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SOCIOLOGICAL CHOICES IN HOLOCAUST AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
EDUCATIONx 
 
 
Michael Polgar, PhD 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Studying and teaching about the Holocaust and other modern genocides is part of human rights education. 
Holocaust education dignifies the memory of millions of people. Educators can humanize the Holocaust 
and other genocides, respecting resilience and recognizing survival. High-quality Holocaust and human 
rights educational resources are increasingly easy to use and available to educators across many 
disciplines. In sociology and in education generally, it is a professional responsibility to choose to address 
historical injustices, including the Holocaust, through informed and constructive multicultural curricula. 
Holocaust and human rights education can and should improve public understanding of global problems, 
adding to important discussions of intergroup relations and ethno-racial diversities. 
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HOLOCAUST EDUCATION 
 
 High quality Holocaust and human rights educational resources are increasingly available to the 
public and easy to use. Holocaust and genocide studies materials and trainings are widely and often freely 
distributed to many educators across many disciplines. To remember the past and to learn and apply the 
lessons of the Holocaust, educators have opportunities to teach about affected communities that existed 
before, during, and after the catastrophic events of 1933–1945. Organizations like the Anti-Defamation 
League (ADL) continue to fight for tolerance and justice, teaming with Yad Vashem and the Shoah 
foundation to produce guidance for educators (Anti-Defamation League, USC Shoah Foundation and Yad 
Vashem 2014) and sharing online videos documenting a wide range of survivor-testimonials to the 
Holocaust and to other genocides (USC Shoah Foundation 2016). 
 Educational curricula can set the Holocaust among past injustices within a human rights 
framework. Hitler and the Nazis worked for more than a decade in order to prepare for attempted 
genocide (Bergen 2016), vilifying and scapegoating Jewish people and many other social groups through 
systemic policies and propaganda (Boissoneault 2016). As informed educators, we need not succumb to 
a perpetrator perspective; teachers can and should instead humanize the Holocaust, respecting resilience 
and survival, focusing attention on righteous action, moving beyond perpetrator perspectives. We know 
how to stand as allies against past and modern oppression (Kivel 1996). Holocaust and human rights 
education involves allies who help and continue to build coalitions around common and ethical principles 
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(Collins 2016). In our modern anti-bullying era, it is consistent with standard educational principles to 
stand up against and respond to historical injustice, noting when and how people have been disrespectful 
and exclusive, especially when intolerance turns genocidal. Educators should have and do have little 
tolerance for individual and social behaviors based on systematic disrespect or intentional scapegoating. 
 The Holocaust is an evolving symbol of both human suffering and moral transgression; leading 
sociologists and historians show the Holocaust has become a universal metaphor for extreme forms of 
injustice (Alexander 2009). Even with recent advances in Holocaust education, there remain many 
historical lessons to be shared with present and future generations. There is no substitute for historical 
accuracy and there are far too many misuses of the idea of Holocaust (along with misuses of the Holocaust 
as a metaphor) (Novick 1999). Even so, there are disturbing modern parallels when a more recent 
genocide is prosecuted by international criminal courts and when hate crimes terrorize communities. Hate 
crime statistics and elevated uses of hate speech show that racism, ethnocentrism and anti-Semitism 
remain all-too common (US Department of Justice 2016). Educators and students alike know that all is not 
well; to assert that past injustices are erased by more progressive modern social policies is to accept a 
historical fallacy about injustice, racism, and ethnocentrism (Desmond and Emirbayer 2016). 
 A variety of problems of inequality, injustice, and exclusion remain. How can educators and 
students address these problems as we include the Holocaust among examples of cultural inequalities 
and as a part of human rights education? Scholars and our allies help distinguish education that is about 
human rights from education that is for human rights (Eckmann 2010); both forms of education advance 
collective goals. Both are a part of a human rights culture in education (Wronka 1998). 
 Being part of a chain of memory is a cultural and ethical imperative for many Holocaust educators 
(Tumolo 2015). A variety of important organizations support us in this effort, providing opportunities for 
a variety of teachers to help improve both education and society (Anti-Defamation League, USC Shoah 
Foundation and Yad Vashem 2014). At the same time, there can be obstacles to delivering good Holocaust 
and Human Rights Education (HHRE). The Holocaust is a challenging topic with many difficult and 
upsetting aspects. At the same time, many different cultures have been subject to genocide, oppression, 
and other historical crimes. The Holocaust was not the first or last global attempt at genocide; the Jews 
were not the only group targeted and harmed. Crimes of genocide were only named and prosecuted in 
relatively modern history (Frieze 2013). Nonetheless, educators can learn about and teach the Holocaust 
through HHRE; some Holocaust education is often better than none at all. 
 Sociologists and fellow educators can make informed pedagogical choices to include the best 
forms and examples of Holocaust and Human Rights education (HHRE). Following professional ethics and 
principles, social sciences find common ground in studies of prejudice, discrimination, and persecution of 
cultural groups. HHRE also supports disciplinary and institutional goals to work to sustain cultures, 
promote justice, and promote social inclusion. Integrating historical and modern examples of genocide 
into curricula helps expose some of the historical roots of social problems related to unjust social patterns 
including prejudice, discrimination, racism, sexism, and persecution. Everyday racism and ethnocentrism 
have caused historical harm and remain widespread. Argumentative popular cultures too often ignore 
cultural and racial inequalities under the pretense that we are ‘beyond’ such problems, allowing some to 
look past inequalities, imagining the world as ‘all-better-now’ and tolerating injustices, sometimes in the 
name of ‘color-blindness’ (Bonilla-Silva 1997, Bonilla-Silva 2014). 
 
HISTORY OF HOLOCAUST AND HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION 
 
 Human Rights education (HRE) has been evolving as part of globalizing educational curricula 
across a number of disciplines and subject areas (Kingston 2014). HRE is and can be delivered at most 
educational levels in a variety of curricula in social sciences, civics, and in world history, using an extensive 
variety of texts and resources (Meyer, Bromley and Ramirez 2010). Human Rights education can introduce 
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learners to The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), accepted in 1948 by the United Nations 
(UN) (Mayers 2015). As a human family, educators recognize the primacy of people and citizens (humanity 
requires human rights), above and beyond the powers of the state, a perspective affirmed by this 
Universal Declaration. Educators can also limit the most severe attacks against cultural groups and human 
rights by teaching about the UN Convention against Genocide (Mayers 2015). Both of these global 
agreements were proposed and widely accepted in the wake of the Holocaust, though neither proceeded 
without disagreements. The uses and language of the genocide convention, as one example, were initially 
criticized, and its approval was delayed in the United States; even so, it now stands as a monument to 
human dignity and freedom (Power 2002). 
 International agreements on war crimes (like attacks against civilians) were internationally 
established through a series of treaties known as the Geneva Conventions; genocide stands as a distinct 
and also internationally recognized crime-against-cultural-groups, a crime that was tragically only 
recognized after the Holocaust (Power 2002). A history of genocide studies should include Raphael 
Lemkin, a Polish-born lawyer-linguist and Jewish refugee who both coined the term genocide (from Greek 
and Latin for killing a people) and who lobbied for the subsequent international convention against 
genocide (Docker 2010, Frieze 2013). While the crime of genocide is profoundly serious, and while 
international courts have reviewed other cases of genocide since the Holocaust, the history and 
importance of this human cultural protection remains for many in the shadows of history. 
 Holocaust education itself did not immediately follow in the wake of the Holocaust (Stein 2014, 
Fallace 2008). In the United States, the public was not (and many are not still) fully conscious of the scope 
and severity of the Holocaust and other genocides. In the years since World War II, in the United States 
and elsewhere, there have been extended historical periods of both disbelief and subsequent shock and 
awe, with silent suffering and other factors muting both national responses and public memories of the 
Holocaust (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 2015). Thankfully, recent history includes a 
dramatic rise in Holocaust consciousness that accelerated first in the 1970s (Stein 2014). Even so, there 
were also prior decades when, although Anne Frank had become a known face of Holocaust victims, there 
was not much curricular development nor delivery of Holocaust education in schools in the United States 
(Fallace 2008). In 1978, building on the glow of a NBC “Holocaust” miniseries, a presidential commission 
led by Elie Wiesel recommended actions and projects to preserve Holocaust memory (President's 
Commission on the Holocaust. Elie Wiesel–Chairman 1979). Subsequently, our communities developed 
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) in Washington DC, which was completed in 
1993. 
 In recent years, several states in the United States have mandated that school entities have clear 
plans to provide education about the Holocaust and human rights (ECS 2005, State of New Jersey 1994). 
In 2014, Pennsylvania (PA) joined this list of states (Bachow 2014), mandating statewide educational 
support for Holocaust education in school entities. How and to what extent this support is delivered and 
effective in encouraging Holocaust education remains to be seen and studied. 
 The Holocaust is not the only subject in global history which has gained significant attention. The 
growth of many types of human rights education is illustrated by recent sociological analysis of the ways 
history textbooks describe World War II and the Viet Nam War: the human costs of war and violence are 
more fully described in some samples of schools and educational materials (Lachmann and Mitchell 2014). 
Educational entities deliver more varied, nuanced, and sometimes more individual stories about the 
suffering and sacrifice involved in global conflicts, preserving some important lessons regarding social and 
collective memories, in addition to the heroic work of great generations past and present. Educators can 
humanize the Holocaust with narratives directly from affected individuals, both heroic fighters (e.g. in the 
‘greatest generation’) and resilient survivors (like Wiesel) or victims (like Anne Frank). Educators can also 
recognize groups of righteous people who made moral decisions to help resist and protect people, often 
at great risk, and also a myriad of bystanders and perpetrators. Whether educators treat the Holocaust as 
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trauma drama, moral lesson, or both, there are plenty of ways to take in and interpret this greatest of 20th 
century global mass murders. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATORS 
 
 Sociological and other curricula can include Holocaust and genocide studies, as scholars have 
done in the past (Fein 1979), but with new and improved resources. The resources and choices in 
Holocaust education have increased dramatically over time, though not without a variety of debates 
about how and when to teach history, literature, or social sciences related to the Holocaust (Fallace 2006, 
Fallace 2008, Totten and Feinberg 2016). Educators can now teach the Holocaust unapologetically from a 
position of strength and moral duty. While teachers and learners recognize the true crimes of perpetrators 
and the complex situations of bystanders, educators can teach about resistors, fighting within and against 
Nazis, rather than privileging only the horrors and misinformation represented by perpetrator 
perspectives (Fripp 2016). Cultural studies of European communities, especially European Jewry in the 
context of hateful anti-Semitism, remain central to Holocaust studies. Educators need not simplify Jews 
or any other victims only as victims of the Holocaust; people can still read and hear the brave words of 
resilient survivors who lived testify to report on the brutal injustices. 
 The horrific and criminal historical details of the Holocaust are now well documented, but gaps in 
public and student knowledge of the Holocaust remain (Totten and Feinberg 2001). In the United States 
and around the world, leading organizations and museums offer an expanding variety of accessible 
printed and online curricular guidance and resources for educators of all kinds (United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum 2015). Established and evolving curricula are improving as we develop methods to 
better teach its history and to integrate the Holocaust into wider curricular goals. Educators can better 
humanize the Holocaust through individual and survivor accounts, using recorded testimonies as needed 
(USC Shoah Foundation 2016). Teachers can learn to teach the Holocaust from a position of strength, 
emphasizing human suffering and resilience in victim and survivor perspectives, rather than privileging 
only the horrors and misinformation represented by perpetrator perspectives (Fripp 2016). Cultural 
studies of European communities, especially European Jewry in the context of hateful anti-Semitism, 
remain central to Holocaust studies. 
 National surveys and a variety of scholars have revealed and sometimes tracked educational 
‘coverage gaps’ relating to the Holocaust and human rights (Jedwab 2010). Lack of knowledge about the 
Holocaust is further magnified by problems of Holocaust denial (Smith 1995) and by anti-Semitic historians 
(Lipstadt and Hare 2016). Sociologists, among many leaders in and teachers of social justice education, 
should and do recognize that schools are obligated to teach about problems of social inequalities, 
highlighting histories of ethno-racial inequalities. Sociologists and others recognize schools and 
educational curricula are ethically bound to be responsive to social problems. Sociological professional 
ethics includes principles (D&E) of respect for rights and social responsibility (American Sociological 
Association Committee on Professional Ethics 2008). Thus education shares the social responsibility to 
address the Holocaust and other examples of genocide that represent global injustices. 
 Our responsibilities are both professional and civic. Civic responsibilities apply directly to public 
educational systems. Public and representative data from a representative Pennsylvania State Poll sample 
provide empirical information showing large gaps in the statewide educational experiences with 
Holocaust and Human Rights Education. Only about two-thirds of Pennsylvanian households surveyed in 
2014 included any household member who received Holocaust or Human Rights Education in 
Pennsylvania during their K–12 education (Polgar 2015). This percentage did not increase much in a 
second and subsequent survey conducted by this author in 2016. Recently, PA has authorized resources 
for human rights education in all secondary school entities, expecting that most students, schools and 
communities can and should learn from past injustices, retaining the lessons learned in the wake of 
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multiple and tragic abuses of human rights. Colleges and universities, including sociological curricula, 
should also consider when, where, and how schools include HHRE, blending professional and civic 
responsibilities with evolving curricular goals. 
 
HOLOCAUST AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION 
 
 Sociologists have long worked to understand and address intersecting social inequalities of 
culture, race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, and nationality (Collins 2016, Collins and Bilge 2016). After 
the Holocaust and World War II, the United States fought a national “War against prejudice” that was 
based on cooperation between faith groups, major media, and academic organizations (Svonkin 1997). In 
much of the latter 20th century, public opinion research has shown a wide variety of progressive (but by 
no means universal) attitudinal changes towards cultural diversities in the United States (Krysan 2000). 
Research finds modern and recent improvements in public attitudes towards most racial and ethno-
cultural groups, with reductions in prejudices of many kinds, though widespread attitudinal biases and 
other forms of racism, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism remain (Chelsea and Greg 2009, Rosenfield 1982). 
Tragically, public opinion remains prejudiced against many cultural groups (particularly in the case of 
Islamophobia and prejudice against Muslims). There are significant variations in awareness and 
expression of prejudices by group, along with swings and gaps in public attitudes. As social movements 
remind us, experiences with prejudice and discrimination (including deadly conflicts) are still more and 
too often reported by African Americans specifically and people of color generally (Krysan 2000, Krysan 
and Lewis 2004). 
 How can educators expand curricula to teach and learn about scope and depth of human rights 
violations, helping students and each other to learn more about genocides including the Holocaust? How 
do catastrophic crimes against cultures illustrate social problems and inequalities, deepening without 
distorting understandings of important concepts like oppression, racism, and ethnocentrism? The design 
and reform of curricula for Holocaust education has a long and important history in the United States. 
While common and shared Holocaust studies curricula were initially slow to emerge, recent decades have 
seen a growth in and an abundance of public representations and resources, which one scholar of 
Holocaust education has gone so far as to describe as “Holocaustomania.” (Fallace 2008) Public and 
educational controversies can affect teachers, learners, and generate surprising variations in curricula. 
Leaders and critics question many choices; how do we identify the primary lessons learned from the 
Holocaust? Is the Holocaust comparable to other genocides? Is the Holocaust useful as a metaphor? 
(Novick 1999) Should we subject students to Holocaust simulations, sometimes resulting in “choiceless 
choices” (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 2015)? Despite controversies and concerns, 
disagreements need not prevent us from introducing and pursuing a variety of topics in and through 
Holocaust education. 
 Educators can take pride in sharing informed and professional perspectives. In sociology, teachers 
have (or can learn to take) an unapologetic understanding and appreciation of racial and ethnic diversities 
through multicultural education. Sociologists can take up the challenges of linking multicultural education 
to universal and global human rights. Human rights laws, including the UDHR and genocide convention, 
include both a variety of freedoms and a set of collective responsibilities. Among these are the rights to 
education for children, freedom of religion, and protection from discrimination. These rights and 
responsibilities apply to both Holocaust and other examples in cultural studies. 
 Anti-Semitism, and anti-Judaism more specifically, has a long history that has been repeatedly 
punctuated by genocide (Fein 1987). This “longest hatred” was not invented in the modern era. After long 
periods of anti-Semitism in Europe, anti-Judaism culminated with the Holocaust of 1933–45 (Gilbert 
2000). Now, as the World Holocaust Remembrance Center (Yad Vashem) reminds us, people must see the 
victims of genocide as fully human; cultures and groups that were harmed by the Holocaust span across 
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a full spectrum of geography and history. Teachers should learn and show Jewish and other affected 
cultures during at least three stages: before, during, and after the Holocaust. Educators open a wider time-
window by contextualizing the Holocaust to observe human behavior before and after eras of segregation 
and murder in Europe. It is important to present a historical timeline that includes but does not only 
include the (catastrophic) disaster, the Shoah (Anti-Defamation League, USC Shoah Foundation and Yad 
Vashem 2014). The lowest points in history should not be representative of any cultures. While the Nazis 
in Europe did not invent discrimination, prejudice, and scapegoating, they used these harmful tools for 
many years, along with false propaganda, to carry out not only defamation but also the most extensive 
mass murders of the 20th century. 
 Americans, British, French, and Russian legal authorities established the heinous and criminal 
truth of Holocaust atrocities at the post-war Nuremburg trials (Dodd and Bloom 2007). The very term 
‘Holocaust’ and also the crime of genocide were recognized, not immediately but gradually. ‘Holocaust 
consciousness’ spread slowly and surely around the globe, permeating through nations, as well as through 
families, communities, and the United States population (Stein 2014). The historical growth of Holocaust 
education was not immediate but it did eventually extend into national educational curricula and systems 
(Fallace 2008). Regardless of debates over how anyone could or should explain the Holocaust (Michman 
1995), modern learners are more able to see it clearly and fully as a complex and enduring series of 
profoundly serious historical events. Educators learn to look beyond the propaganda and to see genocide 
as an intentional crime against cultural and social groups. 
 Modern and also tragic examples of genocide reinforce the importance and moral necessity of 
Holocaust studies (Power 2002). Ethnic cleansings cloud the history of modern Europe, Asia, and Africa, 
illustrating the risk that seeing the harm in the Holocaust did not simply result in an abrupt end to religious 
and racialized persecution of religious minorities as scapegoats in the criminal pursuit of state power. 
Holocaust and genocide education remain necessary; trivialization and denial have been a part of a more 
general attempt to diminish the difficult projects of Holocaust memory (Rosenfeld 1988, Rosenfeld 2001). 
 Holocaust studies, like many traumatic histories, can be presented honestly through primary 
sources. Even so, as the words of Anne Frank often symbolize, there are elements of hope and silver linings 
even in the worst chapters of human history. For example we can compare and contrast more blatant 
anti-Judaism in the United States during the 1920s and 1930s with more acceptance and concurrent 
efforts against discrimination of all kinds in the 1950s and 1960s (Sarna 2004). As noted, faith-based and 
secular organizations mobilized Christians, Jews, and others to fight a war on prejudice in the United 
States after the Second World War (Svonkin 1997). But this did not simply end problems of biased 
attitudes, discriminatory social structures, and the resurgent problems of hate crimes. Educators balance 
a view of progress with an appreciation for reality, with its multiple and often intersecting forms of 
structural and cultural oppression. 
 Survey data show that decreasing rates of public intolerance do not mean that prejudices or 
discriminatory actions have slowly or simply ‘gone away’ as some among various populations become 
more tolerant. Sociologists find evidence of chronic indifference and ignorance, including color-blind 
(laissez-fair) racism (Bonilla-Silva 2014). Structural inequalities in society, not just cultural practices or 
attitudes, remain at the heart of racism and other forms of ethnocentrism (Bonilla-Silva 1997). Old and 
new dimensions of prejudice and intolerance have evolved to take new and multiple forms, requiring 
ongoing work to preserve tolerance, equality, and freedom. 
 We can learn from the examples of multicultural education and the enduring human- and 
community-relations movements which continue to involve organizations of all faiths and origins across 
the United States. Post-war Jewish and Christian organizations played a leading role in defining the war 
against prejudice (Svonkin 1997), with academics supporting social action with social sciences, including 
work by leading scholars who came to the United States from Europe in the context of Nazi persecution. 
The anti-Defamation League (ADL) of B’nai B’rith joined with the American Jewish Committee (AJC) and 



10 MICHAEL POLGAR 
 

 

the American Jewish Congress to advance civil rights, fighting prejudice and discrimination within the 
National Community Relations Advisory Council. 
 Multicultural education, promoting diversity through efforts like the ‘Teaching Tolerance’ 
campaign (Southern Poverty Law Center), is effective for many groups and with many goals. Diversity and 
multicultural education are especially helpful for economically and culturally privileged (often white) 
students (Martin 2014). “Multicultural” is a modern variation of what was previously called “intercultural” 
education. The “mother” of this educational movement was Rachel Davis Dubois (Svonkin 1997). Human 
and intergroup relations education was initially designed for educational use, and then spread through 
the general population for wider uses in occupational and professional training. Jewish agencies initially 
supported this process, though keeping a ‘low profile’ so it was not seen or derided as a singularly or 
specifically “Jewish enterprise.” National conferences were developed during the 1950s and multicultural 
activities in and beyond the classroom have expanded into the 21st century. Attitudinal changes are 
documented, showing progress along some but not all dimensions of social distance that reflect racial 
beliefs, principles, policies, and conflicts (Krysan 2012). Since the new millennium, sociological scholars 
have increasingly identified the harmful effects of both racism and racial attitudes, finding that variations 
in geographies and social context affect the risk of disrespect (Anderson 2011). 
 
