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Religiosity and prosocial behaviours in adolescence: 
the mediating role of prosocial values

Sam A. Hardy and Gustavo Carlo
University of Nebraska–Lincoln

This study examined the hypothesis that religiosity would be differentially 
related to six types of adolescent prosocial behaviour, and that these relations 
would be mediated by the prosocial value of kindness. Self-report data were 
collected from 142 high school students (63 per cent female; 91 per cent 
White; M age = 16.8, S =.80). Religiosity was a signifi cant positive predictor 
of kindness, as well as compliant, anonymous and altruistic prosocial be-
haviour, but not public, dire and emotional prosocial behaviour. Associations 
between religiosity and both compliant and altruistic prosocial behaviours 
were mediated by kindness. Direct and indirect paths were found between 
religiosity and anonymous prosocial behaviour. Thus, partial support was 
found for the mediational hypothesis. Discussion focused on the utility of 
distinguishing among different types of prosocial behaviours and on the role 
of religion and values in promoting moral education.

Increasing concern among parents, schools, community leaders and policy mak-
ers regarding youth violence means that efforts to promote positive behaviours in 
teens are being welcomed (The Consortium on the Promotion of Social Compe-
tence, 1994). Given that most religions have teachings that emphasize care and 
compassion for others, religiosity (defi ned here as commitment to, identifi cation 
with and involvement in a religion or system of religious beliefs) is a potential 
positive infl uence on adolescent prosocial behaviour. However, relatively little re-
search has examined relations between religiosity and prosocial behaviour, and it 
has been almost solely conducted using college-age or adult samples (e.g., Darley 
& Batson, 1973); hence, little is known about links between religiosity and proso-
cial behaviour, particularly among adolescents.

Scholars have proposed several reasons why religiosity might have an impact 
on adolescent prosocial behaviour (Regnerus, 2003; Smith, 2003). For example, it 
has been suggested that religion is a form of social capital (Smith, 1999; King & 
Furrow, in press), provides opportunities for helping (Donahue & Benson, 1995; 
Youniss et al., 1999; Mattis et al., 2000; Bridges & Moore, 2002), acts as a source 
of social control (Annis, 1976; Batson et al., 1989) and provides reinforcement for 
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prosocial behaviours (Ritzema, 1979; Ellison, 1992). However, the most widely 
recognized mechanism by which religiosity might infl uence prosocial behaviour is 
through socialization of prosocial values (Ritzema, 1979; Batson et al., 1985; Ben-
son et al., 1989; Bernt, 1989; Ellison, 1992; Wilson & Janoski, 1995; Smith, 1999; 
Youniss et al., 1999; Mattis et al., 2000). Specifi cally, religious texts (e.g., the Holy 
Bible, the Koran and the Talmud) and teachings (e.g., ‘The golden rule’) typical-
ly have a strong focus on doing good to others (Ritzema, 1979; Wuthnow, 1991). 
Firstly, the Holy Bible (1989 edition) makes mention of rewards associated with 
various caring behaviours such as giving alms (see Matthew 6: 3–4) and feeding 
the hungry (see Luke 14: 12–14), as well as punishments that follow lack of altru-
ism (see Matthew 25: 41–46). Secondly, in the Holy Bible, Jesus Christ is hailed as 
a prosocial exemplar (see Matthew 8–9), and it is suggested that by acting altruis-
tically one is doing what Christ would do, which is a key goal of Christian living 
(see Ephesians 5:2). Thirdly, the Holy Bible provides numerous stories and para-
bles designed to promote altruism (e.g., the ‘Good Samaritan’; see Luke 10). Sim-
ilar teachings regarding prosocial values and behaviours can also be found in reli-
gious texts and doctrines of other religions, such as Buddhism (Batson et al., 1985; 
Habito, 2002). Thus, as Smith (2003) has proposed, religiosity provides youth with 
‘moral directives’ to help guide their decisions and behaviour.

Empirical research on links between religiosity and prosocial behaviour is lim-
ited, and has not yielded simple, straightforward answers regarding whether or 
not, in what way, and to what extent religiosity is associated with prosocial behav-
iour (for reviews, see Batson & Ventis, 1982; Batson et al., 1985; Benson et al., 
1989; Donahue & Benson, 1995; Argyle, 2000; Bridges & Moore, 2002; Regnerus, 
2003). In these studies, prosocial behaviour has typically been assessed using the 
following types of measures: self-report measures of everyday prosocial behav-
iours, such as holding a door open for a stranger (e.g., Benson et al., 1987; Chau 
et al., 1990; Furrow et al., 2004; Maclean et al., 2004; King & Furrow, in press); 
self-report measures of volunteerism, involvement in relief efforts, or charitable 
behaviours such as donating money (e.g., Wilson & Janoski, 1995; Youniss et al., 
1999; Mattis et al., 2000); and behavioural measures of prosocial behaviour, such 
as emergency bystander situations (e.g., Darley & Batson, 1973; Annis, 1976). 
Some studies have found religiosity to be positively associated with prosocial be-
haviour (e.g., Benson et al., 1987; Ellison, 1992; Smith, 1999; Youniss et al., 1999; 
Mattis et al., 2000; Smith & Faris, 2002; Furrow et al., 2004; King & Furrow, in 
press). However, others have found religiosity either to be unrelated to prosocial 
behaviour (e.g., Darley & Batson, 1973; Annis, 1976; Sundeen & Raskoff, 1995), 
or only related for some people in some situations (e.g., Batson & Gray, 1981; 
Batson et al., 1989; Bernt, 1989; Chau et al., 1990; Hansen et al., 1995; Wilson & 
Janoski, 1995; Wilson & Musick, 1997; Maclean et al., 2004). Thus, although there 
does seem to be a connection between religiosity and prosocial behaviour, it is like-
ly complex, varying across individuals, situations and types of behaviour.

