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Abstract
Common associations between religiosity and beliefs or behaviors related to love 
and sexuality could differ by race and sexual identity. Data from 6068 undergradu-
ates who completed a 100-item survey revealed that students scoring high on religi-
osity were more likely to believe in one true love and were more committed to stay-
ing married if they had fallen out of love or if their partner cheated on them. High 
religiosity was also associated with disapproval of being gay, not being involved in 
a “friends with benefits” relationship, not intending to cohabit, avoiding hooking 
up, not having cheated on a partner, being against abortion, and not having used 
the Internet to find a partner. However, regression analyses suggested a differential 
influence of religion based on race and sexual identity on some associations, sug-
gesting potentially distinct associations of religion based on identify influences.
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Introduction

The institution of religion has significantly influenced conceptualizations of love, 
relationships, sexual attitudes and behaviors (Barkan 2006; Baker et  al. 2015; 
Burdette et al. 2007; Njus and Bane 2009; Perry 2016; Soloski et al. 2013). Reli-
gion also functions to create a personal connection to a higher power (Iles et al. 
2016) and serves as an important socialization agent or an individual’s values, 
choices, and behaviors (Barkan 2006). However, the influence of religion is likely 
not the same for every religious individual due to varying contextual and identity 
factors. The focus of this study was to investigate how emerging adults’ racial and 
sexual identities differentiate associations between self-identified religiosity and 
beliefs/behaviors related to love, relationships, and sexuality.

Differential Associations of Religion by Identity

Being religious is often associated with more conservative attitudes and behav-
ior, but the association is not straight forward. One’s gender and racial identi-
ties, particularly when associated with impactful historical and social contexts, 
could contribute to religion’s influence on beliefs and behaviors. For example, 
religious attitudes have been more predictive of sexual attitudes for women than 
for men (Ahrold and Meston 2010; Owen et al. 2010). Higher intrinsic religios-
ity and religious fundamentalism have been associated with sexual conservativ-
ism for Asian and Euro-American female students but not for female students of 
other races (Ahrold and Meston 2010). Being religious has been less of a deter-
rent of drug use for Black teens than teens of other races (Amey et al. 1996; Tay-
lor et al. 2011; Wallace et al. 2003). Similarly, studies have generally shown that 
religiosity or church attendance corresponds less with conservative sexual views 
and behaviors for Black adolescents than for other adolescents (Billy et al. 1994; 
Brewster et al. 1998; Rostosky et al. 2003).

Some researchers have attributed such racial divergence to general differences 
between white and black churches, the latter being more communal and forgiv-
ing (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Also, racially-insensitive or biased attitudes and 
expectations within mainstream religious contexts can lead to racial minorities 
feeling some disconnection with a larger, predominantly white religious commu-
nity (Kim 2017). Consequently, it is possible that the general impact of more tra-
ditional, White European-influenced religious perspectives are perceived as less 
salient by racial minorities. Overall, the reviewed studies support the notion that 
associations broadly between religion and beliefs or behaviors related to love and 
sexuality could vary by race (and gender).

One’s sexual identity could also be relevant to the impact of religion on one’s 
beliefs and behavior. Religious LGB (lesbian, gay, and bisexual) individuals 
have reported that religion provides a source of love, support, strength, and a 
sense belonging to something greater than themselves (Rosenkrantz et al. 2016). 
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However, more conservative religious beliefs are often associated with greater 
feelings of guilt and shame for sexual minorities (Sherry et al. 2010). This is due 
to the fact that religions in general have been known for promoting negative atti-
tudes toward homosexuality (Yip 2005), and in countries like the United States, 
being religious is especially influential on negative beliefs people hold toward 
LGB issues (Adamczyk and Pitt 2009). Thus, being religious and being sexual 
minority may result in many sexual minorities abandoning their religion (Jeffries 
et al. 2008).

National data indicates that sexual minorities are indeed less likely to be reli-
gious (Sherkat 2016); those who are and remain religious are likely to have found 
a way to reconcile their sexual and religious identities. Specifically, LGB religious 
individuals are challenged to find ways to integrate their religious identity—that is 
often associated with anti-LGB sentiments—with their sexual identity—that is often 
assumed to be, and portrayed in mainstream culture, as anti-religious (Barton 2012; 
Sumerau et  al. 2016). Some who leave and then return (or change to a different) 
religious community feel pressure to defend their actions to those LGB individuals 
who interpret such actions as hostile toward LGB identities (Sumerau 2014). Caught 
between seemingly incompatible subcultures, LGB individuals and communities 
sometimes adapt by reinventing religious rituals and beliefs and interpret scriptural 
passages in distinctly different ways that accommodate LGB experiences (Thumma 
and Gray 2004). Considered in toto, the strategies used to integrate religious and 
LGB identities could result in religion having a somewhat unique type of impact on 
LGB individuals’ attitudes and behaviors.

