
 

 

THE RESPONSE OF RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS TO DELINQUENCY AND CRIME 

Introduction 

 

Delinquency and crime have intrigued social scientists from the early days of the 

conception of the subject. This is clearly proven by the vast plethora of papers which 

one finds on the subjects addressing the various dimensions and consequences of 

delinquency and crime. It therefore does not astonish one today that the latest trends in 

criminal activity, as well new efforts to curb crime, remain a top priority for scholars as 

well as politicians. Thus, today we see that an increasing importance is being at tached 

to scientific evaluations and ongoing research of the best practises in curbing and 

controlling social problems like crime, gang violence, teen drug abuse, or most 

importantly post-release recidivism rates for former prisoners. 

In a very similar context, religion too aided the fancy and the curiosity of social scientists 

for decades. Significant research on the topics of religion, spirituality, religious practices 

and beliefs are of paramount importance to scholars and citizens alike. One significant  

issue with these researches remain the fact that they are majorly based on Christian 

population samples. This does not mean that other religions or religious groups are 

irrelevant to these discussions. Indeed, in years to come, it is hoped that we will begin 

to begin to contrast and compare the various religious groups, traditions and faith 

communities. 

 However, since this chapter broadly gauges date on existing research, it can be very 

clearly noted that most of the data which is sourced in this chapter comes from studies 

which dealt with a Christian sample group. Beyond all the theological, phi losophical and 

historical studies of religion, tradition and faith-based institutions in the recent past, 

there has been an increased interest in the role of the faith-based institutions in 

confronting the ills of the society and fighting crime and delinquency. From studies of 

social capital to spiritual capital, scholars are now more concerned to understand how 

religion can be linked, if at all, to civic-engagements, volunteering by various social and 

civic groups and altruistic behaviour more generally. 

In the present scenario, crime and religion receive so much independent attention from 

the academic community as well as the popular media, it is interesting to note that the 

populations today sti ll lacks a concrete literature that precisely dictates the relationship 

between religion and crime or vice-versa, though this does seem to be a natural line of 

enquiry for social scientists who have begun to address the rela tionship of religion and 

crime or the nexus as a whole, in a meaningful way, over the last decade. This however 

happens to be an unfortunate oversight, because as we understand today, the 



 

 

religiosity-crime relationship is a robust and important relationship that has a 

considerable impact at both the theoretical and the public-policy levels. 

To understand the history, the present status quo and the future if the religiosity-crime 

relationship; religious institutions addressing the issues of crime, delinquency, offender 

treatment, rehabilitation programmes, and even in the transition of prisoners back into 

the mainstream society, this chapter will take a holistic view on the benefits as well as 

the harm of the religious institutions on crime and delinquency. It would therefore intend 

to summarize the present status quo and offer a definite course of action for future 

studies and research. 

 

A systematic examination of the relationship between crime and religion in 

society 

 

It is noted over the last few decades that there has been a rising interest to unveil if 

religion increases, decreases or has no effect on crime and criminal behaviour in 

society. As we know, contemporary research on the religion-crime nexus can be easily 

traced back to the Hirschi and Stark’s classic “Hellfire and Delinquency” study in 1969. 

Hirschi and Stark surprised quite a few people when they discovered that no 

relationship existed between levels of religious commitment and criminal behaviour 

among the youth. Subsequent researches on the similar grounds both supported 

(Burkett and White 1974) and refuted (Albrecht et al, 1977; Higgins and Albrecht 1977; 

Jensen and Erickson 1979) Hirschi and Stark’s original finding. It however must be 

noted that Stark and his colleagues cited that these differences were primarily a 

representation of the moral make-up of the community which was being studied under 

the sample group.  

In a study that followed; Stark, Kent and Doyle (1982) suggested that areas with high 

church membership and attendance rates were considered to be the representation of 

“moral communities”, while subsequent areas with low church memberships were 

representations of “secularised communities”. Stark’s moral communities hypothesis, 

therefore, predicted an inverse relationship between religiosity and delinquency in moral 

communities as well as the expectation that there was little or no effect of religiosity on 

individuals in secularised communities.  

This theoretical perspective was one of the most crucial principles that aided later 

studies to understand why some studies were able to establish an inverse relationship 

between religion and delinquency while the other studies failed to get this inverse 

relationship. 



 

 

It is also of great interest that the effect of religiosity remains significant even in 

communities with acute poverty or communities which appear to be socio-economically 

disadvantaged than others. The other fact of interest is that even in teens who were part 

of poor but “moral communities”, delinquency and drug abuse were found be 

significantly lower in most states than those who were not regularly exposed to religion 

or religious groups. 

In the contemporary and relatively newer studies, it is very clearly seen that religious 

involvement may lower the risk of a broad range of delinquent behaviours, including 

both minor and serious forms of criminal behaviour (Evans et al. 1996). Aided by a 

steady stream of research and studies it was noted that most of these researches were 

clear to expose the inverse relationship between religion and delinquency.  

Some of the studies were inconclusive while only one study seems to prove that religion 

has actually increased delinquency in a social community. However, the argument rests 

in the favour of the inverse relationship between religiosity and delinquency.  

