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Past research in deterrence theory suggests that
informal social sanctions intervene in the effect of
religiosity on criminal and delinquent behavior,
such that more religious individuals tend to
perceive stronger informal sanctions (Grasmick,
Bursik and Cochran 1991a; Grasmick, Kinsey and
Cochran 1991b). This study examines the influence
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of religiosity and social deterrence on college
students’ delinquent behavior, as measured by
anticipated violation of a university’s alcohol
policy. Data were collected through a survey of
undergraduate students (n ¼ 484) at a large
South-Midwestern public university that instituted a
campus alcohol ban. The survey took place three
months after the ban was implemented and asked
students about religiosity, perceptions of informal
deterrence, and expectations of violating the
policy. Results partially support the hypothesis that
religiosity predicts conformity primarily through the
deterrent threat of informal sanctions. Religiosity
increased perceived threats of shame and
embarrassment, which in turn reduced the
likelihood of anticipated policy violation. When
controlling for demographics, college lifestyle,
attitudes, and past drinking behavior, shame
remained a significant predictor of expected policy
violation, but embarrassment did not. Also,
contrary to expectations, one measure of
fundamentalist religiosity (biblical literalness)
retained a direct main effect on intended
compliance, even when taking informal sanctions
into account. Theoretical, methodological, and
policy implications are discussed.

INTRODUCTION
The primary objective of the this study is to contribute to
efforts in understanding the relationship between religiosity
and conformity by considering the deterrent effects of
informal sanctions. This research is timely and unique in that
the data collection was conducted within three months of the
implementation of a campus alcohol ban. The ban was
instituted in response to several high profile alcohol-related
incidents, including one that resulted in the death of an
underage fraternity student following extremely heavy drinking, prompting an outcry among parents for regulations limiting students’ alcohol use. The stated goals of the new policy
were to curtail underage drinking and drunk driving, as well
as to address the risks present at on-campus parties where
alcohol is served.

Deterrence and Social Sanctions
Deterrence theory follows the tradition of rational choice and
utilitarian perspectives in the classical school of criminology
(Beccaria [1775] 1963; Bentham [1789] 1970). The rational
choice perspective is based on the premise that humans are
profit maximizers, seeking the greatest reward at the lowest
cost, and thus behaviors are the result of a calculation of
possible costs and benefits; the likelihood of engaging in an
action increases when the probable benefits exceed the costs
(Geerken and Gove 1975). Central to the cost=benefit calculation is the premise that human behaviors reflect perceived
or anticipated fear of negative consequences, and deviant
behaviors are more likely to be avoided when the fear of
negative consequences is high (Tittle and Paternoster 2000).
These behavioral mechanisms coincide with the popular
and commonsensical idea that the threat of sanctions deters
criminal and delinquent activity. The principles of deterrence
thus form the basis for our system of criminal justice and for
formal sanctioning policies within many social institutions
(schools, religious organizations, military services), and have
been of substantial interest to researchers and lawmakers over
the past several decades (Akers 1990; Pratt, Cullen, Blevins,
Diagle, and Madensen 2006).
Early studies on deterrence were primarily concerned with
the macro level effects of official sanctions in the criminal
justice system (Zimring and Hawkins 1973; Gibbs 1975).
However, the precise mechanisms that explain deterrence
were not well understood and did not provide consistent
results. While subsequent research has not definitively confirmed the proposition that fear of punishment is sufficient
to prevent the commission of crime (Paternoster 1987; Bohm
1997), two consistent findings have been that ‘‘punishment
certainty is far more consistently found to deter crime than
is punishment severity, and the extralegal consequences
of crime seem at least as great a deterrent as do the legal
consequences’’ (Nagin and Pogarsky 2001:865).
Informal sanctions, such as the negative consequences
deriving from reactions of others close to the individual,
appear to have a stronger deterrent effect on individuals than
formal sanctions (Foglia 1997; Tittle and Paternoster 2000).
Informal sanctions may be perceived to have more certainty