Some research has focused on the intersection of race and sexual identity in the 
context of religious faith. For example, Black adults who identified as LGB reported 
higher levels of internal conflict when trying to reconcile their sexual identity with 
their religion than individuals with a single minority identify (Walker and Long-
mire-Avital 2013). Black men who identified as both religious and gay had less 
church attendance and identified as less religious than Black, heterosexual men (Pew 
Research Center 2009). Hence, accounting for both race and sexual identity could 
help differentiate associations between being religious and other values, intentions, 
or behaviors.

The current study is based on the premise that religion influences attitudes and 
beliefs that subsequently influence intentions and behavior, consistent with Social 
control theory. For example, social control theory suggests that institutional-
ized, social norms influence whether individuals act on sexual drives (DeLamater 
1981; Janowitz 1975). Research on adolescent sexual behavior found that religios-
ity largely influenced the internalization of conservative sexual norms that became 
integrated with their motivation for sexual behavior (Vasilenko et al. 2013). As sug-
gested by the studies reviewed above, religion may intersect with other social influ-
ences idiosyncratic to specific ethnic or sexual-identity type cultures or contexts, 
resulting in differential associations between being religious and sexual behaviors. 
It is possible that for similar reasons religion is uniquely linked to various beliefs 
and expectations in the realm of romance and love based on identity group factors. 
The current study extends the existing literature by examining a broader array of 
relationship values and behaviors that potentially associate with being religious. 
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Furthermore, the research illustrates how the influence of religion can differ based 
one’s race and sexual identity. Such findings add nuance to understanding how 
religion impacts the lives of contemporary, emerging adults, and demonstrates the 
importance of accounting for identity issues when studying the impact of religion.

Methods

Survey and Sample

Data for this study were generated from the “College Student Attitudes and Behav-
iors Survey” developed by the first and third authors consisting of 100 questions 
including demographic characteristics, attitudes toward love, relationships, and sex-
ual values/behaviors. The sample consisted of a total of 6068 undergraduate students 
over a period of 8 years from two large universities in the United States–one in the 
Midwest and the other in the Southeast. Students in the undergraduate classes of the 
first and third authors were emailed a link to an anonymous online questionnaire 
and invited to voluntarily participate (no compensation, grade or otherwise, was pro-
vided). Colleagues of the respective researchers also sent the link to students in their 
introductory classes.

Of the 6068 undergraduates (mean age = 19.91) who completed the survey, 55% 
were female, 45% male. Over 80% (82.4%) were White, 7.9% Black, 3.9% Hispanic 
and 5.9% Other. Regarding sexual identity, 79% were heterosexual; 21% Other (gay/
lesbian or bisexual). Over half (54%) reported being partnered. Because the specific 
religious denominations of the study participants are unknown, it is important to 
provide some context for the nature of the broad religious influences on the partici-
pants. We note that in one of the two states (Indiana) in which the two institutions 
are located, the population is predominantly Christian (72%), with the main sub-
groups breaking down as follows: 31% Evangelical Protestant, 18% Catholic, 16% 
Mainline Protestant, and 5% Historically Black Protestant (Pew Research Center 
2014). In the other state (North Carolina), the population is likewise predominantly 
Christian (77%), with the main subgroups breaking down as follows: 35% Evangeli-
cal Protestant, 19% Mainline Protestant, 12% Historically Black Protestant, and 9% 
Catholic (Pew Research Center 2014). It is thus assumed that the religious contexts 
in which the individuals navigate their racial and sexual identities are largely influ-
enced by relatively mainstream Christian beliefs systems and practices, though the 
denominations among the participants could have greater variation.

Measures

Dependent Variable

Respondents identified their religiosity along a continuum including very religious 
(5), moderately religious (4), about midway (3), moderately not religious (2) and not 
religious at all (1).
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Background Variables

Dummy variables were created for race, divorced, parental divorce, and gender/sex-
ual identity. Sexual identity was determined by the response to “I consider myself:” 
followed by a list of options (heterosexual, bisexual, gay male, gay female, other). 
Based on the reported gender, respondents were categorized as: heterosexual male, 
heterosexual female, bisexual male, bisexual female, gay male, or gay female. Other 
sexual identities (e.g., asexual, questioning) were not included due to the small num-
ber of respondents.

