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Childhood religious experiences with peers are important in the development of religiosity. However, peers' in-
fluence on these experiences has not been properly operationalized and measured. We addressed this limitation
by developing the Childhood Religious Experiences with a Peer Inventory (CREPI). In Study 1 (n = 254), an act
nomination procedure generated 106 items describing childhood religious experiences with a same-sex peer.
These experiences were specific things that the peer said to, did to, or did with a participant during their child-
hood. In Study 2 (n = 458), participants indicated how frequently each item occurred in their childhood. Factor
analysis yielded 27 items organized into three factors: Peer Proselytization, Shared Activities, and Peer Dialogue. The
CREPI allows researchers to quantify peer influence on childhood religious experiences, enabling future investi-
gation of whether and how these influences predict adult religiosity.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Peers influence individuals' acquisition of cultural information, so-
cial norms, and values, which affect individuals' later views (Harris,
1995; Reitz, Zimmermann, Hutteman, Specht, & Neyer, 2014). Peers in-
fluence individuals throughout childhood, adolescence, and into early
adulthood, because they often share similar social environments and so-
cially-relevant characteristics such as age, sex, ethnicity, abilities, and
interests (Hallinan & Williams, 1990; Madsen & Vernon, 1983). Peers in-
fluence important psychological characteristics and behaviors, such as
drinking habits (Borsari & Carey, 2001), sexual behaviors (Whitaker &
Miller, 2000), and body image and self-esteem during adolescence
(Dohnt & Tiggemann, 2006). Further, language fluency and expressive-
ness of peers affects language development in early childhood
(Mashburn, Justice, Downer, & Pianta, 2009).

In particular, childhood and adolescence (i.e., ages 5-18 years;
Moran, 1991) are important developmental periods for the acquisition
of religious beliefs, because individuals in these phases are more sensi-
tive to peer influence and pressure to conform than adults (Berndt,
1979; Erickson, 1992; O'Hara, 1980). Religious peers in these develop-
mental periods often actively encourage church attendance (Regnerus,
Smith, & Smith, 2004), and religious peer networks in childhood predict
church commitment as an adult (Thomas & Cornwall, 1990). An
individual's commitment to a religious community as an adult (e.g.,
being committed to a church) has the strongest direct effect on their
level of religiosity, while community relationships and religious sociali-
zation (e.g., having friends who attend church) influence adult religios-
ity indirectly (Cornwall, 1989).
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That peers influence religious beliefs has been well documented
(e.g., Cornwall, 1988; Desrosiers, Kelley, & Miller, 2011; Erickson,
1992; French, Purwono, & Triwahyuni, 2011; Ozorak, 1989; Regnerus
et al., 2004; Schwartz, 2006). However, the specific ways in which
peers exert pressure on individuals to adopt religious beliefs is un-
known. Several studies have investigated the role of peers in the acqui-
sition of religious beliefs, above and beyond the influence of home
environments and parents. For example, the influence and support of
peers (compared with parents) accounts for more variance in adult re-
ligious faith and spiritual development (Desrosiers et al., 2011;
Schwartz, 2006), and having religious peers is a strong predictor of
one's own religiosity (French et al,, 2011). Participation in religious ser-
vices and activities are strongly predicted by peers' church attendance
(Martin, White, & Perlman, 2003; Ozorak, 1989; Regnerus et al., 2004)
and peers' religiosity (Cornwall, 1988). The influence of peers on partic-
ipation in religious activities increases from early to late adolescence
(Madsen & Vernon, 1983; O'Hara, 1980). Similar findings of peer influ-
ence on the acquisition of religious beliefs have been documented
cross-culturally and in Christian, Mormon, and Muslim samples
(Cornwall, 1988; French et al., 2011; O'Hara, 1980; Schwartz, 2006).
These findings suggest that peers influence the development and
long-term acquisition of religious beliefs during childhood and
adolescence.