Despite inconsistencies in the strength of associations between religiosity and 
prosocial behaviour across studies, there do seem to be certain general patterns in 

these relations. For example, Batson and colleagues have suggested that links be-
tween religiosity and prosocial behaviour might differ according to the type of re-
ligious orientation individuals have (extrinsic, intrinsic or quest). Individuals with 
an extrinsic religious orientation view religion as a means to other ends, such as 
social status; those with an intrinsic religious orientation see religion as an intrinsi-
cally motivating end in itself; and people with quest religious orientation character-
ize religion as a process involving questioning and re-examining values and beliefs 
(Batson & Gray, 1981). The strongest links between religion and prosocial behav-
iour tend to be reported for the quest and intrinsic orientations, as opposed to the 
extrinsic orientation (Batson et al., 1985; however, see Maclean et al., 2004 for an 
exception). Batson and colleagues also posited that links between religiosity and 
prosocial behaviour may vary according to whether or not the measure of prosocial 
behaviour is self-report or behavioural (stronger associations for self-report mea-
sures, which they suggested are possibly due to social desirability bias; see Batson 
& Ventis, 1982, for review).

More recently, some scholars have proposed that relations between religiosity 
and prosocial behaviour might also differ according to the type of prosocial behav-
iour being assessed (Bernt, 1989; Hansen et al., 1995). For example, measures of 
prosocial behaviour might assess emergency (e.g., Batson and colleagues’ emer-
gency bystander situations; Darley & Batson, 1973) or non-emergency (e.g., vol-
unteering; Bernt, 1989) types of helping. In general, religiosity seems to be more 
strongly and consistently linked to prosocial behaviour in non-emergency situa-
tions (e.g., Benson et al., 1987; Bernt, 1989; Ellison, 1992; Smith, 1999; Mattis et 
al., 2000; Smith & Faris, 2002) than emergency situations (e.g., Annis, 1976; Dar-
ley & Batson, 1973). Also, prosocial behaviours might differ in the extent to which 
they are self-initiated (e.g., volunteering) or not (e.g., being asked for help; Han-
sen et al., 1995). Hansen and colleagues (1995) found that Intrinsic religious orien-
tation was positively associated with self-report frequency of volunteering, while 
quest religious orientation was positively associated with a behavioural measure of 
helping when asked. More research is needed to assess the extent to which self-ini-
tiated and compliant prosocial behaviours are linked to religiosity. It should also 
be noted that the different results reported by studies using self-report versus be-
havioural measures of prosocial behaviour might stem not only from differences 
in mode of administration but also in the type of behaviour assessed (e.g., self-re-
port measures have typically assessed more voluntary, non-emergency behaviours, 
while behavioural measures have generally assessed emergency behaviours, or sit-
uations where help is solicited).

Scholars such as Bernt (1989) and Hansen et al. (1995) have called for research-
ers to seek more discriminatory measures of prosocial behaviour in order to bet-
ter elucidate links with religiosity. In line with this request, prosocial behaviour re-
searchers have suggested that prosocial behaviour should not be thought of as a 
unitary construct, but rather a multi-dimensional construct with variation among 
the dimensions in their relations to other constructs, such as religiosity (Batson, 
1998; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Carlo & Randall, 2001). Further, recent advances 
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in research on prosocial behaviour have identifi ed multiple types of prosocial be-
haviours (Carlo & Randall, 2002). Specifi cally, compliant prosocial behaviour is 
helping when asked, public prosocial behaviour is helping in the presence of oth-
ers, anonymous prosocial behaviour is helping anonymously, dire prosocial behav-
iour is helping in emergency situations, emotional prosocial behaviour is helping 
in emotionally evocative circumstances and altruistic prosocial behaviour is vol-
untary helping motivated by concern for others rather than anticipation of personal 
rewards. Carlo and Randall (2002) designed and validated a 23-item measure for 
assessing these six types of prosocial behaviours in adolescence. Interestingly, the 
subscales of this measure were all uncorrelated with social desirability.

As mentioned previously, most of the studies of religion and prosocial behav-
iour reviewed above used adult samples, particularly college students. Research 
linking religiosity and adolescent behaviour has typically emphasized the infl u-
ence of religious involvement on negative behaviours, such as delinquency (Ben-
son, 1993), sexual risk-taking (Wilcox et al., 2001; Hardy & Raffaelli, 2003) and 
substance use (Bahr et al., 1998). However, of the few studies that have examined 
links between religiosity and prosocial behaviour in adolescence, most have found 
higher religiosity to be associated with higher rates of prosocial behaviours (for re-
views see Benson et al., 1989; Donahue & Benson, 1995; Bridges & Moore, 2002; 
Regnerus, 2003). For example, in two different large samples, Benson and col-
leagues (Benson et al., 1986; Benson et al., 1987) reported signifi cant positive cor-
relations between religiosity and various forms of helping (e.g., self-reported will-
ingness to help an older woman who drops her groceries). Similarly, researchers 
from Fuller Theological Seminary (Furrow et al., 2004; King & Furrow, in press) 
recently found positive relations between adolescent religiosity and several moral 
outcomes, including everyday helping and prosocial responding.