CHOICES TO INCLUDE THE HOLOCAUST AND HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION  
 
 What specific choices can we make in designing multicultural curricula about the Holocaust and 
human rights? First, if we teach introductory courses, especially as we discuss the intersections of multiple 
social inequalities, we can make choices about which social inequalities to include and which to describe 
in detail (e.g. gender, race, class). Teachers are sometimes obligated to choose how we address the many 
and often intersecting inequalities (e.g. regarding culture, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, disability, 
religion, and/or age). In this process, we (sometimes led by teaching materials) may not be confident that 
we have time, preparation, or opportunity to fully describe topics related to the Holocaust or other human 
rights violations. But we can still make an effort, and we can recognize new options to meet these 
challenges with new and improved training and resources. 
 Second, as we teach about core sociological concepts, we may or may not have the resources or 
class time to fully address difficult (and often current) issues of violence and war, even in the context of 
reviewing conflict theories. Some texts now, including those in social problems (Mooney, Knox, and 
Schacht 2016), have expanded their scope to include full chapters or units on war and terrorism. 
Nonetheless, violence in society is not often fully addressed, except in the context of crimes or popular 
media. Teachers may hesitate to address more difficult topics, in part due to complexities of ‘politics,’ and 
in part due to the distressing nature of certain topics or social problems past and present. Still, we have 
ethical obligation to respect human cultures and to describe human rights. Educators also have a duty to 
remember the Holocaust and the victims of genocide, a message reinforced by many leaders and 
institutions. 
 Teachers certainly can and should choose to include and focus on sociological processes that 
affect (or exemplify) many different variations in intergroup relations. Genocide is often listed in texts on 
racial and ethnic relations as the most harmful among an array of complex intergroup dynamics, ranging 
from happier pluralism and multiculturalism through various forms of assimilation to segregation and 
other unjust political, legal, and social systems. Educators can build on sociological and related textbooks 
by including Holocaust and genocide studies. In this process, we should use care and accept guidance; 
USHMM and others advise that we do not create any simulations or obligate students simulate any (often 
traumatizing) ‘choice-less choices’ that were faced by victims of the Holocaust. There are no simple or 
best answers to questions about why the Holocaust happened, or why perpetrators did what they did. It 
is best to avoid privileging perpetrator perspectives, to humanize victims, and see strength in the 
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resilience of Holocaust victims. It is also wise to steer clear of creating unfair and unnecessary comparisons 
and simulations (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 2015). Each historic tragedy for any cultural 
group is worth understanding and discussing. We can benefit from an intersectional approach to 
oppression (Collins and Bilge 2016) that is informed by an appreciation of the multiple experiences of 
oppression, discrimination, and prejudice. There is no need at all to diminish any human suffering in the 
name of comparative studies. 
 As we appreciate humanism and empower students’ education (Carini 2001), we share 
multicultural studies that involve inclusiveness. We can move away from concepts and perspectives that 
imply biological, especially racial essentialism. Educators can use the examples of the Holocaust and 
human rights, along with other forms of brutal genocide, to help appreciate the pitfalls of racialization 
and the worst examples of cultural determinism. Scholars certainly may use comparative and critical 
histories to give meaning to “constructionist” ideas and theories. A just perspective on real history 
involves critical analysis of oppressive classification systems that were imposed by colonists, Nazis, and 
during Apartheid. Holocaust studies are both important and powerful when used in a range of topics or 
examples. From the perspective of the Holocaust, strict essentialism paired with scapegoating are both 
oppressive and also simply false. 
 Educators and students can improve curricula through multicultural education, improving and 
including Holocaust studies as part of human rights education. In this process, schooling respects and 
remembers those harmed by social injustices, finding a variety of important lessons in the wake of the 
Holocaust. Remembering the Holocaust and other genocides gives people a moral universal from which 
we can construct both a progressive post-war narrative and a ‘trauma drama’ that symbolizes evil 
(Alexander 2016). Holocaust memorials and remembrance give life to the idea that people are a human 
family who should never again commit such barbaric acts of injustice, including genocide. 
 Teachers can help remember the Shoah without privileging a perpetrator perspective, which 
became alarmingly ubiquitous through Nazi propaganda. Humanizing and respecting Holocaust victims, 
celebrating resilience and recognizing heroic and righteous ‘upstanders,’ even while the weight of the loss 
and the agony of past suffering, is distressing. Educators can teach Holocaust from a position of strength 
and we can ally pedagogical principles with the preservation of humanity. Teachers can put on ‘armor’ 
and walk with those who suffered in the camps, finding relief in the post-war liberation and resettlements. 
It is easy and illuminating, though complicated, to find modern parallels in recent refugee crises, even 
while such difficulties have always been challenging to resolve. Holocaust education can find the humanity 
in the midst of the darkest hours of night. HHRE can and should foster a spirit of resilience, not only saddle 
us with the ghosts of suffering past; we can learn from both survival narratives and the scope of the killing. 
There is resilience among the survivors and there remains a duty to honor both the mass graves from the 
‘final solution’ and the expansive wartime graveyards all across Europe. 
 Now and in the future, sociologists and other educators can benefit from expanding options 
through HHRE materials, integrating these materials with sociological and other curricula. The United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum remains a primary resource and supporter of Holocaust education in 
the United States and across the globe (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 2015). Using past 
tragedies in education, humanity can responsibly chart better futures. Education has the power to turn 
the ‘terrible gifts’ of Holocaust artifacts and memories into a ‘pedagogy of hope’ (Simon 2006), holding 
true to public responsibilities to witness and remember, showing the resilience of survivors as an example 
that can bring brighter futures to students and teachers alike. 
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RELIGIOUSNESS AND SPIRITUALITY AMONG JEWISH MEMBERS 
AND FRIENDS OF A SOUTHERN JEWISH ORGANIZATIONx 
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ABSTRACT 
 
The present study used survey data gathered from Jewish members and friends affiliated with a Jewish 
community center to determine their levels of religiousness and spirituality. A cross-tabulation revealed 
discrepancies between reported and measured religiousness and spirituality. Respondents were more 
likely to consider themselves as spiritual and religious and less likely to consider themselves as spiritual but 
not religious than they really were based on a k-mean analysis. Regression analyses show that Jews who 
were spiritual and religious were more likely than other groups to report religion as important in their life, 
but the difference regarding the importance of Jewishness and certainty about their religion were not 
statistically significant. Jews who were more religious than spiritual were more likely to report being a part 
of a Jewish community as essential than Jews who were more spiritual than religious. 
 
 
KEYWORDS: Jewish; Religiousness; Spirituality; Jewish Educational Alliance; Savannah, Georgia 
 
 
 Religiousness and spirituality are subjects that have attracted the attention of social scientists and 
those interested in religious studies and popular culture for many decades. Sociologists have long been 
concerned with American religion and its shifting or changing beliefs, practices, and future. A remapping 
or new mapping of the religious landscape is taking place in the United States (Roof and McKinney 1987). 
The religious landscape is characterized by “the reemergence of spirituality, religious and cultural 
pluralism, multilayered belief and practice, and transformed selves” (Roof 1993:243). Cox (2009) noted 
that the religious landscape is changing from one based on belief to one based on spirit. Spirituality is 
beginning to replace formal or institutionalized religion. A spiritual marketplace emerged in the middle of 
the twentieth century changing the face of spirituality and religion (Cox 2009; Dillon and Wink 2007; Roof 
1993, 1999, 2003; Wuthnow 1998, 2007; Zinnbauer et al. 1997), although most people still describe 
themselves as both religious and spiritual (Wuthnow 2007; Roof 1999; Zinnbauer et al. 1997). 
 Since the 1950s, spirituality has meant “spiritual seeking” and religious as “church-centered 
religiousness” (Dillon and Wink 2007:121). Definitions of religiousness and spirituality vary and these 
concepts have been used interchangeably throughout history. Most scholars agree that religiousness and 
spirituality are multidimensional and related but not identical (Roof 2003; Sonsino 2000; Wuthnow 2007; 
Zinnbauer, and Pargament 2005). Spirituality implies something that is internal and/or experiential while 
religiousness implies something that is external and/or institutionalized (Roof 1999). While this may be 
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what many people think, Cunningham (2002:26) has argued, “religion and spirituality are not mutually 
exclusive.” 
 Among Americans with a religious preference, about 67 percent identified themselves as both 
religious and spiritual, while 15 percent of those with no religious preference were at least moderately 
religious, and 40 percent were at least moderately spiritual (Hout and Fischer 2002). Among individuals 
from a variety of religious backgrounds, 74 percent noted they were spiritual and religious, 19 percent 
were spiritual but not religious, 4 percent were religious but not spiritual, and 3 percent were neither 
religious nor spiritual (Zinnbauer et al. 1997). Roof (1999) found that among baby boomers 74 percent 
were religious and 73 percent were spiritual. Seventy-nine percent of the religious were also spiritual and 
among those who were not religious, 54 percent were spiritual. Hood (2005:39) concluded that among 
those who defined themselves as religious and spiritual, being spiritual was mostly an “experiential 
component of their faith.” 
 Raphael (2003:117) noted that “Rabbis and other Jewish professionals use spirituality in the 
manner Wade Clark Roof described in Spiritual Marketplace: the search for internal, experiential 
expressions of religiosity (“nourishing the human soul or inner life”) as well as external or institutional 
modes of relating to the sacred.” Jewish spirituality is “the system of connectedness by which we make 
sense of our lives, how we overlay our autobiography in the making with a template of time and space 
and relationship that is vastly greater than we know ourselves individually to be” (Hoffman 2002:17). Ariel 
(1995:6) concluded that “While Jewish spirituality is evident in the beliefs of Judaism, it has not always 
been apparent in the formal organizations and institutions of Jewish life.” The rituals of Judaism provide 
Jews with a means to acquire Jewish spirituality, although many Jews do not avail themselves of these 
practices. Some Jewish scholars and Rabbis are not comfortable with the amount of attention spirituality 
has received recently in the Jewish community and find it to be “antithetical to Judaism” (Sonsino 2000:9). 
These Jewish thinkers fear that spirituality’s focus on the individual seeker and his or her inner life will 
eventually lead to a neglect for social concerns and traditional forms of holiness. A similar view is 
expressed by a Catholic scholar that one’s personal faith may degenerate into an individual spirituality 
without communitarian buttressing (George 2013). 
 Hoffman (2002:18) believes there are no easy or quick routes to becoming spiritual and that it is 
acquired “only by serious engagement with ancient texts that can be made to translate into spiritual 
answers for modern dilemmas.” Sonsino (2000, 2001) identified six traditional or authentic paths through 
which one could acquire Jewish spirituality: study, prayer, meditation, ritual, relationships and good 
deeds, and acts of transcendence. 
 Kaplan (2009:61) succinctly captures the essence of the debate about religiousness and 
spirituality, “Religion is meaningless without spirituality and spirituality is structureless without 
religion…There needs to be a community that can maintain not only the external structure but also the 
internal contents.” This is not surprising since peoplehood, community, and history have been the primary 
anchors of Jewish identity over the centuries more so than rituals and beliefs (Kushner 1994). Ariel 
(1998:126) acknowledged that “We can integrate Judaism into our own spirituality and incorporate our 
own spirituality into Judaism if we think of Judaism as “the inward and outward path” rather than 
halachah (Jewish law).” Following religious commandments, rituals, and spiritual practices (mitzvah) 
constitute the outward path, while the inward path consists of the inner purpose or spiritual 
intent/forethought (kavannah) of the mitzvah (Ariel 1998). 
 Wertheimer (1993:192) noted that since the 1960s American Judaism, like American 
Protestantism and Catholicism, has experienced conflict and change fueled partly by increased levels of 
American individualism which “encourages a highly privatized version of religion that leaves little room 
for any form of organized religion.” As a result, Jews and Christians “were drawn to experimental 
spirituality rather than institutional religiosity” (Kaplan 2009:59). Jews are less inclined to practice an 
institutional religiosity since there is “no precise definition of what Judaism believes” (Kushner 1994:10). 
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For example, based on 18 indicators of religious identification, Rebhun (2016:115) found Jews exhibited 
“the lowest level of religiosity among the religious groups [which included Evangelical Protestants, 
Mainline Protestants, Historically Black Protestants, Catholics, Mormons, other Christians, Muslims, other 
faiths] (apart from the unaffiliated).” Of the 18 indicators of religious identification, the top two indicators 
for Jews were “synagogue membership” (50.1%) and “praying at least several times per month” (50.7%) 
(Rebhun 2016:113). 
 Since many Jews “believe that their own tradition is not sufficiently spiritual” or that they see a 
“lack of spirituality in Jewish life” (Ariel 1995:6), we decided to investigate the levels of religiosity and 
spirituality among a particular group of American Jews (Jewish members and friends of a southern Jewish 
organization) and how they described their religiousness and spirituality. We are familiar with this topic 
since we conducted a study some years ago with a group of mostly older Catholic retreatants (Smith and 
Zhang 2011). The present study contributes to the scholarly literature on religiousness and spirituality by 
examining an understudied group (Jews) since Jews, Catholics, and others, except for United States 
Protestant college students, have been neglected by researchers who study religiousness and spirituality 
(Hood 2005). 
 The present study is also particularly valuable since much of the literature on religion and the 
South still focuses on evangelical/fundamentalist Protestantism while paying scant attention to the 
South’s religious diversity (Mathews 1977; Hill 2005), although research monographs such as the one 
compiled by Norman and Armentrout (2005) have begun to address the complexity and diversity of 
religion in the South. 
 
SAVANNAH’S JEWISH COMMUNITY 
 
 Savannah, situated in the southeast corner of Georgia along the coast bordering South Carolina 
to its north, is the county seat of Chatham County. Savannah is considered a mid-size city and it is the 
largest city in the county with a population of 144,352 (United States Census Quick Facts 2016a). Chatham 
County is the fifth-most populous county in the state. Of the county’s population of 283,379 (United States 
Census Quick Facts 2016b), approximately 3,000 individuals are affiliated with one of three Savannah 
synagogues: Congregation Bnai Brith Jacob, Orthodox, founded in 1860; Congregation Agudath Achim, 
Conservative, founded in 1902; and Congregation Mickve Israel, Reform, founded in 1735 and the third 
oldest Jewish congregation in the United States (City-Data.Com 2014). The Berman Jewish DataBank 
(2015) estimated Savannah’s Jewish population at 1,000–4,999. 
 The first Jewish community in the South was established in Savannah in 1733, although there 
were a small number of Jews living in Charleston, South Carolina from as early as 1695 (Dinnerstein and 
Palsson 1973; Lavender 1977). Frey and Kole (2002:7) stated that “Along with the synagogues, the largest 
influence on the Jewish community has been the Jewish Educational Alliance, also known as the J.E.A. or 
the Alliance.” 
 
METHODS 
 
 This paper is largely an exploratory study of religiosity and spirituality among Jewish members 
and friends of a southern Jewish organization. Factor analysis of twenty measures was used to identify 
dimensions of religiousness and spirituality. K-mean cluster analysis was used to categorize the 
respondents into four groups about religiousness and spirituality. A cross-tabulation was used to examine 
for discrepancies between these four groups with the four groups based on self-reported religiousness 
and spirituality. In addition to this endeavor, a few broad hypotheses were developed based on the 
existing literature about spirituality and religiousness in regard to the dependent variables including the 
respondents’ perceptions about the importance of religion, the importance of being Jewish, the level of 
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certainty about religion, as well as the respondents’ lives in terms of leading an ethical and moral life, 
observing Jewish law, and being a part of a Jewish community. Scholars concur that religious engagement 
activities form the foundation for acquiring Jewish spirituality (Ariel 1998; Hoffman 2002; Sonsino 2000), 
thus religiousness is a precondition for spirituality, spirituality is contingent on religiousness, and being 
religious and spiritual indicates a higher achievement than either more religious than spiritual or more 
spiritual than religious. Hence the following hypotheses: 

1. Jews who are religious and spiritual measure higher on the dependent variables than Jews who 
are more religious than spiritual and Jews who are more spiritual than religious. 

2. Jews who are more religious than spiritual measure higher on the dependent variables than Jews 
who are more spiritual than religious. 

3. Jews who are religious and spiritual, more religious than spiritual, or more spiritual than religious 
measure higher on the dependent variables than Jews who are not religious or spiritual. 

 
Survey and Sample 
 A forty-eight question web-based survey (Survey Monkey) was sent out on October 18, 2015 as 
an e-mail attachment to 1,632 Jewish members and friends of the Jewish Educational Alliance (JEA) of 
Savannah, Georgia. Jewish friends of the JEA are not officially registered as dues paying members but 
frequently use the facilities (swimming pool, etc.) and partake in the various programs offered at the JEA. 
These members and friends had previously identified themselves as Jewish and were on an e-mail list 
compiled by the JEA. The JEA is also known as Savannah’s Jewish Community Center and its focus is 
primarily cultural rather than religious. One of the advantages of studying the Jewish members and friends 
of the JEA is that this group consisted of a mix of religious Jews and cultural/secular Jews. If we had only 
studied members of the three synagogues in Savannah we would not have had access to those whose 
Jewish identity is cultural/secular. One of the goals of the JEA is to provide programming and services that 
contribute to enhancing Jewish community life and strengthening relationships with the broader 
Savannah community. 
 Respondents had to be at least 18-years-old to participate in the study. Six hundred and twelve 
recipients opened the e-mail sent by the director of the JEA and 187 opened the link to the survey. On 
October 25, 2015 a follow-up survey and reminder letter was sent to the same 1,632 members and friends. 
Five hundred and eighty-one of the recipients opened the e-mail and 148 opened the link to the survey. 
A total of 335 surveys were completed online. Fourteen paper copies of the survey were completed by 
individuals who did not have access to a computer or who preferred to complete a hard copy of the survey. 
Data from these 14 surveys were entered on the online survey. Three hundred and forty-nine members 
and friends of the JEA completed the survey for a response rate of 29 percent. We believe this is a more 
accurate way to report the response rate since only 1,193 of the 1,632 e-mail recipients opened their e-
mails and were aware of the link to the survey. The response rate is 21 percent if it is calculated using the 
number of e-mail messages originally sent (1,632) instead of the 1,193 that were opened. 
 We cannot say with any degree of certainty that this sample is representative of Jews in the South, 
or the United States. Nevertheless, these respondents are representative of Jews in Savannah and have 
provided us with very valuable data about themselves and their beliefs and practices. Savannah is a good 
case study to contribute to the existing literature on Jewish communities since it has not been studied, 
even though it was the first Jewish community established in the South. Important sources such as How 
Jewish Communities Differ: Variations in the Findings of Local Jewish Population Studies by Ira M. Sheskin 
(2001) [this resource discussed Jewish community studies done from 1982–1999 and has been updated 
online in 2012/2103 in the Comparisons of Jewish Communities: A Compendium of Tables and Bar Charts 
by Ira M. Sheskin (2013)] did not mention the Savannah Jewish community. 
 Most of the respondents were Jewish (91%), only those who identified themselves as Jews were 
included in the statistical analyses, married (70%), and white (82.5%). There were more females (52%) 
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than males (48%). Forty-two percent (The percentages here and below are slightly different from those in 
the variable description in Table 1, which only includes the final sample used in data analysis.) identified 
with Reform Judaism, 30.3 percent with Conservative Judaism, and 12.2 percent with Orthodox Judaism. 
Twenty-four percent had earned a bachelor’s degree, 7.7 percent had attained some 
graduate/professional education, and 37.2 percent had earned a graduate/professional degree. Seventy-
nine percent were or had been engaged in art, science, engineering, finance, law, medicine, social work, 
or management. About 14 percent were or had been in sales, 3.5 percent in service occupations such as 
administrative assistants, 2.4 percent in blue-collar occupations such as machine operators, and another 
2 percent in other occupations. Thirty-eight percent were retired. Sixty percent had family incomes of 
$100,000 or more annually. Thirty-seven percent were born in Georgia, 6.9 percent in another southern 
state, 36.3 percent in New England, and 19.3 percent in a non-southern state other than in New England. 
Twenty-six percent had lived in the Savannah/Hilton Head area for more than 20 years, while 14.9 percent 
had lived in the area all of their lives. Only 1.4 percent (four) considered themselves a Southerner first and 
Jewish second, while 41.3 percent identified themselves as Jewish first and a Southerner second. Not 
surprisingly since the Savannah/Hilton Head area is home to many retirees/transplants, 40.2 percent 
indicated that they were Jewish but not a Southerner. 
 
Measures 
 Respondents were asked a variety of demographic questions and a series of questions designed 
to determine their levels of religiousness and spirituality. The questions on religiousness and spirituality 
were developed by Rohrbaugh and Jessor (1975) and Niederman (1999). 
 The results from the following and other questions (not included due to space limitations) will be 
discussed in the remaining sections of this paper. To measure their level of religiousness respondents 
were asked the following questions. Which of the following best describes your practice of prayer or 
religious meditation? (Prayer is a regular part of my daily life; I usually pray in times of stress or need but 
do not often pray at other times; I pray only during formal ceremonies; I rarely pray, even during formal 
ceremonies; I never pray). When you have a serious problem, how often do you take religious advice or 
teaching into consideration? (Almost always; Usually; Sometimes; Rarely; Never). How much influence 
would you say religion has on the way that you choose to act and the way that you choose to spend your 
time each day? (No influence; A small influence; Some influence; A large influence, An extreme influence). 
Which of the following statements comes closest to your belief about God? (I am sure that God really 
exists and that He is active in my life; Although I sometimes question His existence, I do believe in God 
and believe He knows me as a person; I don’t know if there is a God, but I do believe in a higher power of 
some kind; I don’t know if there is a God or a higher power of some kind, and I don’t know if I ever will; I 
don’t believe in a God or in a higher power). Which one of the following statements comes closest to your 
belief about life and death (immortality)? (I believe in a personal life after death, a soul existing as a 
specific individual spirit; I believe in a soul existing after death as a part of a universal spirit; I believe in a 
life after death of some kind, but I really don’t know what it would be like; I don’t know whether there is 
any kind of life after death, and I don’t know if I will ever know; I don’t believe in any kind of life after 
death). During the past year, how often have you experienced a feeling of religious reverence? (Almost 
daily; Frequently; Sometimes; Rarely; Never; NA. I am not religious). How often during the past year have 
you done any type of service activity, participated in a project, or held some leadership role at your 
synagogue/church? (Never; A few times a year; Once or twice a month; Weekly or almost weekly; More 
than once a week). Respondents were also asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the following 
two statements: Religion gives me a great amount of comfort and security in life and Belonging to a 
synagogue/church is one of the most important parts of my life. To measure their level of spirituality 
respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the following statements. I believe in a 
spirit that exists everywhere. I believe there is a spiritual being higher than the individual spirit. I believe 
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there is a connection between an individual’s spirit and a higher spiritual being. I believe my spirit is a 
smaller part of a higher spiritual being. I believe that the soul or spirit can exist separately from the body. 
My spirit will always exist. I believe there is a spiritual part of each person that will exist forever. I believe 
that each person has a spirit that survives the death of his or her body. When I die my spirit lives on. My 
spirit is one of the most important parts of my life. 
 Besides the previous sets of questions that would allow us to assess religiousness and spirituality, 
respondents were asked to answer the following question to report their own assessment about their 
religiousness and spirituality. Which of the following statements best describes your own religiousness 
and spirituality? The statements included: I am spiritual and religious; I am spiritual but not religious; I am 
religious but not spiritual; and I am neither spiritual nor religious. To explore the impact of religiousness 
and spirituality on respondents’ lives, questions were asked about the importance of religion, being 
Jewish, certainty about religion, leading an ethical and moral life, observing Jewish law, and being a part 
of a Jewish community. Table 1 provides a description of the variables included in the analysis. 
 
