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WALKING THE PATH: 
T H E  R E L I G I O U S  L I V E S  O F  Y O U N G  A D U LTS  I N  N O RT H  A M E R I C A

School-sector research has shown the significant impact of attending a Protestant high 
school on religious outcomes in young adulthood. Graduating from an evangelical 
Protestant school has been associated with high levels of involvement in churches, 
including giving and volunteering. Compared to public-school graduates evangelical 
high schoolers on average are more supportive of traditional theological views, more 
committed to religious and spiritual obligations, more likely to see their life work in 
religious terms, and more likely to participate in devotional practices, such as Bible 
reading and prayer. The singular impact of the school effect is significant after other 
variables, such as family background are included.

One question that remains is the pathways through which evangelical Protestant (EP) 
high schools have a longer-term influence on religious beliefs and practices of their 
graduates. There are several explanations for the influence of EP schools on religiosity 
and religious orientations. Explanations that are defensible from previous research and 
possible to test using the Cardus Education Survey data include family and education 
variables. For example, EP schools are likely to focus their students on the family, so 
to speak, which may influence their family and marriage trajectories after high school. 
And these may in turn shape or reinforce the religious beliefs and practices instilled 
through EP school experiences and teachings. We would expect that EP schoolers are 
more likely to be married, and less likely to cohabit. They are likely to focus on raising 
children in the faith. By guiding graduates toward traditional marriage and fami-
ly, evangelical Protestant schools may set up structural constraints and opportunities 
that encourage evangelical religious orientations and practices. Specifically, we would 
expect that EP-school graduates are more likely to attend church services regularly, 
and this tendency is enhanced and reinforced for them when they marry and have 



children. The mechanism is partly at the church level, in which family is closely linked to the structures 
and programs of evangelical churches. And it is generated in part as EP schoolers carry the culture of 
evangelicalism into their everyday life, which guides their family life. Evangelical culture and family 
structure mutually reinforce each other, and the result is higher levels of religious-service attendance. 
Yet it is also reasonable to assume that marriage and family in most Western societies would have an 
independent effect on religious outcomes—whatever the reason that brought the person to the altar 
or the baby shower. Religious ceremonies marking marriage and family transitions as well as societal 
expectations regarding what marriage and child-rearing is about may have a general influence toward 
heightened religiosity into young adulthood. Many a parent struggling to socialize unruly kids may 
find that religion is a good thing (at least in theory). For good reason (“God help us”), the frequency 
of prayer is a direct function of the number of children in the household. Less cynical is the view that 
marriage and children create powerful spiritual experiences, which could in turn shape the religious 
trajectories of adults. If EP schooling tends to channel students to marriage and family, the joys and 
challenges of each may lead to God—which would then explain at least part of the impact of EP schools 
on religiosity outcomes into adulthood. 

A second major pathway that could explain the process through which EP schools influence their 
graduates over the longer term is the kind of college or university that EP students are more likely to 
experience. Most importantly, we know that EP schoolers are much more likely than other school-sec-
tor graduates to attend religious colleges and universities, especially the kind of evangelical college that 
is associated with the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) or with a similar organi-
zation in Canada, Christian Higher Education Canada (CHEC). Within the evangelical colleges, the 
orientations and teachings regarding religious beliefs and practices are likely to be developed and rein-
forced. The structure and culture of evangelical colleges and evangelical high schools point in similar 
directions. The result is that EP-school effects on religiosity and orientations may be significantly due 
to the fact that EP schools channel students into evangelical colleges and universities, which have their 
own impact on religion and religiosity into young adulthood. 

In this report, we investigate the pathways between EP schooling and religious outcomes in young 
adulthood, focusing on the indirect effects of EP schooling that are mediated through family and ed-
ucation variables. 
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The analysis for this report uses the U.S. and Canadian waves of the Cardus Education Survey (CES). 
This study was fielded in the U.S. with approximately 1,500 respondents in 2011, and the research 
design was replicated in 2014. The Canadian data was collected in 2012 and 2016. Each survey year in-
cluded a large oversample of private-school attendees, resulting in about 2,000 private schoolers when 
the two waves are combined in each country. About 245 of these private schoolers were identified as 
having primarily attended an evangelical Protestant high school in the U.S., and 203 in Canada. Most 
of the survey questions were repeated in the later waves of the CES, and the variables were merged 
across years for this analysis.   

Several variables regarding marriage and family were included in the survey. In this report, we use the 
current marital status of the respondent, focusing on whether the respondent is currently married and 
on whether the respondent is currently cohabitating. The survey also asked the respondents how many 
children they have, including biological and adopted children. 

The survey included detailed questions on educational histories. In particular, the CES included a 
question on the name of the college or university attended by the respondent. The answers provided 
were used to place respondents into several college sectors, including public or government, private 
non-religious, Catholic, CCCU, and “other religious.” In Canada, we were able to create variables for 
CCCU or CHEC universities, and another for Catholic universities mentioned by the respondent. 

To test the pathways through which EP-schooling influences various religious outcomes, we conducted 
regression analysis with multiple equations. This “path analysis” simultaneously estimated the impact of 
EP schooling on college sector, marital status, number of children, and each religious outcome. In each 
of the regressions, the comparison group for the EP-school sector is the public-school sector. 

DATA, MEASURES, 
AND MODELS

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/


THE RELIGIOUS LIVES OF YOUNG ADULTS IN NORTH AMERICA6

Using Mplus statistical software, we focused on total and indirect effects of EP schooling on the reli-
gious outcome of interest. That is, the results provided total effects of EP schooling, which included 
both the direct, or independent, effect of EP schooling on the religious outcome, as well as estimates 
of the extent to which EP schooling influenced family and education outcomes that in turn influenced 
the religious outcome. The total effect includes both the direct effect of EP schooling on the outcome 
(i.e., the effect that is not mediated through family or education variables), and the indirect effect that 
is mediated through the family and education variables included in the model. The indirect effect is 
limited by the extent that EP schooling influences marriage, family, and education; and the extent that 
these education and family variables in turn affect the religious outcome. 