Other studies have looked specifi cally at relations between religiosity and ado-
lescent volunteer service. For example, Smith and Faris (2002) found that among 
a large sample of twelfth-graders (twelfth-graders in the United States tend to be 
17–19 years of age), various aspects of religiosity (attendance, importance of re-
ligion, years of church youth group and denomination) were positively related to 
volunteer community service, even after controlling for various demographics. 
Others have reported similar positive relations between religiosity and volunteer 
service in adolescence (e.g., Benson, 1993; Smith, 1999; Trusty & Watts, 1999; 
Youniss et al., 1999). However, Sundeen and Raskoff (1995) found no associa-
tion between religious commitment and level of volunteerism among teens. Given 
the limited research on religion and prosocial behaviour in adolescence, the pres-
ent study is a much needed empirical examination of relations between these im-
portant constructs.

The present study
If religiosity is linked to prosocial behaviour in adolescence, as the research re-

viewed above seems to suggest, what is the nature of the association? One plausi-
ble mechanism for associations between religiosity and prosocial behaviour is that 

religious involvement is a source for socialization of prosocial values, and that ac-
quisition of prosocial values in turn leads to prosocial behaviour. As mentioned 
earlier, religious texts (e.g., the Holy Bible, the Koran and the Talmud) and teach-
ings (e.g., ‘The golden rule’) typically include messages promoting prosocial val-
ues (Ritzema, 1979; Batson et al., 1985; Habito, 2002). As empirical support for 
the connection between religious involvement and prosocial values, Schwartz and 
colleagues (Schwartz & Huismans, 1995; Roccas & Schwartz, 1997) reported that, 
across multiple large adult samples from various cultures, self-reported level of re-
ligiousness was positively correlated with scores on the Benevolence subscale of 
the Schwartz Value Survey (the Benevolence subscale includes items for helpful, 
honest, forgiving, loyal and responsible). Similarly, religious attendance correlat-
ed positively with Benevolence scores for a large German sample, including a sub-
sample of individuals aged 14–29 years (Schwartz & Huismans, 1995). In short, 
reading and hearing religious teachings may provide opportunities and incentives 
for learning and accepting prosocial values.

Several theorists have conceptualized values as motives and standards for be-
haviour (Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz & Howard, 1984; Feather, 1990). Prior research 
linking constructs such as values, beliefs and attitudes to behaviours has been 
somewhat inconsistent (for a review see Kristiansen & Hotte, 1996). It is suspect-
ed that the often disappointingly weak relations between values and behaviour are 
largely due to the overly abstract nature of values, with their sometimes ambiguous 
connections to behaviour (Schwartz & Howard, 1984; Kristiansen & Hotte, 1996). 
However, Bond and Chi (1997) found support for links between prosocial values 
and behaviour among adolescents in their study of Chinese teens aged 11–17 years. 
Using the Universalism, Benevolence and Conformity subscales of the Schwartz 
Value Survey as an indicator of prosocial values, they found a signifi cant positive 
correlation between prosocial values and an index of 49 different civic behaviours 
(e.g., telling the truth, respecting and being polite to teachers, protecting water 
sources). In a related study involving college-age young adults, environmental val-
ues (e.g., protecting the environment), when important to the self, were positive-
ly associated with environmentally friendly behaviours (Verplanken & Holland, 
2002). Hence, there is some support for associations between prosocial values and 
behaviours, making prosocial values plausible mediators of relations between re-
ligiosity and prosocial behaviour. Thus, the fi rst hypothesis for the present study 
was that the prosocial value of kindness would mediate relations between religi-
osity and prosocial behaviours. In simpler terms, it was expected that religious in-
volvement would lead to greater acceptance of prosocial values, which would in 
turn provide teens with direction and motivation towards prosocial behaviour. This 
mechanism has been postulated, but has not been directly examined before.

The second hypothesis for the current study was that relations between religi-
osity and prosocial behaviour would differ depending on the type of prosocial be-
haviour. Given the lack of research on religiosity and prosocial behaviour that has 
used complex multidimensional measures of prosocial behaviour, it was diffi cult to 
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anticipate the pattern of relations between religiosity and the six types of prosocial 
behaviour described earlier (compliant, public, dire, anonymous, emotional and al-
truistic). However, prior literature on prosocial behaviours has provided some hints 
as to how religiosity might be differentially related to these forms of prosocial be-
haviour. In particular, there has been some discussion in the literature regarding the 
relative role of situational versus individual infl uences on helping behaviour. For 
example, in a classic study by Latané and Darley (1970), personality factors (e.g., 
social responsibility) did not predict helping in an emergency situation (an experi-
menter pretending to have an epileptic seizure and requesting help). Thus, in emer-
gency situations, situational infl uences may be more relevant than personality vari-
ables such as values and religiosity.

