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Mentor: Christopher M. Pieper, Ph.D. 

Maternal religiosity is often associated with children’s religiosity even as children 

grow into adulthood. However, experiencing the death of one’s mother during 

adolescence or young adulthood may modify the transmission of maternal religiosity 

across the life course. Drawing on national data on young adults in the United States 

(1994-1995 and 2008 National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health; Add 

Health), I find that the relationship between maternal religiosity and child religiosity is 

negative among those whose mother has died. Longitudinal models of child religiosity 

across more than a decade show that when maternal religiosity is high or strong, mother 

loss leads to lower predicted levels of child religiosity. When maternal religiosity is low 

or nonexistent, mother loss leads to higher predicted levels of child religiosity. In total, 

these findings direct attention to the interaction of mother loss and maternal religiosity as 

important factors for the transmission of religiosity across generations. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

A growing body of research examines how adult religiosity is affected by major 

life events such as the loss of a parent in adolescence and young adulthood. Parental 

divorce has been linked to declines or losses in several outcomes of religiosity, such as 

disaffiliation from a religious tradition and lower frequency of religious service 

attendance (Lawton and Bures 2001; Uecker and Ellison 2012; Zhai et al. 2007), 

although its effect on more personal expressions of faith is mixed (Denton 2012). 

Parental death, although a less common form of parental loss in the lives of young people 

than divorce, can be a significant occurrence. For example, the death of a parent during 

adolescence or young adulthood may be considered an “off-time” death and thus may be 

more distressing than an “on-time” death because it is more likely to violate beliefs about 

the fairness or benevolence of the world.  

The effect of parental death on young adult religiosity has not been examined in 

depth by social scientists. Even more under studied is how outcomes of religiosity are 

affected by the death of one’s mother, who often serves as the primary agent of religious 

socialization (Stark 2002). The association between religiosity and parental death – an 

unsettling event – during adolescence and young adulthood – an unsettled period of life – 

needs to be better understood. Confrontations with death have the potential to challenge 

an individual’s conception of the world, others, and the self. As Berger (1967:23) writes,  

“Witnessing the death of others (notably, of course, of significant others) and 

anticipating his own death, the individual is strongly propelled to question the ad 
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hoc cognitive and normative operating procedure of his ‘normal’ life in society. 

Death presents society with a formidable problem not only because of its obvious 

threat to the continuity of human relationships, but because it threatens the basic 

assumptions of order on which society rests.”  

Experiences with death require strategies for sense-making in order for the bereaved to 

function socially and psychologically. Historically, the institution most sought out for this 

need has been religion. Religion, Berger argues, provides “knowledge” that these 

experiences with death are meaningful and comprehensible.   

In this study, I attempt to identify to what extent young people who experienced 

mother loss turn toward or away from religion. In addition to assessing the impact of 

mother loss on American young adults’ religious affiliation or disaffiliation, religious 

service attendance, personal prayer, and religious salience, I also consider these effects 

by age at which mother loss was experienced and religiosity of the mother. In particular, I 

draw upon theoretical perspectives that account for variations in the transmission of 

religiosity between mothers and their children, focusing on (a) disruptions in religious 

socialization and (b) patterns of religious coping following adverse experiences, such as 

mother loss. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

Patterns of Religious Change from Adolescence to Adulthood 

Some studies in recent years have examined the religious trajectories of young 

people in the United States as they transition from adolescence to adulthood (Pearce and 

Denton 2011; Smith and Snell 2009; Uecker, Regnerus, and Vaaler 2007). This period is 

particularly fascinating to researchers because it is characterized by change and 

uncertainty, and decisions made during these years have significant effects on futures and 

life chances. Religious faith and its behavioral indicators are generally associated with 

settled times and are vulnerable to disruptions such as life transitions and disturbances. 

Thus, how religious beliefs and behaviors fare through young adulthood is especially 

salient to sociologists of religion. While the main focus of this paper is the effect of 

disruption, specifically mother loss, on young adults’ religiosity, I will begin with a 

discussion of trends in religiosity over the life transition from adolescence to young 

adulthood.  

Data from large national surveys generally show a decline in religiosity from 

adolescence to early adulthood, with the drop largest in measures of outward religious 

expressions. Leaving organized religion is a common phenomenon during emerging 

adulthood, a stage from late teens through the late-twenties (approximately between ages 

18-29) (Arnett 2000). Data from the last 10 years from the National Study of Youth and

Religion (NSYR) and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Young Adult 
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Health (Add Health) study show significant disaffiliation over this period. NSYR 

estimates show 13 percent of adolescents disaffiliate as young adults (Smith and Snell 

2009), and reports from Add Health are higher at 17 percent (Uecker et al. 2007). Young 

adults also attend religious services less frequently than they did as adolescents. Reports 

of religious service attendance state that 69 percent of emerging adults who attended 

services at least once a month attend less often than they did as adolescents (Uecker et al. 

2007). Just under 55 percent of emerging adults report they attend religious services only 

a few times a year or less, which is an increase of about 25 percent from adolescence 

(Smith and Snell 2009). Additionally, private measures of religiosity also wane over this 

period. The percentage of young adults who pray daily or more declines from 

adolescence, and the percentage who never pray increases. Religious salience, a 

subjective measure of religiosity (how important is faith to one’s daily life), is also 

affected during the transition to young adulthood. Reduced religious salience occurred for 

20 percent of young adults in the Add Health sample (Uecker et al. 2007). Finally, 

respondents reporting their faith is “very” or “extremely important” (high religious 

salience) declined by 9 percent in the NSYR sample (Smith and Snell 2009).  

Several plausible explanations exist for declining religiosity among young adults, 

although consensus alludes researchers. Briefly, much of the literature indicates obtaining 

higher levels of education is an influential factor in religious decline for emerging adults. 

A full investigation of the causes of religious decline, however, is outside the scope of 

this study (see Uecker et al. 2007). These trends are explicated to provide a backdrop of 

declining religiosity for the recent cohort of emerging adults for our next discussion. 

Clearly, religiosity is vulnerable in unsettled periods such as the transition from 
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adolescence to young adulthood. Less clear is the potential effect of additional 

disruptions on religiosity in the midst of this transitional time. 

Disruptions to Religiosity 

Unexpected or uncontrollable occurrences may serve as additional factors 

influencing unsettled times in some individuals’ lives. Parental loss experienced through 

divorce or death is an event expected to adversely affect, or at least disconcert, 

adolescents and young adults. A number of studies have sought to explain the 

relationship between parental divorce and child religiosity. Divorce as a source of 

disruption in an adolescent or young adult’s life is associated with lower religiosity as an 

adult, as measured by several religious outcomes. Parental divorce is shown to affect 

increased likelihood of disaffiliation from a religious tradition and lower average 

frequency of religious service attendance in adulthood (Lawton and Bures 2001; Uecker 

and Ellison 2012; Zhai et al. 2007). Parental religiosity, however, has a moderating effect 

on the association between parental divorce and these measures of institutional religiosity 

(Uecker and Ellison 2012). Evidence has not been found to support a relationship 

between parental divorce and measures of non-organizational religious involvement (e.g., 

prayer), or subjective religiousness (e.g., feeling close to God) in adulthood (Zhai et al. 

