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ABSTRACT 

In this study, I use the 1997 cohort of the National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY97) to 

examine how various aspects of religious life are associated with both early union formation and 

educational enrollment. Broadly, I address two questions. First, does religious association with 

early union formation help explain religious associations with educational enrollment? Second, 

do religious associations with union formation and educational enrollment differ by gender? I 

find that both conservative Protestant young adults and young adults with high levels of religious 

participation do tend to marry earlier but this does not appear to disrupt their schooling. These 

associations hold for both women and men, though women (regardless of religious tradition or 

participation) are more likely than men to interrupt their schooling for marriage. Among 

religious predictors, only having conservative Protestant parents during adolescence predicts 

negative educational outcomes, and this effect is relatively stronger for men than women.



 

The beginning of marriage and the end of secondary education have traditionally been 

considered gateway events marking the transition to adulthood. Over the last few decades the 

growing numbers of cohabiting young adults, the climbing age at first marriage, and the increase 

in numbers of young adults pursuing post-secondary education has lessened the symbolic impact 

of marriage and high school graduation as inaugurating events of adulthood. Still, choices about 

forming unions and continuing education are among the most significant that young adults make; 

forming unions and furthering education can radically alter life courses and life chances. 

 Social scientists have closely studied the factors influencing the educational and union 

formation trajectories of young adults. Socio-economic status, family structure, age, race, 

gender, and academic ability are among the most important elements which differentiate union 

and educational outcomes for young adults (e.g. DiMaggio and Mohr 1985, Oppenheimer 1988, 

Krein and Beller 1988). Scholars have also traced the long-term consequences of unions and 

education, finding in general that young adults who enter stable marriages and have higher levels 

of education also have better economic and health outcomes (e.g. Ross, Mirowsky and Goldsteen 

1990, Mirowsky and Ross 2003).  

 Not surprisingly, union formation and educational choices are tightly intertwined. The 

timing and type of unions that young adults form are at least partially informed by their 

educational status. Young adults tend to form unions before or after major spells of educational 

enrollment and they form unions with those who have similar levels of education (e.g. Hoem 

1986). Conversely, the educational choices of young adults may be affected by their union 

formation choices. This may be especially the case for young adults who postpone or conclude 



their education in order to focus on supporting or building a new family (Thornton, Axinn, and 

Teachman 1995). 

 Religion is among the factors that can influence both union formation and educational 

choices. A relatively small body of work has examined whether and how the various aspects of 

religious life impact union formation and educational trajectories. Some studies give evidence 

that young adults from conservative religious traditions as well as highly religious young adults 

are also more likely marry earlier and less likely to cohabit (Thornton, Axinn, and Hill 1992; 

Lehrer 2004b; Xu, Hudspeth, Bartkowski 2005). Other studies show that conservative religious 

affiliation is linked with lower levels of educational attainment but that greater religious 

participation is associated with better academic outcomes (Sherkat and Darnell 1999; Lehrer 

2004a; Loury 2004). An important area that merits further investigation is how religion may be 

associated with both union formation and educational outcomes in young adulthood. 

 In this study, I use the 1997 cohort of the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 

(NLSY97) to examine how various aspects of religious life are associated with both early union 

formation and educational enrollment. Broadly, I address two questions. First, does religious 

association with early union formation help explain religious associations with educational 

enrollment? Second, do religious associations with union formation and educational enrollment 

differ by gender? I expect that respondents parented by conservative Protestants or who 

themselves identify as conservative Protestants will be more likely to marry early and 

subsequently truncate their educational enrollment. I also expect to find that higher levels of 

religious involvement, regardless of conservative Protestant affiliation, will be associated with 

early marriage and subsequent earlier truncation of enrollment. Finally, I predict that the above 



associations will differ for men and women, with women more likely to truncate enrollment due 

to early marriage.  

 

Data and Methods 

Data. The National Longitudinal Study of Youth is an ongoing nationally representative study of 

the behaviors and attitudes of young Americans as they transition into adulthood. The study is 

sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and follows a cohort of young Americans beginning 

in early adolescence. The most recent cohort, first interviewed in 1997 when they were aged 12-

16, has been interviewed every subsequent year with data publicly released for the first nine 

rounds of interviews (through 2005). In addition to youth respondent interviews, the NLSY97 

also interviewed one parent at Round 1, administered the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude 

Battery (ASVAB) to all respondents in Round 3, and later collected academic transcripts for 

most respondents. With educational enrollment histories, union histories, and yearly 

measurement of religious affiliation and attendance, the NLSY97 is an outstanding dataset to 

investigate the associations of religion, union formation, and educational enrollment in young 

adulthood. 

