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Abstract 
This research considers the broad knowledge base and multidimensional aspect of adolescent 
faith formation and parental involvement factors that promote faith formation. Parent, 
grandparent, and peer relationships, along with parental warmth, authoritative parenting style, 
role modeling, conversations, and rituals were found to promote adolescent faith formation.  By 
understanding adolescent development and discovering some factors that transmit religious 
values, beliefs, and practices thus promoting adolescent faith formation, we can better 
understand social changes and moral influences that affect the family.  In doing so, it is possible 
to assist parents and Christian ministers to instill Christian beliefs in the next generation. 
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Parental Involvement Factors Promoting Adolescent Faith Formation 

Introduction  

Parental practices that promote adolescent faith formation, or methods of faith 

transmission from one generation to another, is a process that is inexact and unclear, sometimes 

illusive, yet it is as worldwide as the traditions and stories that inform the heritage of the 

Christian faith and it is as personal as each individual in the parent-child bonding relationship 

(Amidei, 2012).  There is an emerging recognition that faith formation is a lifelong journey and 

cannot be restricted to a childhood experience or a course of spiritual growth (Amidei, 2012; 

Fowler, 1981).  Additionally, there is a lack of understanding that the process of spiritual faith 

development is complex and the effect that a lack of support or guidance can have on the 

spiritual development of a young person (Amidei, 2012).  The transition from childhood to 

adulthood is not always smooth and can have implications that impact opportunities for faith 

formation (Edgell, 2010). 

A young person’s spiritual faith foundations are established early in life, throughout 

childhood and early adolescence, often as early as age thirteen, however the ensuing teen and 

early adult years are a time of testing those foundations (Kinnaman, 2011; Roberto, 2007).  

Young people need a strong faith foundation to maintain an adult life strong in faith (Ham, 

Beemer, & Hillard, 2009; Kinnaman, 2011) and parents are crucial to building this strong 

foundation (Bengtson, Putney, & Harris, 2013; Smith & Denton, 2005).  Yet adolescents are 

exposed to a variety of spiritual and moral viewpoints and an increasingly pluralistic philosophy, 

often before a faith foundation for their personal moral tradition is formed (Amidei, 2012).   

The Christian church in America faces the challenge of decline, especially among young 

people (Ham, et al., 2009; Kinnaman, 2011).  Many involved in the spiritual decline in Christian 
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faith and seeming loss of engagement with the established church have done so by the age of 15 

due to a perceived lack of relevance (Ham, et al., 2009).  Eighty percent of Americans aged 18 

and under spend a portion of their lives attending a parish or Christian church, yet the majority 

are seemingly walking away from that spiritual endeavor or at least putting their Christian faith 

and life on hold (Kinnaman, 2011).  However, even as the church faces spiritual decline among 

teens, spirituality in America is not dead (Smith & Denton, 2005).  Young people in the United 

States have a hunger for spiritual things and a tendency to follow their parents’ spiritual path 

(Smith & Denton, 2005).  Four out of five American young people will spend part of their 

childhood or adolescence attending a parish or Christian congregation, yet there is a 43% drop in 

church engagement between the teen years and early adult life; nearly 8,000,000 twenty-

somethings who were at one point active in their church, congregation, or parish will no longer 

be engaged (Kinnaman, 2011).  While teens may be religiously seeking (Smith & Denton, 2005), 

a lack of spiritual faith transmission across generations seems to remain a problem in America.  

Only 20 percent of college age young adults maintain the same level of faith involvement they 

had during high school (Black, 2008).  Up to 70% of churched young people fail to remain 

connected to church in their early adult years (Powell & Clark, 2011; Kinnaman, 2011; 

Blakesley, 2010; Black, 2008).  This college age church exodus may not be intentional as only 

20% of those who left the church planned to do so (Powell & Clark, 2011).  While they may not 

have planned on leaving church, up to 90% of those no longer participating in spiritual faith 

endeavors, may have been lost during their middle and high school years, in mind and thought 

even if not in body (Ham, et al., 2009).   

This study examines some parental factors that may help promote Christian faith 

formation during the adolescent years that might stem the tide of young people losing spiritual 
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faith involvement later in life.  Faith formation has been explained as a meaning-making process 

in the search for the sacred (Barkin, Miller, & Luthar, 2015) or a process of personal faith 

maturity (Deprez, 2017).  In this paper, I have chosen an adapted definition from the Fuller 

Youth Institute’s more complex depiction found in the College Transition Project which 

concentrated on three areas of faith formation:  inward beliefs, external behaviors, and values 

and motivators (Powell, 2014; Deprez, 2017).  Inward beliefs referred to such things as a sense 

of God’s presence or guidance, or commitment to Jesus (Deprez, 2017).  External behaviors 

referred to things such as Bible reading, devotions, prayer, or helping others with spiritual 

matters (Deprez, 2017).  Values and motivators referred to such things as whether a person’s 

faith helped them make moral decisions, seeking opportunities for spiritual growth, enjoyment of 

worship or prayer, or how faith shaped everyday activities (Deprez, 2017).  This mirrors Botton, 

King, and Venugopal’s (1997) concept of three aspects of spirituality:  affective, active, and 

cognitive.   

