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Introduction: Religiosity and sexuality present numerous interconnections. Little is
known regarding the specific causal pathways between each religiosity dimension and
sexual behavior. The objectives of this study were (1) to explore the relationship between
religiosity (measured through attendance at religious services, salience, and prayer) and
sexual initiation in adolescents and (2) to establish the role of sexual permissiveness as
mediator of the impact produced by religiosity in sexual initiation.

Methods: This study analyzes data from an ongoing school-based international study
examining what young people feel and think about relationships, love, and sexuality. An
anonymous, self-administered online questionnaire was developed in Spanish. A total
of 4,366 students, aged 14–18, completed the questionnaire. A final sample of 2,919
questionnaires was analyzed. Two unconditional logistic regression models were fit with
religiosity variables and possible confounders as independent variables (with and without
permissiveness, respectively). The dependent variable was sexual initiation. A final path
analysis was performed to further understand the results.

Results: Our study highlights that, in predominantly Catholic and Spanish-speaking
countries, the fact of attending church and praying may greatly contribute to postponing
sexual relations during adolescence, even independently of their attitudes on sexual
permissiveness. Conversely, the effect of salience on sexual initiation seems to be
fostered only through the mediation of sexual permissiveness. Our findings point to
an indirect effect of the three religiosity dimensions (and in particular, religious salience)
through permissive attitudes.

Conclusion: Religiosity could be a relevant factor to explain sexual initiation
during adolescence.

Keywords: religiosity, sexual initiation, sexual attitudes, adolescents, sexual permissiveness

INTRODUCTION

Religiosity is a basic dimension of socialization (Pearce, 2015; Hayward and Pearce, 2021). In
Regnerus’s (2007) words, “religion builds youths’ social and organizational ties through social
capital, network closure, and extra-community skills” (p. 45). It is receiving growing interest
from fields such as public health (Long et al., 2019; Schnitker et al., 2019) and spirituality
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(Brelsford et al., 2011; Hardy et al., 2019). Several studies
underline the role of religiosity in adolescent health, both physical
and mental (Twenge et al., 2015; Mills et al., 2017; Pazhoohi
et al., 2017), as well as in the development of pro-social behaviors
(Good and Willoughby, 2006; Shariff et al., 2016).

Sexuality is a core part of people’s lives and of their
health and bio-psycho-social wellbeing (Twenge et al., 2015;
Boislard et al., 2016; Soller et al., 2017). Several studies find
a relationship between religiosity and sexual activity during
adolescence (Rostosky et al., 2004; Štulhofer et al., 2011; Luquis
et al., 2012, 2015), showing that sexual initiation begins at later
ages among religious adolescents (Scott et al., 2006; Sinha et al.,
2007; Gold et al., 2010; Smith, 2015).

Religiosity and sexuality have numerous interconnections
(Stolz et al., 2013). Some researchers have suggested that
religiosity can impact people’s behavior through the personal
assumption of the moral principles of a religion and/or through
social influence from their religious social group of reference
(Hardy et al., 2019). The theory of reasoned action (TRA)
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, 2010; Montaño and Kasprzyk, 2008)
has been used by several researchers to explain the link between
religiosity and sexual behavior (Regnerus, 2007; Hull et al.,
2011; Zhang et al., 2015). Additionally, religiosity has various
dimensions (affiliation, attendance, salience, and frequency of
prayer) that may have different types of impact on sexual behavior
(Sinha et al., 2007).

Adolescence and Sexual Behavior
Adolescence is a period of physical and psychological
development, which is also recognized as a time of mastery
for each adolescent’s unique talents, strengths, skills, and
interests (Damon, 2004). However, it should be noted
that adolescents have been considered a vulnerable group,
mainly due to their lack of cognitive and emotional maturity
for making reasonable decisions related to their health;
this may lead adolescents to engage in risky behaviors
such as substance use, delinquency, reckless driving, and
sexual risk behaviors (Steinberg, 2008; Kipping et al., 2012;
World Health Organization [WHO], 2017).

One of the transitions to adult life is sexual initiation. Sexual
experience is frequent among adolescents (Romero-Martínez
et al., 2013; Instituto Nacional de la Juventud Chile, 2015;
Moreno et al., 2016; Kann, 2019); however, some early sexual
activities are considered risk behaviors. For example, penile-
vaginal intercourse may lead to known risks, though some of
them can be reduced through preventive measures (Makenzius
and Larsson, 2013; Boisvert et al., 2017).

Though some controversy exists, there is a certain scientific
consensus that delaying the onset of sexual activity may
be a beneficial recommendation to protect adolescent
health (Halperin et al., 2004; Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 2019). Consequently, some preventive
programs pursue this goal, preferably in conjunction with
other preventive measures and strategies for the promotion of
positive youth developmental outcomes. It seems advisable
to identify the factors associated with sexual initiation
during adolescence.

Religiosity and Its Dimensions
Numerous studies suggest that religiosity has a significant
influence on adolescent behavior (Salas-Wright et al., 2017;
Holmes et al., 2019; James and Ward, 2019). However, according
to some authors, “If researchers use only one domain of
religiosity, they likely will fail to capture the collective influence of
religiosity on risky sexual behavior” (Smith, 2015, p. 51). In this
regard, no consensus has been reached as to which dimensions
better define religiosity (King and Boyatzis, 2015) and which of
them have greater weight on behaviors such as sexual activity.

One of the first classifications of the dimensions of religiosity
was made by Allport and Ross (1967), who distinguished
between extrinsic and intrinsic religious motivations. This
classification has endured over the years, though other authors
have referenced them in terms of public and private religiosity
dimensions (Nonnemaker et al., 2003). Nowadays, the more
well-known public or extrinsic dimensions are affiliation and
attendance. Affiliation has been defined as the acknowledgment
of being a follower of a religion or claiming to be religious
(King and Boyatzis, 2015), whereas, attendance is defined as
physically attending the services offered by a religious group
(Krause et al., 2017; Malinakova et al., 2018; King et al., 2019;
Pawlikowski et al., 2019).

The private or intrinsic dimension of religiosity includes
salience (Salas-Wright et al., 2012, 2017; Moulin-Stożek et al.,
2018). This dimension considers the importance a person gives to
their religious beliefs in their daily life, especially when it comes
to decision-making (Wilt et al., 2017; Mendolia et al., 2018).
Consistent with Fishbein and Ajzen (1975, 2010), it is not just
a matter of having some religious beliefs, but of recognizing that
these beliefs have enough relevance to determine attitudes and
conditioning intentional behaviors. “It captures the individual
beliefs chosen by the youths, rather than behaviors that could
potentially be imposed, or at least affected, by parents and society
and their respective expectations” (Mendolia et al., 2018, p. 1).

Another relevant dimension of religiosity is the frequency
of prayer, which analyzes the time one dedicates to praying
(Scott et al., 2006; Pryor et al., 2007; Luquis et al., 2012).
This is a behavioral dimension, rather than referring to an
internal construct, and is often practiced with other people
(within the family, in the temple, etc.). This would imply that
prayer is understood as an extrinsic dimension of religiosity with
social features (Krause and Hayward, 2013; Buch Møller et al.,
2020). However, prayer can be practiced in private, and can
be understood as a personal decision, which would make it an
intrinsic dimension (Laird et al., 2004). We can therefore classify
prayer as a religious dimension with both intrinsic and extrinsic
characteristics (Ladd and Spilka, 2002, 2006).