 Because I am interested in the timing of events, specifically if religious affiliation and 

participation are associated with earlier union formation and earlier truncation of enrollment, an 

event history approach is an appropriate way to model the associations among variables. For this 

analysis I construct a person-year file where each observation represents a year of the 

respondent’s life. This allows most of my measures to vary by time. For example, a respondent 

may have claimed no religious affiliation in 1997 (Round 1), but in Round 2 claims a Catholic 

affiliation. For some variables, such as parental religious affiliation, I have information only at 



Round 1 (from the parent interview). In this case the variable remains the same for each person-

year and represents the same thing in each person year, such as the religious affiliation of the 

respondent’s parent in 1997. 

 To analyze the person-year data I estimate discrete-time Cox proportional hazard models 

using STATA. This approach has been shown to not violate assumptions about independence 

across observations and has been widely employed in the social sciences (Allison 1982). To 

account for the sampling design, the NLSY97 provides weights to adjust tabular data but weights 

are not provided for regression analyses. Because I control for the primary sampling factors (e.g. 

urbanicity, region, race, age) of the NLSY97, I do not weight my regression analyses. I also 

exclude any person-years before age 16 because I am interested in the transition to adulthood. 

Moreover, the few cohabiting unions and/or enrollment dropouts occurring before age 16 are 

likely to be qualitatively different from those occurring later in the life course. 

Measures. Educational enrollment is my primary dependent variable. Because I am particularly 

interested in when respondents’ stop their enrollment, I measure educational enrollment as a 

dichotomous variable. For each person-year a respondent is either enrolled (enrolled=0) in some 

formal educational program or not enrolled (not enrolled=1). Specifically, I determine 

enrollment status using the NLSY97’s constructed variables for each interview year. An 

enrollment year begins in August and ends in the following July. So, for instance, the enrollment 

status for a particular respondent’s person-year at Round 1 (1997) represents that respondent’s 

enrollment status from August 1997 to July 1998. 

 Note that I cannot simply use “age at first enrollment disruption” or some similar 

measure because not all of my respondents have completed their education by the time of the 

most recent observation. The Cox proportional hazards method allows me to address my research 



questions in a time-relevant way using the relatively young NLSY97 cohort as well as allowing 

me to use the observations of even those respondents who dropped out of the sample in earlier 

rounds. I also note that the Cox proportional hazards method allows me to analyze person-years 

only up to the first period of non-enrollment or through the most recent interview round for that 

particular respondent, whichever comes first. Conceptually, then, I am modeling the “hazard” of 

discontinuing enrollment. A particular respondent “survives” until taking at least a one year 

break from enrollment or up to their most recent year of interview. 

 I recognize that my modeling of enrollment as a uniformly salutary process has some 

limitations. Because of the importance of achieving educational credentials (as opposed to 

simply accruing years of enrollment), the timing of educational “disruptions” is not qualitatively 

equivalent. In other words, truncating enrollment after 11
th
 grade is not the same as taking an 

enrollment break after graduating high school. However, this particular operationalization does 

give me a very good assessment of my broad question: Are certain kinds of religious affiliation 

and participation associated with earlier truncation of educational enrollment?  

 Union formation serves as both a dependent variable and independent variable in this 

study. As a dependent variable it is constructed similarly to educational enrollment. I used 

NLSY97’s union history to describe a respondent’s union status in each person-year. In this case 

unions are measured at the end of the year so that the independent variables for that person-year 

are measured prior. In any given person-year a respondent may be single (=0), cohabiting (=1), 

or married (=2). As with educational enrollment, I only measure person-years up to the outcome 

of interest, in this case first union, whether it is marriage or cohabitation. I estimate multinomial 

logistic regressions in STATA comparing either marriage or cohabitation to single status. This 



particular operationalization allows me to estimate the affect of independent variables of interest 

on both the timing and type of first union. 

 When union formation functions as an independent variable, I measure unions at the 

beginning of the person-year. I create four mutually-exclusive dichotomous variables: never 

married (reference category), cohabiting, married, and divorced/separated. For those few cases in 

which a person was involved in more than one union, I measure only the first union of the year. 

 Religious affiliation and participation are my primary independent variables of interest. 

Using the information from the parent interview, I measure parental religious affiliation at 

Round 1 (1997). Specifically, I use a dichotomous variable indicating whether or not the parent 

reported a conservative Protestant affiliation at Round 1. For the respondent’s religious 

affiliation, I construct the measure for each person-year from 1997 (Round 1) to 2005 (Round 9). 

