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Abstract 

Amid concerns regarding youth disenchanted with Christian faith, this research examined 

perceptions of familial practices that impact adolescent faith from the viewpoint of families with 

longevity in an established church. Themes are compared to established literature and 

suggestions to help consistently instill Christian beliefs in the next generation are provided to 

parents, adolescents, and ministry leaders. Findings show that families who participant in prayer, 

rituals, relationships, authentic lifestyle, and parental role modeling promote adolescent faith. 
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Introduction 

Familial factors that impact adolescent faith formation, or processes of faith transmission 

across generations, is a process that is imprecise and blurred, sometimes illusive. Yet, this 

process is as universal as the traditions and stories that enlighten the heritage of the Christian 

faith and as personal as each individual in the parent-child relationship (Amidei, 2012; Howard, 

2019). There is an emergent acknowledgement that the faith formation process is a lifelong 

journey and cannot be constrained to a childhood experience or a scholastic course of religious 

growth (Amidei, 2012; Fowler, 1981; Howard, 2019).  

Spiritual foundations are developed early in life, during childhood and early adolescence; 

the subsequent teen and early adult years are a period of testing those foundations (Howard, 

2019; Kinnaman, 2011; Roberto, 2007). Adolescents need a solid spiritual foundation to sustain 

a strong spiritual adult life (Ham, Beemer, & Hillard, 2009; Kinnaman, 2011), and parents are 

fundamental to building this robust foundation (Bengtson, Putney, & Harris, 2013; Smith & 

Denton, 2005). Yet, adolescents in the United States are exposed to a multiplicity of spiritual and 

moral perspectives and an increasingly pluralistic philosophy, frequently before a strong spiritual 

foundation for their personal moral tradition is shaped (Amidei, 2012; Howard, 2019).  

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this research was to explore familial, especially parental, involvement 

factors that are perceived by parents and their children to impact faith formation in adolescents 

ages 10-19. The primary research question was: What parental involvement factors are perceived 

by parents and their children to impact adolescent faith formation?  
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Faith Formation 

Faith formation was described as a meaning-making progression in the pursuit of the 

sacred (Barkin, Miller, & Luthar, 2015) or a process of personal spiritual maturity (Deprez, 

2017). The Fuller Youth Institute’s College Transition Project portrayed faith formation as 

focused in three areas: (a) inward beliefs, (b) external behaviors, and (c) values and motivators 

(Deprez, 2017; Powell, 2014). Inward beliefs denote such things as awareness of God’s presence 

and guidance or commitment to Jesus (Deprez, 2017; Howard, 2019). External behaviors denote 

things such as Bible reading, devotions, prayer, or assisting other people with spiritual 

difficulties (Deprez, 2017; Howard, 2019). Values and motivators denote such ideas as whether 

faith helps a person make ethical choices, pursuing opportunities for spiritual development, 

pleasure in worship or prayer, or to what extent faith shaped daily activities (Deprez, 2017; 

Howard, 2019).  

Research Methodology 

A qualitative research design utilizing narrative inquiry was used. This study was guided 

by the following research question: What parental involvement factors are perceived to impact 

adolescent faith formation? The underlying subquestions included: 

1. What are the parental involvement factors that parents perceive may promote 

adolescent faith formation? 

2. What are the parental involvement factors that adolescents or young adult children 

perceive may promote adolescent faith formation? 

3. What other factors do parents perceive may promote or hinder adolescent faith 

formation? 
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4. What other factors do adolescents or young adult children perceive may promote or 

hinder adolescent faith formation? 

Research Approach 

This study consisted of seven two-parent husband and wife families, with at least one 

adolescent or young adult child aged 10-19, who were active in Assembly of God (AG) churches 

in the Midwest United States for at least 10 years and held evangelical Christian beliefs as 

defined by the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE). The NAE defined an evangelical as 

one who (a) deems the Bible to have the highest authority for belief, (b) encourages non-

Christians to trust Jesus as Savior, (c) holds that Jesus’ death via the cross is the only sacrifice 

for the penalty of sin, and (d) trusts only in Jesus as their Savior as God’s free gift of salvation 

(NAE, n.d.; Stetzer, 2018). 

 For this study, active in an AG church was defined as attending services at least 2 times 

per month. Seven families with children resulted in 24 participants, a typical number for 

qualitative research with a breadth of experience and opinion (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; 

Merriam, 2002; Warren, 2001). Purposeful sampling (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013) was used to 

obtain information-rich data (Merriam, 2002) from participants. The study method was a 

qualitative narrative inquiry using semi-structured, open-ended interviews of families, parents, 

and their children. Semi-structured interviews provided a wealth of narrative data. Interviews 

lasted from 40-60 minutes depending on the age of the participant. Younger participants had 

trouble sustaining interviews longer than 40 minutes. 

