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Abstract: The phenomenon of abandonment of faith, which in psychology is referred to as
deconversion, is observed today. Deconversion is particularly widespread in young people. In this
paper we examine the parents’ religiosity, parents’ care, and social support as potential predictors of
deconversion in adolescents. Specifically, we aimed to analyse whether or not parents’ religiousness,
individual differences in childrens’ attachment to their parents, and received support from family,
friends, and significant others differentiate adolescents in deconversion processes. The hypotheses
were tested on a sample of 232 adolescents in a cross-sectional study, which applied three scales.
The Adolescent Deconversion Scale, Parental Bonding Instrument, and Multidimensional Scale of
Perceived Social Support. The results showed that adolescents having both caring and religious
parents are less prone to abandon faith and to moral criticism than those having caring but not
religious parents or those having religious but not caring parents. The low social support group
was more likely to abandon faith and moral criticism than moderate or high social support groups.
Regression analyses revealed that deconversion in adolescence is negatively predicted by the mother’s
care and friends’ support.
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1. Introduction

Adolescence is a period of life described as a time of change, a transition from childhood to
adulthood. Young people are confronted with many life opportunities and unexpected changes
which require them to formulate a wide range of responses to the challenges of the world. From the
developmental perspective and Erikson’s theory (Erikson 1963), adolescence is a period characterized
by a series of developmental shifts where the identity crisis is the main issue to resolve. Adolescents
search for answers to essential questions—for example, Who am I and who will I be? or How can I make the
right decisions?—but the answers are only provisional, not true and permanent solutions (Arnett 2000;
Łysiak and Oleś 2017). These questions also concern spiritual values, religious beliefs and behaviours,
e.g., Does my religion have sense? or Does God really exist? or Should I pray more? or If God really exists why
there is so much evil? (Kim and Esquivel 2011). Youths are “hungry” for answers, they strive for finding
meaning and purpose, and they look for significant others who would help them with these issues.
They also have a great capacity to test their ideas about religious and spiritual issues by checking
reality and drawing inferences from this testing. The ability of adolescents to think critically also
means that the evidence or arguments they receive about important areas of life from their parents,
friends, and authorities are expected to be factual and concrete, just as for their sources of information
about God and religion.

This specific time of questioning and undermining reality may cause some youths to turn toward
religion, whereas others turn away from religion. In Poland, over the last few years, we have observed
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that youths tend to declare themselves less religious in comparison to their parents (Zarzycka 2009;
Zarzycka and Rydz 2014). The percentage of adolescents involved in religion is decreasing, whereas the
number of those who do not participate in religious practices or even declare themselves as non-believers
is increasing. According to the Polish Public Opinion Poll Centre (CBOS), the group of non-believers is
steadily growing, from 5% in 1996 to 10% in 2013, 13% in 2016, and 17% in 2018. About 44% of students
concluded that the Catholic Church does not meet the people’s needs, and especially that it does not
provide answers to questions on moral and family problems (Guzik et al. 2015). This can foster a decline
in the level of religiousness of young people, especially adolescents, who rebel against church teaching,
and finally they may decide to walk away from religion.

Psychologists coined the term deconversion to describe “the depth and intensity of biographical
change that can be associated with disbelief and/or disaffiliation” (Paloutzian et al. 2013, p. 408).
They refer to Barbour’s (Barbour 1994) definition of deconversion, which describes “the loss or
deprivation of religious faith” and includes four factors: (1) intellectual doubt in regard to the truth of a
system of beliefs, (2) rejection of the way of life of a religious group, (3) emotional suffering (e.g., grief,
guilt, loneliness, despair), and (4) disaffiliation from the community. Streib and Keller (2004) identified
five dimensions of deconversion: (1) loss of specific religious experiences, such as the loss of meaning
and purpose in life; the loss of the experience of God, of trust, or of fear; (2) intellectual doubt, denial, or
disagreement with specific beliefs; (3) moral criticism, which includes a rejection of specific prescriptions
and/or the application of a new level of moral judgement; (4) emotional suffering, which can consist
of a loss of embeddedness, social support, sense of stability, and safety; and (5) disaffiliation from
the community, which can consist of a retreat from participation in meetings or from observance of
religious practices. From these five dimensions, finally, termination of membership eventually follows.
Considering these five characteristics, deconversion cannot be understood as merely disaffiliation
from the religious group but rather as an intense process that includes both individual and social
aspects—experiential, emotional, intellectual, social, and moral (Paloutzian et al. 2013).