Relationship Beliefs and Intentions

Several survey items captured beliefs and intentions related to love and relationships. 
The following items were responded to with a 5-point agreement scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree): “I would divorce my spouse if I no longer loved him 
or her,” and “I would end a relationship with a partner who cheated on me.” The 
remaining items were responded to with a yes or no: “I believe that there is only one 
true love that never comes again,” “I would live with a partner I was not married to,” 
and “I have looked for a partner on the Internet.”

Beliefs and Behaviors Related to Sexuality

Several items captured elements of sexually-related perspectives and behavior. The 
following items were responded to with a 5-point agreement scale (1 = strongly disa-
gree, 5 = strongly agree): “An abortion is acceptable under certain conditions,” and 
“It is better to be heterosexual than homosexual.” The other items were responded 
to with a yes or no: “I have had sex without love,” “I have hooked up (sex upon first 
time meeting each other),” “I have been in a ‘friends with benefits’ relationship,” 
and “I have cheated on a partner I was involved with.”

Results

Correlational Findings

The first analysis focused on general associations between background variables 
with religiosity. Significant mean differences were found regarding religiosity and 
race, sexual identity, and having divorced parents. For race, a one-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) revealed a significant difference (p < .001) in religiosity with 
blacks having a higher mean (3.42) compared to whites (2.79), and Hispanics having 
a lower religiosity mean (2.53) than both blacks and whites. When sexual identity 
was dichotomized, heterosexuals reported a higher mean (3.00) than non-heterosex-
uals (2.20; (p < .001)). When compared across more precise gender/sexual identity 
categories (p < .001), heterosexual females were the most religious (3.12), followed 
by heterosexual males (2.88). Gay males were more religious than bi females (2.44 
vs. 2.10, p < .05). No significant differences were found in religiosity between men 
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and women as a whole (note that non-heterosexual females were oversampled) or 
age of respondent. Those whose parents were still married were more religious than 
those whose parents were divorced (2.88 vs. 2.76, p < .001).

The researchers also tested whether certain sexual identities were overrepresented 
within certain racial categories. A Chi Square analysis compared the frequencies of 
responses across different groups and revealed that the six gender by identity catego-
ries were evenly distributed among the four racial groups. Thus, no racial group was 
more disproportionately heterosexual (or other such identity) than the others.

Correlational analyses tested for patterns between being religious and endorsing 
certain beliefs of having had certain experiences. Being religious was significantly 
and negatively correlated with an unwillingness to divorce if one fell out of love 
(r = − .316, p < .001), revealing a connection between a high level of self-identified 
religiosity and a strong commitment to marriage. Religion often encourages lifetime 
commitment (“until death do us part”) and falling out of love is not viewed as an 
acceptable reason for divorce. Agreeing with the statement “I believe that there is 
only one true love that never comes again” corresponded with being more religious 
[F(1, 5835) = p < 0.001]. Religion can encourage the idea that love is destined and 
that one may be destined to have only one true love in a lifetime. Praying for one’s 
soul mate reflects a belief that there is one soul mate per person. Being more reli-
gious was also slightly correlated with less willingness to end a relationship with a 
cheating partner (.05, p < 0.001), perhaps reflecting the value of forgiveness.

A willingness to live with a non-marital partner was also lower for religious 
respondents [F(1, 5957) = 994.64, p < 0.001]. Religion encourages individuals 
to avoid premarital sex/cohabit with someone before marriage. In the fifties, per-
sons who lived together before marriage were referred to as “Living in sin.” Those 
respondents who were religious were also less likely to have looked for a partner on 
the Internet [F(4, 5992) = 112.99, p < 0.001]. Religion may encourage individuals 
to look to divine sources for one’s partner (e.g., “I prayed to God to send me my 
soulmate”) rather than rely on technology which suggests one’s life partner is not 
“Heaven sent” or “Divinely selected” (within one’s own group at church) but wait-
ing to be met among the profiles of Match.com. In addition, seeking a person on the 
Internet may be viewed by persons of high religiosity as “sinful” due to the associa-
tion of finding someone to “hook up with.”

Several variables related to sexuality also differed by religiosity. Higher levels 
of religiosity were related to less approval for abortion (r = − .467, p < .001). There 
was a strong correlation between higher levels of religiosity and agreement that het-
erosexuality was better than homosexuality (r = .40, p < .001). With rare exception 
(Whitehead 2017), religion has traditionally been against being gay (such a lifestyle 
choice, according to the Bible, is regarded as an “abomination”).

