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ABSTRACT Drawing on weekly panel data from the Relationship Dynamics and Social 
Life study, we inves ti gate the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and young Chris tian 
women’s pre mar i tal inter course, hor monal con tra cep tive use, and con dom use for a 
period of up to 2.5 years. Mediation ana ly ses reveal what explains the rela tion ship 
between base line reli gi os ity and young women’s sub se quent repro duc tive behav iors, 
with con sid er ation for their nor ma tive envi ron ments, moral order and learned com pe
ten cies, atti tudes, and antic i pated guilt after sex. Results indi cate that the more reli gious 
a young woman is, the less likely she is to have inter course and to use hor monal con tra
cep tion in a given week. However, when hav ing inter course and not using a hor monal 
method, the more reli gious a young woman is, the more likely she is to use con doms. 
Religiosity’s rela tion ship to these behav iors operates largely through women’s repro
duc tive atti tudes, antic i pated feel ings of guilt after sex, and past sex ual or con tra cep tive 
behaviors.Together,thesefindingshighlightthecomplexrelationshipbetweenreligi
os ity and pre mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use, elu ci date key path ways through which 
reli gi os ity operates, and draw atten tion to the often overlooked role of sex ual emo tions.

KEYWORDS Religiosity • Premarital sex • Contraception • Transition to adult hood •  
Emotion

Introduction

Socialscientistshavelongarguedthatreligionplaysaninfluentialroleinthelives
of ado les cents and young adults (Pearce et al. 2019; Regnerus 2007; Rostosky et al. 
2004), includ ing in the tim ing of sex ual debut and mar riage (Eggebeen and Dew 
2009; Meier 2003; Rostosky et al. 2004; Uecker 2014). Nevertheless, stud ies assess
ing how reli gi os ity is related to sex and con tra cep tive use have yielded mixed results, 
with some documenting a neg a tive rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and con tra cep tion 
(Studer and Thornton 1987;ZaleskiandSchiaffino2000), oth ers suggesting a pos i
tive one (Miller and Gur 2002; Nonnemaker et al. 2003), and still oth ers indi cat ing 
none at all (Bearman and Brückner 2001; Manlove et al. 2004).
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Clarifying the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity, sex, and con tra cep tive use is crit i cal 
to under stand ing the deter mi nants of early and non mar i tal fer til ity in the United States. 
Approximately three fourths of Amer i cans aged 18–29 iden tify with some var i ant of 
Chris tian ity, includ ing Cathol i cism and Mainline and Evangelical Prot es tant ism (Pew 
Research Center 2015). Thus, Chris tian ideology and reli gi os ity may be rel e vant to the 
repro duc tive out comes of mil li ons of young adults, espe cially con sid er ing that most 
Chris tian denom i na tions espouse “gen er ally pro hib i tive sex ual ideologies” (Rostosky 
et al. 2003:359). For exam ple, the Cath o lic Church and Southern Baptists express strin
gent oppo si tion to pre mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use, although oth ers such as the 
Pres by te rian Church (U.S.A.) or the United Church of Christ tend to embrace more tol
er ant per spec tives, mostly for mar ried cou ples (Wilde 2020). While indi vid ual churches, 
too, vary in the extent to which their sex ual and repro duc tive cul tures par al lel main stream 
denom i na tional norms (McKinnon et al. 2008; Yeatman and Trinitapoli 2008), reli gious 
Chris tian ideologies typ i cally dis cour age sex and con tra cep tive use among unmar ried 
youth (Barrett et al. 2014; Bullis and Harrigan 1992; Cochran et al. 2004; Uecker 2008).

In this study, we inves ti gate what explains the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and 
sex ual inter course and con tra cep tive use among young unmar ried Chris tian women 
net of their denom i na tion. Past stud ies have operationalized reli gi os ity in var i ous 
ways, includ ing through church atten dance, per sonal impor tance of reli gion (Studer 
and Thornton 1987), and fre quency of prayer (Bearman and Brückner 2001), as well 
as through com pos ite mea sures of pub lic and pri vate reli gi os ity and intrin sic and 
extrin sic reli gious ori en ta tion (Nonnemaker et al. 2003;ZaleskiandSchiaffino2000). 
In light of these stud ies, which evince the mul ti fac eted nature of reli gi os ity, we con
cep tu al ize reli gi os ity as the strength of reli gious beliefs and behav ioral adher ence to 
these beliefs. To com pre hen sively explore the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and 
repro duc tive behav ior, we lever age panel data from the Relationship Dynamics and 
Social Life study, which fea tures mul ti di men sional infor ma tion on young women’s 
reli gi os ity; com pre hen sive infor ma tion about their past and pres ent social envi ron
ments, moral order and learned com pe ten cies, atti tudes, and emo tions regard ing sex;  
and detailed, weekly infor ma tion on their sex ual and con tra cep tive behav iors. These 
data enable us to make three impor tant con tri bu tions to the lit er a ture. First, we model 
the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and pre mar i tal repro duc tive behav iors such 
that reli gi os ity tem po rally pre cedes all  out comes. Second, we offer a com pre hen
sive anal y sis of the chan nels through which reli gi os ity operates in rela tion to sex and 
con tra cep tive use, elu ci dat ing a com bi na tion of social envi ron men tal and cog ni tive 
path ways (Bachrach and Mor gan 2013). Third, and relat edly, we ana lyze a poten tial 
medi at ing path way that is largely miss ing from demo graphic stud ies of reli gi os ity and 
repro duc tive health, despite being implicit in many the o ret i cal per spec tives—the role 
of sex ual guilt (for excep tions, see Rostosky et al. 2003; Uecker 2008). In this way, 
we expand the nascent lit er a ture on the role of under ly ing emo tions in demo graphic 
pro cesses (Axinn et al. 2017; Massey 2002; Rostosky et al. 2003; Uecker 2008).

Religiosity’s Pathways of Influence

Prior research indi cates that reli gi os ity should be salient to young women’s sex
ual and reproductive behaviors because it conveys the strength of their affiliation
withareligiouscommunityandbecausethesecommunitiespromotespecificsetsof
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fer til ityrelated norms (McQuillan 2004).1 Here, we offer an over view of the var i ous 
path ways through which reli gi os ity may affect young unmar ried Chris tian women’s 
sex ual behav ior and con tra cep tive use, as depicted in Figure 1.

