picture, suggests a reinterpretation of previous findings in the literature and
points towards a new direction for future analyses.

In his pioneering research and subsequent work, Goldscheider (1971, 1999,
2006) has made a distinction between fertility differences among religious
groups that are attributable to (a) differences in socioeconomic and other
demographic characteristics; and (b) specific teachings of the religion such as
norms regarding contraception, and more importantly, broader value orien-
tations and worldviews associated with the religion such as pronatalism or
gender inequalities. Influenced by this theoretical framework, the approach
that has generally been used in the literature to study how religion affects a
particular demographic or economic outcome is to first estimate a zero-order
regression model, including only religion variables, and then add controls
for other demographic and socioeconomic factors. For example, Mosher
et al. (1992) report results on overall differences in fertility between various
religious groups, and the differences that remain after controlling for a series



of demographic and socioeconomic variables including education. Yet as
Chapters 6 and 7 illustrate, religious affiliation has a substantial impact on
investments in human capital. Thus when a control for education is added to
a fertility regression, the new, smaller coefficients on the religion variables
leave out the indirect influence of religion on fertility via its impact on such
investments.

This point applies to each of the other realms of economic and demographic
behavior. For instance, in their analysis of the relationship between religious
intermarriage and marital stability between waves I and II of the National
Survey of Families and Households, Call and Heaton (1997) first report a
zero-order regression, and then another with controls for socioeconomic and
demographic variables, including the birth of a child between the waves. The
coefficient on the religious intermarriage variable becomes smaller in magni-
tude and loses all significance in this second regression. But, as elaborated in
Chapter 4, religious intermarriage may lead to a reduced level of investments
in spouse-specific human capital, children in particular, thus increasing the
probability of marriage dissolution. The small, insignificant coefficient on
religious intermarriage in the second regression leaves out this indirect effect.

Future analyses should make a careful distinction between variables that
are not influenced by religion, such as age, race, and ethnicity, properly held
constant in the second regression, and those that are, such as investments in
various forms of human capital, which should be excluded. This second
regression would provide information on the total effects of religion. One
might be tempted to go on to estimate a third regression including the latter
variables so as to distinguish between direct and indirect influences, e.g., in the
case of the religion–marital stability linkage discussed above, adding a vari-
able for the birth of a child; however, marital stability and fertility are jointly
determined. Thus this third step would generally be possible only when having
access to a data set, or combination of data sets, rich enough to contain
instruments that could be used to take these endogeneity issues into account.

Religion and demographic outcomes

An early study by Williams and Zimmer (1990) found that Catholics in
Rhode Island had substantially higher fertility than non-Catholics, contrary
to results that had begun to suggest an end to high Catholic fertility in the
US as a whole (Westoff and Jones 1979). The Williams and Zimmer study
was among the first empirical analyses to emphasize the importance of
the community context: Rhode Island is different from other states in that
Catholics there constitute a majority. Similar analyses would probably reveal
that the influence of religious factors on the demographic behavior of Jews
in New York or Mormons in Utah differs substantially from that for
their counterparts in places with smaller concentrations of coreligionists.
McQuillan’s (2004) work is an effort to advance our understanding of why
the effects of religion on fertility vary across locations and over time. He
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presents evidence suggesting that religion matters when the religious institu-
tions are able to articulate norms that are relevant to fertility and have the
means to enforce compliance, and when individuals have a strong sense of
attachment to their religious community. Berman et al. (2006) also emphasize
the critical role of religious institutions, in a different dimension, namely, the
extent to which they provide health, education, and other social services that
affect the monetary costs of having children.

Fertility in the US is considerably higher than that in most European coun-
tries, and indeed contrary to trends in other industrialized nations, the United
States appears to be experiencing a baby boomlet; data for 2006 reveal the
largest number of births since 1961 (Hamilton et al. 2007). Recent analyses of
data for 13 developed countries show that the ideal family size of individuals
who have some religious affiliation is higher than that of their unaffiliated
counterparts (Adsera 2006a), and for the case of Spain, a higher level of
religiosity is associated with a faster tempo of births and also with higher
fertility, by a small margin (Adsera 2006b). Related work for the United
States shows that among more religious individuals both current and intended
fertility are higher (Hayford and Morgan 2008). Although these results must
be interpreted as purely descriptive, because religiosity is measured as of the
survey date in the three studies, the results are suggestive of a positive influ-
ence of religiosity on fertility. An interesting question is the extent to which
the difference in fertility between the US and Europe is related to the much
higher levels of religiosity and traditional family orientation that characterize
the US. Analyses by Frejka and Westoff (2008) show that if the European
countries had the same religiosity levels as the US, the fertility of women aged
18–44 would be higher than current levels by 13–14 percent (depending on
the measure of religiosity used).