Previous investigations of peers' religious influence during child-
hood have been limited theoretically and empirically. The construct of
peers' influence on childhood religious experiences has not been prop-
erly operationalized and measured, and the specific ways that peers
exert their influence has not been specified. Studies often do not assess
how peers influence an individual, but instead associate indirect
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measures of peer influence (e.g., number of religious friends; French et
al., 2011; Gunnoe & Moore, 2002) with individuals' later behaviors (e.g.,
“During the past 7 days did you miss the five daily prayers?”; French et
al., 2011). Attempts to assess peer influence on the acquisition of reli-
gious beliefs often include single-item, general, or unidimensional mea-
sures such as: “How comfortable do you feel discussing religion and
spirituality with your friends?” (Desrosiers et al., 2011); “How frequent-
ly do you partake in these discussions?” (Desrosiers et al., 2011); “When
you were about 16, how many of your friends regularly went to church
or religious services?” (Gunnoe & Moore, 2002). Additionally, studies
often use different measures to quantify peer influences, which hinders
scientific advancement when studies are compared or meta-analyzed
(e.g., Gunnoe & Moore, 2002; Kristensen, Pedersen, & Williams, 2001;
Maton, 1989; Schwartz, 2006). The psychometric parameters of many
measures have not been explored (e.g., French et al., 2011) and, there-
fore, are of unknown reliability or validity (Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994). Additionally, these measures do not assess the specific, quantifi-
able, childhood religious experiences that are influenced by peers—that
is, the specific ways that peers influence childhood religious experiences.
To address these issues, we developed a quantitative measure for
childhood religious experiences, the Childhood Religious Experiences
with a Peer Inventory (CREPI). This measure has theoretical and applied
value for the study of religiosity. For example, it allows researchers to
test hypotheses about the development and transmission of religiosity
via peer influence, to identify the specific ways peers exert their influ-
ence, and to identify the types of peer influence that impact adulthood
religiosity. In Study 1, we use an act nomination procedure (Buss &
Craik, 1983) to identify a wide range of items. In Study 2, we secure ev-
idence of the reliability and validity of the CREPI. Both studies followed
procedures used to develop a related measure, the Childhood Religious
Experiences with a Primary Caregiver Inventory (Tratner et al., 2017).

Methods

Study 1: Act Nomination.

Participants and Procedure.

We recruited 254 undergraduates from the human subjects pool at a
US Midwestern university for an online survey. Prospective participants
were provided a link to a consent form, and those who electronically
signed the consent form, and indicated that they were at least
18 years old, could access the survey. Participants took part in this
study to meet research participation requirements in introductory psy-
chology and research methods courses.

Using an act nomination procedure (Buss & Craik, 1983), we asked
participants to list 10-15 specific things a same-sex, similar-age peer
did with, did to, and/or said to them during their lives (i.e., childhood
through the present) that may have affected their religious beliefs and
practices today (e.g., “My friend encouraged me to go to church every
Sunday”; “My friend and I prayed before meals”; “My friend criticized
me for breaking a biblical rule”). Because individuals model the behav-
iors of peers who are more similar to themselves (Bandura, 1986), we
used a same-sex and similar-age peer as a reference for peer influence.

Results

We collected 3271 responses. Following Buss (1988), a team of four
research assistants (two females) consolidated the responses by
inspecting them and removing vague, redundant, or irrelevant acts.
This process resulted in 106 items that we used in Study 2 as a prelim-
inary list of items for the CREPIL

Study 2: Psychometric Assessment.

Participants

Participants were 458 individuals, 18 to 50 years old (90.4%; M =
32.4; SD = 7.2), half female (50.2%), mostly Christian (43.8%),

heterosexual (83.8%), and Caucasian (74.7%). Participants selected a
same-sex friend about which to respond (see Materials). The majority
of selected friends were Christian (68.4%), Caucasian (72.9%), and of
similar age to the participant (62.8% were the same age). The
friendships began, on average, when the participants were 9.3 years
old (SD = 3.5).