We begin with social envi ron ments, which estab lish and rein force social norms 
by offer ing mod els of nor ma tive behav iors and ideas (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996), 
direct time and atten tion toward com mu nity pri or i ties (Tavory 2016), and reg u late 
norm com pli ance through sur veil lance and implicit prom ises of approval or threats of 
pun ish ment (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996; Durkheim 1951). Families rep re sent one 
such social envi ron ment: young peo ple who grow up in reli gious fam i lies typ i cally 
have higher reli gi os ity than young peo ple from less reli gious fam i lies (Smith 2003a), 
in part because their par ents explic itly dis cuss, model, and rein force reli gious norms 
(Manlove et al. 2006; Pearce 2002; Pearce et al. 2019; Regnerus 2007; Smith 2003b). 
Correspondingly, young women who grow up in highly reli gious house holds are 
more likely than oth ers to avoid pre mar i tal sex because they fear their par ents’ reac
tions (Sennott and Mollborn 2011) or divine pun ish ment (Ellison and Levin 1998; 
Hardy and Raffaelli 2003). Religious fam i lies also tend to spend more time together 
than less reli gious fam i lies (Pearce 2002; Smith 2003a), giv ing par ents more oppor
tu ni ties to super vise their chil dren (Miller et al. 2001). Consequently, young women 
who grow up in reli gious fam i lies may adopt their par ents’ atti tudes about sex and be 
less will ing or  able than women from less reli gious fam i lies to break fam ily norms. 
Nevertheless, because highly reli gious par ents tend to empha size the immo ral ity of 
sex rather than its med i cal impli ca tions when discussing sex with their chil dren, reli
gious teens some times engage in sex ual and con tra cep tive behav iors that ele vate their 
risk of unin tended preg nancy and STI trans mis sion (Regnerus 2005).

1 McQuillan (2004) outlines three conditions underwhich religions influence fertility:when religions
“artic u late behav ioral norms that have link ages to fer til ity out comes,” when reli gions have “means to com
mu ni cate its teach ings to its mem bers and to enforce com pli ance,” and when mem bers of the reli gion “feel 
a strong sense of attach ment to the reli gious com mu nity” (2004:49–50).

Religiosity
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model of pathways through which religiosity may affect young unmarried women’s 
sexual behavior and contraceptive use
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During ado les cence and the tran si tion to adult hood, peer envi ron ments become 
equally influentialas familyenvironments, ifnotmoreso (Arnett2000; Mollborn 
2017). Among teen ag ers, the aver age level of friends’ reli gi os ity is almost as pre dic
tive of sex ual debut and activ ity as one’s own level of reli gi os ity (Adamczyk 2009; 
Adamczyk and Felson 2006). Although peer groups evolve as young adults enter 
new insti tu tional set tings (Arnett 2000; Sennott and Mollborn 2011), highly reli gious 
young women may grav i tate toward highly reli gious peers because peo ple tend to be 
attracted to oth ers who are like them (Goodreau et al. 2009). If they do not, choos
ingwhichsocialnormstofollow—theirfamilies’ortheirfriends’—willreflectthe
per ceived con se quences of break ing each group’s norms (Liefbroer and Billari 2010) 
and their chances of being dis cov ered when doing so (Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; 
Studer and Thornton 1987).

Another path way by which reli gi os ity may operate is through the trans mis sion of 
moral order and learned com pe ten cies (Smith 2003b). Chris tian moral order—or the 
Chris tian social mores and direc tives relat ing to moral ity—tend to pro mote selfcon trol 
and vir tue, which may guide some reli gious young women’s behav iors (Smith 2003b). 
Involvement in reli gion can also impart com pe ten cies that empower a young per son 
to adhere to moral orders by enhanc ing skills and knowl edge that improve wellbeing, 
discipline,orselfefficacyinvariousdomains.Thatis,Christiannormsandthesocial
envi ron ments that rein force them often encour age indi vid u als to exert selfcon trol or 
delaygratificationtodowhat is“right”(Smith2003b). Developing this selfcon trol 
may enable reli gious young women to con sis tently avoid sex and, there fore, to not 
need con tra cep tion. Abstinenceonly sex edu ca tion, which focuses on sex ual refusal 
and asso ci ated risks of sex, reinforces mes sages about selfcon trol (Haglund and 
Fehring 2010). Some moral orders or com pe ten cies, how ever, can be det ri men tal to 
young women’s sex ual and repro duc tive health: for instance, sub mis sive ness reduces 
girls’ sense of sex ual agency and abil ity to refuse unwanted sex (Miller and Gur 2002).

Religiosity may also affect fer til ityrelated atti tudes (Bachrach and Mor gan 2013; 
Shah et al. 2016). Because Chris tian ity pro motes pro hib i tive sex ual ideologies (to vary
ing degrees across denom i na tions and churches), highly reli gious Chris tian women  
should be more mor ally opposed to non mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use than their 
less reli gious peers (Rostosky et al. 2003; Thornton and Camburn 1987). These atti
tudes them selves are asso ci ated with women’s sex ual behav ior and con tra cep tive use 
(Guzzo et al. 2019; Meier 2003; Ryan et al. 2007) and may explain reli gi os ity’s rela
tion ship to them. At the same time, Chris tian ity’s empha sis on pronatalism and the 
impor tance of fam ily may lead some reli gious women to view moth er hood as a unique 
opportunityforpersonalfulfillmentinawaythatalsoaffectstheirreproductivebehav
ior (Davis and Greenstein 2009). Nevertheless, because non mar i tal preg nan cies evince 
non mar i tal sex ual activ ity, highly reli gious unmar ried young women are typ i cally less 
desir ous of preg nancy than are their less reli gious peers (Weitzman et al. 2017).

Another chan nel through which reli gi os ity may operate is women’s antic i pated 
emo tions about sex. Norm devi ance tends to elicit neg a tive emo tions, such as guilt, 
embar rass ment, and dis gust (Goffman 1982; Rozin et al. 2008). Guilt, which is con
sid ered a neg a tive, moral emo tion (Haidt 2003), typ i cally moti vates indi vid u als to 
change their behav ior to repo si tion them selves to main tain group inter ests and norms 
(Hermann et al. 2015). Both exter nal group pres sure and inter nal moti va tion can yield 
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a less per mis sive sex ual dis po si tion (Mollborn 2017; Mosher 1968; Mosher and Cross 
1971) and reduce the like li hood of engag ing in sex ual activ ity (EmmersSommer et al. 
2018). Guilt, as part of a group of neg a tive emo tional con se quences of sex, is one of 
themeansbywhichreligiosityindirectlyinfluencessexualbehavior(Rostoskyetal.
2003). Among those who are sex u ally active, women who asso ci ate sex with feel
ings of guilt tend to use less effec tive meth ods of con tra cep tion (Adler 1984; Mosher  
and Vonderheide 1985), use those meth ods less effec tively (Adler 1984; Mosher and 
Vonderheide 1985), and take lon ger to use a reli able method once sex u ally active 
(Allgeier et al. 1977).

Religiosity and Reproductive Decision-mak ing

Although there are many rea sons why reli gi os ity may induce behav iors that align with 
reli gious norms, it is also pos si ble that reli gi os ity may moti vate women to attempt to 
hide behav iors that do not align with these norms. For instance, because non mar i tal 
preg nan cies threaten to reveal “immoral” sex ual behav ior to other com mu nity mem
bers, highly reli gious Chris tian women who engage in non mar i tal sex may opt to use 
hor monal con tra cep tion to avoid preg nancy. We refer to paradoxes like this as “con
tra cep tive workarounds.” Although Chris tian norms dis cour age con tra cep tive use, at 
least in some com mu ni ties (Uecker 2008; Wilde 2020), con tra cep tion offers women a 
way to con ceal their stig ma tized, non mar i tal sex ual activ ity from oth ers. At least one 
studyfindsthatamongadolescents,themorefrequentlyawomanattendsreligious
ser vices, the greater she per ceives her risk of preg nancy to be; the more she asso ci ates 
preg nancy with suf fer ing; and cor re spond ingly, the more likely she is to plan to use 
birth con trol (Miller and Gur 2002).