Table 1. Variable Description 

Variable Frequency % Mean  S.D. 
Spiritual and Religious 116 41.0   
Spiritual but Not Religious 91 32.2   
Religious but Not Spiritual 27 9.5   
Neither Spiritual Nor Religious 49 17.3   
Importance of Religion   4.1 1.0 
Importance of Being Jewish   4.7 0.6 
Certainty About Religion   4.1 1.0 
Leading an Ethical and Moral Life   2.9 0.3 
Observing Jewish Law   2.0 0.7 
Being Part of a Jewish Community   2.7 0.5 
Denomination     
    Orthodox 32 12.4   
    Conservative 89 34.5   
    Reform 103 39.9   
    Non-denominational 13 5.0   
    Not Religious 6 2.3   
    Other 15 5.8   
Inherited, Chosen, or Both     
    Inherited 138 53.7   
    Chosen 21 8.2   
    Inherited and Chosen 98 38.1   
Region     
State of Birth     
    Georgia  96 37.2   
    Another Southern State 18 7.0   
    New England 94 36.4   
    Another Non-Southern State  50 19.4   
Years Living in the South   26.0  19.7 
Demographics     
Age   62.0 15.6 
Gender     
    Male 123 48.4   
    Female  131 51.6   
Spouse Status     
    Jewish Spouse 165 64.7   
    Partially Jewish Spouse 13 5.1   
    Non-Jewish Spouse 38 14.9   
    No Spouse 39 15.3   
Years of Formal Education   18.0 2.10 
Household Income in Dollars   154,846.94 112,266.75 
JEA Member     
    Yes 82 31.8   
    No 176 68.2   
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RESULTS 
 
Factor Analysis 
 Factor analysis was used to identify dimensions of religiousness and spirituality from the twenty 
measures. As religiousness and spirituality are correlated, it is appropriate to select direct oblimin rotation 
to assess factor loadings (Kim and Mueller 1978). Analysis results based on eigenvalues greater than 1 
yielded three factors. Table 2 shows that one factor incorporated all the spirituality measures in addition 
to a religiousness measure “Religion gives comfort and security in life,” which had a remarkably lower 
factor loading than all the spiritual measures. The second factor reflected reverence and belief and 
incorporated six religiousness measures. The third factor reflected belonging and service and included the 
remaining three religiousness measures. 
 
Table 2. Structure Matrix Factor Loadings of Religiousness and Spirituality 

 
Item 

    (1) 
Spiritual 
(soul & 
comfort) 

    (2) 
Religious 
(reverence & 
belief) 

    (3) 
Religious 
(belonging & 
service) 

When I die my spirit lives on 0.92   
Spirit survives the death of body 0.92   
My spirit will always exist 0.91   
A spiritual part of each person will exist forever 0.91   
Connection between an individual’s spirit and a higher spiritual being 0.90   
Soul or spirit can exist separately from body 0.89   
A spirit exists everywhere 0.88   
A higher spiritual being than individual spirit 0.86   
My spirit a smaller part of a higher spiritual being 0.85   
My spirit is the most important part of my life 0.85   
Religion gives comfort and security in life 0.71   
    
Experienced a feeling of religious reverence  0.87  
Prayer or religious meditation  0.82  
Take religious advice or teaching when having a serious problem  0.80  
God is active in my life  0.78  
Religion influences daily life  0.77  
Personal life after death  0.68  
    
Belonging to a synagogue is important   0.69 
Serve religious organization   0.68 
Attend religious service   0.62 
    
% of Variance 55.54 12.49 5.63 
Cronbach’s α 0.97 0.88 0.48 

 
 As the eigenvalue of the excluded fourth factor was close to 1 (.96), it was reasonable to explore 
a fixed 4-factor analysis. The criterion of 1 for eigenvalues “will always establish a lower-bound for the 
number of common factors” (Kim and Mueller 1978:43). In other words, “the number of common factors 
responsible for the correlation matrix will always be equal or greater than the number specified by this 
criterion” (Kim and Mueller 1978:43). The scree plot from the fixed 4-factor analysis shows (figure not 
included) a dip with the addition of the fourth factor and an additional 4.8 percent of the variance it helps 
to explain. The structural matrix yielded by the direct oblimin rotation is displayed in Table 3. It should be 
noted that all the 20 measures were coded or recoded in the same direction so that higher values indicate 
higher religiousness or spirituality. A negative loading does not suggest the existence of a new factor; it 
only indicates the opposite direction of the measure with the related factor (See Kim and Mueller 
1978:77). The imposed 4-factor analysis in fact confirmed the existence of three factors, but the new 
factors differ from the three factors identified in the first factor analysis. 
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 It should be noted that factor analysis is a tool for dimension reduction and should presumably 
identify underlying dimensions. It happened that the first factor analysis with the criterion of eigenvalues 
greater than 1 yielded three factors that largely separate spirituality and religiousness, and that the 4-
factor analysis yielded a pattern that bears some interesting parallels to the concepts of spiritual and 
religious, more spiritual than religious, more religious than spiritual, and not spiritual or religious. 
Although the imposed 4-factor analysis did not really identify the existence of a fourth factor, it rearranged 
the loadings of the three factors in a way that resemble our concepts. Column 1 included all the spiritual 
measures, in addition to four or five of the 10 religious measures. This should largely fit the description of 
both spiritual and religious. Column 3 included four other relatively high loadings on religiousness on the 
one hand but all low loadings on spirituality on the other hand. This should largely fit the description of 
more religious than spiritual. Column 2 included consistently higher loadings on spirituality than columns 
3 and 4 although lower loadings than column 1. With the exception of the high loadings for “Religion gives 
comfort and security in life” and “Belonging to a synagogue is important” on religiousness, all other 
loadings in column 3 on religiousness were low. This largely resembles the description of more spiritual 
than religious. Thus the four columns of Table 3 largely reflected the four categories we had expected. 
 
Table 3. Imposed Four-Factor Structure Matrix Loadings of Religiousness and Spirituality 

Item     (1) 
Spiritual and 
religious 

    (2) 
More spiritual 
than religious 

    (3) 
More 
religious than 
spiritual 

    (4) 
Not spiritual 
or religious 

Religiousness Items     
Attend religious service 0.17 0.11 0.81 -0.51 
Prayer or religious meditation 0.46 0.24 0.35 -0.82 
Take religious advice or teaching when having a serious 
problem 

0.37 0.35 0.46 -0.80 

Religion influences daily life 0.35 0.24 0.49 -0.74 
God is active in my life 0.51 0.31 0.10 -0.83 
Personal life after death 0.67 -0.10 0.07 -0.68 
Experienced a feeling of religious reverence 0.53 0.24 0.38 -0.87 
Serve religious organization 0.15 0.16 0.83 -0.31 
Religion gives comfort and security in life 0.59 0.69 0.42 -0.62 
Belonging to a synagogue is important 0.38 0.63 0.60 -0.45 
     
Spirituality Items     
A spirit exists everywhere 0.79 0.70 0.08 -0.63 
A higher spiritual being than individual spirit 0.75 0.70 0.04 -0.62 
Connection between an individual’s spirit and a higher 
spiritual being 

0.81 0.70 0.11 -0.63 

My spirit a smaller part of a higher spiritual being 0.76 0.68 0.10 -0.56 
Soul or spirit can exist separately from body 0.89 0.40 0.05 -0.51 
My spirit will always exist 0.95 0.32 0.10 -0.49 
A spiritual part of each person will exist forever 0.95 0.33 0.14 -0.51 
Spirit survives the death of body 0.97 0.31 0.09 -0.51 
When I die my spirit lives on 0.96 0.33 0.11 -0.50 
My spirit is the most important part of my life 0.81 0.50 0.16 -0.56 
     
% of Variance 55.54 5.63 12.49 4.78 

 
4-Mean Cluster Analysis 
 All the measures of religiousness and spirituality were standardized as z-scores, which were used 
in a 4-Mean cluster analysis. The resulting clusters were saved and displayed in Table 4. The clustering 
largely coincided with the result of the imposed 4-factor analysis with obvious discrepancies. Cluster 1 
included Jews who measured high for both religiousness and spirituality items. In fact, all the measures 
were the highest among the four clusters. Cluster 2 included Jews who measured higher on spiritual 
measures than clusters 3 and 4, but measured lower on most spirituality items than cluster 3. Cluster 3 
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included Jews who measured higher than cluster 2 on six religiousness items but measured as low as 
cluster 4 on spirituality. Cluster 4 measured the lowest on both religiousness and spirituality. The 4-Mean 
cluster analysis divided the sample into the four categories of spiritual and religious (n = 89), more spiritual 
than religious (n = 102), more religious than spiritual (n = 31), and not spiritual or religious (n = 36). 
 
Table 4. Four-Mean Clusters of Religiousness and Spirituality 

 
Item 

    (1) 
Spiritual and 
religious 

    (2) 
More spiritual 
than religious 

    (3) 
More 
religious than 
spiritual 

    (4) 
Not spiritual 
or religious 

Religiousness Items     
Attend religious service 0.48 -0.24 0.45 -0.88 
Prayer or religious meditation 0.65 -0.14 0.03 -1.52 
Take religious advice or teaching when having a serious 
problem 

0.65 -0.22 0.09 -1.30 

Religion influences daily life 0.58 -0.26 0.19 -1.34 
God is active in my life 0.72 -0.13 -0.41 -1.35 
Personal life after death 0.84 -0.33 -0.36 -0.98 
Experienced a feeling of religious reverence 0.80 -0.30 -0.08 -1.38 
Serve religious organization 0.26 -0.02 0.16 -0.89 
Religion gives comfort and security in life 0.72 0.01 -0.54 -1.47 
Belonging to a synagogue is important 0.56 -0.02 -0.02 -1.35 
     
Spirituality Items     
A spirit exists everywhere 0.85 0.07 -1.27 -1.35 
A higher spiritual being than individual spirit 0.77 0.15 -1.25 -1.27 
Connection between an individual’s spirit and a higher 
spiritual being 

0.86 0.11 -1.28 -1.36 

My spirit a smaller part of a higher spiritual being 0.73 0.13 -1.19 -1.30 
Soul or spirit can exist separately from body 0.91 -0.05 -1.25 -1.10 
My spirit will always exist 0.92 -0.08 -1.30 -1.09 
A spiritual part of each person will exist forever 0.87 -0.02 -1.31 -1.19 
Spirit survives the death of body 0.94 -0.04 -1.38 -1.12 
When I die my spirit lives on 0.91 -0.02 -1.35 -1.17 
My spirit is the most important part of my life 0.81 0.03 -1.15 -1.21 
     
N 89 102 31 36 
% 34.5 39.5 12.0 14.0 

 
 The result of cluster analysis shows discrepancies from the reports of respondents regarding 
religiousness and spirituality. Respondents were more likely to consider themselves as spiritual and 
religious, less likely to consider themselves as spiritual but not religious, than the factor analysis result1. 
Forty-one percent of the sample considered themselves as spiritual and religious, but about 35 percent 
appeared in this category in our cluster analysis. About 32 percent of the sample considered themselves 
as spiritual but not religious, but about 40 percent appeared in the corresponding category of more 
spiritual than religious in our cluster analysis. The reported religiousness and spirituality measures were 
cross-tabulated with the result of cluster analysis to examine the consistency or discrepancy in the 
reported and analyzed categories (Table 5). 
 
  

                                                        
1 It should be acknowledged that the conceptualization of spiritual but not religious and religious but not spiritual runs the risk of reification. 
These terms only make good sense when used as ideal types. It is unrealistic to expect individuals to fit the ideal types. Our factor analysis and K-
Mean analysis illustrate the usefulness and limitations of the ideal types. To fit the resulting categories, “more spiritual than religious” and “more 
religious than spiritual” are used. Discussions of ideal types and reification is outside of the scope of this paper. 
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Table 5. Cross-Tabulation of Reported and Measured Religiousness and Spirituality 
 
Reported 

Measured 
 

Spiritual and 
religious 

More spiritual than 
religious 

More religious than 
spiritual 

Not spiritual or 
religious 

Total 

Spiritual and religious 67 
63.8% 
75.3% 
 

32 
30.5% 
33.0% 

6 
5.7% 
19.4% 

0 
0.0% 
0.0% 

105 
100.0% 
41.7% 

Spiritual but not religious 20 
26.3% 
22.5% 
 

41 
53.9% 
42.3% 

8 
10.5% 
25.8% 

7 
9.2% 
20.0% 

76 
100.0% 
30.2% 

Religious but not spiritual 2 
8.3% 
2.2% 
 

7 
29.2% 
7.2% 

14 
58.3% 
45.2% 

1 
4.2% 
2.9% 

24 
100.0% 
9.5% 

Not spiritual or religious 0 
0.0% 
0.0% 
 

17 
36.2% 
17.5% 

3 
6.4% 
9.7% 

27 
57.4% 
77.1% 

47 
100.0% 
18.7% 

Total 
 

89 
35.3% 
100.0% 

97 
38.5% 
100.0% 

31 
12.3% 
100.0% 

35 
13.9% 
100.0% 

252 
100.0% 
100.0% 

Note: Pearson χ2 < 0.001 (two-tailed test). 
 
 Of the 41.7 percent of the respondents who considered themselves as spiritual and religious, only 
63.8 percent appeared in this category in the cluster analysis. Thirty-five percent of them appeared to be 
more spiritual than religious, and 5.7 percent appeared to be more religious than spiritual. Of the 30 
percent of the respondents who considered themselves as spiritual but not religious, 53.9 percent 
appeared in the corresponding category of more spiritual than religious. Twenty-six percent appeared in 
the category of both spiritual and religious. About 10 percent appeared in the category of more religious 
than spiritual and 9.2 percent in the category of not spiritual or religious. The cross-tabulation result 
indicates wide differences in people’s understanding of the concepts and of their understanding of 
themselves related to the concepts. 
 Cross-tabulations of religiousness and spirituality by denomination for both self-reported and 
analyzed categories (tables not reported) show that the patterns discussed above apply more to 
Conservative Jews and Reform Jews, the two largest groups that jointly consist of 75 percent of the 
sample. Thirty-four percent of Conservative Jews reported to be spiritual and religious, but only 24.7 
percent of Conservative Jews were found to be in this category, a 9.3 percentage point difference. 
Similarly, 40.7 percent of Reform Jews reported to be both spiritual and religious, but only 30.2 percent 
were found to be in this category, a 10.5 percentage point difference. About 40 percent of Conservative 
Jews and 29.2 percent of Reform Jews reported to be spiritual but not religious. In contrast, 53.9 percent 
of Conservative Jews and 42.5 percent of Reform Jews were found to be more spiritual than religious, 
both over 13 percentage points higher than reported. Orthodox Jews who constitute about 12 percent of 
the sample displayed a different pattern. They were more likely to report themselves as spiritual and 
religious (66.7%) than they were found to be (59.4%). They were also more likely to report themselves as 
spiritual but not religious (23.1%) than they were found to be in the corresponding category (18.8%). 
Orthodox Jews were also less likely to report themselves as religious but not spiritual (10.3%) than they 
were found to be in the corresponding category (21.9%), in contrast to Conservative Jews and Reform 
Jews. 
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Impact of Religiousness and Spirituality on Life 
 The resulting clusters in Table 4 were coded into dummy variables spiritual and religious, more 
spiritual than religious, more religious than spiritual, and not spiritual or religious, to explore the impact 
of religiousness and spirituality on the lives of the respondents. Six measures were used as dependent 
variables: the importance of religion, the importance of being Jewish, certainty about religion, leading an 
ethical and moral life, observing Jewish law, and being a part of a Jewish community. OLS regression 
analysis results are provided in Tables 6 and 7. 
 
Table 6. OLS Regression of Importance of Religion, Importance of Being Jewish and Certainty about 
Religion on Spirituality and Religiousness 

Notes: * p < 0.10. ** p < 0.05. *** p < 0.01. 
 
  

 
Variable 

         (1) 
Importance of religion 

         (2) 
Importance of being 
Jewish 

         (3) 
Certainty about religion 

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E. 
Constant 3.59 0.48 4.94 0.43 4.62 0.62 
Spirituality and Religiousness       
Spiritual and Religious ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
More Spiritual than Religious -0.35*** 0.12 -0.09 0.11 -0.19 0.15 
More Religious than Spiritual -0.44** 0.18 0.08 0.16 -0.23 0.23 
Not Spiritual or Religious -1.50*** 0.20 -0.56*** 0.17 -1.16*** 0.25 
Denomination       
Orthodox ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Conservative -0.22 0.17 0.01 0.15 -0.28 0.22 
Reform -0.41** 0.17 -0.12 0.15 -0.51** 0.22 
Non-Denominational -0.48 0.31 0.07 0.27 -0.97** 0.41 
Other Denomination -0.39 0.26 -0.26 0.23 0.11 0.34 
Not Religious -1.74*** 0.37 -0.63* 0.33 -0.97* 0.51 
Inherited or Chosen       
Inherited 0.02 0.10 -0.02 0.09 0.05 0.13 
Chosen 0.17 0.19 -0.22 0.17 0.58** 0.24 
Inherited and Chosen ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Region       
Born in Georgia ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Born in Another Southern State 0.43* 0.22 0.10 0.20 0.54* 0.29 
Born in New England 0.25 0.16 0.14 0.13 0.01 0.19 
Born in Another Non-Southern State 0.10 0.15 0.05 0.13 -0.20 0.20 
Years Living in the South 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Demographics       
Age -0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Female 0.18* 0.10 0.02 0.09 0.21 0.13 
Jewish Spouse 0.16 0.14 0.16 0.12 -0.06 0.18 
Partially Jewish Spouse 0.14 0.24 0.08 0.21 -0.01 0.22 
Non-Jewish Spouse 0.19 0.17 0.13 0.15 0.01 0.22 
No Spouse ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Years of Formal Education 0.06** 0.02 -0.01 0.02 0.00 0.03 
Household Income in Dollars -0.00* 0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 
JEA Member 0.05 0.11 0.07 0.09 -0.10 0.14 
       
n 206  208  202  
R2 0.51  0.17  0.33  
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Table 7. OLS Regression of Leading an Ethical and Moral Life, Observing Jewish Law, and Being Part of a 
Jewish Community on Spirituality and Religiousness 

 
 
Variable 

          (4) 
Leading an Ethical and 
Moral Life 

          (5) 
Observing Jewish Law 

          (6) 
Being Part of a Jewish 
Community 

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E. 
Constant 2.98 .25 2.99 0.42 2.51 0.36 
Spirituality and Religiousness       
Spiritual and Religious ----- ----- ----- ----- 0.26*** 0.09 
More Spiritual than Religious -0.01 0.06 -0.21** 0.10 ----- ----- 
More Religious than Spiritual 0.03 0.09 -0.01 0.15 0.22* 0.13 
Not Spiritual or Religious -0.24** 0.10 -0.70*** 0.16 -0.35*** 0.13 
Denomination       
Orthodox ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Conservative -0.11 0.09 -0.45*** 0.15 -0.02 0.12 
Reform -0.04 0.09 -0.66*** 0.15 -0.18 0.13 
Non-Denominational 0.03 0.16 -0.67** 0.27 -0.26 0.23 
Other Denomination -0.07 0.13 -0.57** 0.22 0.02 0.19 
Not Religious -0.33* 0.19 -0.41 0.32 -0.47* 0.27 
Inherited or Chosen       
Inherited 0.00 0.05 0.03 0.09 0.14* 0.08 
Chosen 0.12 0.10 0.43*** 0.16 0.10 0.14 
Inherited and Chosen ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Region       
Born in Georgia ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Born in Another Southern State 0.12 0.12 0.22 0.19 0.02 0.17 
Born in New England 0.09 0.07 0.08 0.12 0.04 0.11 
Born in Another Non-Southern State -0.05 0.08 -0.21 0.13 -0.02 0.11 
Years Living in the South 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 
Demographics       
Age 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Female 0.08 0.05 0.04 0.09 0.01 0.07 
Jewish Spouse -0.04 0.07 -0.10 0.12 0.05 0.10 
Partially Jewish Spouse -0.05 0.12 -0.12 0.20 -0.36** 0.17 
Non-Jewish Spouse -0.02 0.09 -0.11 0.15 0.02 0.13 
No Spouse ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- ----- 
Years of Formal Education -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.02 
Household Income in Dollars 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
JEA Member 0.09 0.06 0.08 0.09 0.20** 0.08 
       
n 208  207  203  
R2 0.17  0.33  0.30  

Notes: * p < 0.10. ** p < 0.05. *** p < 0.01. 
 