2007). A number of explanations are offered for this pattern. Attributing negative events 

such as divorce to God may lead to disassociation from or decreased involvement with 

organized religion (Shortz and Worthington 1994; Smith and Denton 2005; Uecker and 

Ellison 2012). Additionally, parental divorce could facilitate loss of contact with a parent 

who may serve as a primary agent of religious socialization (Petts 2014; Uecker and 

Ellison 2012).  
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Research, therefore, has considered one form of loss on young adult religiosity, 

but less so when a parent dies. Parental death as a potential disruption to young adult 

religiosity remains under studied; this does not imply, however, that parental death has 

been unexamined. Numerous studies investigate the effect of parental death for 

psychological outcomes (Bonanno et al. 2002; Melhem et al. 2008; Melhem et al. 2011; 

Worden and Silverman 1996). Several of these focus specifically on the experience of 

parental death in childhood (Crook and Eliot 1980; Dowdney 2000; Lenhardt and 

McCourt 2000; Tremblay and Israel 1998), and fewer directly on adolescence (Meshot 

and Leitner 1992). Results from these studies show heterogeneous effects of parental 

death on psychological health, although they are consistent in stating effects are initially 

negative.  

A few studies compare the effects of these two forms of parental loss (divorce and 

death) on a variety of outcomes in adulthood including grief and support (Marwit and 

Carusa 1998), family conceptions (Rozendal 1983), labor market outcomes and marital 

stability (Corak 2001), and well-being (Amato 1988; Mack 2001; McLeod 1991; 

Rodgers, Power, and Hope 1997). Some studies have failed to find significant differences 

between divorce and parental death (Amato 1988; Marwit and Carusa 1998); other 

studies have found that divorce is associated with more negative outcomes than parental 

death (Corak 2001; McLeod 1991; Rodgers, Power, and Hope 1997; Rozendal 1983); and 

one study found more negative effects from death than divorce on adult outcomes (Mack 

2001). Although these studies consider the consequences for children who experience the 

death of a parent, none examine the potential effects of parental loss on outcomes of 

religiosity.  
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Religion is often studied as a factor in adjustment to bereavement, rather than as 

an outcome (Wortmann and Park 2008; Wuthnow, Christiano, and Kuzlowski 1980). Of 

notable exception is Loveland (1968), who showed that bereaved adults felt more 

religious and prayed more after than before their bereavement. This older study does not, 

however, focus exclusively on the effects of parental death – it includes bereaved parents 

and spouses in addition to bereaved children. Similarly, measures of religiosity are shown 

to positively influence well-being for bereaved adults following the death of a spouse 

(Glick, Weiss, and Parkes 1974), child (Cook and Wimberley 1983; Downey, Weiss, and 

Wortman 1990; McIntosh, Silver, and Wortman 1993), or friend (Park and Cohen 1993). 

Two qualitative studies drawing on samples of bereaved undergraduate college 

students are worth mentioning. While neither focuses exclusively on parental loss and 

outcomes of religiosity, both include these attributes. Schwartzberg and Janoff-Bulman 

(1991) performed semistructured clinical interviews with 21 undergraduates who had 

recently lost a parent to examine the effects of the death on their assumptions about 

themselves and their world. In these interviews, approximately 50 percent of participants 

reported changes in their religious beliefs as an effect of parental death. Among those 

reporting religious change, 40 percent said the loss had made them less religious, while 

the remaining 60 percent described becoming more religious.  

A similar study conducted by Overcash et al. (1996) investigated the impact of 

traumatic events for 25 undergraduates (for whom 10 reported the death of a close loved 

one) on religious beliefs. Seventeen respondents (68 percent) discussed the impact of the 

traumatic event they experienced on their religious beliefs. Of these, 4 participants 

reported no change in their beliefs. Eight respondents indicated their beliefs had become 
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stronger or more important because of their traumatic experience, and 1 participant said 

she or he had developed new spiritual beliefs because of the event. Finally, 4 

interviewees indicated the event they experienced had caused them to question their 

religious beliefs.  

Overall, these two studies demonstrate that experiences such as the death of one’s 

parent affects a change in religiosity for some (but not all). This research also shows that 

the direction of these changes is inconsistent, with events affecting new or strengthened 

belief in some, and lost or decreased religiosity in others. While these studies are 

advantaged in their ability to draw direct connection between event and outcome through 

interview, this methodological approach usually necessitates small sample sizes resulting 

in ungeneralizable results. 

While aspects of the association between parental loss and religiosity have been 

explored, the project of understanding the consequences of parental loss for young adult 

religiosity is new territory. Furthermore, the effect of mother loss in particular on 

religiosity is unknown, and is clearly salient to understanding changes in young adult 

religiosity for two reasons. Adolescents and young adults are more likely to live, or have 

lived, with mothers than fathers (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2011), and thus the 

relationship between mothers and their children may be stronger and the effect of her 

death more impactful (Umberson 2003). Additionally, women are more religious on 

average (Stark 2002), and therefore a mother’s death may elicit a stronger effect on 

measures of children’s religiosity, even as they are young adults. Given the lack of 

appropriate attention to the topic of interest, what theories are useful for hypothesizing 

the potential effects of mother loss on child religiosity? 
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Mother Loss and Religiosity 

Socialization 

One of the most powerful factors contributing to young adult religiosity is 

parental religious socialization. Parents and their children are strikingly similar across 

measures of religiosity (Smith and Snell 2009), and family influence on the religiosity of 

the younger generation has not weakened over the past several decades, despite reports to 

the contrary. Children resemble their parents’ religiosity across religious intensity (“How 

religious would you say you are?”), participation (frequency of religious service 

attendance), literal or conservative interpretation of the Bible, and civic religiosity (belief 

in the importance of religion in civic or public life) (Bengtson, Putney, and Harris 2013). 

Nonreligion – describing one’s self as atheist or “not religious” – is also shown to 

transmit intergenerationally (Bengtson et al. 2013). Several studies have identified greater 

relative influence from mothers on religious socialization (Acock and Bengtson 1978; 

Dudley and Dudley 1986), even across religious orientations (Hunsberger and Brown 

1984).  

Much of the literature examining the influence of religious socialization utilizes 

data collected from adolescent respondents (Acock and Bengtson 1978; Hoge and Patrillo 

1978; Johnson 1973; Smith and Denton 2005), and these findings suggest that parental 

religious socialization may be “set” during this life stage. Other research suggests 

parental religious socialization carries into adolescence, affecting the religious faith and 

practices of emerging adults (Smith and Snell 2009). Given that mothers are often the 

primary agents of religious socialization for adolescents and young adults, the potential 

effect of her absence on the religiosity of her children depends on the extent to which 
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religious (or nonreligious) transmission was “set” before her death. For adult children 

whose religious trajectory is beyond the domain of parental religious socialization, the 

death of one’s mother may have little or no effect on their religiosity. However, for 

younger children, particularly adolescents, the death of one’s mother may affect change 

in measures of religiosity. 

Coping and Meaning Making 

When faced with a crisis, many turn to faith as a source of help, while others turn 

away from religion. The “religious coping” literature situates its discussion of how 

individuals respond to stressful life events as times of reappraisal during which questions 

of meaning are raised (Pargament 1997). It is in these extreme moments that religion – 

which, as Geertz (1966:19) states, deals directly with “how to suffer, how to make of 

physical pain, personal loss, worldly defeat, or the helpless contemplation of others' 

agony something bearable, supportable—something, as we say, sufferable” – is uniquely  

qualified to provide guidance for coping with crises.  