Participants 

This study consisted of seven families—a total of 24 participants—from the Midwest 

United States. Each family was a two-parent, husband-and-wife family with at least one 
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adolescent child between the ages of 10-19. There were seven mothers, six fathers, and 11 

adolescents (five females and six males). Each family attended AG churches at least 2 times per 

month for at least 10 years and held evangelical Christian beliefs as defined by the NAE. 

Originally, 27 participants were identified for inclusion; however, one father and one young 

adult child were not able to make the interview sessions due to unexpected schedule conflicts. 

Another adolescent began the process by completing the questionnaire but became stressed and 

was unable to complete the interview. A summary of the family demographics is provided in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 

Demographics of Family Participants 

Family Ages of Parents 

Participating 

Number of 

Children 

Ages of Children 

Participating 

Corresponding 

Gender of Children 

Type of School 

Children Attend 

1 D-45, M-44 2 16, 14 M, M Public 

2 D-40, M-41 3 14, 13, 12 M, F, F Christian/Public 

3 D-49, M-39 7 14 M Home 

4 D-40, M-41 3 10 F Christian 

5 D-not given, M-45 2 14 M Public 

6 D-38, M-38 3 10 F Public 

7 D-49. M-53 3 15, 10 M, F Public 

 

Most of the family interviews took place in the participants’ churches. This provided a 

central location with which the families were familiar and adequate space for waiting family 

members to do normal things, such as homework, watching a video, or talking on their phones. 

Two family interviews took place in the families’ homes. This brought ease and comfort to the 

families, and they each had a separate, private room for interviews while the family remained 
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elsewhere in the houses. One interview took place at the father’s work building, which was a 

para-church ministry with multiple meeting rooms available and familiar to the family members. 

All interviews were conducted at places chosen by the families for ease of access and comfort.  

Discussion of Themes and Findings 

Interview manuscripts were coded to look for overlapping themes. There were 10 themes, 

four of which contained subthemes, that emerged from the narratives. The 10 themes were: (a) 

Parents Self-Indicting, (b) Authentic Lifestyle, (c) Prayer, (d) Christian School, (e) 

Conversations, (f) Relationships, (g) Rituals, (h) Role Model, (i) Peers, and (j) Divorce. Figure 1, 

a cloud representation of the frequency of themes, shows that Rituals, Relationships, 

Conversations, and Role Model were the top four themes that promoted faith formation.  

Figure 2 shows the same 10 themes as Figure 1 but with the subthemes added. This cloud 

representation shows the four most discussed themes of Rituals, Conversations, Relationships, 

and Role Model as larger sizes, but also shows the subthemes of rituals church attendance and 

involvement; rituals Bible and devotional reading; and relationships between parent and child, 

among others, as also significant to faith formation. A discussion of themes and subthemes 

follow. 

 

Figure 1. Cloud model of themes. This figure illustrates the relative frequency each theme was 

discussed. Size of themes shows the relative frequency.  
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Figure 2. Cloud model of themes with subthemes. This figure illustrates the themes and 

subthemes found in study with word size showing relative frequency.  

 

Theme 1: Parent Self-Indicting.  

Fifty-four percent of the parents participating in this study made self-indicting comments 

or mentioned things they had done wrong, methods or actions they used or failed to use in 

imparting faith, or something they wished they had done differently. Fathers made 79% more 

self-indicting comments than mothers. Figure 3 shows the frequency of discussions when 

mothers and fathers self-indicted. 

Theme 1 was unexpected. Finding families that were willing to talk freely of their family 

processes for faith formation was difficult. This finding showed that parents and adolescents may 

be unwilling to be involved because they feared what it might look like for their family if they 

were found to not participate in “expected Christian activities.” Many families were reluctant to 

participate, and that reluctance may be a reason for Theme 1.  

 

Figure 3. Frequency of parent self-indicting comments. This figure shows the number of 

occurrences parents self-indicted.  
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It seemed that many parents felt self-conscious or inadequate about their parenting for 

faith formation. A desire to have more consistency, especially in Bible reading, devotions, and 

prayer, were common. For example, one parent commented, “[I wish we had] set aside specific 

time for family devotions, if not every day, every 2 or 3 days. You know, at least to have that 

routine set aside to do.” Another parent stated, “I wish we had done a little bit more scheduled 

family devotion and prayer time.” Other parents wished they had lived differently in earlier life 

stages or been better at loving their children unconditionally. Some parents found fault with 

themselves for not being better at living their faith openly. Whether parent self-indicting 

promotes or hinders faith formation is uncertain. This topic merits further study. 

Theme 2: Authentic Lifestyle.  