More recently, Snyder and Ickes (1985) have suggested that situations can be dif-
ferentiated according to how ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ they are. Strong situations ‘provide 
salient cues to guide behaviour and have a fairly high degree of structure and defi ni-
tion’, whereas weak situations ‘do not offer salient cues to guide behaviour and are 
relatively unstructured and ambiguous’ (Snyder & Ickes, 1985, p.904). Thus, strong 
situations might be more infl uenced by situational factors (e.g., degree of risks, per-
ceived costs or benefi ts of helping) while weak situations allow for more infl uence 
of individual differences (e.g., personality, cognitive abilities, values).

The studies of religiosity and prosocial behaviour reviewed earlier do seem to 
provide some support for the notion that in certain situations (that is, strong or 
emergency situations), personality variables (e.g., religiosity) have less impact on 
prosocial behaviour than in other situations (that is, weak or non-emergency situa-
tions). For example, signifi cant associations are more consistently found between 
religiosity and volunteering and other non-emergency forms of prosocial behav-
iour (e.g., Benson et al., 1987; Bernt, 1989; Ellison, 1992; Youniss et al., 1999; 
Smith & Faris, 2002), than between religiosity and helping in emergency situations 
(Darley & Batson, 1973; Annis, 1976). Thus, it was hypothesized that religiosity 
would be unrelated to dire and emotional prosocial behaviour (which seem to cor-
respond more to strong situations and emergency helping).

Regarding anonymous and public prosocial behaviours, religion may provide a 
social context where public helping is reinforced, but religious teachings tend to 
emphasize the benefi ts of anonymous helping. Additionally, it seems that public 
prosocial behaviours would correspond more to strong situations, as discussed ear-
lier (there is social pressure to help), while anonymous prosocial behaviours seem 
more congruent with weak situations (there is less, if any, social pressure to help). 
Hence, it was expected in the current study that religiosity would be positively as-
sociated with anonymous, but unrelated to public prosocial behaviours.

Altruistic prosocial behaviour has been defi ned as ‘behaviours motivated by 
the primary desire to benefi t others’ (Carlo, in press, p.6). It is motivated by oth-
er-oriented affect (sympathy) or internalized principles (e.g., kindness), and of-
ten undertaken at a cost to the helper (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Carlo & Randall, 
2001; Carlo, in press). Thus, on the one hand, it overlaps with dire prosocial behav-
iour because it can occur in emergency situations. However, altruism is frequently 

based on internalized prosocial values and has been found to be positively associat-
ed with internalized moral reasoning (Carlo & Randall, 2002). Therefore, since re-
ligiosity was posited as a source for the socialization of prosocial values, it was hy-
pothesized in the present study that religiosity would be positively associated with 
altruistic prosocial behaviour.

Lastly, it was particularly diffi cult to anticipate relations between religiosity and 
compliant prosocial behaviour. A few studies have examined links between religi-
osity and what seem to be compliant prosocial behaviours (e.g., Batson & Gray, 
1981; Hansen et al., 1995). Both studies cited here used Batson’s Religious Orien-
tation Scale, and found the quest orientation to be positively associated with help-
ing in situations where helping is solicited. It has been noted that individuals with a 
quest orientation might be those who have internalized religious values to a great-
er extent (Batson et al., 1989). However, the present study did not use the Reli-
gious Orientation Scale as a measure of religiosity; thus, it was not entirely clear 
how these prior results would apply. Further, conceptually, it seems compliant pro-
social behaviour should be motivated more by approval-oriented thinking rather 
than internalized principles. Additionally, compliant prosocial behaviour situations 
seem to be consonant with Snyder and Ickes’ (1985) description of strong situa-
tions (that is, as situations characterized by ‘salient cues to guide behaviour and 
… a fairly high degree of structure and defi nition’; 1985, p.904). Thus, in the cur-
rent study it was anticipated that religiosity would be unrelated to compliant pro-
social behaviours.

In summary, it was expected that religiosity would be positively associated with 
altruistic and anonymous prosocial behaviours, but unrelated to dire, emotional, 
public and compliant prosocial behaviour. Further, it was anticipated that the spe-
cifi c pattern of relations between the prosocial value of kindness and the various 
types of prosocial behaviour would be similar to the pattern for links between reli-
giosity and prosocial behaviours. In other words, it was hypothesized that kindness 
would be signifi cantly associated with altruistic and anonymous prosocial behav-
iours, but not dire, emotional, public and compliant types. Lastly, it was hypothe-
sized that the prosocial value of kindness would mediate relations between religi-
osity and prosocial behaviours.

Method
Participants

The sample included 142 students (63% female; 91 % White; M age = 16.8, SD 
=.80) at a midwestern USA public high school. Approximately 82% of the teens 
were living with both parents, who had never been divorced or separated. Rough-
ly 70% of the fathers and 70% of the mothers had at least a 4-year college degree. 
Eighteen per cent of the students reported no religious affi liation, 78 % were Chris-
tian (Catholic, Protestant or other Christian), and 4 % were affi liated with some 
other religious group (Jewish, Muslim, Bahá’í and Wicca).



