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This study explored the associations between social and psychological factors and religious background and
service attendance in a large (N = 5955), nationally representative sample followed over 50 years in the UK.
Results from regression analysis showed that sex and the Big-Five personality traits were all significantly and
independently associated with religious background in adulthood. Traits Agreeableness, Extraversion, and
Conscientiousness were significantly and positively associated with religious background and service attendance,
whereas education and occupation, and traits Emotional Stability and Openness were negatively associated with
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1. Introduction Hills, Francis, Argyle, & Jackson, 2004). More recent studies using the

This study looks at individual correlates of religious background and
attendance at religious services. It examines gender, parental social
class, educational, occupational level and personality correlates of back-
ground and behaviours. Various polls and the regular census suggests
three things: religious beliefs and practices are in decline; whereas
around half the population say they are not religious (but have a specific
denominational background), only around a third of those that do, say
they believe in an existent deity; and that a minority of people (around
10%) are regular attenders at religious services. Our question is: what
are currently the major individual difference correlates of religious
background and behaviour?

There is a vast psychological and sociological literature on individual
differences and group correlates of religious beliefs and behaviour
(Clarke, 2009; Saroglou, 2014). Early studies suggested that religious
believers were pessimistic, rigid, suspicious and of low intelligence
(Martin & Nichols, 1962). Many have suggested that women are more
religious than men, though this may be culture specific (Lowenthal,
MacLoed, & Cinnirella, 2002). Various studies examining the three
Eysenckian factors have shown Psychoticism negatively correlated
with various measures of beliefs and behaviours, but that the other
two factors (Extraversion and Neuroticism) are related to very specific
measures of religious belief, behaviour and orientation (Francis, 2010;
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Five Factor Model (Taylor & MacDonald, 1999) and the six factor
HEXACO model (Silvia, Nusbaum, & Beaty, 2014) appear to indicate
that Agreeableness and Conscientiousness are consistently related to
various measures of religious orientation. Others have been eager to
relate personality traits and disorders to dimensions of religious and
spiritual well-being (Unterrainer, Huber, Sorgo, Collicutt, & Fink, 2011;
Unterrainer, Ladenhauf, Moazedi, Wallner-Liebmann, & Fink, 2010).

There have been so many studies on the relationship between
personality traits (measured by many different instruments) and
religious beliefs (measured by different questions and criteria) that
various meta-analyses exist. Thus, Saroglou (2002) showed extrinsic
religiosity was related to Neuroticism and religious fundamentalism
to low Openness. Overall religiosity was related to being high on Extra-
version, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness.

In another meta-analysis, Lodi-Smith and Roberts (2007) reviewed
38 studies on personality and various attitudes towards religion includ-
ing prayer behaviour, church attendance and intrinsic and extrinsic
religiousness. Nearly all the studies indicated that Agreeableness and
Conscientiousness (low Psychoticism) were related to religious
attitudes and behaviour but that Neuroticism was related to extrinsic
religious practices. Again, while many correlations were significant
they were low and effect sizes were small indicating the importance
of other issues.

One task confronting the researcher is which particular type of
measure to employ as a measure of religion adherence, background,
orientation and practice. There are many distinctions that can be
made including beliefs vs practices and intrinsic (belief itself) and
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extrinsic (attendance) beliefs. Nearly all the studies in this area show
that individual correlates are very different depending on the religious
beliefs and practices that are measured.

The current study uses a large longitudinal sample to examine reli-
gious background and behaviours at age 50 years. It focuses particularly
on personality traits. However, it also considers sex, social class and
educational factors. The current study allowed us to investigate our
hypotheses with particular advantages. First, we had a large nationally
representative sample of nearly 6000 people. Many previous studies
are based on student populations which are recognised to be unrepre-
sentative of the population with specific reference to religious beliefs
and practices (Francis, 2010; Hills et al., 2004; Taylor & MacDonald,
1999). Further, it is important to note that in the Lodi-Smith and Roberts
(2007) paper most of the 38 studies reviewed had N below 500 and the
biggest 3228. Second because we have demographic (sex), sociological
(social class and education) as well as psychological variables (personality
traits) we were able to examine their relative power using ordinal and
logistic regressions. However third, and more importantly we had two
measures of religion: background and behaviour, as the two appear to
have different correlates. Participants were asked “which religion do
you belong to” and “how frequently do you attend religious services”
Thus we could examine the individual difference correlates of two
quite different religious variables in a large, representative, adult
population.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

The National Child Development Study 1958 is a large-scale longitu-
dinal study of the 17,415 individuals who were born in Great Britain in a
week in March 1958 (Ferri, Bynner, & Wadsworth, 2003). At age 42
11,388 participants provided information on their religious faith
(response = 74%). At age 50 years, 8532 participants completed a ques-
tionnaire on personality traits (response = 69%). The analytic sample
comprises of 5955 cohort members (50% females) for whom complete
data were collected at birth, at 33, 42, and 50 years. Bias due to attrition
of the sample during childhood has been shown to be minimal (Davie,
Butler, & Goldstein, 1972; Fogelman, 1976).