Botton, et al.’s (1997) three aspects of spirituality are based on Mark 12:33 which 

characterizes loving God with “with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your 

strength” (NIV), which are akin to affective, cognitive, and active aspects, respectively.  Each 

element of Mark 12:33 demonstrates a way to view a traditional concept that may sometimes 

seem elusive (Botton, et al., 1997).  The affective aspect mirrors loving God “with all your heart” 

and refers to such things as prayer, reading the Bible, and meditation (Botton, et al., 1997).  

Affective spirituality allows the worshipper and God to interact in the inner heart of a person 

(Botton, et al., 1997).  Loving God “with all your strength” is similar to what Botton, et al. 

(1997) termed active spirituality which views Jesus as the healer of broken hearts and wounds, as 

having compassion on the homeless or hungry, as meeting the needs of others.  The third aspect 
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comes from loving God “with all your understanding” which Botton, et al. (1997) termed 

cognitive spirituality.  Cognitive spirituality regards knowledge, especially Biblical knowledge, 

as central to spirituality (Botton, et al., 1997).  It is a deep conviction that the only source of faith 

and spiritual living is Scripture and that an appropriate understanding of the Bible should be the 

primary controlling factor of a person’s faith experience, through the Spirit of God working in a 

person’s life (Botton, et al., 1997).  These three aspects have been represented as a triangle with 

each aspect as vertices and as a person grows in these aspects they move closer to the center of 

the triangle (Botton, et al., 1997).  A person’s spiritual faith represents not only their relationship 

with God but it also represents the connections or “network of living relationships” (Botton, et 

al., 1997, p. 36) found in the Church, the body of Christ.  A person’s faith should be lived 

through the context of the individual’s life within the faith community (Botton, et al., 1997). 

Whether we study adolescent faith formation through inward beliefs, external behaviors, 

and values and motivators (Powell, 2014; Deprez, 2017) or through affective, active, and 

cognitive spirituality (Botton, et al., 1997), we are encouraging a holistic view of spiritual faith 

matters (Fleming & Cannister, 2010).  Faith formation regards growth in every arena of being 

(Fleming & Cannister, 2010).  Today’s postmodern adolescents are looking for this type of 

holistic leadership from parents, church leaders, and other adults in their lives (Fleming & 

Cannister, 2010). 

Importance of Parents  

The family is the first “community of faith” (Roberto, 2007, p.1; Boyatzis, Dollahite, & 

Marks, 2006), the foremost place for intergenerational transmission of spirituality and faith 

values (Vermeer, 2014), and as such has the most powerful spiritual influence on children and 

adolescents, providing their spiritual foundation (Roberto, 2007; Krauss, et al., 2013; Vermeer, 
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2014).  Family spiritual dynamics have been positively linked to desirable adolescent outcomes 

and inversely linked with negative outcomes, of which educators and therapists have become 

increasingly aware (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  Additionally, religion and spirituality have become a 

central force for many families, with 95% of American parents having a religious or spiritual 

affiliation and 90% of American parents desiring religious or spiritual education for their 

children (Boyatzis, et al., 2006). While some parents may feel that their duty for spiritual 

education is completed by making certain their children are placed within the teaching confines 

of the local religious institution (Frabutt, Holter, Nuzzi, Rocha, & Cassel, 2010), others believe 

parents are responsible for the spiritual education of their children, regardless of what is taught in 

church, parish, Sunday school, or church school (Ham, et al., 2009).  Many researchers believe 

the Christian church’s responsibility is second to that of the parents in spiritual education and 

that parents are the “primary stewards” of religious and spiritual education (Frabutt, et al., 2010, 

p. 44). 

The parents’ faith impacts the faith of their children, both positively and negatively, more 

than any other factor (Powell & Clark, 2011; Smith & Denton, 2005; Roberto, 2007; Black, 

2008; Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Dean, 2010).  A young person’s faith often mirrors that of their 

parents (Ham, et al., 2009; Smith & Denton, 2005; Vermeer, 2014) and what children hear, see, 

and experience in the home communicates the essence, centrality, and veracity of spiritual 

matters more than any other person or event (Powell & Clark, 2011).  In homes where Christian 

spiritual faith is a normal part of daily life, the ebb and flow of the home, adolescents are more 

likely to have a mature spiritual faith and twice as likely to remain connected to a Christian 

congregation in adulthood (Roberto, 2007).  The power of parental example and spiritual lessons 

in the context of home life reflecting a Christian lifestyle provide adolescents opportunities for a 
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spiritual thirst that can be lifelong (Frabutt, et al., 2010; Zhai, Ellison, Glenn, & Marquardt, 

2007). 

The question of whether parents can instill faith in the next generation is more about 

family continuity and stability over time (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  This parental influence did not 

change dramatically, increasing or decreasing, as the adolescent aged, rather the influence of 

parents remained stable over the adolescent years and even as the children moved away from 

home (Martin, White, & Perlman, 2003).  Sixty percent of parents and young people have similar 

spiritual beliefs, practices, and identities whether that is the same spiritual tradition or no 

spiritual affiliation at all (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Most young adults who have continued in 

spiritual belief and practice with serious commitment, have been those who were heavily 

invested in spiritual matters as an adolescent (Smith, 2009). 

Background of Parental Involvement in Spiritual Formation 

Religious instruction has been characteristic of many humans, and people are religious by 

nature (Zehnder, 2011).  Historically, the church has placed a high value on parental involvement 

in spiritual education and faith formation (Bunnell, 2016; Frabutt, et al., 2010; Jeynes, 2014; 

Alexander, 2014).  Furthermore, over 300 years of edicts from the Catholic Church (Frabutt, et 

al., 2010) and writings from 500 years of Protestant clergy (Pollard & Brown, 2014) demonstrate 

the importance of parents in religious instruction.   