Although extensive literature exists on religiousness in adolescents (e.g., Petts 2009; Desmond et al.
2010; Pearce et al. 2019), most studies have focused on religious development and on the conversion
processes (Halama et al. 2013; Kirkpatrick and Shaver 1990; Longo and Kim-Spoon 2014). Less attention
has been given to the phenomenon of abandonment of faith during adolescence. The most influential
factors that characterize deconversion have been even less investigated (Streib 2020). In this context,
the question arises whether factors conducive to the development of religiousness can also be (negative)
predictors of deconversion. Leonard et al. (2013) showed that parental religiousness is a significant
predictor of their offspring’s religiousness; however, many studies in this area have emphasized that
important roles in predicting children’s religious development are both parents’ religiosity and the
quality of the parent–child relationship (Ecklund and Park 2007; Flor and Knapp 2001). Early attachment
reflecting the parent–child experience is of utmost importance in predicting children’s religiousness
(Boyatzis et al. 2006; Hardy et al. 2011).

Attachment theory (Ainsworth et al. 1978; Bowlby 1991) is most commonly applied to explain a
predictive role of a parent–child relationship for children’s religiosity (Granqvist and Hagekull 2003;
Greenwald et al. 2018; Kirkpatrick and Shaver 1990). The main assumption of attachment theory is that
the mother–child interaction can be a model and a cognitive representation for all later relationships and
behaviours, including the relationship with God. Ainsworth et al. (1978) distinguished three attachment
styles: (1) secure, describing parents who respond to their children’s needs and statements; (2) avoidant,
describing parents who are not accessible and responsive; and (3) ambivalent, describing parents who
sometimes are caring and responsive and sometimes not. There is considerable empirical support for
the idea that attachment-related mental representations can be reflected in religion (Granqvist and
Kirkpatrick 2013). Individuals who have been brought up by sensitive caregivers tend to view God or
other religious entities as supportive. In contrast, avoidant or ambivalent attachment manifests itself
in a view of God as remote and inaccessible (Zarzycka 2018).
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Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990) formulated two hypotheses that can summarize how a parent–child
relationship can influence children’s religiosity. The first one, which is referred to as the correspondence
hypothesis, posits that people who had secure bonds with their caregivers tend to develop secure
relationships with God. The second one, referred to as the compensation hypothesis, states that
individuals who experienced insecure attachment with their caregiver would substitute God as a caring
parent to compensate for their lack of security and to regulate their emotional distress. For example,
insecure attachment has been associated with a sudden increase in behavioural manifestation of
religion, such as religious conversion or participation in religious activities (McDonald et al. 2005),
which seems to support the compensation hypothesis. Other results have instead been consistent
with the correspondence hypothesis: secure attachment was found to be associated with a positive
conception of God, whereas insecure attachment was positively associated with religious struggle
(Exline et al. 2013; Zarzycka 2018). Granqvist et al. (2007) confirmed that indicators of parental
rejection were associated with New Age spirituality and sudden or intense religious changes appearing
in life contexts of turmoil. The first systematic study focusing on attachment and deconversion
(Greenwald et al. 2018) indicated that the main themes underlying religious conversion and their
association with attachment orientations also apply to deconversion. Emotional compensation is the
path for people who scored higher on attachment anxiety, whereas exploration is the path for those
who scored lower on attachment anxiety and avoidance (Streib 2020).

To sum up, previous research suggests that parental religiousness is a significant predictor of their
offspring’s religiousness (Leonard et al. 2013). At the same time, studies based on the correspondence
hypothesis have showed that secure attachment was associated with a positive God image, whereas
insecure attachment was positively associated with seeing God as cruel or distant and that tension was
related to religion (Exline et al. 2013; Zarzycka 2018). Thus, when parents are religious and embrace
a supportive and nurturing nature, the likelihood of faith transmission to their children increases
(Hardy et al. 2011; Hoge et al. 1982; Myers 1996; Okagaki and Bevis 1999). In this context, we pose our
first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. High religiosity of parents and high parental care are negatively associated with deconversion
in adolescents.