In these pivotal life moments, two patterns of religious coping emerge. Positive 

religious coping is a general turning-toward religion in times of difficulty; it is associated 

with positive attributions of religious forgiveness, seeking spiritual support, collaborative 

religious coping, spiritual connection, religious purification, and benevolent religious 

reappraisal (Pargament et al. 1998). Conversely, negative religious coping is expressed 

through negative attributions: spiritual discontent, viewing God as “punishing,” or 

disengaging from religious involvement. Positive methods of religious coping are more 

frequently employed by individuals following stressful life events than negative methods 

(Pargament et al. 1998), and they are associated with better health and mental health 
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outcomes following experiences of death of a loved one (McIntosh et al. 1993; Park and 

Cohen 1993). The availability of religion as an orienting system – as it precedes crisis – 

affects the likelihood of accessing religion in the coping process (Johnson and Spilka 

1991; Pargament et al. 1990; Pargament 1997). Religious responses to crisis generally do 

not spontaneously generate out of a vacuum, and those who already access religion in 

their beliefs and behaviors are more likely to draw on these resources for coping with 

loss. 

The meaning-making coping model explicates the nature of how and why positive 

or negative appraisal of an event of trauma or loss influences individuals. This model 

identifies two levels of meaning: systems of global meaning and the appraised meaning 

of situational events (Park 2005). Global meaning is the cognitive guiding structures of 

beliefs and goals that individuals construct about the nature of the world. Appraised 

meaning of events involves the interpretation of events as traumatic or threatening, and 

the initial causal attribution explaining why the event occurred, how it aligns or diverges 

from one’s global meaning system, and what should be done to cope with the event. The 

model proposes that the level of distress an event such as the death of one’s mother 

causes is determined by the extent of the discrepancy between the individual’s appraisal 

of the meaning of the event and their global meaning system. Individuals attempt to 

reduce the state of uncertainty and incomprehensibility that results from large 

discrepancies between appraised and global meaning by changing the appraised meaning 

of the situation, changing their global beliefs and goals, or both. 
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Hypotheses 

The purpose of the present study is to address the limitations of previous research 

by using data from Add Health to examine the influence of mother loss on young adult 

religiosity. Drawing on the existing religious socialization literature, which indicates that 

religiosity is intergenerationally transmitted (Bengtson et al. 2013; Smith and Snell 2009) 

primarily through mothers (Acock and Bengtson 1978; Dudley and Dudley 1986; 

Hunsberger and Brown 1984) who tend to be more religious (Stark 2002), we can 

hypothesize: 

H1:  Religiously affiliated children who experienced mother loss during 

adolescence will report lower levels of religiosity than young adults who have not 

experienced mother loss.  

Furthermore, from the premises of religious coping (Pargament 1997; Pargament et al. 

1998) and meaning making (Park 2005) theories, several competing hypotheses may be 

tested: 

H2: Children will maintain or increase religious behaviors after mother loss. 

H3: Religious children will respond to mother loss by religiously disengaging 

later in life. 

Children who experience distress from a discrepancy between their appraised meaning of 

mother loss and their global meaning system are more likely to overhaul their global 

beliefs. Thus: 

H4: Mother loss will have a negative effect on religiosity for children whose 

mothers were more religious. 

H5: Mother loss will have a positive effect on religiosity for children whose 

mothers were not religious. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methods 

Data and Sample 

The data for this study come from Waves 1 and 4 of the National Longitudinal 

Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health), funded by the National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) and 17 other federal agencies (Harris et 

al. 2009). Add Health is designed to examine adolescent health and health-related 

behaviors in the United States and their causes. A sample of 80 high schools and 52 

middle schools from the U.S. were chosen with unequal probability of selection for this 

school-based panel study. Schools included in the study were nationally representative 

with respect to region, urbanicity, ethnicity, and school type and size. A total of 132 

schools participated in the study.  

Respondents were selected using a multi-state, stratified, school-based cluster 

sampling procedure. Wave 1, conducted in 1994 and 1995, consisted of in-depth 

interviews with 20,745 American adolescents in grades 7-12. Data were also gathered 

from participating adolescents’ parents. Wave 4 was conducted in 2008 when participants 

were young adults, aged between 24 and 34 years old, and consisted of interviews with 

15,701 of the Wave 1 respondents. At both waves, interviews were held in the 

respondents’ homes. For this study, I focus on the 15,079 adolescents whose biological 

mother answered the parent questionnaire at Wave 1 and were included in Wave 4. I also 

limit my analyses to respondents who have nonmissing sample weights.  
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Measures 

Dependent Variables 

This study focuses on five type of change in American measures of religiosity: 

religious disaffiliation and affiliation; and high and no religious service attendance, 

prayer, and salience. These variables are often utilized as indicators of religiosity within 

the context of the United States (Swatos and Kivisto 1998). Religious affiliation is 

considered a dimension of religious belonging, and religious service attendance and 

prayer are aspects of religious behavior. Religious salience is a subjective indicator of 

religious commitment that is often highly correlated with frequency of prayer and 

religious service attendance. Regretfully, Add Health does not include any indicators of 

respondent religious belief across Waves 1 and 4. Each measure of religious transition is 

constructed from a combination of Wave 1 and Wave 4 religiosity measures. 

The first is a disaffiliation from a religious tradition between study waves. To 

measure affiliation, Add Health researchers asked respondents to identify their present 

religious tradition, for which “none” was an option. This measure was restricted to those 

who identified with a religion at Wave 1. Within the subsample, respondents who were 

affiliated at Wave 1 but not at Wave 4 were considered to have disaffiliated and were 

coded as 1. All other respondents were coded as 0.  

Similarly, the measure for religious affiliation was restricted to those who 

identified as having no religion (“none”) at Wave 1. Within this subsample, respondents 

who were not affiliated at Wave 1 but identified with a religion at Wave 4 were 

considered to have affiliated and were coded as 1. All other respondents were coded as 0. 
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Interviewers were instructed to skip the remainder of religion questions for 

respondents who selected “none” as their religion. For the following Wave 1 religiosity 

measures, respondents who were “legitimately skipped” for this reason were recoded as 

reporting the lowest level of religiosity for the given indicator.  

Religious service attendance is a public, communal demonstration of religious 

behavior. To measure religious service attendance, interviewers at Wave 1 asked, “In the 

past 12 months, how often did you attend religious services?” Respondents could select 

“once a week or more,” “once a month or more, but less than once a week,” “less than 

once a month,” or “never.” Response categories for this variable changed between waves. 

At Wave 4, interviewers asked, “How often have you attended church, synagogue, 

temple, mosque, or religious services in the past 12 months?” Respondents could select 

“never,” “a few times,” “once a month,” “2 or 3 times a month,” “once a week,” or “more 

than once a week.” In order to make possible a direct comparisons, responses were 

recoded into two dichotomous variables. The first dichotomous variable isolates only 

those respondents who attend religious services frequently, at least once per week 

(combining Wave 4 categories “once a week” and “more than once a week” to match 

Wave 1). Respondents who attended religious services at least once per week were coded 

as 1. All other respondents were coded as 0. The second dichotomous variable isolates 

respondents who never attend religious services. Respondents who never attend religious 

services were coded as 1. All respondents who reported some religious service attendance 

were coded as 0. 

Prayer is a private, personal behavioral expression of religiosity. To measure 

prayer, respondents at Wave 1 were asked “How often do you pray?” Response 
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categories included “at least once a day,” “at least once a week,” “at least once a month,” 

“less than once a month,” and “never.” Interviewers at Wave 4 asked, “How often do you 

pray privately, that is, when you're alone, in places other than a church, synagogue, 

temple, mosque, or religious assembly?” Respondents could choose from the following 

categories: “never,” “less than once a month,” “once a month,” “a few times a month,” 

“once a week,” “a few times a week,” “once a day,” and “more than once a day.” Again, 

because response categories for this variable changed between waves, responses were 

dichotomously recoded to make direct comparisons between waves. A variable for most 

frequent prayer was constructed in similar fashion to the attendance variable: respondents 

who said they prayed at least once a day were coded as 1. All other respondents were 

coded as 0. A variable was also constructed for respondents who say they never pray. 