Authentic lifestyles were mentioned 47 times in interviews. Nearly every parent (92%) 

talked of the importance of living an authentic Christian lifestyle in the home. While only two 

adolescents discussed authentic lifestyles, all 11 (100%) discussed their parents modeling some 

form of Christian lifestyle in the home. So, for the adolescents, Theme 2 overlapped with Theme 

9, Role Model. Figure 4 shows the number of participants by family role who spoke of authentic 

lifestyles. More mothers mentioned authentic lifestyle, but fathers talked about authentic lifestyle 

more often. Figure 5 shows the percentage of occurrences authentic lifestyles were discussed by 

family role normalized for participant ratio. 

 

Figure 4. Authentic lifestyle number. This figure illustrates the number of participants by family 

role who spoke about authentic lifestyles. 
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Figure 5. Percentage of authentic lifestyle discussion. This figure illustrates the percentage 

discussion regarding authentic lifestyles by family role.  

 

Parents repeatedly said things like, “Be real with them,” “Be real. Live it real,” and “Live 

it, live it at home. Live it at school. Live it at church, and live it the exact same way everywhere 

we go.” Other parents were more descriptive, almost passionate, in their effort to share how 

important authentic lifestyles were to faith formation in their children. One father said: 

I think one of the biggest things that we have to understand, is that a living faith is more 

caught than taught. Not that teaching is not needed, but it’s more caught than taught. We 

have to live it. We can teach it all we want, but if we’re not living it, they’re not going to 

get it, because it has to be modeled in front of them. So, I think that would probably be 

my primary thing—we have to live that faith if we really expect them to catch on to it and 

live it out themselves. 

One mother said: 

Don’t just say it. You believe in God, then love His people and love His word and love 

His house. And be authentic in what you’re watching and what you listen to and what 

you read. I think that’s the biggest, the biggest thing, just be consistent and authentic. 

Another father explained what he believed could happen if parents did not live authentic 

Christian lifestyles in front of their children. He said, “I think number one is us living it. I think 

everything else is by far secondary to that. . . . If you don’t live it, then I think it’s just a recipe 

for bitterness and hatred toward the church and toward God.” 
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Theme 3: Prayer.  

Prayer was mentioned 53 times from adolescents and parents, when coupled with Themes 

7 and 8, Rituals and Role Model, that count goes up to 105 times. Nine adolescents and 10 

parents, 79% of participants, communicated the importance of prayer in their daily lives. Figure 

6 shows the percentage of prayer discussion by family role, normalized for participant ratio. 

Mothers discussed prayer more often than fathers or children. 

 

Figure 6. Percentage of prayer discussion. This figure illustrates the percentage of prayer 

discussion by family role.  

 

One mother stated, “I mean, we pray about everything. Everything, little big, important, 

seemingly pointless, for them to understand and then when the Lord provides and when the Lord 

answers that prayer, to say do you remember when we prayed about this?” A mother described 

how they teach their children that prayer is a safe place: “I think we try to foster a place where 

anyone feels free to pray and where they are free to ask for prayer.” A 10-year-old girl explained 

what she does when something bothers her: “I just kind of go to a quiet place, and I talk to God 

about it.” 

Theme 4: Christian School.  

Two families had their children in private Christian schools. All three children in one 

family and both sets of parents spoke about the important role the schools exerted in the lives of 

their children. The importance of Christian education was brought up 18 times by these two 

families. Figure 7 shows the frequency of Christian school discussion normalized for participant 

ratio. 
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Figure 7. Frequency of Christian school discussion. This figure illustrates the number of 

participants who discussed Christian school.  

 

The adolescents spoke about the people in their school and that they learned the Bible 

and prayed. One parent explained why they sent their children to Christian school this way: 

I think our goal is to constantly build a foundation as much as we can from a biblical 

perspective. So, I don’t send them to a Christian school, because I don’t think there’s any 

problems or challenges. I’m wanting them to learn from the perspective; their textbooks 

and everything they have is reinforcing our beliefs. So, from my perspective, I’m trying 

to reinforce those beliefs from every angle because I don’t want them, you know, getting 

one set of values at home and then they go to school and are being taught another set of 

values. So, we’ve tried to encircle them with those values, whether at school or at church 

or at home. 

The parents that chose to send their children to Christian school did so as an avenue to reinforce 

what they are living at home. In addition to the Christian school being formative, it is possible 

this theme could contain participant confirmation or perception bias, which warrants further 

study. 

Theme 5: Conversations.  

One hundred percent of participants discussed the importance of having directed or 

casual conversations. Seventy-three percent of adolescents spoke of conversations with parents, 

both moms and dads, and 45% of adolescents discussed conversations with other significant 

adults. The topic of having conversations, especially faith conversations, came up 89 times in 
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interviews. Adolescents discussed conversations with fathers slightly more often than 

conversations with mothers, 32 and 25 times, respectively. Figure 8 shows the percentage of 

discussions regarding conversation by participant, normalized for participant ratio. 