We include numerous control variables to isolate the EP school-direct and indirect effects on religion 
outcomes. In predicting the religious outcome, we control for gender, race and age. Also controlled are 
family-background variables, including whether parents were divorced or separated, and whether the 
respondent lived with their adopted or biological parents throughout their childhood. We controlled 
for religious background with variables for whether the respondent reported that their mother was 
conservative Protestant, and another variable for whether respondents reported that their mother was 
a traditional or orthodox Catholic. We included identical measures for fathers as well. The highest 
educational level of a parent was included as a control.  The college/university sectors of non-religious 
private, Catholic, CCCU, and “other religious” were included as binary variables in the U.S. analy-
sis. In the Canadian analysis, we included binary variables for evangelical university attendance and 
Catholic university attendance. A binary for those who did not complete a BA was also included. The 
college comparison group is the public university sector. When predicting the effect of EP schooling on 
number of children, we included all the demographic and family-background variables. This set of con-
trols was also used in the regression predicting the variables for being married, being in a cohabitating 
relationship, and each of the college-sector variables, including the CCCU/CHEC binary variable. All 
of the effects discussed below are net or independent of the effects of the control variables. 
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RESULTS

Religious Practices

U. S .  F I N D I N G S

We begin with various religious-practice outcomes, since the indirect effects in these cases are more 
intuitive. First, the frequency of religious-service attendance. We can think of several reasons why 
religious-service attendance would not only be directly affected by EP schooling experiences and 
teachings but also why this effect would be mediated by the effect of EP schooling on marriage, 
family, and postsecondary educational experiences. EP schoolers are more likely to be married and 
to have children. The connection between marriage and evangelical churches, and the emphasis on 
integrating religion into marriage, would likely promote religious-service attendance. More children 
likely also places greater urgency on religious-service attendance as parents are concerned about 
aspects of child socialization and opportunities available through congregations. And we know that 
EP schooling emphasizes not only religious-service attendance, but also marriage and family. Thus 
we expect indirect pathways that run from EP schooling through marriage and family and ultimately 
influence religious-service attendance. 

What we find is that EP schooling, not surprisingly, has a strong total effect and a strong indirect 
effect on religious-service attendance in young adulthood. The frequency of attendance at religious 
services is much higher on average among EP schoolers than among public schoolers, net of the con-
trols for family background. Almost a third of the total effect of EP schooling is indirect—that is, it is 
due to the effect of EP schooling on marital status, number of children, and college sector. Since EP 
schooling influences whether respondents are married or not, for example, and marital status in turn 
influences religious-service attendance, we conclude that part of the reason that EP schooling affects 
religious-service attendance is because of its effect on the likelihood of being married. Altogether, we 
find that marriage and number of children are significant mediators of the relationship between EP 
schooling and religious-service attendance. This makes sense since it is reasonable that EP schooling 

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/
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would push graduates toward marriage, that mar-
riage has an “elective affinity” with religious-ser-
vice attendance, and that EP graduates would ex-
pect to take seriously religious obligations within 
marriage. In addition, we find that attending an 
“other religious” or CCCU college or university 
mediates the relationship between EP schooling 
and attendance. CCCU attendance accounts for 
the largest portion of the indirect effect—about 
12 percent of the total effect of EP schooling on 
religious-service attendance. This seems to indi-
cate that by channeling their graduates toward 
CCCU colleges and universities, EP schools indi-
rectly enhance the religious-service attendance of 
their graduates. 

Personal prayer is affected directly and indirectly 
by EP-school experiences. The total effect of EP 
schooling on the extent that respondents pray alone 
is very strong. Breaking that down, we find that the 
indirect effect of EP schooling on prayer—through 
family and education variables—adds up to about 
21 percent of the total EP-schooling effect. The sig-
nificant mediating variables in this case include the 
number of children and attending a CCCU college 
or university. About 9 percent of the mediated effect 
of EP schooling on prayer is due to CCCU atten-
dance. Thus we conclude that EP schooling influ-
ences the practice of personal prayer in numerous 
ways, some of which we do not test directly in these 
models. What we are able to test—effects mediat-
ed by marriage, cohabitation, number of children, 
and college sector—reveals that number of children 
generates conditions that favour the practice of per-
sonal prayer. And attending a CCCU institution 
does the same. EP schooling influences both the 
number of children and the likelihood of attending 
a CCCU institution, and thus indirectly influences 
personal prayer through these mechanisms. 

Reading the Bible is much more frequent on 
average among EP schoolers, even net of fami-
ly-background controls. About 20 percent of this 
very strong EP schooling total effect is mediated 
through the family and education variables in the 
model. The key mediators that link EP-schooling 
and Bible reading are number of children and at-

tending a CCCU college or university. About 10 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling on Bible 
reading is mediated by CCCU attendance. Again, 
EP schooling matters in many ways for boosting 
the practice of Bible reading, and, among these, 
we find evidence that family and an evangelical 
college explain part of the EP schooling effect on 
Bible reading.

Similarly, EP schooling is strongly related to read-
ing other religious literature besides the Bible. 
About 31 percent of the total effect of EP school-
ing is indirect, mediated through three of our fam-
ily and education variables. The significant medi-
ators include number of children, attending an 
“other religious” college, and attending a CCCU 
institution. About 12 percent of the indirect effect 
is mediated by CCCU attendance. Again, one of 
the main reasons that we find for the influence of 
EP schooling on the reading of religious literature 
is the effect of EP-schooling on the likelihood of 
attending a CCCU institution.