 The regression coefficients for not spiritual or religious in all of the six models are significantly 
lower than the other three categories. As a major purpose is to compare the impact of religiousness and 
spirituality, the category of spiritual and religious was set as the comparison group in all regression models 
except model 6 in Table 7, because that was the only model in which the difference between more 
spiritual than religious and more religious than spiritual was statistically significant. 
 The dependent variables in Table 6 reflect religion-related issues. Religiousness and spirituality 
have a greater impact on the importance of religion than on the importance of being Jewish or certainty 
about religion. Table 6 shows that Jews who appeared in the cluster of spiritual and religious were 
significantly more likely to report religion to be important in their lives than Jews who appeared in all the 
other clusters. Jews who appeared in the cluster of spiritual and religious were more likely to report being 
Jewish as important than the cluster of not spiritual or religious. Similarly, Jews who appeared in the 
cluster of spiritual and religious were more likely to report feeling more certain about their religion than 
the cluster of not spiritual or religious. All the three hypotheses are supported by model 1 regarding the 
importance of religion, hypothesis 3 is only partially supported by model 2 regarding the importance of 
being Jewish and model 3 regarding certainty about religion. 
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 The dependent variables in Table 7 reflect life-related issues. They were borrowed from the 2013 
Pew study of Jewish Americans about what being Jewish meant to the respondents. There is no difference 
among the clusters of spiritual and religious, more spiritual than religious, and more religious than spiritual 
in their opinions about leading an ethical and moral life. Jews found in the cluster of spiritual and religious 
were more likely to report observing Jewish law as essential than Jews who appeared in the cluster of 
more spiritual than religious. There is no difference with the cluster of more religious than spiritual. 
Similarly, Jews who appeared in the cluster of spiritual and religious were more likely to report being a 
part of a Jewish community as essential than Jews who appeared in the cluster of more spiritual than 
religious. There is no difference with the cluster of more religious than spiritual. However, as model 6 in 
Table 7 shows, Jews who were more religious than spiritual were more likely to report being a part of a 
Jewish community as essential than Jews who were more spiritual than religious. All the three hypotheses 
are supported by model 7 regarding being a part of a Jewish community, hypothesis 3 is only partially 
supported by model 4 regarding leading an ethical and moral life and model 5 regarding observing Jewish 
law. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 There are some interesting similarities and differences regarding levels of religiousness and 
spirituality between the Jewish members and friends of the Jewish Educational Alliance (JEA), (see Table 
1 for the relevant demographic statistics for the members and friends of the JEA), and retreatants from a 
Jesuit retreat center in Atlanta, Georgia who participated in a recent study of religiousness and spirituality 
by (Smith and Zhang 2011). The retreatants were overwhelmingly Catholic (89.6%), not surprising since 
the Jesuits are a Roman Catholic religious order, 8 percent Protestant, and 2.4 percent Other. 
 Like most Americans, including the Jewish members and friends of the JEA, the retreatants 
described themselves as spiritual and religious. Slightly over 84 percent of the respondents reported that 
they were spiritual and religious, 2.4 percent were religious but not spiritual, 11 percent spiritual but not 
religious, and 0 percent neither spiritual nor religious. The retreatants believed that they were more 
spiritual and religious than they actually were based on the comparison between their self-rated scores 
of spirituality and religiousness with distinct empirically observed measures of spirituality and 
religiousness. 
 Those who defined themselves as spiritual and religious were the largest cohort in both studies. 
The retreatants were two-times-as-likely to report that they were spiritual and religious than were the 
Jewish members and friends of the JEA. This finding appears to reflect Cunningham’s (2002:26) argument 
that in Roman Catholicism “religion and spirituality are not mutually exclusive.” This finding also reflects 
Ariel’s (1995) position that Judaism has not emphasized spirituality as much as other religious groups even 
though 41 percent of the members and friends of the JEA, who were surveyed, defined themselves as 
spiritual and religious. This paradox could reflect the fact that Jewishness is less of a religious concept but 
more of a cultural one than Catholicism, and that Jews over time have discovered, reclaimed, or elevated 
Jewish spirituality in their lives. Hoffman (2002:1) noted that in 1975 he was asked the following question: 
“Isn’t there such a thing as Jewish spirituality?” He was dumbfounded by the question and could not 
answer it. That experience triggered his desire to discover the spiritual foundations of Judaism. 
 The second largest cohort in both studies were those who defined themselves as spiritual but not 
religious. The Jewish members and friends of the JEA were almost three-times-as-likely to report that they 
were spiritual but not religious (32.2%) than were the retreatants (12.7%) but only one-third-as-likely to 
report that they were religious but not spiritual (3.2%) than were the retreatants (9.5%). These findings 
appear to reflect Rebhun’s (2016) conclusion that Jews exhibited the lowest level of religiousness when 
compared to other religious groups and as previously mentioned a growing number of Jews apparently 
have placed more importance on the spiritual life. The finding regarding the retreatants was not surprising 
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since as previously mentioned Cunningham (2002) stipulated that Catholic theology espouses the 
importance of both religiousness and spirituality. 
 The third largest cohort for the retreatants was for those who defined themselves as religious but 
not spiritual and for the Jewish members and friends of the JEA it was for those who defined themselves 
as neither spiritual nor religious. No retreatants identified themselves in this category but 17.3 percent 
(49) of the Jewish members and friends of the JEA did identify themselves as such. These Jewish members 
and friends of the JEA more than likely would identify themselves as culturally Jewish and would probably 
include some agnostics and atheists. The fourth largest cohort for the Jewish members and friends of the 
JEA was for those who identified themselves as religious but not spiritual. The Jewish members and friends 
of the JEA were three-times-more-likely to report that they were religious but not spiritual than were the 
retreatants. This is not surprising since there appears to be differences of opinion among Jews on the role 
of spirituality in Judaism. Both the retreatants and the Jewish members and friends of the JEA believed 
they were more spiritual and religious than they actually were based on the comparison between their 
self-rated scores of spirituality and religiousness with distinct empirically observed measures of spirituality 
and religiousness. 
 Another interesting finding, although not surprising even though this group constituted only 9.5 
percent (27) of the respondents, was that Jews who were more religious than spiritual were more likely 
to report being a part of a Jewish community as essential, than Jews who were more spiritual than 
religious. This finding reflects Kaplan’s (2009) point about the importance of community in Jewish life. 
Religiousness is more fundamental than spirituality to community life since, according to Cunningham 
(2002:26) religiousness is the broader construct and spirituality is “its pale cousin.” It also relates to a core 
principle of social life advanced by Emile Durkheim, one of sociology’s early theorists. Durkheim (1951) 
argued that ritual interaction fostered social solidarity and he ranked Jews as the most close-knit religious 
community, followed by Catholics with Protestants being the least communal or close-knit community. 
 Our study finds slightly over 41 percent of the Jewish members and friends of the JEA indicated 
that religion was very important and another 36.2 percent said it was somewhat important compared 
with 25 percent of Jews in a national study who stated religion was very important and 33 percent who 
said it was somewhat important (Rebhun 2016; Pew Forum 2008). The differences between these findings 
are notable. The Jewish members and friends of the JEA were 16 percent more likely to report that religion 
is very important than were the Pew respondents, while they were only about 3 percent more likely to 
report religion as somewhat important. One plausible explanation for a higher percentage of the Jewish 
members and friends of the JEA reporting that religion was very important in their lives might be the result 
of regional differences. The South, particularly the Deep South, is still the most religious region of the 
country (Lipka and Wormald 2016). 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 This paper investigated how Jewish members and friends of the Jewish Educational Alliance in 
Savannah, Georgia described their religiousness and spirituality. The result of cluster analysis showed 
discrepancies between the self-rated scores of the respondents and the empirically observed measures 
of spirituality and religiousness. Respondents were more likely to consider themselves as spiritual and 
religious, less likely to consider themselves as spiritual but not religious, than was revealed through factor 
analysis. Cross-tabulations of the spirituality and religiousness measures indicated wide differences in the 
respondent’s understanding of the concepts and of their understanding of themselves related to the 
concepts. Jews who were more religious than spiritual were more likely to report being a part of a Jewish 
community as essential than Jews who were more spiritual than religious. Orthodox Jews are more 
religious than they regard themselves to be and they are more likely to consider themselves as spiritual 
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when in fact they are more religious. This is in contrast to Conservative Jews and Reform Jews who are 
more likely to consider themselves as more religious when they are in fact more spiritual. 
 More research on religiousness and spirituality is needed in general, as is more research 
specifically regarding Jewish religiousness and spirituality. The present study would have been enhanced 
by a more diverse sample of religious Jews. In Savannah the Reform and Orthodox congregations are 
similar in size, but slightly more than three times as many Jewish members and friends of the JEA who 
identified themselves as Reform responded to the survey. It is possible that a smaller percentage of 
members of the Orthodox synagogue do not belong to the JEA. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Ariel, David S. 1995. What Do Jews Believe? The Spiritual Foundations of Judaism. New York: Schocken 

Books. 
Ariel, David S. 1998. Spiritual Judaism: Restoring Heart and Soul to Jewish Life. New York: Hyperion. 
Berman Jewish DataBank. 2015. “Jewish Maps of the United States and Canada from the American Jewish 

Year Book 2015.” New York: The Jewish Federations of North America. Retrieved October 30, 2015 
(http://www.jewishdatabank.org/Studies/details.cfm?StudyID=785). 

City-Data.Com. 2014. “Chatham County, Georgia (GA) Religion Statistics Profile.” Retrieved June 4, 2014 
(http://www.city-data.com/county/religion/Chatham-County-GA.html). 

Cox, Harvey. 2009. The Future of Faith. New York: HarperOne. 
Cunningham, Lawrence. 2002. “Stairways to Heaven: Some Cautionary Thoughts for Those Who Say They 

Are Spiritual but Not Religious.” Notre Dame Magazine, Autumn 2002, pp. 25–29. 
Dillon, Michele and Paul Wink. 2007. In the Course of a Lifetime: Tracing Religious Belief, Practice, and 

Change. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
Dinnerstein, Leonard and Mary Dale Palsson. 1973. “Introduction.” Pp. 3–23 in Jews in the South, edited 

by L. Dinnerstein and M. D. Palsson. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press. 
Durkheim, Emile. 1951. Suicide: A Study in Sociology. New York: The Free Press. 
Frey, Valerie and Kaye Kole. 2002. The Jewish Community of Savannah. Charleston, SC: Arcadia Publishing. 
George, Francis. 2013. “Easter 2013: I’m Religious but not Spiritual.” Catholic New World, March 31. 

Retrieved October 5, 2017 
(http://legacy.chicagocatholic.com/cnwonline/2013/0331/cardinal.aspx?a=print). 

Hill, Samuel S. 2005. “Introduction.” Pp. xiii–xxiii in Religion in the Contemporary South: Changes, 
Continuities, and Contexts, edited by C. E. Norman and D. S. Armentrout. Knoxville, TN: The 
University of Tennessee Press. 

Hoffman, Lawrence A. 2002. The Journey Home: Discovering the Deep Spiritual Wisdom of the Jewish 
Tradition. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

Hood, Ralph W. 2005. “Mystical, Spiritual, and Religious Experiences.” Pp. 348–364 in Handbook of the 
Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, edited by R. F. Paloutzian and C. L. Park. New York: Guilford 
Press. 

Hout, Michael and Claude S. Fischer. 2002. “Why More Americans Have No Religious Preference: Politics 
and Generations.” American Sociological Review 67(2):165–190. 

Kaplan, Dana Evan. 2009. Contemporary American Judaism: Transformation and Renewal. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Kim, Jae-On and Charles W. Mueller. 1978. Factor Analysis: Statistical Methods and Practical Issues. 
Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 

Kushner, Harold S. 1994. To Life! A Celebration of Jewish Being and Thinking. New York: Grand Central 
Publishing. 



30 PIDI ZHANG & WILLIAM L. SMITH 
 

 

Lavender, Abraham D. 1977. “Introduction.” Pp. 3–26 in A Coat of Many Colors: Jewish Subcommunities 
in the United States, edited by A. D. Lavender. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

Lipka, Michael and Benjamin Wormald. 2016. “How Religious is Your State?” Retrieved May 30, 2017 
(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/02/29/how-religious-is-your-
state/?state=alabama). 

Mathews, Donald G. 1977. Religion in the Old South. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press. 
Niederman, Randy. 1999. “The Conceptualization of a Model of Spirituality.” PhD dissertation, School of 

Social Work, University of Georgia. 
Norman, Corrie E. and Don S. Armentrout, eds. 2005. Religion in the Contemporary South: Change, 

Continuities, and Contexts. Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press. 
Pew Forum. 2008. United States Religious Landscape Survey Religious Affiliation: Diverse and Dynamic. 

Washington, DC: Pew Research Center. 
Raphael, Marc Lee. 2003. Judaism in America. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Rebhun, Uzi. 2016. Jews and the American Religious Landscape. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Roof, Wade Clark. 1993. A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of the Baby Boom Generation. 

San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco. 
Roof, Wade Clark. 1999. Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the Remaking of American Religion. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Roof, Wade Clark. 2003. “Religion and Spirituality: Toward an Integrated Analysis.” Pp. 137–148 in 

Handbook of the Sociology of Religion, edited by M. Dillon. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Roof, Wade Clark and William McKinney. 1987. American Mainline Religion: Its Changing Shape and 

Future. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
Rohrbaugh, John and Richard Jessor. 1975. “Religiosity in Youth: A Personal Control against Deviant 

Behavior.” Journal of Personality 43(1):136–155. 
Smith, William L. and Pidi Zhang. 2011. “Religiousness and Spirituality: An Analysis of a Practice-Oriented 

Retreat.” Sociological Viewpoints 27(1):57–75. 
Sheskin, Ira M. 2001. How Jewish Communities Differ: Variations in the Findings of Local Jewish Population 

Studies. New York: Mandell L. Berman Jewish Institute—North American Jewish Data Bank. 
Sheskin, Ira M. 2013. Comparisons of Jewish Communities: A Compendium of Tables and Bar Charts. 

Berman Jewish DataBank. New York: The Jewish Federations of North America. Retrieved August 
7, 2017 (http://www.jewishdatabank.org). 

Sonsino, Rifat. 2000. Six Jewish Spiritual Paths: A Rationalist Looks at Spirituality. Woodstock, VT: Jewish 
Lights Publishing. 

Sonsino, Rifat. 2001. “Jewish Definitions of Spirituality.” Pp. 9–16 in The Jewish Lights Spirituality 
Handbook: A Guide to Understanding, Exploring, & Living a Spiritual Life, edited by S. M. Matlins. 
Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing. 

United States Census Quick Facts. 2016a. “Quick Facts Savannah, Georgia.” Washington, DC: United States 
Census Bureau. Retrieved February 19, 2016 
(http://quickfacts.Census.gov/qfd/states/13/1369000.html). 

United States Census Quick Facts. 2016b. “Quick Facts Chatham County, Georgia.” Washington, DC: 
United States Census Bureau. Retrieved February 9, 2016 
(http://www.census.gov/Quickfacts/table/PST045215/13051,00). 

Wertheimer, Jack. 1993. A People Divided: Judaism in Contemporary America. New York: Basic Books. 
Wuthnow, Robert. 1998. After Heaven: Spirituality in America since the 1950s. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press. 
Wuthnow, Robert. 2007. After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings Are Shaping the 

Future of American Religion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 



Religiousness and Spirituality among Jewish Members and Friends of a Southern Jewish Organization 31 
 

 

Zinnbauer, Brian J. and Kenneth I. Pargament. 2005. “Religiousness and Spirituality.” Pp. 21–42 in 
Handbook of the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, edited by R. F. Paloutzian and C. L. Park. 
New York: Guilford Press. 

Zinnbauer, Brian J., Kenneth I. Pargament, Brenda Cole, Mark S. Rye, Eric Butter, Timothy G. Belavich, 
Kathleen M. Hipp, Allie B. Scott, and Jill L. Kadar. 1997. “Religion and Spirituality: Unfuzzying the 
Fuzzy.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 36(4):549–564. 

 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
We are grateful for the assistance provided by Adam M. Solender of the Jewish Educational Alliance. 
 
BIOGRAPHIES 
 
Pidi Zhang is Associate Professor of Sociology in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Georgia 
Southern University, Statesboro, Georgia. His recent research has focused on the transition experience of 
students from high school to college. His current research is on Jewish identity in the American South and 
teaching strategies for college courses. Dr. Zhang is the co-author of numerous articles in a variety of 
academic journals. He can be reached at pzhang@georgiasouthern.edu. 
 
William L. Smith is Professor of Sociology in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at Georgia 
Southern University, Statesboro, Georgia. His recent research has focused on monastic life, the Beachy 
Amish Mennonites, college student attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, and the transition experience of 
students from high school to college. His current research is on Jewish identity in the American South. Dr. 
Smith is the author of Families and Communes: An Examination of Nontraditional Lifestyles (Sage 
Publications, 1999), Irish Priests in the United States: A Vanishing Subculture (UPA, 2004), and numerous 
articles in a variety of academic journals. He can be reached at wmlsmith@georgiasouthern.edu. 
 
 

mailto:pzhang@georgiasouthern.edu
mailto:wmlsmith@georgiasouthern.edu


 

 

A TYPOLOGY OF ADOLESCENT VIOLENCE: THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN PERPETRATION, VICTIMIZATION, AND FUTURE 
SOCIOECONOMIC WELL-BEINGx 
 
 
Andrew Wilczak 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Past research on youth violence that draws on the life course perspective has overwhelmingly focused on 
the variety of ways in which violent victimization is a disruptive factor that diminishes future well-being, 
especially with regard to status attainment (i.e., Macmillan 2000). There also exists a substantial amount 
of research demonstrating the overlap between violent victimization and violent perpetration (Jennings, 
Piquero, and Reingle 2012). I argue that research focusing on the connection between adolescent violent 
victimization and later socioeconomic well-being must address this overlap between victimization and 
perpetration, and determine whether and how violent perpetration itself diminishes later well-being. Using 
data from the public use version of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health 
(AddHealth), I look at youth who are only victims, only perpetrators, both victims and perpetrators, and 
neither victim or perpetrator, and examine how their violent experiences affect their emerging 
socioeconomic status. Findings and areas for future research are discussed. 
 
 
KEYWORDS: Violence; Victimization; Adolescence; Socioeconomic Status 
 
 
 Prior research on adolescent violence has uncovered a multitude of ways in which violence can 
have a negative effect on overall well-being. Much of this research has focused specifically on the ways in 
which violent victimization can disrupt the status attainment process, either directly leading students into 
a downward spiral (Macmillan and Hagan 2004) or indirectly via premature role exits that are associated 
with diminished attainment, limited access to resources, or other economic challenges (Hagan and Foster 
2001; Haynie, Petts, Maimon, and Piquero 2009; Kuhl, Warner, and Wilczak 2012). In addition to our 
growing understanding of how victimization experiences can disrupt the status attainment process and 
reduce socioeconomic achievement, there is also a substantial body of research focusing on the overlap 
between being violent and being a victim of violence (Lauritsen, Sampson, and Laub 1991; Schreck, 
Stewart, and Osgood 2008; Zavala and Spohn 2012; Jennings, Piquero, and Reingle 2012). Here, we see 
that the idea that all adolescents experience violence only as a victim or only as a perpetrator is purely 
fiction; rather, many youth who are victimized also commit acts of violence. Many victims are themselves 
perpetrators of violence, and so to examine the relationship between adolescent victimization and the 
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status attainment process without considering the connection between victimization and perpetration 
paints an incomplete picture of how much violence can disrupt the life course. 
 Given the ways in which violent victimization can lead to diminished status attainment, and the 
overlap between violent victimization and violent offending, the next logical step in this line of inquiry is 
to assess whether and how adolescent violent offending is associated with future status attainment. 
Besides determining any role that violent perpetration might play in the status attainment process, it is 
also prudent to think about youth violence in terms of this overlap, and examine how these different 
categories of youth—those who are only victimized, those who are only offenders, and those who are 
both victims and offenders—differ in regards to the status attainment process. While not all victims are 
themselves violent (or vice versa), because prior research has treated youth who are victimized the same 
as those who are victim-offenders (Jennings, Piquero, and Reingle 2012), it’s worthwhile to assess 
whether and how youth who are only victims differ from those who are only perpetrators and those who 
are both. Using data from the public-use version of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 
Health (AddHealth), my goal is to address this gap in the extant research by examining how youth who 
are only victims of violence, youth who are only perpetrators of violence, and youth who are both victims 
and perpetrators differ, if at all, with regard to their emerging socioeconomic status in early adulthood. 
 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
 While the purpose of this study is to determine whether and how there are differences between 
victims of violence and perpetrators of violence with regard to their long-term socioeconomic well-being, 
it is just as important to ask the question why violent perpetration or violent victimization may have such 
a disruptive effect, so far removed from the original experience(s). Much of the research on the 
consequences of violent victimization utilizes the life course perspective and frames victimization as an 
event that can negatively affect the trajectory of a person’s life (Elder 1994). The life course perspective 
is a theoretical perspective that asks us to consider the importance of time, in terms of age, duration, and 
historical era (Elder 1994). In the existing research, violent victimization is treated as a life course 
transition, similar to events like marriage or high-school graduation. From this perspective, victimization 
is one of many possible turning points that can change the trajectory of a person’s life, sending them along 
the path to a better—or in the case of victimization, worse—life. 
 Because of the nature of the research question in the present study—is there a significant 
difference in the ways in which violent victimization and violent perpetration effect later socioeconomic 
well-being—the current study also draws heavily on the life course perspective. In fact, much of the prior 
research on the relationship between violent victimization and socioeconomic attainment has utilized the 
life-course perspective and framed victimization as a turning point in the life course that generally has a 
negative effect on the victim’s life circumstances (Macmillan 2000). 
 That said, the relationship between violent perpetration and later socioeconomic well-being 
cannot be framed the same as the relationship between violent victimization and later socioeconomic 
well-being. Theoretically anyone may be victims of violence, but not everyone has the same chance of 
committing acts of violence. In other words, victimization has the potential to happen to people who are 
just in the wrong place at the wrong time, while violent perpetration does not. Much of the research on 
violence in general places victimization and perpetration as opposites—victimization is frequently 
something that happens to someone without warning, while perpetration is the result of a long-burning 
fuse of sociological and psychological causes that explodes in a violent outburst after it runs its course. 
 However, while violent perpetration cannot be framed as a life course transition per se, the life 
course perspective still provides us with insight on how violent behavior can lead to transitions that can 
have troubling consequences. For example, involvement in violence may increase the likelihood of 
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incarceration, which can be viewed as a life course transition with consequences similar to victimization; 
for the majority of people in the system, incarceration does not lead to future pro-social opportunities 
(i.e., Lanctôt, Giordano, and Cernkovich 2007). Parsing out the theoretical reasons why youth who are 
only perpetrators of violence may differ from youth who are both victims and perpetrators (and the timing 
of their perpetration relative to their victimization, or vice-versa) in terms of their socioeconomic well-
being is certainly an important area of research that has not yet been explored; however, the purpose of 
the present study is simply to determine whether or not any such difference exists. In fact, the value of 
the life course perspective is that it does not exclude the value of other theoretical concepts that may 
explain violent behavior and the subsequent harmful transitions it may be linked to, and in fact would 
look to those causes of violence as part of a larger chain of events that ultimately leads to socioeconomic 
disadvantage. Theoretical processes that can be used to explain violent behavior, including lack of social 
control (Hirschi 1969), low self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), exposure to stressors and lack of 
pro-social coping tools (Agnew 1992), residing in a socially disorganized neighborhood (Shaw and McKay 
1969), and involvement in delinquent friendship groups (Burgess and Akers 1966) all bring considerable 
weight to bear on our understanding of violent behavior, and under the umbrella of the life course 
perspective, all are relevant. It would be misrepresenting the philosophy of the life course perspective to 
argue that any one of those theories is considerably more valuable to furthering our understanding of 
violence, given the nature and scope of the research question addressed in the present study. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Violent Victimization and Socioeconomic Attainment 
 Hagan and Foster (2001) demonstrate that adolescent victimization triggers a premature entry 
into adult roles, including dropping out of school and entering the labor force. Because they have limited 
educational attainment, these youth may experience a slight socioeconomic bump relative to their peers 
who do go to college, because they’re working full-time and don’t have the burden of the myriad costs of 
an undergraduate education. In the long run, however, the chances of substantial upward mobility are 
considerably lower than their peers. There are other consequences of victimization that can reasonably 
be linked to diminished socioeconomic strength. For instance, Haynie, Petts, Maimon, and Piquero (2009) 
show that victimization can also lead to an increased risk of having a child, running away from home, and 
coming into contact with the criminal justice system, while Kuhl, Warner, and Wilczak (2012) show that 
victimized youth are more likely to enter into serious romantic relationships earlier. These premature 
transitions into adulthood can present immediate serious challenges to one’s socioeconomic attainment, 
which in turn can have a colossal effect on the emerging socioeconomic status of these individuals. 
 Macmillan and Hagan (2004) frame victimization experiences as a catalyst in a chain reaction of 
events that ultimately leads to diminished socioeconomic attainment in adulthood via the effect that 
victimization has on school performance. Youth who are victimized in school are more likely to do poorly 
in school, as they argue, because their educational self-efficacy is reduced. Therefore, kids who don’t think 
they’re capable of being successful create a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy for themselves, and ultimately 
fail to live up to their potential later in life. This is similar to research by Perez and Widom (1994), who 
found that abused and neglected youth not only suffered academically, but their overall intellectual ability 
was reduced as well. This idea is also supported by Holt, Finkelhor, and Kantor (2007), who examined the 
psychosocial functioning and school performance of youth in an urban elementary school. This study is 
unique in that they distinguished between multiple forms of victimization, and made a distinction 
between youth who had experienced what they call minimal victimization and youth who had been 
victimized multiple times. Their results show that youth who experienced the most victimization were 
more likely to experience psychosocial distress, and in turn, performed worse in school than their peers. 
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 In fact, not only can direct victimization negatively affect school performance, the mere possibility 
of it can as well. Ripski and Gregory (2009) found that student perceptions of the likelihood of being 
victimized reduced their overall engagement and achievement, while Barrett, Jennings, and Lynch (2012) 
demonstrated that youth who have high levels of fear of crime are more likely to skip class, are less likely 
to perform well in class, and are less likely to pursue any form of higher education. Victimization therefore 
is not something that young people need to experience physically in order for there to be any harm; the 
threat of violence itself can set off a series of events which results in lower socioeconomic attainment. 
 