because an individual will be less able to hide deviant
behavior from someone close to them, even if they could
disguise it from a much larger formal authority.
Grasmick, Bursik and Arneklev (1999) suggest that shame
and embarrassment comprise two such types of informal
sanctions. They conceptualize shame as ‘‘a self-imposed
sanction, occurring when actors violate norms they have
internalized’’ (43). In contrast, embarrassment or ‘‘stigma’’
is defined as ‘‘a socially imposed sanction that occurs when
actors violate norms endorsed by others whose opinions the
actors value and who become aware of the actor’s transgressions’’ (43–44). Thus, shame feels like guilt or remorse, while
embarrassment feels like loss of respect.
Our work fits into the school of criminological research
that attempts to explain projected offending (Nagin and
Pogarsky 2003; Pogarsky 2004) and perceptual deterrence
(Lanza-Kaduce 1988; Klepper and Nagin 1989). Since
people are often unaware of the actual levels of certainty
and severity of consequent sanction, deterrence theory is
frequently tested by examining subjective perceptions of
punishment (Liska and Messner 1999). Similarly, we examine the perceived social sanctions of violating a new alcohol
policy by measuring students’ projected offending, or anticipation of violating the official university policy.
Religiosity and Deterrence
Despite religion’s important historical role in dealing with
crime and punishment (Garland 1990), it has not received
as much attention as other social phenomena in the study
of crime, largely due to the dominance of secularization
and its focus on modernizing processes, including a decline
in the importance of religion (Grasmick, Davenport, Chamlin
and Bursik 1992). Revived attention to religion in criminology occurred, however, when Hirschi and Stark (1969)
published surprising results showing a lack of relationship
between delinquency and frequency of church attendance.
Since the publication of that study, researchers have examined the effects of varying aspects of religion on measures of
deviance and criminality, dissecting the concept of religion
and religiosity to include not only frequency of attendance,
but salience (perceived importance), specific beliefs, and
even categorizations of common Christian denominations

(Grasmick et al. 1991b). Studies subsequent to Hirschi and
Stark (1969), therefore, produce inconsistent evidence for
the effect of religion on deviance (Tittle and Welch
1983), and in recent years attention has shifted to the
examination of ‘‘the conditions under which religiosity might
have an effect on compliance with the law’’ (Grasmick et al.
1991a:251).
For example, one study found that religiosity constrains
deviant behavior more strongly in an environment that is
characterized by high social disorganization and norm
ambiguity or weak secular controls (Tittle and Welch
1983). Similarly, another study revealed that religious
participation has a much stronger constraining effect on
ascetic behaviors such as alcohol and marijuana use than
on property crimes and violent offenses (Burkett and White
1974). Both of these results implicate a stronger influence
of religion on constraining deviant behavior when such
behavior is against religious asceticism, but at the same time
not as strongly condemned in mainstream society as violent
and property offenses (Cochran 1988). In other words, where
secular moral guidance is absent or ambiguous (as in the
case of ascetic behaviors), religious moral guidance might
play a more important role (Grasmick et al. 1991a). For this
reason, we may expect to find less significant effects of
religion on deviant behaviors that are clearly and strongly
condemned in society, including many crimes and delinquencies. The idea of strong societal condemnation encompasses and is affected by both perceived social harm as well
as perceptions of deliberate victimization, such as murder,
rape, robbery, and so on . . . which are both harmful and
conducted with malicious intent. Behaviors that are clearly
condemned in modern, mainstream secular society have less
need for religion to provide further reinforcement (Burkett
and Ward 1993), while behaviors like alcohol and marijuana
use may be perceived as less deserving of such direct
condemnation because they do not involve the overt victimization of nonparticipants through acts of force or fraud.
Thus, religion might work as a stronger deterrent against
deviant behaviors for which moral ambiguity is greater,
especially for anti-ascetic behavior, like alcohol consumption (Middleton and Putney 1962). In the United States,
although alcohol has historically been seen as a social ill