The studies that found the inverse relationship not only implemented sophisticated 

research techniques but also had rigorous analysis of the given data. The studies that 

were primarily non-conclusive were seen to be follow primary research procedures and 

the data was dealt with an incomprehensive approach.  

From the meta-analysis it is therefore certain, that when dealt with large sample groups 

of diverse representation and comprehensive evaluation of the collected data, religiosity 

does show an inverse relationship with delinquency. In other words, youth who have a 

dominant exposure to religion show a reduced tendency towards delinquency and 

deviant activities. This is further proved by the detailed analyses of most of the religious 

studies from 1944 to 2007. These research involve a wide variety of subjects (e.g., 

children, adolescents, high school students, college students, community-dwelling 

adults, elderly, church members, etc.) and different types of study which includes (e.g. 

cross-sectional, prospective cohort, retrospective, clinical trial, experimental, case 

control, descriptive, case report, etc.).  

Even the sample methods very distinct to ensure the sanctity and the authenticity of the 

reports, the different styles included (e.g. random, probability, systematic sampling, etc.) 

Irrespective of the type of study, sampling technique or subjects, it is mostly seen that 

religion has indeed aided reduced rate of delinquency and deviant behaviour among all 

the sections of society.  

Religion is seen as a robust variable which is associated with reduced tendency of 

criminal behaviour and deviant activities among the different social groups and it is only 

justified that scientists and researchers today are accepting this inverse relationship 

between religion and delinquency. 



 

 

Religion Matters: Pro-social behaviour and protective factors of religion 

 

It is vivid after the compelling analysis of research material, there emerged a clear and 

distinct empirical evidence that religious commitment is linked to crime and delinquency 

reduction. (As sourced from Koenig et al. 2001 and Johnson 2002 for a systematic 

review of the research literature documenting the protective role of religion in 

depression, suicide, mortality, promiscuous sex, alcohol use, and drug use/abuse.) 

However, researchers have spent little time to analyse how religion encourages pro-

social behaviour and implement its protective factors on the subjects of the respective 

studies. It is therefore imperative to understand, in details, the link between religion and 

the protective factors which aid in the reduction of delinquency and criminal behaviour in 

society.  

Connecting Religion to Protective Factors 

Recent research has looked into the dynamics of crime and criminal behaviour and its 

connection to religion only to find that religion has acted consistently to reduce the 

tendency of criminal behaviour, especially among the youth. Johnson et al. 2000 and 

several other studies have found this with significant evidence.  

The approach of these studies were to first determine the influence of a neighbourhood 

disorder on the youth and the regressive effect that religion had on these youth, 

especially from the high-crime neighbourhood region. It was seen in one of the studies 

that the ghastly effects of the neighbourhood disorder was somewhat mitigated by the 

individuals frequency of Church attendance.  

The other approach was to determine the role of African American Churches on the 

African American youth in deterring them from deviant behaviour and serious crime. It 

was seen that the kids who had regular association with religious institutions or faith 

based groups has a significantly low tendency of associating themselves with 

delinquent behaviour or criminal activities. This led the researchers to believe that the 

African American Church has the potential to be an important agency of local social 

control.  

Preliminary evidence suggests that the youth, from disadvantaged households, who 

have enrolled and participated in Church activities and faith based services have a very 

low tendency of being involved in criminal behaviour or drug abuse. As stated earlier, 

the role of the African American Church in this regard can be studied with serious 

interest. 

Recent research further helps to confirm the fact that religious commitment and faith 

based involvement help to protect the youth from delinquent behaviour and deviant 



 

 

activities (Baier and Wright 2001; Jang and Johnson 2003;2004;2005; Johnson et al. 

2000c).  

The crucial factor is that such influence of religious groups often persist even if a subject 

is living in a “hard neighbourhood” or areas influencing a tendency of crime. In other 

words, youth from “bad places” can turn out to be “good kids” if religious beliefs and 

practices are regular and important in their lives.  

There is also added evidence that states that religious involvement reduces the risks of 

a broad range of criminal and delinquent behaviour which ranges from minor to serious 

forms of criminal behaviour (Evans et al. 1996; Regnerus 2003; Wallace and Ferman 

1998). Prima facie research also suggests that religious involvement has a cumulative 

effect on the lives of these subjects. 

 The subjects who had a significant religious influence throughout their adolescence 

show a significantly low tendency towards criminal activities even in their adulthood. 

Therefore it is safe to say that a regular exposure to religion insulates a child or young 

adult not only from immediate delinquent or deviant activities but also from future 

criminal activities and behaviour.  

It is also seen that parental devotion to religious activities and devotion to religion as a 

whole ensures a low tendency of delinquent behaviour. Especially, among daughters. It 

is also seen, as previously stated that young adults and children from disadvantaged 

households, who have a higher tendency to indulge in crime and criminal behaviour 

happen to show lower tendency of criminal and delinquent behaviour. Therefore it is 

clear from the meta-analysis and contemporary research that religion indeed is a 

protective factor, a crucial buffer that prevents children and young adults from criminal 

and delinquent behaviour.  