 

Figure 8. Percentage of conversation discussion by participant. This figure illustrates the 

percentage of discussions centered on conversations by participant.  

 

The large number of conversations centered around parents shows the importance of 

having those conversations between parent and child. Many of the parent-child conversations 

were spontaneous. One father explained those conversations this way: 

I’ll bring up a conversation when we’re in the car and it’s just me and her, or if we hear 

something in the news or something happens, we’ll talk about it. The main thing, I think, 

is trying to make her feel comfortable to ask questions. 

Another father described the conversations he had with his children as “situations and things that 

we’re dealing with; we’re talking through as a family or talking through with them individually.” 

Other families used conversation to aid in reinforcing what their children were learning at 

church, Sunday school, or youth group. A mother described how the drive home from church 

might sound like: “We will talk about on the way home from church, ‘What did you learn today 

in Sunday school, or what did you talk about?’” 

Several parents discussed the importance of allowing and encouraging their young people 

to ask questions, especially questions about the Bible. One father explained: 

Letting them know that it’s a safe place to ask questions and wrestle with it, especially 

for my 10-year-old. She’s getting ready for a life stage where her worldview has been 
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formed pretty much, but now there’s a whole bunch of crucial thought processes that are 

going to be wavering, and this is the time that it needs to be solidified. She’s got to decide 

to solidify it.  

Multiple researchers cited conversation and dialogue as significant to the transference of 

Christian faith (Boyatzis, 2017; Boyatzis, Dollahite, & Marks, 2006; Dollahite & Thatcher, 

2008; Roberto, 2007); however, few adolescents held spiritual conversations with their parents—

12% with mothers and 5% with fathers (Boyatzis et al., 2006; Powell & Clark, 2011). However, 

in this study, 100% of adolescents mentioned having spiritual conversations with their parents, 

nearly all with both parents. Interview participants repeatedly expressed the significance of 

conversations, especially conversations between parents and children. 

Theme 6: Relationships.  

One hundred percent of adolescents and 92% of parents spoke on the importance of 

strong relationships. The theme of relationships was mentioned 111 times during interviews. 

Participants mentioned parents, pastors, youth pastors, Sunday school teachers, friends, school 

teachers, grandparents, extended family, and other significant people in their lives. Figure 9 

shows the relative frequency that participants discussed relationships normalized for participant 

ratio. 

  

Figure 9. Frequency of relationship discussion. This figure illustrates the number of times 

participants discussed relationships by family role. 

 

In talking about the various relationships their children have, one parent said, “I feel like 

they’re just kind of in like a network of people that are constantly reinforcing their beliefs and 
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their relationships. I think maybe it’s just watching each of us for good or bad.” Theme 6, 

relationships contained four subthemes: parent, grandparent, other adults, and peers. 

Parent. Ninety-one percent of adolescents and 92% of parents talked about having strong 

parent-child relationships. Parent-child relationships were referred to 68 times. Adolescents 

mostly remarked about things they do with their parents, while parents discussed talking and 

listening to their children.  

One father wanted his children to know that he’s there for them, so he spends as much 

time as possible with them. Another father had sage advice for all parents regarding their 

children: 

Get your relationship with them right. Be open with them and be loving with them and 

spend time with them and pour, pour as much into them as you can of yourself as a 

parent. Because by doing that, your relationship with them is going to be so open that 

they will see your faith through you and the way you act with them so that when you do 

start talking about those things, your love bucket with them is so full, and you’re so open, 

that they’re going to be receptive with what you tell them. 

Grandparent. Thirty-six percent of adolescents and 69% of parents mentioned strong 

relationships with grandparents as important to building faith. Participants cited seeing their 

grandparents sing in the choir, reading the Bible, praying, and talking to them about Jesus. One 

adolescent marveled about having a large extended family, led by their grandparents, all of 

whom were Christians. Having that large family and support system “helped a lot.”  

Other adults. Eighty-two percent of adolescents and 77% of parents mentioned strong 

relationships with other significant adults, especially youth pastors, senior pastors, and other 

youth leaders, as important to building strong faith. Relationships with other significant adults 
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arose 40 times during this study. Teachers and friends’ parents were other significant people who 

impacted adolescents toward faith formation. One parent explained the importance of other 

significant adults in their child’s life as follows: “Being around other people that she can just 

have contact with also helps her see how they are real people and they live it out too.” 

Peers. One hundred percent of parents and 64% of adolescents mentioned the importance 

of peers and friend groups. Relationships with peers were discussed 30 times, sometimes 

positively and sometimes negatively. Parents were adamant about their children choosing strong 

Christian friends and wanting “like-minded friends.”  

Parents were grateful when their children centered their friend groups around church. 

