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Abstract: This paper develops a framework for analyzing two personal stances on religion—Adherence to
Religion and Autonomy from Religion. We propose that the two stances are independent constructs rather
than opposite poles of the same continuum. Each stance is conceptualized as a higher-order construct, with
different first-order measures of motivations, beliefs and perceptions. With these conceptualizations,
we explore the relevance of Organizational Behavior research for informing Religious Studies. We
test a nomological network of personal stances on religion with structural equations modelling and
a sample of 3072 Catholic participants. The results provide support for the use of higher-order
constructs. The first-order measures that possess the highest influence are Relatedness Motivation for
Adherence, and Perception of Church Politics for Autonomy. The model explains 23% of Religious
Commitment, and thus identifies relevant predictors for participation in rituals, a crucial issue for the
maintenance and development of the relationship with the Catholic Church.

Keywords: religion; religiosity; quantitative studies; Catholicism; adherence to religion; autonomy
from religion

1. Introduction

Several authors have recognized that individuals can simultaneously hold a duality of
perspectives on religion in today’s secularized world, including an adherence to certain
aspects of religious traditions, but not with others, where the individual wishes to remain
independent and/or search for alternatives (Campiche et al. 2004; Willaime 1996, 1998).
This “recomposition” of religion has become a salient theme in the Sociology of Religion
literature since the 1990s, where the terms “patchwork” and “bricolage” are growingly used
to illustrate the coexistence of different approaches to religion (e.g., Davie 2000; Campiche
et al. 1992; Hervieu-Léger 1999).

In an attempt to capture this duality of perspectives or standpoints, this study consid-
ers two personal stances on religion. The first is labelled ‘Adherence’ and corresponds to
the usual conceptualizations of religiosity as a degree of adherence to aspects of a specific
religion. The second is labelled ‘Autonomy’ and corresponds to an option for autonomy
from established religious views and norms.

The Adherence stance and the Autonomy stance are considered to be independent
constructs. Furthermore, the two personal stances are not opposing poles of a continuum,
as lower levels of Adherence are not necessarily accompanied by higher levels of Autonomy,
or vice versa. Considering not only the Adherence stance, but also the Autonomy stance,
could well provide a more comprehensive understanding of the effects of religion. For
example, although there is evidence that there is a positive relationship between adherence
to religion and mental health (Hackney and Sanders 2003; Koenig and Larson 2001), this
does not necessarily imply that the effects of autonomy from religion on mental health are
negative. Given that the two constructs are independent, analyzing them simultaneously
could hopefully enable a better understanding of the effects of religion on mental health.
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The main distinctiveness of the Adherence stance and the Autonomy stance with
existing concepts in the literature arises from the conceptualization of these stances as
higher-order constructs, including first-order constructs motivations, beliefs and percep-
tions, which are derived from the Organizational Behavior literature. Back in 1984, Gorsuch
had already advocated the use of higher-order constructs to overcome the problems pre-
sented by the multidimensionality of religious phenomena. Nevertheless, the frequency
of empirical studies using higher-order constructs to measure religion-related variables is
still low.

The applicability of conceptualizations and/or operationalizations across different
religions and different cultural contexts currently represents a challenge in the literature on
individual differences in religion-related variables (Cohen et al. 2005; Flere et al. 2008; Flere
and Lavrič 2008). In an effort to address this issue, we follow a universalistic perspective,
assuming that the basic processes of human beings are essentially the same around the
world, although they differ in their manifestations, that is to say, in the way they are
expressed (Adamopoulos and Lonner 1997). Following this assumption, our objective is to
capture what is culture-general and what is culture-specific with regards personal stances
on religion. To this end, we attempt to develop a conceptual framework that is applicable
to different cultural and religious contexts, albeit with an operationalization of variables
that takes into consideration the particular context where the framework is tested.

Next, we test the framework in the particular context of Catholicism in Portugal.
This choice was based on both theoretical and practical considerations. Research on
individual differences in religion-related variables has often followed the intrinsic-extrinsic
(I-E) paradigm of religious orientation, which was rooted in the work of Allport (1950)
and developed in a Protestant context in the United States. Identifying dimensions that
are important for Catholicism and which have not been considered in the I-E paradigm
could provide a relevant contribution for a cross-cultural understanding of individual
differences in religion-related variables. Among Roman Catholic countries, the choice of
Portugal resulted from the ability to access data from a national survey, where the items
were specifically formulated for individuals identifying as being Catholic (Teixeira 2015).
Given that our aim is to obtain a culture-specific operationalization of the measures of
personal stances on religion, this database appeared preferable to others, where items are
formulated to be answered by individuals from different religious identifications (e.g., the
European Social Survey).

In summary, the objective of this research is to develop a cross-cultural framework of
personal stances on religion and to test it in the particular context of Portuguese Catholicism.
In the following section, we describe the literature review that underlies the conceptualiza-
tion and operationalization of personal stances on religion in this context.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Conceptualizing Personal Stances on Religion

Research on individual differences in matters related to religion dates back to the
beginning of the 20th century, with the work of William James (1902) on private religious
experiences and mysticism. Half a century later, the seminal work of Gordon Allport (1950)
introduced the concept of personal religious orientations, which became the philosophical
basis for an impressive number of empirical studies. Allport and Ross (1967) produced the
first attempt to operationalize the distinction between intrinsically-oriented individuals
who are genuinely and autonomously committed to their faith, and extrinsically-oriented
individuals, who pursue self-serving goals.