Higher levels of religiosity were also associated with not having been in a 
“friends with benefits” relationship [F(1, 5949) = 99.21, p < 0.001]. Friends with 
benefits breaks two religious, moral barriers–having sex before marriage and hav-
ing sex with someone who is not a spouse but a “friend” (hence, no love). Simi-
larly, students scoring high on religiosity were less likely to have had sex without 
love [F(1, 6037), p < 0.001] and less likely to have hooked up with a stranger [F(1, 
5946) = 55.121, p < 0.001]. Religion often encourages the idea that sex is sacred and 
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should not be experienced devoid of feelings for the person. Indeed, love should 
be the foundation for sex. Finally, being religious was slightly correlated with not 
having cheated on a partner (r = .09, p < .001). Religion typically supports fidelity 
in relationships. Overall these results are fairly predictable when looking just at reli-
gion regardless of identity.

Regression Analysis

Associations between being religious and relational and sexual beliefs and behaviors 
could vary by race and gender/sexual identity; the influence of religion could depend 
somewhat upon cultural and other contextual factors that contribute to one’s identity. 
The variables above that correlated with being religious are often interrelated. Thus, 
separate models were used for the three largest race categories (white, black, and 
Hispanic) that controlled for the overlapping associations among the background 
characteristics and the relational and sexual beliefs and behavior variables on reli-
giousness (Table 1). The Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) models indicated that some 
of the associations that were significant when analyzed in isolation were no longer 
significantly associated with religiosity (especially sexual behavior) once other vari-
ables were accounted for in the same model.

To statistically analyze whether associations were indeed different across the 
racial groups, unstandardized coefficients were compared using an online statistical 
calculator that compared the difference between two slopes (Soper n. d.). The fol-
lowing six variables were differentially related to being religious based on race: hav-
ing divorced parents, willingness to divorce if no longer in love, would end a rela-
tionship if partner cheated, willingness to cohabit non-martially, and having looked 
for a partner online. Black individuals tended to stand out with the most distinct 
associations between religiosity and these variables.

Similarly, separate models were used for each of the six gender/sexual identities 
(Table 2). Once again, sexual behavior variables were largely unrelated to religious-
ness, and there was some evidence that associations with religiosity varied some-
what by sexual identity. For example, when testing for differences among unstand-
ardized coefficients, three of the variables differentially associated with being 
religious: the belief in one true love, having looked for a partner online, and believ-
ing it is better to be heterosexual than gay. Lesbian women, compared to hetero-
sexual women, differed on two variables (being religious associated with believing 
in a one true love for lesbian women; being religious did not associate with more 
positive perceptions about being heterosexual for lesbian women). Conversely, being 
religious was consistently, and highly, associated with negative abortion attitudes, 
regardless of sexual identity. Overall, the findings provide support for the premise 
that being religious can have some unique connotations or functions for beliefs and 
behaviors depending on one’s race and sexual identity.

Given the lack of significant associations with the sexual behavior variables, we 
investigated the intercorrelations among those variables to see if multicollinearity 
(very high correlations among them) could be impacting the results. The three sex-
ual behavior variables indeed shared correlations as high as .58. The alpha reliability 
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score for the three variables was marginal (.75). Subsequently, a composite variable 
was created to represent casual sex. Replacing the three separate variables with this 
single variable in the regressions did not change the results substantially. Hetero-
sexual females were the only group for which the casual sex variable associated with 
religion, which parallels the finding that “has had sex without love” was the only 
sexual behavior variable associated with religion, and only for heterosexual females. 
For white participants only, the casual sex variable significantly associated with reli-
gion, which was different from the analyses with the separate items; however, the 
significant coefficient was only − .037, which is not statistically different from the 
− .023 coefficient for “has had sex without love” variable, both of which are small 
coefficients. It appears that shared variance could be playing a minor but inconse-
quential role in the analyses.