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S

The findings in Canada are very similar. When 
predicting frequency of religious-service atten-
dance, for example, EP schooling has an extremely 
strong positive effect. This total effect is mediated 
by marriage, number of children, and attending a 
CCCU or, the Canadian equivalent, CHEC uni-
versity. About 16 percent of the total effect of EP 
schooling is mediated by the education and family 
variables, which is a smaller indirect effect than we 
found in the U.S. 

We find a strong positive effect of EP schooling 
on frequency of prayer in Canada. About 20 per-
cent of the total effect of EP schooling is indirect. 
The indirect effect is mediated through marriage, 
number of children, and attending a CHEC or 
CCCU institution. These effects are very similar 
to the U.S. findings, except that marriage is an 
important mediator in Canada. 

As in the U.S., we find a very strong effect of 
EP schooling on frequency of reading the Bible. 
About 10 percent of this effect is mediated, pri-
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marily through number of children and evangeli-
cal university attendance. In addition, the indirect 
effect through marriage is marginally significant. 
Although the mediators are the same, the indirect 
effect is much less than in the U.S.

EP schooling in Canada has a strong effect on 
reading other religious literature, and about 21 
percent of this effect is indirect, mediated through 
number of children and evangelical university at-
tendance. These findings are very similar to the 
U.S findings. 

Religious Obligations

We next consider orientations to various religious 
practices. The CES included several questions on 
the extent to which the respondents believed that 
certain practices should be considered moral or 
religious obligations. 

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
The sense of obligation to participate regularly in 
spiritual practices, such as prayer and Bible read-
ing, is strongly and positively related to EP school-
ing. The family and education variables mediate 
about 30 percent of the total effect of EP school-
ing on this view of spiritual-practices obligation. 
Number of children is the most important family 
variable that mediates this relationship. The stron-
gest mediator, however, is attending a CCCU col-
lege or university, which accounts for nearly 14 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling. 

The EP schooling (total) effect is particularly 
strong in predicting the sense of a religious obli-
gation to tithe 10 percent of income.  About 24 
percent of this effect is indirect. Again, number 
of children is the significant mediator among the 
family variables. The lower likelihood of cohabi-
tating for EP schoolers is another important path-
way, but this is not statistically significant. More 
importantly, attending an “other religious” or 
CCCU college or university is a strong mediator 
of the EP schooling effect. About 11 percent of 
the total effect of EP schooling on this outcome is 
mediated by CCCU attendance. 

EP schoolers are much more likely to agree that 
they have an obligation to defer to the spiritual au-
thority of church leaders. About 28 percent of this 
relationship is indirect, mediated through family 
and education variables. Number of children has a 
substantial and significant mediating effect in the 
relationship between EP schooling and obligation 
to church authority. By far the strongest mediat-
ing effect involves CCCU attendance. About 12 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling on this 
outcome is mediated by CCCU attendance. 

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
In Canada, EP schooling has a very strong positive 
effect on a sense of religious obligation to take up 
spiritual practices. About 15 percent of this effect 
is indirect, mediated through marriage, number 
of children, and evangelical university attendance. 
Again, the mediators are the same on each side of 
the border, though the size of the indirect effect is 
less in Canada. 

EP schooling has a strong positive effect on the 
sense of obligation to tithe. About 9 percent of 
this total effect is mediated by number of children 
and marriage. 

There is a strong direct effect of EP schooling on 
the sense of obligation to defer to the authority of 
church leaders. But in Canada the indirect effect 
is small and statistically insignificant. 

Integration of Faith and Everyday Life

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
EP schoolers are much more likely to say that they 
hold a job that fulfills God’s calling in their lives. 
About 22 percent of this effect is mediated by 
the family and education variables. About 9 per-
cent of the total effect is mediated by the higher 
number of children in EP-schooler families. The 
most important mediating variable, however, is 
attending a CCCU college or university. About 
11 percent of the total effect of EP schooling on a 
sense of calling is due to the effect of EP schooling 
on the likelihood of attending a CCCU college 
or university. Again, we see Christian college and 

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/
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high school working in sequence to influence ori-
entations to the integration of faith and life. 

Similarly, EP schoolers are much more likely to 
say that God has called them to their particular 
line of work. About 25 percent of this total ef-
fect is mediated by family and education variables. 
Nine  percent can be chalked up to number of 
children, and about 12 percent is mediated by at-
tending a CCCU college or university. 

The CES survey asked respondents how they tend 
to deal with difficult moral decisions in their lives. 
Of the several alternative responses, one empha-
sized the importance of God or Scripture in mak-
ing tough moral choices. Moral decision-making 
in terms of God or Scripture is strongly related 
to EP schooling, and about 23 percent of this ef-
fect is mediated through the education and family 
variables. About 5 percent of this mediated effect 
is due to number of children, and about the same 
amount is due to being married. The strongest 
mediated effect is through CCCU attendance, 
which accounts for about 10 percent of the total 
effect of EP schooling on moral decision-making.

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
The Canadian sample reveals a very strong ef-
fect of EP schooling on the value placed on a job 
that fulfills God’s calling for the respondent’s life. 
About 17 percent of this total effect of EP school-
ing is indirect. In this case, the important mediat-
ing variables are marriage and number of children.  

EP schooling has an extremely strong effect on the 
sense that God has called the respondent to their 
particular line of work. The key mediators here 
are number of children and evangelical university 
attendance. Marriage is marginally significant as a 
mediator in this model. About 13 percent of the 
total effect of EP schooling on a sense of calling is 
mediated through these variables. 

That God or Scripture provide the most important 
guidance when making a difficult decision in life 
is extremely strongly affected by attending an EP 
school. About 15 percent of this total EP-school-

ing effect is mediated through marriage, number 
of kids, and attending an evangelical university.

 Spirituality

We next consider several outcomes that are likely 
to be related to spirituality or personal religious 
orientations. 