The notion of con tra cep tive workarounds assumes that deci sions about sex and 
con tra cep tive use are made in rela tion to each other. For a reli gious young woman, 
her social envi ron ment, moral order and learned com pe ten cies, moral atti tudes, and 
antic i pated sex ual guilt will likely dis cour age non mar i tal sex (Adamczyk 2009; 
Adamczyk and Felson 2006; EmmersSommer et al. 2018; Guzzo et al. 2019; 
 Manlove et al. 2006; Meier 2003; Mollborn 2017; Pearce et al. 2019; Sennott and 
Mollborn 2011; Smith 2003b). If so, then reli gi os ity should be neg a tively asso ci ated 
with non mar i tal sex and this asso ci a tion should be explained, in large part, by social 
fac tors. While hor monal con tra cep tives help pro tect against non mar i tal preg nan cies 
that could reveal non mar i tal sex ual activ ity, young women may none the less be less 
likely to use these meth ods when they are more reli gious because of their typ i cally 
stron ger moral oppo si tion to them (Studer and Thornton 1987) or lower antic i pa tion 
of sex. Moreover, using hor monal con tra cep tion requires med i cal con sul ta tion and 
vis its to phar ma cies—steps that poten tially expose a woman’s sex life and con tra cep
tive use to other com mu nity mem bers and that may be espe cially cog ni tively demand
ing if she is mor ally opposed to pre mar i tal sex and con tra cep tion. Thus, reli gi os ity 
may relate to hor monal con tra cep tive use visàvis a young woman’s moral beliefs, 
per ceived abil ity to reg u late her sex ual behav ior, social norms, and antic i pated feel
ings of guilt (Grady et al. 1993; Mosher and Vonderheide 1985; Studer and Thornton 
1987). If high reli gi os ity leads young unmar ried women to pri or i tize reli gious norms  
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against con tra cep tion, then reli gi os ity should be neg a tively asso ci ated with hor monal 
con tra cep tion. On the other hand, if high reli gi os ity leads young unmar ried women to 
pri or i tize the appear ance of reli gious adher ence because they fear being stig ma tized 
for hav ing pre mar i tal sex or preg nan cies, then reli gi os ity may be pos i tively asso ci
ated with using hor monal con tra cep tion.

Contraceptive workarounds are not nec es sar ily lim ited to hor monal meth ods, but 
may include con doms as well, par tic u larly when highly reli gious unmar ried women 
have sex but do not use hor monal con tra cep tion. When not using hor monal con tra
cep tion, sex u ally active young women must choose between either accepting that 
their sex ual activ ity could result in a pre mar i tal preg nancy or rely ing on con doms to 
pre vent such a preg nancy. If highly reli gious young unmar ried women pri or i tize their 
moral order, then they should be less likely to use con doms than their less reli gious 
peers, even when not using hor monal con tra cep tion. On the other hand, if they pri or
i tize a fear of social stig ma ti za tion, then they should be more likely to use con doms 
than less reli gious unmar ried young women.

Data and Methods

Data

We draw on a sam ple of women aged 18–19 at base line from the Relationship Dynam
ics and Social Life study (RDSL) (Barber et al. 2016). Participants were ran domly 
selectedfromadatabaseofdriver’slicensesandstateidentificationcardsinGenesee
County, Michigan. Although geo graph i cally lim ited, the RDSL sam ple—which is 
75%Christian,4%otherfaiths,and21%unaffiliated—issimilartotheyoungadult
pop u la tion of the United States as a whole (see Pew Research Center (2015) for more 
details). It is also con sis tent with national aver ages among women of the same age in 
terms of high school and post sec ond ary school enroll ment, employ ment rates, mar
riage, and res i den tial arrange ments (Clark 2018).

The RDSL began with a 60min ute base line inter view, conducted between March 
2008 and July 2009, which gath ered infor ma tion on respon dents’ per ceived norms, 
attitudes,selfefficacy,anticipatedsexualguilt,anddemographicbackground.Upon
completion, respondentswere invited toanswerfiveminute,weekly“journal” sur
veys by phone or online for the next 2.5 years. Journal col lec tion con cluded in Jan u ary 
2012. These sur veys col lected weekly infor ma tion on sex ual activ ity, con tra cep tive 
use, preg nancy sta tus, and rela tion ship dynam ics and updated infor ma tion on respon
dents’ atti tudes and per ceived norms every 12 weeks. Seventyeight per cent of respon
dents com pleted weekly sur veys for at least 1.5 years, and 63% com pleted them for the 
full 2.5 years (Barber et al. 2016). A ran dom ized exper i ment implemented along side 
the RDSL indi cated that repeat edly tak ing these sur veys had, in most cases, a neg li
gi ble effect on women’s behav ioral and psy cho log i cal out comes (Barber et al. 2012).

Given our empha sis on the rela tion ship between Chris tian reli gi os ity and pre mar i
tal sex and con tra cep tive use, we restrict our sam ple to women who com pleted at least 
two weekly sur veys and reported a Chris tian reli gious denom i na tion. Among those, 
we fur ther restrict our anal y sis to weeks when they were not mar ried or preg nant, 
which resulted in an ana lytic sam ple of 39,806 per sonweeks across 680 women.
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Measures

Intercourse and Contraceptive Use

Each week, respon dents were asked if they were in any kind of rela tion ship, includ
ing casual rela tion ships. When they reported being in a rela tion ship, they were fur ther 
asked whether they had vag i nal inter course that week. Sexual inter course is coded 1 
in weeks when respon dents reported vag i nal sex and 0 in weeks when they did not 
(includ ing when not in a rela tion ship). Respondents had inter course in 29% of weeks 
(uni var i ate anal y sis not shown).

Regardless of their sex ual activ ity, women were asked each week if they had used 
or done any thing “that can help peo ple avoid becom ing preg nant.” When respon
dentsanswered“yes,”theywereaskedwhethertheyusedspecifichormonalmeth
ods, includ ing birth con trol pills, the patch, the ring, the con tra cep tive shot (i.e., the 
injectable),theimplant,oranIUD(separately).Wecodehor monal use as 1 in weeks 
when women reported using at least one of these meth ods and 0 when they did not. 
Respondents used hor monal con tra cep tion in 32% of weeks (ana ly ses not shown).2

In weeks when women reported hav ing sex, they were also asked about their use 
of coi tal con tra cep tive meth ods. Condom use is coded 1 in weeks when respon dents 
reported using male con doms and 0 when they did not. Women used con doms in 42% 
oftheweekstheyhadintercourseandin23%oftheweekstheyspecificallyhadinter
course but did not use a hor monal method (ana ly ses not shown).

Religiosity and Religion

Our main pre dic tor of inter est is reli gi os ity,whichisbasedonfivequestionsaskedat
base line about the impor tance of reli gious faith to respon dents; inten sity of beliefs in 
God and in using reli gious beliefs as a basis for action (sep a rately); and fre quen cies 
of ser vice atten dance and praying alone (sep a rately). These items had high interreli
ability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .80. Individual items had pos si ble response ranges 
of 1–4, 1–5, or 1–6, respec tively. Therefore, we operationalize reli gi os ity as the mean 
acrossresponsestoallfivequestions.Overall,thesamplewasquitereligious,withan
aver age reli gi os ity of 3.71 and a mode of 4 (Figure 2).