In the beginning history of America, the Puritans and Pilgrims adamantly admonished 

parents, especially fathers to promote spiritual development in their children (Jeynes, 2014).  

These early settlers emphasized family importance, daily family Bible reading and family 

worship, and that fathers display the spiritual virtues of their Heavenly Father (Jeynes, 2014).  

The Puritans opened the first secondary school and the first college, mostly for training clergy, 
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while maintaining that the home was the primary place for education, spiritual matters, and 

maturity (Jeynes, 2014).  The Puritan influence on the primacy of the home remained until the 

influence of Horace Mann and John Dewey on education and the influx of industrialization in the 

19th and 20th centuries as parents, both mothers and fathers, were more often absent from the 

home (Jeynes, 2014).   

Early church leaders promoted parental involvement in spiritual formation as the 

foundation of home and church (Beeke, 2014; Baxter, 1655/1829; Alexander, 2014), preaching 

family faith such as, “Personal piety in the home is a most influential means, under God, of 

conveying piety on the little ones.” (Pink, 2014, para. 4-7).  The early reformers’ desire for 

parental involvement (Beeke, 2014; Baxter, 1655/1829; Alexander, 2014; Albrecht, 1979; Pink, 

2014) continued until the success of the Sunday School movement in England and America 

(Larsen, 2008).  Eventually, the rise of public schools ended the need of education through 

Sunday Schools and they became irrelevant.  As a reaction to the increasingly popular public 

education, the Religious Education Association was founded in 1903 for the express purpose of 

uniting the educational goals of our country with religious goals (Westerhoff, 2012).  When 

parents relegated spiritual education to the Sunday schools, and following that the private 

religious schools, the historical importance of parental involvement declined (Bunnell, 2016).  

By the beginning of the 2000’s educators and researchers, as well as religious leaders, revived 

the call for parental involvement (Barna, 2003; Fowler, 2004; Hill, et al., 2004; Bengtson, et al., 

2013; Smith & Denton, 2005). 

Recent researchers and theologians have advocated for parental involvement in faith 

formation (Westerhoff, 2012; Barna, 2003; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Repeated parental themes 

that promote strong faith formation include strong family and religious bonds, religious 
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upbringing, parental spiritual role modeling, and warm, emotional relationships, especially 

parent-child relationships (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Smith & Denton, 2005; Dean, 2010; Martin, et 

al., 2003; Vermeer, Janssen, & Scheepers, 2012).  Both religious and secular literature advocate 

the importance of the parent-child relationship in faith formation (Bornsheuer, Garza, & Nichter, 

2012; Vermeer, et al., 2012).  The parent-child relationship was found to be so crucial to faith 

transmission that Westerhoff (2012) said, “The issue is not what we have done to or for our 

children in an attempt to make them turn out as we see fit, but what we have done faithfully with 

our children in an attempt to influence their understandings and ways of life” (Afterward, “The 

Challenge of Making Christians”, para. 3, emphasis added).   

Factors that Promote Spiritual Formation 

There have been some parental misconceptions and stereotypes that parents lose their 

influence as young people go through adolescence and enter young adulthood (Smith & Denton, 

2005); however, research has shown that parents are the single foremost social influence on the 

spiritual and religious lives of young people (Smith & Denton, 2005).  Parental influence on 

religiosity has been demonstrated from childhood, through adolescence (Zhai, et al., 2007; Dillen 

& Pollefeyt, 2005), continuing through young adulthood (Smith, 2009), and even into old age 

(Krause, 2012).  Both mothers and fathers are significant to the transmission of faith 

engagement, although mothers have been more influential (Martin, et al., 2003).  While some 

parents may not realize it, most young people desire the engagement and loving input from their 

parents (Smith, 2009) as Dean (2010) posited, “Research is nearly unanimous on this point: 

parents matter most in shaping the religious lives of their children” (p. 112).  The role of parents 

in faith formation, even that which spans generations, is vitally important such that generally, 
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“children become religious only if their parents are religious; otherwise, they do not become 

religious at all” (Vermeer, et al., 2012, p. 42). 

In my research for parental factors that may promote adolescent faith formation, several 

themes occurred, especially as they were found in the daily life of homes and family.  There 

could be many variations of these themes but for the sake of space, I have condensed them into 

four basic areas:  relationships, modeling, conversations, and rituals.  It is possible that further 

research could uncover more such themes or variations. 

Relationships 

Significant relations affecting adolescent faith formation fell into three distinct 

categories:  relationships between the child and parents; relationships with peers and friends; and 

relationships with nonparental adults including grandparents and other significant adults within 

the church community (Fleming & Cannister, 2010; Roberto, 2007; Powell & Clark, 2011; 

Martin, et al., 2003; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Krauss, et al., 2013).  Adolescents need relationships 

with others to encourage them in faith formation (Fleming & Cannister, 2010; Bengtson, et al., 

2013; Krauss, et al., 2013).  Adolescents responded better when faith formation was attempted 

through people rather than programs, when they were invited to participate in, converse with, 

and build relationships with people (Dean, 2010). 