With regard to mortality, another major demographic outcome, previous
studies have shown that some involvement in religious activities is generally
associated with beneficial effects on health and survival rates, as discussed in
Chapter 5. A recent critical literature review concludes that there is strong
evidence supporting a connection between public religious attendance and
mortality risk, with weaker evidence for the case of private religious activities
(Hummer et al. 2004). However, the question of whether or to what extent
participation in religious activities causes better health outcomes remains
controversial (e.g., see Bagiella et al. 2005; Hummer 2005). Related work on
self-reported happiness, a proxy for overall well-being, shows that attendance
at religious services can help buffer an individual’s happiness against income
shocks – a finding that has implications for governmental provision of insur-
ance (Dehejia et al. 2007). Although the linkages between religion and health/
well-being can have other, potentially far-reaching economic implications,
they have received virtually no attention in the literature to date.1 It is
noteworthy also that participation in religious activities has been found
to promote cooperative behavior, enhancing well-being for the entire com-
munity (Sosis and Ruffle 2003).
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Religion and socioeconomic outcomes

Chapters 6 and 7 discuss possible pathways of causality linking religious
affiliation and participation to schooling outcomes and educational attain-
ment, key determinants of economic well-being. Recent research suggests
that religious factors are associated with the level of conflict between the
parents (Curtis and Ellison 2002), domestic violence (Ellison et al. 1999), the
degree of fathers’ involvement with their children (King 2003; Wilcox 2004),
the quality of mother–child relations (Pearce and Axinn 1998), and parenting
styles and approaches to child discipline (Bartkowski and Wilcox 2000;
Bartkowski et al. 2000). These studies suggest a number of other channels,
which deserve further attention and quantification, through which religion
may affect the home environment, the quality and quantity of informal
investments in children’s human capital, and educational outcomes.

Substantial progress has been made in recent years in understanding the
effects of religion on other socioeconomic outcomes including labor supply,
wages, and wealth. With regard to labor supply, conservative Protestant
groups generally provide psychological rewards and institutionalized moral
support to women who stay home with their young children, and consistent
with this, Chapter 3 provides some evidence of relatively low levels of labor
force participation among conservative Protestant women with children
under the age of 6. Although there is heterogeneity within conservative
religious groups regarding views on appropriate roles for women and men
(Gay et al. 1996), there is growing evidence of a distinctive pattern of female
labor supply behavior among such groups (Lehrer 1999; Sherkat 2000; Glass
and Jacobs 2005; Glass and Nath 2006). Substantial, related differences in
wages have also been found; thus future economic analyses of the male–female
wage gap – its magnitude, causes, and changes over time – should consider
the role of religious factors, including the growth of conservative Protestant
denominations in the US (Glass and Nath 2006; Lehrer 2008a). The possible
role of religion on the labor supply behavior of men has received less atten-
tion in the literature, as it is unusual for prime-aged men to depart from
a pattern of full-time work. Research in progress is examining this issue
(Civettini and Glass 2008).

Religion has also been found to have a large impact on wealth, both
directly, by defining worthwhile objectives (oriented to this world and/or the
afterlife) and providing tools for the development of savings and investment
strategies, and indirectly, through its effects on education, fertility, and labor
supply behavior (Keister 2003, 2005, 2008a, 2008b). Wealth differentials by
religion mirror the patterns that have been found for education and wages:
conservative Protestants have the lowest levels of wealth; Jews are at the other
end of the spectrum, and mainline Protestants and Catholics are at the center
of the distribution.

Recent developments in the field 221



The implications of religious dissimilarity

The most recent study on this topic shows that the prevalence of religious
intermarriage in the US has been rising for all groups except conservative
Protestants (Sherkat 2004), confirming the patterns described in Chapter 2.
As discussed in Chapter 1, differences in religious affiliation between husband
and wife have repercussions for marital stability, depending in part on the
ecumenical/exclusivist nature of the religions, and Chapters 3 and 4 discuss
how such differences may also affect fertility and female labor supply. Recent
studies have found further confirmation for the importance of religious
heterogamy for marital stability (Kalmijn et al. 2005), fertility (Adsera 2006b,
2006c), and female labor supply (Glass and Nath 2006).