To account for denom i na tional var i a tion, we also con trol for Chris tian denom
i na tion, which was assessed at base line as Cath o lic, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist, 
Evangelical, Pen te cos tal, Protestant, and other Chris tian.

Family and Friend Environment

Weincludefiveindicatorsofrespondents’familyenvironment.First,par ents’ approval 
of sex was assessed every 12 weeks with the ques tion “How would your par ents react 
if they found out that you had sex ual inter course?” Possible responses were based on a 

2 Women used longact ing revers ible forms of con tra cep tion—IUDs and implants—in only 3.7% of weeks 
(n = 1,468).
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0–5 scale rang ing from “not at all  pos i tively” to “extremely pos i tively.” Second, how 
often par ents were home after school is based on a 1–5 scale rang ing from “never” 
to “always.” The third and fourth indi ca tors are dichot o mous mea sures of whether a 
woman grew up in a twopar ent house hold and lived with a par ent at base line. Fifth, 
num ber of sex top ics cov ered by par entsisanadditivescalebasedonfiveyesornoques
tions about whether a woman’s par ents talked to her about how to say no to sex, meth ods 
of birth con trol, where to get birth con trol, sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases, and how to use 
a con dom; the scale has a range of 0–5 and a Cronbach’s alpha of .80. These last four 
fam ily indi ca tors were assessed once at base line.

Perceived norms among friends were reassessed every 12 weeks. Measures include 
friends’ approval of sex, mea sured in the same way as par ents’ approval; whether many 
or all  of her friends are hav ing sex, ver sus none or a few; and friends’ approval of 
sex with out birth con trol, based on a 0–5 scale, with higher val ues indi cat ing greater 
approval.

Moral Order and Learned Competencies

We operationalize moral order and learned com pe ten cies (Smith 2003b) with three 
mea sures. First is the extent to which a woman believed she could stop her self if 
aroused, which was assessed every 12 weeks by ask ing “What are the chances that 
you could stop your self [from hav ing sex] once you were highly aroused or turned 
on?” Original responses ranged from 0 to 100, which we divide into quar tiles for the 
ease of inter pre ta tion. The sec ond is a woman’s will ing ness to refuse sex, “even if it 
made [her part ner] angry,” which was also assessed every 12 weeks, with pos si ble 
answers on a 0–5 scale rang ing from “not at all ” to “extremely.” Third is a woman’s 
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selfesteem, which we cre ate by tak ing the mean of four items assessed at base line. 
Theseitemsconveyhowmuchawomanreportedbeingsatisfiedwithherself,taking
a pos i tive atti tude toward her self, not hav ing much to be proud of (reversecoded), 
and feel ing like a fail ure (reversecoded). This mea sure ranged from 0 to 4, with 
higher num bers indi cat ing higher selfesteem.

Attitudes and Emotions

We assess how much a woman believes that birth con trol is “mor ally wrong” and 
that birth con trol “takes too much plan ning ahead of time” (both on a 0–4 scale), 
and how much a woman dis ap proves of pre mar i tal sex and believes that moth er hood 
is the “most fulfilling role” a woman can have in life (both on a 1–5 scale). Each of 
these atti tudes was assessed every 12 weeks with responses rang ing from “strongly 
dis agree” to “strongly agree.” We also include a weekly mea sure of desire for preg
nancy,reflectinghowmuchrespondentswantedtogetpregnantinthenextmonth,
based on a 0–5 scale from “not at all ” to “extremely.”

At base line, respon dents were asked how much they agreed with the state ment “If 
you had sex ual inter course now, you would feel guilty.” Anticipated guilt after sex 
was based on responses to this ques tion, based on a 1–5 scale rang ing from “strongly 
dis agree” to “strongly agree.” The RDSL did not include addi tional ques tions about 
antic i pated emo tions regard ing sex.

Controls

AllmultivariablemodelscontrolforwhetherawomanidentifiedasBlack,3 her age 
(updated weekly), whether her mother was a teen age mom (assessed at base line), her 
mother’s edu ca tion (some col lege or less vs. com pleted col lege, assessed at base
line), a woman’s rela tion ship sta tus (no rela tion ship, engaged, or spe cial relation
ship), rela tion ship dura tion (in weeks) (these last two mea sures updated weekly), 
and whether she was cur rently enrolled in col lege (updated every 12 weeks). Table 1 
pres ents rela tion ship sta tus as the pro por tion of weeks in no rela tion ship, engaged, or 
in a spe cial rela tion ship, and the aver age rela tion ship dura tion (regard less of type). It 
also pres ents the pro por tion of weeks enrolled in col lege.

Methods

We begin by pro vid ing descrip tive sta tis tics sep a rately for women with low, aver age, 
andhighreligiosity,definedasgreaterthanonestandarddeviationbelow,withinone
stan dard devi a tion of, and greater than one stan dard devi a tion above the mean. To 
more for mally assess dif fer ences between groups, we cou ple these descrip tive ana ly
ses with bivar i ate mod els esti mated at the woman or week level.

3 NinetysevenpercentofrespondentsidentifiedasBlackorWhite.
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Next, we ana lyze rela tion ships between reli gi os ity and whether a woman had 
sex ual inter course in a given week and reported con tra cep tive use in a given week, 
and for mally assess what explains these rela tion ships using seem ingly unre lated 
regres sions with bootstrapped stan dard errors (100 rep li ca tions). An impor tant ben
efitofthisapproachisthatitallowsustoestimateboththeindividualandthecumu
la tive indi rect effects of our pro posed medi a tors. For exam ple, our mod els pro vide 
esti ma tes of how much of reli gi os ity’s effect is explained by each indi vid ual atti tude 
a woman espouses and how much of its effect is explained by her repro duc tive atti
tudes over all as a group. Beyond esti mat ing these indi rect effects, seem ingly unre
lated regres sions esti mate reli gi os ity’s direct effect net of the medi a tors included 
in the model. Summing reli gi os ity’s direct effect and its indi rect effect that oper
ates through the medi a tors pro vi des an esti mate of reli gi os ity’s total effect. From 
this, we can cal cu late the pro por tion of reli gi os ity’s total effect that is explained by 
the medi a tors by divid ing medi a tors’ com bined indi rect effect by reli gi os ity’s total 
effect.4

Foreachoutcome,weestimatesixmodels.Thefirstisabasemodelthatexam
ines the direct effect of reli gi os ity net of only denom i na tion and other demo graphic 
con trols. This base model elu ci dates reli gi os ity’s esti mated effect on whether a 
woman had had sex ual inter course that week, hor monal use that week, and con dom 
usethatweekpriortoadjustingforanyproposedmechanisms.Thenextfivemod
els intro duce dif fer ent sets of medi a tors into the model sep a rately: fam ily envi ron
ment, friend envi ron ment, moral order and learned com pe ten cies, atti tudes, and 
emo tions. We intro duce each set of medi a tors in a sep a rate model to avoid mak
ing assump tions about the order in which mech a nisms unfold.5 Because of the 
skewedsamplingdistributionoftheproductofcoefficientsinseeminglyunrelated
regressions,statisticalsignificanceinseeminglyunrelatedregressionsisbasedon
nonsymmetric,biascorrected,andacceleratedconfidenceintervals(Preacherand
Hayes 2008).