238                           Hardy & Carlo in Journal of Moral Education 34 (2005) RELIGIOSITY AND PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOURS IN ADOLESCENCE                   239

Procedures

Researchers recruited participants from several classes at a single midwestern pub-
lic high school. Participation was voluntary, although some students received ex-
tra credit for their involvement. Students interested in participating were asked 
by the researcher to take home a recruitment letter and informed consent forms to 
their parent(s). The cooperating school received a monetary donation to the gen-
eral school fund, participating teachers received a monetary donation for their 
classroom and the students who participated were compensated $10. Data were 
collected via self-report questionnaires administered to the students in their class-
rooms. There were no missing data on religiosity, prosocial values or prosocial 
behaviours.

Measures

Religiosity.  There has been much debate and confusion in the past regarding how 
to best defi ne and measure religiosity (Benson, 2004). As a result, there are numer-
ous measures of religiosity (Hill & Hood, 1999). However, often researchers at-
tempt to measure one or more of the following: religious salience or commitment; 
religious activity or involvement; and religious identity. In line with this, a com-
posite was created using 7 items that seem to jointly tap these three areas of reli-
giosity (α =.93). One item (How important is religion in your life?) was based on 
a scale from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important), and two items (How of-
ten do you go to church? How often do you attend church related activities (such as 
youth activities) other than worship services?) utilized a scale from 1 (never) to 5 
(more than once a week). The remaining four items (I am a spiritual person; I prac-
tise my religion; My faith never deserts me during hard times; My faith makes me 
who I am) used a scale from 1 (very much unlike me) to 5 (very much like me). 
These last four items were taken from the spirituality subscale of Values in Action 
Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-Youth, Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The 
composite was created by averaging across all items.

Kindness.  Kindness seems congruent with the universal prosocial value type 
Schwartz (1992) labelled Benevolence and defi ned as involving ‘concern for the 
welfare of close others in everyday interaction’ (p.11). The prosocial value of kind-
ness was measured in the present study using the 10-item kindness subscale (α 
=.79) of the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-Youth, Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004). The response scale was from 1 (very much unlike me) to 5 
(very much like me; sample item: I enjoy being kind to others). The composite was 
created by averaging across all items.

Prosocial behaviours.  These were assessed using the Prosocial Tendencies Mea-
sure (Carlo & Randall, 2002), which assesses six types of prosocial behaviour 
(compliant, public, anonymous, dire, emotional and altruistic) using a scale from 
1 (does not describe me at all) to 5 (describes me greatly). Factor analyses and pi-

lot testing in previous studies (Carlo & Randall, 2002) revealed the following sub-
scales for these six forms of prosocial behaviour: 2 items for compliant prosocial 
behaviour (α =.81; sample item: When people ask me to help them, I don’t hesi-
tate); 4 items for public prosocial behaviour (α =.85; sample item: I can help oth-
ers best when people are watching me); 5 items for anonymous prosocial behaviour 
(α =.82; sample item: I think that helping others without them knowing is the best 
type of situation); 3 items for dire prosocial behaviour (α =.76; sample item: I tend 
to help people who are in a real crisis or need); 5 items for emotional prosocial be-
haviour (α =.88; sample item: I respond to helping others best when the situation 
is highly emotional); and 6 items for altruistic prosocial behaviour (α =.69; sample 
item: I often help even if I don’t think I will get anything out of helping). For each 
subscale a composite score was created by averaging across all items in that sub-
scale. This measure has shown adequate reliability and validity in previous studies, 
including test-retest reliability as well as validity with other measures of prosocial 
behaviour and with measures of empathy and prosocial moral reasoning (Carlo & 
Randall, 2002; Carlo et al., 2003).

Results

Main analyses plan
Mediational analyses were utilized to test whether kindness (the prosocial value 
assessed in the present study) mediated relations between religiosity and prosocial 
behaviours. Separate mediational analyses were conducted for each of the six types 
of prosocial behaviour using hierarchical linear regression and the procedures out-
lined by Baron and Kenny (1986). Firstly, a linear regression was used to assess 
the association between religiosity and kindness, controlling for gender. Second-
ly, for each type of prosocial behaviour, a two-step hierarchical regression model 
was conducted to predict prosocial behaviour. In the fi rst step, gender and religios-
ity were entered. On the second step, kindness was entered. For mediation to oc-
cur, religiosity must be signifi cantly associated with kindness in the fi rst regression 
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model discussed above. Additionally, in the second regression, religiosity must be 
associated with prosocial behaviour in the fi rst step of the model; then, when kind-
ness is entered, kindness must signifi cantly predict prosocial behaviour, while re-
ligiosity must become nonsignifi cant. If these conditions hold, it suggests that the 
mediator (kindness) accounts for a signifi cant amount of the variation in the out-
come (prosocial behaviour) predicted by the criterion (religiosity).

Preliminary analyses
Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables are displayed in Table 
1. Regarding prosocial behaviour, adolescents reported highest levels for altruis-

tic prosocial behaviour tendencies, followed by compliant, emotional, dire, anony-
mous and public, respectively. Religiosity was positively correlated with kindness, 
and compliant, anonymous and altruistic prosocial behaviours. Lastly, there were 
positive correlations between kindness and all forms of prosocial behaviour except 
public, to which it was unrelated.