New findings on the age at marriage–divorce relationship suggest that the
implications of religious intermarriage for marital stability (and hence also
for fertility and female labor supply) may vary by age at marriage (Lehrer
2008b). In this recent work I found that women who are unconventional
in marrying for the first time in their late twenties or thirties tend to be
unconventional also in being more likely to wed partners who have had a
previous marriage and who differ from them substantially in age, education,
race/ethnicity, and also religion; yet their marriages are very stable. I inter-
preted these results as reflecting the importance of Valerie Oppenheimer’s
(1988) “maturity effect” – the greater emotional maturity that comes with
older ages, the better self-knowledge, and the greater ability to assess the
likely trajectory of potential partners. A greater appreciation of the benefits
from marriage – especially having a partner with whom to have and raise a
child – probably plays an important role also. Thus it seems likely that repli-
cation of the Chapter 1 analyses separately by age at entry into first marriage
would reveal that the destabilizing effect associated with religious intermar-
riage is small or non-existent in the sub-sample of late entrants into first
marriage. The potential fruitfulness of this line of investigation is suggested
by the current trend towards increasingly delayed entry into first formal
union (Lehrer 2008b).

Differences in religion between the parents lead to subsequent religious
dissimilarity between at least one parent and the children, generating a poten-
tial source of conflict within the family; such intergenerational dissimilarity
may arise also in households where the parents share the same religious
affiliation, if a child chooses to follow a different path. Sherkat and Darnell
(1999) find that conservative Protestant parents are less willing to make
investments in higher education for children who do not follow their faith.
Recent work has also found an association between parent–child religi-
ous dissimilarity and child’s law abiding behavior: when the mother is very
religious and the child is not, or vice versa, there is an elevated risk of
adolescent delinquency (Pearce and Haynie 2004).
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Two ways in which religiosity matters for demographic and
economic behavior

Commitment to religion – in its various manifestations, including the strength
of religious beliefs and the extent of participation in private and public
religious activities – can affect demographic and economic behavior via
two major pathways. First, a higher level of religiosity may be expected to
accentuate the effects of religious affiliation, e.g., the tendency for conserva-
tive Protestant women to display low levels of employment when young chil-
dren are present in the household should be most pronounced among highly
observant conservative Protestant couples. Second, the generally beneficial
effects of religiosity on health and well-being can have important implica-
tions for economic and demographic outcomes, e.g., children raised with
some religious involvement in their lives tend to have better performance in
school and to achieve a higher level of educational attainment. Analyses in
the literature to date typically consider only one of these two pathways of
causality. The arguments developed in Chapter 7 and in more recent work
(Lehrer 2008a) emphasize the importance of taking both into account: the
two pathways may exert countervailing influences, and in addition, the effects
of religiosity may vary by religious affiliation.

The growing body of evidence showing that some involvement in religious
activity is associated with better schooling outcomes has implications for the
literature on the benefits of attendance to Catholic schools (e.g., Neal 1997;
Altonji et al. 2005). Cohen-Zada and Sander (2008) note that most of these
studies have failed to consider the comparatively high level of religiosity
among children enrolled in Catholic schools, thus overstating the advantage
associated with attendance to such schools with regard to test scores, high
school graduation rates, and other educational outcomes.

Analyses that have found beneficial influences of religiosity on various
health and economic outcomes have generally specified religiosity as either a
continuous religious participation variable, or a dichotomous variable for
high versus low attendance at religious services. Chiswick and Huang (2007)
use a set of dummy variables for various levels of participation, thus allowing
for the possibility of non-linearities. Based on data from the 2000/1 National
Jewish Population Survey, they find that individuals who attend religious
services weekly have significantly higher earnings than those who attend less
frequently, supporting the hypothesis that some religious involvement has a
beneficial effect on labor market outcomes; however, those who attend
religious services more than weekly have lower earnings than those who
attend weekly. The authors suggest that beyond a point, time and effort allo-
cated to religious activities begins to crowd out time and effort that could be
oriented to labor market activities. They also point out that discrimination in
the labor market and lifestyle restrictions associated with the Orthodox
denomination may play a role.

Unusually high rates of participation are often associated with extreme
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positions that may not be conducive to well-being, and non-linearities may
emerge for this reason as well. A recent study of intimate partner violence in
Chile finds that college women raised with some religious involvement in their
lives are less likely to experience intimate partner violence, a result traced to
their generally healthier, less risky lifestyles. However, there is no protective
effect for women raised with high levels of religious participation. Such
women probably include many raised with extreme views and role models,
where the sacredness of family unity is seen as foremost even in the face of
spousal abuse, and where submissiveness is viewed as a key female quality
(Lehrer et al. 2007). Future research should use statistical specifications that
allow for possible non-linearities. The key question is whether beyond a cer-
tain point, further increases in the level of religiosity have an insignificant or
even adverse influence.