Results

How Do Highly Religious and Less Religious Women Differ?

Descriptions of women with low, aver age, and high reli gi os ity are pro vided in Table 
1, along with the results of bivar i ate ana ly ses for mally com par ing these sub sam ples. 
Highlyreligiouswomenhadsexinjust16%ofweeks—approximatelyhalfasfre
quentlyasothers.Likewise,highlyreligiouswomenusedhormonalmethodsinjust
17%ofweeks,approximatelyhalfandtwofifthsasoftenasaverageandlessreli
gious women did, respec tively. Yet highly reli gious women used con doms in 34% of 
weeks when they had sex and were not using hor monal con tra cep tion, which was 
significantlymoreoftenthanwomenwithaverageorlowreligiosity.

4 We mul ti ply the pro por tion by 100.
5 Because some mech a nisms may be inter de pen dent but are explored in sep a rate mod els, the total pro
por tion of reli gi os ity’s effect that is medi ated across mod els may sum to more than 1 or more than 100%.
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Women with high reli gi os ity were nearly twice as reli gious as women with low 
religiosity(4.75vs.2.43)andwerealsosignificantlymorereligiousthanthosewith
aver age reli gi os ity (3.74). Women with dif fer ing lev els of reli gi os ity also var ied with 
respect to denom i na tion: the two most com mon denom i na tions among highly reli
gious women were other Chris tian and Baptist, which together accounted for nearly 
two thirds of this reli gious sub sam ple.6 Although other Chris tians and Baptists rep
resented a sim i lar share of the sub sam ple who had aver age reli gi os ity, another 24% 
of this group were Cath o lic, which was sub stan tially greater than the pro por tion 
among highly reli gious women. Among the least reli gious women, the most com mon 
denom i na tion was Cathol i cism, account ing for 39%.

In terms of famil ial dif fer ences, women with low reli gi os ity per ceived their par
entstobesignificantlymoreapprovingofsexthandidotherwomen.Womenwithlow
religiosityalsoreportedthattheirparentswerehomeafterschoolsignificantlyless
fre quently than did women with aver age reli gi os ity (p < .05), but were only slightly 
more likely to grow up in a twopar ent house hold than such women (p < .10). Highly 
religiouswomenweresignificantlymorelikelytolivewiththeirparentsatbaseline
than were women with aver age reli gi os ity. Across reli gi os ity lev els, par ents talked to 
young women about an equiv a lent num ber of sex top ics. Thus, if reli gi os ity affects 
pre mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use through famil ial envi ron ments, it is likely to do 
so through paren tal approval and mon i tor ing, rather than through their role mod el ing 
or direct com mu ni ca tion.

Inregardstofriends,highlyreligiouswomenweresignificantlylesslikelythan
other women to per ceive their friends as approv ing of sex, with or with out birth con
trol,andweresignificantly less likely toperceive thatmanyorallof their friends
were hav ing sex.

In terms of moral order and learned com pe ten cies, highly reli gious women were 
slightly more will ing to refuse unwanted sex than women with aver age reli gi os ity, 
althoughthisdifferencewasonlymarginallysignificant(p < .10). No other dif fer ences 
in moral order and learned com pe ten cies were observed. Thus, these are unlikely to be 
a pri mary path way through which reli gi os ity affects young women’s sex ual behav ior 
and con tra cep tive use.

Women’s atti tudes also var ied by reli gi os ity. Most nota bly, moral oppo si tion to 
birth con trol and dis ap proval of pre mar i tal sex increased mono ton i cally across women 
with low, average, andhigh religiosity.Womendidnot differ significantly in how
much plan ning they per ceive birth con trol requires. Compared with other women, 
highlyreligiouswomenviewedmotherhoodasthemostfulfillingrole.Youngwom
en’sdesireforpregnancydidnotsignificantlydifferbytheirreligiosity.

Women’s antic i pated guilt after hav ing sex increased mono ton i cally with reli gi
os ity, and highly reli gious women antic i pated approx i ma tely 55% more agree ment 
with feel ing guilty than did women with low reli gi os ity. Therefore, antic i pated sex ual 
guilt may play a role in the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and pre mar i tal sex and 
con tra cep tive use.

The sam ples also dif fered on a sev eral con trol var i ables. The aver age and highly 
religioussampleshadsignificantlymoreBlackwomenthanthelowreligiositysample

6 Estimated effects of denom i na tion should be con sid ered in light of small sam ple sizes for select groups.
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(p < .001). Additionally, highly reli gious women spent more weeks not in a rela tion
ship than less reli gious women, and less reli gious women spent more weeks in spe cial 
rela tion ships than more reli gious women (all  p < .001). Lastly, while all  women spent 
amajorityoftheweeksinthesurveyenrolledincollege,morereligiouswomenspent
more weeks enrolled (all  p < .001).

What Mediates the Effect of Religiosity on Premarital Intercourse?

Having dem on strated mean ing ful dif fer ences in the social envi ron ments, atti tudes, 
and antic i pated sex ual guilt of women by level of reli gi os ity, we next inves ti gate 
which if any of these medi ates the effect of reli gi os ity—mea sured con tin u ously—on 
sex ual inter course among young unmar ried Chris tian women. Our base model esti
ma tes the asso ci a tion between reli gi os ity and a woman’s prob a bil ity of hav ing inter
course in a given week net of only her denom i na tion and demo graphic back ground 
(Table 2, left panel). In this model, reli gi os ity is a strong neg a tive pre dic tor of sex ual 
inter course. For each oneunit increase in reli gi os ity, a young woman’s prob a bil ity of 
hav ing sex in a given week decreases by 6.3 per cent age points.

Inthesecondmodel,weadjustforwomen’sfamilyenvironment.Whendoingso,
19% of reli gi os ity’s total effect is medi ated through these indi ca tors and the esti mated 
directeffectofreligiosityisreducedtofivepercentagepoints.Ofthefamilyenviron
ment indi ca tors, how ever, only par ents’ approval of sex has a large and strong indi rect 
effect, explaining 1.1 of reli gi os ity’s total −6.3 per cent agepoint effect on inter course 
(inthebasemodel).Livingwithparentsatbaselineisalsoasignificantmediatorof
reli gi os ity, but the mag ni tude of its indi rect effect is much smaller (0.1 per cent age 
points). Thus, resid ing with par ents plays only a minor explan a tory role. Neither the 
reg u lar ity of par ents being home after school nor whether a young woman grew up in 
atwoparenthouseholdhasasignificantindirecteffectonhersexualactivity.

Controlling for women’s friend envi ron ment in the third model explains approx i
ma tely 40% of reli gi os ity’s total effect on the prob a bil ity of inter course and reduces 
reli gi os ity’s direct effect to −3.7 per cent age points. Here, medi a tion largely operates 
through friends’ approval of sex and believ ing that many or all  friends are hav ing sex 
(ver sus not), which respec tively explain 1.1 and 1.3 per cent age points of reli gi os ity’s 
overalleffect.Althoughstatisticallysignificant,friends’approvalofsexwithoutbirth
con trol explains only a mod est amount (0.1 per cent age points).