Other than the religious and caring family, the other important factor that can significantly
influence adolescents’ religiosity is social support, not only from family but also from friends and
significant others. A number of studies have demonstrated positive relationships between social
support and religious involvement (Erickson 1992; Pearce et al. 2019). For example, Donaldson et al.
(2019) confirmed that social factors such as relationship quality, spiritual support, and community
connection predicted religious/spiritual motivation and identity. The regression models including
social constructs revealed that community connections were the best predictors of religious/spiritual
salience, even better than the quality of relationships and the supportive faith network of family or
friends. Additionally, Park and Slattery (2013) indicated that social support can be considered as a
potential mechanism explaining how religiousness may affect mental health. The results of a study by
Estarda and her co-workers (2019) confirmed that social support received from inclusion in religious
communities and religious practices contributes to positive mental health and well-being. Given
the positive link between social support and religiosity (and well-being), our second hypothesis is
as follows:

Hypothesis 2. Social support is negatively related to deconversion processes.

In the period of adolescence, youths expand their social ties. Apart from bonds with their family
system, they form bonds with friends and peers, who represent crucial agents in the development
of social connectedness and interpersonal relationships (Armsden and Greenberg 1987; Gorrese and
Ruggieri 2012). Close friends and peers become the primary source of social and emotional support



Religions 2020, 11, 664 4 of 15

(Wilkinson 2004), whereas parents’ influence on adolescents’ behaviour and development are becoming
less important (Harris 1995; Larson and Richards 1991; Steinberg and Morris 2001). Communicating
with peers, especially in difficult moments, is very important for solving problems and gaining support
(Camara et al. 2017; Dubow et al. 1990; Griffiths et al. 2011; Offer et al. 1991). It is also a significant
factor for health and well-being (Heinrich and Gullone 2006; Khasmohammadi et al. 2020; Nica 2019).
Some studies have also demonstrated positive relationships between peer support and religious
involvement. Brambilla et al. (2015) studied Italian Catholic adolescents involved in a peer group,
which demonstrated the internal value of the faith (greater enjoyment, authenticity, and consistency in
living according to the faith). The research showed that in this group the level of internalization of
the religiosity was higher in comparison with the control group. Another study found that over half
of teens with religious beliefs had a close group of friends with the same religious beliefs, whereas
non-religious teens had one or zero friends with strong religious beliefs (Smith and Denton 2005).
Desrosiers et al. (2011) found that peer spiritual support apart from paternal care and maternal spiritual
support was a significant predictor of adolescents’ spirituality. Taking these findings into consideration,
we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3. Friends’ support is a stronger predictor of deconversion processes than family support.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants and Procedure

Participants were 232 adolescents aged between 15 and 18 (M = 16.80, SD = 0.77); 58.70% were
female. Participants declared their religious affiliation, religious background, and subjective religiosity.
In total, 92.7% of participants defined themselves as Roman Catholics (n = 215). The other religious
denominations were as follows: 2.2% atheists (n = 5) and 1.7% agnostics (n = 5); 2.6% of respondents
did not define their religion (n = 6). Nearly all participants were brought up as Roman Catholics
(n = 230, 99.1%), 1 person was raised as Greek Catholic, and 1 defined his or her religion as none.
Participants also defined their subjective religious attitude: 5.2% (n = 12) described themselves as very
religious, 50% (n = 116) as religious, 23.7% (n = 55) as little religious, 10.8% (n = 25) as having a neutral
attitude, 3.9% (n = 9) as non-religious, 3.9% (n = 9) as agnostic, 1.7% (n = 4) as atheist, and 0.8% did not
choose any attitude toward religion (n = 2). Most of the respondents (n = 199, 86.1%) declared that they
had never changed their religion. Among those who changed their religious affiliation, 27 individuals
(11.7%) did it once, 3 respondents (1.3%) a few times, and 2 respondents (0.9%) many times. Participants
also reported their parents’ religious affiliations and their religious attitudes. Among the mothers
whose children described them as having adherence to religion, 38 were described as very religious,
133 as religious, 31 as little religious, and 14 as religiously indifferent. In fathers, 32 were described as
very religious, 99 as religious, 53 as little religious, and 22 as religiously indifferent. The study was
conducted in 2019 in 10 high schools in the east of Poland. Participation in the study was voluntary
and anonymous. Participants from first to third grade participated in the study.

2.2. Measures

We applied the Adolescent Deconversion Scale, the Parental Bonding Instrument, and the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support Scale to our study.