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
EP schooling has a strong positive total effect on 
the extent that individuals have a sense of grati-
tude.  A significant though relatively small por-
tion of this total effect is mediated through family 
and education variables. In particular, about 5 
percent of this effect is due to the greater likeli-
hood that EP schoolers will be married. Another 
5 percent is due to the higher number of children 
in EP-schooler families. The EP-schooling effect 
is partially mediated through marriage and family 
in this case, but the family and education variables 
are clearly not the only pathway to higher levels of 
gratitude among EP schoolers. 

EP schooling has a very strong and significant 
effect on the extent that the respondent believes 
that they can find spiritual peace even in the midst 
of life problems. About 38 percent of this total ef-
fect of EP schooling on spiritual peace is mediated 
by the education and family variables in the mod-
el. Marriage, number of children, “other religious” 
college, and CCCU college are significant medi-
ators for the relationship between EP schooling 
and spiritual peace. About 14 percent of the total 
effect of EP schooling is mediated by attending a 
CCCU college or university. 

On average EP schoolers are higher on a measure 
of the extent that they try to strengthen their rela-
tionship with God.  About 30 percent of the total 
effect of EP schooling on this outcome is indirect. 
In particular, the number of children is a strong 
mediating variable for this relationship between 
EP schooling and strengthening one’s relationship 
with God. The other strong pathway is through 
CCCU college or university attendance, which 
accounts for about 10 percent of the total estimat-
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ed relationship between EP schooling and trying 
to strengthen one’s relationship with God. 

The extent that respondents report that they experi-
ence a deep communion with God is very strongly 
influenced by EP-school experience. Investigation 
of the pathways for this influence reveal that about 
21 percent of this effect is mediated by our edu-
cation and family variables. Each of the marriage 
and family mediators seems to provide a pathway 
to communion with God, but the only statistically 
significant pathway is through number of children. 
CCCU attendance does seem to matter as well, but 
this effect is not statistically significant.

CES respondents answered a question about the 
extent that they believe that everything that hap-
pens to them is part of God’s plan, including suf-
fering. EP schoolers are much higher on average 
in agreeing with this statement. About 21 percent 
of the total effect of EP schooling on this “spiri-
tual-plan” variable is due to indirect effects in our 
model. The most important pathways are through 
number of children and CCCU attendance. 

The EP-schooler total effect is very strong in pre-
dicting the extent that respondents experience 
doubt about their religious faith and beliefs. EP 
schoolers report a lower level of religious doubt, 
and about 10 percent of that total effect is me-
diated through education and family variables. 
The number of children is the main pathway in 
mediating this relationship. Interestingly, atten-
dance at religious colleges or universities does not 
significantly mediate the relationship between EP 
schooling and religious doubts.  

EP schooling has a strong positive effect on the 
extent that respondents report that their spiritual 
experience is fulfilling. About 30 percent of the 
total effect of EP schooling on spiritual fulfillment 
is mediated by our education and family variables. 
Marriage, number of children, and CCCU atten-
dance matter significantly in this case. About 10 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling is due 
to CCCU attendance. 

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
In the Canadian sample, EP schooling does not 
have a significant total effect on a sense of grati-
tude. But there is a positive indirect effect that is 
mediated through marriage, number of children, 
and evangelical university attendance. This is one 
of the few instances in which the effect of EP 
schooling is entirely accounted for by our medi-
ating variables. 

EP schooling in Canada does have a strong effect 
on the extent that respondents experience spiritual 
peace. About 16 percent of this effect is indirect. 
The primary mediators are again marriage, number 
of children, and evangelical university experience. 

EP schooling has a very strong effect on the extent 
that respondents report that they try to strengthen 
their relationship with God, and about 16 percent 
of this total effect is indirect. Again, the EP-school-
ing effect is mediated through marriage, number 
of children, and evangelical university attendance. 

Similarly, a sense of communion with God is 
strongly affected by EP schooling attendance. 
About 15 percent of this effect is indirect. The key 
mediating variables are marriage and children, 
and, to a lesser extent, evangelical university. 

The effect of EP schooling on the belief that ev-
erything that happens, including suffering, is 
God’s will is extremely strong. The indirect effect 
is about 12 percent of the total effect, and is pri-
marily mediated through marriage and children.  

In contrast, the negative relationship of EP school-
ing on the extent of religious doubt is not large 
and is not statistically significant. Interestingly, a 
small indirect effect of EP schooling on religious 
doubt is actually positive and is mediated through 
the variable for number of children. 

The total effect of EP schooling on a sense of 
being spiritually fulfilled is large and significant. 
About 12 percent of this effect is indirect, mediat-
ed through children, evangelical university atten-
dance, and, to a lesser extent, marriage. 

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/
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Religious Beliefs

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
The CES survey asked respondents about their 
view of God, and offered several alternatives, in-
cluding that God is a personal being involved in 
human lives today. That respondents believe that 
God is a personal being is strongly dependent 
on having attended an EP school.  The mediated 
effect is less substantial here but still significant. 
About 21 percent of the total effect is mediated 
by our education and family variables. The most 
important mediators are number of children and 
attending a CCCU college or university. About 9 
percent of the total effect is mediated by attending 
a CCCU institution. 

The belief that Jesus Christ is the only way to salva-
tion is incredibly strongly predicted by EP-school-
ing attendance, even net of the family-back-
ground variables. About 19 percent of this effect is 
mediated by family and education. In particular, 
number of children is a very strong and significant 
mediator of the EP-schooling and salvation-views 
relationship. The other strong mediating factor is 
CCCU attendance. About 9 percent of the total 
effect of EP schooling on salvation views is medi-
ated by CCCU experience. 

EP schoolers are much more supportive of the 
view that the Bible is infallible in matters of faith 
and practice. About 18 percent of the EP-schooler 
total effect is mediated through the education and 
family variables. Again, the number of children is 
a significant mediator in this relationship. Most 
impressive is the extremely strong mediating ef-
fect of CCCU attendance. Slightly more than 9 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling on or-
thodox view of the Bible is mediated by CCCU 
attendance. Similar findings emerge regarding the 
view that the Bible has errors in science and histo-
ry. EP schooling has a negative total effect on this 
outcome, and this effect is mediated by number 
of children and by attending a CCCU institution.