Table 1   Standardized coefficients of variables regressed on religiousness, by racial identity

The “other” category for racial identity is not included
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
a,b The same superscript in the same row means the unstandardized coefficients are statistically different 
at the .05 level (minimum)

White (n = 4692) Black (n = 433) Hispanic (n = 219)
β β β

Gender/sexual identity (heterosexual male = comparison)
 Heterosexual female .10*** .04 .21*
 Bisexual male − .02 − .06 − .05
 Bisexual female − .01 − .11* − .02
 Gay male .04** .05 .00
 Gay female .00 − .14** − .02

Age .01 .09* .05
Divorced parents .05***a − .11**a .04
Would divorce spouse if no longer loved him 

or her
− .10***a − .01ab − .17**b

“There is only one true love that never comes 
again”

.03** .09* .07

Would end a relationship with a partner who 
cheated

.01a − .12**a − .01

Would live with a partner not married to − .17***a − .08ab − .20**b

Has looked for a partner on the internet − .02a − .11*a − .07
“Abortion is acceptable under certain condi-

tions”
− .30***ab − .15***a − .11ab

“It is better to be heterosexual than homo-
sexual”

.21*** .28*** .18*

Has been in a friends with benefits relationship .01 .01 .08
Has had sex without love − .02 − .02 .01
Has “hooked up” (sex) first time met someone − .01 − .03 − .08
Has cheated on a partner was involved with − .01 − .03 .00
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Discussion

Religion is considered one of the most influential social institutions impacting the 
daily lives of individuals. Scholars have argued that secularization among emerg-
ing adults is rapidly occurring in our society (Downey 2017). However, findings 
from this study revealed that religion is still relevant to some beliefs and values 
that emerging adults may transfer into life decisions. It is likely a means of social 
control that, once internalized, shapes how young people act in their romantic 
and sexual relationships (DeLamater 1981; Vasilenko et  al. 2013). The broad 
array of relationship variables associated with religiosity suggests that this pro-
cess of social influence or control likewise applies to various relationship beliefs 
and expectations and not just specific sexual attitudes and behavior. These beliefs 
can shape how individuals prepare for long-term adult relationships or how they 
interpret romantic interaction (Hall 2006; Willoughby et  al. 2015). However, 
such religious influences potentially differ based on young adults’ race and sexual 
identity.

Correlational findings of this study were consistent with previous studies that 
examine associations between religiosity and race, sexual identity and having 
divorced parents. For example, Black respondents had higher levels of religiosity 
when compared to White and Hispanic respondents (see also Pew Research Center 
2009). As found in the broader population, (Sherkat 2016), higher levels of religi-
osity were also found among heterosexual respondents. As noted, religious organi-
zations often condemn being gay and promote a traditional nuclear family model 
(Walker and Longmire-Avital 2013). The challenges of integrating religious and 
LGB identities can result in becoming less religious (Sumerau et al. 2016).

The correlational analysis also illuminated the associations between self-iden-
tified religiosity and relationship beliefs and intentions. For example, being reli-
gious was significantly negatively correlated with a willingness to divorce if one 
were to fall out of love. Those respondents who were high on religiosity were 
less willing to divorce if they were to fall out of love. Being religious was also 
associated with marriage-solidifying beliefs such as having a one true love that 
never comes again and being less willingness to end a relationship with a cheat-
ing partner. Religion generally encourages both partners to be committed to their 
marriage for a lifetime, and religious culture emphasizes the importance that love 
is more than emotional feelings—it is a daily choice and falling out of love does 
not give one a license to divorce (e.g., Perry 2016).

Religious individuals had higher levels of  disapproval of being gay, being 
involved in a “friends with benefits” relationship, cohabitation, hooking up, 
cheating, abortion, and using the Internet to find a partner. Once again, a pattern 
is reflected in these findings suggesting that religion impacts one’s personal views 
and behaviors (Barkan 2006; Baker et  al. 2015; Burdette et  al. 2007; Iles et  al. 
2016; Njus and Bane 2009; Perry 2016; Soloski et  al. 2013).  However, many 
of these associations became statistically insignificant once all variables were 
entered into a single regression model, suggesting that religion alone may not be 
a compelling source of influence on sexual decisions and behaviors.
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Having more detail about the nature of respondents’ religious practices and per-
ceived impact on their daily lives could help capture variation in how being reli-
gious might impact sexual behaviors (Baier and Wright 2001). For example, some 
have argued that adolescent sexual behavior is more likely influenced by religion 
when supported by networks of friends, families, and mentors with the same beliefs, 
which is rare (Regnerus 2007). For the current sample, regardless of race or sexual 
identity (for the most part), being religious may not in itself be sufficient to counter 
a broader culture with more permissive sexual mores. One might suspect that reli-
gious LGB individuals in particular, who are at risk of lacking support from broader 
religious and LGB communities (Sumerau 2014), would find it especially challeng-
ing to live consistently with conservative sexual values, though they may also have 
fewer opportunities to act on sexual desires compared to heterosexual individuals. 
In depth information about religious attendance, the nature or support from a reli-
gious community, and the sexual values of particular LGB congregations could help 
unpack the various influences that correspond with or counter sexual activities.