Adolescents enjoyed peers from church, but other peers who believed similarly were also 

acceptable. One young person explained how his parents encouraged him to build good 

friendships: “They would tell me, ‘You need to make sure you’re making the right friends, make 

the right decisions, and they’ll influence you in the right way.’” Another adolescent spoke 

differently about a few of her friends when she said, “[Get] godly friends because I know, 

because I’ve had a few friends, like, that weren’t the best.” One young man had developed a 

strong relationship with another friend and explained, “He was a great influence! He got me back 

onto reading the Bible. He gave me verses to read.”  

One young man spoke freely about his struggle with sports and friends. The friends were 

on his sports team and were pulling him away from faith in Christ. The influence of friends who 

did not believe the same way as him distorted his faith. Talking about his friends, he said: 

I would say the majority of them tend to pull me away. I have a few that do help me 

grow. . . . I have a few friends that are really good and, like, they are good for faith, but 

then I have a few friends that aren’t too good. And I probably shouldn’t be friends with 
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them, but I guess I just am, and they are probably not the best influences. . . . I think if I 

start associating myself with [good friends] more, it could be better. 

Theme 7: Rituals.  

Rituals were mentioned 194 times in interview discussions. One hundred percent of 

adolescents and 85% of parents discussed specific rituals they do with their family. The primary 

rituals discussed were church attendance and involvement, Bible and devotional reading, family 

meals, and family prayer. Serving in their churches was also mentioned by 29% of participants. 

Figure 10 shows the frequency that rituals was discussed by participants separated by family role 

and normalized by participant ratio. The theme of rituals contained five subthemes, four of which 

mirror the subthemes found with theme 8, role model. The overlapping themes were church 

attendance and involvement, Bible reading and devotions, prayer, and service. The remaining 

theme found with rituals was family meals. Family meals will be discussed here and the 

overlapping themes discussed together under theme 8, role model. 

 

Figure 10. Frequency of ritual discussion. This figure illustrates the number of times participants 

discussed rituals by family role.  

 

Family meals. While the concept of family meals did not elicit extended discussion, it 

was prominent. Sixty-three percent of participants mentioned the importance of family meals. 

Eighty-two percent of adolescents and 46% of parents discussed the family eating together. 

Family discussion varied from school topics, sports, or anything that happened in the daily lives 

of the family members. It often included spiritual things but was not specifically directed toward 

spiritual topics. One father explained, “We sit and talk about things at the dinner table,” while an 
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adolescent mentioned, “We just eat together and bond in our discussion as a family.” Most 

families mentioned spiritual topics arose at least some of the time. Along with family meals was 

family prayer around the table. Eighty-eight percent of family meal discussion included family 

prayer. 

Theme 8: Role Model.  

Role modeling was mentioned 78 times in the interview discussions. One hundred 

percent of adolescents and 85% of parents identified some form of parental role modeling as 

significant to faith development. While every adolescent discussed role modeling in some 

fashion, fathers discussed role modeling more often than other family members. Figure 11 shows 

the percentage of discussions centered on conversations by participant, normalized by participant 

ratio. 

 

Figure 11. Percentage of role model discussion. This figure illustrates the percentage of 

discussions centered on role models by participant.  

 

Many of the parents spoke of role modeling in conjunction of living an authentic lifestyle 

(Theme 2). One father explained expressing his faith through role modeling, living the Christian 

faith authentically, and conversations as a fusion.  

When asked how important it was to him to see his parents read the Bible and pray, one 

adolescent responded: 

It’s really important because they have always pushed me to have each and every one of 

those things. And I think it would be kind of pointless for them to be pushing me to do it 

if they don’t do it themselves. 
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One parent reiterated what it meant to her to model faith to her children: “I mean, they have to, 

they have to see me living it, reading, praying, you know, that’s how they learn.”  

The four subthemes in role modeling that mirror four of the subthemes of rituals: church 

attendance and involvement, Bible reading and devotions, prayer, and service, are discussed 

below. 

Church attendance and involvement. Every family mentioned going to church as 

significant to faith formation. Church attendance and involvement was the highest occurring role 

modeling discussion among parents (77%), while 73% of adolescents mentioned it. Church 

attendance was also the most frequently mentioned ritual, including youth group, church 

activities, and camps. Such activities were mentioned 136 times. Ninety-one percent of 

adolescents and 100% of parents discussed the importance of church attendance and 

involvement.  

Parents talked about the importance of consistency and being in church often. When 

talking about major influences on their child’s faith, one parent stated, “We still feel like church 

is a big part of that; regular participation in church services, church activities, being around a 

community of believers, that will help to keep them grounded in their faith.” When talking about 

creating commitment to regular church involvement, one parent said: 

I think the most important thing is consistency... And it’s not all about church, it’s about 

going to a place where you can learn the word of God, and it might be stressful getting 

there. It might be stressful, the morning, getting ready, but it’s something you need to 

establish in them. Not just in going to a place but being a part of a community of other 

believers that can help you through struggles, that can walk with you through joys, that 

can walk with you through sorrows. And the consistency of being with a group of people 
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that can pray for you, that can celebrate things with you. Don’t ever let things pull you 

away from going to church as a family. 