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
In the Canadian sample, EP schooling has a mod-
erate positive direct effect on the view that God is 
a person, but the indirect effect is small and not 
statistically significant. It appears, then, that EP 
schooling does in fact teach or reinforce an or-
thodox view of God, but that we cannot explain 
the EP-schooling effect through our marriage or 
education variables.  

The view that Jesus Christ is the only route to sal-
vation is extremely strongly related to EP schooling 
attendance. About 9 percent of this effect is indi-
rect. The primary mediators are marriage, number 
of children, and evangelical university attendance. 

EP schoolers have much stronger agreement that 
the Bible is infallible on matters of faith and prac-
tice, and about 10 percent of this total effect is 
indirect. The primary mediating variables are 
marriage and children. Evangelical university at-
tendance has a positive but not significant effect 
on the view that the Bible is infallible, even while 
attending a Catholic university does have a strong 
and significant positive effect on Bible infallibility 
views.  EP schooling has a strong negative effect 
on the view that the Bible has errors in science 
and history. About 6 percent of this total effect 
is indirect, mediated through number of children 
and evangelical university attendance. 

Religious Identity and Switching

Do EP schoolers remain in the EP fold? If so, do 
family and education outcomes explain part of 
this EP-school effect? 

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
In the U.S., we find that EP schoolers are less 
likely to report in young adulthood that they are 
non-religious rather than identifying with anoth-
er religious denomination or tradition. About 25 
percent of the negative effect of EP schooling on 
being nonreligious is mediated by family and ed-
ucational experiences. As we have seen repeatedly, 
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most of this mediation is through the number 
of children, which tends to be higher among EP 
schoolers. A small part of the mediated effect can 
be chalked up to the CCCU pathway. 

Predicting those who report that they have turned 
away from God or their faith at some point in 
their lives is more uncertain, perhaps because 
some respondents are reporting a turning point 
much earlier in their lives. Whatever the reason, 
the negative total and direct effect of EP schooling 
is not statistically significant, but a small, negative 
indirect effect is significant. The number of chil-
dren and, to a lesser extent, CCCU attendance are 
significant mediators between EP schooling and a 
turning point in one’s life away from God. 

Reporting a born-again experience is more likely 
among EP schoolers. Only about 15 percent of 
this modest total effect is due to our mediating 
pathways. Number of children is a significant if 
small mediator, while CCCU attendance is the 
primary mediator of the relationship between EP 
schooling and reporting a born-again experience.

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
In Canada, EP schooling has a very strong negative 
effect on claiming to be a religious “none” in adult-
hood. About 9 percent of the total effect is indi-
rect, mediated primarily by marriage and especially 
through number of children. Attending an evangel-
ical university mediates a small part of the total ef-
fect, but this pathway is not statistically significant. 

EP schooling has an even stronger negative effect 
on reporting a non-Christian affiliation, whether 
that is no religious affiliation or a non-Christian 
religious tradition, such as LDS, Jewish, or Mus-
lim. About 11 percent of this effect is due to our 
mediating variables, and the important mediators 
are again marriage, number of children, and evan-
gelical university attendance. 

On the question of whether the respondent reports 
a point in their life when they turned to God, EP 
schooling has a very strong positive effect.  About 
15 percent of this total effect is mediated through 
marriage and number of children. Evangelical 

university attendance is only marginally signifi-
cant as a mediating pathway in this case.  Whether 
one turns away from God at some point in life is 
only weakly related to EP schooling. The indirect 
effect of EP schooling on turning away from God 
is also not quite statistically significant. The most 
important but statistically insignificant mediator 
is evangelical university attendance. 

Respondents who report a born-again experience 
are very likely to be EP schoolers. About 18 per-
cent of this effect is indirect. The important medi-
ating variables are marriage and children. Attend-
ing an evangelical university is a positive mediator, 
but this pathway is only marginally significant. 

Church Involvement

As detailed above, EP schooling has a significant 
positive effect on religious-service attendance, and 
this is strongly mediated by family and education 
variables. The question in this section regards oth-
er forms of involvement in churches. The CES 
survey detailed several forms of volunteering in 
congregations, including serving on a committee, 
organizing an event, serving in leadership posi-
tions, etc. Respondents were also offered a catch-
all category of “other” volunteering in the congre-
gation. The survey also asked about small-group 
participation and giving to the church.

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
EP schoolers are more likely to be involved in a re-
ligious small group, and about 39 percent of this 
EP schooling effect is indirect. In particular, the 
number of children and attending a CCCU college 
or university significantly mediates the EP-school 
relationship to small-group participation. About 19 
percent of the total effect of EP schooling is through 
the experience of a CCCU college or university.

EP schooling has a strong effect on participation 
in the leadership of a congregation, and about a 
third of this impact is mediated by the family and 
education variables. The number of children ap-
pears to be a relatively strong component of this 
indirect relationship, as does attending an “oth-

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/
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er religious” college. Marriage appears to have an 
important role in mediating this relationship, but 
this pathway is not quite statistically significant. 
Attending a CCCU college or university accounts 
for about 10 percent of the total effect of EP 
schooling on congregational leadership.

We find a relatively small but significant EP 
schooling-effect on involvement on a commit-
tee at church. Strikingly, over half of this effect is 
mediated through education and family variables. 
Again, being married and number of children ac-
count for significant portions of this mediation, as 
does attending an “other religious” college. Most 
importantly, attending a CCCU school accounts 
for about 25 percent of the impact of EP school-
ing on participation in a church committee.