Adolescent Violence and Socioeconomic Attainment 
 As mentioned previously, the relationship between committing violent acts and later 
socioeconomic attainment is typically indirect: perpetration is not necessarily viewed as a life course 
transition itself, but it can lead to transitions that do have very real consequences for later socioeconomic 
attainment, including leaving school (by choice or by force) or incarceration. For example, Lanctôt, 
Giordano, and Cernkovich (2007) found that being institutionalized in a juvenile facility was associated 
with future socioeconomic challenges, while high levels of delinquency were not directly associated with 
socioeconomic challenges, but were associated with higher levels of adult criminality, which we can 
assume increases the risk of incarceration and therefore increases the likelihood that one’s socioeconomic 
status will suffer. 
 While violent perpetration is not necessarily a life course transition in and of itself, it is 
representative of other components of the life course perspective as developed by Elder (1994). Violent 
perpetration might be considered an aspect of linked lives, lives in historical times, or human agency. First, 
consider Kreager’s (2004) work on the relationship between isolation and involvement in delinquency. 
Kreager shows that isolation itself does not necessarily lead to delinquency, but isolation coupled with a 
difficult or otherwise problematic family life may increase criminality, including increasing the likelihood 
of joining a gang (2004). Viewed through the lens of the life course perspective, one could argue that this 
is an example of the importance of linked lives—that the ways our peers decide to treat us, positively or 
negatively, as well as what we learn to value in life through our interaction with them, has a substantial 
effect on our behavior and can alter the trajectories of our life (Elder 1994). 
 We can also see the importance of linked lives in Staff and Kreager’s (2008) work on the 
relationship between violence and high school enrollment. They find that, for more disadvantaged youth, 
violence becomes a way to gain status—and that status in violent peer groups increases the likelihood of 
dropping out of school. Being known for violence and being known for academics are mutually exclusive 
to disadvantaged boys (Staff and Kreager 2008). Again, building and maintaining a connection to one’s 
friendship group is the driving force behind the lack of interest in academic success and the increased 
likelihood of dropping out of school. The connection between their lives matters. 
 The relationship between violent behavior and socioeconomic status also speaks to the 
importance of the historical era in which we live, as per the life course perspective (Elder 1994). While 
this doesn’t necessarily speak to any measurable cause-and-effect relationship between violence and 
socioeconomic status, it does provide us with a way to understand the context in which these events are 
occurring. For example, Anderson’s code of the street hypothesis (1999) argues that an economy of 
respect was born in impoverished inner-cities that had been left behind by a transforming economy. Here, 
violence is one method of gaining respect in the eyes of not only one’s peers, but within the larger 
community as well (Anderson 1999). Violence is also a way to defend the fleeting amount of respect one 
is able to gain, and Anderson argues that the faster a person resorts to violence, and the more situations 
they are willing to use violence in, the more respect they garner (Anderson 1999). This is not dissimilar 
from the concept of linked lives discussed previously in terms of the ways violence stems from our 
interactions with other people in our lives; what is important here is not the interactions per se, but the 
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larger context in which violence occurs. The code of the street hypothesis also supports the findings of 
Staff and Kreager (2008); violence, rather than academic success, is the way to gain status—or respect—
among one’s peer group. 
 The final component of the life course perspective as identified by Elder (1994) is the importance 
of human agency. This dimension of the life course perspective recognizes that people are not merely 
responding to forces around them—we are not passively drifting through life—but rather, we have the 
capacity to make our own choices. Therefore, not only are violent youth violent because of the friends 
they hold in high esteem or the historical era they live, but because of how they choose to interact with 
them: we are free to accept or reject our friends, to accept or reject values imposed on us by our peers, 
family, community, or historical era (we are not able, yet, to choose the historical era we live in.) For 
example, Anderson (1999) distinguishes between “street” families who have fully adopted the code of the 
street mentality and “decent” families who are hard-working, law-abiding citizens who have rejected the 
street code mentality. The mere presence of people who have adapted this mentality does not mean that 
everyone is constantly fighting for respect—clearly, many do not hold these behaviors in high esteem and 
have rejected them accordingly. 
 
The Relationship between Perpetration and Victimization 
 In spite of extensive research that has examined the developmental and life-course consequences 
of experiencing violence as a victim, these studies have failed to take into consideration the reality that 
for many youth, both perpetration and victimization happen practically simultaneously. Lauritsen and 
colleagues (1991) assess the role that involvement in delinquent activities has on predicting whether or 
not an individual will be victimized. These authors showed that involvement in delinquency could predict 
a number of forms of victimization, including violent victimization. This relationship persisted even when 
controlling for the reciprocal effect—the ability of victimization experiences to predict future offending 
(which includes violent offending). Weaver, Borkowski, and Whitman (2008) studied the relationship 
between exposure to violence in childhood and the onset of conduct problems in adolescence, including 
involvement in violent and delinquent behaviors. They demonstrated that exposure to violence and being 
victimized prior to age 10 could predict the onset of these types of conduct problems. In fact, much of the 
research on youth violence indicates there is considerable overlap between victims and perpetrators 
(Jennings, Piquero, and Reingle 2012). 
 While some research has acknowledged that individuals involved in violence often take on the 
roles of both the victim and offender, it bears mentioning that this duality is not necessarily perfectly 
balanced; some individuals may be victimized at a higher rate than they offend, and vice-versa. Schreck, 
Stewart, and Osgood (2008) attempt to untangle the victim-offender relationship by looking at the rate 
at which individuals tend to engage one behavior or the other, and the degree to which they do so. The 
authors find that persons who are the most likely to engage in violence either as a victim or an offender 
are most likely to have taken those identical roles in the past; in other words, they do demonstrate a 
degree of role stability (Schreck, Stewart, and Osgood 2008). The authors argue that their findings suggest 
that traditional criminological theories should be able to adequately predict violent victimization as well 
as violent offending, and because victimization and offending can be predicted by similar social forces, we 
can conclude that they are related to a degree (Schreck et al. 2008). 
 
METHODS 
 
Sample 
 This paper uses data from Waves 1 and 4 of the publicly available version of the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (AddHealth). AddHealth is a stratified random sample of 
adolescents living in the continental United States. AddHealth is a school-based sample, so youth who 



A Typology of Adolescent Violence: The Relationship between Perpetration, Victimization, and Future 
Socioeconomic Well-being 37 
 

 

were not enrolled in school when the data collection began are excluded from the sample. Four Waves of 
Data were collected between 1994–95 and 2008. At Wave 1, the respondents were in grades 7 through 
12, with an approximate age range of 11 to 21. At Wave 4, the age range is 25–35. Missing data is handled 
using listwise deletion, and I use the survey weights provided by AddHealth throughout the analyses to 
account for the sampling design. 
 
Measures 
 Socioeconomic Attainment is measured using two different indicators designed to measure 
positive and negative socioeconomic factors and experiences. Socioeconomic Distress was created using 
a series of questions that ask the respondent whether or not they had experienced any of the following 
things in the past 12 months: fear of running out of food before they had money to buy more, not paying 
the full amount of their gas or electricity bill, having their gas or electricity shut off for lack of payment, 
not paying the full amount of their rent or mortgage, were evicted from their home/apartment for failing 
to pay their rent/mortgage, and whether or not their telephone service was shut off for lack of payment. 
Each of these individual items was dummy coded, where a value of 1 indicated that the respondent had 
that experience, and a value of 0 indicated that they did not. These questions were combined to create 
and index of negative SES events, ranging from 0 to 6. Because so few respondents experienced more 
than one of these events, this measure was transformed into a dummy variable, which indicates that the 
respondent experienced any of these problems. Socioeconomic Status is measured using the respondent’s 
educational attainment and household income. Educational Attainment asks the respondent what their 
highest educational level achieved is at the time of the survey. Possible responses ranged from “8th grade 
or less” to “Completed post baccalaureate profession” and include a number of possibilities for post-high 
school and post-college vocational programs and technical and professional training. Household Income 
is based on a question which asks the respondent to make their best estimate of the total amount of 
money they and the people they live with made, including money from non-legal sources. The responses 
range from 1 to 12, where 1 equals “less than $5,000” and 12 equals “$150,000 or more”. I collapsed the 
categories at each end of the spectrum to reduce the number of responses to 10, and then created my 
final measure of Socioeconomic Status by taking the average of the respondent’s educational attainment 
and household income. 
 Violent Perpetration and Violent Victimization are both measured at Wave 1 using three dummy 
variables that represent whether or not the respondent had, in the past 12 months, only been a victim, 
only been violent, or been both. Youth who had experienced neither are the contrast category. The 
dummy variables are constructed from a series of questions that ask the respondents how often in the 
past 12 months they had (or had been) shot, stabbed, gotten into a fight where it was a group of their 
friends against someone else, pulled a weapon on someone, or used a weapon to take something from 
someone by force. Each of those individual measures were recoded into dummy variables that indicated 
whether or not that event had happened to them at all, and then combined to create a typology of 
violence and victimization. Those were then collapsed, and the resulting only victimized, only violent, both 
violent and victimized and nonviolent categories were created from that. 
 Neighborhood Disadvantage was created using data from the AddHealth Contextual Data, which 
matches data from the 1990 Census to the respondents. This variable Controls: The following variables 
are included as controls from Wave 1: gender, race/ethnicity, age and age squared, family structure, 
family SES, GPA, and neighborhood disadvantage. The control variables included from Wave 4 are marital 
status and whether or not they have any children living with them. Gender is a dummy variable where a 
value of 0 indicates that the respondent is male and a value of 1 indicates that they are female. 
Race/ethnicity are a series of dummy variables indicating whether the respondent is non-Hispanic black, 
Hispanic, or some other racial/ethnic group. Because the respondents were allowed to list multiple 
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identities, bi-and-multiracial respondents were included as “other” rather than trying to force them into 
a single group. Age was calculated by converting the respondent’s month and year of birth and the 
interview month and year into century months, taking the difference, and dividing the result by 12. Age 
squared is the square of this variable. Family structure is a dummy variable that indicates whether or not 
the respondent was living with both of their biological parents at the time of the survey. Family SES is a 
measure developed first by Bearman and Moody (2004) that is a composite of the respondent’s parent’s 
highest level of education and their occupational prestige. GPA is a rough approximation of the 
respondent’s performance in four subject areas: math, English, science, and history. They were asked to 
give their most recent grade in each of these subject areas. Each item was reverse coded so higher values 
indicated greater success in that area. GPA is the average of these four variables. For respondents who 
only reported grades for 2 or 3 of these classes, GPA is the average of those. Respondents who only 
reported one grade were treated as missing. Neighborhood Disadvantage is the average of three 
indicators of neighborhood disadvantage: the unemployment rate, the poverty rate, and the modal level 
of educational attainment. Each of these individual items ranges from 1 to 3, with higher values indicating 
more disadvantage (in the case of modal educational status, higher values equal less achievement). These 
three items were combined and divided by 3 to create the final measure. 
 Marital Status and Children Present are included as control variables at Wave 4 because of their 
life-course and socioeconomic consequences. It is well-established that marriage and parenthood are two 
life-course transitions that substantially increase informal social control, motivating individuals to pursue 
more legitimate opportunities (Sampson and Laub 1992; 1993; Sampson, Laub, and Wimer 2006). It is also 
reasonable to assume that both transitions also have more direct socioeconomic consequences as well—
children are expensive, and marriage, if both partners are working, can create an economic security 
blanket. These are both measured at Wave 4 and were constructed using the household roster. Each 
variable is a dummy variable that indicates that the respondent is living with a spouse and that they have 
at least one child in the home, respectively. The specific relationship (biological, step, etc.) is not taken 
into consideration. Table 1 shows the unweighted means and standard deviations for all of the variables 
used in these analyses. 
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Table 1. Unweighted Descriptive Statistics for all Dependent, Independent, and Control Variables 
 Mean 

(S.D.) 
Dependent Variables   

Socioeconomic Attainment 5.212 
(1.658) 

Socioeconomic Distress .252 
(.434) 

  
Categories of Violence   

Only Violent .260 
(.439) 

Only Victimized .047 
(.213) 

Violent and Victimized .200 
(.400) 

Nonviolent .492 
(.500) 

  
Controls  

Female .519 
(.500) 

Black .225 
(.418) 

Hispanic .113 
(.317) 

Other Race/Ethnicity .085 
(.279) 

Age 16.038 
(1.750) 

Age squared 260.280 
(56.083) 

Family Structure .526 
(.499) 

Marital Status .316 
(.465) 

Resident Children .366 
(.482) 

Family SES 5.234 
(2.590) 

Neighborhood Disadvantage 1.807 
(.582) 

GPA 2.804 
(.764) 

 
Note that of the youth in this sample, less than half (49%) did not experience violence as victims or 
perpetrators. Of those who did experience violence, 26% were only perpetrators of violence, 20% were 
both victims and perpetrators, and 4.6% experienced violence only as victims. This reinforces the need to 
consider the ways in which young people experience violence. 
 
ANALYSES 
 
In Tables 2 and 3, the focus is on how different categories of violent youth—those adolescents who are 
only violent perpetrators, only victims, both victim and perpetrator, or have no violence in their 
background at all. Table 2 assesses how these groups fare in adulthood with regard to their socioeconomic 
status, measured as a composite of their educational attainment and household income. 
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Table 2. OLS Regression Models Predicting Positive Socioeconomic Attainment using different Violent 
Roles (unstandardized coefficients and standard errors reported) 

    
Female -.065 

(.052) 
-.109* 
(.051) 

-.109* 
(.051) 

Black -.088 
(.099) 

-.064 
(.100) 

-.064 
(.100) 

Hispanic .332*** 
(.082) 

.355*** 
(.082) 

.355*** 
(.082) 

Other Race/Ethnicity .111 
(.110) 

.131 
(.111) 

.131 
(.111) 

Age .754** 
(.275) 

.769** 
(.272) 

.769** 
(.272) 

Age squared -.021 
(.008) 

-.021* 
(.008) 

-.021* 
(.008) 

Family Structure .069 
(.057) 

.057 
(.057) 

.057 
(.057) 

Family SES .118*** 
(.014) 

.116*** 
(.015) 

.116*** 
(.015) 

GPA .658*** 
(.031) 

.631*** 
(.032) 

.631*** 
(.032) 

Neighborhood Disadvantage -.390*** 
(.060) 

-.372*** 
(.060) 

-.372*** 
(.060) 

Marital Status .723*** 
(.052) 

.706*** 
(.052) 

.706*** 
(.052) 

Resident Children -.436*** 
(.055) 

-.421*** 
(.055) 

-.421*** 
(.055) 

    
Categories of Violence    

Only Victimized --- -.158 
(.108) 

.127 
(.129) 

Only Violent --- -.113 
(.060) 

.172* 
(.069) 

Violent and Victimized --- -.285*** 
(.072) 

--- 

Nonviolent --- --- .285*** 
(.072) 

    
F 99.46*** 81.59*** 81.59*** 
r2 .309 .312 .312 
*: p < .05 ; **: p < .01 ; ***: p < .001    

 
 Focusing first on the controls, there are few surprises here. Youth who performed better in school 
and came from families with stronger socioeconomic backgrounds have higher levels of attainment in 
early adulthood. Similarly, youth who came from more disadvantaged neighborhoods experienced lower 
levels of attainment in early adulthood. Youth who were married by Wave 3 experienced higher levels of 
attainment; youth who had children by Wave 3 had lower levels of attainment. Older respondents also 
achieved more than their younger peers. Finally, girls were less successful in early adulthood than boys, 
while Hispanics achieved significantly more than their white peers. 
 Focusing now on the differences between subcategories of violent experiences, youth who are 
only victims of serious violence do not experience significantly lower levels of socioeconomic attainment 
in adulthood—they do not significantly differ either from youth who have never experienced violence in 
any form, nor are they different from youth who were both violent perpetrators and victims. In analyses 
not presented here, they were not significantly different from youth who had only been violent 
perpetrators, either. As one might expect, youth who had been both violent and victimized are at 
significantly greater risk of diminished socioeconomic attainment in comparison to their nonviolent peers. 
However, they’re also significantly less likely to succeed than those youth who are only perpetrators of 
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violence—those adolescents who had only been violent, but never victimized, are significantly more likely 
to succeed than those kids who experience violence both ways. 
 
Table 3. Logistic Regression Models Predicting Negative SES using different Violent Roles 

    
Female .342*** 

(1.408) 
.426*** 
(1.531) 

.426*** 
(1.531) 

Black .112 
(1.118) 

.072 
(1.075) 

.072 
(1.075) 

Hispanic -.133 
(.876) 

-.185 
(.831) 

-.185 
(.831) 

Other Race/Ethnicity .351* 
(1.420) 

.315 
(1.371) 

.315 
(1.371) 

Age -.562 
(.570) 

-.619 
(.539) 

-.619 
(.539) 

Age squared .017 
(1.017) 

.019 
(1.019) 

.019 
(1.019) 

Family Structure -.377*** 
(.686) 

-.357*** 
(.700) 

-.357*** 
(.700) 

Family SES -.071*** 
(.932) 

-.070*** 
(.932) 

-.070*** 
(.932) 

GPA -.511*** 
(.600) 

-.469*** 
(.626) 

-.469*** 
(.626) 

Neighborhood Disadvantage .254** 
(1.289) 

.219* 
(1.245) 

.219* 
(1.245) 

Marital Status -.568*** 
(.567) 

-.535*** 
(.585) 

-.535*** 
(.585) 

Resident Children .697*** 
(2.008) 

.679*** 
(1.972) 

.679*** 
(1.972) 

    
Violence    

Only Victimized --- .377+ 
(1.456) 

-.128 
(.880) 

Only Violent --- .109 
(1.116) 

-.396*** 
(.673) 

Violent and Victimized --- .505*** 
(1.657) 

--- 

Nonviolent --- --- -.505*** 
(.603) 

    
    
F 23.42*** 22.53*** 22.53*** 
*: p < .05 ; **: p < .01 ; ***: p < .001 

 
 Table 3 turns the focus of this stage of the analyses towards the risk of experiencing negative 
socioeconomic events, including inability to pay rent, pay utilities bills, or buy groceries. Focusing first on 
the control variables, similar patterns to those demonstrated in the first set of analyses also appear here, 
only in reverse—with some exceptions. In the final model, there are no racial or ethnic or age differences 
in socioeconomic distress. Youth who did not grow up in the same home as both of their biological parents 
were less likely to experience socioeconomic distress. 
 Youth who are both perpetrators and victims are at significantly greater risk to experience a 
negative event than their nonviolent peers. In model two, those adolescents who are both perpetrators 
and victims have an increased risk in the odds of having some negative economic event occur to them by 
a factor of 1.657. In model three, a similar pattern to the one in Table 2 emerges with regard to the 
difference between youth who were only perpetrators of violence and youth who experienced it as 
perpetrators and victims: youth who are only violent are at significantly lower risk of having some negative 
economic event occur to them, with the odds being reduced by a factor of .673. Note that while the odds 
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ratio for the effect of only being a victim of violence does appear to be exceptional in models 2 and 4, it 
doesn’t quite rise to the level of significance here. 
 In sum, in terms of differences between types of violent roles, my results suggest that these 
groups differ in a way that might be surprising. As would be expected, youth who are neither victims nor 
perpetrators of violence have the lowest risk of economic distress and the best chances to be successful. 
Along the same lines, youth who are victims and offenders have the highest risk of distress and are the 
least likely to be successful in adulthood. As for youth who are only victims, they do not significantly differ 
from their peers in any way, while those youth who are only violent perpetrators are better off than those 
kids who are victims and offenders in both socioeconomic indicators, but do not significantly differ from 
any other group. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 Past research on the consequences of violent experiences—as a victim or offender—have done 
much to expose the various and complex ways that violence can have devastating consequences for a 
person’s life via the serious ways it can disrupt the life course. Much of this research has involved the 
direct and indirect relationships between violence and socioeconomic outcomes (Anderson 1999; 
Macmillan 2000; Macmillan 2001; Morenoff, Sampson, and Raudenbush 2001; Macmillan and Hagan 
2004; Like 2011; Peguero 2011; Barrett et al. 2012), framing violent victimization as a harmful life course 
transition. However, we can also view violent perpetration through a life course lens: it is the result of 
linked lives, it is understood through the culture of the era in which it occurs, and yet there is still a 
possibility for people to utilize their own agency in accepting or rejecting the violence in their lives. There 
is an undeniable relationship between violent behavior and socioeconomic status. That being said, prior 
research on violent offending and victimization and their relationship with socioeconomic achievement 
and the status attainment process has overlooked one of the truths about violence: being a victim of 
violence and engaging in violence are not mutually exclusive experiences. In reality, some youth 
experience violence only as a victim, some only as an offender, and some experience it in both forms. 
 These findings indicate that the relationship between youth violence and victimization and later 
socioeconomic attainment is more complex than prior research has shown. In looking at this in terms of 
my typology of violent and victimized youth, these analyses show that those youth who are both violent 
perpetrators and victims are at significantly greater risk of experiencing some socioeconomic distress in 
adulthood, and are the least successful overall. Conversely, youth who neither engage in violence or are 
victimized are the most successful and at least-risk of experiencing distress of any of the four groups. 
Contrary to extant research, youth who were only victimized were not significantly different from any of 
the other three categories, suggesting that adolescent victimization does not have any direct long-term 
effects. Finally, youth who are only violent perpetrators are significantly different from youth who are 
nonviolent as well as youth who are both violent perpetrators and victims: they are worse off overall than 
nonviolent youth, but are also better off than youth who experience both violent roles. In other words, 
these findings suggest that research on the relationship between youth violence and emerging 
socioeconomic status should take the overlap between victimization and perpetration into 
consideration—there is a difference between youth who are only perpetrators of violence and those who 
are both victims and perpetrators. Recognizing these roles is important. While past research has 
demonstrated the many ways in which victimization is a disruptive force in the life course, it is clear that 
there is something unique about being a victim and a perpetrator. 
 This study is not without its limitations. First, this study utilizes the public-use version of 
AddHealth; the same analyses may yield different results with the complete, restricted data. Future 
analyses that employ growth curve models should better reveal how violence affects the development of 
one’s socioeconomic status across three stages of the life course—school performance during 
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adolescence, emerging socioeconomic status in early adulthood, and final, actual achievement in 
adulthood. That was not addressed here, as the goal was to establish that differences in these forms of 
violence existed before diving deeper into the extent of said differences. This study does not take into 
consideration the relationship between violence and the context in which it is occurring; future work in 
this area should examine contextual differences in how violent perpetration and victimization disrupt the 
status attainment process. There is ample evidence to suggest these relationships—victim-offender and 
violence-achievement—are context dependent (Hannon 2003; Berg and Loeber 2011; Berg, Stewart, 
Schreck, and Simons 2012). By ignoring the role of context and not exploring how these groups develop 
differently, we’re overlooking and possibly underestimating how disruptive violence can be. 
 Of equal importance here is the role of gender. Adolescent males are undeniably more likely to 
be involved in the types of serious violence measured here; does this mean that the findings really point 
to the relationship between adolescent violence and status attainment for men? If not, what are the ways 
in which boys and girls experience these types of violence as victims and perpetrators, and what are the 
consequences? Further still, what about gender differences in the commission and victimization of other 
forms of violence and later socioeconomic attainment? This is clearly an area that would benefit from an 
intersectional approach. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Bridewealth is a fundamental aspect of most contracted African marriages and has been implicated as 
being a major curtailer of women’s reproductive autonomy. The paucity of data on bridewealth payment 
in surveys across the continent has however made empirical interrogation of the purported relationship 
between bridewealth payment and the reproductive autonomy of women hitherto impossible. Recent 
evidence shows that bridewealth payments do influence the normative regimes regarding women’s 
autonomy. Yet unexplored, however, is whether these normative findings reflect in actual behavior; that 
is, whether women’s autonomy is actually affected by bridewealth payments. Using a unique dataset from 
Uganda that has information about the bridewealth payment status of respondents, we investigate the 
relationship between said payments and women’s ability to use contraception in situations where that 
would be contrary to their husbands’ fertility desires. We find that bridewealth payment does indeed limit 
women’s power to use contraception, and we conclude that efforts to increase African women’s control 
over their reproduction, and more generally their sexuality, should not discount cultural factors such as 
bridewealth. 
 