Bible and devotional reading. Ninety-one percent of adolescents and 92% of parents 

identified family or individual Bible and devotional reading as significant to faith development. 

This theme occurred 80 times in the study. Most of the adolescents mentioned seeing their 

parents read the Bible. Often, they mentioned their parents using phones to read the Bible, such 

as The Bible App by YouVersion. Nearly all the parents talked about reading the Bible together 

as a family, especially when the children were young; however, many parents admitted that, as 

their children grew and as family became busier, they read together less. One parent stated, “At 

home, we try to make sure that were encouraging them in their own devotion life and prayer life 

as well as trying to do that with them as much as possible and trying to encourage the devotion 

life.” Another parent explained the importance of studying the Bible together and looking for 

answers to life’s questions in the Bible: 

And you’ve got to have that time, a devotional time with your family outside of church. 

You’ve got to be able to talk through things and look for answers, look for answers to 

your questions in the Bible, in the word of God and do that together, and allow them to 

ask you questions and . . . find the answers together. Let’s find out why we believe what 

we believe not just the Bible is not just a set of rules of don’t do this and don’t do that. 

God has a perfect plan and in the Bible is the only place you can find that plan.  

Most of the parents and all of the adolescents wanted more Bible reading and felt that it 

would help them grow in faith, but some were doing it irregularly and some only individually 

rather than together as a family. Nearly all of the adolescents wished their families would read 

the Bible together more often.  



 20 

Family and personal prayer. Seventy-three percent of adolescents and 77% of parents 

indicated the importance of family prayer, often incorporated with family meals and bedtime. 

Comparatively, only 42% of participants discussed personal prayer being modeled at home. The 

participants mentioned family prayer 50 times in the interviews. Families prayed for each other, 

friends, things happening in school and church, and emergency vehicles passing on the roads, 

among other things. By far, the most common times families prayed together was at meals and 

bedtime, especially with younger children. As the children got older and busier, the incidence of 

bedtime family prayer lessened.  

Service. Service opportunities as rituals were only mentioned by 29% of participants, 

although they discussed volunteering 16 times; however, service was discussed by 45% of 

participants as something modeled or should be modeled. Service was an anticipated theme since 

it came up often in the literature; however, it was not as prominent in this study. Two families 

were evident in the desire to serve not only their local church but the larger community as well. 

It seemed that several families just glossed over the idea of service because the parents worked 

for the church, so they did not volunteer, or their service was seen as expected rather than offered 

as volunteer service. The children of the parents who worked for the church were at the church 

often and helped their parents. Those adolescents seemed to take helping at the church for 

granted. It is also possible that families were involved in volunteer service and simply did not 

talk about doing such service. This area deems further study, as it was not clear whether service 

was a part of family dynamics, not evident, or part of the parents’ jobs. 

Theme 9: Peers.  

Peers were mentioned as both positive and negative influences on faith formation. Peers 

and friends were mentioned 26 times in interview discussions. Several adolescents mentioned 
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different friend groups from both school and church. Adolescents discussed peers more often 

than other family members. Figure 12 shows the percentage of peer discussion by family role.  

One hundred percent of parents who had children in public schools mentioned peers in a 

potentially negative manner. One parent explained, “They are going to be around kids that 

obviously aren’t people of faith, talk differently than they do, act differently than they do, have 

different values and priorities than they do, and try to impose that on them.”  

 

Figure 12. Percent of peer discussion. This figure illustrates the percentage of peer discussion by 

family role.  

 

Several adolescents discussed the positive aspect of their friends. One adolescent gave credit to 

his friend for a renewed relationship with Jesus. Two adolescents who seemed to struggle more 

with their faith than the other participants acknowledged that their friends and peers influenced 

them negatively and interfered with their faith formation.  

Theme 10: Divorce.  

One family was impacted by divorce. Both the mother and father of the interviewed 

family had been divorced. The family was blended with one child from the mother and two 

children from the father. All five members of the family spoke on how divorce had negatively 

impacted their faith. Adolescents discussed divorce more than the parents. Figure 13 shows the 

percentage of divorce discussion by family role.  
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Figure 13. Percent of divorce discussion. This figure illustrates the percentage of divorce 

discussion conducted by different family role. 

 

When asked about anything that negatively impacted her, one adolescent said, “The 

divorce. I’ve said that a thousand times.” Another said, “I mean, the divorce played a huge part, 

like, it really did.” One of the children explained her struggle as: 

I’ve had like mixed relationships with God because I’ve been through a lot, you know, 

like divorce and, like, you know, just been kind of like hard to know that God’s there, 

like, you’ve been through so much you don’t know what to do with yourself. 