EP schooling has a positive effect on other forms 
of volunteering in the congregation, but this total 
effect is not quite statistically significant. The indi-
rect effect of EP schooling, however, is significant.  
Number of children, and “other religious” college 
are significant mediators. Most importantly, at-
tending a CCCU college or university is a strong 
mediator of the effect of EP schooling on other 
forms of volunteering in the congregation. 

The number of hours volunteering in a congre-
gation is strongly related to EP schooling. About 
40 percent of that total effect of EP schooling is 
mediated by family and education. Number of 
children and attending an “other religious” college 
appear to matter substantially in this mediation. 
Attending CCCU college or university has the 
strongest impact; this mediating factor accounts 
for about 18 percent of the impact of EP school-
ing on volunteer hours in the congregation. 

Whether respondents donate financially to a con-
gregation is strongly related to attending an EP 
school. Our mediating variables account for about 
35 percent of this total effect. The key links are 
through marriage, number of children, attending 
an “other religious” school, and, especially, attend-
ing a CCCU college or university. Not cohabiting 
also appears to contribute to the higher likelihood 
that EP schoolers do give to a church, but this is 

not statistically significant. About 14 percent of 
the total effect of EP schooling on congregational 
giving is mediated by attending a CCCU college 
or university.

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
EP schooling in Canada has a very strong effect 
on the frequency of attending a religious small-
group. About 16 percent is indirect, and mediated 
through children and evangelical university vari-
ables. Marriage plays a mediating role as well, but 
the effect is only marginally significant.

The effect of EP schooling on playing a leadership 
role in a religious congregation is also very strong. 
Nearly half of this total effect is indirect, mediated 
through marriage, children, and evangelical uni-
versity-attendance. 

Similarly, organizing events or activities in the 
congregation is strongly related to EP schooling, 
and about a third of this effect is indirect, me-
diated through marriage, children, and evangeli-
cal-university variables. Number of children is a 
particularly strong mediator for this relationship.

Other volunteering in the congregation is very 
strongly related to EP schooling, though less of 
this total effect is indirect. Only about a quarter 
of the total effect is mediated for this relationship. 

If we look only at the respondents that are volun-
teering at the church, we find that EP schooling 
has a positive indirect effect on total hours that 
is mediated through evangelical university atten-
dance. Beyond that, we do not find any statistical-
ly significant effects. Keep in mind, however, that 
this analysis is limited to those who are already 
volunteering at a church.

When predicting whether the respondent donat-
ed financially to a congregation, we find a very 
strong positive effect of EP schooling. Almost 30 
percent of this total effect is indirect. The mediat-
ing variables in this model are marriage, children, 
and evangelical university attendance. Marriage 
and children play a very large role in mediating 
the relationship of EP schooling and giving to a 
congregation. 
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Outreach: Social Service and 
Evangelism

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
EP schooling has a significant and positive to-
tal effect on whether the respondent has taken a 
(nonlocal) social-service or outreach trip in their 
adult years. Over half of this effect is mediated 
by education and family. While the family medi-
ation is minimal, the education pathway is very 
strong. Specifically, attending a CCCU school 
accounts for about 45 percent of the EP-school-
ing effect on the likelihood of participating in an 
outreach trip in the young-adult years.  When 
considering the total number of outreach trips 
in adulthood, we find a fairly strong positive 
EP-schooling effect. More than half of this total 
effect is indirect, mediated through CCCU at-
tendance. In fact, the other mediating pathways 
are not significant and nearly all of the indirect 
effect of EP schooling on the number of out-
reach trips is due to their greater likelihood of 
attending a CCCU college or university.

Interestingly, this stable pattern of indirect effects 
changes dramatically when considering evange-
lism with strangers. In that case, EP schooling 
has a strong direct effect on the extent to which 
respondents report that they have tried to evange-
lize strangers. But the indirect effect is not signifi-
cant. Looking at the various family and education 
pathways, we find, as usual, that number of chil-
dren is a significant and positive pathway between 
EP schooling and evangelism. But counteracting 
this positive effect is a negative indirect effect of 
CCCU attendance. That is, EP schooling is pos-
itively related to attending a CCCU institution, 
but CCCU attendance is in turn negatively relat-
ed to stranger evangelism. 

The change in pattern carries on when predict-
ing evangelism with friends or acquaintances. EP 
schooling is positively related to friendship evan-
gelism, but is not statistically significant. The indi-
rect effect, however, is substantial and significant. 
Number of children and attending an “other reli-
gious” college or university provide the mediating 

pathways for the relationship between EP schooling 
and evangelism among friends and acquaintances. 

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
Whether the respondent went on a (nonlocal) ser-
vice trip as an adult is extremely strongly related to 
attending an EP school. Here, the indirect effect 
is about a sixth of the total effect of EP schooling. 
The strongest mediators are children and evangel-
ical university attendance.  

EP schooling also has a very strong effect on the 
frequency of witnessing to family and friends. 
This relationship in Canada is mediated by the 
number of children, since talking with children 
about God is apparently is one of the most likely 
avenues for family witness. About 13 percent of 
the total EP-schooling effect is mediated through 
number of children. 

The results for witnessing to strangers are nearly 
identical to those for witnessing to family, though 
in this case 16 percent of the total effect of EP 
schooling is mediated through the variable for 
number of children. 

Religion and Close Social Ties

Are the effects of EP schooling on social ties also 
mediated by family and education variables? We 
focus here on aspects of social ties related to reli-
gion or religiosity. For each question, we consider 
both whether the respondent reported a friend 
with a particular characteristic, and how many of 
the close ties had a particular characteristic.

U. S .  F I N D I N G S
Having a friend who attends religious services is 
significantly related to EP schooling. About 25 
percent of this effect is mediated by marriage, 
number of children, and CCCU attendance. The 
number of close ties who attend religious services 
is similarly influenced by EP-school attendance. 
Marriage and number of children mediate this re-
lationship significantly, and both “other religious” 
and CCCU-college attendance account for an im-
portant part of the total effect of EP schooling. 

https://www.cardus.ca/research/education/
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About 12 percent of the total effect of EP school-
ing on having friends who attend religious services 
is mediated through CCCU attendance. 