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to assess gender differences on study vari-
ables. Females reported higher levels of religiosity, F(1, 140) = 4.01, p<.05; 
kindness, F(1, 140) = 16.87, p<.001; and altruistic prosocial behaviour, F(1, 140) 
= 6.65, p<.05, than males. On the other hand, higher levels of public prosocial 
behaviour were reported for males than for females, F(1, 140) = 7.75, p<.01. 
There were no signifi cant gender differences found for compliant, F(1, 140) = 
2.74, p = ns; anonymous, F(1, 140) =.02, p = ns; dire, F(1, 140) =.48, p = ns; or 
emotional, F(1, 140) = 3.15, p = ns, prosocial behaviours. Given the gender dif-
ferences found, gender was entered as a statistical control in all regression anal-
yses reported below.

Analyses were conducted to assess relations between marital status, father’s 
education level, mother’s education level and the main study variables. First, an 
ANOVA was used to test for differences in study variables by marital status (as 
measured by whether or not the parents were married and had never been divorced 
or separated). There were no signifi cant mean marital status differences in any 
of the study variables. Second, bivariate correlations were conducted between fa-
ther’s education level, mother’s education level and the study variables. Educa-
tion level for fathers and mothers was measured using a 7-point scale from 1 (ele-
mentary or junior high school) to 7 (professional or graduate degree). There were 
no signifi cant correlations between any of the study variables and mother’s or fa-
ther’s education level.

Main analyses
Regression analyses are presented in Figure 1. In the fi rst regression analysis, reli-
giosity was a signifi cant positive predictor of kindness. Next, a series of hierarchi-
cal linear regression analyses was conducted to assess relations between religiosi-
ty and the six types of prosocial behaviour, as well as to examine whether kindness 
mediated these relations.

There was a signifi cant positive association between religiosity and compliant 
prosocial behaviour. Kindness was entered in the second step, and was a signifi -
cant positive predictor of compliant prosocial behaviour. Also, with the addition 
of kindness in the model, religiosity became nonsignifi cant. Thus, the prosocial 
value kindness mediated relations between religiosity and compliant prosocial 
behaviour.

Religiosity was not signifi cantly related to public prosocial behaviour. There-
fore, there was no possibility for mediation. Furthermore, in the second step, with 
the addition of kindness in the model, neither religiosity nor kindness signifi cantly 
predicted public prosocial behaviour.
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Higher religiosity signifi cantly predicted higher anonymous prosocial behav-
iour. However, when kindness was entered in the second step, both religiosity and 
kindness were signifi cant positive predictors of anonymous prosocial behaviour. 
Hence, although kindness did not mediate relations between religiosity and anon-
ymous prosocial behaviours, there was a direct and an indirect path by which reli-
giosity was linked to anonymous prosocial behaviour.

Religiosity was not a signifi cant predictor of dire prosocial behaviour. Thus, 
mediation was not possible. When kindness was entered in the second step, it 
was positively associated with dire prosocial behaviours, but religiosity remained 
nonsignifi cant.

There was not a signifi cant association between religiosity and emotional proso-
cial behaviour. Therefore, there was no possibility for mediation. With the addition 
of kindness on the second step, religiosity remained nonsignifi cant, but kindness 
was a signifi cant positive predictor of emotional prosocial behaviour.

Higher religiosity was signifi cantly associated with higher altruistic prosocial 
behaviour. Also, kindness was a signifi cant positive predictor of altruistic proso-
cial behaviour in step two, whereas religiosity became nonsignifi cant. Thus, the 
prosocial value kindness mediated the association between religiosity and altruis-
tic prosocial behaviour.

Discussion

The purposes of the present study were to examine whether relations between re-
ligiosity and prosocial behaviour in adolescence would differ according to type of 
prosocial behaviour, and to test whether these relations would be mediated by pro-
social values. Specifi cally, it was anticipated that religiosity would be positively 
associated with altruistic and anonymous prosocial behaviours, but not signifi cant-
ly related to dire, emotional, compliant and public prosocial behaviours. This hy-
pothesis was partially supported.

Religiosity was associated positively with compliant, anonymous and altruistic 
prosocial behaviours, but was not signifi cantly predictive of public, dire and emo-
tional prosocial behaviours. In line with prior research (Bernt, 1989; Hansen et al., 
1995), anonymous and altruistic prosocial behaviours might be infl uenced more 
by individual factors such as religiosity, whereas public, dire and emotional proso-
cial behaviours might be more impacted by situational factors (similar to emotion-
ally evocative situations). Moreover, altruistic (that is, helping out of concern for 
others rather than anticipation of reward) and anonymous (helping in anonymous 
situations) helping seem to be the types of prosocial behaviours more explicitly 
endorsed by religious texts and teachings. Somewhat contrary to expectation, reli-
giosity was positively related to compliant prosocial behaviour. Compliant proso-
cial behaviours (that is, helping when asked) do seem consonant with the types of 
opportunities frequently offered by religious involvement (e.g., being asked to as-
sist fellow church members). Additionally, compliant prosocial behaviour in previ-
ous research (Hansen et al., 1995) entailed requests for help in emergencies or oth-

er immediate situations, whereas some requests for help are less urgent. Thus, there 
is likely variability in the contexts of compliant prosocial behaviours.