Over the following decades, Psychology of Religion researchers have largely followed
what became known as the intrinsic-extrinsic (I-E) paradigm (Batson et al. 1993; Brewczyn-
ski and MacDonald 2006; Donahue 1985a; Flere and Lavrič 2008; Genia 1993; Gonçalves
et al. 2016; Gorsuch 1994; Kirkpatrick and Hood 1990; Neyrinck et al. 2005). However, the
conceptualization and operationalization of the constructs has generated a flood of contro-
versy (Genia 1993; Gorsuch 1994; Kirkpatrick and Hood 1990). An early criticism of the
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original scales of Allport and Ross (1967) concerned the inclusion of behavior items, which
rendered the scales inapplicable for certain research purposes. For example, the intrinsic
orientation dimension included an item on church attendance, and thus this scale could
not be used as a predictor of church attendance or participation in ritual practices. These
behavior items were excluded in later improvements of the scale (Francis 2007; Gorsuch
and McPherson 1989; Gorsuch and Venable 1983).

Another early criticism was that the inclusion of Christian/Protestant beliefs did not
permit the cross-cultural application of the scales in other religious contexts, with different
theological standpoints. This led several authors to propose that religious orientation
should be operationalized solely as motivation, that is, excluding beliefs (for a review, see
Gorsuch 1994). However, other authors strongly advocated the need to include beliefs.
Kirkpatrick and Hood (1990) illustrate this claim with the following example: “From a
psychological perspective, people genuinely (intrinsically) committed to fundamentalist
Protestant beliefs may be very different from people similarly committed to less conser-
vative beliefs” (p. 448). Recognizing the need to include both beliefs and motivation,
Schaefer and Gorsuch (1991, 1992) developed the multivariate belief-motivation theory of
religiousness.

Other authors (Cohen et al. 2005; Flere and Lavrič 2008) have noted that the role of the
ecclesiastical institution, or the religious organization, is absent in the I-E paradigm. This
also reflects the paradigm’s Protestant origin, where faith and not the religious institution is
the fundamental element of religiousness (Weber 1948). Given that the Church or religious
institution/organization plays a relevant role in other religious traditions (Cohen et al. 2005;
Flere and Lavrič 2008), the perceptions held on the religious institutions may be a relevant
dimension.

Although the above-mentioned criticisms propose that different dimensions—such
as motivation, beliefs and perceptions—should all be considered, a different topic is put
forward by Batson (1976) and Batson et al. (1993). These authors argue that the I-E
dichotomy fails to include issues regarding the conception of existential questions and the
formulation of tentative answers to them. They propose that a third factor, that they labelled
‘quest’ should be added to measure these issues. Whereas some critics consider that the
‘quest’ factor is not a form of religious orientation, but rather agnosticism, ambiguity or
conflict with religion (e.g., Donahue 1985b; Kojetin et al. 1987; Weaver and Agle 2002), other
authors acknowledge the relevance of this factor and include it in their empirical studies
(e.g., Burris 1994; Flere et al. 2008; Robbins et al. 2010).

The quest dimension is in accordance with Sociology of Religion studies, indicating
the possibility that a duality of perspectives on religion may be simultaneously held by the
same individual. The work of Willaime (1996, 1998) considers that his duality corresponds
to a tension between a need for identity and a need for independence. While an approach
to religion that is embedded within a particular tradition satisfies the need for identity, a
personal approach to religion that is validated by individual experience satisfies the need
for independence. More recently, the work of Campiche et al. (2004) also indicates the
coexistence of two types of religiosity: one that may be qualified as faithful to tradition,
that is generally endorsed through cultural heritage, and one that can be qualified as being
universal, because it is similar in different societies and establishes a relationship with
contemporary culture.

In an attempt to integrate these contributions, we propose the concept of personal
stances on religion, which refers to an individual’s standpoint as far as religion is concerned
and comprises the set of the dimensions previously identified as being relevant in the
literature, namely: motivations, beliefs, and perceptions. We also propose that two stances
on religions can be simultaneously held by individuals: an Adherence stance—the degree
to which an individual adheres to a specific religion, and an Autonomy stance—the degree
to which an individual opts for autonomy from religious views and norms.

Whereas the content of the Adherence stance integrates issues related to religious
orientations and religiosity, the content of the Autonomy stance is more related to the ‘quest’
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dimension (Batson 1976; Batson et al. 1993) and also to the need for independence from
religious views and norms (Willaime 1996, 1998).

2.2. Operationalizing Personal Stances on Religion

As mentioned above, we conceptualize personal stances on religion as higher-order
constructs that include first-order measures of motivations, beliefs and perceptions. The
following sections describe the literature review underlying the operationalization of each
of these first-order measures.

2.2.1. Motivation

The study of Allport and Ross (1967) has been widely used for distinguishing between
different types of religious motivation. The findings from this study indicate that both
the intrinsic and extrinsic scales represent two separate and orthogonal dimensions of
motivation. However, as pointed out by Kirkpatrick and Hood (1990), subsequent research
has suggested that each scale taps into a diversity of dimensions of religious motivation.
For example, several studies have provided evidence that the extrinsic orientation scale
includes two distinct components: an Extrinsic-Personal component, corresponding to the
use of religion for personal benefits; and an Extrinsic-Social component, corresponding to
the use of religion for social reward (Genia 1993; Gorsuch and McPherson 1989; Kirkpatrick
1989; Leong and Zachar 1990; Maltby 1999).

Studies conducted with samples of Catholic respondents, including Polish Catholics
(Brewczynski and MacDonald 2006; Socha 1999), Slovenian Catholics (Flere and Lavrič
2008), and Portuguese Catholics (Gonçalves et al. 2016), show that there is a considerable
overlap between the Intrinsic and Extrinsic-Personal factors. In these samples, it appears
that there is a distinction between personal items (Intrinsic and Extrinsic-Personal) and
social items (Extrinsic-Social), rather than a distinction between intrinsic items and extrinsic
items. In line with these results for Catholic contexts, Cohen et al. (2005) argue that
different religious communities attribute a different relative value to private motivations
for religiosity and to social motivations for religiosity. In individualistic contexts, such as
Protestantism, the emphasis is on private motivations. By contrast, in more collectivistic
contexts, such as Judaism and Catholicism, social motivations become equally or even
more normative than personal motivations.