Whenadjustingforwomen’smoralorderandlearnedcompetenciesinthefourth
model, reli gi os ity’s direct effect is not medi ated. Thus, moral order and learned com
petenciesdonotexplainasignificantportionofreligiosity’sassociationwithyoung
women’s sex ual activ ity.

Adjustingforyoungwomen’sattitudesinthefifthmodelexplains45%ofreligi
os ity’s over all effect on their prob a bil ity of inter course in a given week and atten
u ates reli gi os ity’s direct effect on inter course to −3.4 per cent age points. Attitudes’ 
medi at ing effect pri mar ily operates through women’s dis ap proval of pre mar i tal sex, 
which accounts for 2.8 per cent age points of reli gi os ity’s total effect. A small amount 
(0.2 per cent age points) of reli gi os ity’s total effect is also explained by the level of 
women’s preg nancy desire. The strength of their belief that moth er hood is the most 
fulfillingroleawomancanhaveinlifehasanindirecteffectthatrunscountertothat
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of the oth ers. This is because reli gi os ity is pos i tively asso ci ated with this belief, as 
illus trated in Table 1, and this belief is pos i tively asso ci ated with inter course (bivar
i ate ana ly ses not shown). Young women’s beliefs that birth con trol is mor ally wrong 
andrequirestoomuchplanningarenotsignificantmediatorsofreligiosity’seffect
on inter course. Thus, reli gi os ity’s asso ci a tion with young unmar ried Chris tian wom
en’s sex ual activ ity operates in part through their atti tudes about sex, preg nancy, and 
moth er hood, but not through their atti tudes about birth con trol.

Adjustingforanticipatedguiltaftersexinthelastmodelmediates58%ofreligi
os ity’s over all effect on young women’s sex ual activ ity and atten u ates reli gi os ity’s 
direct effect to −2.6 per cent age points. Anticipated guilt after sex is thus a strong 
medi a tor of reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to young Chris tian women’s pre mar i tal sex ual 
activ ity.

Theresultsofourfirstsetofanalysesthusindicatethatreligiosityisasignificant
neg a tive pre dic tor of young unmar ried women’s sub se quent sex ual activ ity. Further, 
this rela tion ship is par tially explained by a woman’s fam ily and friend envi ron ments, 
atti tudes, and antic i pated guilt after sex.

What Mediates the Effect of Religiosity on Hormonal Contraceptive Use?

Turning to the mid dle panel of Table 2, we next show the results of medi a tion ana ly
ses explor ing the rela tion ship between young women’s reli gi os ity and their pre mar
italhormonalcontraceptiveuse.Thefirstmodelagainestimatesthedirecteffectof
reli gi os ity net of only denom i na tion and demo graphic con trols. As can be seen in the 
top row, for each oneunit increase in her reli gi os ity, a young unmar ried Chris tian 
woman is 8.6 per cent age points less likely to use hor monal con tra cep tion in a given 
week.

Adjustingforthefamilyenvironmentinthesecondmodelaccountsfor12%of
reli gi os ity’s total effect and reduces reli gi os ity’s esti mated direct effect to −7.6 per
cent age points. Of the indi vid ual mech a nis tic indi ca tors in this set, par ents’ approval 
of sex has a strong indi rect effect of −1.2 per cent age points. The num ber of sex top
ics cov ered by par ents and grow ing up in a twopar ent house hold have small but 
oppo site indi rect effects of −0.2 and 0.3, respec tively. Meanwhile, the reg u lar ity with 
which a woman’s par ents were home after school and liv ing with a par ent at base line 
donothavesignificantindirecteffectsonhormonaluse.Thus,whenitcomestothe
fam ily envi ron ment, reli gi os ity’s asso ci a tion with hor monal use pri mar ily operates 
through par ents’ approval of sex, rather than through their rela tion ship mod el ing or 
mon i tor ing.

Next, we con sider the role of young women’s friend envi ron ment. These medi a
tors account for 24% of reli gi os ity’s total effect and reduce its esti mated direct effect 
to −6.5 per cent age points. Friends’ approval of sex and believ ing that many or all  
friends are hav ing sex explain 1.5 and 1.0 per cent age points, respec tively, of reli gi
os ity’s asso ci a tion with hor monal use. These indi rect effects, how ever, are slightly 
counteracted by friends’ approval of sex with out birth con trol, which shares an oppo
site (i.e., pos i tive) indi rect effect with hor monal use.

In the fourth model, moral order and com pe ten cies have a small indi rect effect 
of0.3percentagepointsandaccountforjust4%ofreligiosity’stotaleffect.Thus,
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913Religiosity and Young Unmarried Women’s Sexual and Contraceptive Behavior

these are not a prime path way through which reli gi os ity relates to young women’s 
hor monal use.

Whenrespondents’attitudesareincludedinthefifthmodel,theseattitudesaccount
for 60% of reli gi os ity’s total effect on hor monal use and reli gi os ity’s esti mated direct 
effect is reduced to −3.5 per cent age points. The larg est atti tu di nal medi a tor is dis ap
proval of pre mar i tal sex, which explains 3.3 per cent age points of reli gi os ity’s total 
effect on hor monal use. Beliefs about birth con trol being mor ally wrong and tak ing 
toomuchplanning,however,arealsosignificantmediators:thesebeliefsexplain1.6
and 0.5 per cent age points of reli gi os ity’s total effect, respec tively. Attitudes about 
motherhoodandpregnancyarealsosignificant,but their indirecteffectsaresmall
and in the oppo site direc tion from oth ers. Thus, with respect to atti tu di nal path ways, 
reli gi os ity’s neg a tive rela tion ship to hor monal use is more attrib ut  able to dif fer ences 
in highly and less reli gious young women’s atti tudes about sex and con tra cep tive use 
than to dif fer ences in their atti tudes toward moth er hood and preg nancy.

With the inclu sion of antic i pated guilt after sex, in the last model, the esti mated 
direct effect of reli gi os ity is reduced to −5.5percentagepoints.Thisattenuationreflects
that antic i pated guilt has an indi rect effect of 3.1 per cent age points and, accord ingly, 
accounts for 36% of reli gi os ity’s total effect. Anticipated guilt after sex is thus an 
impor tant path way through which reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to hor monal con tra cep tive 
use operates.

Tosummarize, religiositysharesasignificant,negativerelationshipwithyoung
unmar ried Chris tian women’s sub se quent hor monal con tra cep tive use. Each of our 
pro posed mech a nis tic path ways par tially explains this rela tion ship. Reproductive 
atti tudes pos sess the larg est explan a tory power, although antic i pated sex ual guilt, 
too, explains siz able por tions of reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to hor monal use. Family 
and friend envi ron ments and moral order and learned com pe ten cies explain mod est 
por tions.

What Mediates the Effect of Religiosity on Condom Use?