2.2. Measures

Parental social class at birth was measured by the Registrar General's
measure of social class (RGSC). RGSC is defined according to occupa-
tional status (Marsh, 1986). Where the father was absent, the social
class (RGSC) of the mother's father was used. RGSC was coded on a
6-point scale: I professional; Il managerial/technical; IIIN skilled non-
manual; [IIM skilled manual; IV semi-skilled; and V unskilled occupa-
tions (Leete & Fox, 1977). At 33 years, participants were asked about
their highest academic or vocational qualifications. Responses are
coded to the 6-point scale of National Vocational Qualifications levels
(NVQ) ranging from ‘none’ to ‘university degree or equivalent’. At 42
and 50 years participants provided information on their occupational
levels which are coded according to the RGSC described above, using a
6-point classification. Information on religious service attendance
were provided at age 42 and 50 years. The frequency of religious service
attendance (0 = No attendance; 1 = Very rarely; 2 = Once a month or
less; 3 = Two to three times a month or more; 4 = Once a week or
more). At age 42, participant also provided information on whether
they had religious faith by answering the question “What is your
religion, if any?” with response of Yes (specified various religions such
as Christian, Roman Catholic, Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist)/No religion.
Personality traits were assessed by the 50 questions from the Interna-
tional Personality Item Pool (IPIP) (Goldberg, 1999). Responses
(5-point, from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”) are summed
to provide scores on the ‘Big-Five’ personality traits: Extraversion,

Emotionality/Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, and
Intellect/Openness.

2.3. Statistical analyses

To examine the associations between social and psychological
factors in childhood and adulthood and adult religious activities we
conducted correlational analysis on the measures used in the study.
Following this we conducted ordinal and logistic regression analyses
using IBM SPSS Statistics 22 and STATA version 13 with religious service
attendance and religious background as dependent variables.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive analysis

In all 17.1% said they came from a non-religious background, with
around 50% saying they came from a Christian background (mainly
Church of England or Roman Catholic) and the remained from other
faiths (Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh). At age 42 years of
those who had a religious background 83% cohort members and at age
50 years 82.1% cohort members reported that they were religious
services attendees, even if very rarely. Of those that had a faith back-
ground 65% said they attended never or very rarely, 18% sometimes
but less than once a month and the reminder once a month or more.

There were sex differences on the percentage of religious service at-
tendance and religious background. Women scored significantly higher
on both religious service attendance and religious background. The
means for religious service attendance at age 50 were .38 (SD = 1.05)
for men and .60 (SD = 1.27) for women (t (df = 5953) = 7.26,
p <.001); and the means for religious service attendance at age 42
were 1.20 (SD = 1.02) for men and 1.50 (SD = 1.14) for women (t
(df = 5953) = 10.55, p <.001). This was a skewed distribution and
not atypical according to current census figures of religious practice in
the United Kingdom. The means for religious background at age 42
were .79 (SD = .41) for men and .87 (SD = .34) for women (t (df =
5953) = 7.57, p <.001).

In terms of religious service attendance, among the cohort members
there appeared to be a decrease over eight year from age 42 years to age
50 years (Mean = 1.35, SD = 1.10 at age 42 and Mean = .49, SD =
1.17 at age 50) (t (df = 5954) = 71.14, p <.001). The correlation of re-
ligious service attendance over eight years from age 42 to age 50 was
r = .67 (p <.001). The correlation matrix of the variables used in the
current study is shown in Table 1.

3.2. Regression analysis

Table 2 shows that using religious services attendance at age
50 years as the dependent variable, sex, parental social class, education
and occupation, and personality traits were all significantly associated
with the outcome variable. Women were more likely to attend religious
service than men, and cohorts who had more education and in higher
levels of occupation were more likely to participate in religious activi-
ties. More Agreeable individuals tended to attend religious services
more frequently and individuals with higher scores on Openness were
less likely to attend such services.

Table 3 shows that using religious background as dependent variable
and after taking into account all of the variables in childhood and adult-
hood examined in the study, all five personality traits were significantly
and independently associated with the outcome variable.

Religious background was significantly associated with sex and the
Big-5 personality traits. Men with higher educational qualifications
and occupational levels were less likely to have religious background.
Cohort members who had higher scores on traits Agreeableness,
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness were more likely to have a
religious background whereas cohort members who had higher scores
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