
Abstract 

 These results may be considered within the context of the characteristics of this particular 

sample. Two thirds of the youth in this sample reported attending services weekly or more often 

(65.70%), while less than 7% report never attending; in the mid-range, 20.54% attend once or twice 

a month, and 6.8% attend a few times a year. Youth rated meaningfulness of religion on a three-

point scale, 3 indicating that religious and spiritual life and beliefs are very important; the sample 

mean = 2.74 (SD = .51). In a sample  in which both attendance and meaning are relatively high, 

religious attendance is the strongest predictor of not using alcohol and marijuana. We expected 

religious meaning to have greatest predictive power; perhaps it would predict better than religious 

attendance in a sample of older adolescents and adults who have had time to explore religion and 

make it more meaningful personally. Young adolescents are more likely to be foreclosed and may 

not have had time to explore religion to make it truly meaningful in ways that would influence their 

substance use. A larger sample with more variation in demographic composition and variation in 

religious attendance and denomination-based doctrine would be a good next step in this research as 

would using certain characteristics such as gender, age, grade as covariates analyzing data from 

this sample or a larger one. This study demonstrates the importance of considering sample 

characteristics when studying and interpreting psychosocial predictors of health behaviors as well as 

the roles of other predictors – age, gender, grades, school connectedness, delinquency, and 

aggression toward peers – and how they compare with religious variables in strength to predict 

adolescent substance use.   

Discussion 

 Smith (2003) suggested that religion may have positive effects on adolescents through the 

internalization of moral directives, learning skills that translate into community and social life, and 

increasing social capital through social and organizational ties. Jang, Bader, and Johnson (2008) 

found that strong religiousness tends to promote conventional behaviors, religious peer networks, and 

conventional moral schemas, thus serving as a key bonding mechanism. While adolescence is a 

formative time for social competence, moral, and religious development, it is also during this time 

when many youth are exposed to and may initiate use of substances such as alcohol, tobacco, and 

marijuana. Negative consequences, such as injuries, alcohol poisoning, academic problems, as well 

as unintended and unprotected sexual activity may result from misuse of alcohol (Turrisi et al., 2007).  

In addition to health-compromising effects of substance use, substance use may interfere with normal 

and optimal physical development, especially that of the central nervous system. For most youth, 

involvement with psychoactive substances is episodic and limited to brief periods of experimentation 

(Botvin et al., 1998); however, for some adolescents, the use of alcohol or marijuana may evolve into 

compulsive patterns of usage promoting both psychological and physical dependence. The use of 

these substance into adulthood can lead to severe physical health, psychological, financial, legal and 

interpersonal problems (Newcomber & Bentler, 1988).   

Participants. This sample consisted of 73 adolescents recruited along with their parents as a part of 

longitudinal research conducted at The Youth Development Lab (Mrug & colleagues) of University of 

Alabama at Birmingham. The sample included African-American girls (36) and boys (37) aged 12-17 

(M = 14.73) who attended middle or high schools in low-middle socioeconomic areas of Birmingham, 

AL. Adolescent and parent participants received $50 each for their participation.  

 

Procedure. Interviews were conducted orally and by self-report on computers. The first part of the 

interview was read aloud to participants; for the second part of the interview, participants answered 

questions privately using computers.  

Two religious variables, attending religious services and personal meaning of religion, 

often are assumed to be similar in predicting health-compromising behaviors. In a sample 

of urban youth, attendance and meaning differed considerably in predicting alcohol and 

marijuana use.  

 Seventy-three adolescents (36 girls, 37 boys; ages 12-17) were interviewed 

regarding their attendance to religious services, personal meaning of religion, and use of 

alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana. We predicted that adolescents who attend religious 

services and particularly those who perceive religion to be meaningful would be less likely 

to use substances than non-attenders and those finding less meaning in religion. Only 

four students in the sample reported having tried or were currently smoking cigarettes, 10 

of 73 (13.7%) reported having used marijuana and 12 (16.44%) reported having used 

alcohol.   