2.2.1. Adolescent Deconversion Scale

The 23-item Adolescent Deconversion Scale (ADS) was used to measure the deconversion
processes (Nowosielski and Bartczuk 2017). The inventory consists of five subscales: (1) withdrawal
from the community (7 items, e.g., The religious community (Church) is becoming less and less important
to me)—indicates losing the bond with the current group of fellow believers; (2) abandoning faith
(6 items, e.g., I have begun to doubt that God exists)—indicates an intensification of doubts and thoughts
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of abandoning faith for agnosticism or atheism; (3) moral criticism (4 items, e.g., I cease to understand
why—according to religion—I cannot live the way I want to)—indicates a rejection of the moral principles
taught by religion; (4) experiencing transcendental emptiness (6 items, e.g., I have begun to experience
emptiness in my religious life)—indicates an intensification of unpleasant emotional states, such as
emptiness, a sense of rejection, and sorrow, as well as existential difficulties connected with religion;
and (5) deconversion behaviour (5 items, e.g., I rarely attend religious/spiritual services)—indicates a
gradual neglect or abandonment of religious activity. The response options were from 0 (completely
untrue about me) to 3 (very true about me). The period that the participants considered when assessing
the changes in their religiosity was set at the last 12 months. The reliability of ADS calculated by the
means of Cronbach’s alpha were as follows: withdrawal from the community, 0.87; abandoning faith,
0.89; moral criticism, 0.88; experiencing transcendental emptiness, 0.85; deconversion behaviour, 0.86;
and the total score for deconversion, 0.95.

2.2.2. Parental Bonding Instrument

The Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI) is a self-report questionnaire widely used for retrospective
assessment of the parental contribution to child–parent relationships (Parker et al. 1979). It consists of
25 items—12 addressing parental care and 13 addressing parental control—each rated on a 4-point scale
ranging from 0 (very true) to 3 (very untrue). We asked participants to recall the attitudes and behaviours
of their mothers and fathers separately. High scores for the instrument’s subscale of parental care
reflect affection and warmth (e.g., My father or mother enjoys talking things over with me; My father or
mother does not talk with me very much), whereas high scores for parental control indicate overprotection
and the prevention of independent behaviour (e.g., My father or mother tends to baby me; My father or
mother gives me as much freedom as I want). The internal consistency of the PBI obtained in this study was
0.92 for mother’s care and 0.88 for father’s care; 0.15 for mother’s control and 0.27 for father’s control.
Because of the unsatisfactory score for parental control, we did not use this scale for further analysis.

2.2.3. Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) is a 12-item scale designed to
measure perceived social support from three sources: family, friends, and significant others (Zimet et al.
1988). The family support subscale records the support an individual receives from family members
(e.g., I get the emotional help and support I need from my family; I can talk about my problems with my
family). The friends’ support subscale records the support which an individual receives from peers
(e.g., My friends really try to help me; I have friends with whom I can share my joys and sorrows). Significant
others’ support is a subscale which records the support from different important people for an individual
(e.g., There is a special person who is around when I am in need; I have a special person who is a real source of
comfort to me). A total score is calculated by summing the results for all items. Each item is scored on a
Likert-type scale from 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree), with a higher score indicating
higher social support. The MSPSS’s reliability indices, assessed with Cronbach’s alpha, were as follows:
friends, 0.96; family, 0.85; and significant others, 0.91.

2.3. Study Design and Statistical Analysis

This was a cross-sectional study. Statistical analyses were conducted in the following order. First,
a correlational analysis was performed to calculate the relationships among ADS, PBI, and MSPSS
subscales. Second, using cluster analysis (k-means method), we decided to split the participants
into groups differing in (1) their parents’ characteristics (religiosity and care) and (2) social support
(from friends, family, and significant others). This procedure was based on standard scores (Z-scores).
Third, to examine the role of parental care and social support factors in predicting deconversion
processes, hierarchical regression analysis was performed. Our aim was to evaluate whether each
of the factors would predict unique variance (beyond the roles of the other factors) in adolescents’
deconversion. The regression analysis was also based on standard scores (Z-scores).
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3. Results

Descriptive statistics and the Pearson correlations for each of the study variables are shown
in Table 1. All variables had non-normal distributions. The mean scores on the ADS subscales
were positively skewed (from 0.20, deconversion behaviour to 1.42, experiencing transcendental
emptiness) with more low values. The mean scores on the PBI subscales (−0.95, father’s care and −1.43,
mother’s care), parents’ religiosity measures (−0.70, father’s religiosity and −1.22, mother’s religiosity),
and MSPSS subscales (from −1.28, friends’ and family’s support to −1.43, significant others’ support)
were negatively skewed, with more high values. All the coefficients of skewness were in the range
from −2 to 2; thus, the skewness is not strong enough and can be ignored (George and Mallery 2010).
Therefore, parametric tests were applied.