 
KEYWORDS: Marriage Payments; African Women; Reproductive Autonomy; Contraception; Fertility 
Decision-making 
 
 
 That the relative position of women vis-à-vis men has implications for fertility and reproductive 
health is widely postulated. The literature is replete with theoretical and conceptual articulations of such 
connections (Dodoo and Frost 2008; Dodoo and van Landewijk 1996; Greenhalgh 1995). Not surprisingly, 
the persistence of high fertility and poor reproductive health outcomes across the sub-Saharan Africa 
region has, not infrequently, been linked to women’s relatively depreciated power status compared to 
men (Shen and Williamson 1999; Lary, Maman, Katebalila, McCauley, and Mbwambo 2004). Particularly 
in sub-Saharan Africa, one arena of concern remains the fact that women are still unable to determine 
how many children to have (and when to have them), leading to the observed, persistent high levels of 
unmet need for contraception among women. 
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 An age-old relationship that evaded empirical assessment until recently regards the link between 
bridewealth payments, essential to consummating marriage across much of sub-Saharan Africa, and 
reproduction. Although the theoretical link between these two concepts was well argued over the years 
(Dodoo 1998; Fortes 1962; Goody and Tambiah 1973; Frost and Dodoo 2010; Horne, Dodoo, and Dodoo 
2013, Wojcicki, van der Straten and Padian 2010), little was done to assess the effect of bridewealth, to a 
large extent, because the concept itself has not been measured in surveys across the region, despite its 
centrality to marriage. 
 Recent work from Ghana, however, has verified bridewealth’s adverse impact on attitudes 
regarding reproduction, and shown that the payment of bridewealth does strengthen normative 
constraints on women’s reproductive autonomy. Payment of bridewealth makes females and community 
members in general, more disapproving of women taking control of their reproductive destinies (Horne, 
Dodoo, and Dodoo 2013). Still, whether these normative postures actually translate into behavior—such 
as use of contraception when women want such—remains unanswered, despite the obvious significance 
for women’s autonomy in particular, as well as for fertility outcomes more broadly. This paper exploits 
data from Uganda to investigate how bridewealth payment conditions women’s ability to implement their 
preferences for contraception. We ask whether bridewealth payment constrains women’s ability to use 
contraception to effect their preferred fertility preferences. 
 
Bridewealth, Marriage, and Women’s Reproductive Autonomy 
 Marriage payments—dowry and bridewealth—have a long history across much of the world 
(Anderson 2007). The anthropological record—both historical and contemporary—documents the 
significance of bridewealth across sub-Saharan Africa, even into the present (Anderson 2007; Evans-
Pritchard 1934; Goody 1973; Murdock 1967; Mwamwenda and Monyooe 1998; Oheneba-Sakyi and Takyi 
2006; Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950; Wojcicki et al. 2010). Vaughan’s (1977:170) estimate was that 80% 
of African societies practice bridewealth. 
 Bridewealth-paying societies have been identified with the female role in agriculture. Boserup 
(1970), in particular, argued that bridewealth is found in societies where agriculture relies on light tools 
(such as the hoe), and where women are actively engaged, a situation typical of much of sub-Saharan 
Africa. But, other commentators have reported its significance in both urban and rural contexts, as well 
as in Christian and Muslim contexts, matrilineal and patrilineal communities, among both the rich and 
poor, and in more and less wealthy countries (Anderson 2007; As-Saleh 2006; Bishai and Grossbard 2010; 
Lesthaeghe 1989; Mulder 1995; Oppong 1974;). Even in the Diaspora, the payment of bridewealth is not 
unusual in African marriages (Horne, Dodoo, and Dodoo 2013). 
 The legitimacy of marriage is established by the payment of bridewealth (Mwamwenda and 
Monyooe 1997; Ogbu 1978) and, today, the transaction of bridewealth is still necessary to contract a 
marriage in the majority of African ethnic groups (Mwamwenda and Monyooe 1997; Wojcicki et al. 2010). 
Ethnographers have documented the phenomenon in Eastern (Goldschmidt 1974; Prazak 2006), Southern 
(Dekker and Hoogeveen 2002; Mizinga 2000; Mwamwenda and Monyooe 1997), Central (Ardener 1962; 
Richards 1950), and Western (Bawah, Akweongo, Simmons, and Phillips 1999; Frost and Dodoo 2010; 
Isiugo-Abanihe 1994) Africa. The bridewealth negotiated may include goods and money, and the man’s 
family subsequently pays these to the woman’s family (Aborampah 1999). Two main purposes of 
bridewealth payments in the marriage contract, include: first, they compensate the family of the woman 
for her household and farm labor that they will lose because of her marriage and, second, in the patrilineal 
societies that make up the bulk of the African landscape, they further compensate the woman’s family for 
her offspring who will now belong to the man’s family/lineage (Bawah et al. 1999; Fortes 1962; Goody 
and Tambiah 1973; Mair 1971). 
 Thus, the bridewealth is exchanged for her productive and reproductive labor, with the latter 
function conferring exclusive sexual rights to her spouse and, thereby, causing her to lose control over her 
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reproductive rights (Isiugo-Abanihe 1994; Dodoo 1998). With the man “owning” her reproductive rights, 
he now retains primary authority over the quantum and timing of her childbearing and, not unrelatedly, 
whether or not she uses contraception (including condoms, with clear implications for sexually 
transmitted infections), as that directly affects her fertility. According to proponents of this “reproductive 
restriction” thesis, bridewealth payments curtail reproductive, but not other rights of women (e.g., 
pertaining to their economic or financial autonomy), particularly because of its specific tie to childbearing 
(Isiugo-Abanihe 1994; Mizinga 2000; Dodoo and Frost 2008). In many societies, however, the bride’s 
family allows the couple to live together even when bridewealth has not been paid. However, it is only 
after the negotiated amount has been paid that the rights associated with marriage transfer to men 
(Meekers 1992; Mizinga 2000). 
 
Women’s Status, Reproductive Health, and Bridewealth Norms 
 The status of women remains considerably low relative to men across sub-Saharan Africa (Dodoo 
and Frost 2008), and this has been linked to the region’s levels of reproductive health and fertility (Dodoo 
and van Landewijk 1996; Greenhalgh 1995). Numerous studies have found that the higher the status of 
women the more control they have over their reproductive health and fertility, and also demonstrated 
that this translates into lower fertility and better health outcomes in various ways (Allendorf 2007; Balk 
1994; Dyson and Moore 1983; Hindin 2000; Ngom Debpuur, Akweongo, Adongo, and Binka 2003; 
Rahman, Mostofa, and Hoque 2014; Saleem and Bobak 2005; Upadhyay and Hindin 2005; Upadhyay, 
Gipson, Withers, Lewis, Ciaraldi, Fraser, Huchko, and Prata 2014). 
 Countries across the region have strived to both improve the reproductive health of women and 
reduce fertility levels. Efforts have come from both governmental and non-governmental bodies to, 
among other things, improve women’s education (Desai 2000; Jejeebhoy 1995; Kravdal 2002), their 
occupational status (Mahmud and Johnston 1995), and their levels of family planning usage (Charania, 
Crepaz, Guenther-Gray, Henny, Liau, Willis, and Lyles 2011; Population Services International 1999; Rosen 
and Conly 1998; Ross and Stover 2001). Despite these interventions, reproductive health targets remain 
far from being attained, and fertility levels have continued to be generally high across the region 
(Bongaarts and Casterline 2013; Cleland, Ndugwa and Zulu 2011). 
 Although bridewealth has been theoretically implicated as an inhibitor of women’s reproductive 
rights (Bawah et al. 1999; Isiugo-Abanihe 1994), little empirical evidence had been adduced in this regard, 
in large part because data collection efforts generally excluded measures of the concept. One 
complication is that because three fluid states of payment status exist—fully, partially/incompletely, and 
none paid—any survey seeking to assess the focused effect of bridewealth payments would appear to 
either need to, apriori, know the statuses of prospective respondents to ensure appropriate 
representation in the sample, or perhaps require a probabilistic, if not national, sample. This is, 
purportedly, the key explanation for the paucity of data on bridewealth (Dodoo, Horne, and Dodoo 2014). 
 Recent work by colleagues and collaborators of a bridewealth project at the University of Ghana’s 
Regional Institute for Population Studies (RIPS), circumvented this problem by implementing a vignette 
study that asked randomly selected respondents—regardless of their own bridewealth status—what 
perceptions would be associated with various decisions and postures by hypothetical vignette-based 
women (rendering the bridewealth statuses of the actual respondents irrelevant). Such data generate 
evidence of how bridewealth normatively affects women’s autonomy. Horne, Dodoo, and Dodoo’s (2013) 
recent finding that “bridewealth strengthens normative constraints on women’s reproductive autonomy” 
(p. 517), provided the first empirical evidence of such, and further work suggesting that such normative 
constraints may not be attenuated by female schooling (Dodoo, Horne, and Biney 2014), provoke 
questions about the implications for women’s actual behavior, particularly given the region’s poor 
reproductive health and family planning record, its virtually universal marriage regime, and the centrality 
of bridewealth to marriage. 
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 In all, bridewealth is paid to women’s families in exchange for the rights to their sexual and 
reproductive capacities, and their domestic services. Married women may provide sexual/reproductive 
services to their male partners even when bridewealth has not been paid, but only when the negotiated 
payment has been fully paid do the associated rights transfer indisputably, for men to gain control over 
women’s fertility. The corollary, then, is that when bridewealth has been fully paid, men’s reproductive 
(and contraceptive) preferences would override women’s, whereas the reverse would be true when the 
bridewealth payment has not been made or completed. 
 Against this backdrop, where spouses have discordant fertility preferences—take in particular, 
where a man wants more children, but his wife does not—one would expect that if bridewealth has been 
fully paid, that couple would not be using contraception; conversely, if bridewealth has not been paid, the 
woman should be more able to use contraception. Given the recent normative evidence, an intriguing and 
significant corollary becomes whether actual behavioral outcomes unfold in the same way, particularly 
given the highly patriarchal context of these transactions. If factors that should improve women’s 
autonomy are normatively acknowledged but do not manifest in real life situations, then that would 
appear to heighten the futility of the quest for equality in such settings. 
 
Hypotheses 
 We use a series of comparisons among discordant couples to flesh out the study hypotheses. First, 
when bridewealth has been fully paid, comparing whether women’s preferences to have no more children 
in discordant preference dyads are more likely to translate into contraceptive use than when it is men (or 
both) who prefer to cease childbearing, provides insight into men’s and women’s relative power in 
reproductive decision making. Our hypothesis in this circumstance will be that contraceptive use will be 
lower when it is men who want no more children, in consonance with the transfer of authority to men 
that comes with bridewealth payment. 
 Similarly, comparing dyads in which women want to stop to those in which men (or both) want to 
stop, when bridewealth has not been paid, also provides insight into men’s and women’s relative 
influence; in that context, contraceptive use should be higher when it is women who want no more 
children, precisely because reproductive authority has not transferred to men. 
 Finally, comparing whether women’s preference to have no more children is more likely to 
translate into contraceptive use when bridewealth has been paid versus when it has not been paid 
provides some indication of how payment influences women’s reproductive autonomy; our hypothesis 
here predicts higher contraceptive use when bridewealth has not been paid. 
 
DATA AND METHODS 
 
Source and Description of Data 
 The bulk of demographic research in sub-Saharan Africa has relied on surveys that have excluded 
measures of bridewealth, despite the centrality of the concept to defining women’s status within 
marriage. We lean on the 1995/96 Negotiating Reproductive Outcomes (NRO) study from Uganda, the 
first large, representative survey that we found that includes measures of bridewealth. Although the 
dataset is two decades old, and has only a few bridewealth measures, it suffices to address the 
relationship between bridewealth and women’s power to effect decisions about their use of 
contraception; the age of the dataset is also irrelevant because of our interest in assessing relationships 
between variables—rather than predicting current or future behavior—and because bridewealth remains 
very salient for the social and reproductive lives of Africans today. 
 The NRO study was jointly executed by the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) program of 
Macro International Inc., and the Institute of Statistics and Applied Economics (ISAE) at Makerere 
University. The study interrogated household marital dynamics and reproductive decision-making 
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processes and yielded considerably more information about these processes in sexual unions than have 
most other surveys. The NRO surveyed 78 communities in two districts in Uganda: Masaka and Lira 
districts. 
 Masaka district, populated by the Baganda ethnic group, is in the Central Region of Uganda, west 
of Lake Victoria and not far north of the borders with Tanzania and Rwanda. Lira district, home mainly to 
the Langai people, is north of Lake Kyoga and closer to Sudan and Kenya. Both districts are heavily rural 
(90% and 95% rural respectively) and thus urban areas were oversampled for the survey. The two districts 
also differ with respect to types of crops grown, HIV prevalence, and other cultural factors. Lira district 
has a lower literacy rate, higher infant mortality, and less cash cropping, and is consequently more 
socioeconomically disadvantaged. 
 The sampling for the survey was based on enumeration areas (EAs) systematically selected with 
probability proportional to size from the 1991 census sample frame. A stratified random sample of 40 EAs 
was selected from each district; interviews were not conducted in one EA in each of the two districts 
because of logistical problems in the field. Households were systematically selected within each EA. All 
women aged 20–44 who were de jure household members were eligible for interview provided they were 
married, living together with a partner, or in a stable sexual union for at least six months prior to the 
survey. Men who were married to, or living with, successfully interviewed women, were also eligible for 
interview. The response rate was 92% for eligible women and 82% for their male counterparts. 
 The interviews covered a wide variety of topics including bridewealth payment status, decision-
making patterns in the household, gender-specific responsibilities in the household, domestic violence, 
views and perceptions regarding the ability to control one’s own life, family background and relationships, 
fertility desires, and contraceptive use. 
 
Sample Selection 
 Our interest in whether women are able to implement their preferences calls for a focus on 
couples of discordant preferences in patriarchal settings where bridewealth confers power over 
reproductive decision to men. We focus on the fertile women who were not pregnant at the time of the 
survey, and for whom bridewealth payment status information is available. Of the original 1,750 women 
in the dataset, 90 were not in union and so were excluded. We also excluded already-pregnant women 
(n=318), infertile and infecund women (n=163), those who gave non-numeric preferences (n=195), and 
those for whom bridewealth payment information was missing (n=20). We focus on fecund women and 
exclude pregnant, infertile and infecund women because decisions about contraceptive use are only 
meaningful for those “at risk” of pregnancy. Because some of the women fell into more than one of these 
categories, the final sample retained 986 women for whom we had information about their and their 
husbands’ preferences, bridewealth payment status, and modern contraceptive use. 
 
Description of Variables 
 Whether the female partner is able to implement her contraceptive preferences in the face of her 
partner’s contrary preferences constitutes the core question of this paper. This implies an unconventional 
dependent variable operationalized from the woman’s report of her reproductive preference, her 
husband’s reproductive preference (joint preference) and her contraceptive use at the time of the survey. 
Contraceptive use is measured as a binary variable (using versus not using). The joint preferences of the 
couples were distributed across four joint fertility preference categories: (i). When only the man wanted 
no more children; (ii) When only the woman wanted no more children; (iii) When both of them wanted 
no more children; and (iv) When both of them wanted to have more children. Thus, there were two 
concordant categories (where both wanted no more children or both wanted more children), and two 
discordant categories (where either the man or the woman wanted no more children, but their partner 
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did); it is these discordant couples that constitute the explicatory focus of the analysis, because they afford 
an opportunity to assess relative power in reproductive decision making. 
 We assume that respondents who are clear in their minds at the point of the survey that they do 
not want any more children (i.e., that they want to stop having children) would logically want to be using 
contraception (Dodoo 1998). Thus, in the earlier stated case of couples with discordant preferences, use 
of contraception would be indicated by, or reflect the preferences of, the spouse who has more power. 
How bridewealth payment conditions this relationship is the focus of the study. In this regard, the 
dependent variable is not contraceptive use, per se, but the relationship between the joint or relative 
couple preference and contraceptive use. 
 Due to the small number of men who did not want to have any more children whereas their 
partners did—only 16 men in the sample are in this category—we combined the joint preference 
categories in which only the man wanted no more children (but his wife did), and the one in which both 
the man and the woman wanted no more children in one category for the regression models. Effectively, 
although the small number of antinatalist men—a not unusual phenomenon in highly patriarchal 
developing world settings where the burden of child rearing inordinately falls on women—precludes a 
symmetric analysis, our operational framing still permits us to assess the nature of outcomes when 
women want no more children (but their partners do). This is very relevant because the structure of 
African marriage and the patriarchal nature of society grant power in many instances, including in 
reproductive decision-making, to men. Therefore, so long as the man does not want to have children, he 
has an advantage in implementing his preferences for contraception. Irrespective of whether bridewealth 
has been paid or not, if his wife also wants no more children, then there should be no problem with the 
couple using contraception. The question of interest now becomes about what circumstances enable 
women to have their preferences enacted; that is, what gives women power? We therefore compare 
couples in which only the women want to stop childbearing, to those in which only the men, or both the 
man and the woman want to stop childbearing and then finally, to the ones in which both the husband 
and the wife do want to have more children. 
 The focal independent variable in this study is the completeness of bridewealth payment. The 
survey asked respondents whether or not their union involved bridewealth payment. This variable, called 
‘bridewealth payment status’ was categorized as ‘none paid’, ‘partially paid’ and ‘fully paid’, to reflect 
whether the marriage was one in which bridewealth payment had not been made, or if it had been made, 
whether payment had only been partially completed or it had been fully completed. How bridewealth 
payment influences women’s ability to translate their fertility preferences into contraceptive use is ideally 
assessed by looking at the relationship between preferences among discordant couples and contraceptive 
use when there is no bridewealth payment and when bridewealth has been paid. 
 Controls are implemented for women’s educational level (no education, primary education, 
secondary and higher), employment status (not working, non-cash work, working for cash), marital status 
(currently married, living with a man (cohabiting)), polygamy (continuous variable), duration of current 
sexual union (continuous variable), age (continuous variable), number of children (continuous variable), 
household wealth (low, middle, high), religion (Protestant, Catholic, Muslim/other), ethnicity (Lango, 
Baganda, Other), district (Masaka, Lira) and residence (rural, urban). 
 
Sample Profile 
 Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics of all the dependent and independent variables. In all, 
barely 11% of the sample was using contraception at the time of the survey. About one-fifth of the sample 
reported that there was no bridewealth payment made for their union, about one-quarter had 
bridewealth partially paid, and a little over one-half had bridewealth fully paid. The couples’ joint fertility 
preference status showed that, whilst only a tiny proportion (1.6%) of husbands wanted to stop 
childbearing whilst their wives did not, almost one-quarter of wives wanted to stop childbearing when 
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their husband did not. For twenty-two percent of couples, both wanted to stop childbearing, and for a 
little over half of couples, both wanted to have more children. 
 The majority of respondents were Catholic, followed by Protestant Christians and then Muslims 
and other religions. With respect to ethnicity, Baganda and Lango were about equal proportions, whilst 
people of other ethnicities made up the minority. Further, majority of the respondents lived in Masaka 
District, and a minority in Lira District; and about four-fifths of the sample resided in rural areas. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Dependent and Independent Variables – (N=986) 

Variables Frequency Percent 
Dependent Variable   

Currently using contraception 107 10.9 
Independent Variables   

Bridewealth Payment Status   
None involved 208 21.1 
Partially paid 250 25.3 

Fully paid 528 53.6 
Joint Fertility Preference   

Only husband wants to stop or both want to stop 237 24.0 
Only wife wants to stop 245 24.9 
Both want to have more 504 51.1 

Religion   
Protestant 288 29.2 

Muslim/ Other 125 12.7 
Catholic 573 58.1 
Ethnicity   

Lango 350 35.5 
Other 282 28.5 

Baganda 354 36.0 
District   
Masaka 599 60.8 

Lira 387 39.2 
Residence   

Urban 186 18.9 
Rural 800 81.1 

Household Wealth Status   
Low 392 39.8 

Middle 423 42.9 
High 171 17.4 

Marital Status   
Yes, currently Married 757 76.8 

Yes, living with man 229 23.2 
Education   

No education 272 27.6 
Primary education 584 59.2 

Secondary and more 130 13.2 
Employment   
Not working 289 29.3 

Non-cash work 99 10.0 
Cash work 598 60.7 

Continuous Variables Mean (SD) Minimum, Maximum 
Age 28.76( 6.121) 20, 44 

Number of Children 4.91 (2.836) 0, 13 
Polygamy 1.31 (0.604) 1, 8 

Duration of Current Union 10.86 (6.582) 0, 36 
Source: Negotiating Reproductive Outcomes in Uganda, 1996 
 
 The majority of households in the sample were in the middle category of household wealth. Of 
the women in the sample, about three–quarters were currently married, and the remaining one-quarter 
cohabiting. About one-quarter of the women had no education, almost 60% had primary education, and 
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a minority had secondary or higher education. Three-fifths of the women worked for cash, while almost 
one-third did not work; a further 10% worked, but received no cash earnings for doing so. 
 The average age of women was almost 29 years, with the average parity being almost 5 births per 
woman, which implies quite a high rate of birth for a sample that is relatively young. These women had, 
on average, been married for almost 11 years, meaning that quite a number of them had been married 
before age twenty. 
 