Parent-child.  Upwards of eighty-seven percent of a child’s non-sleeping life has been 

considered subjected to or influenced by the home environment (Snodgrass, 1991).  Parents are 

the most vital primary models for children (Tekin, 2011), and the family has been the social unit 

that defines expectations in language, learning, and culture (Panferov, 2010).  The family 

environment is crucial because children will learn best as they have opportunity to interact with 
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their environment (Tekin, 2011).  Parent-child connections formed during childhood follow 

students through adolescence and the college years (Strage & Brandt, 1999). 

Parent-child relationships were found to affect the spiritual faith of children, both positive 

and negative (Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Martin, et al., 2003; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Schwartz, 2006).  

Fathers have a significant aspect on a child’s spiritual faith (Ham, et al., 2009; Reinert & 

Edwards, 2012).  Fathers who are spiritually engaged themselves generally have children who 

are more spiritually engaged than fathers who are not engaged (Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Dillen & 

Pollefeyt, 2005). 

While spiritually engaged fathers are significant in the spiritual faith formation of 

adolescents, mothers have been the primary figure in their children’s spirituality (Boyatzis, et al., 

2006).  In another study, adolescents seemed to be more affiliated with the faith of the same sex 

parent (Reinert & Edwards, 2012).  Even when the family is an inter-faith family, the faith 

tradition of the mother is more likely to be represented in the offspring than the father’s faith 

(Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Nelsen, 1990). 

Strong parent-child relationships resulted in children with less anxiety, more student 

exploration, more comfort in challenging situations, more self-esteem, academic success, moral 

development, altruistic behaviors, psychological adjustment, superior cognitive ability, and an 

internal locus of control (Amato, 1990; Weiser & Riggio, 2010).  Additionally, the quality of 

parent-child relationships correlated to self-efficacy since the parental responsiveness, support, 

enabling of freedom, encouragement, constructive affective and emotional relationships all 

contributed in a significant manner to lifelong self-efficacy development (Amato, 1990; Grolnick 

& Ryan, 1989).   Parents have affected their children’s lives in many ways and could directly and 

indirectly affect both personal development and social development (Jeynes, 2007).  Parental 
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influence in important in several areas:  socialization, education, training, and imitation/modeling 

(Baumrind, 1978).  Home environments could either assist or hinder children’s control 

processes, self-regulation, and competence primarily through whether or not parents supported 

their child’s autonomy (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989).  This same determining effect of parent-child 

relationships can also affect religious engagement and faith formation (Bengtson, et al., 2013). 

In Bengtson, et al.’s (2013) 35-year longitudinal study across three-generational families, 

parental and grandparental relationships were found to be crucial to faith formation.  

Questionnaires of a stratified random sampling from a Southern California’s 840,000 population 

from an HMO resulted in 2,044 initial respondents who had grandchildren in the 16-26 age 

range.  Interviews of 358 three-generation families were taken at three year intervals.  

Eventually, great-grandchildren were added which brought the total research population to 3,500 

family members.  Bengtson, et al. (2013) studied Christian, Mormon, Jewish, Muslim, and non-

faith families.  They discovered several aspects of family dynamics that influence faith formation 

such as:  family religious inheritance and traditions, grandparent religious influences, parent’s 

role modeling, and parent-child relationship quality (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Of these, the most 

important factor for spiritual faith formation was strong, intentional bonds between the family 

members and between the family and the church or synagogue.  Other studies seemed to agree 

that family bonding and relationships were key to faith formation (Bornsheuer, et al., 2012; 

Vermeer, et al., 2012).   

It is possible that the religiosity of parents can result in positive parent-child relationships 

which, in turn, can facilitate religious engagement and faith formation through parenting 

practices such as discipline, taking an active interest in their children’s activities, monitoring 

prayers, and taking the children to church (Vermeer, et al., 2012; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  
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Specific parental actions can be varied, but, “…what is greatly needed is connection” (Smith & 

Denton, 2005, p. 264) in the transmission of faith formation. 

Parental warmth.  Parental warmth, a caring, positive, and favorable emotional climate, 

is a key to faith formation (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Vermeer, et al., 2012; Boyatzis, et al., 2006; 

Deprez, 2017; Blakesley, 2010; Krauss, et al., 2013; Vermeer, 2014) and may be more correlated 

with adolescent faith formation than any other factor (Deprez, 2017; Powell, 2014; Bornsheuer, 

et al., 2012).   Parents could support their children’s cognitive and self-regulation skills not only 

through structure, discipline, and a lack of hostility, but especially through warmth and sensitive 

care, which could lead to better self-esteem, more motivation and persistence (Herbers, et al., 

2011) as well as faith formation (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Children responded to unconditionally 

supportive parents who had warm, affirming relationships, which resulted in successful faith 

formation (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Vermeer, et al., 2012).   

Parenting styles-authoritative parenting.  Not only did children respond to parental 

warmth, but also to authoritative parenting style (Vermeer, et al., 2012).  Baumrind’s (1967, 

1971, 1973, 1975) studies on parenting styles clinched the foremost ideas as three primary 

parenting styles or models: authoritarian, permissive, and authoritative and were originally 

conveyed to illuminate and explain social and cognitive development in children. Authoritarian 

parents tend to be strict, highly demanding, and controlling (Baumrind 1967, 1971, 1973, 1975).  