The findings from the regression analyses provided some evidence that religion 
could be differentially related to relationship behaviors and intentions by race and 
sexual identity. This was especially true for race and is consistent with the reviewed 
literature on substance use and on sexuality, showing differential associations of 
religion across diverse racial identities. The current study incorporated a broader 
array of relationship beliefs and intentions than past research, and indicated that 
most of the differentiation with religion across races manifested in that realm. That 
Black individuals appeared to have more distinct associations with religion and rela-
tionship beliefs could speak to previously discussed elements traditionally more 
common to Black denominations, such as less ostracization for a non-marital preg-
nancy and less tolerance of abortion (Brewster et al. 1998) or a heightened sense of 
communal worship and forgiveness (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). Not knowing the 
actual denominations of the sample makes it impossible to know the relevance of 
this interpretation, however.

It is also possible that racial minority status contributes to navigating mainstream 
religious influences and culture in distinct ways, as has been shown to happen among 
sexual minorities (Thumma and Gray 2004). The functions of religion and nature 
of or need for certain religious rituals or beliefs could differ because of unique life 
experiences due to being a racial and/or sexual minority, resulting in somewhat dif-
fering impacts of being religious. Indeed, results of the current study also suggest 
that identifying as a sexual minority can likewise be relevant to religious associa-
tions with relationship variables. In this case, believing in one true love, openness 
to nonmarital cohabitation, looking for a partner on the internet, and believing it is 
better to be homosexual had some distinct correlations with being religious based 
on sexual identity. This pattern of findings lends some quantitative support for the 
premise that sexual identity is relevant for the impact of religion on relationship 
beliefs, intentions, and behavior.

Each regression model incorporated both types of identities, so some sense of the 
intersectionality of race and sexual orientation can be observed. The one variable 
that was differentially related to race and sexual identity was looking for a partner 
on the Internet. While religious Black respondents were less likely to have done so, 
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religious gay males were more likely to have done so. Being Black was also espe-
cially associated with being religious among gay males. Together this may suggest 
that religious non-Black males were accounting for a propensity to look for a partner 
online. This serves as an example of how distinct identity combinations could be 
relevant for religious influence. Scholarship that focuses exclusively on the impact 
of religion without sensitivity to identity variation may be at risk for overgeneraliza-
tions and culturally biased conclusions.

Limitations

There are several limitations of this research. First, the study is cross-sectional; 
respondents were asked to report on their level of religiosity and views of love, rela-
tionships and sexual values at the time they took the survey so we were unable to 
track fluctuations in their level of religiosity/views over time that could account for 
the direction of influence between religion and the other variables. The sample was 
also exclusively college students ages 18 to 22, narrowing the potential generaliz-
ability of the findings. The measure or religiosity was very basic, limiting the ability 
to explore nuances in the nature of religiosity that could account for the identified 
associations.

Funding  This study did not receive funding from any donors.

Compliance with Ethical Standards 

Conflict of interest  The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Ethical Approval  All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in accordance 
with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee and with the 1964 Hel-
sinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical standards.

Human and Animal Rights  This article does not contain any studies with animals performed by any of the 
authors.

Informed Consent  Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.

References

Adamczyk, A., & Pitt, C. (2009). Shaping attitudes about homosexuality: The role of religion and cultural 
context. Social Science Research, 38, 338–351.https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssres​earch​.2009.01.002.

Ahrold, T. K., & Meston, C. M. (2010). Ethnic differences in sexual attitudes of U.S. college students: 
Gender, acculturation, and religiosity factors. Archives of Sexual Behaviors, 39(1), 190–202.

Amey, C. H., Albrecht, S. L., & Miller, M. K. (1996). Racial differences in adolescent drug use: The 
impact of religion. Substance Use and Misuse, 31(10), 1311–1332. https​://doi.org/10.3109/10826​
08960​90639​79.

Baier, C. J., & Wright, B. R. (2001). If you love me, keep my commandments: A meta-analysis of the 
effect of religion on crime. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 38, 3–21.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2009.01.002
https://doi.org/10.3109/10826089609063979
https://doi.org/10.3109/10826089609063979


1455

1 3

Young Adults’ Relationship Beliefs and Sexual Behavior: The…

Baker, J. O., Smith, K. K., & Stoss, Y. A. (2015). Theism, secularism, and sexual education in the 
United States. Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 12(3), 236–247. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s1317​
8-015-0187-8.