Analytical Strategy 
 Our general thesis is that contraceptive usage is a function of both the joint fertility preference of 
the couple and the status of bridewealth payment. It is therefore necessary to analyze the data in a way 
that will account for contraceptive usage within the different contexts of both bridewealth payment 
statuses and fertility preferences. One way to do this is by separating the bridewealth payment categories, 
particularly if it can be shown that fertility preference is different for various bridewealth payment 
statuses. 
 Our strategy therefore, was first, to investigate whether there was a statistically significant 
difference of the effect of preference categories across bridewealth payment status, which would warrant 
assessing the relationship between fertility preference and contraceptive use separately for different 
bridewealth payment categories. A set of multivariate stratified models of contraceptive use for each 
bridewealth payment status was estimated in STATA, and Seemingly Unrelated Regression Estimates 
(SUEST) commands used to test the hypothesis that each separate coefficient for fertility preference was 
significantly different across the bridewealth payment status categories (Table 2). The results confirmed 
the hypothesis that fertility preference differed across the different bridewealth payment statuses, and 
therefore, a set of three (3) binary logistic regression models were estimated, with the data stratified by 
bridewealth payment status (Table 3). 
 
RESULTS: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN BRIDEWEALTH PAYMENT, FERTILITY PREFERENCES, AND 
CONTRACEPTIVE USE 
 
 The expectation that contraceptive usage will be a function of both the joint fertility preference 
of the couple and the status of bridewealth payment—i.e., how the payment status conditions the 
resolution of the discordant preferences—behooves us to analyze the data in a way that will account for 
contraceptive usage within the different contexts of both bridewealth payment statuses and fertility 
preferences. Table 2 shows chi-square test results based on Seemingly Unrelated Regression Estimates 
(SUEST) for testing the difference between coefficients of fertility preference categories for the three 
different bridewealth payment statuses. 
 The results of Table 2 are statistically significant across the board, implying that fertility 
preference is significantly different across the bridewealth payment status categories. We, therefore, set 
up stratified models for the bridewealth payment categories, within which to explore the nuanced 
resolution of joint fertility preferences, particularly where spouses disagree. 
 
Table 2. Chi-square test results based on Seemingly Unrelated Regression Estimates (SUEST) for testing 
the difference between coefficients of fertility preference categories for three different bridewealth 
payment statuses. 

Fertility Preference Chi-square statistic Significance (Prob>chi2) 
Only woman wants to stop childbearing 22.82 0.000 

Only man wants to stop childbearing 6.30 0.043 
Both want to stop childbearing 4.74 0.094 

Source: Negotiating Reproductive Outcomes in Uganda, 1996 
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 Table 3 presents the results of three separate logistic regression models, assessing the 
relationship between joint preferences and contraceptive use. Column (a) represents dyads that had no 
bridewealth payment, while columns (b) and (c) consider those for whom bridewealth has been paid, 
partially and fully respectively. The model for when bridewealth has been partially paid is only marginally 
significant, and none of the variables is statistically significant in that model. 
 Further, given that discordant dyads help us elucidate gender power, we focus on the comparison 
of the categories where women and men have different fertility preferences. Specifically, we are 
interested in assessing women’s contraceptive use when only the woman wants no more children (but 
the man wants more) compared to when it is a category in which the man wants to cease childbearing. It 
is in such discordant situations that women’s use or non-use of contraception can be considered a 
reflection of their relative power in the decision-making process.  
 
Table 3. Logistic Regression Models of Women’s Contraceptive Use Separated for different Bridewealth 
Payment Statuses 

Variables Not Paid*** 
(N=208) 

Partially Paid* 
(N=250) 

Fully Paid*** 
(N=528) 

Odds Ratios Odds Ratios Odds Ratios 
Joint Fertility Preference 

   

Only husband wants to stop or both want 
to stop 

 
0.20 

 
6.83 

 
4.17*** 

Only wife wants to stop 4.69** 0.50 1.42 
Both want to have more 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Religion 
   

Protestant 2.76 2.71 3.38*** 
Muslim/ Other 1.01 1.69 2.30* 

Catholic 1.00 1.00 1.00 
Ethnicity 

   

Lango 0.20** 0.12 0.35 
Other 0.86 0.10 0.49** 

Baganda 1.00 1.00 1.00 
District 

   

Masaka 0.86 0.11 1.51 
Lira 1.000 1.00 1.00 

Residence 
   

Urban 4.25* 5.29 5.96*** 
Rural 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Household Wealth Status 
   

Low 0.55 0.21 0.67 
Middle 0.99 0.31 1.52 

High 1.00 1.00 
 

Marital Status 
   

Yes, currently Married 0.58 2.14 2.74 
Yes, living with man 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Education 
   

No education 0.02** 0.05 0.38* 
Primary education 0.10*** 0.83 0.63 

Secondary and more 1.00 1.00 
 

Employment 
   

Not working 0.58 0.47 0.91 

Non-cash work 9.93** 0.19 0.41 
Cash work 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Age 0.95 0.79 1.00 

Polygamy 3.03** 2.04 1.42* 
Number of Children 1.12 1.10 0.88 

Duration of Current Union 0.96 1.00 1.01 
-2 Log Likelihood Chi square 77.24 29.67 99.37 

Pseudo R2 0.55 0.41 0.31 
* p <0.10; **- p < 0.05; *** - p < 0.01. Categories in italics are the reference categories 
Source: Negotiating Reproductive Outcomes in Uganda, 1996 
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 Table 3 shows that, when no bridewealth is paid in a union, (only) the odds of contraceptive use 
for women who wish to stop childbearing without the concurrence of their partners are statistically 
significant. Such women have odds that are 4.69 times as high as those for women who, with their 
partners, both want to have more children; the difference is statistically significant (p<0.05). This finding 
strongly suggests that women have considerable influence in contraceptive use when bridewealth has not 
been paid. 
 Conversely, when bridewealth has been fully paid, women do not appear as able to translate their 
contraceptive-inclined preferences into actual use; the decision making power appears to favor men. 
When bridewealth is fully paid, women who want no more children but have partners who do, appear 
unable to translate their preferences into contraceptive use as those whose bridewealth has not been 
paid seem able to do; on the other hand, the odds of using contraception when it is men only, or both 
partners who want no more children are 4.17 times as high as the odds for those who share the same 
preference with their partners to continue childbearing, and the difference is highly statistically significant 
(p<0.01). Evidently, women become less powerful and men more powerful to impose their wishes on the 
contraceptive decision when bridewealth has been fully paid in the relationship. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 The findings of this paper are reassuring in their evidencing that recent normative findings of the 
effect of bridewealth on women’s autonomy, are corroborated in the realm of actual behavioral 
outcomes. Clearly, the bridewealth payment and attendant power shifts actually affect critical 
personal/reproductive lives of real women. 
 These findings lend credence to the assertions in the anthropological and experimental literature 
about the influence of bridewealth payment on reducing women’s control in reproductive decision-
making and their control over their reproductive rights (Boni 2001; Caldwell and Caldwell 1987; Comaroff 
1960; Dodoo 1998; Dodoo and Frost 2008; Fortes 1962; Goody and Tambiah 1973; Horne, Dodoo, and 
Dodoo 2013). As the evidence presented here appears to indicate, the influence of bridewealth—to curtail 
women’s power when full payment has been made and, conversely, reducing men’s power when not 
paid—is significant in the reproductive realm. In response to Horne, Dodoo and Dodoo’s (2013) concern 
about whether their empirically observed link between bridewealth payment and normative constraints 
extends into behavior, our findings seem to suggest the affirmative. 
 The implications of these findings are far reaching. With bridewealth still a widespread institution 
across sub-Saharan Africa (Ansell 2001; Chireshe and Chireshe 2010; Horne, Dodoo, and Dodoo 2013; 
Wojcicki et al. 2010), the slower than expected uptake of modern contraception and fertility transition 
(than suggested by women’s unmet need) can be understood. Also, the implications of bridewealth 
payment in the reproductive—and, indeed, sexual—realm would seem to connote adverse impacts on 
other reproductive health outcomes, particularly given men’s apparent disinclination to use condoms, 
and women’s seeming inability to insist on condom use. 
 Considerable anecdotal and other evidence suggests that women cannot say “no” to male 
partners who refuse to use condoms in sexual encounters, even when they suspect the men have sexually 
transmitted infections. Perhaps, the explanation is that demanding condom use blocks the same fertility 
channel that bridewealth has contracted to be mainly the purview of men. If this is the case, then it 
forebodes grave implications and, at the extreme, even death, for women and their sexual health. More 
work on the impact of bridewealth payment on reproductive health is called for. 
 Our findings juxtapose neatly on the body of literature that argues that men hold considerable 
sway over women’s reproductive autonomy in Africa, with bridewealth a likely culprit in the relationship. 
Dodoo and Frost (2008) have reviewed other studies in Africa that show that men’s and women’s fertility 
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decision-making power in the family is hardly equal and operates asymmetrically. For example, Ezeh 
(1993) found that men’s fertility attitudes influence those of their wives, and not vice versa. Dodoo (1998) 
found for Kenya that the odds of a couple enacting fertility stopping behavior were fifty percent higher 
when the male, rather than the female, preferred such behavior. Bankole (1995) demonstrated in Nigeria 
that men have more control over births during the earlier years of marriage, when childbearing is usually 
greatest and that are most critical to fertility decline. DeRose, Wu and Dodoo (2010) also showed that 
fertility decline was propelled relatively more by reductions in men's reproductive goals than by 
improvements in women’s schooling, which has been championed as a path to improving women’s 
reproductive autonomy. Again, DeRose and Ezeh (2005) found that even men’s level of education impacts 
wives’ fertility attitudes. These studies all show that men have more than negligible influence over 
women’s fertility. 
 Finally, whatever the case, with the paucity of survey data that quantify the occurrence of 
bridewealth across Africa, it would seem evident that further work to understand linkages between 
reproductive health and bridewealth payments, a central factor in Africa’s universal marriage regime 
would only be prudent. Incorporating an additional question or two on bridewealth in the Demographic 
and Health Surveys should be quite feasible. For example, a single question on the DHS might read: 
 Has the bridewealth that was negotiated in your current marriage been: 

a. completely paid 
b. only partially paid (incomplete) 
c. none paid yet 
d. no bridewealth negotiated 
e. not currently married 
f. other (please specify) 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Our findings have shown that bridewealth, which is a deeply ingrained cultural practice is a 
significant contributor to the imbalance of reproductive decision-making power in favor of men. In unions 
where no bridewealth has been paid, women seem to retain control over their reproductive decisions, 
whereas full payment of the marriage prestations does seem to awaken men’s power to override women’s 
preferences in decision making in the reproductive realm. Clearly, therefore, attempts to increase African 
women’s control over their reproductive lives, and to specifically address the high levels of unmet need 
across the continent, using paths such as education, access to resources and provision of contraceptive 
services will yield relatively little result unless the cultural perspective is taken into account. Further, the 
role of men in reproductive decision-making should in no way be discounted. Policies aimed at giving 
women more control over their fertility or reducing African birth rates and unmet need should therefore 
not target only women. Rather than attempting to do away with the practice of bridewealth payment we 
could, for instance, educate men about contraception, and then incentivize them to teach the information 
to their family members. This would take advantage of the authority that bridewealth payment gives men 
in the reproductive realm. An alternate route to the desired end of lowered fertility might be an option 
that considers disincentivizing high fertility among men. Clearly, men’s influence makes it imperative that 
fertility policy factors in their considerations. 
 
  



Bridewealth Payment and Contraception in Uganda 57 
 

 

REFERENCES 
 
Aborampah, Osei-Mensah. 1999. “Systems of Kinship and Marriage in Africa.” in Till Death Do Us Part: A 

Multicultural Anthology on Marriage, edited by S. L. Browning and R. R. Miller. Stamford, CT: JAI 
Press. 

Allendorf, Keera. 2007. “Couples’ Reports of Women’s Autonomy and Health-care Use in Nepal.” Studies 
in Family Planning 38(1):35–46. doi:10.1111/j.1728-4465.2007.00114.x 

Anderson, Siwan. 2007. “The Economics of Dowry and Bridewealth.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 
21:151–74. doi:10.1257/jep.21.4.151 

Ansell, Nicola. 2001. “‘Because it’s Our Culture!’ (Re)negotiating the Meaning of Lobola in Southern 
African Secondary Schools.” Journal of Southern African Studies 27:697–716. 
doi:10.1080/03057070120090691 

Ardener, Edwin. 1962. Divorce and Fertility. London, UK: Oxford University Press. 
As-Saleh, Saleh. 2006. “Rulings Regarding Mahr (Marriage Payment): Based upon Points of Benefit from 

the Duroos of Our Sh. Sam As-Sghair (Hafidhuhullaah).” 6th of Jamaadah al-Aaakhirah, 1427, July 
2nd. 

Balk, Deborah. 1994. “Individual and Community Aspects of Women’s Status and Fertility in Rural 
Bangladesh.” Population Studies 48(1):21–45. doi:10.1080/0032472031000147456 

Bankole, Akinrinola. 1995. “Desired Fertility and Fertility Behaviour among the Yoruba of Nigeria: A Study 
of Couple Preferences and Subsequent Fertility.” Population Studies 49:317–28. 
doi:10.1080/0032472031000148536 

Bawah, Ayaga Agula, Patricia Akweongo, Ruth Simmons, and James F. Phillips. 1999. “Women’s Fears and 
Men’s Anxieties: The Impact of Family Planning on Gender Relations in North Ghana.” Studies in 
Family Planning 30:54–66. doi.10.1111/j.1728-4465.1999.00054.x 

Bishai, David and Shoshana A. Grossbard. 2010. “Far above Rubies: Brideprice and Extramarital Sexual 
Relations in Uganda.” Journal of Population Economics 23(4):1177–84. doi:10.1007/s00148-008-
0226-3 

Blanc, Ann K., Brent Wolff, Anastasia J. Gage, Alex C. Ezeh, Stella Neema, and John Ssekamatte-Ssebuliba. 
1996. Negotiating Reproductive Outcomes in Uganda. Calverton, MD: Macro International Inc. 
and Institute of Statistics and Applied Economics [Uganda]. 

Bongaarts, John and John Casterline. 2013. “Fertility Transition: Is Sub-Saharan Africa Different?” 
Population and Development Review 38:153–168. doi:10.1111/j.1728-4457.2013.00557.x 

Boni, Stefano. 2001. “Twentieth-Century Transformations in Notions of Gender, Parenthood, and 
Marriage in Southern Ghana: A Critique of the Hypothesis of “Retrograde Steps” for Akan 
Women.” History in Africa 28:15–41. doi:10.2307/3172205 

Boserup, Esther. 1970. Women's Role in Economic Development. London, UK: Allen and Unwin. 
Caldwell, John C. and Pat Caldwell. 1987. “The Cultural Context of High Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa.” 

Population and Development Review 13:409–437. doi:10.2307/1973133 
Charania, Mahnaz R. Nicole Crepaz , Carolyn Guenther-Gray, Kirk Henny, Adrian Liau, Leigh A. Willis, and 

Cynthia M. Lyles. 2011. “Efficacy of Structural-Level Condom Distribution Interventions: A Meta-
Analysis of U.S. and International Studies, 1998–2007.” AIDS and Behavior 15(7):1283–1297. 
doi:10.1007/s10461-010-9812-y 

Chireshe, Excellent and Regis Chireshe. 2010. “Lobola.” Journal of Pan African Studies 3:147–58. 
Cleland, John G., Robert P. Ndugwa, and Eliya M. Zulu. 2011. “Family Planning in Sub-Saharan Africa: 

Progress or Stagnation?” Bulletin of the World Health Organization 89:137–43. 
doi:10.2471/blt.10.077925 

Comaroff, John L. 1960. “Introduction.” Pp. 1–48 in The Meaning of Marriage Payments, edited by John 
L. Comaroff. New York: Academic. 



58 NAA DODUA DODOO & F. NII-AMOO DODOO 
 

 

Dekker, Marleen and Hans Hoogeveen. 2002. “Bridewealth and Household Security in Rural Zimbabwe.” 
Journal of African Economics 11:114–45. doi:10.1093/jae/11.1.114 

DeRose, Laurie F. and Alex C. Ezeh. 2005. “Men’s Influence on the Onset and Progress of Fertility Decline 
in Ghana.” Population Studies 59:197–201. doi:10.1080/00324720500099496 

DeRose, Laurie F., Lijuan Wu, and F. Nii-Amoo Dodoo. 2010. “Inferring Gender-Power: Women’s Schooling 
and Relative Spousal Influence in Childbearing in Ghana.” Genus 66(12):69–91. 
doi:10.1177/0891243202016001004 

Desai, Sonalde. 2000. “Maternal Education and Child Health: A Feminist Dilemma.” Feminist Studies 
26(2):425–446. doi:10.307/3178543 

Dodoo, F. Nii-Amoo. 1998. “Men Matter: Additive and Interactive Gendered Preferences and 
Reproductive Behavior in Kenya.” Demography 35:229–42. doi:10.2307/3004054 

Dodoo, F. Nii-Amoo, Christine Horne, and Adriana Biney. 2014. “Does Education Mitigate the Adverse 
Impact of Bridewealth on Women’s Reproductive Autonomy?” Genus 70(1):77–97. 

Dodoo, F. Nii-Amoo, Christine Horne, and Naa Dodua Dodoo. 2014. “Lab Experiments in Demographic 
Fieldwork: Understanding Gender Dynamics in Africa.” Demographic Research 31:1417–1430. 
doz:10.4054/demres.2014.31.47 

Dodoo, F. Nii-Amoo and Ashley E. Frost. 2008. “Gender in African Population Research.” Annual Review 
of Sociology 34:431–52. doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.34.040507.134552 

Dodoo, F. Nii-Amoo and Poem van Landewijk. 1996. “Men, Women, and the Fertility Question in Sub-
Saharan Africa: An Example from Ghana.” African Studies Review 39:29–41. doi:10.2307/524942 

Dyson, Tim and Mick Moore. 1983. “On Kinship Structure, Female Autonomy, and Demographic Behavior 
in India.” Population and Development Review 9(1):35–60. doi:10.2307/1972894 

Evans-Pritchard, Edward E. 1934. “Social Character of Bridewealth with Special Reference to the Azande.” 
Man: A Record of Anthropological Science 34:172–75. doi:10.2307/2790984 

Ezeh, Alex C. 1993. “The Influence of Spouses over Each Other’s Contraceptive Attitudes in Ghana.” 
Studies in Family Planning 24:163–74. doi:10.2307/2939231 

Fortes, Meyer. 1962. Marriage in Tribal Societies. London, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
Frost, Ashley and F. Nii-Amoo Dodoo. 2010. “The Man Comes to Marry the Woman.” Marriage and Family 

Review 46:41–59. doi:10.1080/01494921003648563 
Goldschmidt, Walter. 1974. “The Economics of Brideprice among the Sebei and in East Africa.” Ethnology 

13:311–31. doi:10.2307/3773049 
Goody, Jack. 1973. “Bridewealth and Dowry in Africa and Eurasia.” Pp. 1–58 in Bridewealth and Dowry, 

edited by J. Goody and S. J. Tambiah. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
Goody, Jack and Stanley J. Tambiah. 1973. “Bridewealth and Dowry in Africa and Eurasia.” In Bridewealth 

and Dowry, edited by J. Goody and S. J. Tambiah. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
Greenhalgh, Susan. 1995. “Anthropology Theorizes Reproduction: Integrating Practice, Political, 

Economic, and Feminist Perspectives.” Pp. 3–28. in Situating Fertility: Anthropology and 
Demographic Inquiry, edited by S. Greenhalgh. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Hindin, Michelle J. 2000. “Women’s Power and Anthropometric Status in Zimbabwe.” Social Science and 
Medicine 51(10):1517–1528. doi:10.1016/s0277-9536(00)00051-4 

Horne, Christine, F. Nii-Amoo Dodoo, and Naa Dodua Dodoo. 2013. “The Shadow of Indebtedness: 
Bridewealth and Female Autonomy.” American Sociological Review 78(3):503–520. 
doi:10.1177/0003122413484923 

Isiugo-Abanihe, Uche C. 1994. “Reproductive Motivation and Family-Size Preferences among Nigerian 
Men.” Studies in Family Planning 25:149–61. doi:10.2307/2137941 

Jejeebhoy, Shireen J. 1995. Women's Education, Autonomy, and Reproductive Behaviour: Experience from 
Developing Countries. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press. 



Bridewealth Payment and Contraception in Uganda 59 
 

 

Kravdal, Oystein. 2002. “Education and Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa: Individual and Community Effects.” 
Demography 39(2):233–250. doi.org/10.2307/3088337 

Lary, Heidi, Suzanne Maman, Maligo Katebalila, Ann McCauley, and Jessie Mbwambo. 2004. “Exploring 
the Association between HIV and Violence: Young People’s Experiences with Infidelity, Violence 
and Forced Sex in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.” International Family Planning Perspectives 30:200–6. 
doi:10.1363/3020004 

Lesthaeghe, Ron J. 1989. Reproduction and Social Organization in Sub-Saharan Africa. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press 

Mahmud, Simeen and Anne M Johnston. 1995. “Women's Status, Empowerment, and Reproductive 
Outcomes.” Pp. 151–159 in Population Policies Reconsidered, edited by G. Sen, A. Germain, and 
L. C. Chen. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Mair, Lucy. 1971. Marriage. Baltimore, MD: Penguin Books. 
Meekers, Dominique. 1992. “The Process of Marriage in African Societies: A Multiple Indicator Approach.” 

Population and Development Review 18:61–78. doi:10.2307/1971859 
Mizinga, Flexon M. 2000. “Marriage and Bridewealth in a Matrilineal Society: The Case of the Tonga of 

Southern Zambia: 1900–1996.” African Economic History 28:53–87. doi:10.2307/3601649 
Mulder, Monique B. 1995. “Bridewealth and Its Correlates: Quantifying Changes over Time.” Current 

Anthropology 36:573–603. doi:10.1086/204405 
Murdock, George P. 1967. Ethnographic Atlas. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh. 
Mwamwenda, T. S. and L. A. Monyooe. 1997. “Status of Bridewealth in an African Culture.” Journal of 

Social Psychology 137:269–71. doi:10.1080/00224549709595438 
Ngom, Pierre, Cornelius Debpuur, Patricia Akweongo, Philip Adongo, and Fred N. Binka. 2003. “Gate-

Keeping and Women's Health Seeking Behaviour in Navrongo, Northern Ghana.” African Journal 
of Reproductive Health/La Revue Africaine de la Santé Reproductive 7(1):17–26. 
doi:10.2307/3583341 

Oheneba-Sakyi, Yaw and Baffour K. Takyi. 2006. “Introduction to the Study of African Families.” Pp. 1–26 
in African Families at the Turn of the 21st Century, edited by Y. Oheneba-Sakyi and K. T. Takyi. 
Westport, CT: Praeger. 

Ogbu, John U. I978. “African Bridewealth and Women's Status.” American Ethnologist 5:241–62. 
doi:10.1525/ae.1978.5.2.02a00040 

Oppong, Christine. 1974. Marriage among a Matrilineal Elite. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Population Services International. 1999. Annual Report 1997–1998. Washington, DC: Population Services 

International. 
Prazak, Mirslova. 2006. “Kenyan Families.” Pp. 197–226 in African Families at the Turn of the 21st Century, 

edited by Y. Oheneba-Sakyi and B. K. Takyi. Westport, CT: Praeger. 
Radcliffe-Brown, Alfred Reginald, and Cyril Daryll Forde (Eds). 1950. African Systems of Kinship and 

Marriage. London, UK: Oxford University Press. 
Rahman, M. M., M. G. Mostofa, and M. A. Hoque. 2014. “Women’s Household Decision-making Autonomy 

and Contraceptive Behavior among Bangladeshi Women.” Sexual & Reproductive Healthcare 
5(1):9–15. doi:10.1016/j. srhc.2013.12.003 

Richards, Audrey I. 1950. “Some Types of Family Structure amongst the Central Bantu.” Pp. 207–251 in 
African Systems of Kinship and Marriage, edited by A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and D. Forde. London, 
UK: Oxford University Press. 