Respondents who never pray were coded as 1, and all other respondents who ever pray 

were coded as 0. 

To measure religious salience, interviewers at Wave 1 asked, “How important is 

religion to you?” Response categories include “very important,” fairly important,” “fairly 

unimportant,” and “not important at all.” Question wording and response categories for 

this variable also change between waves, At Wave 4, interviewers asked, “How 

important (if at all) is your religious faith to you?” Respondents could select: “not 

important,” “somewhat important,” “very important,” or “more important than anything 

else.” A dichotomous variable for high religious salience was constructed by collapsing 

the latter two Wave 4 response categories to reflect the highest salience category at Wave 

1. Respondents indicating their religious faith was “very important” or “more important

than anything else” were coded as 1. All other respondents were coded as 0. A variable 
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was also constructed for respondents reporting no religious salience. Respondents who 

said their religious faith is not important were coded as 1. All other respondents who 

report their faith is of some importance were coded as 0. 

Key Independent Variables 

The first independent variable allows us to identify differences in religious 

transitions among respondents whose biological mother died between Waves 1 and 4 and 

those whose biological mother is still alive. Then, in order to evaluate potential variation 

within the subgroup of motherless children, I include two classes of independent 

variables in my analyses: children age at mother loss and maternal religiosity at Wave 1.  

Mother loss. As a measure of mother loss, I include a dichotomous variable for 

whether the respondent reported their biological mother had died by Wave 4. Responses 

on a follow-up variable for date at which respondents’ mother died that were prior to 

their Wave 1 interview were coded as missing. This was done to ensure these analyses 

evaluated only respondents whose mother died between interview waves.  

Children age at mother loss. Stage in the life course can affect how children 

respond to an event such as the death of a family member. To assess these effects, I 

include a system of dichotomous variables for respondent’s age at which their biological 

mother died. Interviewers asked respondents the date their biological mother died for 

those to whom it applied. This variable was used in combination with respondent’s date 

of birth to establish the respondent’s age at event of mother loss. I subsequently 

constructed three age groupings to better evaluate the effect of death by life stage: 

adolescent (ages 12-18), emerging adult (ages 19 – 25), and young adult (26 and older).  
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Maternal religiosity. The parent questionnaire includes similar measures of 

religiosity as the Waves 1 and 4 in-home interviews. To capture the effect of biological 

mother’s religiosity, cases for which the biological mother did not answer the parent 

questionnaire were omitted. As measures of maternal religiosity, I included a 

dichotomous variable for biological mother religious affiliation, and ordinal variables for 

religious service attendance, prayer, and religious salience. As mentioned previously, 

response categories for religious salience changed between waves, so the highest 

response category for maternal religious salience represents that religion is “very 

important” to the respondent’s mother. Prayer was not included for maternal religiosity 

because as a private indicator of religiosity, it may be less visible to children and thus can 

be argued to impact children religiosity negligibly. Interaction terms were constructed 

each of these three indicators of maternal religiosity: religious affiliation, religious 

service attendance, and religious salience. Interaction terms are created by multiplying 

the value of maternal religiosity at Wave 1 with variable indicating mother loss by Wave 

4 (e.g., mother loss x maternal affiliation). 

Control Variables 

In addition to these key independent variables, I include Wave 1 measures of 

respondent religiosity, and demographic characteristics that are often associated with 

religiosity. Sex (1=female), race (1=nonwhite), age, region (1=lives in the South), 

education, and income are all controlled. Dichotomous variables indicating whether the 

respondent is married or a parent are also included in all analyses. 
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Analytic Approach 

After a brief discussion of the descriptive statistics for Waves 1 and 4, I will turn 

to several multivariate analyses. In Tables 3-10 below, I present unstandardized 

coefficients from logistic regression models predicting dichotomous religious outcomes 

by mother loss. Odds ratios (ORs) for the predicted probabilities are calculated by the 

equation exp(b) = OR, where (b) is the unstandardized coefficient. Negative 

unstandardized coefficients in the tables will result in lowered expected odds, and 

positive coefficients will result in higher expected odds.  

Each of these tables includes one outcome with five models that follow the same 

modeling strategy. For each of these models, a baseline model (Models 1) will include 

mother loss and control variables. For these main effects analyses, odds ratios indicate 

the likelihood of the outcome variable occurring (e.g., a respondent attending church 

weekly) for one unit change in the mother loss variable (e.g., respondent’s mother has 

died), holding all other variables constant. Models 2 add a system of dummy variables for 

respondent’s age at mother loss, in reference to respondents whose mother is alive. 

Models 3 include an interaction between mother loss and maternal religious affiliation. 

Models 4 include an interaction between mother loss and maternal religious service 

attendance. Models 5 include an interaction between mother loss and maternal religious 

salience. 

In Models 3, the coefficient for the mother loss variables can be interpreted as the 

effect of maternal religious affiliation (relative to having a mother who is alive) when the 

conditioning variable (maternal religious affiliation) is 0 – that is, when the respondent’s 

mother was not religiously affiliated. To calculate the effects of mother loss at every level 
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of her religiosity (Models 4-5), the coefficients for the relevant interaction term can be 

multiplied by the levels of maternal religious service attendance or maternal religious 

salience and added to the coefficient for mother loss.  

To account for the sampling design of the Add Health data, all analyses are 

generated using svy estimators in Stata, which accounts for the primary sampling unit 

(high school), the region, and the unequal probability of inclusion in the sample.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

Table 4.1 reports the percentage of respondents whose biological mother died 

between survey waves, and the average age of these respondents at time of mother loss. 

While not a large percentage, 5 percent of respondents experienced the death of their 

biological mother between survey waves, the average age at which was approximately 23 

years. Table 4.1 also reports descriptive statistics for respondents’ religiosity Waves 1 

and 4, as well as maternal religiosity at Wave 1.  

The transition from adolescence to adulthood was associated with a decline in 

religiosity only in terms of religious affiliation and religious service attendance. Wave 4 

data shows a modest disaffiliation from religion: the proportion of religiously non-

affiliated increased by approximately 7 percent across the whole sample. Weekly 

religious service attendance declined substantially between survey waves, from 36 

percent of men and women reporting they attend weekly in Wave 1 to 16 percent 

attending weekly in Wave 4. Similarly, the proportion of respondents who report never 

attending church at Wave 4 (32 percent) increased from Wave 1 (27 percent). Rates of 

daily prayer increased modestly (3 percent) between survey waves, but the proportion of 

men and women who report never praying decreased by approximately 7 percent in the 

sample. Finally, religious salience increased between survey waves among respondents in 

the sample.  
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Table 4.1 

 

Unstandardized, Weighted Descriptive Statistics for All Variables 

 

Add Health Variables Wave 1 Wave 4 

  Range Mean SD Range Mean SD 

Controls       
Female    0-1 0.491 0.50 

Age    24-34 28.29 1.84 

Lives in the South    0-1 0.385 0.49 

White    0-1 0.649 0.48 

Black    0-1 0.155 0.36 

Asian    0-1 0.038 0.19 

Other    0-1 0.037 0.19 

Hispanic    0-1 0.121 0.33 

Education    1-5 3.080 1.09 

Income    1-12 7.987 2.66 

Married    0-1 0.450 0.50 

Parent    0-1 0.502 0.50 

Biological mother died    0-1 0.050 0.22 

Age at biological mother death    12-32 23.46 3.74 

Children religiosity       
Evangelical or conservative Protestant 0-1 0.317 0.47 0-1 0.289 0.45 