Permissive parents, on the other hand are accepting, lenient, avoid confrontation, and make few 

demands (Baumrind 1967, 1971, 1973, 1975).  Authoritative parents maintain authority and high 

standards, but they do so with open communication, high levels of emotional support, and 

appropriate autonomy granting (Baumrind 1967, 1971, 1973, 1975).  Parenting styles may affect 

children not because child development is spontaneous, inborn, or automatically programed, but 
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rather it is the product of complex interactions between socializing factors, especially parents and 

other adults during the child’s early years (Baumrind, 1973). 

Authoritative parents often put consistent pressure on their children while maintaining 

their efforts with praise and plenty of encouragement (Baumrind, 1967, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1978).  

Authoritative parents consistently provided an environment where their children learned clear 

thinking while keeping communication free and open.  The authoritative parent became an 

“agent of change” where attention was established and focused, which resulted in higher levels 

of competence with independent and purposeful behavior (Baumrind, 1971, 1978).  Authoritative 

homes had open communication, high emotional support, elevated standards, and autonomy 

granting that was appropriate to the child (Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992; 

Strage & Brandt, 1999).  Students from authoritative families were more adjusted and more 

competent; had higher achievement and higher self-confidence; and were less likely to find 

themselves in trouble (Lamborn, et al., 1991).   

The effective transmission of faith was seen more readily in authoritative homes than 

homes exemplified with other parenting styles (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Vermeer, et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, the other parenting styles tended to decrease the probability of religious 

transmission and engagement (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  The combination of parental control with 

parental warmth, such as authoritative parenting style promotes, lent itself to greater faith 

transmission and faith formation (Vermeer, et al., 2012). 

Peers and friends.  A shared spiritual relationship with peers and friends contributed to a 

deeper level of spirituality among adolescents (Schwartz, 2006; Blakesley, 2010; Boyatzis, et al., 

2006; Martin, et al., 2003; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Krauss, et al., 2013).  Adolescents were likely 

to surround themselves with peers of similar spiritual faith (Smith & Denton, 2005; Blakesley, 
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2010).  These adolescents not only communicated their faith to each other, but also shared 

religious activities and contributed to each other’s spiritual levels, strengthening friendships and 

challenging each other to grow in spiritual matters (Blakesley, 2010; Schwartz, 2006).  

Alongside parents, Christian friends were more influential than coaches, teachers, youth pastors, 

or anyone else brought alongside to teach adolescents (Fleming & Cannister, 2010). 

Nonparental adults.  Non-parental adults were another avenue for furthering faith 

formation in adolescents (Powell & Clark, 2011; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Csinos & Beckwith, 

2013).  Young people may need non-parental adults that assist them through the spiritual growth 

process through relational investment (Fleming & Cannister, 2010; Zhai, et al., 2007).  

Significant non-parental adults can also be important in the lives of adolescents as substitutes for 

the parents and can have formative influence on their spiritual lives (Smith, 2009).  These adults 

could be grandparents, aunts, uncles, youth pastors, teachers, coaches, or other adults within the 

faith community who reach out to young people and build meaningful relationships (Smith, 

2009; Csinos & Beckwith, 2013).   

Grandparents.  Grandparents were one group of non-parental adults that could greatly 

influence the spiritual lives of adolescents (Smith & Denton, 2005; Deprez, 2017; Bengtson, et 

al., 2013; Bengtson, Copen, Putney, & Silverstein, 2009).  Grandparents and other significant 

adults may play a more important role in faith formation than some parents may recognize 

(Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Bengtson, et al. (2013) found that four in ten grandchildren and 

grandparents share religious traditions.  Moreover, not only has there been no significant decline 

in religious faith between grandparents and grandchildren (Bengtson, et al., 2013), but the 

strongest faith transmission occurred between these two generations (Bengtson, et al., 2009).   
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Grandparents sometimes chose one of four options when dealing with their 

grandchildren: ignore the parent’s faith entirely, subvert the parent’s faith, substitute for the 

parent’s faith, or reinforce the parent’s faith (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Deprez, 2017).  This can 

result in either positively or negatively affecting the faith formation of their grandchildren 

(Deprez, 2017; Powell, 2014).  Additionally, the religious influence of grandparents was 

independent of parental influence, thus grandparents served as both independent and joint 

instruments for religious socialization (Bengtson, et al., 2009). 

Grandchildren may have seen spirituality modeled in grandparents through close 

relationships, through spiritual discussion, and sharing of family stories and values (Deprez, 

2017; Bengtson, et al., 2009).  These stories had a unique ability to connect across generations, 

allowed children to grow familial roots, and imparted spiritual faith values and moral beliefs 

(Deprez, 2017).  As with parents, a warm, caring grandparent relationship was key to faith 

formation in adolescents (Deprez, 2017; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Additionally, a grandparent 

modeling such spiritual endeavors as prayer, reading the Bible, demonstrating how faith guides 

them through life, and cultivating their own faith carried significance to adolescents in their own 

spiritual formation (Deprez, 2017).  The grandparental roles of modeling prayer and spiritual 

storytelling had profound impact on the faith formation of grandchildren (Deprez, 2017). 