Mother’s caring attitude correlated negatively with abandoning faith, moral criticism,
and experiencing transcendental emptiness. Mother’s religiosity correlated negatively with withdrawal
from the community, abandoning faith, and moral criticism. Father’s religiosity correlated
negatively with all measured dimensions of deconversion excluding deconversion behaviour,
but father’s care did not correlate with deconversion. Friends’ and family’s support correlated
negatively with three deconversion dimensions—abandoning faith, moral criticism, and experiencing
transcendental emptiness.

Next, k-means cluster analysis was used twice. First, the respondents were grouped based on
their parent’s religiousness and the results in the PBI subscale of care. Second, they were grouped
based on their results in the MSPSS subscales.

The first cluster analysis identified three groups among the participants. The first one, labelled
“caring-religious parents,” included 141 people who achieved high scores both on the care subscale of
the PBI and on assessments of parental religiousness. The second one, labelled “religious parents,”
included 33 people who assessed their parents as high on the religiousness dimension and low on the
care dimension. The third one, labelled “caring parents,” included 47 people who assessed their parents
as high on the care dimension but low on religiousness. Figure 1 shows the graphical presentation of
the scores obtained in each group.
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Table 1. Intercorrelations between Variables Included in the Study.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1 WFC —
2 AF 0.64 *** —
3 MC 0.62 *** 0.77 *** —
4 ETE 0.54 *** 0.73 *** 0.65 *** —
5 DB 0.82 *** 0.47 *** 0.48 *** 0.49 *** —
6 Care M −0.10 −0.21 *** −0.19 ** −0.19 ** −0.06 —
7 Care F −0.04 −0.08 −0.08 −0.12 0.01 0.50 *** —
8 Rel M −0.16 * −0.19 ** −0.17 * −0.12 −0.06 0.09 0.12 —
9 Rel F −0.15 * −0.18 ** −0.19 ** −0.15 * −0.05 0.02 0.26 *** 0.58 *** —
10 Friends −0.08 −0.19 ** −0.19 ** −0.26 *** −0.03 0.20 ** 0.21 ** −0.03 0.02 —
11 Family −0.03 −0.22 ** −0.14 * −0.22 ** 0.04 0.60 *** 0.45 *** 0.12 0.02 0.56 *** —
12 Others −0.01 −0.12 −0.12 −0.06 0.03 0.16 * 0.08 −0.01 0.06 0.69 *** 0.48 *** —

M 1.35 0.67 0.89 0.67 1.35 2.32 2.09 3.71 3.40 5.58 5.50 5.75
SD 0.98 0.85 0.87 0.78 1.00 0.67 0.77 1.02 1.16 1.39 1.26 1.40

Alpha 0.87 0.89 0.88 0.85 0.86 0.92 0.88 0.96 0.85 0.91

Notes: WFC—Withdrawal from the Community, AF—Abandoning Faith; MC—Moral Criticism; ETE—Experiencing Transcendental Emptiness; DB—Deconversion Behaviour;
Care M—Mother’s Care; Care F—Father’s Care; Rel M—Mother’s Religiosity; Rel F—Father’s Religiosity; Friends—Friends’ Support; Family—Family’s Support; Others—Significant
Others’ Support. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Results of the ANOVA indicated that the three above-mentioned groups differed in scores on the
abandoning faith (F(2, 220) = 4.92, p = 0.008) and moral criticism (F(2, 220) = 4.95, p = 0.008) subscales.
The Scheffe’s test was conducted for all comparisons and revealed that participants who assessed their
parents as both caring and religious were less prone to abandon faith as well as to criticize moral teaching
derived from religion than the other groups. Specifically, adolescents who had both caring and religious
parents differed significantly from the group “caring parents,” and they almost reached the required
level of statistical significance (p = 0.073) when compared to the group “religious parents” (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and One-Way Analysis of Variance of Deconversion Processes by Parents’
Characteristics Group.