Religiosity Dimensions and Sexual
Behavior
Religiosity has a complex relationship with behavior, and
specifically with sexual behavior. As stated above, the TRA has
been used to understand these relationships (Regnerus, 2007;
Hull et al., 2011). In these cases, attitudes about sex and normative
pressure have been stated as two ways of mediation between the
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different forms of religiosity and sexual behavior. Some studies
found that the association between religiosity and sexual behavior
was mediated by attitudes about sex (Meier, 2003; Rostosky et al.,
2003). But they also found that, after controlling for attitudes,
an independent effect remained, this is, religiosity had both
an effect via attitudes and an independent effect. This suggests
that the causal path may also work through other mechanisms,
possibly non-internal variables such as social peer or other
kind of influence.

However, as shown above, religiosity is a complex construct
consisting of different dimensions. Previous studies conducted
in the United States suggest that not all dimensions of religiosity
have the same degree of influence on sexual activity (Sinha et al.,
2007). What is the role of the different dimensions of religiosity?
Does intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity influence through different
causal paths? These questions certainly appear to be valid avenues
for consideration.

Mott et al. (1996) found that the influence of church
attendance on sexual behavior was mediated by peer influence.
More recently, Hull et al. (2011) found that the link between
attendance and sexual behavior was mediated both by
attitudes (regarding whether having sex would be bad/good
and unpleasant/pleasant, etc.) and by perceived normative
pressure (perceived sexual intercourse among peers and
perceived social approval of sexual intercourse). In other words,
extrinsic religiosity influenced both attitudes and normative
pressure, while both attitudes and normative pressure influenced
sexual behavior.

Other studies have found that religious attendance has a
weaker impact than salience on sexual attitudes (Jung, 2016)
but a stronger impact on sexual behavior (Penhollow et al.,
2005; Edwards et al., 2008, 2011). This could reinforce the idea
that extrinsic religiosity has an additional and unique pathway,
independent of personal attitudes (for example, social influence,
as previously mentioned). It seems, therefore, that intrinsic
religiosity influences sexual behavior through personal attitudes,
while extrinsic religiosity may influence through both attitudes
and peer influence.

Accordingly, following literature on intrinsic/extrinsic
religiosity, the TRA, and the mentioned findings in literature,
we propose the model shown in Figure 1. The effect of intrinsic
religiosity on sexual behavior would be mediated by attitudes,
while the effect of extrinsic religiosity would not only be mediated
by attitudes, but also by other variables (perceived norms and
social pressure. . .).

The Mediation Role of Sexual
Permissiveness
Within the framework of the TRA, the main mediators in shaping
behaviors are attitudes toward behaviors and subjective norms
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Montaño and Kasprzyk, 2008; Ajzen,
2012). As explained above, there is some evidence supporting that
religiosity influences sexual behavior through both mediators. In
this study we will focus on the role of attitudes.

Sexual attitudes have been considered a key variable
to explain sexual behavior, particularly among adolescents

(Burris et al., 2009; Hull et al., 2011). These attitudes consist of
beliefs, opinions, personal feelings, and perceptions on sexual
activity, sexual health, and sexually transmitted infections (STIs)
(Cardoza et al., 2012; Alimi, 2019).

Religiosity plays an important role in the forming of sexual
attitudes. For instance, Santelli et al. (2004) verified that
religiosity can ultimately construct a framework that may act
as a relevant factor with regard to sexual initiation. On the
other hand, Pluhar et al. (1998) researched the relationship
between religiosity and sexual attitudes in university students in
the United States. The adolescents that claimed to have guided
themselves by their religiosity in their sexual behavior were more
likely to show conservative attitudes regarding sexual initiation.

Some of the mentioned studies suggest that both intrinsic
and extrinsic religiosity may act on sexual behavior through the
mediation of sexual attitudes (Penhollow et al., 2005; Edwards
et al., 2008, 2011; Hull et al., 2011; Jung, 2016). However, only
partial evidences have been found.

Among sexual attitudes, sexual permissiveness plays an
important role (Hendrick and Hendrick, 1987). According to
these authors, this construct refers to a casual approach to sexual
relationships. Actually, when examining in detail the mentioned
studies that assess sexual attitudes, most of them primarily assess
sexual permissiveness/restrictiveness: Some focused on possible
costs or benefits of having sexual intercourse (Meier, 2003;
Rostosky et al., 2004), while others assessed aspects such as
approval of premarital sex (Edwards et al., 2008; Jung, 2016).

Studies have found that sexual permissiveness is influenced by
different determinants such as age, sex, exposure to pornography,
mass media consumption, and religion, among others (Jang and
Lee, 2011; Lee and Song, 2016; Dillman Carpentier and Stevens,
2017; Ma, 2018; Jung and Kim, 2020).

Aims of the Study
Most of the abovementioned studies have been carried out in
the United States (Hardy et al., 2019), Europe (Štulhofer et al.,
2011; Cranney et al., 2018), or Africa (Alimi, 2019; Francis
et al., 2019; Somefun, 2019). In Spanish-speaking countries,
where 92% of the population accept that belief in God and
is member of any religion (Pew Research Center, 2014), fewer
studies are available (Moulin-Stożek et al., 2018; King et al., 2019).
Sociologists acknowledge this is a gap in the academic research:
“Latin America is a context that has been either ignored or
misunderstood in the current debates about the transformation
of the religious landscape” (Morello, 2019, p. 9).

In this study, we intend to explore the relationship between
the dimensions of religiosity and sexual initiation by including
sexual permissiveness as a mediating variable in a sample
of Hispanic adolescents. Specifically, we aim: (1) to assess
the relationship between intrinsic and extrinsic dimensions
of religiosity (attendance at religious services, salience, and
prayer), and sexual initiation; and (2) to establish the role of
sexual permissiveness as a mediator of the impact produced
by religiosity on adolescents’ sexual initiation. Following the
literature, and the proposed model (Figure 1), we hypothesize
that the three religiosity dimensions will be associated with
a delay in sexual initiation (Murray-Swank et al., 2005;
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model of the relationship between religiosity dimensions and sexual behavior.

Penhollow et al., 2005; Edwards et al., 2008, 2011), and that these
associations will be mediated through sexual permissiveness
(Hull et al., 2011; Jung, 2016). This mediation will be particularly
relevant for intrinsic dimensions (salience and perhaps prayer)
(Edwards et al., 2008, 2011; Jung, 2016).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study analyzes cross-sectional data from the YourLife
Project, an ongoing school-based international study examining
what young people feel and think about relationships, love,
and sexuality.1 Details for this project are explained elsewhere
(Carlos et al., 2016; Belintxon et al., 2020). Ethical approval
for the Project was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the
University of Navarra.

Sample
A total of 52 secondary schools from Spanish-speaking countries
participated in the study. For this article, we used data from 4,366
high school students from Spain, Chile, Mexico, and Peru. They
were aged between 14 and 18.

A total of 4,366 student participants completed the
questionnaire. We eliminated the participants presenting
missing values in any of the main study variables (n = 1447).
A final sample of 2,919 questionnaires was analyzed.