The distinction between social motivations and personal motivations also finds a par-
allel with the work of Hervieu-Léger (1999), who proposes four dimensions of motivations
for identifying with a specific religious tradition. Social motivations may be connected with
two of these dimensions, namely: the community pole (social and symbolic marks which
define the boundaries of the religious group, distinguishing it from other groups) and the
affective pole (emotions associated with the identification). Personal motivations can be
related with the remaining two dimensions, namely: the ethical pole (knowledge of values
connected to the religious message) and the cultural pole (knowledge of the heritage in
terms of symbols, rites, doctrine and esthetics).

In the organizational behavior literature, the distinction between social motivations
and personal motivations is also found in the work of Alderfer (1969). Alderfer proposes
three categories of needs leading to motivation: Existence (physiological and security),
Relatedness (belongingness and social esteem), and Growth (internal esteem and self-
actualization). Thus, Relatedness needs are in accordance with issues of social motivations,
whereas Growth needs are in accordance with issues of personal motivations. For the
purpose of the current study, we adopt Alderfer’s terminology and refer to a distinction
respectively between Relatedness motivation and Growth motivation to religion. This
terminology is common in Catholic semantics (Ackerson 2018; Szcześniak et al. 2019) and
is also used in other Christian faiths (Ingersoll 2020; Sosik et al. 2013).
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As mentioned above, previous empirical studies have shown that the distinction
between Relatedness (social) motivations and Growth (personal) motivations appears to be
relevant in Catholic contexts (Brewczynski and MacDonald 2006; Flere and Lavrič 2008;
Gonçalves et al. 2016; Socha 1999). It stands to reason to expect that Relatedness needs,
involving belongingness and participation in a religious group, are associated with an
Adherence stance on religion. Growth needs related to religion may include a personal
search for knowledge on matters related to religion (e.g., culture or history) or a search
for personal or spiritual fulfilment. Given that those searches are undertaken by personal
choice, we expect them to be characteristic of an Autonomy stance on religion.

Therefore, to test the framework of personal stances on religion in the particular
context of Portuguese Catholicism, we consider that: (1) motivations to religion may simul-
taneously include Relatedness motivations and to Growth motivations; and (2) Relatedness
motivations are characteristic of an Adherence stance on religion and Growth motivations
are characteristic of an Autonomy stance on religion.

2.2.2. Beliefs

Studies on the effects of individual differences in religious beliefs have mainly focused
on different views of God. In many cases, two poles are used to compare views of God,
including anger versus engagement (Hardesty and Westerman 2009; Hardesty et al. 2010),
love versus punishment (Walker et al. 2012), and hope versus fear (Alshehri et al. 2020). In
their multivariate belief-motivation theory of religiousness, Schaefer and Gorsuch (1991,
1992) employ a comprehensive set of eleven primary concepts of God: Benevolent, Wrathful,
Omni, Guiding, False, Stable, Deistic, Worthless, Powerful, Condemning and Caring.

However, religious beliefs are complex systems including not only views or character-
istics attributed to God(s) or supernatural being(s), but also other fundamental pillars, such
as sources of revelation and the implications of revelation for the current and future life of
individuals (Shafizadeh and As’ad 2021; Stark 1999). On the other hand, belief systems are
nowadays characterized by pluralism, with individuals building their own patchwork of
beliefs from different sources (Davie 2000; Denz 2009). A paramount example is the work
on beliefs in Switzerland by Campiche et al. (1992), which clearly shows that Christian
beliefs and humanistic beliefs based on human rationality and human morality are not
exclusive of each other.

This distinction between religious beliefs and humanistic beliefs is particularly rele-
vant for the current study, because it matches the distinction between the two stances of
religion concerned. More specifically, religious beliefs are expected to be associated with an
Adherence stance and humanistic beliefs with an Autonomy stance.

Considering that our study focuses on a particular religious tradition, it requires a
content of religious beliefs that is specifically related to Christianity and Catholicism. To
achieve this, we also followed the work of Campiche et al. (1992), where the authors
operationalize religious beliefs according to three fundamental questions, namely: (1) the
existence of a superior power; (2) the interpretation of suffering and the precarity of
existence; and (3) the symbolic integration of human society. In the Christian faith, these
beliefs are operationalized considering the role of Jesus Christ in three issues of the Christian
semantic system: God, death, and the future of humanity. For humanistic beliefs, the
authors consider three fundamental pillars: science, ethics and democracy.

To test the framework of personal stances on religion in the particular context of
Portuguese Catholicism we consider that: (1) belief systems can simultaneously include
Christian beliefs and Humanistic beliefs; and (2) Christian beliefs are characteristic of an
Adherence stance on religion and humanistic beliefs are characteristic of an Autonomy
stance on religion.
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2.2.3. Perceptions

Although religious institutions are often simply equated with places of worship, it is
generally acknowledged that their role in society is much broader. Religious institutions
provide guidance and support for the spiritual needs of individuals (Treloar 2002) and, in
many instances, the support offered also extends to material needs in society, particularly to
disadvantaged groups such as the homeless, the sick, elderly people, and refugees (Itçaina
2019). On the other hand, through their doctrine or the actions of their clergyman, religious
institutions often influence decision processes in private matters, such as contraception, or
public matters, such as national laws regarding abortion and euthanasia (Weiberg-Salzmann
and Willems 2020).