The right panel in Table 2 pres ents the results of mod els explor ing reli gi os ity’s rela
tion ship to con dom use in weeks when young women have sex but are not using 
hor monal con tra cep tion. The results of the base model, in the top row, sug gest that 
religiositysharesapositiveassociationwithcondomuse.Morespecifically,foreach
oneunit increase in a young woman’s reli gi os ity, her prob a bil ity of using con doms 
that week increases by 1.8 per cent age points.

In the sec ond through fourth mod els, the included medi a tors have a total indi rect 
effect of less than one per cent age point. Thus, these medi a tors are not pre dom i nant 
path ways by which reli gi os ity is asso ci ated with young women’s pre mar i tal con dom 
use.

Inthefifthmodel,however,women’sattitudeshaveatotalindirecteffectof2.2
percentagepoints,andreligiosity’sdirecteffectisnolongerstatisticallysignificant.
Thus, atti tu di nal dif fer ences between women with dif fer ing degrees of reli gi os ity do 
explain reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to con dom use. Of these atti tudes, the larg est medi
a tors are dis ap proval of pre mar i tal sex and beliefs about con tra cep tion being mor ally 
wrong, which account for 1.0 and 0.8 per cent age points of reli gi os ity’s total effect, 
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respec tively. Beliefs about how much plan ning birth con trol takes and preg nancy 
desirearealsosignificantmediators,althoughtheirindirecteffectsaresmall(0.3and
0.1percentagepoints,respectively).Beliefsaboutmotherhoodbeingfulfillingdonot
haveasignificantindirecteffect.Takentogether,theseresultssuggestthatattitudes
about the moral ity or accept abil ity of sex and con tra cep tive use are the prime atti tu
di nal path ways through which reli gi os ity relates to con dom use.

Whenadjustingforanticipatedguiltinthelastmodel,guilthasanindirecteffect
of 1.2 per cent age points and accounts for 68% of reli gi os ity’s total effect on wom
en’s prob a bil ity of using con doms. Meanwhile, reli gi os ity’s esti mated direct effect 
isattenuatedto0.6percentagepointsandisnolongerstatisticallysignificant.Thus,
antic i pated sex ual guilt is also an impor tant path way through which reli gi os ity oper
ates when it comes to con dom use.

Overall, the results in the right panel of Table 2 indi cate that when not using a 
hor monal method, reli gi os ity is pos i tively asso ci ated with young women’s con dom 
use. Religiosity’s pos i tive rela tion ship to con doms pri mar ily operates through young 
women’s atti tudes and antic i pated guilt after sex, and to a lesser extent through their 
fam ily and friend envi ron ments. Moral order and learned com pe ten cies, on the other 
hand,donotsignificantlyexplainreligiosity’srelationshiptoyoungwomen’suseof
con doms as a pri mary method.

Auxiliary Analyses

Acontraceptiveworkaroundframeworkassumes jointsexualandcontraceptive 
deci sionmak ing. To test this, we assess sex ual and con tra cep tive his tory as medi a tors. 
TheresultsinTableA1intheonlineappendixconfirmthatprevioussexualactivity
accounts for 38% of reli gi os ity’s total effect on hor monal use, while pre vi ous hor
monal use explains 18% of reli gi os ity’s effect on sex ual inter course and 82% of its 
effect on con dom use. Thus, highly reli gious young women are less likely to use hor
monal con tra cep tion in a given week in part because they are less likely to have been 
sex u ally active and vice versa. Moreover, they are more likely than other women to 
use con doms because they are less likely to have ever used hor monal meth ods.

Tofurtherassessreligiosity’sassociationwithwomen’sjointsexualandcontra
cep tive behav iors, we esti mate a mul ti no mial logis tic regres sion predicting women’s 
rel a tive risk of hav ing no inter course, inter course with no con tra cep tion, inter course 
with hor monal con tra cep tion only, inter course with con doms only, and inter course 
with hor monal con tra cep tion and con doms in a given week. Here, we focus on the 
esti mated effect of reli gi os ity net of denom i na tion and demo graphic con trols only. 
For ease of interpretation,we present the results five times, eachwith a different
ref er ence cat e gory. The results of this sup ple ment fur ther high light how reli gi os ity’s 
rela tion ship to each of these behav iors is interconnected to its rela tion ship with the 
oth ers. As shown in the top row of Table A2 (online appen dix), the more reli gious a 
young woman is, the lower her risk of hav ing sex in a given week, with or with out 
con tra cep tion. When hav ing sex, how ever, her risk of using hor monal con tra cep tion 
and/or con doms does not vary by her reli gi os ity (Table A2, sec ond row). This sug
gests that the neg a tive direct effect of reli gi os ity on hor monal use in our focal ana
ly ses is driven by reli gious women’s lower selec tion into sex. Such an inter pre ta tion 
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is also con sis tent with the medi at ing effect that women’s sex ual his tory has on the 
rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and hor monal use in the pre vi ous aux il iary anal y sis 
(see Table A1). At the same time, the more reli gious a young woman is, the lower 
her risk of using con doms with a hor monal method rel a tive to using con doms alone 
(Table A2, third row). Compared with using con doms with a hor monal method, the 
more reli gious a young woman is, the higher her risk of hav ing sex with con doms 
only(TableA2,fifthrow).Thisprovidesadditionalevidencetosuggestthatthemore
reli gious a young woman is, the more likely she is to use con doms at inter course 
when she is not using a hor monal method.

To more for mally exam ine asso ci a tions between our pro posed medi a tors and young, 
unmar ried Chris tian women’s repro duc tive behav iors, we also esti mate lin ear prob a
bil ity mod els with ran dom effects. The inclu sion of ran dom effects in this sup ple ment 
helps to account for unob served het ero ge ne ity that is con stant over time. As with our 
pri mary anal y sis, we intro duce each set of mech a nis tic indi ca tors into sep a rate mod els 
whileadjustingforwomen’sreligiosity,denomination,anddemographicbackground.
The results, presented in Tables A3–A5 in the online appen dix, add nuance to our over
all con clu sions in three key ways. First, con sis tent with our main medi a tion ana ly ses, 
young women’s fam ily and friend envi ron ments, atti tudes, and sex ual emo tions—but 
not their moral order and learned com pe ten cies—are gen er ally pre dic tive of whether 
they have sex, use hor monal con tra cep tion, and use con doms each week. This is true 
even net of unob served het ero ge ne ity at the woman level (i.e., net of ran dom effects). 
Second, in keep ing with the medi a tion observed in Table 2,adjustingfortheseindi
ca tors typ i cally atten u ates point esti ma tes on reli gi os ity in ran domeffects mod els. 
Theattenuationofreligiosityisespeciallysizablewhenadjustingforyoungwomen’s
antic i pated sex ual guilt. Third, and relat edly, young women’s antic i pated sex ual guilt 
is among the larg est pre dic tors of their cur rent repro duc tive behav iors. Thus, even net 
of reli gi os ity, young women’s antic i pated sex ual guilt is highly salient to their sex ual 
activ ity and con tra cep tive use. In fact, it is even more pre dic tive of these behav iors 
than are women’s sex ual and repro duc tive atti tudes, which have been the focus of far 
greater atten tion in past demo graphic lit er a ture.