Barkan, S. E. (2006). Religiosity and premarital sex in adulthood. Journal for the Scientific Study of Reli-
gion, 45, 407–417.

Barton, B. (2012). Pray the gay away: The extraordinary lives of bible belt gays. New York: New York 
University Press.

Billy, J. O. G., Brewster, K. L., & Grady, W. R. (1994). Contextual effects on the sexual behavior of ado-
lescent women. Journal of Marriage and Family, 56(2), 387–404. https​://doi.org/10.2307/35310​7.

Brewster, K. L., Cooksey, E. C., Guilkey, D. K., & Rindfuss, R. R. (1998). The changing impact of reli-
gion on the sexual and contraceptive behavior of adolescent women in the United States. Journal of 
Marriage and Family, 60(2), 493–504. https​://doi.org/10.2307/35386​4.

Burdette, A. M., Ellison, C. G., Sherkat, D. E., & Gore, K. A. (2007). Are there religious variations 
in marital infidelity? Journal of Family Issues, 28(12), 1553–1581. https​://doi.org/10.1177/01925​
13X07​30426​9.

DeLamater, J. (1981). The social control of sexuality. Annual Review of Sociology, 7, 263–290.
Downey, A. (2017). College freshmen are less religious than ever. Scientific American. Retrieved July 

31, 2018 from https​://blogs​.scien​tific​ameri​can.com/obser​vatio​ns/colle​ge-fresh​men-are-less-relig​
ious-than-ever/.

Hall, S. S. (2006). Marital meaning: Exploring young adults’ belief systems about marriage. Journal of 
Family Issues, 37, 1437–1458. https​://doi.org/10.1177/01925​13X06​29003​6.

Iles, I., Boekeloo, B., Seate, A. A., & Quinton, S. (2016). The impact of spirituality and religiosity on 
unprotected sex for adult women. American Journal of Health Behavior, 40(2), 240–247. https​://doi.
org/10.5993/AJHB.40.2.9.

Janowitz, M. (1975). Sociological theory and social control. American Journal of Sociology, 81, 82–108.
Jeffries, W. L., Dodge, B., & Sandfort, T. G. M. (2008). Religion and spirituality among bisexual black 

men in the USA. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 10(5), 463–477. https​://doi.org/10.1080/13691​05070​
18775​26.

Kim, P. Y. (2017). Religious support mediates the racial microaggressions–mental health relation among 
Christian ethnic minority students. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 9(2), 148–157. https​://
doi.org/10.1037/rel00​00076​.

Lincoln, C. E., & Mamiya, L. H. (1990). The black church in the African American experience. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press.

Njus, D. M., & Bane, C. M. H. (2009). Religious identification as a moderator of evolved sexual strate-
gies of men and women. Journal of Sex Research, 46(6), 546–557. https​://doi.org/10.1080/00224​
49090​28678​55.

Owen, J. J., Rhoades, G. K., Stanley, S. M., & Fincham, F. D. (2010). “Hooking up’’ among college stu-
dents: Demographic and psychosocial correlates. Archive of Sexual Behavior, 39, 653–663. https​://
doi.org/10.1007/s1050​8-008-9414-1.

Perry, S. L. (2016). Spouse’s religious commitment and marital quality: Clarifying the role of gender. 
Social Science Quarterly, 97, 476–490.

Pew Research Center. (2009). A religious portrait of African-Americans. Religion and Public Life. 
Retrieved August 30, 2018 from http://www.pewfo​rum.org/2009/01/30/a-relig​ious-portr​ait-of-afric​
an-ameri​cans/.

Pew Research Center. (2014). Religious landscape Study. Retrieved November 20, 2019 from https​://
www.pewfo​rum.org/relig​ious-lands​cape-study​/.

Regnerus, M. D. (2007). Forbidden fruit: Sex and religion in the lives of American teenagers. New York: 
Oxford University.

Rosenkrantz, D. E., Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., & Cook, J. R. (2016). The positive aspects of inter-
secting religious/spiritual and LGBTQ identities. Spirituality in Clinical Practice, 3(2), 127–138. 
https​://doi.org/10.1037/scp00​00095​.

Rostosky, S. S., Regnerus, M. D., & Wright, M. L. C. (2003). Coital debut: The role of religiosity 
and sex attitudes in the add health survey. Journal of Sex Research, 40(4), 358–367. https​://doi.
org/10.1080/00224​49020​95522​02.