This variable is also dichotomous, indicating whether the respondent reported a conservative 

Protestant affiliation in that particular person-year. For Rounds 3-9 the religious affiliation 

measure is gleaned from the household roster information. Religious affiliation was not asked of 

the respondent in Round 2 (1998) so for the person-years representing both 1997 and 1998 I use 

data from the Round 1 (1997) affiliation question. 

 I construct religious participation using a measure of how frequently the respondent 

attended religious services. The respondent answers the question on a scale from 1-8 with 1 

indicating the respondent never attends and 8 indicating the respondent attends everyday. The 

NLSY97 only began asking respondents about religious attendance in Round 4 (2000), so for the 

person-years representing 1997, 1998, and 1999 I measure attendance using the parent 

respondent’s answer to the religious attendance question in Round 1 (1997). 



 I include a number of control variables in my analyses. Age is the respondent’s age at 

each round of interview (each person-year). Age at Round 1 controls for any potential age cohort 

effects and helps account for my exclusion of person-years before age 16. I employ the Round 1 

constructed variable to measure race and ethnicity. Specifically, I use dichotomous variables for 

Anglo American (reference category), African American, Hispanic, Asian American, and other 

race. Urbanicity is measured using a dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent 

resided in an urban area in a given person-year. Region is constructed similarly, with a 

dichotomous variable for whether the respondent lived in the (census-defined) South in any 

given person-year. I use the fertility history file to indicate whether the respondent was either 

pregnant (or had a pregnant partner) in any given person-year. Gender (female=1) is measured 

using the Round 1 variable. Employment (employed=1) uses the labor history file to indicate 

whether a respondent had any kind of employment (full or part-time) for any part of the 

particular person-year. Finally, I control for academic aptitude using the ASVAB percentile 

score, which was measured in 1999. 

 I also include two measures of family background. Family structure is measured using a 

constructed variable indicating the respondent’s relationship to the adults in his/her household in 

Round 1 (1997). I employ four dichotomous variables: biologically intact two-parent family 

(reference), two-parent step family, single parent family, or other family structure. I control for 

family socio-economic status using parent education (measured at Round 1). For single parent 

households I use the completed years of the respondent parent only, for two-parent households I 

use an average of the completed years of education. From these I construct four dichotomous 

variables: completed high school only (reference category), completed less than high school, 



completed less than four years of post-secondary education, completed four or more years of 

post-secondary education.  

Results 

I begin my analysis by examining religious associations with union formation. These 

associations have been noted in previous literature using different data (e.g. Thornton, Axinn, 

and Hill 1992, Xu, Hudspeth, Bartkowski 2005), but I begin here in order to establish the 

associations in my data. Table 1 presents estimates from a competing risk model predicting 

timing and type of first union. Models 1 and 2 show that the conservative Protestant affiliation of 

both parent and respondent has a significant positive association with early marriage, but no 

significant association with first cohabitation. This latter finding is somewhat surprising as I 

might expect the conservative Protestant mores against non-marital cohabitation to militate 

against early cohabitation.  

 As expected, respondents’ raised by conservative Protestant parents and who themselves 

embrace a conservative Protestant affiliation are more likely to marry earlier than their 

counterparts in all other religious (or non-religious) affiliations. Note that in Model 4, when 

controlling for religious participation, only the respondent’s own affiliation retains significant 

association with early marriage. The results in Model 4 indicate that the influence of parental 

religious affiliation on early marriage (noted in Model 1) operates entirely through the 

respondent’s own conservative Protestant religious affiliation and/or religious participation. 

 Model 3 indicates that higher levels of religious attendance are associated with greater 

odds of earlier marriage and lower odds of early cohabitation. Model 4 shows that including both 

parental and respondent conservative Protestant affiliation does little to attenuate the effects of 

religious participation. Additionally, religious participation appears to at least partially account 



for the impact of the respondent’s conservative Protestant affiliation (reducing the coefficient 

from .913 to .681). Taken together, the findings presented in Table 1 concur with previous 

findings that both conservative Protestant affiliation and greater religious participation are 

associated with early union formation, especially that both predict earlier marriage. Parental 

affiliation proved to be only an indirect (through respondent’s own affiliation) predictor of union 

formation. 

Table 1 about here 

 With the relationship between religion and early union formation established in my data, 

I move on to examine how religion is associated with educational enrollment. Table 2 displays 

proportional hazards estimates predicting the risk of truncating educational enrollment. Models 1 

through 4 show the affects of the various religion variables on educational enrollment. 