We find that the total effect of EP schooling is 
positive but not statistically significant on the 
question of whether the respondents have a close 
social tie that shares their religion. The indirect 
effect is significant if modest. Marriage, children, 
and, to a lesser extent, CCCU attendance medi-
ates the relationship between EP schooling and 
having friends who share one’s religion. When 
considering the total number of close social ties 
that share the respondent’s religion, we find that 
the total positive effect of EP schooling on the 
outcome is substantial and statistically significant. 
About 31 percent of this total effect is indirect, 
and marriage and number of children are signifi-
cant mediators of this relationship. CCCU atten-
dance is a strong and significant mediator of the 
relationship between EP schooling and number of 
friends who share the respondent’s religion. 

EP schoolers are more likely to report that they have 
a close tie who attends their congregation. Nearly 
a third of this total effect is indirect. Marriage and 
number of children mediate this effect as well as at-
tending a religious college or university. About 12 
percent of the total effect is mediated by CCCU 
attendance. The number of close friends who at-
tend the respondent’s congregation is higher for EP 
schoolers, and again about a third of this total effect 
is indirect. Interestingly, marriage and number of 
children are the only significant mediating pathways 
between EP schooling and the number of close ties 
who attend the respondent’s congregation.

Having a close social tie that shares the respon-
dent’s religious beliefs is not significantly related 
to EP-school attendance. A small indirect effect of 
EP schooling is significant. Marriage and number 
of children appear to mediate this relationship. In 
terms of the number of close friends who share reli-
gious beliefs, the EP schooling total effect is strong-
ly positive. About 25 percent of this total effect is 
mediated through our family and education vari-

ables. Marriage and number of children account 
for this mediation as well as CCCU attendance. 

Whether the respondent has a friend who is an 
atheist is modestly and negatively related to EP 
schooling, and about 12 percent of this effect is 
indirect. The mediators here include number of 
children and CCCU attendance, both of which 
account for part of the negative indirect effect of 
EP schooling on having an atheist friend. Similar 
findings emerge when predicting the number of 
atheist friends. In this case, however, only number 
of children is a significant mediator of the nega-
tive effect of EP schooling on the number of athe-
ist close social ties. 

Whether the respondent has a friend with whom 
they talk about religious matters does depend on 
attending an EP school. About 30 percent of this 
total effect is mediated by family and education 
variables. The primary mediators include marriage 
and number of children. In addition, CCCU at-
tendance accounts for about 13 percent of the 
indirect relationship between EP schooling and 
having religious discussions with a friend. When 
considering the number of friends with whom 
the respondent carries on religious discussions, 
the results are very similar. EP schooling has a 
strong positive effect on this outcome, and about 
a third of the total effect is indirect. Marriage and 
number of children as well as CCCU attendance 
provide the pathway between EP schooling and 
religious discussions with friends. 

C A N A D A  F I N D I N G S
EP schoolers are not more likely to report that 
they have a friend who shares their religion. But 
the indirect effect from EP schooling to having 
a same-religion friend is significant. Marriage 
and children provide the pathways in this model, 
while evangelical university attendance is positive 
but only marginally significant as a mediator. The 
total number of friends who share the respon-
dent’s religious tradition does not have a statisti-
cally significant relationship with EP schooling. 
However, there is a significant indirect effect of 
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EP schooling. Marriage and evangelical universi-
ty attendance provide the indirect pathways from 
EP schooling to the total number of friends who 
share a religious tradition. 

Whether the respondent has a friend who shares 
their religious beliefs is positive but not statistical-
ly significantly related to EP schooling. However, 
the indirect effect is positive and significant, and 
the primary mediators are marriage and number of 
children. Evangelical university attendance is not a 
pathway between EP schooling and having a friend 
who shares one’s religious beliefs. When consid-
ering the total number of nominated friends who 
share the respondents religious beliefs, we find that 
the effect of EP schooling is positive but insignifi-
cant. The indirect effect is also relatively small, but 
is significant. The primary mediators in this model 
are marriage and evangelical university attendance. 

The total effect of EP schooling on whether the re-
spondent has an atheist friend is negative but not 
statistically significant, which is primarily due to 
the lack of a significant direct effect of EP school-
ing on this outcome. The negative indirect effect 
on having an atheist friend, however, is statistically 
significant. Evangelical university attendance con-
tributes to this negative indirect effect, as does mar-
riage, though marriage is only marginally signifi-
cant in this model. In terms of number of friends 
who are atheists, the model reveals that EP school-

ers have fewer friends who are atheists, and about 
13 percent of this total effect is indirect, mediated 
by children and, to a lesser extent, marriage. 

EP schooling has a very strong total effect on 
whether the respondent has a friend who attends 
religious services. About 25 percent of this total 
effect is mediated by marriage, children, and at-
tending an evangelical university. EP schooling 
also has a strong effect on the number of friends 
who attend religious services. About 25 percent 
of this total effect is mediated through marriage, 
children, and evangelical university attendance. 

Whether the respondent reports having a friend 
in their congregation is very strongly related to EP 
schooling. Nearly half of this effect is mediated by 
marriage, children, and evangelical university atten-
dance. EP schooling has a similarly strong effect on 
the total number of friends in one’s congregation. 
Nearly a third of this EP-schooler effect is indirect, 
mediated through marriage and children. 