Although the way individuals perceive ecclesiastical or religious organizations is still
an understudied topic, the content of those perceptions is likely to include both the assis-
tance provided and the interference in decision-making processes. In the Organizational
Behavior literature, where researchers have long been concerned with the perceptions
and representations that individuals hold about organizations, two specific constructs
correspond to these contents of perceptions on religious organizations: (1) perception of
organizational support, and (2) perception of organizational politics.

Perception of organizational support relates to a general perception that individuals
develop in function of the extent to which the organization cares about their well-being
(Eisenberger et al. 1986; Eisenberger et al. 1990), as well as the extent to which the organi-
zation contributes to their development (De Vos et al. 2011). Perception of organizational
politics relates to an individual’s subjective evaluation about the extent to which the or-
ganizational environment is characterized by influence processes used to increase the
probability of achievement-desired results, including self-serving behaviors, behaviors that
are detrimental to the interests of others, and behaviors that are not sanctioned by formal
authority, accepted ideology or certified expertise (Ferris et al. 2000; Gandz and Murray
1980; Mintzberg 1983).

Results from meta-analytical studies indicate that perception of support from the
religious organization is likely to be associated with the Adherence stance on religion and
that perception of organizational politics is likely to be associated with the Autonomy
stance on religion. Kurtessis et al. (2017) found that higher perceptions of organizational
support are associated with higher social exchange relationships with the organization (i.e.,
trust, increased investments in time and effort, long-term outlook), higher felt obligation
toward the organization, higher effort-reward expectancy, higher identification with the
organization, higher involvement and lower withdrawal activities. By contrast, Miller et al.
(2008) found that higher perceptions of organizational politics lead to lower organizational
commitment and satisfaction and to higher turnover intentions.

In the Portuguese Catholic context, perceptions of organizational support are likely to
be a relevant variable. Over the centuries, the Catholic Church in Portugal has provided
not only spiritual, but also social support for the population (Macías Ruano et al. 2020;
Moniz 2014). Social assistance programs became particularly relevant for the reputation of
the Church among the population since the end of the dictatorship regime in 1974 (Moniz
2014), and more recently in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis (Giorgi and Accornero 2018).
On the other hand, several moments of recent history in Portugal may have contributed to
perceptions of politics concerning the Portuguese Catholic Church. Firstly, the context of
the dictatorship regime prior to 1974 might have led to a perception of the Catholic Church
as being somewhat associated with limitation of freedom and progress, as religious and
political institutions were concentric during this regime (Ferreira Lages 2001; Teixeira 2015;
Vilaça and Oliveira 2019). Secondly, results of a study on religious freedom in 1973 (still
under the dictatorship regime) had already indicated a strong tendency of the Portuguese
society to reject the social controls of the Catholic Church (de França 1973; Teixeira 2015).
Nowadays, the position of the Catholic Church on recent debates on euthanasia in Portugal
clashes with views on individual rights by certain sectors of the population (Ferreira 2018).
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To test the framework of personal stances on religion in the particular context of
Portuguese Catholicism, we consider that: (1) perceptions of the Catholic Church may
simultaneously include perceptions of support and perceptions of politics; and (2) percep-
tions of support are associated with an Adherence stance on religion, whereas perceptions
of politics are associated with an Autonomy stance on religion.

3. Model Development

As mentioned above, we conceptualize personal stances on religion as higher-order
constructs, including first-order constructs of motivations, beliefs and perceptions. Whereas
first-order constructs refer to narrowly defined phenomena or granular aspects of a broader
construct, higher-order constructs aim to holistically capture the underlying meaning of
complex and multidimensional phenomena (Bagozzi and Edwards 1998; Liu et al. 2012).
In research models, the higher-order construct appears as a single variable, rather than
a set of variables. This advantage of parsimony is accompanied by the need to make
sure that the higher-order construct in not an artificial entity that is generated by statistics
(Bagozzi and Edwards 1998; Liu et al. 2012). To check against this possibility, the general
practice is to embed the higher-order construct in a nomological network (Akter et al.
2010; McKnight et al. 2002; Oliveira and Cabral-Cardoso 2017; Peterson 2014). Based on
theoretical propositions, this network specifies linkages between the higher-order construct
and other variables (antecedents and/or consequents). Subsequently, there is a need to
test whether the higher-order construct relates to these other constructs, as theory suggests
(Boudreau et al. 2001; Webster and Martocchio 1992).

Based on the literature review, we embedded the two higher-order constructs of
Adherence and Autonomy in a nomological network with religious socialization as an
antecedent variables and religious commitment as the consequent variable. Subsequently,
we develop hypotheses for the interrelationships between the four constructs included in
the network.

Religious commitment, which is the consequent or criterion variable, refers to an
individual’s involvement in public or private activities that are considered to be of religious
importance (Davidson and Knudsen 1977; Mockabee et al. 2001). Previous studies have
shown that dimensions of stances of religion, such as religious beliefs and motivation, are
predictors of religious commitment (Davidson and Knudsen 1977; Schaefer and Gorsuch
1992). It therefore stands to reason to argue that stances on religion are predictors of reli-
gious commitment. Because the Adherence stance and the Autonomy stance, respectively,
represent a choice for following and remaining independent from the views and norms of
a specific religion, we accordingly propose:

Hypothesis 1: The Adherence stance on religion is positively associated with Religious Commitment.

Hypothesis 2: The Autonomy stance on religion is negatively associated with Religious Commitment.