Materials

Participants completed an online survey composed of two parts: The
preliminary version of the CREPI (106 items) and demographic ques-
tions. Participants were asked to identify a person from their childhood
whom they considered their best (or closest) friend while they were
growing up. “Childhood” was defined as the period when participants
were <18 years old. We instructed participants to select a friend that
was 1) the same sex as them, 2) raised in a different household than
them, and 3) <10 years older or younger than them (and who might
therefore serve as an appropriate social model; Bandura, 1986). We
instructed participants to indicate the frequency with which they expe-
rienced each of the 106 items, on a 7-point Likert scale (0 = Never, 6 =
Always). The online survey automatically inserted the friend's name and
gender pronouns based on the participant's initial response. Sample
items include: “[Friend's name] told me I should use a religious text as
a guide for life”, “[Friend's name] pointed out contradictions within my
religion”, and “[Friend's name] and I volunteered for a religious organiza-
tion”. Participants provided demographic information about themselves
and their friend (e.g., age, sex, religious affiliation), their friend's first
name, and the age at which they became friends.

Procedure.

Prospective participants viewed an advertisement for the study on
MTurk's job listings. We implemented MTurk filters recommended by
Peer, Vosgerau, and Acquisti (2013): MTurk participants could access
and participate in this study if they had successfully completed at least
95% of at least 500 accessed MTurk jobs. Participants were compensated
US$3.50 upon completion.

Results

An analysis of histograms and error bars indicated 73 items (of 106)
with considerably low variance (i.e., >70% of participants scored “0”).
Examples of such items are “[Friend's name] told me I should not believe
in God” and “[Friend's name] told me he hated religion.” The low vari-
ance for these items suggests that they are not frequent enough to jus-
tify inclusion in a measure of peer influence on childhood religious
experiences. For parsimony, we excluded these items from further anal-
yses. We evaluated the discriminative power of the remaining 33 items,
considering the median total score as the dividing point. We calculated
the total score across items for each participant, then divided these
scores into two criterion groups (i.e., those above and those below the
median; Mdn = 0.92). We entered the items into a Multivariate Analy-
sis of Variance (MANOVA) to evaluate differences in mean scores (de-
pendent variables) between the criterion groups. We rejected the null
hypothesis [i.e., no difference in mean scores of the items for the criteri-
on groups; Wilks' Lambda = 0.27, F (33, 421) = 34.80, p < 0.001]. Uni-
variate tests indicated that all items discriminated between
individuals who scored high and those who scored low on the overall
scale (all ps <0.001).

We performed a factor analysis after ensuring the
suitability of the data [Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test, 0.93; Bartlett's sphericity
test, 2 (528) = 11,193.66, p < 0.001]. The Kaiser criterion (eigenvalue
>1), scree plot (Cattell criterion, see Fig. 1), and a parallel analysis (Horn
criterion) indicated retention of 5, 3, and 3 factors, respectively.

Because the Horn criterion is the most rigorous of the three criteria
(Garrido, Abad, & Ponsoda, 2013), and because two of the three criteria
(Cattell'sand Horn's criteria) suggested a three-factor structure, we per-
formed another factor analysis, setting the number of factors to three,
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Fig. 1. Scree plot of the CREPI items.

with an oblimin rotation. Factors I, I and Il produced eigenvalues of
13.78, 3.33, and 1.98, respectively. We retained only items that loaded
>0.40 on a single factor. Six items did not meet this requirement, and
were excluded. For example, the item “[Friend's name] told me there is
life after death” loaded greater than.40 on multiple factors, and the
item “[Friend's name] and I watched media with religious themes to-
gether” did not load >0.40 on any factor. Table 1 shows factor loadings,
communalities, and internal consistencies.