Instrument and Measures
An anonymous, self-administered online questionnaire
was originally developed in Spanish. The questionnaire
included questions on adolescents’ lifestyles, environmental
influences (family and peers), personal beliefs, opinions,
attitudes, and sexual behavior. Below we describe the variables
used in this study.

Religion and Religiosity-Related Dimensions
Participants were asked "What religion do you practice or believe
in?" They then had to select a religious affiliation from a list. This
list included the most common religions and the option "other
religion." Adolescents reporting any religious affiliation were also

1http://proyectoyourlife.com/en/

asked about their frequency of church attendance, frequency of
prayer, and religious salience.

The frequency of church attendance (extrinsic religiosity)
and frequency of prayer (mixed extrinsic/intrinsic religiosity)
were measured with the questions "How often do you go
to church/temple?" and "How often do you pray?" Response
options ranged from 0 (never) to 5 (more than once a
week). Religious salience (intrinsic religiosity) was evaluated
using the statement "My faith is an important influence in
my life, and I am willing to take it into account in my
decisions." Response options ranged from 0 (totally disagree)
to 4 (totally agree). Each religiosity-related dimension was
dichotomized at the median in order to create high and
low categorical groups. The adolescents that did not report
any religious affiliation were included in the low group
for each dimension.

Sexual Permissiveness
Sexual permissiveness was measured through three items
assessing to what extent the adolescent considers different sexual
behaviors appropriate. The items were inspired on the Illustrative
Core Instruments (Cleland et al., 2001; Potard et al., 2008).

Participants were asked whether they agreed with the
following statements: "It is OK for youth my age to have sexual
relationships just for fun, without commitment"; "It is better
to wait until marriage before having sex"; "Petting (foreplay
without full intercourse) among adolescent couples is acceptable";
and, "Having sexual relationships is a need that has to be
satisfied (just like eating and sleeping)." Responses were assessed
on a five-point Likert scale, from 0 (totally disagree) to 4
(totally agree). A single measure of sexual permissiveness was
created, obtaining the mean score of the four items. Internal
consistency was acceptable (Cronbach alpha = 0.77; Ordinal
alpha = 0.80). This variable was dichotomized at the median to
create high and low groups.

Sexual Initiation
Sexual initiation was assessed with the question "Have
you ever had sexual relations? Remember that by “sexual
relations” we are referring to sex with penetration." Response
options included "yes," "no," and "I prefer not to answer."
We chose sexual relations with penetration because this
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sexual behavior is easily distinguishable and identifiable
by adolescents, and because it is generally considered the
main marker of the transition to heterosexual sexual activity
(Carpenter, 2005).

Sociodemographic Characteristics
Participants were also asked whether they were girls or boys, and
how old they were. We also knew the country where their school
was. All these variables were included in the analyses.

Procedure
Data was collected between 2016 and 2019. Members of the
research team and local collaborators in each country invited
schools to participate. Information on the project was made
available on a web page on which the schools could apply
for participation.

Schools willing to participate received a participation link
for each grade. Schools were responsible for, and in charge
of, obtaining parental consent, in accordance with local laws
and policies, under the supervision of the research team. On
the participation day and 2 days before, students were given
information about the study and were informed that participation
was voluntary. Those who were willing to participate accessed
the online questionnaire during class hours. Anonymity and
confidentiality were protected.

Data Analysis
Univariate analyses (frequencies and percentages) were used
to describe the main characteristics of the sample. Differences
between groups of participants were analyzed using χ2 tests.

Multivariate unconditional logistic regression models were
conducted. Model 1 assessed the association between the
dimensions of religiosity and sexual initiation. Model 2 included
variables from Model 1 and sexual permissiveness. Both models
were adjusted for demographic variables. Odds ratios (OR)
and 95% confidence intervals (CI) were estimated. Age was
introduced as a continuous variable after testing a linear
relationship between age and sexual initiation.

A path analysis was subsequently performed, testing a model
in which the religiosity dimensions predict sexual initiation both
directly and through the mediation of sexual permissiveness.

Finally, analyses were repeated for Catholics only (since this
was, by far, the most frequent religion), and the sample was
split by country.

Statistical analyses were performed using STATA version
12.0 for Windows.

RESULTS

The characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 1. The
majority of participants were girls (59.3%). More than 80% were
aged 15–17 years old and 85% were Catholics. This proportion
was lowest among Chileans (69%) and highest among Mexicans
(91%). Around half of the students reported attending religious
services (from 37% in Peru to 55% in Spain and Mexico) and
praying (from 44% in Chile to 60% in Mexico) at least once

a week, but less than 40% considered their faith an important
influence in their life (from 34% in Spain to 44% in Mexico). Half
of the participants had high sexual permissiveness (from 44%
in Mexico to 69% in Chile), and 14.8% had already had sexual
intercourse (from 12% in Peru to 20% in Chile). All differences
by country were statistically significant (p < 0.001).

When differentiating between girls and boys, prayer was more
frequent among girls than boys (58% vs. 51%, p < 0.001), while
attendance and salience had no significant differences. On the
contrary, high sexual permissiveness (44% of girls, 61% of boys,
p < 0.001) and sexual initiation (11% of girls, 21% of boys,
p < 0.001) were more frequent among boys.

By age (younger = 14–15 vs. older = 16–18), attendance was
more frequent among older than younger participants (50% vs.
44%, p = 0.001), while prayer and salience had no significant
differences. Furthermore, high sexual permissiveness (54% of
olders, 47% of youngers, p < 0.001) and sexual initiation (19%
of olders, 9% of youngers, p < 0.001) were also more frequent
among older participants.

As there were very few participants with a non-Christian
religion (64 students, 2.2% of the sample), these were eliminated
from subsequent analyses.

Students’ sexual permissiveness and sexual initiation, stratified
by religiosity variables (affiliation, church attendance, prayer,
and salience), are shown in Table 2. All religiosity variables
were inversely associated with sexual permissiveness and
with sexual initiation (p < 0.001 in all cases). Religious
salience had the strongest association with sexual permissiveness
(ϕ = 0.35) but the weakest association with sexual initiation
(ϕ = 0.11).

Unconditional multivariate logistic regressions were
conducted to evaluate the adjusted associations between
the religiosity dimensions and sexual initiation (Table 3). Model
1 shows a strong association between religiosity dimensions and
sexual initiation. Weekly church attendance and weekly prayer
were significantly associated with a decrease in the likelihood
of sexual initiation (church: OR = 0.43, 95% CI = 0.33–0.56;
prayer: OR = 0.60, 95% CI = 0.47–0.78). High religious salience
had a similar association with sexual initiation, but was on the
limit of statistical significance (OR = 0.77, 95% CI = 0.58–1.00).
When sexual permissiveness was added (Model 2), findings
were similar to the initial model, but the odds ratios of the
religiosity dimensions were attenuated. Both weekly church
attendance and weekly prayer maintained significant – though
weaker – associations with the outcome (church: OR = 0.57,
95% CI = 0.40–0.69; prayer: OR = 0.68, 95% CI = 0.53–0.89).
However, the statistical significance of the association between
salience and the outcome was lost (OR = 1.07, 95% CI = 0.81–
1.43). Additionally, sexual permissiveness was significantly
and strongly associated with the outcome (OR = 4.42, 95%
CI = 3.28–5.95).