The pattern of associations between adolescent religiosity and prosocial be-
haviour reported in the present study might elucidate inconsistencies often found 
when examining these variables in college student or adult samples. In general, 
studies that have failed to fi nd signifi cant positive associations between religiosi-
ty and prosocial behaviour among adult samples have typically used behavioural 
measures of prosocial behaviour (e.g., Darley & Batson, 1973). These behavioural 
measures are often simulated emergency bystander situations (Darley & Batson, 
1973). The present study found that higher religiosity was linked to higher altru-
istic and anonymous prosocial behaviour, but was unrelated to dire and emotional 
prosocial behaviour, which are the two types of prosocial behaviour most similar 
to the emergency bystander situations. In essence, it may be that one reason behav-
ioural measures of prosocial behaviour are often unrelated to religiosity is that they 
are tapping into a form of prosocial behaviour that commonly occurs in ‘strong’ en-
vironments (Snyder & Ickes, 1985), and is less infl uenced by individual character-
istics such as religiosity.It was also anticipated that, like religiosity, kindness would 
be signifi cantly associated with altruistic and anonymous prosocial behaviours, but 
not dire, emotional, public and compliant types. However, it was found that kind-
ness was signifi cantly positively associated with all forms of prosocial behaviour 
except public prosocial behaviour, to which it was unrelated. It seems plausible 
that the prosocial value of kindness would be unrelated to public prosocial behav-
iour; essentially, public prosocial behaviour is the type of prosocial behaviour most 
likely to be motivated by selfi sh or egoistic motives (e.g., wanting to look good in 
front of peers; Carlo & Randall, 2002), rather than the other-oriented value of kind-
ness. Indeed, approval-oriented prosocial moral reasoning was found to be related 
positively to public prosocial behaviours (Carlo & Randall, 2002). The fi nding that 
kindness was positively related to the other fi ve forms of prosocial behaviour is 
congruent with prior theory (Grusec & Kuczynski, 1997) and research (e.g., Bond 
& Chi, 1997) linking prosocial values and behaviours in adolescence.

The hypothesis that relations between religiosity and prosocial behaviours would 
be mediated by kindness was also partially supported. Specifi cally, mediation was 
found for compliant and altruistic prosocial behaviours, but not for anonymous pro-
social behaviour. Thus, kindness, which was associated with religiosity, accounted 
for systematic variance in both compliant and altruistic prosocial behaviour. These 
fi ndings are consistent with scholars’ assertions that religiosity may not be a suffi -
cient predictor of prosocial behaviour. Rather, some forms of prosocial behaviours 
are the result of individuals’ manifestations of internalized values such as kindness 
(Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Carlo, in press). In contrast, religiosity has a direct and in-
direct path in predicting anonymous prosocial behaviour; both religiosity and kind-
ness were necessary to predict this form of prosocial behaviour. In other words, kind-
ness did not account for a signifi cant amount of the association between religiosity 
and anonymous prosocial behaviour, meaning that religiosity has some unique con-
tribution to anonymous prosocial behaviour beyond that attributable to kindness.
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In addition to the main analyses, preliminary analyses revealed several interest-
ing gender differences. For example, congruent with prior research on religiosi-
ty in adolescence (e.g., Johnston et al., 1999), girls reported higher religiosity than 
boys. Also, in line with previous studies of prosocial behaviour types (e.g., Car-
lo & Randall, 2002), girls were higher on altruistic prosocial behaviour, boys were 
higher on public prosocial behaviour and there were no gender differences in dire 
prosocial behaviour. Moreover, girls reported more kindness than boys. Taken to-
gether, these results are consistent with gender socialization theorists’ expectations 
regarding relatively strong gender intensifi cation effects in adolescence (Eisenberg 
& Fabes, 1998).

There were several limitations to the present study. First, all measures were self-
report; thus, we assessed adolescents’ perceptions of their values and behaviours, 
rather than their actual values and behaviours. Some scholars have expressed con-
cerns about self-report measures. For example, use of self-report measures in stud-
ies of religiosity and positive social behaviour may result in social desirability bias 
(Batson & Ventis, 1982). However, not only have some researchers not found so-
cial desirability effects (Watson et al., 1986), but it is suspected that any correla-
tions that are found between religiosity and social desirability might be the result 
of social desirability measures being confounded with religiosity (Watson et al., 
1986; Trimble, 1997). In other words, social desirability measures might actually 
be partially tapping into aspects of religiosity itself. Additionally, previous studies 
using the measure of prosocial behaviour utilized in the present study have found 
it to be uncorrelated with social desirability (Carlo & Randall, 2002). Regardless, 
given potential limitations (such as social desirability bias) inherent in self-report 
measures, the present results should be interpreted with caution.