Consonant with previous literature, greater levels of religious participation predict against early 

truncation of educational enrollment (Loury 2004). Contrary to previous findings (Sherkat and 

Darnell 1999), my data indicate that conservative Protestant respondents are not more likely to 

end their educational enrollment earlier; my findings show no significant association between 

conservative Protestant affiliation and educational enrollment. Notably, Model 4 presents 

evidence that respondents raised by a conservative Protestant parent are more likely to stop their 

educational enrollment earlier, regardless of the respondent’s own affiliation or religious 

participation. The significant role of parental affiliation in these results differs from the pattern 

observed with union status, where parental affiliation was only indirectly associated with the 

outcome. 

 Model 5 adds union status variables. As expected, and in agreement with previous 

findings, early unions increase the odds of earlier truncation of educational enrollment. Union 



status, however, does not significantly attenuate the observed effects of religion on enrollment. 

While religion is associated with both early union formation and early truncation of enrollment, 

it does not appear that early union formation is one of the mechanisms by which religion is 

associated with enrollment. 

Table 2 about here 

 Perhaps the associations of religion with enrollment (and union status) differ by gender. 

Might conservative Protestant women or more highly religious women be more likely to 

exchange their educational enrollment for a place in the home? Table 3 presents the results of my 

analysis on sub-samples of men and women. For both men and women the findings from Table 2 

are replicated. Union status does not attenuate the affects of the religion variables. However, 

some other interesting patterns emerge in Table 3. The association of religious participation with 

educational enrollment is similar for both men and women but the men with conservative 

Protestant parents are slightly more likely to end their educational enrollment earlier than their 

female counterparts. Regardless of religious affiliation, women’s enrollment appears to be more 

affected by union status than does men’s. Models 2 and 4 show that neither marriage nor divorce 

are significantly associated with early truncation of enrollment for men, but both are highly 

predictive of an earlier end to enrollment for women.  

Table 3 about here 

 

Conclusions 

For many young adults completing a post-secondary degree or marrying marks the beginning of 

a more stable, settled period of life. For those young adults who maintain stable unions and 

parlay higher education into lucrative jobs, their chances of achieving prosperity and health are 



increased. Religion is one of the factors that influence young adults’ choices about both 

schooling and unions. In this study I investigated the possibility that conservative religious 

upbringing and affiliation, and greater religious participation are associated with earlier union 

formation among young adults, and subsequently, an earlier end to their educational enrollment.  

 I expected to find that young conservative Protestants, those raised by conservative 

Protestant parents, and young adults with high levels of religious participation would be more 

likely to marry earlier and subsequently to make an earlier end to their educational enrollment. 

My findings give further evidence that religion is an important factor in the timing and type of 

union formation as well as the timing of truncation of educational enrollment. I did not find, 

however, any evidence that religion influences educational enrollment through early union 

formation. While, on average, young adults forming early unions do tend to truncate their 

educational enrollment, it does not appear to be conservatively religious young adults whose 

early unions are leading them to stop going to school, at least not compared with their peers from 

other religious traditions (or no tradition) and peers who participate less in religious services. 

 Though it does not appear to operate through early union formation, religion does have 

an important impact on the educational trajectories of young adults. Young adults from 

conservative Protestant families tend to stop their educations sooner than their peers with parents 

from other traditions; my evidence indicates this effect is relatively stronger for men. Young 

adults who identify themselves as conservative Protestant do not appear to be significantly 

different from their peers in the timing of ending (or, at least, interrupting) their formal 

education. And young adults who participate more frequently in religious activities are less likely 

than their less observant peers to truncate their educational enrollment. 



 My study represents an advance in the understanding of how religion is associated with 

two critical aspects of the transition to adulthood: union formation and educational enrollment. 

There are sound theoretical reasons to expect religious affiliation and participation to influence 

both union formation and educational enrollment and I measured religion prior to union and 

educational outcomes while controlling for many potentially confounding variables in 

multivariate analyses. Still, it is not possible with my data (or, perhaps, any data) to causally 

untangle the associations between religion, union formation, and educational enrollment in 

young adulthood. One can imagine how any of these three can influence the other two.  

 While my study does not present a causal case, it helps clarify the relationships between 

religion, unions, and education in young adulthood and points to areas for future research. It 

would be helpful to know if other religious affiliations (including no affiliation) have any 

association with unions and enrollment. There may also be important distinctions between the 

levels of religious involvement at which unions and enrollment are affected. Additionally, there 

could be important interaction effects among the various measures of religion, such that the 

impact of participation may vary by affiliation. There are certainly important qualitative 

differences in the timing of truncating educational enrollment. Religion and/or unions may have 

more or less impact at certain critical junctures of the education process. Finally, the various 

associations of religion, unions, and education may differ by race. Investigating these important 

questions will continue to deepen our understanding of the transition to adulthood and the critical 

life trajectories established during this tumultuous period of life.   
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