Finally, path analysis (Figure 2) supports the hypothesized
model, in which the religiosity dimensions predict sexual
initiation both directly and through the mediation of
sexual permissiveness. The exception is salience, which
only presents an indirect, but not direct, effect on
sexual initiation.
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of the sample.

Chile
(N = 382)a

n (%)

Spain
(N = 535)a

n (%)

Mexico
(N = 921)a

n (%)

Peru
(N = 1081)a

n (%)

Total
(N = 2919)a

n (%)

pb

Girl 154 (40.3) 386 (72.1) 500 (54.3) 690 (63.8) 1730 (59.3) <0.001

Age

14 6 (1.6) 37 (6.9) 97 (10.5) 154 (14.2) 294 (10.1) <0.001

15 122 (31.9) 239 (44.7) 209 (22.7) 419 (38.8) 989 (33.9)

16 123 (32.2) 123 (23.0) 298 (32.4) 327 (30.2) 871 (29.8)

17 67 (17.5) 115 (21.5) 235 (25.5) 131 (12.1) 548 (18.8)

18 64 (16.8) 21 (3.9) 82 (8.9) 50 (4.6) 217 (7.4)

Religion

No religious affiliation 77 (20.2) 58 (10.8) 59 (6.4) 87 (8.0) 281 (9.6) <0.001

Catholic 262 (68.6) 458 (85.6) 839 (91.1) 937 (86.7) 2496 (85.5)

Other Christian religionc 27 (7.1) 8 (1.5) 13 (1.4) 30 (2.8) 78 (2.7)

Other religionsd 16 (4.2) 11 (2.1) 10 (1.1) 27 (2.5) 64 (2.2)

Weekly church attendance 178 (46.7) 293 (54.8) 504 (54.8) 397 (37.3) 1372 (47.3) <0.001

Weekly prayer 166 (43.6) 293 (54.9) 551 (60.0) 599 (56.2) 1609 (55.5) <0.001

High religious saliencee 134 (35.3) 183 (34.3) 410 (44.5) 390 (36.3) 1117 (38.4) <0.001

High sexual permissivenessf 258 (69.4) 293 (55.7) 399 (44.4) 497 (47.2) 1447 (50.8) <0.001

Sexual initiation 77 (20.2) 68 (12.7) 161 (17.5) 127 (11.7) 433 (14.8) <0.001

aTotals vary because some items were not responded by some participants.
bp value for the Chi-squared test.
cOther Christian religions include Reformed/Evangelical, Orthodox, and “Other Christian religion.”
dOther religions include Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jewish, Traditional Chinese religion, and “Other.”
eParticipants answering “I totally agree” to the item: “Do you agree with the following statement? My faith is an important influence in my life, and I am willing to take it into
account in my decisions.”
f Participants over the median in the permissiveness scale.

TABLE 2 | Sexual permissiveness and sexual initiation, by religiosity dimensions.

High sexual permissiveness Sexual initiation

n (%)a pb 8 c n (%)d pb ϕ c

Religious affiliation

No religion (N = 281) 218 (78.7) <0.001 0.19 78 (27.8) <0.001 0.13

Christian (N = 2574) 1181 (47.1) 331 (12.9)

Frequency of church attendancee

<weekly (N = 1483)f 921 (63.7) <0.001 0.28 289 (19.5) <0.001 0.15

Weekly (N = 1372)f 478 (35.6) 120 (8.7)

Frequency of prayerg

<weekly (N = 1246)f 803 (65.8) <0.001 0.28 258 (20.7) <0.001 0.16

Weekly (N = 1609)f 596 (38.0) 151 (9.4)

Religious salienceh

Low (N = 1738)f 1088 (64.1) <0.001 0.35 302 (17.4) <0.001 0.11

High (N = 1117)f 311 (28.6) 107 (9.6)

aNumber (and percentage) of participants with a high mean score (over the median) in sexual permissiveness, measured by the following items: “It is OK for youth my
age to have sexual relationships just for fun, without commitment,” “It is better to wait until marriage before having sex,” “Petting (foreplay without full intercourse) among
adolescent couples is acceptable,” and “Having sexual relationships is a need that has to be satisfied (such as eating and sleeping).”
bp value of the χ 2 test.
cEffect size (phi coefficient).
dNumber (and percentage) of participants who have had sexual relationships.
eAnswer to the question “How often do you go to the church/temple?”
fTotals may vary due to missing values in permissiveness or in sexual initiation.
gAnswer to the question “How often do you pray?”
hAgreement with the sentence “My faith is an important influence in my life, and I am willing to take it into account in my decisions.” “High” salience refers to participants
who “totally agree” with the sentence. The remaining participants were classified as having a “Low” salience.
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TABLE 3 | Association between religious dimensions and sexual initiation.

Model 1a OR (95% CI) Model 2b OR (95% CI)

Weekly church
attendance (ref: <Weekly)

0.43 (0.33–0.56) 0.53 (0.40–0.69)

Weekly prayer
(ref: <Once a week)

0.60 (0.47–0.78) 0.68 (0.53–0.89)

High religious salience
(ref: Low)c

0.77 (0.58–1.00) 1.07 (0.81–1.43)

Country (ref: Mexico)

Chile 0.91 (0.65–1.26) 0.73 (0.51–1.02)

Spain 0.79 (0.57–1.11) 0.65 (0.46–0.93)

Peru 0.68 (0.52–0.89) 0.69 (0.52–0.91)

Girl (ref = boy) 0.54 (0.43–0.67) 0.64 (0.51–0.82)

Age (years) (continuous;
range: 14–17)

1.58 (1.42–1.75) 1.52 (1.37–1.70)

High sexual
permissivenessd

4.42 (3.28–5.95)

ref, reference.
aOdds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) of sexual initiation, adjusted for all the
variables in the table, except for sexual permissiveness.
bOdds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) of sexual initiation, adjusted for all the
variables in the table.
cHigh religious salience means having replied “I totally agree” to the item “My faith
is an important influence in my life and I am willing to take it into account in my
decisions.”
dParticipants with a high mean score (over the median) in sexual permissiveness,
measured by the following items: "It is OK for youth my age to have sexual
relationships just for fun, without commitment," "It is better to wait until marriage
before having sex," "Petting (foreplay without full intercourse) among adolescent
couples is acceptable," and "Having sexual relationships is a need that has to be
satisfied (such as eating and sleeping)."

When all analyses were repeated for Catholics only, or
separately by country, results were substantially similar. The
differences consisted of lower statistical significance in some
cases, probably due to the smaller sample sizes (data not shown).

DISCUSSION

Religiosity Dimensions and Sexual
Behavior
This study aimed to provide additional evidence on the
relationship between religiosity and sexual initiation during
adolescence. In particular, we investigated the role of sexual
attitudes on that first sexual relationship.

We hypothesized that religiosity could have a substantial role
in sexual initiation. As in previous studies conducted in the US
(Murray et al., 2007; Regnerus, 2007; Burris et al., 2009; Hull
et al., 2011; Luquis et al., 2015), this study found an inverse
relationship between religiosity (including church attendance,
weekly prayer, and religious salience) and self-reported sexual
initiation. Specifically, our three measures of religiosity predicted
sexual initiation, with attendance as the best predictor.