Summary of Findings 

The following 10 themes emerged from the data: (a) Parents Self-Indicting, (b) Christian 

School, (c) Prayer, (d) Conversations, (e) Rituals, (f) Relationships, (g) Authentic Lifestyle, (h) 

Role Model, (i) Peers, and (j) Divorce. There were four research subquestions, and the answers 

to these, derived from the interview data, clarified the main research question: What parental 

involvement factors are perceived by parents and their children to impact adolescent faith 

formation?  

Subquestion 1 asked what factors parents perceived may promote faith formation. Parents 

in this study perceived Christian schools, prayer, conversations, rituals, relationships, authentic 

lifestyles, and role models to promote faith formation. One hundred percent of parents discussed 

prayer, rituals, relationships, and role modeling, while 92% discussed having conversations with 

their children and living authentic lifestyles in front of their children. The major rituals 

0 10 20 30 40 50

Percent of Divorce Discussion

Fa
m

ily
 R

o
le

Child

Father

Mother



 23 

mentioned by parents were church attendance and involvement, Bible and devotional reading, 

family meals, and family prayer. 

Subquestion 2 asked what adolescents perceived promoted faith formation. Adolescents 

perceived that prayer, conversations, rituals, relationships, and role models promoted faith 

formation. One hundred percent of adolescents perceived prayer, rituals relationships, and 

parental role modeling to promote faith formation, while 91% also perceived conversations to 

promote faith formation. The three most commonly discussed rituals were church attendance and 

involvement, Bible and devotional reading, and family prayer. 

Subquestions 3 and 4 probed for any other factor parents or adolescents perceived might 

promote or hinder faith formation. Both parents and adolescents perceived role modeling service 

activities to promote faith formation; however, role modeling service did not account for the 

same number of discussions as those mentioned for subquestions 1 and 2. Adolescents and 

parents also perceived divorce and peer relationships to hinder faith formation.  

Delimitations and Limitations 

This study included several delimitations that provided focus for the research. The main 

delimitations included small sample size and participant restrictions. The small sample size of 24 

participants was harmonious with standard qualitative research (Given, 2008; Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013; Warren, 2001). All participants came from two-parent, husband-and-wife families 

with at least one adolescent between the ages of 10-19 and who had attended Assembly of God 

churches in the Midwest United States at least 2 times per month for a minimum of 10 years. 

This narrowed the study to such families to develop a clear, analogous population that could 

speak to the research question. Since this study focused only on the AG denomination, the 

findings may not be generalizable to any other faith dynamic. Two parent families were chosen 
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because the literature demonstrated that two-parent families had a higher rate of faith 

transmission between generations (Smith & Denton, 2005). The age range of adolescence 

between 10-19 years was chosen because that was the definition of adolescence found in the 

literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 2018). The Midwest United States was chosen due to travel 

restrictions and the desire to research that specific population. Findings might not be 

generalizable to any other geographic population. Family attendance two or more times per 

month was used as a criterion to narrow the population to a group that was consistently involved 

in church, and involvement for 10 or more years was used as a criterion to ensure families had 

maintained consistency long enough that the effect of AG church involvement might be a 

limiting factor.  

Other limitations of this study were beyond the control of the researcher. One father and 

one adolescent, who were initially slated to be included in the study, could not make the 

scheduled appointments. One other adolescent did not continue to the interview stage due to 

distress. It is unknown if the data from those participants would have changed the findings. Some 

adolescents could not clearly articulate their perceptions and faith experiences in their own 

words. This study assumed participants would authentically share their life experiences 

regardless of whether revelations of home life and faith practices reflected negatively or 

positively on the family or whether those experiences mirrored the literature. If participants did 

not authentically share their life experiences, the study would not accurately depict those 

experiences. Gender was not a limiting factor for this study, as there was 52% female and 48% 

male participants. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focused on two-parent, husband-and-wife families. Future research might 

benefit from studying one-parent families, mother-only families, or father-only families. 

Research could also focus on blended families or grandparents raising grandchildren. This study 

had only adolescent participants and no adult child participants. This was due to finding families 

willing to participate only had adolescent children. Future research could focus on adult children. 

One of the challenges faced in this study was the inability of some adolescents to clearly 

elucidate their perceptions and experiences. This study focused on only one faith persuasion, 

Assemblies of God. Additional research would need to be done to determine if the findings 

coincide with any other denomination or faith persuasion. 