Mainline Protestant 0-1 0.140 0.35 0-1 0.215 0.41 

Catholic 0-1 0.248 0.43 0-1 0.202 0.40 

Other religion 0-1 0.077 0.27 0-1 0.057 0.23 

No religion 0-1 0.128 0.33 0-1 0.203 0.40 

Other Christian religion 0-1 0.091 0.29 0-1 0.034 0.18 

Religious service attendance 0-3 1.650 1.22 0-3 1.202 1.06 

Prayer 0-4 2.473 1.59 0-4 2.502 1.53 

Religious salience 0-2 1.216 0.73 0-2 1.370 0.74 

Biological mother religiosity       
Evangelical or conservative Protestant 0-1 0.369 0.48    
Mainline Protestant 0-1 0.190 0.39    
Catholic 0-1 0.273 0.45    
Other religion 0-1 0.069 0.25    
No religion 0-1 0.066 0.25    
Other Christian religion 0-1 0.033 0.18    
Religious service attendance 0-3 1.704 1.16    
Religious salience 0-4 1.532 0.64    

 

 

Although the proportion of respondents reporting no religious salience held fairly 

constant, high religious salience increased by 13 percentage points between waves: just 

under 53 percent of men and women reported that their religious faith is “very important” 

to them at Wave 4, up from 40 percent at Wave 1. 
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In general, respondents’ biological mothers were more religious than their 

children at Wave 1, with 93 percent reporting a religious affiliation, and 61 percent 

reporting religion was “very important” to them. Approximately the same proportion of 

biological mothers as their children attended weekly religious services (36 percent).  

Table 4.2 reports the respondent religious characteristics at Wave 4 by maternal 

mortality. By most measures of religiosity, the differences between men and women 

whose mother is alive compared to deceased are negligible, with one notable exception: 

the proportion of respondents who identify as evangelical Protestant is 10 percentage 

points higher among those whose mother died between survey waves. 

Table 4.2 

Differences in Religiosity by Maternal Mortality 

Add Health Variables Alive Dead 

Mean Mean 

Religiosity 

Evangelical or conservative Protestant 0.285 0.385 

Mainline Protestant 0.218 0.159 

Catholic 0.204 0.168 

Other religion 0.058 0.040 

No religion 0.203 0.190 

Other Christian religion 0.032 0.058 

Religious service attendance 1.206 1.162 

Prayer 2.494 2.690 

Religious salience 1.367 1.438 

Multivariate Analyses 

Table 4.3 displays coefficients from logistic regression models predicting 

religious disaffiliation between Add Health Waves 1 and 4. In general, the direction of 

these demographic estimates across all seven models support the literature on religious 

affiliation, showing that women and nonwhites are less likely to disaffiliate, as are 
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southerners, married men and women, and those who are parents. Additionally, age, 

education, and income generally have a negative effect on disaffiliation.  

 

Table 4.3 

 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Religious Disaffiliation 

 

Effect Disaffiliation       

Demographic Effects Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Mainlinea -0.255 -0.253 -0.245 -0.310+ -0.363* 

 (.18) (.18) (.18) (.18) (.18) 

Catholica -0.057 -0.054 -0.054 -0.052 -0.187 

 (.13) (.13) (.13) (.13) (.12) 

Other religiona 0.394+ 0.392+ 0.385+ 0.384+ 0.331 

 (.21) (.21) (.21) (.21) (.21) 

Other Christiana 0.201 0.198 0.180 0.171 0.117 

 (.16) (.16) (.17) (.17) (.17) 

Female -0.326*** -0.333*** -0.335*** -0.374*** -0.366*** 

 (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) 

Nonwhite -0.718*** -0.712*** -0.713*** -0.594*** -0.590*** 

 (.11) (.11) (.11) (.10) (.10) 

Age -0.049+ -0.050+ -0.048+ -0.054* -0.046+ 

 (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) 

Education -0.047 -0.043 0.045 0.037 -0.013 

 (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) 

Income -0.054** -0.053** -0.049** -0.048** -0.054** 

 (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) 

South -0.623*** -0.622*** -0.600*** -0.493*** -0.489*** 

 (.12) (.12) (.12) (.12) (.12) 

Married -0.544*** -0.544*** -0.540*** -0.506*** -0.517*** 

 (.09) (.09) (.09) (.10) (.09) 

Parent -0.369*** -0.365*** -0.355*** -0.408*** -0.357** 

 (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) 

Event Effect      
Mother loss -0.011  -0.331 0.052 -0.010 

 (.29)  (1.08) (.51) (.79) 

Respondent age 12-18 at lossb  -1.886+    

  (.99)    
Respondent age 19-25 at lossb  0.141    

  (.33)    
Respondent age 26-32 at lossb  -0.142    

  (.62)    
Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects     
Affiliated   -1.046***   

   (.20)   
Affiliated x mother loss   0.285   

   (1.06)   
     

    (Continued) 
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Effect Disaffiliation 

Service attendance -0.470***

(.04)

Service attendance x mother loss -0.123

(.26)

Salience -0.848***

(.07)

Salience x mother loss -0.101

(.44)

Source: Add Health (N = 7,678). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is "Evangelical." 
b Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

Model 1 shows that mother loss does not have a significant effect on religious 

disaffiliation, which fails to support for H3. Model 2, however, indicates that the 

likelihood of disaffiliation varies by the age at which a respondent experienced the death 

of their mother relative to respondents who have not experienced this event. Inconsistent 

with H1, respondents who were adolescents at the time of their mother’s death have 85 

percent lower odds of disaffiliating from a religious tradition. This association is in the 

opposite direction of the hypothesized relationship for H1. Models 3-5 show no 

statistically significant difference for interactions between mother loss and maternal 

religiosity. Maternal religiosity as a main effect does, however, significantly affect 

respondent’s odds of disaffiliating between survey waves. Respondents whose mother 

was religiously affiliated, attended religious services, and reported religious salience are 

substantially less likely to have disaffiliated by Wave 4. These findings support the power 

of intergenerational transmission of religiosity. Table 4.3 does not, however, significantly 

support the effect of mother loss by maternal religiosity on respondent’s likelihood of 

disaffiliation from religion between survey waves.  
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 Table 4.4 shows no significant effect for mother loss in Model 1 predicting 

religious affiliation for the subsample who were not affiliated at Wave 1, indicating again 

that H2 is not confirmed. Model 2, however, shows a significant effect for respondents 

whose mother died when they were an adolescent or adult, net of control variables. Men 

and women who experienced mother loss during adolescence have considerably higher 

odds of affiliating by Wave 4 relative to those whose mother is alive, results which again 

fail to support H3. Although this relationship is statistically significant and substantively 

meaningful, it should be noted that the odds ratio (11.52) is likely based on small cell size 

of respondents who were 1) unaffiliated at Wave 1, 2) affiliated at Wave 4, and 3) 

experienced the death of their biological mother during survey waves. In contrast, 

respondents whose mother died at age 26 and older have 72 percent lower odds of 

affiliating by Wave 4. These findings taken together indicate that experiencing the death 

of one’s mother during adolescence influences religious change, a turning toward religion 

for those who were not religious prior to her dying. Experiencing this event as an adult, 

however, does not seem to influence religious change and in fact results in a lower 

likelihood of becoming religious.  

The demographic results for Table 4.4 models predicting affiliation support the 

direction of findings reported for the previous model. Across all tables and models, a 

positive effect on religiosity holds for females, nonwhites, southerners, and respondents 

who are married or parents, and who have higher levels of education. Additionally, a 

negative effect for income, when the variable is significant, is consistent across 

subsequent analyses. As such, demographic effects on measures of religiosity will not be 

included in discussions of findings reported in Tables 4.5-4.10. 