Deconversion

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
ANOVA Scheffe TestCaring-Religious

Parents
Religious

Parents
Caring
Parents

M SD M SD M SD F(2, 220) p 1:2 2:3 1:3

WFC 1.27 0.90 1.49 1.04 1.64 1.17 2.70 0.070 — — —
AF 0.55 0.74 0.92 0.96 0.91 1.04 4.92 0.008 0.073 — 0.037
MC 0.76 0.76 1.13 0.90 1.15 1.12 4.95 0.008 0.090 — 0.030
ETE 0.59 0.69 0.82 0.86 0.84 0.98 2.38 0.095 — — —
DB 1.30 0.95 1.49 1.07 1.49 1.11 0.94 0.392 — — —
D 0.89 0.66 1.17 0.82 1.21 0.93 4.09 0.018 — — 0.047

Notes: WFC—Withdrawal from the Community; AF—Abandoning Faith; MC—Moral Criticism; ETE—Experiencing
Transcendental Emptiness; DB—Deconversion Behavior; D—Deconversion.

The second cluster analysis, based on the MSPSS subscales’ results, identified three groups
differing in social support. The first group, labelled “high social support”, included 121 respondents
who scored high on the friends’, family, and significant others’ support subscales of the MSPSS.
The second group, labelled “low social support”, included 26 respondents who scored low in the
friends’ and significant others’ support subscales and higher but still low in the family support subscale
of the MSPSS. The third group, labelled “moderate social support”, included 74 respondents who
scored generally somewhat below the average: higher in friends and significant others, and lower
in the family support subscale of the MSPSS. Figure 2 shows the graphical presentation of the scores
obtained in each group.

Results of the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) indicated that there were significant
differences in abandoning faith (F(2, 220) = 5.83, p = 0.003), moral criticism (F(2, 220) = 4.84, p = 0.009),
and experiencing transcendental emptiness (F(2, 220) = 6.58, p = 0.002) between groups differing
on social support dimensions. The Scheffe’s test revealed that respondents who received low social
support obtained significantly higher scores on the abandoning faith and moral criticism subscales,
compared to the two other groups. The low social support group scored higher than the high social
support group in experiencing transcendental emptiness (Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and One-Way Analysis of Variance of Deconversion Processes by Social
Support Group.

Deconversion

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3
ANOVA Scheffe TestHigh

Social Support
Low

Social Support
Moderate

Social Support

M SD M SD M SD F(2, 220) p 1:2 2:3 1:3

WFC 1.28 0.99 1.39 1.09 1.38 0.94 0.30 0.741 — — —
AF 0.53 0.75 1.14 0.91 0.66 0.90 5.83 0.003 0.003 0.042 —
MC 0.77 0.81 1.33 0.98 0.83 0.84 4.84 0.009 0.009 0.036 —
ETE 0.51 0.68 1.07 0.93 0.74 0.81 6.58 0.002 0.003 — —
DB 1.32 1.01 1.27 1.07 1.35 0.96 0.06 0.941 — — —
D 0.88 0.69 1.24 0.87 0.99 0.76 2.70 0.069 — — —

Notes: WFC—Withdrawal from the Community; AF—Abandoning Faith; MC—Moral Criticism; ETE—Experiencing
Transcendental Emptiness; DB—Deconversion Behavior; D—Deconversion.
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Finally, a linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the extent of variance explained in
deconversion by all variables measured, after controlling the other predictors. A three-stage hierarchical
multiple regression analysis was conducted. At stage 1, mother’s and father’s care were included to
the regression model; at stage 2, mother’s and father’s religiosity; and at stage 3, support from friends,
family, and significant others. The parental factors were included before social support factors since
parents’ influences come chronologically prior to the social support influences.

Prior to conducing a hierarchical multiple regression, the relevant assumptions of this statistical
analysis were tested. An examination of correlations revealed that no independent variables were
highly correlated. The only exceptions were friends’ and significant others’ support (r = 0.69). However,
as the collinearity statistics (i.e., tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF)) were all within accepted
limits, the assumption of multicollinearity was deemed to have been met (Hair et al. 2010).