and a cause of social problems, it is nonetheless deeply
embedded in social life, as noted by Inciardi (2002:69),
who calls it ‘‘the all-time favorite intoxicant for millennia,’’
which generates the ‘‘constant tension between guilt and
pleasure, morality and control’’ (Workman 2001:137). We
should thus expect to find a stronger deterrent effect of religion against drinking, compared to the effect of religion as a
deterrent against other, more clearly condemned behaviors,
such as murder.
Furthermore, Grasmick and colleagues (1991a) found that
religion works as a deterrent to deviant behavior by increasing
the informal sanctions against such behavior. According to
Grasmick and Green (1981a), religion often leads to avoiding
deviance out of a strong desire to do right, rather than avoiding
the consequences of wrongdoing (i.e., formal sanctions).
Criminal activity will be less likely among persons who are
strongly committed to norms that require a moral selfconcept. For very religious individuals, moral commitment
may have a stronger influence than will external sanctions,
particularly for behaviors against which they have strong
moral convictions. Therefore, moral commitment presents
an inverse relationship with the impact of formal sanctions;
the higher a person’s moral commitment, the less likely that
formal sanctions will provide a deterrent impact, as internalized morality replaces the threat of a formal, external sanction
(Grasmick and Green 1981a). In the framework of classical
functional theory in sociology, a formal sanction merely provides secondary support for moral authority, reminding a
person of the sanctity of the norm, and thus the primary source
of social control lies in the threat of informal, social sanctions
(Durkheim [1912] 1947; Grasmick and Green 1981b).
College Drinking as Delinquency
Drinking is often considered a rite of passage into college life
and plays a central role in the college experience (Straus and
Shelden 1953; Workman 2001). Bars surrounding college
campuses tend to carry cheaper beer and liquor shots while
alcohol companies often target college-aged young adults in
their advertising (Inciardi 2002; Kuo et al. 2003).
Binge drinking, also known as heavy episodic drinking, is
commonly defined in research as the consumption of five
or more drinks at a single occasion (Wechsler et al. 2000;

Inciardi 2002; Lange et al. 2002). Since the publication of a
well-known study of binge drinking among college students
(Wechsler et al. 1993; Wechsler et al. 1998) and subsequent
attention generated within the American Medical Association, drinking as a public health threat on campus has captured increasing attention in recent years (Chaloupka and
Weschler 1996; Williams et al. 2005). Binge drinking is
recognized as having complex causes and as causing many
individual and social problems (Chaloupka and Weschler
1996; Donovan et al. 1999; Burden and Maisto 2000;
Wechsler et al. 2000; Lange et al. 2002; Wolaver 2002;
Clapp et al. 2003; Weitzman and Nelson 2004; Clapp et al.
2005). Students who profess a ‘‘life as a party’’ mentality
toward college life are those most likely to experience problems with drinking (Shover and Honaker 1992). Currently,
almost every university in the United States provides some
kind of alcohol intervention=prevention program for students
(Inciardi 2002). Some campuses focus on controlling consumption through dry policies and coinciding punishments
designed to curb drinking behaviors, while other schools
implement a wet policy, which provides a controlled environment for students to learn to drink responsibly (Workman
2001). However, the available evidence on the effectiveness
of alcohol regulations, whether based on dry or wet policies,
is inconclusive (Workman 2001).
The Harvard College Alcohol Study revealed that the availability of alcohol education programs for college students
increased considerably between 1993 and 2001. Additionally, more than half of the students surveyed during this period received information about institutional rules regarding
possession and consumption of alcohol, policies about
enforcement, and services to provide assistance with problem
drinking issues (Wechsler et al. 2002).
Drinking regulation policies on college campuses often
focuses on restricting the supply of alcohol, the demand, or
both, but those policies geared toward limiting demand are
typically less inclined to ban alcohol entirely (Wechsler
et al. 2004). Nonetheless, full campus-wide bans do show
some level of empirical support. The prevalence of drinking,
as well as heavy episodic drinking, is lower at institutions
that limit students’ ability to obtain alcohol by banning it
on campus (Wechsler et al. 2001).