The operationalization of religious commitment followed the principle that, although
different religious traditions may have similar religious activities (e.g., reading the Holy
Book), the same activity may not be equally important or normative in all religions (Mock-
abee et al. 2001). Therefore, it is advisable to operationalize religious commitment according
to the religious tradition researched (Walker et al. 2011). In the Catholic tradition, Mass
is a normative act of worship and participation in it is a central identity marker (Teixeira
2015). In the Mass ritual, the Eucharist Communion is paramount, and admission to this
sacrament rite is associated with the sacrament of Reconciliation (also known as Confession)
(Catholic Church 1997). Of all the seven sacraments of the Catholic tradition, Eucharist
Communion and Reconciliation are those that can be most frequently received. Thus,
participation in Mass, partaking in Eucharist Communion and Reconciliation may all be
considered as a relevant representation of religious commitment behaviors in the Catholic
tradition (Charlier and Moens 2002; Kidder 2010).
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Religious socialization, that is the antecedent variable, concerns the social patterns
through which dimensions of religion are passed on from one generation to another (Klin-
genberg and Sjö 2019). In the Catholic context, both Church socialization (e.g., catechism
classes) and family socialization play a role on the transmission of faith and religious
practices. Whereas in the past, Church socialization reinforced the religious education
transmitted by the family, nowadays it is increasingly frequent in Portuguese Catholic con-
texts that non-religious parents send their children to Church socialization as a complement
to their ethical/social education, rather than for religious purposes (Barrow et al. 2020).

Several studies have shown that the testimony of parents and/or other caregivers, as
well as exposure to community practices in childhood, influence adults’ religious beliefs
and religiosity (e.g., Goodman and Dyer 2020; Gunnoe and Moore 2002; Łowicki and
Zajenkowski 2020; Maij et al. 2017). Religious socialization (or its absence) is an important
variable that helps explain a “no religion” position and religious disaffiliation (Thiessen
and Wilkins-Laflamme 2017; Groen and Vermeer 2013). Considering these results, it stands
to reason to expect that religious socialization in childhood has a positive influence on
individuals’ Adherence stance on religion. Conversely, religious socialization in childhood
might restrain individuals from adopting an Autonomy stance on religion. Therefore,
we propose:

Hypothesis 3: Religious socialization is positively associated with the Adherence stance on religion.

Hypothesis 4: Religious socialization is negatively associated with the Autonomy stance on religion.

The operationalization of religious socialization on this study considered the path
children follow in the Catholic Church, including, among others, Baptism, First Commu-
nion and Confirmation. Religious transmission in the family was also taken into account.
In other religious contexts, the specific forms of religious transmission in childhood and
participation in rites of passage or coming of age ceremonies need to be considered when
crafting measures of religious socialization.

The final relationship in the nomological network concerns the relationship between
religious socialization and religious commitment. As mentioned earlier, previous studies
show that religious socialization in childhood/adolescence influences adults’ religious
beliefs and participation in religious practices (e.g., Goodman and Dyer 2020; Gunnoe and
Moore 2002; Łowicki and Zajenkowski 2020; Maij et al. 2017). Therefore, it stands to reason
to expect that:

Hypothesis 5: Religious socialization is positively associated with religious commitment.

Additionally, it has been suggested that, in cases where both antecedents and con-
sequents variables are included in the nomological network, the mediating role of the
higher-order constructs should be analyzed in comparison to the direct relationship be-
tween the antecedent variables and the consequent variables (Liu et al. 2012). We will also
conduct this test in the data analysis.

Figure 1 depicts the research model and the five hypotheses.
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4. Data and Methods
4.1. Data Collection and Participants

As mentioned above, data used in this study were collected through a national survey
that was carried out in Portugal in 2011 (Teixeira 2013). This survey was sponsored by the
Portuguese Episcopal Conference and carried out by the Portuguese Catholic University.
The total sample included 3978 participants, of which we selected the 3072 who identified
themselves as Catholic.

Within this Catholic sample, 1032 participants are male (33.6%) and 2034 are female
(66.2%). The average age is 52.8 years, the youngest age group (15–24 years old) is the
one with the lowest percentage (6.2%), whereas the oldest age group (over 65 years old)
registers the highest percentage (28.8%). For marital status, more than half of the sample
(57.2%) married in the Church, whereas 6.2% had a civil marriage. Other civil statuses
include single (15.3%), living with a partner (3.7%) and widowed (6.7%). Only 18.9% of
participants do not have children, with the majority (58.7%) having one or two children,
whereas 22.4% have three or more children.

As far as education is concerned, only 4.7% of participants never went to school,
whereas nearly half the sample (46.2%) completed six years of schooling. About one
third of participants (31.5%) completed from nine to twelve years of education, and 17.6%
proceeded to university studies, including studying for a bachelor’s degree, master’s
degree, or a PhD. With regards current occupation, nearly half of the participants (44.8%)
work away from home and about one third (33.4%) are retired. Other occupations include
studying (3.9%), housework (7.2%), being unemployed (9.1%) and being incapacitated
to work (1.3%). The geographic distribution of participants shows that 57.8% live in
urban/semi-urban areas and 42.2% in rural areas. In terms of social class, the majority
of participants (71.5%) identify themselves as middle class (39.6%) or lower middle class
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(31.9%). Lower percentages of participants identify as lower class (19.6%), upper middle
class (4.0%) and upper class (0.7%).

4.2. Measures

Table 1 shows the items used for the first-order measures, including:

- Motivations—Four items measure Relatedness Motivation and four items measure
Growth Motivation. A 5-point scale is used, ranging from 1 = Indifference to 5 = High
interest.

- Beliefs—Three items measure Christian Beliefs, and three items measure Human-
istic Beliefs. A 5-point scale is used, ranging from 1 = Completely disagree to
5 = Completely agree.

- Perceptions—Four items measure Perceptions of Support and four items measure
Perceptions of Politics. A 5-point scale is used, ranging from 1 = Completely disagree
to 5 = Completely agree.