The hierarchical multiple regression with deconversion as a dependent variable revealed that at
stage 1 mother’s care contributed significantly to the regression model [F(2, 210) = 3.61, p = 0.029],
explaining 3% of the variance in deconversion. Introducing the parents’ religiousness variables to
model 2 explained an additional 3% of the variance in deconversion [F(4, 210) = 3.76, p < 0.006)].
In model 2, mother’s care was also the only significant negative predictor of deconversion. Adding
social support variables to model 3 explained an additional 3% of the variance in deconversion
[F(6, 210) = 3.81, p = 0.001]. In model 3, mother’s care and friends’ support significantly and negatively
predicted deconversion. Significant others’ support was the third factor, which almost reached the
required level of statistical significance in predicting deconversion in adolescents; however, support
from significant others was positively related to deconversion. These four factors accounted for
21% of the variance in deconversion. A summary of the regression analysis for variables predicting
deconversion is reported in Table 4.
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Table 4. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Deconversion.

Model/Variables B Beta t p

Model 1 Constant 0.98 19.19 0.001
Care M −0.15 −0.19 −2.47 0.014
Care F 0.02 0.03 0.32 0.750

Model 2 Constant 0.99 19.58 0.001
Care M −0.17 −0.22 −2.79 0.006
Care F 0.06 0.09 1.04 0.297

Religiousness M −0.05 −0.07 −0.82 0.415
Religiousness F −0.11 −0.14 −1.62 0.107

Model 3 Constant 0.99 19.71 0.001
Care M −0.17 −0.23 −2.58 0.011
Care F 0.09 0.12 1.45 0.150

Religiosity M −0.06 −0.07 −0.86 0.392
Religiosity F −0.12 −0.15 −1.71 0.090

Friends’ Support −0.20 −0.27 −2.66 0.008
Family’s Support 0.03 0.03 0.32 0.752
Others’ Support 0.12 0.17 1.71 0.088

4. Discussion

The present study was focused on predictors of deconversion in adolescence. Parental
factors—parental care and religiousness—and social support—from friends, family, and significant
others—were tested as variables potentially related to deconversion in adolescents. The results showed
that caring and religious parents are factors that protect adolescents from deconversion, particularly
from faith abandonment and moral criticism. The least inclined to abandon faith and to criticize moral
rules derived from religion are those adolescents whose parents are both caring and religious. Perceived
social support also differentiated respondents in their inclination to deconversion. Adolescents who
receive low social support have a higher tendency to abandon faith and to criticize moral religious
teaching than those adolescents who receive at least moderate support. Experiencing transcendental
emptiness was also significantly higher in the group with low social support than in the group with
high social support. Regression analyses revealed that the mother’s care as well as friends’ support are
negative predictors of deconversion among adolescents.

The results obtained in this study showed that caring and religious parents are very important
factors protecting adolescents from deconversion. This is in line with previous studies concerning
parental predictors of religiousness (Buchbinder et al. 1997; Flor and Knapp 2001; Goodman and Dyer
2020; Smith and Denton 2005; Spilman et al. 2013; Ullman 1989). Research suggests that while parental
religiousness is the best single predictor of their offspring’s religiousness, parental insensitivity is a
significant limiting factor, particularly insufficient mother’s care. When parents embrace a supportive,
communicative, and nurturing nature, the likelihood of faith transmission to their adolescents increases
(Hardy et al. 2011; Hoge et al. 1982; Myers 1996; Okagaki and Bevis 1999) and the likelihood of
the adolescents moving away from their parents’ religion decreases (Longo and Kim-Spoon 2014).
This finding is consistent with theories where parental religious beliefs are more likely to be transmitted
when parents maintain a close, intimate bond with their adolescents (Bronfenbrenner 2000; Goodman
and Dyer 2020). The practical application of these results is that if religious parents would like to
protect their children from abandoning the religious belief system, they should combine religious
messages with caring attitudes that meet the needs of protection and safety (Granqvist and Kirkpatrick
2013). These findings support our Hypothesis 1, which claimed that high religiosity of parents and
high parental care are negatively associated with deconversion in adolescents. Faith abandonment
and moral criticism are two deconversion processes significantly weakened by parents’ religiosity and
caring attitude.
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According to our Hypothesis 2, social support was also confirmed as a protective factor against
deconversion processes. Teenagers had a significantly higher tendency to abandon faith and to criticize
moral religious teaching when their social support was low. Additionally, experiencing transcendental
emptiness was higher in the low social support group than in the high social support one. This result
is consistent with some previous studies which showed positive relationships between social support
and religious involvement (Erickson 1992; Pearce et al. 2019). It was also found that social factors such
as the relationship quality, community connection, and spiritual support predicted religious identity
and motivation (Donaldson et al. 2019).