This higher predictive power of extrinsic religiosity was
already found in previous studies (Penhollow et al., 2005;
Edwards et al., 2008, 2011). This has different possible
explanations, but we will focus on this one: this dimension

of religiosity may act through different pathways, as we
will see hereunder.

The Role of Sexual Permissiveness
Regarding the specific role of sexual permissiveness on
the association between religiosity and sexual initiation, we
hypothesized a possible mediation: religiosity would decrease
sexual permissiveness, which would in turn increase delayed
sexual initiation. Do our results support the hypothesis? First,
the bivariate results shown in Table 2 support the association
between each religiosity dimension and sexual permissiveness,
with a higher effect size for religious salience. Second, the
association between sexual permissiveness and sexual initiation
was subsequently confirmed (Table 3, Model 2): higher levels of
sexual permissiveness were related to higher odds of having been
sexually active. Third, sexual permissiveness had a certain role
on the association between religiosity and sexual initiation: the
impact of the religiosity dimensions on the outcome decreased
(or even disappeared) by introducing sexual permissiveness into
the model (see the differences between both models in Table 3).
Specifically, attendance and prayer experienced a slight reduction
in their effect, while salience lost its possible effect entirely.
Finally, the path analysis (Figure 2) tested the entire model,
confirming previous results: the three religiosity variables (and
especially salience) reduced sexual permissiveness, which in turn
delayed sexual initiation; in addition, religious attendance and
praying (but not salience) had a direct effect on sexual initiation,
independently of sexual permissiveness.

Therefore, our study comprehensively confirms the partial
results of previous studies (Meier, 2003; Rostosky et al., 2003;
Edwards et al., 2008; Hull et al., 2011). The study also facilitates a
better understanding of this mediation, showing that attendance
and praying seem to work both through sexual permissiveness
and through other pathways, while the possible influence of
salience is fully mediated by sexual permissiveness.

First, the double causal path from attendance to sexual
behavior (via attitudes and through other ways) has been found
previously (Hull et al., 2011). This is easy to understand within
the TRA. Attending religious services may clarify and reinforce
the messages of a religion (Rostosky et al., 2004; Regnerus,
2007), and promote the internalization of values (Thornton and
Camburn, 1989), which explains its impact through attitudes.
However, it may also have additional ways of influence, such
as providing social support for certain behaviors (Mott et al.,
1996; Rostosky et al., 2004; Edwards et al., 2008, 2011), or even
as a form of social control, both from parents and from peers
(Regnerus, 2007).

Second, our results confirm previous studies which suggest
that the relationship between religious salience and sexual
initiation is mainly mediated by attitudes. This mediation
had not been tested so far, but different studies had found
associations between salience and attitudes (Jung, 2016),
and between attitudes and sexual behavior (Edwards et al.,
2008). Religious salience implies personal endorsing of the
moral values of a religion, which usually include conservative
sexual attitudes (Sheeran et al., 1993). However, one does
not expect that having religious salience implies a specific
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FIGURE 2 | Path analysis of the association between attitudes toward sexual behaviors during adolescence and sexual initiation, considering religiosity dimensions
as mediators. Standardized estimates are shown. Solid lines represent significant weights (p < 0.001). The dotted line represents a non-significant weight. Errors are
omitted for the same reason. The model is saturated and fits perfectly.

social environment (unless attendance is also present).
These connections make sense in the TRA framework
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 2010).

Limitations and Strengths
This study has several limitations. First, as our study was
based on a cross-sectional design, an explanation of the
results of mediation analyses must proceed with caution.
For example, the relationship of sexual attitudes with sexual
behavior could be bidirectional; that is, sexual attitudes can
influence the adolescents’ sexual initiation, but an early sexual
initiation could also foster sexual permissiveness. Similarly,
we cannot assume a clear causal direction in the relationship
between religiosity dimensions and sexual initiation. Although
the exposure to a religious environment within the family
or the school usually delays sexual initiation, the fact of
having sexual relationships could lead to lower religiosity. The
proposed model was confirmed using logistic regression and
path analysis; however, future research should evaluate the
causal path using a longitudinal design. Second, although it
is not uncommon to study religiosity or attitudes through
non-standardized questionnaires, this approach entails some
limitations that future studies could address. Third, participants
in this study were a sample of Christians (predominantly
Catholics) and non-religious participants from four Spanish-
speaking countries. Consequently, our sample limits the scope of
the results’ generalization to populations that differ by religious
affiliation. However, this fact increases the internal validity of

the results. With a more heterogeneous sample, we could test
whether the associations found are actually present only in one
or more of the religions under study. In our case, the findings
seem to be valid at least for Catholicism (the majority religion in
Hispanic countries).

Despite these limitations, this study has notable strengths.
First, this is the first study that tested how sexual attitudes
mediate the effect of three religiosity dimensions on sexual
behavior. To the best of our knowledge, few studies have tested
a mediation model between a specific religiosity dimension and
sexual behavior (Mott et al., 1996; Hull et al., 2011), and they
tested one dimension only (attendance), while we added salience
and prayer. Second, this was studied within a Hispanic context –
an as of today insufficiently explored population. Third, the large
sample permitted complex multivariate analyses, adjusting for
different confounders.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrated that religiosity could be a relevant
factor to explain sexual initiation during adolescence. In line
with prior existing United States studies, but with a more
detailed understanding of the issue, we found that sexual attitudes
mediated this relationship in a sample of adolescents from
Spanish-speaking countries. In addition, the relationship between
religious attendance and prayer and sexual initiation is strong,
independently of sexual permissiveness. Our study highlights
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that, in Spanish-speaking countries, which are predominantly
Catholic, the fact of attending church and praying may greatly
contribute to adolescents’ postponing sexual relations during
adolescence, even independently of their attitudes on sexual
permissiveness. Conversely, the effect of salience on sexual
initiation seems to be fostered only through the mediation
of sexual permissiveness. Our results point to an indirect
effect of the three religiosity dimensions (and in particular,
religious salience) through permissive attitudes. Educators,
clinicians, and social agents should be sensitive to adolescents’
religious beliefs in order to enhance the effectiveness of sexual
education programs.
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Cranney, S., Koletić, G., and Štulhofer, A. (2018). Varieties of religious
and pornographic experience: latent growth in adolescents’ religiosity and
pornography use. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 28, 174–186. doi: 10.1080/10508619.
2018.1480195

Damon, W. (2004). What is positive youth development? Ann. Am. Acad. Polit.
Soc. Sci. 591, 13–24. doi: 10.1177/0002716203260092

Dillman Carpentier, F. R., and Stevens, E. M. (2017). Sex in the media, sex on
the mind: linking television use, sexual permissiveness, and sexual concept
accessibility in memory. Sex. Cult. 22, 22–38. doi: 10.1007/S12119-017-9450-X

Edwards, L. M., Fehring, R. J., Jarrett, K. M., and Haglund, K. A. (2008). The
influence of religiosity, gender, and language preference acculturation on sexual
activity among Latino/a adolescents. Hisp. J. Behav. Sci. 30, 447–462. doi:
10.1177/0739986308322912

Edwards, L. M., Haglund, K., Fehring, R. J., and Pruszynski, J. (2011). Religiosity
and sexual risk behaviors among Latina adolescents: trends from 1995 to 2008.
J. Womens Health 20, 871–877. doi: 10.1089/jwh.2010.1949

Fishbein, M., and Ajzen, I. (1975). Belief, Attitude, Intention, and Behavior.
Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.