Implications 

In this study, I explored how parents and adolescents perceived the promotion or 

hindrance of faith formation with the end goal of finding potential avenues that could assist 

parents, youth workers, and Christian ministers to more consistently instill Christian beliefs in 

the next generation. By addressing specific strategies toward adolescent faith formation that 

parents and other significant adults use to transmit religious values, beliefs, and practices, we can 

better understand social changes and moral influences that affect the family (Bengtson, Copen, 

Putney, & Silverstein, 2009). With that focus in mind, the following implications from this study 

are presented.  

Parents 

Spiritual foundations are developed early in a person’s life, from early childhood through 

the teen years (Kinnaman, 2011), and parents are central to building this foundation (Bengtson et 

al., 2013; Smith & Denton, 2005). The parent-child relationship is recognized as the most 
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significant influence on child development (Bornsheuer, Garza, & Nichter, 2012). Recognized in 

this study was the importance of parents in the adolescent faith formation process, specifically 

finding the crucial roles parental lifestyles, prayer, relationships, conversations, modeling, and 

rituals have in the faith formation process.  

As the first community of faith, the family is the first place for transmission of faith 

values and beliefs (Boyatzis et al., 2006; Vermeer, 2014). What children hear, see, and 

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

(Powell & Clark, 2011). With this understanding, and based on this study, I offer the following 

suggestions to parents: 

• Live an authentic Christian faith in front of your kids;  

• Go to church together as a family; 

• Build strong family relationships; 

• Make prayer and Bible study a regular occurrence in the home, both personally and as 

a family unit; 

• Have conversations with your children—conversations about every day events, 

thoughts, and feelings, as well as deep spiritual conversations; 

• Model your faith to your children—let them see you pray, read the Bible, and deal 

with situations through faith; 

• Develop regular family rituals, including Church attendance, prayer, Bible study, 

meal times, and fun times; and 

• Help your adolescent develop strong, faith-based peer groups. 

 

 



 27 

Adolescents 

Young people in the United States have a hunger for spiritual things (Smith & Denton, 

2005). Parents, grandparents, teachers, pastors, coaches, other significant adults, and peers can 

be instrumental in guiding young people toward spiritual faith (Bengtson et al., 2013; Fleming & 

Cannister, 2010; Krauss et al., 2013; Martin, White, & Perlman, 2003; Powell & Clark, 2011). 

Based on this study, I offer the following suggestions to adolescents: 

• Build relationships with your parents and other family members; 

• Go to church with your parents; 

• Be active in youth group and other church activities; 

• Build relationships with other adults, especially adults from your church; 

• Develop same-faith friendships and peer groups; 

• Personally read the Bible and pray; 

• Talk to others about faith, and find a safe place to express and explore doubt; 

Ministry Leaders 

Researchers have shown that parents have the most influence on the spiritual and 

religious lives of their children, and that their influence is demonstrated not only in childhood, 

but in adolescence though adulthood (Dillen & Pollefeyt, 2005; Krause, 2012; Smith, 2009; 

Smith & Denton, 2005; Zhai, Ellison, Glenn, & Marquardt et al., 2007). Some of the familial 

themes that promote faith formation include strong family bonds, strong religious bonds, 

religious upbringing, and caring relationships (Bengtson et al., 2013; Dean, 2010; Martin et al., 

2003; Smith & Denton, 2005; Vermeer et al., 2012). Faith formation begins with basic trust at 

birth and is a process of growth; it is social, interactive, and communicative (Fowler, 1981; 

Fowler & Dell, 2006; Hart, Limke, & Budd, 2010; Kruidenier, 2017). With this understanding 
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and based on this study, I offer the following suggestions to ministers, youth pastors, youth 

ministry educators, and those who work with young people: 

• Do not let adolescent naivety be frustrating, and realize that faith formation is a 

process and help guide that process; 

• Create opportunities for families to be involved in church, church activities, and 

service opportunities together; 

• Encourage families to worship together; 

• Guide families in creating family rituals; 

• Help parents navigate the teen and preteen years without withdrawing guidance and 

support from their young person; 

• Provide safe places for young people to express doubt and find answers to their 

questions, especially regarding science and the Bible; and 

• Bring the generations together and help build intergenerational relationships. 

Summary 

The purpose for this study was to explore parental involvement factors that were 

perceived by parents and their children to impact faith formation in adolescents ages 10-19. This 

study answered broad questions on the perceptions of parents and their children on adolescent 

faith formation. The 10 themes identified in this study offered a rich portrayal of families lived 

experiences in cultivating faith formation.  

Several significant findings emerged from this study. First, parents need to authentically 

live a strong Christian faith if they desire their children to have a strong Christian faith. Second, 

that authentic lifestyle should be modeled to their children through prayer and rituals. Third, 

strong relationships with like-minded spiritual adults, especially parents, are key to adolescent 
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faith formation, and those spiritual adults need to hold conversations with adolescents—

conversations about faith and common everyday topics. Finally, peers and friends can have a 

profound influence on adolescents and their faith. 
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