Other significant adults.  In addition to grandparents, other adults can be important 

influencers of youth faith formation (Smith, 2009).  These adults could be other family members 

such as aunts or uncles, or they could be adult members of the church congregation who have 

developed meaningful relationships with the young person (Smith, 2009).  Adolescents desire 

authentic adult leaders they can admire and who they know care about them and with whom they 

can develop close relationships (Fleming & Cannister, 2010).  Most spiritually active adolescents 
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had one or more influential non-parent adult in their faith congregation with whom they 

developed close relationships and 34% had at least three (Smith & Denton, 2005; Blakesley, 

2010).  Having guidance, encouragement, and support from at least three non-parental adults was 

found to be a key adolescent developmental advantage (Csinos & Beckwith, 2013).  When 

adolescents developed relationships with other adults, it allowed them to learn within Vygotsky’s 

(1934/1986) zone of proximal development allowing what the older generation had learned to be 

passed on to the younger generation (Csinos & Beckwith, 2013; Vygotsky, 1934/1986). 

Parental Role Models   

Role modeling is a term used to explain what parents do in setting examples for their 

children and is a major factor for successful religious transmission and faith formation 

(Bengtson, et al., 2013; Krauss, et al., 2013; Vermeer, et al., 2012; Smith, 2009).  In the context 

for this study it refers to examples of spiritual belief and practice such as parental articulation of 

belief, church involvement, Bible reading, prayer, telling spiritual stories, and home religious 

consistency (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Krauss, et al., 2013; Vermeer, et al., 2012; Smith, 2009).  

Parents can have significant influence on the faith formation of their children through modeling 

since children look up to parents and often model their lives after them (Fleming & Cannister, 

2010; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Schwartz, 2006; Zhai, et al., 2007).  Children can learn what faith is 

explicitly and implicitly through their parents (Smith & Denton, 2005; Fleming & Cannister, 

2010; Vermeer, et al., 2012).  Parents share not just what they know but who they are with their 

children (Powell & Clark, 2011; Smith & Denton, 2005).  How a parent expressed and lived their 

spiritual faith had direct influence on the faith formation of their children (Powell & Clark, 2011; 

Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Through modeling their faith, parents provided 

opportunities for adolescent spiritual growth (Frabutt, et al., 2010). 
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Parents who taught and modeled faith, home prayer, Scripture reading, faith instruction, 

and church involvement had children with greater faith engagement (Bengtson, et al., 2013; 

Zhai, et al., 2007; Schwartz, 2006).  In fact, the adolescent factors that shaped emerging adult 

religious engagement were formed by the parental beliefs and the parental examples in these 

arenas (Smith, 2009).  As Smith (2009) explained, “role modeling…. This is simply how most 

youth learn religion and everything else” (p. 285). 

When parents communicated a high value on spiritual matters, 67% of their adolescent 

children also placed a high value on spiritual matters (Blakesley, 2010; Smith & Denton, 2005).  

When deliberate, spiritual activities were intertwined with and embedded in daily familial life, 

such as routines and habits, the formal teaching of spiritual leaders carried more significance 

(Roberto, 2007).  Parental role modeling demonstrated their investment in and articulation of 

their beliefs (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Not only was parent religiosity a strong indicator for teen 

spiritual faith engagement, it was also a predictor of spiritual engagement in emerging adulthood 

(Dean, 2010; Krause, 2012).  Thus what is learned about religiosity in childhood can shape the 

spiritual engagement later in life and can also be traced throughout a person’s entire life (Krause, 

2012). 

It is not enough for parents to simply attend church, the children had to perceive that their 

parents were religiously committed and that religion was important to them (Vermeer, et al., 

2012).  Additionally, parental modeling had to be intentional for adolescents to maintain an 

increased desire to share the parents’ beliefs (Schwartz, 2006).  Adolescents who shared in 

developing their Christian faith, taking an active role, yet nurtured by their parents seemed to 

gain a deeper faith formation (Schwartz, 2006).  These youths participated in prayer, Bible 

reading, and discussion with their parents (Schwartz, 2006).  A clear predictor of spiritual faith 
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formation – of “what the religious and spiritual lives of youth will look like is what the religious 

and spiritual lives of their parents do look like” (Smith & Denton, 2005, p. 261, emphasis in 

original). 

There may be many activities that parents model, but this study highlights three areas:  

church attendance and spiritual community, devotions and Bible reading, and service. 

Church attendance and spiritual community.  Parents who attended church regularly 

and were actively involved in a community of faith had an impact on the faith formation of their 

youngsters (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Roberto, 2007; Krause, 2012; Schwartz, 2006; Vermeer, et 

al., 2012; Vermeer, 2014).  Adolescents mirrored the church activity of their parents (Boyatzis, 

et al., 2006; Vermeer, 2014).  Twice as many adolescents attended church and youth group when 

their parents also attended church (Roberto, 2007).  Some researchers claimed that since parents 

are the first and foremost contributors of spirituality, they could be effective only if they were 

also first and foremost involved in the spiritual life of their faith community, church, or parish 

(Frabutt, et al., 2010).  Additionally, the faith community had a direct impact on the spiritual 

maturity and formation of adolescents (Martin, et al., 2003; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Strong, 

purposeful bonds between the family and faith community assisted in building faith formation 

and passing on spiritual traditions between generations, especially when the spiritual activities 

included family involvement and spiritual education (Bengtson, et al., (2013). 

Devotions and Bible reading.  Modeling personal and family devotions and personal 

Bible reading were found to enable faith formation among family members, especially children 

and adolescents (Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Bengtson, et al., 2013; Vermeer, 2014).  Included in this 

area would also be things such as relying on God for guidance, prayer, and resolving conflict 

through repentance and forgiveness (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  Young people who had parents who 
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modeled worship patterns such as Bible reading and prayer and included their young people in 

those patterns had the highest level of active spiritual faith (Schwartz, 2006). 

