National Center for Family & Marriage Research
@ Bowling Green State University

Family Profile No. 18, 2022

Marital Status Variation in Religiosity Among Older Women and Men

Authors: Francesca A. Marino & Kagan A. Mellencamp

Religiosity, feelings of closeness to a God, and involvement in religious activities, are linked to higher levels of couples’

commitment to one another and marital quality (Dollahite & Lambert, 2007). In long-term couples they are associated with a
reduced likelihood of divorce (Dollahite & Lambert, 2007; Tuttle & Davis, 2015). A growing number of older adults are currently
unmarried due to increasing shares experiencing a gray divorce (Brown & Lin, 2022, 2012) or never marrying (Lin & Brown, 2012),
demonstrating the need to explore the heterogeneity in church attendance and religious attitudes among the unmarried. Using
the 2016 wave of the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), this family profile examines religious service attendance and religious

attitudes by marital status among adults aged 65 and older, distinguishing between women and men.

Religious Service Attendance Among Women by Marital Status

e About half of married women aged 65 and older
reported they attended religious services at least
once a week, a level which exceeded that of all
unmarried women.

e Following married women, 47% of widowed women
and 43% of never married women report that they
attended religious services once or more than once a
week.

e Older divorced women reported the lowest
frequency of weekly religious service attendance at
35%.

Figure 1. Percentage of Women Aged 65 and Older Who Reported
Attending Religious Services Weekly or More Often
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Source: NCFMR analyses of Health and Retirement Study, 2016 & 2018

Religious Service Attendance Among Men by Marital Status
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Men aged 65 and older tended to have lower weekly
religious service attendance than women aged 65
and older across all marital statuses.

o 42% of never married men reported they attended
religious services at least once a week, followed by
married men (39%) and widowed men (30%).

e Like women, divorced men aged 65 and older had

the lowest percentage of weekly religious service

attendance (16%), with the level for divorced men
roughly half that of divorced women.



Religious Beliefs Among Women by Marital Status

e The percentage of older women who somewhat Figure 3. Percentage of Women Aged 65 and Older Who Somewhat
agreed or strongly agreed that they carry their Agree or Strongly Agree that They Carry Religious Beliefs with Them
religious beliefs with them daily was higher than the Daily
percentage of older women that reported at least 100%
weekly religious service attendance across all marital 78%
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o 78% of widowed women aged 65 and older reported
they carry their religious beliefs with them daily, 50%
followed by married women and never married
women (73%). 25%

e Inline with religious service attendance, divorced
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Source: NCFMR analyses of Health and Retirement Study, 2016 & 2018
Religious Beliefs Among Men by Marital Status

Figure 4. Percentage of Men Aged 65 and Older Who Somewhat Agree e Men aged 65 and older tended to report lower
or Strongly Agree that They Carry Religious Beliefs with Them Daily importance of religious beliefs in their daily lives than
100% women aged 65 and older across all marital statuses.

e Like women, widowed men aged 65 and older had the
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Data Sources:
Health and Retirement Study, (RAND HRS Longitudinal File 2018 (V1)) public use dataset. Produced and distributed by the University of Michigan with funding
from the National Institute on Aging (grant number NIA U01AG009740). Ann Arbor, MI, (2021).

Health and Retirement Study, (RAND HRS 2016 Fat File (V2B)) public use dataset. Produced and distributed by the University of Michigan with funding from the
National Institute on Aging (grant number NIA U01AG009740). Ann Arbor, M, (2016).
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