27 

Table 4.4 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Religious Affiliation 

Effect Affiliation 

Demographic Effects Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Female 0.011 0.012 0.030 0.021 0.045 

(.20) (.21) (.20) (.20) (.21) 

Nonwhite 0.576** 0.573** 0.571** 0.531** 0.535** 

(.19) (.19) (.19) (.18) (.19) 

Age -0.023 -0.007 -0.029 -0.038 -0.035

(.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05)

Education -0.084 -0.089 -0.083 -0.094 -0.079

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10)

Income -0.037 -0.035 -0.039 -0.036 -0.037

(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)

South 0.621** 0.622** 0.622** 0.573** 0.598**

(.21) (.21) (.21) (.21) (.21)

Married 0.687** 0.681** 0.686** 0.700** 0.689**

(.21) (.21) (.21) (.22) (.22)

Parent 0.166 0.177 0.173 0.147 0.169

(.22) (.22) (.22) (.21) (.22)

Event Effect 

Mother loss -0.050 0.215 -0.262 -0.020

(.44) (.80) (.56) (.73)

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa 2.444* 

(1.09) 

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa 0.769 

(.63) 

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa -1.286*

(.63)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated 0.233 

(.16) 

Affiliated x mother loss -0.430

(.97)

Service attendance 0.167+ 

(.10) 

Service attendance x mother loss 0.992 

(.74) 

Salience 0.225* 

(.11) 

Salience x mother loss -0.012

(.55)

Source: Add Health (N = 939). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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As was the case in the first two tables examining religious affiliation and 

disaffiliation, the main effect for mother loss also fails to reach significance in any 

subsequent tables. Therefore, the absence of statistically significant results for mother 

loss affecting either an increase or decrease in religiosity indicates that H2 and H3 are 

unsupported. In consequence, as with demographic effects, H2 and H3 will not be 

addressed in the ensuing discussion of findings. 

 Table 4.5 is the first of three tables predicting high or strong children religiosity, 

controlling for Wave 1 indicators of (respective) high religiosity. The results in Table 4.5 

predicting weekly religious service attendance support those reported in Table 4.4 for a 

negative relationship between religiosity and experiencing mother loss as an adult. Model 

2 shows that those men and women who were beyond adolescence and emerging 

adulthood when their mother died have 58 percent lower odds of weekly religious service 

attendance at Wave 4, controlling for this measure at Wave 1. Further, although the 

interactions associated with these measures are not significant, Models 4 and 5 show 

significant, positive associations between maternal religiosity at Wave 1 and children 

weekly religious service attendance at Wave 4. The main effect of mother loss on daily 

prayer, shown above in Model 1 of Table 4.6, is again not statistically significant. The 

effect of mother loss by age is not statistically significant for any of the three 

dichotomous variables for predicting daily prayer in Model 2.  
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Table 4.5 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Weekly Religious Service 

Attendance 

Effect Weekly Attendance 

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 weekly service attendance 1.139*** 1.142*** 1.116*** 0.814*** 0.974*** 

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) 

Demographic Effects 

Female 0.290*** 0.289*** 0.294*** 0.306*** 0.305*** 

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) 

Nonwhite 0.532*** 0.531*** 0.531*** 0.482*** 0.487*** 

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) 

Age 0.038+ 0.041+ 0.038+ 0.029 0.035 

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) 

Education 0.231*** 0.229*** 0.230*** 0.203*** 0.226*** 

(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) 

Income -0.034 -0.034 -0.035 -0.039+ -0.034

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

South 0.320** 0.319** 0.315** 0.279* 0.267*

(.11) (.11) (.11) (.11) (.11)

Married 0.683*** 0.680*** 0.680*** 0.687*** 0.678***

(.11) (.11) (.11) (.10) (.10)

Parent 0.312** 0.313** 0.311** 0.322** 0.303**

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10)

Event Effect 

Mother loss -0.206 0.294 -0.304 0.034 

(.22) (.78) (.42) (.67) 

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa -0.241

(.60)

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa 0.110

(.28)

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa -0.860*

(.48)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated 0.346 

(.26) 

Affiliated x mother loss -0.527

(.85)

Service attendance 0.290*** 

(.04) 

Service attendance x mother loss 0.076 

(.20) 

Salience 0.441*** 

(.09) 

Salience x mother loss -0.126

(.39)

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Table 4.6 

 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Daily Prayer 

 

Effect Daily Prayer       

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 daily prayer 1.320*** 1.320*** 1.307*** 1.201*** 1.185*** 

 (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) 

Demographic Effects      
Female 0.574*** 0.572*** 0.579*** 0.598*** 0.611*** 

 (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) 

Nonwhite 0.534*** 0.535*** 0.534*** 0.492*** 0.483*** 

 (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.08) 

Age 0.027 0.027 0.027 0.025 0.025 

 (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) 

Education 0.090* 0.090* 0.089* 0.064+ 0.081* 

 (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) 

Income -0.049*** -0.050*** -0.050*** -0.053*** -0.050*** 

 (.01) (.01) (.01) (.01) (.01) 

South 0.646*** 0.645*** 0.644*** 0.611*** 0.587*** 

 (.09) (.09) (.09) (.08) (.08) 

Married 0.272** 0.271** 0.270** 0.260** 0.258** 

 (.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) 

Parent 0.410*** 0.407*** 0.409*** 0.421*** 0.407*** 

 (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) 

Event Effect      
Mother loss -0.032  0.988+ 0.397 1.111* 

 (.18)  (.59) (.30) (.48) 

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa  0.378    

  (.66)    
Respondent age 19-25 at lossa  -0.172    

  (.23)    
Respondent age 26-32 at lossa  0.235    

  (.34)    
Maternal Religiosity Interaction 

Effects      
Affiliated   0.214+   

   (.13)   
Affiliated x mother loss   -1.128+   

   (.63)   
Service attendance    0.185***  

    (.03)  
Service attendance x mother loss    -0.251  

    (.16)  
Salience     0.463*** 

     (.05) 

Salience x mother loss     -0.738* 

          (.29) 

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617).      
Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive.    
+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001      
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The interaction term for mother loss and maternal affiliation is significant only at 

p < .10. Respondents whose mother was religiously affiliated at Wave 1 and has since 

died have 13 percent lower odds of daily prayer at Wave 4 than do men and women 

whose mother is alive, confirming H4. Conversely, respondents whose mother was not 

religiously affiliated and has died are expected to have an average of 2.69 times higher 

odds of praying daily. This result finds support for H5. Significant at a level of .05 is the 

interaction effect of mother loss and maternal religious salience, displayed in Model 5 in 

Table 4.6. Respondents whose mother reported religion was “very important” to her 

when she was alive have 31 percent lower odds of daily prayer following her death, again 

confirming H4. In contrast, respondents whose mother reported lower religious salience 

or no religious salience are expected to have 45 percent and 3.04 times higher odds, 

respectively, of daily prayer after her death, once more supporting H5. These findings 

substantiate an association between maternal religiosity and children religious reversal 

following mother loss: men and women who have experienced mother loss are more 

likely to engage religion in opposite ways of their deceased mother. 