Rosen, James E. and Shanti R. Conly. 1998. Africa's Population Challenge: Accelerating Progress in 
Reproductive Health. Country Study Series No. 4. Washington, DC: Population Action 
International. 

Ross, John A. and John Stover. 2001. “The Family Planning Program Effort Index: 1999 Cycle.” International 
Family Planning Perspectives 27:119–29. doi:10.2307/2673833 



60 NAA DODUA DODOO & F. NII-AMOO DODOO 
 

 

Saleem, Shabana and Martin Bobak. 2005. “Women's Autonomy, Education and Contraception Use in 
Pakistan: A National Study.” Reproductive Health 2:8. doi:10.1186/1742-4755-2-8. 

Shen, Ce and John B. Williamson. 1999. “Maternal Mortality, Women’s Status, and Economic Dependency 
in Less Developed Countries: A Cross-national Analysis.” Social Science and Medicine 49:197–214. 
doi:10.1016/s0277-9536(99)00112-4 

Upadhyay, Ushma D. and Michelle J. Hindin. 2005. “Do Higher Status and More Autonomous Women have 
Longer Birth Intervals? Results from Cebu, Philippines.” Social Science and Medicine 60:2641–
2655. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.11.032 

Upadhyay, Ushma D., Jessica D. Gipson, Melissa Withers, Shayna Lewis, Erica J. Ciaraldi, Ashley Fraser, 
Megan J. Huchko, and Ndola Prata. 2014. “Women Empowerment and Fertility: A Review of 
Literature.” Social Science and Medicine 115:110–120. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.06.014 

Vaughan, James H. 1977. “Social and Political Organization in Traditional Societies.” Pp. 169–87 in Africa, 
edited by P. M. Martin and P. O’Mear. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press. 

Wojcicki, Janet M., Ariane van der Straten, and Nancy Padian. 2010. “Bridewealth and Sexual and 
Reproductive Practices among Women in Harare, Zimbabwe.” AIDS Care 22:705–710. 
doi:10.1080/09540120903349094 

 
BIOGRAPHIES 
 
Naa Dodua Dodoo is a lecturer at the Regional Institute for Population Studies (RIPS), University of Ghana. 
She studies women’s status and its associations with family health and well-being, and sexual and 
reproductive health of adolescents. She can be reached at ndodoo@ug.edu.gh.  
 
F. Nii-Amoo Dodoo holds positions as Liberal Arts Research Professor in the Sociology Department at Penn 
State University and Professor at the University of Ghana. He works on scientific capacity building in sub-
Saharan Africa; gender, power, and sexual decisions; and urban poverty and health. He can be reached at 
fdodoo@psu.edu.  
 
 

mailto:ndodoo@ug.edu.gh
mailto:fdodoo@psu.edu


 

 

EXPLORING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE OF 
THE INSANITY DEFENSE AND POPULAR MEDIAx 
 
 
Gina Aki & Ronald Craig, PhD 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
A plea of not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) evokes specific expectations and beliefs often based on 
inaccurate speculations regarding the insanity defense. Research on public perceptions regarding NGRI 
has identified that people hold many myths and misconceptions about the defense. While it is clear the 
misconceptions of the NGRI defense exist, the source of these perceptions is not well understood. One 
common source for beliefs about the legal system has been popular media, some have coined the “CSI 
effect.” In this study, the relationship between exposure to popular media and perceptions of the NGRI 
defense was examined. Participants' knowledge and beliefs about the NGRI defense was measured as was 
the type and frequency of crime media watched. No significant relationship for type of media exposure 
and measures of knowledge and beliefs of the NGRI defense were identified; however, a significant 
relationship between exposure to the NGRI defense in an educational setting occurred for several specific 
categories of knowledge and beliefs participants held about the NGRI defense, with such exposure 
corresponding to decreases in misconceptions. The findings are discussed in relation to systematic methods 
to minimize popular misperceptions of the NGRI defense. 
 
 
KEYWORDS: NGRI; Insanity Defense; Media; Television; Beliefs of NGRI 
 
 
 The not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) defense is a highly controversial and largely 
misunderstood part of the U.S. legal system (Silver, Cirincione, and Steadman 1994). Butler (2006) found 
that over 70% of venirepersons hold a negative view of and are typically against the use of the not guilty 
by reason of insanity defense. This study found that those that hold a negative view towards the insanity 
defense supported or endorsed a higher number of myths related to the NGRI defense. These myths are 
thought to have developed through the highly publicized cases where the insanity defense was 
successfully used (Melton, Petrila, Poythress, and Slobogin 2007). Some of the common myths identified 
by Melton et al. (2007) included that the NGRI defense is regularly used and that those who are found 
NGRI are released shortly after the trial. In an empirical review of the nine most common myths associated 
with the NGRI defense, Perlin (2017) found them all to have been discredited by the research and 
empirical data. These misperceptions fuel the largely negative view of the NGRI defense (Silver et al. 1994) 
and subsequently could have a significant impact on jurors asked to determine if the NGRI defense is 
appropriate. 
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 Another potential influencer of knowledge and misinformation regarding the not guilty by reason 
of insanity defense is popular media. Popular media, most often television and movies, has been shown 
to have significant impacts on people’s perceptions including that of the legal system (Harris 1993; 
Mancini 2013; Taylor 2004). The NGRI defense has been a common component of movies and television 
for many years (Gans-Boriskin and Wardle 2005; Silver et al. 1994). With the popularity and prevalence of 
these shows, it is reasonable to expect them to have an impact on popular perceptions of the NGRI 
defense. One area of research on the media’s influence on courtroom process has been coined by the 
media the “CSI effect” and refers to the notion that those who frequently watch television crime shows 
(e.g., CSI) have an altered expectation of court process, particularly how it works with scientific evidence 
(Mancini 2013). Brewer and Ley (2010) found a positive relationship between time spent watching crime 
shows and perceptions of DNA evidence as reliable. This study also found that those who reported 
watching a higher number of crime shows also reported a higher self-perceived understanding of DNA 
and DNA evidence. Additionally, Brewer and Ley (2010) indicated that participants who reported viewing 
crime shows more frequently also reported they were more likely to acquit a defendant if the prosecution 
did not present DNA evidence. Forensic investigations portrayed in these crime shows are often 
exaggerated and dramatized. Further, studies have also shown that increased frequency viewing these 
shows does not correlate with forensic knowledge (Vicary and Zaikman 2017). These studies suggest that 
the CSI Effect may have a negative impact on the judicial system. 
 Mancini (2013) compared the types of crime shows viewed (fiction vs. documentary-style) and 
found that those who frequently viewed fiction crime shows were more likely to acquit the defendant 
than those who viewed documentary-style shows. Though experts state that scientific techniques used in 
crime shows are inaccurate, jurors who view these shows are more likely to find forensic evidence such 
as DNA and fingerprints as more reliable and accurate than other forms of evidence (Smith, Stinson, and 
Patry 2011). Given much of the evidence related to the NGRI defense focuses on expert and scientific 
testimony, how jurors perceive such testimony could impact their decision making in a similar fashion. 
Further, the portrayals of NGRI cases on programs like CSI or Law & Order may not be accurate and often 
result in guilty verdicts (Gans-Boriskin and Wardle 2005). Thus, these portrayals may impact popular views 
of the NGRI defense perpetuating myths. 
 Daftary-Kapur, Groscup, O’Connor, Coffary, and Galietta (2011) created the Knowledge of the 
Insanity Defense Scale (KIDS) which measured laypersons understanding and beliefs regarding the NGRI 
defense. This scale is based on nine myths regarding the not guilty by reasons of insanity defense. It was 
found that these beliefs affected juror’s verdicts; the more misinformation the jurors held about the NGRI 
defense, the more likely they were to present a guilty verdict. While this research was able to confirm the 
misconceptions of the NGRI defense, it did not identify the potential sources of these misconceptions. 
Nor did they address the potential mediating factors that might exaggerate or mitigate these beliefs. 
 Much of the previous research identifies and confirms the existence of the myths regarding the 
insanity defense (Perlin 2017; Daftary-Kapur et al. 2011; Silver et al. 1994); however, the various sources 
for these misconceptions have not been clearly identified. Gans-Boriskin and Wardle (2005) argued that 
a majority of one’s knowledge comes from story-telling which includes television. The power of story-
telling suggests that shows, such as Law & Order, may provide a rich source for the public’s information 
regarding the NGRI defense. Gans-Boriskin and Wardle (2005) found three common themes presented in 
Law & Order one of which was the use of mental illness as an escape from personal responsibility. This 
reoccurring theme thus exaggerates the frequency of the NGRI defense and delegitimizes the defense. 
Additionally, Mancini (2013) identified cultivation processes among those who viewed fiction crime 
shows. The process implies that those who frequently watch crime shows are more likely to believe that 
the television show reflects reality. 
 The purpose of the present study is to examine the relationship between misconceptions of the 
NGRI defense and the type and frequency of crime show viewed. It is hypothesized that a relationship will 
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be seen between the frequency of crime show viewing and the number of misconceptions including 
overuse of the insanity defense, time released from custody, and the risk related to pleading not guilty by 
reasons of insanity.  
 
METHOD 
 
Participants 
 Four hundred and eighty-six undergraduate students in introductory psychology classes 
participated in the online survey, a total of 937 email invitation were sent reflecting a 52% response rate. 
Of those, 75% identified themselves as gender female, 22.7% as gender male, and 2.3% preferred not to 
answer. The number of females was slightly higher than the population of the university (61.8%). The 
mean age of respondents was 20.25 years (SD = 3.46) and ranged from 18 to 47; no other demographic 
data was collected. Self-reported knowledge of the NGRI defense mean was 3.41 (SD = 1.36) on a scale 
from 1 no knowledge to 7 very knowledgeable. Of those responding, 42 (8.7%) reported having discussed 
the NGRI defense in their coursework. 
 
Materials 
 An online survey was created via LimeSurvey that asks participants to complete the KIDS, a series 
of 32 questions regarding an individual’s knowledge and beliefs intended to assess participants’ 
perception of the not guilty by reason of insanity defense (Daftary-Kapur et al. 2011). Participants were 
asked to indicate if they agree with the given statement using a 7 point Likert scale (Table 1). The KIDS 
questions were presented in randomized groups, with the order of statements in the groups also being 
randomized. 
 Following the KIDS, participants were asked to identify on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 7 (all the 
time) how often they watch a list of crime-related television shows. These shows were divided into three 
content types: Police drama, Lawyer dramas, and True crime shows. The types of shows were divided into 
three categories due to the featured content in each type of show and how it related to the portrayal of 
the NGRI defense. Shows listed under the police drama category focus on the crime and forensic 
investigation, often incorporating forensic science in solving crimes. While there may be components of 
the NGRI defense in the plotlines of these programs, the focus is generally on solving a crime, not on the 
trial process. Shows in this category included CSI, Criminal Minds, Hawaii Five-0, True Detective, NCIS, 
Rizzoli & Isles, and Chicago P.D. Shows listed under the lawyer drama category focus on the courtroom 
and legal proceedings; these shows often incorporate expert testimony and plotlines that revolve around 
a defendant’s guilt, some of which have included the NGRI defense. Shows in this category included Law 
& Order, Boston Legal, and Suits. Finally, shows listed under the true crime shows focus on descriptions 
or portrayals of real crimes. These shows provide accounts of actual cases and often the ultimate 
resolution, or lack thereof, for the case. Shows in this category included Forensic Files, The FBI Files, Cold 
Justice, and 48 Hours. Given that the listing of every possible crime show that is currently airing (either 
with new episodes or in re-runs) is not feasible, participants were also given an option to indicate if they 
watch another, not listed show of that type and how often. 
 The survey also asked participants’ perceptions of their knowledge of the legal system and if they 
have discussed the topic of the insanity defense in any of their coursework to determine if exposure to 
the defense influenced the type of frequency of misperceptions held by the participant. Finally, basic 
demographic information was collected. 
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Table 1. The Knowledge of the Insanity Defense Scale (KIDS) sub-scales and an example question (Daftary-
Kapur, Groscup, O’Connor, Coffary, and Galietta, 2011) 
 
The insanity defense is overused (Overused) 
 A lot of people use the insanity defense 
The insanity defense is used almost exclusively in cases that involve violent crimes (Violent) 
 The insanity defense is mostly used in cases that involve the death of a victim 
No risk to defendants who plead NGRI (Risk) 
 It is worth it for someone to plead insanity because there is no risk 
NGRI acquittees are quickly released from custody (Release) 
 Defendants who are found NGRI are released from detention almost immediately 
NGRI acquittees spend less time in custody than others convicted of the same offense (Time) 
 Defendants who are found NGRI spend much less time in detention than do defendants convicted of the same crime 
Defendants who plead insanity are usually faking (Faking) 
 Most people who plead insanity are faking 
Expert witnesses in insanity trials are hired guns (Expert Witnesses) 
 Expert witnesses are paid to make excuses for the defendant's behavior 
Trials involving an NGRI defense feature “battles of the experts” (Battle of the Experts) 
 In most cases, even experts cannot agree that a person was insane when they committed the crime 
Pleading NGRI is a strategy used by defense attorneys to get their clients acquitted (Strategy) 
 Lawyers use the insanity defense when their client is guilty as a way to get them off 
 

 
 A separate survey page was developed, not linked to their survey responses, to provide 
information for obtaining any extra credit that was offered. In addition, an alternate activity was produced 
that required roughly the same amount of time to complete for participants that wanted to earn the extra 
credit but not take the survey. 
 
Procedure 
 Psychology faculty teaching introductory psychology classes were asked if the survey could be 
sent to the students in their classes. An email request for participation was sent which included an 
explanation of the study, a link to the survey, and a link to the alternate extra credit assignment. 
LimeSurvey was used to send the email request, and an anonymous token for each participant was 
generated to ensure that each individual participated in the survey only once. Those students electing to 
participate in the survey first read and agree to the informed consent and then were taken to the survey. 
Upon completion of the survey, participants were directed to the separate page where they were able to 
leave information needed for awarding any extra credit being offered for participation. Students electing 
to complete the alternate exercise were taken to the same page to leave their extra credit information, 
after completing the exercise. 
 
RESULTS 
 
 Participants’ reports indicated that 49.8% regularly watched (rating a 5 or higher) one or more of 
the Police Dramas, 37.1% at least one show listed in Lawyer dramas, and 27.9% for at least one show 
categorized as True crime show. Across all three show categorizations, 63.7% of participants reported a 5 
or higher to at least one of the shows listed and only 3.1% reported not watching any of the shows at all. 
The most watched police drama listed was Criminal Minds (N = 321, M = 4.21, SD = 2.019), the most 
watched Lawyer drama was Law and Order SVU (N = 345, M = 4.66, SD = 1.986), and the most watched 
True Crime show was COPS (N = 300, M = 3.75, SD = 1.941). The overall mean KIDS score was a 4.052 (SD 
= .635) indicating participants did have an overall less accurate knowledge and hold more negative beliefs 
about NGRI, the closer to 7 the stronger the belief in the myths. 
 To examine the relationship between misperceptions of the NGRI defense and the type and 
amount of popular media viewing, multiple regressions analyses were conducted for each of the nine 
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subscales of KIDS. Predictor variables were the sums of self-reported viewing for the three types of media 
(Police drama, Law drama, and True crime shows) and if the participants had taken a course where the 
NGRI was discussed. To maintain a false discovery rate of .05 across the nine multiple regression tests 
using the same set of predictors, one for each of the nine KIDS subscales, the Benjamini-Hochberg 
correction (Benjamini and Hochberg 1995) was used to establish a corrected significance value of .039. 
The multiple regression models resulted in statistical significance for seven of the nine KIDS subscales: No 
Risk, Overused, Release, Time, Faking, Expert Witness, and Strategy (Table 2). This data suggests that 
exposure to the NGRI defense in an academic setting decreases most of the misperceptions held by the 
public. While the level of viewing for the three types of popular media exposure were not significant 
predictors for misperceptions of the NGRI defense, exposure to the NGRI defense in an academic setting 
was. Participants who indicated having discussed the NGRI defense in their classes had significant fewer 
misperceptions of the NGRI defense regarding the seven topic areas (Table 2) than those who had been 
exposed to the NGRI defense in any of their classes. 
 
Table 2. Multiple regression table for select KIDS subscales 

  B SE β t p R2 𝛥R2 F p 
Risk to defendant 

     
0.040 0.032 4.817 0.001 

Course exposure .538 .191 .130* 2.823 .005 
    

True crime .008 .006 .079 1.355 .176 
    

Law drama .002 .009 .013 .178 .859 
    

Police drama .006 .005 .090 1.334 .183 
    

NGRI is overused 
     

.116 .108 14.856 0.000 
Course exposure 1.384 .188 .327* 7.381 .000 

    

True crime .005 .006 .049 .858 .391 
    

Law drama .000 .009 .003 .038 .970 
    

Police drama .004 .004 .064 .971 .332 
    

Immediately released 
     

0.072 0.064 9.028 0.000 
Course exposure .750 .131 .258* 5.739 .000 

    

True crime .002 .004 .030 .533 .594 
    

Law drama -.000 .006 .000 -.004 .997 
    

Police drama .003 .003 .062 .956 .340 
    

Spend less time in custody 
     

0.037 0.028 4.383 0.002 
Course exposure .620 .155 .184* 4.004 .000 

    

True crime .005 .004 .064 1.099 .272 
    

Law drama -.004 .007 -.044 -.625 .532 
    

Police drama .000 .004 -.007 -.106 .915 
    

Faking 
     

0.028 0.020 3.396 0.009 
Course exposure .492 .142 .158* 3.457 .001 

    

True crime .005 .004 .070 1.206 .228 
    

Law drama .000 .007 .003 .038 .969 
    

Police drama -.003 .003 -.058 -.868 .386 
    

NGRI experts are hired guns 
     

0.027 0.018 3.173 0.014 
Course exposure .579 .185 .144* 3.137 .002 

    

True crime .005 .005 .057 .999 .318 
    

Law drama -.008 .009 -.062 -.902 .367 
    

Police drama .004 .004 .067 1.013 .311 
    

NGRI is a defense strategy 
     

0.036 0.028 4.386 0.002 
Course exposure .668 .180 .169* 3.721 .000 

    

True crime .005 .005 .055 .949 .343 
    

Law drama -.012 .008 -.101 -1.446 .149 
    

Police drama .005 .004 .077 1.142 .254 
    

 
 Viewing behavior for the three types of popular media was correlated (r values ranged from .552 
to .726); thus, exploratory regressions were run collapsing across the three crime show types and class 
exposure for the KIDS subscale. The same seven scales produced significant r values and the while the 
beta values did change slightly, the significant impact of prior course exposure to the NGRI defense as a 
predictor did not change. However, for the KIDS subscales of No Risk and Overused, the regression model 
produced significant betas for overall crime show TV viewing (Table 3). For both subscales, increased crime 
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show viewing was associated with increased misconceptions about these two facets of the NGRI defense. 
In all the remaining significant subscale models, overall crime show TV viewing was not a significant 
predictor. 
 
Table 3. Multiple regression table for select KIDS subscales using overall crime show watching 

  B SE β t p R2 𝛥R2 F p 
Risk to defendant 

     
.040 .036 9.554 .000 

Course exposure .544 .190 .131* 2.868 .004 
    

Crime show watching .006 .002 .157* 3.423 .001 
    

NGRI is overused 
     

.115 .112 29.767 .000 
Course exposure 1.388 .187 .328* 7.441 .000 

    

Crime show watching .004 .002 .100* 2.263 .024 
    

 
DISCUSSION 
 
 Levels of self-reported exposure to the three specific types of popular crime shows were not 
significantly related to perceptions of the NGRI defense as measured by the KIDS subscales. However, 
exposure to the NGRI defense in an academic setting (e.g., class discussion) was associated with a 
reduction in misperceptions of NGRI for all but 2 of the KIDS subscales. Research on the impact of 
education on dispelling myths is mixed. Taylor and Kowalski (2004) found that while misperceptions about 
psychological phenomena are common, they can be nullified through refutational lectures and readings 
on the subject matter. However, Forrest, Honts, and Craig (unpublished) caution that for myths related to 
forensic psychology, certain types of material, such as emotional, single-story videos, can taint students’ 
perceptions of the subject matter and create even more misperceptions. Similarly, Skurnik, Yoon, Park, 
and Schwarz (2005) found that familiarity and repetition increased the likelihood that participants would 
remember false information as true, even if it were being refuted. This suggests that when information is 
presented, even in the context of describing a myth, students are likely to misremember the information 
and increase the number of misperceptions. Although more research is needed in this area, our research 
suggests that discussing forensic psychological myths in an academic setting may decrease the number of 
misconceptions held by the public. 
 The failure to find a connection between the three different types of popular media exposure and 
misperceptions participants held about NGRI is inconsistent with the “CSI effect” where previous studies 
have identified popular media as a source of popular beliefs about the legal system. The exploratory 
analysis did indicate a potential relationship between increased exposure to general crime/legal based 
television media and beliefs about the overuse and risk to the defendant of the NGRI defense. The 
increase in overall exposure to crime-themed programs may, in turn, increase the number of examples of 
the NGRI defense the individual has to draw upon; thus, the overestimate the NGRI use in the legal system 
might be explained by the representative heuristic. The easier it is to recall examples of cases involving 
the NGRI defense, even those that are fictitious, the more commonly used it is thought to be. The impact 
of exposure to crime-themed programs on the myth that there is no risk to the defendant if they use the 
NGRI defense may reflect the “CSI effect” in that there is often no portrayal of the negative consequences 
of the NGRI plea in popular media. 
 The current study is not without limitations. The current study did not have an exhaustive list of 
the current police drama, lawyer drama, and true crime shows. There was also a lack of an objective 
measure of exposure. Similarly, the participants in this study were not representative of a global 
population but instead were representative of a university campus. Butler (2006) found that those with 
experience with psychology and those with some college education are more likely to be in favor of NGRI; 
thus, is it likely that the present population was not representative of all potential jurors. The present 
study did not assess the types of academic exposure participants had regarding NGRI, just self-report of 
having discussed it in a class; however, reported exposure did correspond to reduced misconceptions. In 
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addition, the percentage of students who had discussed the topic in class was only 8.7% and thus a limited 
sample size from that population. Future research should assess the specific nature of the academic 
discussions that are most effective at addressing the NGRI defense misperceptions. In addition, more 
focused media exposure (e.g., watching a specific episode that deals with NGRI) have on misconceptions 
of NGRI. 
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