Service.  Serving other members of the family, a faith community, or the wider 

community was found to facilitate faith formation in the home (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  When 

service to the community was demonstrated by parents, it also demonstrated a full and vibrant 

spiritual faith to their children (Frabutt, et al., 2010).  Engaging in service opportunities together 

resulted in both parents and adolescents growing in their faith (Roberto, 2001). 

Conversations  

Narrative may be at the center of family and personal meaning making and therefore 

fundamental to faith and spirituality (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  Christian faith and values were 

transferred to the next generation through supportive conversation and dialogue (Roberto, 2007; 

Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  In one study, spiritual conversations were found to be the most 

meaningful spiritual activity and the second most frequent spiritual activity conducted by the 

family (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).  Both parents and adolescents (77% and 76% respectively) 

ranked spiritual conversations as the most often method spiritual faith was shared (Dollahite & 

Thatcher, 2008).  From early in life, children participated in conversations with their parents, 

listening to and asking questions about spiritual matters and things of a religious nature 

(Boyatzis, 2017).  Listening carefully and responding to the worries and concerns of the children 

made it more comfortable to have spiritual conversations about God, His love, and ways to 

express faith (Roberto, 2007).  Families with higher instances of adolescent faith formation 

nurtured their faith through discussion, spiritual reasoning, and putting family and faith before 

personal interests (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  Hearing stories of parent’s faith and having caring 
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conversations helped parents share values, morals, and care for others (Roberto, 2007; Dollahite 

& Thatcher, 2008). 

The amount and type of communication about spiritual matters between adolescents and 

their parents has been found to mirror the importance adolescents place on spiritual matters 

(Blakesley, 2010).  Additionally, those young people who discussed spiritual matters with 

parents more often tended to have a higher respect for faith in their lives and those faith 

conversations were more significant than participating in spiritual activities (Blakesley, 2010).  

Children and adolescents were not passive during these familial conversations but rather took an 

active role and studies have shown that their perceptions of parental spiritual views may be more 

heavily correlated with the child or adolescent’s perceptions of parental faith than the parent’s 

actual beliefs (Boyatzis, 2017; Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008). 

Adolescent and parent spiritual conversations that seemed to advance faith formation the 

most were more youth centered than parent centered and included both formal and informal 

settings regarding life situations, spiritual beliefs, and the faith community (Dollahite & 

Thatcher, 2008).  The most effective conversations were bidirectional and both young people and 

parents contributed to the conversations, however, they were centered on the adolescent’s needs 

and interests not the parents (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008; Schwartz, 2006).  They were 

emotionally positive for adolescents when youth centered and less so when parent centered 

(Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).  Adolescents were more interested and engaged during youth 

centered conversations (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).   

When youth centered conversations were not happening, parents needed to adjust their 

conversation to allow for the adolescent’s autonomy and need to direct and contribute to the 

conversation (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).  If parents did not adjust, they tended to control and 
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dominate the conversation (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).  In this case, the adolescents would 

tend to be less interested, disengage, and were not as prone to participate in more conversation 

(Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008).  In youth centered conversations, the adolescent talked more while 

the parents listened; conversation was open and honest; parents were understanding of the 

adolescent; the adolescent sought out understanding from the parents; faith was related to the 

adolescent’s life rather than the parents; and the conversation fostered the parent-child 

relationship (Dollahite & Thatcher, 2008). 

Even though spiritual conversations have been deemed important to adolescent faith 

formation, only 12% of young people reported having a regular dialogue with their mothers on 

spiritual matters (Powell & Clark, 2011).  There was even less spiritual dialogue with fathers, 

only 5% of adolescents reported having regular spiritual conversations with their fathers (Powell 

& Clark, 2011).  Another study found similar results in that young people held nearly 2.5 times 

the spiritual conversations with their mothers as with their fathers (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  

Spiritual conversations were not limited to parents; peers and other significant adults also held 

spiritual conversations with those adolescents who reported higher levels of faith formation and 

who held onto their faith during early adult years (Black, 2008). 

Faith formation can be encouraged by providing the freedom and ability to express and 

discuss spiritual doubt (Powell & Clark, 2011).  Whether discussing doubt with family or peers, 

the act of conversing opening about their struggles in a loving, safe, and affirming environment 

helped young people grow spiritually, yet less than half of the young people surveyed felt they 

had such an environment in which to share their doubts (Powell & Clark, 2011).  Many young 

Christian did not believe their churches were safe places in which to discuss doubt (Kinnaman, 

2011).  Higher levels of doubt in high school have been associated with lower levels of faith in 
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college age young people and a perceived lack of safe places to express that doubt was deemed 

significant (Blakesley, 2010). 

Rituals   

Families can bring identity and closeness through rituals, daily routines and celebrations 

that are observed with regularity (Roberto, 2007).  Family rituals are sometimes referred to as 

traditions and are familial patterns that occur regularly (Roberto, 2007).  Observing spiritual 

traditions and rituals was another process that spiritually active families used to further faith 

formulation in their children (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  Regular family rituals are “embedded 

routines” (Boyatzis, et al., 2006, p. 298) that older spiritual adults say were instrumental to their 

faith (Boyatzis, et al., 2006).  These rituals can be varied such as meal times, bed time, births, 

deaths, graduations, first day of school, birthdays, etc. (Roberto, 2007).  Family rituals can 

express the values and beliefs of the family and the value of spiritual matters as well as family 

history, hopes, and dreams (Roberto, 2007).  While there may be a plethora of family rituals, 

there are four that seem to promote adolescent faith formation, three of which were discussed 

earlier as areas of parental modeling.  There might be significant overlap between parental 

modeling and family rituals in these areas, making them more meaningful for adolescent faith 

formation. 