- Religious Commitment—Three items measure the frequency with which respondents
engage in Catholic ritual practices, including Mass, Eucharist Communion, and Rec-
onciliation. For Mass and Eucharist Communion, an 8-point scale is used, ranging
from 1 = Never to 8 = More than once a week. For Reconciliation, a 7-point scale is
used, where 1 = Never and 7 = More than once a month. This scale is identical to the
one used for Mass and Eucharist Communion, except that the last point (8) is not used,
because it is not a recommended practice to receive Reconciliation more than once
a week.

- Religious Socialization—Two items measure the exposure to religious socialization
as a child. The first concerns socialization in the church and is an additive index,
including the usual steps children follow in the Catholic Church, namely: Baptism,
Catechism before First Communion, First Communion, Catechism after First Com-
munion, Profession of Faith, and Confirmation. The second item is also an additive
index and includes issues of religious socialization by the family, such as receiving
a Catholic education and whether the father/mother went to Mass weekly/prayed
when the respondent was a child.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and standardized loadings of the indicators.

Construct Indicators Mean Std
Deviation

Std
Loading

Bootstrap
t-Test p Value

Relatedness
Motivation Big events that concentrate believers 3.764 1.305 0.856 107.022 0.000

Religious ceremonies 3.993 1.228 0.874 121.434 0.000
The activity of the Church or of

religious communities 3.783 1.268 0.857 109.381 0.000

The Pope or other publicly known
religious persons 3.890 1.249 0.868 126.068 0.000

Growth Art and religious heritage 3.739 1.361 0.817 60.145 0.000
Motivation Spirituality 3.434 1.426 0.792 49.517 0.000

Violence in the name of religion 3.355 1.432 0.575 17.351 0.000
The position of the Church on ethical

or moral issues. 3.584 1.336 0.863 71.861 0.000
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Table 1. Cont.

Construct Indicators Mean Std
Deviation

Std
Loading

Bootstrap
t-Test p Value

Christian
Beliefs

God exists and made himself known
in the person of Jesus Christ 4.581 0.891 0.807 44.855 0.000

The resurrection of Jesus Christ gives
meaning to death 4.265 1.260 0.718 29.841 0.000

The kingdom of God announced by
Jesus Christ if the future of humanity 3.940 1.551 0.738 33.330 0.000

Humanistic
Beliefs

Science and technology prepare a
better future for humanity 4.042 1.401 0.806 8.895 0.000

The future of humanity depends on
our ethical and moral choices 4.455 1.056 0.779 8.416 0.000

Democracy is the best guarantee for
the future of humanity 4.092 1.378 0.621 4.862 0.000

Perception of
Support

The level of poverty would be higher
without the Catholic Church 3.833 1.534 0.645 18.741 0.000

Many more elderly and sick people
would be lonely without the

Catholic Church
4.313 1.143 0.703 22.757 0.000

Many would not be able to find a
purpose in life without the

Catholic Church
4.132 1.300 0.743 28.505 0.000

Many would die without hope
without the Catholic Church 4.294 1.214 0.833 42.104 0.000

Perception of
Politics

There would be more progress
without the Catholic Church 2.663 1.750 0.799 29.155 0.000

There would be more freedom for
individuals without the

Catholic Church
2.644 1.725 0.842 39.639 0.000

People would be more entrepreneurial
without the Catholic Church 2.960 1.814 0.715 17.560 0.000

There would be more religious
freedom without the Catholic Church 2.739 1.775 0.830 32.772 0.000

Religious Mass 4.950 2.295 0.860 152.442 0.000
Commitment Eucharist Communion 3.192 2.539 0.877 166.077 0.000

Reconciliation 2.149 1.548 0.792 95.816 0.000

Religious Church Socialization 4.594 1.667 0.815 52.577 0.000
Socialization Family Socialization 2.791 1.625 0.835 59.001 0.000

4.3. Data Analysis

Because our objective is to test a conceptual model with multiple relationships, we
decided to use structural equation modelling (SEM). We chose partial least squares (PLS)
over covariance-based structural equation modelling, because PLS-SEM is particularly
suitable for estimating higher-order models (Becker et al. 2012) and for predictive validity
assessments (Sarstedt et al. 2013)—as is the case in our research. We used the repeated
indicators approach to estimate the higher-order model. Additionally, the model estimation
draws on the path weighting scheme and the bootstrapping procedure uses 5000 bootstrap
samples (Becker et al. 2012; Hair et al. 2011; Ringle et al. 2012). The software used was
SmartPLS 3.3.2 (Ringle et al. 2015).

5. Results

In the following sections we analyze the measurement models’ methodological re-
quirements and, subsequently, we analyze the relationships among constructs in the struc-
tural model.
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5.1. Measurement Models

The analysis of higher-order models requires an assessment of reliability, convergent
and discriminant validity of the first-order constructs, as well as an assessment of the
multicollinearity among them (Becker et al. 2012; Hair 2017). Table 1 shows the items that
are used for each first-order construct, as well as their means, standard deviations and
loadings.

Table 2 shows the composite reliabilities and the average variance explained (AVE)
for all the constructs. These results provide support for reliability and validity. As far as
reliability is concerned, all composite reliabilities for construct measures are greater than
the acceptable internal consistency level of 0.7 (Hair et al. 2011). For indicator reliability,
the threshold of the standardized loadings of indicators is also 0.7 (Hair et al. 2011) and it is
important to point out that three indicators were below this value. However, as suggested
by Hair et al. (2017), given that their loadings were above the minimum value of 0.4,
we decided to keep these items, after analyzing the impact of deleting them in both the
composite reliability and the AVE.

Table 2. Reliability and validity measures.