Fishbein, M., and Ajzen, I. (2010). Predicting and Changing Behavior: The Reasoned
Action Approach. New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Francis, J. M., Myers, B., Nkosi, S., Williams, P. P., Carney, T., Lombard, C., et al.
(2019). The prevalence of religiosity and association between religiosity and
alcohol use, other drug use, and risky sexual behaviours among grade 8-10
learners in Western Cape, South Africa. PLoS One 14:e0211322. doi: 10.1371/
journal.pone.0211322

Gold, M. A., Sheftel, A. V., Chiappetta, L., Young, A. J., Zuckoff, A.,
DiClemente, C. C., et al. (2010). Associations between religiosity and sexual
and contraceptive behaviors. J. Pediatr. Adolesc. Gynecol. 23, 290–297. doi:
10.1016/j.jpag.2010.02.012

Good, M., and Willoughby, T. (2006). The role of spirituality versus religiosity in
adolescent psychosocial adjustment. J. Youth Adolesc. 35, 41–55. doi: 10.1007/
s10964-005-9018-1

Halperin, D. T., Steiner, M. J., Cassell, M. M., Green, E. C., Hearst, N., Kirby, D.,
et al. (2004). The time has come for common ground on preventing sexual
transmission of HIV. Lancet 364, 1913–1915. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(04)
17487-4

Hardy, S. A., Nelson, J. M., Moore, J. P., and King, P. E. (2019). Processes of
religious and spiritual influence in adolescence: a systematic review of 30 years
of research. J. Res. Adolesc. 29, 254–275. doi: 10.1111/jora.12486

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 715032

https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716211423363
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0021212
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17218170
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17218170
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs6010008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2017.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2011.557005
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2020.1753330
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2020.1753330
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490802684582
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490802684582
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpag.2011.09.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpag.2011.09.011
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2016.00028
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2018.1480195
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2018.1480195
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203260092
https://doi.org/10.1007/S12119-017-9450-X
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739986308322912
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739986308322912
https://doi.org/10.1089/jwh.2010.1949
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0211322
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0211322
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpag.2010.02.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpag.2010.02.012
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-005-9018-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-005-9018-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(04)17487-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(04)17487-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12486
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-715032 November 10, 2021 Time: 13:56 # 10

Calatrava et al. Religiosity and Adolescent Sexual Initiation

Hayward, G. M., and Pearce, L. D. (2021). The sociology of adolescent religious and
spiritual development. Adolesc. Res. Rev. 6, 265–276. doi: 10.1007/s40894-021-
00157-2

Hendrick, S., and Hendrick, C. (1987). Multidimensionality of sexual attitudes.
J. Sex Res. 23, 502–526. doi: 10.1080/00224498709551387

Holmes, C., Brieant, A., King-Casas, B., and Kim-Spoon, J. (2019). How is
religiousness associated with adolescent risk-taking? The roles of emotion
regulation and executive function. J. Res. Adolesc. 29, 334–344. doi: 10.1111/
jora.12438

Hull, S. J., Hennessy, M., Bleakley, A., Fishbein, M., and Jordan, A. (2011).
Identifying the causal pathways from religiosity to delayed adolescent sexual
behavior. J. Sex Res. 48, 543–553. doi: 10.1080/00224499.2010.521868

Instituto Nacional de la Juventud Chile (2015). Octava Encuesta Nacional de
Juventud 2015. Santiago: Instituto Nacional de la Juventud Chile.

James, A., and Ward, R. M. (2019). Temporal relation between youths’ perceived
spirituality and indicators of positive development. J. Res. Adolesc. 29, 345–356.
doi: 10.1111/jora.12448

Jang, S.-H., and Lee, S.-H. (2011). Self-esteem, parent-adolescent communication,
friend’s sexual attitude and sexual permissiveness in college students. Korean J.
Women Health Nurs. 17, 395–406. doi: 10.4069/KJWHN.2011.17.4.395

Jung, J. H. (2016). A cross-national analysis of religion and attitudes toward
premarital sex: do economic contexts matter? Sociol. Perspect. 59, 798–817.
doi: 10.1177/0731121415595428

Jung, S., and Kim, H.-J. (2020). Differences in sexual attitudes, sexual
permissiveness and sexual behaviors among female high school students
according to mass media consumption. J. Korean Soc. Sch. Health 33, 1–9.
doi: 10.15434/KSSH.2020.33.1.1

Kann, L. (2019). Youth risk behavior surveillance — United States, 2017. Surveill.
Summ. 67, 1–114. doi: 10.15585/MMWR.SS6708A1

King, P. E., and Boyatzis, C. (2015). “Religious and spiritual development
in childhood and adolescence,” in Handbook of Child Psychology and
Developmental Science: Social and Emotional Issues, Vol. 3, eds M. E. Lamb, and
C. G. Coll (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley), 975–1021.

King, P. E., Yoo, Y., Vaughn, J. M., Tirrell, J. M., Geldhof, G. J., Iraheta, G., et al.
(2019). Evaluating the measure of diverse adolescent spirituality in samples
of Mexican and Salvadoran youth. Psychol. Relig. Spiritual. 13, 246–253. doi:
10.1037/rel0000279

Kipping, R. R., Campbell, R. M., MacArthur, G. J., Gunnell, D. J., and Hickman,
M. (2012). Multiple risk behaviour in adolescence. J. Public Health 34(Suppl. 1),
i1–i2. doi: 10.1093/pubmed/fdr122

Krause, N., and Hayward, R. D. (2013). Prayer beliefs and change in life satisfaction
over time. J. Relig. Health 52, 674–694. doi: 10.1007/s10943-012-9638-1

Krause, N., Pargament, K. I., and Ironson, G. (2017). Does a religious
transformation buffer the effects of lifetime trauma on happiness? Int. J. Psychol.
Relig. 27, 104–115. doi: 10.1080/10508619.2017.1300506

Ladd, K. L., and Spilka, B. (2002). Inward, outward, and upward: cognitive aspects
of prayer. J. Sci. Study Relig. 41, 475–484. doi: 10.1111/1468-5906.00131

Ladd, K. L., and Spilka, B. (2006). Inward, outward, upward prayer: scale reliability
and validation. J. Sci. Study Relig. 45, 233–251. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.
00303.x

Laird, S. P., Snyder, C. R., Rapoff, M. A., and Green, S. (2004). Measuring
private prayer: development, validation, and clinical application of the
multidimensional prayer inventory. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 14, 251–272. doi:
10.1207/s15327582ijpr1404_2

Lee, G.-Y., and Song, S.-H. (2016). Influence of media literacy and self-esteem on
sexual permissiveness among high school students. J. Korea Contents Assoc. 16,
740–749. doi: 10.5392/JKCA.2016.16.02.740

Long, K. N. G., Gregg, R. J., VanderWeele, T. J., Oman, D., and Laird, L. D. (2019).
Boundary crossing: meaningfully engaging religious traditions and religious
institutions in public health. Religions 10:412. doi: 10.3390/rel10070412