The results in Table 4.7 predict those for whom their religious faith is very 

important, or more important than anything else. As reflected in previous results, the 

mother loss measure in Model 1 is not statistically significant from zero. None of the 

independent variables of interest are significant in Model 2, and the maternal religiosity 

interaction terms in the subsequent models are not significant for predicting high 

religious salience. The main effects of maternal religiosity are strong, significant, and 

positive, as expected. 
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Table 4.7 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting High Religious Salience 

Effect Religion is Very Important 

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 high salience 1.375*** 1.378*** 1.344*** 1.173*** 1.156*** 

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.09) (.08) 

Demographic Effects 

Female 0.236** 0.238** 0.243** 0.269*** 0.275*** 

(.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) 

Nonwhite 0.714*** 0.709*** 0.713*** 0.657*** 0.657*** 

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) 

Age 0.015 0.017 0.015 0.013 0.009 

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) 

Education 0.090* 0.089* 0.088+ 0.050 0.080+ 

(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) 

Income -0.044** -0.043** -0.046** -0.051** -0.046**

(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

South 0.581*** 0.581*** 0.575*** 0.534*** 0.519***

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10)

Married 0.484*** 0.481*** 0.480*** 0.479*** 0.475***

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) (.08)

Parent 0.265** 0.264** 0.265** 0.284** 0.268**

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.09) (.09)

Event Effect 

Mother loss -0.130 0.384 -0.419 0.191 

(.19) (.60) (.28) (.48) 

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa 0.203 

(.67) 

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa -0.059

(.27)

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa -0.327

(.32)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated 0.400** 

(.13) 

Affiliated x mother loss -0.558

(.62)

Service attendance 0.265*** 

(.03) 

Service attendance x mother loss 0.221 

(.17) 

Salience 0.523*** 

(.06) 

Salience x mother loss -0.185

(.30)

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Table 4.8 shifts attention to predicting indicators of low or no religiosity. All 

subsequent models again control for Wave 1 levels of (respective) low religiosity. The 

independent variables of interest in Models 1 and 2 are not statistically significant, but 

the interaction effects for maternal religious service attendance and religious salience are 

significant at a level of p < .05. 

Respondents whose mothers attended religious services most frequently, at least 

once a week or more, have an expected average of 80 percent higher odds of never 

attending religious services at Wave 4, after her death. This positive relationship holds 

for all levels of religious service attendance: respondents whose mother reported 

attending religious services at all prior to dying between survey waves have increased 

odds of never attending religious services. H4 is confirmed by these findings, again 

supporting a pattern of religious reversal. However, although the interaction term is 

significant at p < .05, the conditional effect of mother loss is not. Consequently, there is 

no support for an effect for respondents whose mother reported never attending religious 

services, and we fail to find support for H5. Finally, respondents whose mother reported 

high religious salience have 58 percent higher odds of never attending church after 

experiencing her death between survey waves, confirming H4. Men and women whose 

mother reported religion was “not important at all” are expected to have 45 percent 

lower odds of not attending religious services following her death. These results confirm 

H5 and lend further evidence to a theory of religious reversal.   

None of the models in Table 4.9 predicting no prayer contain statistically 

significant independent variables of interest or interaction terms, but again the main 

effect of maternal religiosity strongly predicts children probability of prayer. 
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Table 4.8 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Never Attending Religious 

Services 

Effect Never Attend 

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 never attend services 1.178*** 1.182*** 1.114*** 0.684*** 0.930*** 

(.07) (.07) (.07) (.08) (.07) 

Demographic Effects 

Female -0.240** -0.242** -0.247** -0.282*** -0.269***

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.07) (.07)

Nonwhite -0.720*** -0.721*** -0.719*** -0.618*** -0.656***

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09)

Age -0.014 -0.017 -0.013 -0.008 -0.009

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

Education -0.250*** -0.247*** -0.251*** -0.216*** -0.254***

(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)

Income -0.025 -0.024 -0.024 -0.020 -0.026

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

South -0.376*** -0.372*** -0.370*** -0.302** -0.303**

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09)

Married -0.599*** -0.596*** -0.596*** -0.594*** -0.587***

(.08) (.08) (.08) (.08) (.08)

Parent -0.066 -0.066 -0.065 -0.083 -0.059

(.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07)

Event Effect 

Mother loss 0.193 -0.278 -0.252 -0.605+

(.19) (.55) (.23) (.33)

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa -0.421

(.69)

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa 0.164

(.30)

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa 0.286

(.25)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated -0.373**

(.12)

Affiliated x mother loss 0.515

(.60)

Service attendance -0.417***

(.04)

Service attendance x mother loss 0.280*

(.14)

Salience -0.484***

(.05)

Salience x mother loss 0.532*

(.23)

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Table 4.9 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting Never Praying 

Effect Never Pray 

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 never pray 1.556*** 1.567*** 1.509*** 1.276*** 1.278*** 

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.11) (.11) 

Demographic Effects 

Female -0.768*** -0.779*** -0.776*** -0.808*** -0.818***

(.07) (.07) (.07) (.07) (.07)

Nonwhite -0.956*** -0.948*** -0.957*** -0.898*** -0.900***

(.13) (.13) (.13) (.13) (.13)

Age -0.018 -0.025 -0.018 -0.019 -0.009

(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03)

Education -0.008 -0.002 -0.008 0.026 -0.006

(.05) (.05) (.05) (.05) (.05)

Income 0.062** 0.063** 0.063** 0.066** 0.063**

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

South -0.567*** -0.561*** -0.563*** -0.500*** -0.486***

(.12) (.12) (.12) (.12) (.12)

Married -0.453*** -0.446*** -0.450*** -0.434*** -0.435***

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.10)

Parent -0.291** -0.278** -0.291** -0.306** -0.288**

(.10) (.09) (.10) (.10) (.10)

Event Effect 

Mother loss -0.188 -0.892 -0.438 -0.734+

(.21) (.68) (.28) (.38)

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa -3.572**

(1.11)

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa -0.414

(.33)

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa 0.115

(.33)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated -0.245+

(.14)

Affiliated x mother loss 0.798

(.73)

Service attendance -0.284***

(.04)

Service attendance x mother loss 0.172

(.20)

Salience -0.497***

(.06)

Salience x mother loss 0.389

(.25)

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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The final Table 4.10 shows no significant main effect of mother loss for 

predicting no religious salience amongst children in Model 1, but the dichotomous 

variable for age at mother loss for adolescents is highly significant in Model 2, but is 

significant only at a level of p < .10 for emerging adults. Respondents who were 

adolescents when their mother died have 99 percent lower odds of reporting that their 

religious faith is “not important” to them relative to respondents who have not 

experienced the death of their mother. In line with earlier results, these findings contrast 

with the direction of the hypothesized relationship stated in H1 and the hypothesis is not 

confirmed. Men and women who were emerging adults, between the ages of 19 and 25, 

when their mother died are expected to have 45 percent lower odds of reporting no 

religious salience. These findings again indicate that experiencing the death of one’s 

mother at a younger age, as an adolescent or emerging adult, may influence a higher 

probability of being religious.  

Lastly, the interaction effect for maternal religious affiliation is significant. 