Construct Composite Reliability Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

Relatedness Motivation 0.922 0.746
Growth Motivation 0.851 0.592

Christian Beliefs 0.799 0.571
Humanistic Beliefs 0.782 0.547

Perception of Support 0.823 0.539
Perception of Politics 0.875 0.637

Religious Commitment 0.881 0.712
Religious Socialization 0.810 0.680

For convergent validity, the results show that the AVE of each construct measure
exceeds the threshold of 0.5, indicating that the constructs are unidimensional (Fornell
and Larcker 1981). To complement the analysis of convergent validity, we calculated
bootstrap t-statistics of the indicators’ standardized loadings (Anderson and Gerbing 1988).
In all cases, these were significant at the 1% significance level, which is also indicative of
convergent validity. For discriminant validity, we compared the square root of the AVE
with the correlations for each pair of latent variables (Table 3). In all cases, the square
roots of the AVE are higher than the correlations which is evidence of discriminant validity
(Fornell and Larcker 1981).

Table 3. Correlations between latent variables and square roots of average variance extracted.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

1 Relatedness Motivation 0.864
2 Growth Motivation 0.747 0.770

3 Christian Beliefs 0.324 0.223 0.755
4 Humanistic Beliefs 0.114 0.108 0.287 0.740

5 Perception of Support 0.256 0.186 0.326 0.166 0.734
6 Perception of Politics 0.008 0.008 0.091 0.119 0.268 0.798

7 Religious Commitment 0.330 0.210 0.258 0.005 0.172 −0.054 0.844
8 Religious Socialization 0.142 0.084 0.112 −0.062 0.062 −0.095 0.355 0.825

Note: Numbers in bold denote the square root of the average variance extracted.

The multicollinearity assessment among the lower-order constructs showed that the
variance inflation values (VIF) were all clearly below the critical value of 5 (Hair et al.
2011), which suggests that multicollinearity is not problematic. More specifically, for the
higher-order construct of Adherence, the VIF was 1.242 for Perception of Support, 1.287 for
Christian Values and 2.462 for Relatedness Motivation. For the higher-order construct of
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Autonomy, the VIF was 1.102 for Perception of Politics, 1.116 for Humanistic Beliefs and
2.263 for Growth Motivation.

5.2. Structural Model

The analysis of the model before the addition of the higher-order constructs shows
that the effect of first-order constructs of Adherence on Religious Commitment is positive
and significant in all three cases of Perception of Support (β = 0.076, p < 0.001), Christian
Beliefs (β = 0.146, p < 0.001) and Relatedness Motivation (β = 0.273, p < 0.001). The effect of
first-order constructs of Autonomy on Religious Commitment is negative and significant
in all three cases of Perception of Politics (β = −0.056, p = 0.002), Humanistic Beliefs
(β = −0.049, p = 0.015) and Growth Motivation (β = −0.059, p = 0.015). When analyzing
the effects of Religious Socialization, results show that they are positive and significant
for all three first-order constructs of Adherence, namely Perception of Support (β = 0.062,
p = 0.002), Christian Beliefs (β = 0.112, p < 0.001) and Relatedness Motivation (β = 0.142,
p < 0.001). In the case of the first-order constructs of Autonomy, the effect of religious
socialization is negative and significant for Perception of Politics (β = −0.095, p < 0.001),
and Humanistic Beliefs (β = −0.062, p = 0.001), but positive and significant for Growth
Motivation (β = 0.084, p < 0.001).

When the higher-order constructs are introduced in the model, the results of the PLS-
SEM analysis reveal interesting differences in the direct effects of the first-order constructs
(Table 4). For Adherence, Relatedness Motivation has the higher influence (0.833), followed
by Christian Beliefs (0.662) and by Perception of Support (0.657). For Autonomy, Perception
of Politics has the higher influence (0.732), followed by Growth Motivation (0.598) and by
Humanistic Beliefs (0.508, all p < 0.001).

Table 4. Direct effects and indirect effects.

Relationship B t-Test p-Value

Adherence -> Religious Commitment 0.367 18.986 0.000
Autonomy -> Religious Commitment −0.104 4.966 0.000
Religious Socialization -> Adherence 0.146 7.709 0.000
Religious Socialization -> Autonomy −0.047 1.888 0.059

Religious Socialization -> Religious Commitment 0.296 19.362 0.000
Religious Socialization -> Adherence -> Religious Commitment 0.054 7.242 0.000
Religious Socialization -> Autonomy -> Religious Commitment 0.005 1.790 0.074

As far as the hypotheses are concerned, Adherence has a significant positive effect
on Religious Commitment (β = 0.367, p < 0.001) and Autonomy has a significant negative
effect on Religious Commitment (β = −0.104, p < 0.001). These results confirm H1 and H2.
Religious Socialization has a significant positive effect on Adherence (β = 0.146, p < 0.001)
as well as on Religious Commitment (β = 0.296, p < 0.001). Therefore, H3 and H5 are
confirmed. For H4, the relationship between Religious Socialization and Autonomy in
non-significant at the 5% significance level (β = −0.047, p = 0.059), but is significant at the
10% level.

When analyzing the indirect relationship, we find that Adherence significantly me-
diates between Religious Socialization and Religious Commitment (β = 0.054, p < 0.001).
The mediating role of Autonomy is not significant at the 5% significance level (β = 0.005,
p = 0.074), but is significant at the 10% level.

We analyzed the coefficient of determination (R2) of the criterion construct in order
to evaluate the explanatory power of the model (Sarstedt et al. 2014). The model explains
23% of variance of Religious Commitment. Subsequently, we used blindfolding to calculate
Stone-Geiser’s Q2 in order to analyze predictive relevance. When the values of Q2 are
above zero, the model is considered to have predictive relevance (Hair et al. 2011). This is
the case in our study, where Q2 = 0.156 for Religious Commitment.