Some research has also identified unintended consequences of campus-wide bans on alcohol use. Wechsler
and colleagues found that alcohol bans could result in a
polarization of drinking behaviors; instead of an overall
reduction in problem drinking, some students abstain while
other moderate drinkers cross over into problem drinking
(Wechsler et al. 2002). Other studies have noted that the
success of campus alcohol bans is strongly influenced by
the availability of drinking outlets off-campus. One study
revealed that when colleges ban drinking on campus, a high
density of alcohol outlets had a positive and significant effect
on the odds of students’ moving from abstention to moderate
drinking, and from moderate to heavy drinking (Williams
et al. 2005). Also, students’ level of consensus about the
development of bans appears to influence the success of such
policies (Mills et al. 1981). When students perceive the policy
as legitimate and the sanctions as consequential, the ban is
more likely to be effective (Mooney and Gramling 1993).
However, students’ level of knowledge about the specific
provisions of an alcohol policy has been found to be unrelated to their likelihood of compliance (Kelley et al. 2009).
Finally, other research generally suggests that individually
tailored intervention=prevention policies or programs might
be more effective than broad abstinence policies (Clapp
et al. 2003, 2005; Wagenaar et al. 2005).
The new alcohol policy under investigation in this project
took effect on the first day of the spring semester. Concerns
with alcohol problems on campus and the need for a new
alcohol policy had been present for some time; however,
an alcohol incident resulting in the death of an underage
fraternity student expedited the process. Soon after the death,
the president of the university called for the convening of a
task force committee. The committee was composed primarily of university administrators along with a few faculty
and several student representatives.
The primary change implemented by the new policy is the
creation of a virtually dry campus. Sororities, because of
national rules, were already dry, as were the residential halls,
but the dry policy was extended to fraternities, and campus
owned buildings and surrounding property. However, alcohol is still allowed at three university-owned apartment complexes, at tailgating parties for sporting events on university

property, and at any other on-campus facility that has a
license to provide alcohol. Furthermore, campus-affiliated
student organizations, including fraternities and sororities,
can still host weekend events that serve alcohol with advance
permission. These campus-approved events, however,
cannot be held on sorority or fraternity property.
Hypotheses
Our first hypothesis is that (1) informal sanctions of shame
and embarrassment will be negatively related to anticipated
policy violation. This hypothesis reflects the influence of
informal social sanctions on conformity (Foglia 1997; Tittle
& Paternoster 2000, Grasmick et al. 1999). Students who
are more likely to expect negative social and internal consequences will be more likely to avoid violating the policy.
Our second hypothesis is that (2) measures of religiosity
will be negatively related to anticipated policy violations,
and this negative relationship will be stronger for the fundamentalist measures of religiosity (see methods, next section)
than for salience. In this case, behaviors that are not widely
condemned in larger society, but which tend to be ascetically proscribed, will be negatively related to religiosity
(Tittle & Welch 1983, Burkett & White 1974, Cochran
1988). For those students who score higher on fundamentalist measures of religiosity, this relationship should be more
pronounced, reflecting stronger prohibitions against drinking
(Grasmick et al., 1991b).
Furthermore, we predict that (3) measures of religiosity
will be positively related to informal sanctions of shame
and embarrassment. Both the likelihood of feeling guilty
(shame) and the likelihood of sensing social disapproval
(embarrassment) will be stronger for more religious students
(Grasmick and Green 1981a; Grasmick et al. 1991a).
Our last hypothesis is that (4) when considered together,
informal deterrence measures will continue to show a
direct effect on anticipated violation, while the relationship
between religiosity and anticipated violation will be reduced
below significance, demonstrating that religiosity’s effect on
policy compliance is indirect. In accordance with Tittle and
Welch (1983) and Grasmick et al. (1991a), the conforming
effect of religion is indirect; religion fosters normative attachments with conventional associates and internal values that