Luquis, R. R., Brelsford, G. M., and Pérez, M. A. (2015). Exploring Latino college
students’ sexual behaviors in relation to their sexual attitudes, religiousness, and
spirituality. J. Relig. Health 54, 1345–1357. doi: 10.1007/s10943-014-9929-9

Luquis, R. R., Brelsford, G. M., and Rojas-Guyler, L. (2012). Religiosity, spirituality,
sexual attitudes, and sexual behaviors among college students. J. Relig. Health
51, 601–614. doi: 10.1007/s10943-011-9527-z

Ma, C. M. S. (2018). Relationships between exposure to online pornography,
psychological well-being and sexual permissiveness among Hong Kong Chinese

adolescents: a three-wave longitudinal study. Appl. Res. Qual. Life 14, 423–439.
doi: 10.1007/S11482-018-9604-5

Makenzius, M., and Larsson, M. (2013). Early onset of sexual intercourse is an
indicator for hazardous lifestyle and problematic life situation. Scand. J. Caring
Sci. 27, 20–26. doi: 10.1111/j.1471-6712.2012.00989.x

Malinakova, K., Madarasova Geckova, A., Van Dijk, J. P., Kalman, M., Tavel, P.,
and Reijneveld, S. A. (2018). Adolescent religious attendance and spirituality-
are they associated with leisure-time choices? PLoS One 13:e0198314. doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0198314

Meier, A. M. (2003). Adolescents’ transition to first intercourse, religiosity, and
attitudes about sex. Soci. Forces 81, 1031–1052. doi: 10.1353/sof.2003.0039

Mendolia, S., Paloyo, A. R., and Walker, I. (2018). The Effect of Religiosity on
Adolescent Risky Behaviors. Bonn: Institute of Labor Economics (IZA).

Mills, S. D., Arredondo, E. M., Perez, L. G., Haughton, J., Roesch, S. C.,
and Malcarne, V. L. (2017). Psychometric evaluation of the Spanish
versions of the perceived religious influence on health behavior scale and
the Illness as punishment for sin scale in a sample of Churchgoing
Latinas. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 27, 188–198. doi: 10.1080/10508619.2017.137
8973

Montaño, D., and Kasprzyk, D. (2008). “Theory of reasoned action, theory of
planned behavior, and integrated behavioral model,” in Health Behavior and
Health Education. Theory, Research, and Practice, eds K. Glanz, K. Viswanath,
and B. Rimer (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass), 67–96.

Morello, G. (2019). Why study religion from a Latin American sociological
perspective? An introduction to religions issue, “Religion in Latin America,
and among Latinos Abroad”. Religions 10:399. doi: 10.3390/rel1006
0399

Moreno, C., Ramos, P., Rivera, F., Jiménez-Iglesias, A., García-Moya, I., Sánchez-
Queija, I., et al. (2016). Los Adolescentes Españoles: Estilos de Vida, Salud, Ajuste
Psicológico y Relaciones en sus Contextos de Desarrollo. Resultados del Estudio
HBSC-2014 en España. London: Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales.

Mott, F. L., Fondell, M. M., Hu, P. N., Kowaleski-jones, L., and Menaghan, E. G.
(1996). The determinants of first sex by age 14 in a high-risk adolescent
population. Fam. Plan. Perspect. 28, 13–18. doi: 10.2307/2135957

Moulin-Stożek, D., de Irala, J., Beltramo, C., and Osorio, A. (2018). Relationships
between religion, risk behaviors and prosociality among secondary school
students in Peru and El Salvador. J. Moral Educ. 47, 466–480. doi: 10.1080/
03057240.2018.1438250

Murray, K. M., Ciarrocchi, J. W., and Murray-Swank, N. A. (2007). Spirituality,
religiosity, shame and guilt as predictors of sexual attitudes and experiences.
J. Psychol. Theol. 35, 222–234. doi: 10.1177/009164710703500305

Murray-Swank, N. A., Pargament, K. I., and Mahoney, A. (2005). Research:
“At the crossroads of sexuality and spirituality: the sanctification of sex
by college students”. Int. J. Phytoremediation 21, 199–219. doi: 10.1207/
s15327582ijpr1503_2

Nonnemaker, J. M., McNeely, C. A., and Blum, R. W. (2003). Public and private
domains of religiosity and adolescent health risk behaviors: evidence from
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health. Soc. Sci. Med. 57,
2049–2054. doi: 10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00096-0

Pawlikowski, J., Bialowolski, P., Weziak-Bialowolska, D., and VanderWeele, T. J.
(2019). Religious service attendance, health behaviors and well-being –an
outcome-wide longitudinal analysis. Eur. J. Public Health 29, 1177–1183. doi:
10.1093/eurpub/ckz075

Pazhoohi, F., Pinho, M., and Arantes, J. (2017). Effect of religious day on prosocial
behavior: a field study. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 27, 116–123. doi: 10.1080/10508619.
2017.1301742

Pearce, L. D. (2015). “Religion and youth,” in International Encyclopedia of the
Social & Behavioral Sciences, 2nd Edn, ed. J. Wright (Amsterdam: Elsevier),
298–306. doi: 10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.84031-3

Penhollow, T., Young, M., and Denny, G. (2005). The impact of religiosity on
the sexual behaviors of college students. Am. J. Health Educ. 36, 75–85. doi:
10.1080/19325037.2005.10608163

Pew Research Center (2014). Religion in Latin America: Widespread Change in a
Historically Catholic Region. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center.

Pluhar, E., Frongillo, E. A., Stycos, J. M., and Dempster-McClain, D. (1998).
Understanding the relationship between religion and the sexual attitudes and
behaviors of college students. J. Sex Educ. Ther. 23, 288–296. doi: 10.1080/
01614576.1998.11074264

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 715032

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40894-021-00157-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40894-021-00157-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224498709551387
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12438
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12438
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2010.521868
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12448
https://doi.org/10.4069/KJWHN.2011.17.4.395
https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121415595428
https://doi.org/10.15434/KSSH.2020.33.1.1
https://doi.org/10.15585/MMWR.SS6708A1
https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000279
https://doi.org/10.1037/rel0000279
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdr122
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-012-9638-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1300506
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5906.00131
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00303.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00303.x
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327582ijpr1404_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327582ijpr1404_2
https://doi.org/10.5392/JKCA.2016.16.02.740
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10070412
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-014-9929-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-011-9527-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/S11482-018-9604-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6712.2012.00989.x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0198314
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0198314
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2003.0039
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1378973
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1378973
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10060399
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel10060399
https://doi.org/10.2307/2135957
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2018.1438250
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057240.2018.1438250
https://doi.org/10.1177/009164710703500305
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327582ijpr1503_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327582ijpr1503_2
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00096-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckz075
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckz075
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1301742
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1301742
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.84031-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2005.10608163
https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2005.10608163
https://doi.org/10.1080/01614576.1998.11074264
https://doi.org/10.1080/01614576.1998.11074264
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-715032 November 10, 2021 Time: 13:56 # 11

Calatrava et al. Religiosity and Adolescent Sexual Initiation

Potard, C., Courtois, R., and Rusch, E. (2008). The influence of peers on risky
sexual behaviour during adolescence. Eur. J. Contracept. Reprod. Health Care
13, 264–270. doi: 10.1080/13625180802273530

Pryor, J. H., Hurtado, S., Saenz, V. B., Santos, J. L., and Korn, W. S. (2007). The
American Freshman: Forty Year Trends, 1996-2006. Los Angeles, CA: Higher
Education Research Institute, Graduate School of Education & Information
Studies, University of California.