In Poland, the Roman Catholic religion creates a sociocultural context, and in most cases, a religious
person entails social approval (Mandes and Rogaczewska 2013; Mariański 2011; Vrublevskaya et al.
2019). The social network, which is built on shared values and philosophy of life, is conducive to
discussing questions about moral rules in everyday life, and as a result it can deepen adolescents’ faith
and support religiosity. This outcome seems to be reflected in our sample. Most of our respondents had
been brought up in religious families, and almost the same percentage of participants had a positive
attitude to religion. Among our participants, 55.2% (n = 128) declared that they were religious or
very religious. Among the respondents’ parents there were 171 (73.7%) religious or very religious
mothers and 131 (56.5%) religious or very religious fathers, as attested by the participants. On the
other hand, almost 45% of our sample declared rather weak or no religiosity. This may be related to
weaker religiosity of their parents, and—according to Hypothesis 1—to a low quality of the relationship
between parents and children. However, social support cannot be understood only as family support.
In the adolescent period, support from peers is even more important (which is in line with our
Hypothesis 3). At the same time, in modern society today, young Polish people have a frequent and
strong experience of dissatisfaction with their social relationships and loneliness (Sroczyńska 2020).
Loneliness and consequently lack of social support can manifest themselves first in experiencing
transcendental emptiness, then in moral criticism, and finally in abandoning faith, which can be
observed in the results of our study.

As we expected according to Hypothesis 3, the regression analysis showed that support from friends
(apart from the mother’s caring attitude) is a significant factor negatively predicting deconversion
processes. This result means that the availability of support from friends protects against deconversion.
This finding is consistent with the literature that emphasizes the important role of peers in adolescence
(Brown 1990; Steinberg and Morris 2001). According to Fowler (1981), the period of adolescence
corresponds to the third stage in the development of faith, where a new look at the relationship to
God is made, accompanied by a kind of conformism, consisting in the need to rely on the authority
and support of others. Who are the others? As mentioned earlier, parents’ influence on teenagers’
behaviour and development weakens (Harris 1995; Larson and Richards 1991; Steinberg and Morris
2001). Instead of this parental influence, close friends and peers become the primary source of social
and emotional support for youth (Wilkinson 2004). As peers and friends represent the main agents in
the development of social connectedness and interpersonal relationships in adolescence (Armsden
and Greenberg 1987; Gorrese and Ruggieri 2012), support from these individuals seems to be crucial
in the third stage of faith development (Fowler 1981). The other option is support from significant
others. In our study, we found a positive (marginally insignificant) relationship between significant
others’ support and deconversion processes. It is conceivable that significant others may strengthen
deconversion processes, especially when the mother’s care and friends’ support is low and youth
feel rejected. When looking for acceptance, support, and authority, young people can find these
characteristics in any person, who thus becomes a significant other. This person may come from an
adolescent’s immediate environment but also from the media or pop culture. According to social
learning theory (Bandura 1979), such a person may serve as a model figure, whose religious attitude
may direct adolescents towards or away from religion. Social and cultural changes show that a lot of
young people in Poland are trying to figure out their own ways of balancing faith with the conditions
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of modern life and culture (Mandes and Rogaczewska 2013). This means that teenagers can look for
religion in love, music, or heathy slow life, if a significant other proposes such a view of the world.

Our research has some limitations. First, predictors of deconversion were examined in a culture
highly homogeneous in terms of religion, almost exclusively Catholic. Given this, deconversion is
essentially leaving religion as there are few additional choices. This fact makes this study heavily
culturally linked and difficult to generalize results to other populations. But, as Streib (2020) noted,
“cultural differences, or more specifically: differences between the various religious actors within
and across these religious fields, may generate a variety of different versions of deconversion (p. 7).
Second, the measures used in the present study were based on self-reports, and it would be beneficial in
future studies to go beyond self-report and include qualitative data, for example. Third, the weakness
of this study is using cross sectional data to suggest a causal pattern that can only be established
with longitudinal data. Future research should employ a longitudinal design also with the stages of
adolescence to examine how deconversion processes change over time.

5. Conclusions

To conclude, the main aim of this study was to analyse the relationships among parental factors
and social support with deconversion processes in adolescents. The results highlighted the significant
role of parental care and social support in predicting deconversion, particularly in faith abandoning and
moral criticism. It is worth emphasizing that parents, who care about the quality of their relationships
with their children, protect them from abandoning religious beliefs.
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