Respondents whose mother was affiliated or not affiliated have lower odds of reporting 

no religious salience following mother loss, with a larger effect for those whose mother 

was not religiously affiliated (88 percent lower odds compared to 17 percent lower odds 

for respondents whose mother was affiliated). H4 is not confirmed by these results, and 

H5 is confirmed. These findings, while admittedly difficult to interpret, are further 

statistically significant and substantively meaningful support for a relationship between 

religious reversal and mother loss. 
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Table 4.10 

Unstandardized Coefficients from Logit Models Predicting No Religious Salience 

Effect Religion Not Important 

Religiosity Control Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Wave 1 no salience 1.316*** 1.326*** 1.254*** 0.974*** 0.944*** 

(.11) (.11) (.12) (.12) (.12) 

Demographic Effects 

Female -0.551*** -0.564*** -0.557*** -0.582*** -0.592***

(.09) (.09) (.09) (.09) (.09)

Nonwhite -0.972*** -0.966*** -0.972*** -0.897*** -0.890***

(.12) (.12) (.12) (.11) (.11)

Age -0.020 -0.025 -0.019 -0.016 -0.009

(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03)

Education 0.054 0.060 0.054 0.098* 0.062

(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)

Income 0.018 0.021 0.020 0.024 0.021

(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

South -0.701*** -0.698*** -0.698*** -0.621*** -0.605***

(.12) (.12) (.12) (.12) (.12)

Married -0.550*** -0.548*** -0.547*** -0.532*** -0.533***

(.11) (.11) (.11) (.11) (.11)

Parent -0.385*** -0.377*** -0.385*** -0.397*** -0.381**

(.10) (.10) (.10) (.10) (.11)

Event Effect 

Mother loss -0.361 -2.100** -0.357 -1.068+

(.22) (.76) (.32) (.54)

Respondent age 12-18 at lossa -4.214***

(1.08)

Respondent age 19-25 at lossa -0.592+

(.34)

Respondent age 26-32 at lossa 0.122

(.36)

Maternal Religiosity Interaction Effects 

Affiliated -0.271

(.17)

Affiliated x mother loss 1.915*

(.79)

Service attendance -0.318***

(.05)

Service attendance x mother loss -0.058

(.20)

Salience -0.593***

(.07)

Salience x mother loss 0.511

(.34)

Source: Add Health (N = 8,617). 

Standard errors appear below the coefficient, in parentheses. 
a Reference category is biological mother is alive. 

+ p < .10 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

 

 This study has sought to ascertain the relationship between mother loss and 

subsequent religiosity in adulthood, and to provide some indication of why this 

relationship might exist. To answer these questions, I examined several religious 

outcomes and looked at how adults who experienced the death of their biological mother 

in adolescence or young adulthood differ religiously from those who did not experience 

this event. I also considered the religious attributes of the respondents’ mother prior to 

her death; that is, I accounted for her religious characteristics, and examined how the 

effect of mother loss varies by those characteristics. These results add empirical clarity to 

how parental loss, specifically the death of one’s mother, affects the religious lives of 

adults in the United States.  

 Although previous studies examining the impact of parental loss through divorce 

on religiosity found generally negative effects, the main effect of mother loss never 

achieves statistical significance in any of the models in this study. The lack of 

significance may be speculated to be due to the heterogeneous interaction effects that 

show bidirectional religious reversal. Because some children become more religious after 

losing their mother and others become less religious, the effects of mother loss on 

religiosity may cancel each other out in the aggregate. Unfortunately, the absence of 

statistical significance for the main effect of mother loss indicates no support for either 
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H2 (religious strengthening) or H3 (disengagement) among men and women who have 

experienced mother loss.   

Results indicate that the effect of mother loss on children religiosity varies by age 

at event of her death. Young adults who experienced the death of their biological mother 

when they were adolescents, between the ages of 12 and 18, have higher likelihoods of 

being religious as adults. They have higher odds of affiliating to a religious tradition, 

lower odds of disaffiliating from a religion, and lower odds of never praying or reporting 

no religious salience than those whose mother is still alive. In these cases, experiencing 

mother loss in an earlier life stage seems to affect higher or increased religiosity. These 

findings, although significant, are in the opposite direction of the hypothesized 

relationship in H1. An argument for interrupted religious socialization due to mother loss 

in adolescence is not supported by these results. Instead, these children, both religious 

and nonreligious, seem to move toward religion following the death of their mother. 

These findings indirectly support the hypothesis for religious maintenance or increase 

(H2), although limited to men and women who were adolescents when their mother died. 

A possible explanation for these findings is that mother loss in adolescence is deeply 

disruptive, perhaps because children are more likely still to be residing with their mother 

prior to her death. Religious adolescents draw on the orienting framework available for 

making meaning of, and coping with, their unsettling loss. Nonreligious adolescents, 

however, may engage religion as a means of finding a new meaning system as their prior 

understanding of the world is shaken.  

Men and women in the sample who were adults – over the age of 25 – at the time 

of their mother’s death, however, have lower likelihoods of being religious, with lower 
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odds of affiliating or attending church weekly. For these young adults, mother loss may 

be unsettling, but they are perhaps more emotionally developed and socially resourced, 

enabling them to encompass its meaning into their current framework. These divergent 

findings support an argument that adolescents and young adults respond differently to 

loss, particularly mother loss (Lenhardt and McCourt 2000). However, it bears noting 

that this group of bereaved adults more recently experienced the event of mother loss 

than the adolescent group, and thus the nature of the relationship cannot be distinguished 

between age at death and time since death.  

Most intriguing are the findings strongly supporting a pattern of religious reversal 

following mother loss. Men and women in the sample whose mothers were religious (i.e., 

affiliated with a religious denomination, reported high religious salience, or attended 

religious services often) have higher likelihoods of being less or not religious following 

her death. Conversely, respondents whose mothers weren't religious (i.e., unaffiliated, 

lower or no religious salience, or never attended religious services) have higher 

likelihoods of praying daily, attending religious services, or reporting religious salience. 

Put another way, children in the sample tended to reverse the religious pattern of their 

mother after her death. 

A few plausible explanations for this pattern are suggested by the literature. Park 

(2005) indicates that the death of a loved one represents a crisis in nomos for the 

bereaved, initiating a complex and large-scale project of re-narration of one's identity, 

life, and purpose. This project engages both personal and global meaning-making and 

frequently involves religious beliefs, behaviors, and symbols. It is likely that the religious 

reversal observed in this study is a form of this re-narration, meaning-seeking process. 
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The mechanism of religious attributions for the death is central. Children whose mothers 

were highly religious may experience negative religious attributions following her death, 

perhaps unable to reconcile their mother’s belief and commitment to her faith with her 

“off-time” death, and resultantly moving away from personal religiosity. For children 

whose mothers were not religious, we may hypothesize that their situational appraisal of 

the death of their mother may have led them to seek religion for its ability to provide 

explanation for, and meaning to, an untimely death.  

An alternative account for religious change following mother loss is that bereaved 

children may feel a sense of freedom from prior expectations and ways of being. Losing a 

parent signifies a loss of a role – in some part; bereaved children are no longer their 

mothers’ children. The experience of transitioning from thinking of one’s self as a child 

of a living mother to someone who is not can have a profound effect, regardless of one’s 

age. These children may view the event of mother loss as an opportunity for reinvention, 

to become someone untethered to the beliefs of, and perhaps feelings of obligation to, 

their mothers. Turning toward or away from religion in these situations may constitute a 

possibility bereaved children might not have considered but for the experience of mother 

loss. 

Limitations and Looking Ahead 

This study is limited in that the appraisal of the event cannot be ascertained from 

these survey data. I am unable to determine how stressful, if at all, children judged the 

experience of mother loss to be, or whether changes in religiosity are appraised as related 

to mother loss. Additionally, as the study waves are more than a decade apart, I am 

unable to discern which came first: mother loss or changes in religiosity. These 
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mechanisms may be clearer seen with a qualitative or mixed methodology. Future 

research assessing the impact of events of trauma or adversity in the lives of adolescents 

and young adults on religiosity in later stages of the life course should clearly establish 

the chronology of stressful life event versus change in religious outcomes, as well as how 

stressful the individual perceives the experience to be. Additional studies should compare 

the effects of mother versus father loss on outcomes of religiosity. Further research on 

other outcomes following parental loss, including measures of psychological and physical 

well-being, are also warranted. 
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