 Although only religious attendance emerged as a significant predictor of alcohol and 

marijuana use, results showed interesting differences based on particular substance use 

behaviors as well as the religious predictor variables. Religious attendance and personal 

importance of religion and spirituality, while moderately related, r (73) =.512, p <. 001, 

predicted substance use behaviors in different ways. See Tables 1 and 2. 
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Method 

Results 
 Of the 73 adolescents (36 girls, 37 boys; ages 12-17) interviewed regarding their attendance 

to religious services, personal meaning of religion, and use of alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana. 

Only four students in the sample reported having tried or were currently smoking cigarettes, 10 of 

73 (13.7%) reported having used marijuana, and 12 (16.44%) reported having used alcohol.  

 Results of logistic regression analyses reveal religious attendance to be the stronger 

predictor of the two measures of religion (Tables 1 & 2); religious attendance predicts not using 

both alcohol and marijuana.  See Tables below for predictive nature of other variables – gender, 

grade, grades, aggression, school connectedness, delinquency, and friends’ delinquency.  

Results 

Previous Research 

 

 

                          Table 1. Logistic Regression Predicting Alcohol Use 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I.for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Step 1
a
 Rel attendance -.873 .354 6.089 1 .014 .418 .209 .836 

Rel meaning .318 .650 .239 1 .625 1.374 .384 4.914 

Constant 1.002 1.501 .445 1 .505 2.723   

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: c2relig1, c2relig2. 

 
 

Table 2. Logistic Regression Predicting Marijuana Use 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I.for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Step 1
a
 Rel Attendance -1.398 .466 8.979 1 .003 .247 .099 .617 

Rel Meaning .214 .811 .069 1 .792 1.238 .253 6.071 

Constant 1.893 1.742 1.181 1 .277 6.640   

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: c2relig1, c2relig2. 

  

Table 3.  Predicting Alcohol Use 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1
a
 c2gender .445 .683 .424 1 .515 1.560 

c2grade .043 .312 .019 1 .891 1.043 

c2grades .246 .444 .307 1 .580 1.279 

Aggression 2.043 1.233 2.748 1 .097 7.717 

FrDelinq .281 .446 .395 1 .530 1.324 

ScConnect 2.339 1.221 3.668 1 .055 10.368 

Delinquency 1.167 2.023 .333 1 .564 3.211 

Constant -11.642 3.929 8.782 1 .003 .000 

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: Aggression, FrDelinq, ScConnect, Delinquency. 

 

 

Predicting Marijuana Use 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

95% C.I.for EXP(B) 

Lower Upper 

Step 1
a
 c2relig1 -1.365 .495 7.600 1 .006 .255 .097 .674 

c2relig2 -.142 .990 .021 1 .886 .868 .125 6.035 

c2gender -.525 .969 .294 1 .588 .591 .089 3.953 

c2grade .539 .414 1.693 1 .193 1.715 .761 3.863 

c2grades .361 .594 .369 1 .544 1.434 .448 4.593 

Constant 1.292 2.788 .215 1 .643 3.641   

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: c2relig1, c2relig2, c2gender, c2grade, c2grades. 

 

 

Interview Measures 

Measures. Participants responded to questions using either a 4-point Likert scale (strongly agree to 

strongly disagree), or 3- or 4-point rating scale (never to always). Two questions measuring religion were: 

“How frequently do you attend religious services, such as attending church, temple, or prayer-meetings?” 

(1= never, 2 = few times a year, 3 = about once or twice a month, 4=weekly or more often) and “How 

important to you are your religious and spiritual life and beliefs?” (1 = Not very important, 2 = somewhat 

important, 3 = very important). An example question measuring School Connectedness was, “How much 

do you feel that your teachers care about you? Would you say…1 = not at all – 4 = very much.”  

 

Predicting Alcohol Use - All Variables in the Equation 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1
a
 c2gender .492 .705 .487 1 .485 1.636 

c2grade .157 .341 .212 1 .645 1.170 

c2grades .117 .455 .065 1 .798 1.124 

Aggression 2.100 1.243 2.852 1 .091 8.163 

FrDelinq .033 .517 .004 1 .949 1.034 

ScConnect 2.464 1.327 3.445 1 .063 11.749 

Delinquency 1.147 2.034 .318 1 .573 3.147 

c2relig1 -.422 .394 1.148 1 .284 .655 

c2relig2 -.306 .809 .143 1 .705 .736 

Constant -9.496 4.227 5.048 1 .025 .000 

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: c2relig1, c2relig2. 

 