Related to this, although the US literature on religion and health over-
whelmingly points towards benefits associated with religion, there are excep-
tions, particularly in the area of sexuality. The abstinence-only programs
advocated by conservative religious groups have been found to be ineffective
in reducing the risk of pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases among
teens (Kirby 2001; Trenholm et al. 2007), and while most studies have found
that high levels of religiosity are associated with delayed sexual debut, results
to date on the connection between religiosity and sexual risk behaviors
among sexually active adolescents have been mixed (Whitehead et al. 2001).
A better, more nuanced understanding of the effects of religion on health and
economic outcomes requires further attention to these and other important
exceptions.

Smaller religious and ethnic/racial groups

Most of the studies in this book and elsewhere in the US literature on
the role of religion in economic and demographic behavior have been
based on samples of non-Hispanic whites, with a focus on the large religious
groups – Catholics, mainline Protestants, and conservative Protestants.
Recent research has begun to analyze samples of racial/ethnic and religious
minorities (Warner 2002; Read 2004; Glass and Jacobs 2005; Wilcox and
Wolfinger 2006; C. Chiswick 2007, 2008; B. Chiswick 2008). Further research
on these smaller groups would be desirable. The “no-religion” group, which
grew in size from 8 percent of the population in 1990 to over 14 percent in
2001, also deserves additional attention (Kosmin and Keysar 2006).

Measurement and statistical issues

Much of what we know about the connection between religion and eco-
nomic/demographic behavior is based on analyses that use only two indica-
tors of religion: broad categories of religious affiliation and frequency of
attendance at religious services, usually measured during childhood. Recent
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research suggests the fruitfulness of considering more detailed categories
of religious affiliation (Barrett et al. 2007); a richer array of dimensions of
religion, including beliefs (e.g., in the existence of God, miracles, the inerr-
ancy of the Bible), the salience of religion, and private religiosity (Idler et al.
2003; Glass and Nath 2006; Kosmin and Keysar 2006); and measures of
parental religious affiliation and participation (Branas-Garza and Neuman
2007; Pearce and Thornton 2007).

One of the main reservations expressed with regard to results that show
beneficial effects of religious participation in various areas is that such effects
may be overstated, because the estimates include the influence of unmeasured
positive characteristics that are correlated with religiosity (e.g., Freeman
1986; Regnerus and Smith 2005). For example, if parents who encourage
their children to attend religious services also tend to encourage them to do
their homework and engage in other constructive behaviors, part of the
observed positive association between religious participation and educational
outcomes would reflect the influence of these other behaviors. As discussed in
Chapter 5, however, to the extent that religious participation is especially
beneficial for those who are more vulnerable (for reasons that might include
poor health, unfavorable family circumstances, and adverse economic condi-
tions), the estimated coefficients may actually understate the true effect of
religiosity. Thus although the most serious concern expressed in this literature
has been that the estimates overstate the effects, it may well be the case that
the opposite is true.

Recent work by Barro and McCleary (2003) and Gruber (2005) uses
instrumental variables methods to estimate the causal effects of participation
in religious activities; additional efforts in this direction would be desirable.
This approach offers promise in addressing endogeneity issues in connection
with the effects of religious intermarriage (as discussed in Chapter 1, the
same unobserved factors that lead an individual to enter an interfaith mar-
riage may later influence the stability of the union), with the controversial
religiosity–health relationship, and with the linkages between religiosity and
each of the economic and demographic behaviors discussed in this book.
While the theoretical arguments for these linkages are compelling and the
evidence accumulated to date suggests that the magnitudes of the effects are
likely not trivial, we need additional research that addresses concerns of
reverse causality and confounding factors.

Concluding remarks

The studies in this volume describe the effects of religion on various eco-
nomic and demographic behaviors, including education, female employment,
fertility, and union formation and dissolution. Causality also flows in the
opposite direction, and there is a growing literature that seeks to understand
how economic and demographic variables influence the extent and form of
involvement in religious activities, the process of switching from one religious
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affiliation to another, and other dimensions of religious behavior (for some
recent contributions, see Branas-Garza and Neuman 2004; Barro and Hwang
2007; Zhai et al. 2007; C. Chiswick 2008; Waite and Lewin 2008). A major
challenge that lies ahead is the need to do more to understand and model the
reciprocal influences linking religion and economic/demographic behavior.
The impressive recent advances in the field reviewed in this closing chapter
bode well for continued progress.
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1 For an effort to begin to conceptualize some of these implications, for the specific
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