Sherkat, D. E. (2016). Sexuality and religious commitment revisited: Exploring the religious commit-
ments of sexual minorities, 1991–2014. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 55, 756–769. 
https​://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12300​.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-015-0187-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-015-0187-8
https://doi.org/10.2307/353107
https://doi.org/10.2307/353864
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X07304269
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X07304269
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/college-freshmen-are-less-religious-than-ever/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/college-freshmen-are-less-religious-than-ever/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X06290036
https://doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.40.2.9
https://doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.40.2.9
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050701877526
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691050701877526
https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000076
https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000076
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490902867855
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490902867855
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9414-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9414-1
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/01/30/a-religious-portrait-of-african-americans/
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/01/30/a-religious-portrait-of-african-americans/
https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/
https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/
https://doi.org/10.1037/scp0000095
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490209552202
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490209552202
https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12300


1456	 S. S. Hall et al.

1 3

Sherry, A., Adelman, A., Whilde, M. R., & Quick, D. (2010). Competing selves: Negotiating the inter-
section of spiritual and sexual identities. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice, 41(2), 
112–119. https​://doi.org/10.1037/a0017​471.

Soloski, K. L., Pavkov, T. W., Sweeney, K. A., & Wetchler, J. L. (2013). The social construction of love 
through intergenerational processes. Contemporary Family Therapy, 35(4), 773–792. https​://doi.
org/10.1007/s1059​1-013-9247-5.

Soper, D. (n. d.). Calculator: Significance of the differences between two slopes. Retrieved from https​://
www.danie​lsope​r.com/statc​alc/calcu​lator​.aspx?id=103.

Sumerau, J. E. (2014). “Some of us are good, God-fearing folks”: Justifying religious participa-
tion in an LGBT Christian church. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 46, 3–29. https​://doi.
org/10.1177/08912​41614​55914​2.

Sumerau, J. E., Cragun, R. T., & Mathers, A. B. (2016). “I found god in the glory hole”: The moral career 
of a gay Christian. Sociological Inquiry, 86, 618–640. https​://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12134​.

Taylor, M. J., Walker, T. L., Austin, C. C., Thoth, C. A., & Welch, D. Z. (2011). The influence of cultural 
identification, religiosity, and self-esteem on alcohol use among African American, Hispanic, and 
white adolescents. Western Journal of Black Studies, 35(2), 139–156.

Thumma, S., & Gray, E. R. (2004). Gay religion. Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press.
Vasilenko, S. A., Duntzee, C. I., Zheng, Y., & Lefkowitz, E. S. (2013). Testing two process models of 

religiosity and sexual behavior. Journal of Adolescence, 36(4), 667–673.
Walker, J. J., & Longmire-Avital, B. (2013). The impact of religious faith and internalized homonegativ-

ity on resiliency for black lesbian, gay, and bisexual emerging adults. Developmental Psychology, 
49(9), 1723–1731. https​://doi.org/10.1037/a0031​059.

Wallace, J. M., Jr., Brown, T. N., Bachman, J. G., & Laveist, T. A. (2003). The influence of race and 
religion on abstinence from alcohol. Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 64(6), 843–848. https​://doi.
org/10.15288​/jsa.2003.64.843.

Whitehead, A. L. (2017). Institutionalized norms, practical organizational activity, and loose coupling: 
Inclusive congregations’ responses to homosexuality: Loose coupling and responses to homosexual-
ity. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 56(4), 820–835. https​://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12484​.

Willoughby, B. J., Hall, S. S., & Luczak, H. P. (2015). Marital paradigms: A conceptual framework 
for marital attitudes, values, and beliefs. Journal of Family Issues, 36, 188–211. https​://doi.
org/10.1177/01925​13X13​48767​7.

Yip, A. (2005). Queering religious texts: An exploration of British non-heterosexual Christians’ and 
Muslims’ strategy of constructing sexuality affirming hermeneutics. Sociology, 39, 47–65.

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017471
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-013-9247-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-013-9247-5
https://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc/calculator.aspx?id=103
https://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc/calculator.aspx?id=103
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241614559142
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241614559142
https://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12134
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031059
https://doi.org/10.15288/jsa.2003.64.843
https://doi.org/10.15288/jsa.2003.64.843
https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12484
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13487677
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13487677

	Young Adults’ Relationship Beliefs and Sexual Behavior: The Intersection of Religion, Race, and Sexual Identity
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Differential Associations of Religion by Identity
	Methods
	Survey and Sample
	Measures
	Dependent Variable
	Background Variables
	Relationship Beliefs and Intentions
	Beliefs and Behaviors Related to Sexuality


	Results
	Correlational Findings
	Regression Analysis

	Discussion
	Limitations

	References