 

The Promotion of Pro-social Behaviour 

For centuries social scientists have tried to answer the two most fundamental questions 

of crime and criminal behaviour whenever they have undertaken any research dealing 

with delinquent behaviour and deviant activities.  

The first question that social scientists and researchers try to answer is the factors 

which induce people to commit crimes. The second most important question that they 

try to answer usually relates to the methods of prevention.  

Preventing the intent of crime in society would ultimately result in preventing criminal 

activities in society as a whole. These two most crucial question are linked to the study 

of religiosity and crime when one tries to see how, the constant involvement with faith, 



 

 

reduces the intent to commit crime. If one focuses on the factors that promote pro-social 

behaviour, one needs to assert the influence of religion and faith in preventing deviant 

activities among anti-social elements of a community. This literature attempts to analyse 

in depth the role that is being played by the religious and faith based institutions in 

incubating pro-social behaviour in a community. 

Apart from the two fundamental questions that were asked by social scientists and 

criminologists, another inquisitive statement seems to find the spot-light with the advent 

of scientific research in the contemporary age is, why do people not commit crime? 

Social control theorists like Travis Hirschi (1969) have provided a unique perspective on 

this issue. He state that there are very important reasons why people do not commit 

crime or engage in deviant behaviour. Studying and then emphasising on the factors 

that keep people from breaking the law, control theorists’ reason, ultimately help us to 

understand prevention against crime and criminal behaviour better. This ultimately helps 

us to prevent criminal behaviour and deviant activities in society. Religion, therefore as 

one can see, acts as a “bonding” factor. It helps to bond an individual to the society. It is 

easy to see how religion plays a central bonding role among Hirschi’s four elements at 

the heart of social control theory: attachments, commitments, involvements and beliefs. 

(1969).  

It has been already demonstrated that religion provides a buffer factor to children and 

the youth and hence prevents them from indulging in delinquent behaviour. It must also 

be noted here that there is an equally important and understudied question that one 

needs to study now. The question of what compels people to do good things? If one can 

encourage people to do good vis-à-vis one reduces the bad activities of society as a 

whole.  

Less commonly, researchers often acknowledge the fact that religion and faith based 

groups encourage people to do well and foster a sense of pro -social behaviour among 

people. The approach of research, in case of pro-social behaviour should change from 

why people commit crimes? To why people do good? Encouraging people to have a 

pro-social mind-set would very conveniently drop the anti-social ideals and thus lead to 

a better and more developed society as a whole. The role of religion, in fostering this 

idea of doing good deed, thus makes us believe that religiosity doesn’t only reduce 

deviant activities but also encourage positive, pro-social beliefs. 

A number of studies have been published in recent years documenting the relationship 

between increasing religiosity and higher levels of pro-social behaviour. This field of 

research testifies the fact that religious commitment promotes beneficial outcomes like 

well-being (Blazer and Palmore 1976; Graney 1975; Markides 1983; Musick 1996; Tix 

and Frazier 1997; et al.) hope, meaning and purpose (Sethi and Seligman 1993), self-

esteem (Ellison and George 1984; etc.)  



 

 

It is also seen that some studies also suggest that being involved in or exposed to 

altruistic or pro-social activities and attitudes –something that most churches and faith 

based organisations do-actually results in reduced risk of youth violence. 

There is mounting empirical evidence that suggest that religious commitment is also a 

source for promoting or enhancing beneficial outcome (e.g., well-being, hope, meaning 

and purpose, educational attainment and charitable giving). This review of a large 

number of diverse studies concludes that, in general, the effect of religion on physical 

and mental health outcomes are remarkably positive (Koenig et al. 2001; Johnson 

2002). These findings have also, on the other hand, encouraged some religious health-

care practitioners to conclude that further collaboration between religious institutions 

and health services may be desirable (Miller 1987; Olson 1988; Levin 1984).  

After the meta-analyses one can therefore state that not only does religiosity manifests 

a pro-social behaviour in people and thus makes them attached to society and reduces 

delinquency and deviant activities.  

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion it can therefore be stated with distinction and clarity that there is an 

inverse relationship between religiosity and crime and religiosity enables a subject to 

reduce deviant activities and manifest pro-social behaviour. Although some researchers 

have identified low religiosity as a risk factor for adolescent health risk behaviour, 

religion measures are not routinely included in adolescent research, and research that 

explicitly examines religion and health among the young people remain rare. Churches, 

synagogues, mosques, inner-city blessing stations, and other houses of worship are the 

institutions which can be found in close proximity of most adolescents, their families, 

and their peers. There is sufficient research suggesting that these ins titutions can also 

aid the health and the well-being of those they serve. 

In conclusion, it must be noted that while authorities throughout the world try to curb the 

increasing crime rates and deviant activities, religion can be seen as a plausible and 

viable solution to the problems of delinquency and deviant behaviour. It is apparent 

however that any strategy will be needlessly incomplete unless religious communities 

are integrally involved. 

 

 