Meal time.  Consistently eating family meals together was found to support connections 

to extended family, cultural and ethnic traditions and heritage, and faith communities (Roberto, 

2007).  The family table was a tool for discussion regarding spiritual matters as well as a positive 

impact on familial ties (Black, 2008; Roberto, 2007).  Adolescents who regularly ate with their 

families and discussed spiritual matters had higher spiritual attendance rates later in life than 

those adolescents who did not experience the family table (Black 2008).  Meal time prayer was a 
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significant part of family meal rituals (Boyatzis, et al., 2006; Vermeer, 2014) as well as reading 

the Bible, celebrations, and expressing concern for one another (Roberto, 2007). 

Bible reading.  While Bible reading, along with devotions, were factors in parental 

modeling, they are also factors in family rituals.  Reading the Bible was one aspect of religious 

or spiritual upbringing (Vermeer, 2014; Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Bible reading (whether the 

family read to the children or the children read), family devotions, and parental spiritual teaching 

were found to be some of the best indicators of adult faith engagement beyond high school 

(Roberto, 2007).  However less than 9% of adolescents participate in regular Bible reading or 

devotions with their families (Powell & Clark, 2011).  Even so, an active faith engagement was 

highest among adolescents in families where Bible reading and other forms of family worship 

patterns were found (Schwartz, 2006).  Additionally, parents that had the highest respect for 

scripture were found to also have the highest rates for faith formation in their children 

(Kinnaman, 2011). 

Church attendance. Parental church attendance (also a factor in modeling as seen 

earlier) by both mothers and fathers during an adolescent’s teen years was found to be a 

significant factor in later adult attendance of the children (Black, 2008; Blakesley, 2010).  

Regular church attendance of parents can be a sign of vibrant faith and can instill faith in their 

children (Frabutt, et al., 2010).  It was more likely to affect adolescent church attendance when 

both parents attended church over only one parent attending (Blakesley, 2010).  Additionally, the 

mother’s attendance at church was a more important determinant than the father’s church 

attendance in adolescent church attendance (Blakesley, 2010; Vermeer, et al., 2012).  The ritual 

of regular church attendance also formed bonds between generations that encouraged faith 

formation in all generations (Boyatzis, et al., 2006). 
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Charitable service.  Parental church attendance can inspire charitable service for the 

church and local community (Frabutt, et al., 2010).  When families served others together, a 

stronger spiritual faith was encountered by both adolescents and parents (Roberto, 2007).  When 

fathers volunteered their leadership in service, it affected adolescent faith formation (Black, 

2008).  Teens who experienced their parents serving others, saw their parent’s spirituality, faith, 

and values in action, thus forming familial bonds both in the service event and the retelling of the 

event in later years (Roberto, 2007).  The family ritual of service and religious charity has been 

found to be a factor in adolescent faith formation (Boyatzis, et al., 2006). 

Deterrents to Spiritual Formation 

Interfaith marriage.   

Religious continuity is perpetuated more readily through same-faith marriages where 

both parents were highly religious and both parents attended religious services together in a 

regular manner (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Interfaith marriage is a deterrent to faith formation 

(Bengtson, et al., 2013).  Comparing interfaith marriages to same-faith marriages, faith formation 

in offspring was reduced to nearly half (Bengtson, et al., 2013).  There is some discrepancy of 

whether children of interfaith marriages shared the father’s faith or the mother’s faith.   

Bengtson, et al., (2013) found that the offspring with religious faith shared the father’s beliefs 

while Nelsen (1990) found they shared the mother’s beliefs.   

Divorce.   

Divorce was found to be a disruptive factor on parental influence in children and 

adolescent faith formation (Bengtson, et al., 2013; Zhai, et al., 2007).  It is possible that lower 

levels of faith formation could be associated with less involvement of the father during childhood 

or adolescence (Zhai, et al., 2007).  Children of divorce did not admire the spirituality and 
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morality of their parents as much as children of intact nuclear families and they experienced less 

religious socialization by parents (Zhai, et al., 2007).  However, in some divorced families where 

one parent had a high religious commitment, faith formation was still successful (Bengtson, et 

al., 2013). 

Conclusion 

This paper summarized some findings to a broad-based literature review regarding the 

importance of parental involvement in adolescent faith formation.  An adolescent’s spiritual 

foundations are established early and reinforced throughout their life and parents are crucial to 

this process.  There are many factors that can promote adolescent faith formation:  building 

strong parent and non-parent relationships, reading the Bible together, holding quality 

conversations, listening and asking questions, talking about doubt and struggles, using rituals and 

the community to form identity, modeling a vibrant spiritual faith, talking about spiritual matters, 

eating meals together, and engaging in service together.  The frequency of these factors is 

important as well as the factor itself; regular family experiences are tied closely to faith 

formation.  Additionally, two familial deterrents to faith formation were found to be interfaith 

marriage and divorce. Whatever other variables and factors may be involved in adolescent 

development, the family environment has a profound influence on adolescent faith development. 
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