Regnerus, M. (2007). Forbidden Fruit: Sex & Religion in the Lives of American
Teenagers. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Romero-Martínez, M., Shamah-Levy, T., Franco-Núñez, A., Villalpando, S.,
Cuevas-Nasu, L., Gutiérrez, J. P., et al. (2013). Encuesta Nacional de Salud y
Nutrición 2012: diseño y cobertura. Salud Pública México 55, 332–340.

Rostosky, S. S., Regnerus, M. D., and Wright, M. L. C. (2003). Coital debut: the role
of religiosity and sex attitudes in the add health survey. J. Sex Res. 40, 358–367.
doi: 10.1080/00224490209552202

Rostosky, S. S., Wilcox, B. L., Wright, M. L. C., and Randall, B. A. (2004). The
impact of religiosity on adolescent sexual behavior: a review of the evidence.
J. Adolesc. Res. 19, 677–697. doi: 10.1177/0743558403260019

Salas-Wright, C. P., Vaughn, M. G., Hodge, D. R., and Perron, B. E. (2012).
Religiosity profiles of American youth in relation to substance use, violence, and
delinquency. J. Youth Adolesc. 41, 1560–1575. doi: 10.1007/s10964-012-9761-z

Salas-Wright, C. P., Vaughn, M. G., Maynard, B. R., Clark, T. T., and Snyder,
S. (2017). Public or private religiosity: which is protective for adolescent
substance use and by what pathways? Youth Soc. 49, 228–253. doi: 10.1177/
0044118X14531603

Santelli, J. S., Kaiser, J., Hirsch, L., Radosh, A., Simkin, L., and Middlestadt, S.
(2004). Initiation of sexual intercourse among middle school adolescents: the
influence of psychosocial factors. J. Adolesc. Health 34, 200–208. doi: 10.1016/j.
jadohealth.2003.06.004

Schnitker, S. A., King, P. E., and Houltberg, B. (2019). Religion, spirituality, and
thriving: transcendent narrative, virtue, and Telos. J. Res. Adolesc. 29, 276–290.
doi: 10.1111/jora.12443

Scott, L. D., Munson, M. R., McMillen, J. C., and Ollie, M. T. (2006). Religious
involvement and its association to risk behaviors among older youth in
foster care. Am. J. Commun. Psychol. 38, 223–236. doi: 10.1007/s10464-006-9
077-9

Shariff, A. F., Willard, A. K., Andersen, T., and Norenzayan, A. (2016). Religious
priming: a meta-analysis with a focus on prosociality. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev.
20, 27–48. doi: 10.1177/1088868314568811

Sheeran, P., Abrams, D., Abraham, C., and Spears, R. (1993). Religiosity and
adolescents’ premarital sexual attitudes and behaviour: an empirical study of
conceptual issues. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 23, 39–52. doi: 10.1002/EJSP.2420230104

Sinha, J. W., Cnaan, R. A., and Gelles, R. W. (2007). Adolescent risk behaviors
and religion: findings from a national study. J. Adolesc. 30, 231–249. doi:
10.1016/j.adolescence.2006.02.005

Smith, S. J. (2015). Risky sexual behavior among young adult Latinas: are
acculturation and religiosity protective? J. Sex Res. 52, 43–54. doi: 10.1080/
00224499.2013.821443

Soller, B., Haynie, D. L., and Kuhlemeier, A. (2017). Sexual intercourse, romantic
relationship inauthenticity, and adolescent mental health. Soc. Sci. Res. 64,
237–248. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2016.10.002

Somefun, O. D. (2019). Religiosity and sexual abstinence among Nigerian youths:
does parent religion matter? BMC Public Health 19:416. doi: 10.1186/s12889-
019-6732-2

Steinberg, L. (2008). A social neuroscience perspective on adolescent risk-taking.
Dev. Rev. 28, 78–106. doi: 10.1016/J.DR.2007.08.002

Stolz, H. E., Olsen, J. A., Henke, T. M., and Barber, B. K. (2013). Adolescent
religiosity and psychosocial functioning: investigating the roles of religious
tradition, national-ethnic group, and gender. Child Dev. Res. 2013:814059. doi:
10.1155/2013/814059

Štulhofer, A., Šoh, D., Jelaska, N., Bacak, V., and Landripet, I. (2011). Religiosity
and sexual risk behavior among Croatian College students, 1998-2008. J. Sex
Res. 48, 360–371. doi: 10.1080/00224499.2010.494257

Thornton, A., and Camburn, D. (1989). Religious participation and adolescent
sexual behavior and attitudes. J. Marr. Fam. 51, 641–653. doi: 10.2307/352164

Twenge, J. M., Sherman, R. A., and Wells, B. E. (2015). Changes in American adults’
sexual behavior and attitudes, 1972–2012. Arch. Sex. Behav. 44, 2273–2285.
doi: 10.1007/s10508-015-0540-2

Wilt, J. A., Hall, T., Pargament, K. I., and Exline, J. J. (2017). Trajectories of
religious/spiritual struggles between years 1 and 2 of college: the predictive
role of religious belief salience. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 27, 172–187. doi: 10.1080/
10508619.2017.1362186

World Health Organization [WHO] (2017). Global Accelerated Action for the
Health of Adolescents (AA-HA!) Guidance to Support Country Implementation.
Geneva: World Health Organization.

Zhang, J., Jemmott, J. B., and Jemmott, L. S. (2015). Mediation and moderation of
an efficacious theory-based abstinence-only intervention for African American
adolescents. Health Psychol. 34, 1175–1184. doi: 10.1037/hea0000244

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Calatrava, Beltramo, Osorio, Rodríguez-González, De Irala and
Lopez-del Burgo. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or
reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal
is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 November 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 715032

https://doi.org/10.1080/13625180802273530
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224490209552202
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558403260019
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9761-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X14531603
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X14531603
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2003.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2003.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1111/jora.12443
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-006-9077-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-006-9077-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868314568811
https://doi.org/10.1002/EJSP.2420230104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2006.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2006.02.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2013.821443
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2013.821443
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2016.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-6732-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-6732-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.DR.2007.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1155/2013/814059
https://doi.org/10.1155/2013/814059
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2010.494257
https://doi.org/10.2307/352164
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-015-0540-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1362186
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508619.2017.1362186
https://doi.org/10.1037/hea0000244
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

	Religiosity and Sexual Initiation Among Hispanic Adolescents: The Role of Sexual Attitudes
	Introduction
	Adolescence and Sexual Behavior
	Religiosity and Its Dimensions
	Religiosity Dimensions and Sexual Behavior
	The Mediation Role of Sexual Permissiveness
	Aims of the Study

	Materials and Methods
	Sample
	Instrument and Measures
	Religion and Religiosity-Related Dimensions
	Sexual Permissiveness
	Sexual Initiation
	Sociodemographic Characteristics

	Procedure
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Religiosity Dimensions and Sexual Behavior
	The Role of Sexual Permissiveness
	Limitations and Strengths

	Conclusion
	Data Availability Statement
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	References