EP schoolers are much more likely to report that they 
have a friend with whom they talk about religion. 
This large total effect is about 25 percent indirect, 
mediated by marriage and children. The EP-schooler 
effect on the number of friends with whom they talk 
about religion is strongly positive, and about 20 per-
cent of the total effect is mediated through marriage 
and evangelical university attendance. 
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Our findings show strong effects of EP schooling on various religious and spiritual outcomes in young 
adulthood, and these effects hold up after controlling for family-background and demographic variables, 
including religion of parents. The main question in this report is whether and to what extent these effects 
are mediated by family and education variables that we know are related to EP schooling. It would be 
possible of course to consider other potential mediators of the EP schooling relationship and young-adult 
religiosity. Many of these pathways are either statistically insignificant (i.e., EP-schooling doesn’t have a 
strong effect on the potential mediator, and/or the mediator doesn’t have a strong relationship to religiosi-
ty in young-adulthood) or difficult to measure. In addition, some pathways raise theoretical questions that 
need to be sorted out before appropriate statistical models can be constructed. For example, we can show 
a very strong pathway between EP schooling, religious-service attendance when in high school, and later 
religious outcomes in young adulthood. And we would expect that attending an EP school does account 
for some part of the frequency of religious-service attendance while in high school. This would happen 
through social ties with friends in the EP school, ties between the EP school and evangelical congregations 
in the area, and expectations or even requirements for church involvement of the EP school. But the 
model is difficult to set up appropriately because high attendance in high school may in part determine 
the choice of whether to attend an evangelical school in the first place. 

Another question regards interpretation of the causal impact of our mediating variables on the religi-
osity outcomes. In most cases, we find the CCCU college or university experiences strongly mediate 
the relationship between EP schooling and religiosity in young adulthood. This makes sense given 
that CCCU colleges and universities would certainly work to socialize their students toward the very 
religiosity measures we evaluate in this report. There are several reasonable mechanisms through which 
CCCU attendance—all else being equal—would shape the religious lives of young adults. At the very 
least, the CCCU experience creates an environment that is in many ways consistent with the EP school 
environment; since that environment in high school appears to influence religious outcomes, we would 

DISCUSSION
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expect that it would do so in the college years as 
well. But the CCCU effect on religiosity in young 
adulthood may be due to selection effects—that 
is, the type of student attracted to a CCCU col-
lege or university is the type of student who would 
“grow” spiritually and be involved religiously 
whether they attended a CCCU or any other 
type of college or university. We don’t attempt to 
model this directly for this report, but note that 
we include family-background and demographic 
controls, as well as high school sector, when pre-
dicting the effect of CCCU experience on religios-
ity outcomes in young adulthood. Thus we expect 
that our CCCU findings, and the indirect effects 
of EP schooling through CCCU attendance, do 
reflect for the most part the independent causal 
effect of attending a CCCU institution.

Across all the models, we are impressed with the 
consistency of the effect of family and CCCU/
CHEC attendance in mediating the effect of EP 
schooling on religion outcomes in young adult-
hood. In particular, number of children appears to 
shape religiosity in diverse and perhaps surprising 
ways. The consistently strong effects of children 
may reflect in part that it is measured very accurate-
ly relative to other variables, and that it is a strong 
indicator of a particular orientation to family that 
has implications for religious involvement and ex-
perience—at least during young adulthood in the 
U.S. and Canada. Our measure of marital status 
is not likely to have too much measurement error 
either, but there are complications in marital status 
(history, definition of “separation,” etc.), including 
relative levels of commitment to marriage, that may 
reduce the strength of its relationship to religiosi-
ty outcomes. But the number-of-children variable 
may also capture a particular orientation to family 
that is important per se. The experience of children 
and child-rearing may simply have spiritual and re-
ligious implications for parents. We know, for ex-
ample, that the birth of children affects the parent’s 
relation to the church, especially in terms of atten-
dance. And it seems reasonable to assume that chil-

dren shape parent social networks in ways that may 
be related to religion. What is clear in our findings 
is that EP schooling has a number of strong effects 
on religion of graduates in young adulthood, and 
one of the most important ways EP schools do this 
is through shaping orientations to marriage and 
family. Along with children, we do see fairly consis-
tent evidence that marital status mediates some of 
the EP-schooling effects on religiosity. In the cas-
es in which cohabitation does have an impact on 
religion outcomes, we also find that EP-schooling 
effects are mediated by the lower likelihood that EP 
schoolers will cohabitate. 

The other mediator that is quite consistent across 
the models is attending a CCCU/CHEC institu-
tion for college or university. A relatively strong 
portion of the EP-schooling effect on religiosity is 
channeled through where EP schools “send” their 
graduates. The networks between EP schools and 
CCCU colleges and universities, as well as cues 
about religious and non-religious college experi-
ences that are given within EP schools, have the 
net effect of creating a fairly strong avenue from 
EP schools to EP post-secondary institutions 
(and often back again!). We would note however 
that while this pathway is important it does not 
by any means account for more than half of the 
EP-schooling effect on religion outcomes, and in 
most cases the size of the mediated relationship is 
considerably less than that. What is also interest-
ing is that we do not find other mediated effects 
through post-secondary education. This may re-
quire a larger sample and more complicated mod-
els to ferret these educational mediators out. So far, 
despite having potential mediation through lower 
levels of educational attainment, any indirect edu-
cational effects have not been found except through 
religious college or university attendance. 

Finally, we find fairly consistent direct and indi-
rect effects of EP schooling in the U.S. and Cana-
da. In most models, the cross-national differences 
are slight, with a few exceptions. Across all mod-
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els, there appears to be a tendency for marriage, family, and education variables to account for a greater 
portion of the EP-schooling effect in the U.S. than in Canada. One reason for this may be that cohab-
itation has a different relation to EP schooling and religious outcomes in Canada compared with the 
U.S. Another may be that religious outcomes in Canada are less strongly related to marriage and family, 
and marriage and family are less strongly driven by EP schooling, than in the U.S. Other differences 
are less clearly explained, but could use more attention in future research. Evangelism, gratitude, and 
religious doubting, for example, appear to be generated in very different ways in the U.S. compared 
with Canada.   
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Find out more at 
www.carduseducat ionsurvey.com
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