Factor I included items such as “[Friend's name] told me I should be-
lieve in God,” “[Friend's name] told me about his religion,” and “[Friend's
name] told me quotes from a religious text.” We labeled Factor I Peer
Proselytization because its constituent items involved a peer's declara-
tion of and attempts to impose their beliefs on the individual. Factor II
included items such as “[Friend's name] and I prayed together,” “|Friend's
name] and I attended a youth group together,” and “[Friend's name]
attended the same place of worship as me.” We labeled Factor Il Shared
Activities because its constituent items involved individuals and their
peers attending religious rituals and activities together. Factor Ill includ-
ed items such as “[Friend's name] and I talked about our similar religious
beliefs,” “[Friend's name] and I talked about prayers being effective,” and
“|Friend's name] and I talked about our struggles with our religious be-
liefs.” We labeled Factor Il Peer Dialogue because its constituent items
involved individuals and their peers discussing religion and religious
beliefs with one another. The final version of the CREPI included 27
items loading on three factors (see Table 1).

For reportorial completeness, we performed a MANOVA to investi-
gate sex differences in the occurrence frequency of different factors of
peer influence on childhood religious experiences. The results indicated
non-significant sex differences [Wilks' Lambda = 0.99, F (3, 446) = 0.01,
p > 0.05]. Additionally, we performed a MANOVA to investigate differ-
ences between religiously-affiliated individuals (e.g., Christians, Mus-
lims, Jews) and non-affiliated individuals (e.g., atheists) in the
occurrence frequency of different factors of peer influence on childhood
religious experiences. The results indicated non-significant differences
between affiliated and non-affiliated individuals [Wilks' Lambda =
0.99, F (3, 446) = 1.09, p> 0.05].

Discussion

In two studies, we developed the Childhood Religious Experiences
with a Peer Inventory (CREPI), which measures the occurrence frequen-
cy of 27 specific experiences a person had with a close friend during
childhood and adolescence. The CREPI assesses three factors of peer in-
fluence: 1) Peer Proselytization, characterized by attempts by a peer to
directly affect the individual's religious beliefs; 2) Shared Activities,

Table 1
Factor structure and loadings of the CREPI items (n = 458).

Item Description Factors h?
Read: [Peer's namel... I 1 -

1 ... encouraged me to attend a place of 0.79 —0.26 —0.17 0.65
worship.

2 ...encouraged me to change my religious  0.79 034 —0.12 0.62
beliefs.

3 ... told me that stories in religious texts 0.71 —0.25 0.01 0.76
were true.

4 ... encouraged me to participate in a 0.69 —0.29 —0.12 0.50
religious tradition.

5 ... told me I should believe in God. 0.69 —0.13 0.08 0.60

6 ... told me about the religious meaning ofa  0.67 0.09 0.05 0.70
holiday.

7 ... encouraged me to pray. 0.61 —0.24 0.20 0.62

8 ... told me about their religion. 0.61 —0.03 0.28 0.64

9 ... told me they prayed for me. 0.61 —0.24 0.15 0.57

10 ... told me religious events are fun. 0.58 —0.26 0.11 0.75

11 ... told me that when loved ones die they 0.53 0.09 0.28 0.62
are in a “better place”.

12 ... told me they felt the presence of God. 0.50 —0.28 0.23 0.80

13 ... told me quotes from a religious text. 047 —026 024 075

14 ...and I participated in religious practices at 0.07 —0.85 —0.08 0.72
our place of worship.

15 ... attended the same place of worship as 0.05 —0.83 —0.06 0.77
me.

16 ..and | attended a youth group together. 0.25 —0.75 —0.16 0.71

17 ...and I read a religious text together. —0.04 —0.74 0.25 0.66

18 ..and [ prayed together. 0.03 —0.73 0.28 0.66

19 ...’s religious beliefs made us closer. —0.06 —0.64 035 0.68

20 ..and I sang a religious song together. 0.19 —0.63 0.13 0.64

21 ... and I discussed our different religious 0.12 0.21 074 039
beliefs about the afterlife.

22 ... and I talked about our struggles with our 0.04 0.03 0.62 0.76
religious beliefs.

23 ..and I talked about our similar religious ~ 0.03 —037 059 071
beliefs.

24 ... told me we should be tolerant of other —0.14 —0.10 0.58 0.67
religions.

25 ... and I talked about our interpretations of  0.06 —0.37 0.57 0.74
areligious text.