Figure 2 shows the final structural model.
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6. Discussion

In the Portuguese Catholic context, the results provide support for the use of higher-
order constructs to analyze personal stances on religion and they show that the Adherence
stance and the Autonomy stance are independent of each other. In other words, Adherence
and Autonomy are not opposite poles of the same continuum, where higher levels of
one imply lower levels of the other. These results are in accordance with the view that
individuals may hold a dual perspective on religion, integrating a need for identity and
a need for autonomy (Willaime 1996, 1998). Furthermore, they support that two types of
approaches to religion may coexist: a traditional one, endorsed through cultural heritage,
and a universal one, that establishes a relationship with contemporary dynamics of the
individuation of religion (Campiche et al. 2004).

Relatedness Motivation, Christian Beliefs and Perception of Church Support are all
significantly and positively related with the Adherence stance on religion, whereas Growth
Motivation, Humanistic Beliefs and Perception of Church Politics are all significantly re-
lated with the Autonomy stance. It is noteworthy that in the Portuguese Catholic context,
the variable with the highest influence for Adherence is the Relatedness Motivation vari-
able, whereas for Autonomy, it is the Perception of Church Politics variable. For Adherence,
the results are in accordance with previous studies on the importance of social motivations
in Catholic contexts (Cohen et al. 2005). With reference to the study of Hervieu-Léger (1999),
the community pole and the affective pole appear to be paramount in the Portuguese
context. A surprising result concerns the lower importance of Perception of Church Sup-
port, given the widespread participation of the Church in social assistance programs in
Portugal (Moniz 2014; Giorgi and Accornero 2018; Manuel and Glatzer 2019). One possible
explanation for this is that these programs are often conducted in association with the Por-
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tuguese State, and it is difficult for the general public to identify the Church’s participation
(Teixeira 2019b).

As far as the Autonomy stance is concerned, the results on the importance of Perception
of Church Politics are in accordance with studies concerning the rejection of the interference
of the Catholic Church on matters related to individual freedom (Coutinho 2020; Teixeira
2015; Vilaça and Oliveira 2019). Humanistic Beliefs and Growth Motivation may be of
lower importance because, although they enhance autonomy from religion, they are not
irreconcilable with the Catholic Tradition (Lefebvre et al. 2015).

The results indicate that Religious Socialization has a significantly positive influence
on the Adherence stance, which is in accordance with previous studies (Goodman and
Dyer 2020; Gunnoe and Moore 2002; Łowicki and Zajenkowski 2020; Maij et al. 2017).
However, the relationship between Religious Socialization and the Autonomy stance is
non-significant at the 5% level, although it is significant at the 10% level. This lower
significance may be due to the fact that Religious Socializations has a negative effect on
two first-order measures of Perception of Church Politics and Humanistic Beliefs, and yet a
positive one on the first-order measure of Growth Motivation. It is interesting to note that
Religious Socialization may foster a motivation for religion that is not necessarily pursued
in traditional or established ways.

According to prediction, the Adherence stance is significatively and positively related
to Religious Commitment, whereas the Autonomy stance is significantly and negatively
related to Religious Commitment. Taken together, Religious Socialization, Adherence and
Autonomy explain 23% of variance for Religious Commitment. This result is relevant for
the Catholic Church, because it provides insights on relevant predictors of participation
in religious rituals, implying a maintenance and development of the relationship with
the organization. This finds a parallel with client relationship development and retention
in other organizations. This is particularly critical for the Catholic Church in the current
context of societal decatholization in Portugal, with a decreasing level of both religious
affiliation and religious commitment (Teixeira 2015).

7. Conclusions

This study provides contributions for the study of individual differences in variables
related to religion. Firstly, the study develops and tests a framework of personal stances
on religion, where adherence to religion and autonomy from religion are not opposite
poles of the same continuum, but rather are independent of each other, because each
includes a different set of motivations, beliefs and perceptions. An analysis of the separate
and the joint effects of these two stances may enhance the ability to predict relevant
organizational behavior variables. Previous studies have shown that variables connected
with the adherence stance, such as religious affiliation, religiosity and religiousness, all
have positive effects for individuals and organizations. Considering not only the adherence
stance, but also the autonomy stance could facilitate the carrying out of a more detailed
analysis of the effects of individual differences in issues related to religion.

Secondly, the study provides a certain degree of evidence for the applicability of higher-
order constructs to analyze individual differences in religion-related variables. Although
Gorsuch (1984) advocated the use of higher-order constructs nearly four decades ago,
empirical studies are still scarce.

Thirdly, the study addresses the under-researched topic of the role of the ecclesiastical
institution. For this, we adopted variables from the Organizational Behavior literature.
These results indicate that both perceptions of Church support and perceptions of Church
politics are promising variables for future research on religion-related variables.

Although the use of data from the national survey in Portugal enabled an opera-
tionalization that is appropriate for the specificities of the Catholic context, these data also
underlie several limitations of the study. Firstly, the number of indicators available in the
database to measure each construct was very limited (three or four items per construct).



Religions 2023, 14, 63 16 of 20

For future research in Catholic contexts, we suggest the development of the items used for
each of the first-order constructs.

Secondly, the databased used only allowed for testing the model with one religious
tradition—Catholicism—and in very specific conditions, because the majority of the Por-
tuguese population identifies as being Catholic (Teixeira 2015, 2019a). It has long been
recognized that the majority/minority status of a religion in a country plays a significant
role in the dominant religious processes in that country (e.g., Danzger 1998), and thus the
results of this study cannot be generalized to countries where Catholics are a minority
group. For future research, we suggest that a fundamental issue would be to test the model
in different religious traditions and then introduce the majority/minority status of the
religion as a moderator variable for the relationships under study.

In spite of these limitations, we are convinced that the study provides practical insights
for the Roman Catholic Church in Portugal, particularly with regards the predictors of
commitment to the organization and its activities.
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