A second limitation of the present study is that the correlational nature of the 
data prohibited strict examination of causality. Thus, it cannot be determined 
whether religiosity actually had a causal impact on prosocial values and behaviour, 
or whether prosocial values had a causal impact on prosocial behaviour. There are 
other possible explanations for the present results. For example, it is possible that 
there are certain personality traits that lead individuals to be both more religious 
and more prosocial. Alternatively, it is also feasible that engaging in prosocial be-
haviour leads to higher levels of prosocial values and to greater involvement in re-
ligious activities. Future research should seek to utilize research methodologies 
that better allow for causal interpretability of relations between religiosity, proso-
cial values and prosocial behaviour.

Third, the fi ndings of the present study might not be generalizable to all teens 
worldwide. The majority of the teens in the present sample were White, Europe-
an Americans, living with both biological or adoptive parents who had at least a 
4-year college degree. Furthermore, the results might have more application to 
Christian teens than those affi liated with other religions. This is because teens in 
the present sample were primarily Christian, and the measure of religiosity may be 
more applicable to Christian adolescents (e.g., some religious groups may not em-
phasize regular attendance at worship services or church youth activities, or these 

opportunities may not even be available). Thus, although the present sample was 
fairly representative of adolescents from a small city in the midwestern region of 
the United States, further research is needed with larger, more diverse adolescent 
samples.

Despite these limitations, there are potential applied implications of the results 
of this study. Primarily, the present fi ndings suggest that religiosity may help pro-
mote prosocial behaviour by fostering prosocial values in adolescents. This is in 
line with Smith’s (2003) proposition that religiosity provides teens with ‘moral di-
rectives’ to guide their lives. If religiosity does effectively promote prosocial val-
ues, a better understanding of the mechanisms involved may provide useful guid-
ance to parents, schools, community leaders and policy makers, regarding ways 
to facilitate prosocial values development in youth. There are likely several possi-
ble mechanisms by which religiosity may be linked to the development of proso-
cial values. For example, as mentioned earlier, religious texts and teachings extol 
prosocial values (Ritzema, 1979; Wuthnow, 1991). Youth may also learn to val-
ue kindness through their involvement in service opportunities provided by reli-
gious groups (Youniss & Hart, 2002). Through such involvement, as well as hav-
ing personal ‘spiritual experiences’ and developing relationships with positive role 
models, youth internalize prosocial values and integrate them into their identities 
(Smith, 2003). In this way these values become a part of who they are and perme-
ate many aspects of their lives (e.g., emotions, perceptions, decision-making, de-
sires, interests, commitments and relationships). More detailed exploration of links 
between religiosity and the development of prosocial values is warranted in order 
to better understand mechanisms such as these.

Religion is only one of many possible sources of prosocial values and behav-
iours. Other socialization agents, such as families, schools and youth organizations 
such as 4-H (an educational youth development programme sponsored by the US 
Department of Agriculture) and Boy Scouts of America may also have great po-
tential to positively impact teens. For example, all of these agents can teach teens 
to understand the importance of prosocial values and behaviours. However, some 
mechanisms that foster prosocial values and behaviours may be unique to religi-
osity (Smith, 2003). According to Smith (2003), social scientists tend to be reduc-
tionistic regarding matters of religion. They attempt to reduce the divine or spiri-
tual to the sociological (e.g., social control or social class) or psychological (e.g., 
cognitive development or coping mechanisms). In reality, religion may positively 
infl uence youth in ways not reducible to existing sociological or psychological the-
ories, and ways not easily transferable to other socialization agents. Examples of 
such ways are spiritual experiences and relationships to divine beings. On the oth-
er hand, religious and non-religious socialization experiences that jointly promote 
positive moral values and behaviours may have powerful impact on prosocial de-
velopment of youth.

It should also be noted that religion is not always a positive infl uence on youth 
development. Thus, cautions should be taken by those seeking to draw guidance 
from religious groups regarding positive youth development. Firstly, not all re-
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ligious groups promote positive values and behaviours. In fact, some religious 
groups actually encourage – although not always explicitly – prejudice and vio-
lence (Argyle, 2000). Secondly, even if the doctrines of a certain religious group 
extol positive values and behaviour, this does not mean all the followers of that 
group will abide by those doctrines. In other words, caution should be taken when 
choosing who to emulate. Thirdly, not all mechanisms by which religious groups 
promote positive development may be desirable to non-religious organizations. 
For example, some religious groups encourage uncritical obedience as a means to 
positive youth outcomes (Argyle, 2000).

The results of the present study suggest that religiosity may facilitate prosocial 
behaviour in adolescents by promoting the prosocial value of kindness. However, 
readers should be warned against oversimplifying possible links between religiosi-
ty, prosocial values and prosocial behaviour. Firstly, it is feasible that multiple val-
ues (e.g., kindness, fairness and honesty) are involved in facilitating prosocial be-
haviour – not just kindness. Secondly, in addition to values, a multitude of other 
infl uences on prosocial behaviour (e.g., gender, parenting and situational factors) 
have been identifi ed by researchers (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Carlo, in press). 
Thirdly, it is tenable that some religious teens behave prosocially without truly in-
ternalizing prosocial values. Instead, they have other motives for their prosocial ac-
tions, such as positive peer pressure, positive reinforcement for acting prosocially, 
gaining the approval of others or fear of the suggested consequences for not be-
ing altruistic (Ritzema, 1979). Thus, the present study is just one small step for-
ward in understanding the roles of religiosity and values on adolescent prosocial 
development.
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