26 ...and I talked about prayers being 0.25 —035 048 0.68
effective.

27 ... told me that when loved ones die, our 0.35 0.03 043 0.77
loved ones are still “with us.”
Eigenvalue 13.78 333 1.98
Explained variance (%) 41.77 10.08 6.00
Internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) 0.93 0.91 0.81
Mean 1.19 1.23 1.12
Standard Deviation 1.26 1.46 1.16
Kurtosis 0.40 0.02 —0.63
Skewness 1.10 1.07 0.70

Notes: Bolded numbers refer to the factor loading of each tactic in its respective factor.
h? = communality.

characterized by participation in religious activities with a peer; and
3) Peer Dialogue, characterized by religious dialogue with a peer. These
factors have in common the promotion of religion and religious beliefs
by a peer, but they differ in how such influence is exerted. This suggests
that peers may exert their influence on individuals' religious beliefs and
practices through different means—via advocating their religious con-
victions, mutual participation in religious activities, and engaging in
discourse.

Two factors of the CREPI align with facets of influence identified in
previous research. Shared Activities coincides with the results of previ-
ous studies regarding participation in religious activities (Religious Life
Inventory; Hills, Francis, & Robbins, 2005). Peer Dialogue coincides
with the results of previous studies investigating discussion of religious
belief with peers (e.g., Desrosiers et al.,2011). Thus, the CREPI integrates
previously documented facets of religious experiences into a single
measure, which allows their simultaneous assessment. Peer Proselytiza-
tion describes a facet of religious experience with peers that has not
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been well explored. Peer proselytization appears to be an effective strat-
egy for instilling religious beliefs in children and increasing their partic-
ipation in religious activities in the United States (e.g., Stewart, 2012).
Parents may set the stage for children's religiosity by exposing them
to parental religious affiliation and belief systems, and these beliefs
may then be elaborated by interactions with peers throughout develop-
ment (Ozorak, 1989). To our knowledge, no previous studies have mea-
sured peers' proselytization and criticism of individuals' religious
beliefs. Therefore, the CREPI contributes to the literature by providing
a means of assessing how peers influence childhood religious experi-
ence through criticisms of an individual's beliefs, combined with at-
tempts to persuade an individual to adopt the peer's beliefs.

There was no difference in the frequency of peer proselytization,
shared activities, and peer dialogue between religiously affiliated and
non-affiliated individuals. That is, regardless of religious affiliation, indi-
viduals experienced these specific types of peer influences at similar fre-
quencies. However, this does not undermine the potential influence of
peers on other aspects of individuals' religiosity (e.g., the extent to
which individuals subscribe to religious beliefs). Additionally, future re-
search may investigate the perceived efficacy (in addition to frequency)
of different peer influences on childhood religious experiences, for ex-
ample, to identify which factor is more effective in influencing an
individual's religious affiliation. Furthermore, there were no sex differ-
ences in experienced peer influences. This may be due to the fact that
our measure assessed the influence of same-sex peers only. Future re-
search may investigate sex differences in experienced opposite-sex
peer influences on religious experiences.

The CREPI focuses on religious experiences during childhood and ad-
olescence because these periods appear to be particularly important for
establishing adulthood religiosity (Erickson, 1992; O'Hara, 1980). Reli-
gious indoctrination of children may occur in early educational settings
that endorse religious worldviews in place of naturalistic explanations
(e.g., rejection of the theory of evolution by natural selection, and en-
dorsement of creationism; Kutschera, 2008; Miller, Scott, & Okamoto,
2006). Religious education contributes to the development of religious
beliefs by combining exposure to religious concepts with the presence
of peers who are also religious—reinforcing the pressure to subscribe
to the shared views of the peer group (Erickson, 1992; Stewart, 2012).
Therefore, childhood and adolescence are important periods for the ac-
quisition of religious beliefs as individuals in these (compared to other)
periods are more sensitive to peer influences and the pressure to con-
form (Berndt, 1979; Harris, 1995).