Discussion

Religion plays an impor tant role in the lives of mil li ons of young Amer i cans, three 
fourths of whom iden tify with a Chris tian denom i na tion (Pew Research Center 2015).  
In this study, we exam ined the rela tion ship between Chris tian reli gi os ity and young 
women’s sub se quent pre mar i tal sex ual and con tra cep tive behav iors and fur ther explored 
the chan nels through which reli gi os ity operates, net of denom i na tion. The results indi
cated that reli gi os ity is neg a tively asso ci ated with sex ual activ ity and hor monal con tra
cep tive use; how ever, when hav ing sex with out using hor monal con tra cep tion, women’s 
reli gi os ity is asso ci ated with a higher prob a bil ity of con dom use.

By mod el ing reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to repro duc tive behav iors with lon gi tu di nal 
data, we moved beyond prior crosssec tional work to dem on strate that reli gi os ity’s 
neg a tive rela tion ships with pre mar i tal sex and hor monal con tra cep tion are not mere 
arti facts of reverse cau sal ity. This is an impor tant dis tinc tion given the pos si bil ity 
that non mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use may reduce reli gi os ity as a way to alle vi ate 
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cog ni tive dis so nance (Regnerus and Uecker 2006).Moreover,ourfindingthatreligi
os ity is pos i tively asso ci ated with con dom use in the absence of hor monal method use 
pro vi des evi dence that highly reli gious women pri or i tize an aver sion to stig ma tized, 
non mar i tal preg nan cies over an adher ence to reli gious norms against con tra cep tion 
(Miller and Gur 2002; Nonnemaker et al. 2003). This pos i tive asso ci a tion emerged 
both in our bivar i ate ana ly ses and in our medi a tion ana ly ses. Moreover, the results of 
a sup ple men tal mul ti no mial regres sion fur ther indi cated that reli gi os ity is pos i tively 
asso ci ated with women’s rel a tive risk of using con doms alone rel a tive to using con
doms with a hor monal method. Taken together, these results sug gest that when sex
u ally active, more reli gious young women may employ con tra cep tive workarounds 
by choos ing bar rier meth ods, which in con trast to hor monal meth ods do not require 
prolonged use to be effec tive, do not inter fere with repro duc tive cycles, and may be 
eas ier to con ceal from oth ers.

Ourproposedtheoreticalpathwaysexplainsignificantportionsofreligiosity’srela
tion ships to sex ual inter course, hor monal use, and con dom use. One nota ble excep
tion, how ever, was moral order and learned com pe ten cies, which did not explain a 
significantportionofreligiosity’sassociationwithsexualintercourseorcondomuse
and explained only a very mod est por tion of its asso ci a tion with hor monal use. With 
respect to reli gi os ity’s effect on pre mar i tal sex ual activ ity, antic i pated sex ual guilt 
was the larg est medi a tor, followed closely by young women’s atti tudes—espe cially 
their dis ap proval of pre mar i tal sex—and their friends’ sex ual norms. Young women’s 
fam ily envi ron ments explained com par a tively smaller but still non triv ial amounts 
of reli gi os ity’s effect on their prob a bil ity of hav ing sex each week. With respect to 
con tra cep tion, the larg est medi a tors of reli gi os ity’s asso ci a tion with hor monal meth
ods and con doms were young women’s atti tudes. In both cases, the indi rect effect of 
atti tudes was approx i ma tely 50% larger than antic i pated guilt after sex—the sec ond 
largestmediator.Familyandfriendenvironmentshadthesmallestsignificantindirect
effects on young women’s prob a bil ity of using either form of con tra cep tion.

Anticipated sex ual guilt plays a large role in medi at ing reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship 
to sex ual activ ity, hor monal con tra cep tive use, and con dom use of young unmar
ried Chris tian women. Supplemental ran domeffects mod els fur ther high lighted that 
antic i pated guilt shared a siz able asso ci a tion with all  three out comes inde pen dent of 
religiosity.Thesefindingsexpandthelimitedscholarshipexploringthepowerfulrole
of emo tions in demo graphic pro cesses (Axinn et al. 2017; Massey 2002; Rostosky 
et al. 2003; Uecker 2008) and open up excit ing new ave nues for future research. For 
exam ple, are other emo tions salient to young women’s sex and con tra cep tive use? If 
so,whichemotionsandwhy?Andtowhatextentdoessexualguiltinfluencesexual
and repro duc tive behav iors within mar riage?

Although striking, ourfindings comewith several caveats. First, theRDSL is
lim ited to one county in Michigan. Although in many ways the RDSL is com pa
ra ble to nation ally rep re sen ta tive sam ples of sim i larly aged women, it dif fers with 
respect to its racial and eth nic com po si tion: Black women are approx i ma tely twice 
as represented and His panic women are half as represented in the RDSL as in nation
ally rep re sen ta tive sam ples (Clark 2018). Likewise, though sim i lar in break down of 
ChristianreligiousaffiliationtothepopulationofU.S.youngadults(PewResearch
Center 2015), reli gious prac tices and norms may vary geo graph i cally. Therefore, our 
results may be lim ited in their gen er al iz abil ity. Second, and relat edly, our ana ly ses 
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esti mate aver age asso ci a tions between reli gi os ity and sex ual inter course and con
tra cep tive use. We are, there fore, unable to speak to poten tially impor tant dif fer
ences in reli gi os ity’s rela tion ship to these out comes across race and class. Third, 
the RDSL includes infor ma tion on young women only. We can say lit tle about the 
rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and women’s repro duc tive behav iors at later stages 
of the life course, after many become mar ried and begin child bear ing. Fourth, reli
gi os ity was mea sured only at base line in the RDSL. While this allows us to model 
women’s behav ior after assessing their reli gi os ity—a sub stan tial improve ment over 
past research (Pearce et al. 2019)—it pre vents us from explor ing the reverse. To 
the extent that pre mar i tal sex and con tra cep tive use dimin ish reli gi os ity, as oth ers 
have suggested (Thornton et al. 1992), our esti mated effects of reli gi os ity should be 
under stated. Fifth, the only emo tional mea sure avail  able to us is antic i pated guilt 
after sex. If emo tions about con tra cep tion are more rel e vant to con tra cep tive use 
than are emo tions about sex, as has been shown with respect to atti tudes about sex 
(Meier 2003), then antic i pated guilt after con tra cep tive use could be a more pow
er ful medi a tor of the rela tion ship between reli gi os ity and con tra cep tion. Likewise, 
other emo tions, such as antic i pated shame, may also be rel e vant. Such pos si bil i ties 
high light the need for fur ther research inves ti gat ing the role of a wider range of emo
tions in repro duc tive pro cesses.

Religiosity is an impor tant pre dic tor of young unmar ried Chris tian women’s sex ual 
activ ity and con tra cep tive use. Its asso ci a tion with dif fer ent con tra cep tive meth ods, 
how ever, is not uni formly neg a tive. While higher lev els of reli gi os ity deter young 
women from using hor monal meth ods that require advanced plan ning and inter rupt 
bio log i cal cycles, they heighten the use of con doms in moments when women are 
notusingahormonalmethod.Religiositygainsitsinfluencethroughsimultaneously
shap ing women’s nor ma tive social envi ron ments, repro duc tive atti tudes, and antic i
patedfeelingsofguiltaftersex.■
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