Peers may exert influence in different contexts such as school, neigh-
borhood, religious community, and even in the family (e.g. siblings,
cousins; Schwartz, Bukowski, & Aoki, 2006). However, previous re-
search has operationalized peers simply as “friends,” without specifying
the context of the friendship (Desrosiers et al., 2011; French et al,, 2011;
Schwartz, 2006). This vague definition of peers prevents researchers
from evaluating the role of friendship context. Thus, previous research
has not addressed differences in peer influence across
contexts—although such differences are likely (Harris, 1995). For in-
stance, even if both school peers and neighborhood peers offer religious
mentoring (e.g., encouraging prayer), their influence on an individual's
religious beliefs and practices may be different. Additionally, the close-
ness of a friendship affects peer influence on religiosity (Schwartz et
al., 2006). However, participants in previous studies did not identify a
specific friend as a reference while responding to measures of childhood
religious experiences (Desrosiers et al., 2011; French et al., 2011;
Schwartz, 2006). The CREPI facilitates research that can address these is-
sues. For example, researchers could investigate the influence of specific
peers (e.g., acquaintance) by creating alternative instructions (e.g., se-
lect an acquaintance).

Another variable that may be important in peers' influence during
childhood is age discrepancy. Children venerate older peers (Harris,
1995). Older children are dominant in mixed-age play groups and sib-
ling groups (Edwards, 1992; Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Perhaps

religious influence exerted by older peers is greater than by same-age
peers and younger peers. Future research could use the CREPI to explore
these hypotheses by investigating effects of age discrepancy on religious
experiences with peers and on religiosity outcomes.

The current studies used established methods (e.g., Tratner et al.,
2017) to develop the CREPL In Study 1, we used an act nomination pro-
cedure and act frequency analysis of childhood religious experiences
with peers as a preliminary criterion for category membership. Thus,
the CREPI is comprised of actual childhood religious experiences with
peers, which strengthens the measure's content validity. In Study 2,
we used factor analysis to explore the structure of the CREPI, which
allowed us to secure evidence of its validity (Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994). For example, factor analysis provides tools to define internal
structures and cross-structures for sets of variables in construct validity
(e.g., by investigating the extent to which the observed factor structure
corresponds to a well-defined theory).

This research has several limitations. First, different types of peers
(e.g., peer groups, opposite-sex peers, familial peers) may influence re-
ligious beliefs. We instructed individuals to select one, non-related,
same-sex friend about whom to respond. Because the act nomination
did not assess how opposite-sex friends influence childhood religious
experiences, we may not have obtained items unique to other types of
relationships (e.g., opposite-sex friendships). Another limitation is re-
lated to the samples we used: undergraduates (Study 1), and adult
MTurk workers (Study 2) residing in the United States. Although the
MTurk sample was relatively heterogeneous (e.g., nearly even split of
men and women, a variety of religious denominations), most of the par-
ticipants were Caucasian and Christian. Further, our samples improved
upon previous research that has relied on college student convenience
samples (Cutting & Walsh, 2008). Future research could secure data
from other demographic groups and cultures to investigate whether
the three-factor structure replicates cross-culturally, and also to investi-
gate cross-cultural differences in peer influences on childhood religious
experiences.

Conclusion

The current research developed and provided initial psychometric
validation for a measure of childhood religious experiences with
peers. The Childhood Religious Experiences with a Peer Inventory
(CREPI) is a quantitative tool that secures occurrence frequencies of 27
specific childhood religious experiences with a peer, organized into
three factors: Peer Proselytization, Shared Activities, and Peer Dialogue.
We focused on the experiences that individuals shared with peers dur-
ing childhood and adolescence because these are important periods for
peer influence and for the development of religious beliefs. The CREPI
facilitates the investigation of new research avenues to test hypotheses
about the development, transmission, and acquisition of religiosity via
peer influence. The current research adds to the relevant literature by
integrating and expanding on different facets of peer influences on reli-
gious experience during childhood and adolescence.
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