will deter the anticipation of disapproved behavior by threats
of shame and embarrassment.
METHODS
Data used to test the hypotheses were obtained from a large
South-Midwestern state university in the spring of 2005, with
a total enrollment of approximately 23,000 during that semester. This university is within a large metropolitan area that
includes the state capital, with a total population of just over
one million. In order to make the sample representative of
those who would most likely be affected by the new alcohol
policy, we selected only full-time undergraduate students
between the ages of 18 to 26.
After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review
Board, we contracted the university’s polling laboratory to
conduct the survey by telephone shortly after spring break;
interviews lasted about 12 minutes each. Complete data were
obtained from a total of 503 students and an additional 14
interviews were partially completed for an overall 50.0%
response rate. For the population of interest, the 503 complete interviews represent a margin of error of þ=– 4.3% at
the 95% confidence level. An additional 19 respondents were
removed from the analysis due to missing data on key variables, leaving a final sample of n ¼ 484.
The polling procedure used a random telephone sample
obtained from the Office of Admissions and Records that
included local telephone numbers but excluded names.
The sample obtained for the study is comparable to the
population of the students enrolled in the same semester
for gender and race. However, the age and academic class
distributions are skewed, with the sample over-representing
freshman (44% in the sample compared to 17% universitywide). This may be due to the restriction of the sample to
younger students as well as freshmen’s greater likelihood of
living in campus dormitories (62.8% of the total sample lived
in the dorms).
Dependent Variable
The dependent variable, a measure of students’ anticipated
policy violations, comprises six items measuring specific
offense categories. Students were asked to indicate the extent

to which they agreed or disagreed with the following
statements about their subsequent behavior. All six items
reflect actions that are expressly prohibited in the new policy, and are taken from the actual text of the policy, which
was being widely circulated around the time the survey
was conducted. The interview process provided a degree
of context in which to consider future alcohol-related
behaviors by (1) briefing respondents that they would
be answering questions about the new campus alcohol
policy, and (2) asking respondents questions about their
more general alcohol-related behaviors, such as frequency
and whether their friends drink (included as controls,
see below), prior to the questions about anticipated policy
violation.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

‘‘I will possess alcohol on campus.’’
‘‘I will provide alcohol to underage acquaintances.’’
‘‘I will host a party on campus where alcohol is served.’’
‘‘I will get drunk on campus.’’
‘‘I will drive while drunk.’’
‘‘I will attend a campus party on Thursday where alcohol
is available.’’

Students answered each question with a 5-point Likert
scale (strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree), with items coded so that higher
values indicated a greater level of expected future policy violation. A reliability analysis clearly indicated a single factor
underlying the six items, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .823
for the linear composite. However, the analysis also revealed
that reliability could be slightly improved, to an alpha of
.840, by removing the fifth item, ‘‘I will drive while drunk.’’
This question, which measures a behavior that is perhaps
difficult for respondents to admit, or not easily associated
with other campus alcohol violations, was therefore not
included in the scale. The sum of the standardized scores
on the remaining five items comprise the dependent
variable, Anticipated Policy Violation (APV).
Theoretical Variables
We include two items from deterrence theory, each of
which refers to the new alcohol policy’s potential future

deterrent effects on students through informal sanctions.
Respondents answered each question on the same 5-point
Likert scale as the dependent variable, indicating the extent
of their agreement or disagreement with statements expressing anticipated Shame (‘‘Generally, I would feel guilty if I
violated the alcohol policy’’) and Embarrassment (‘‘The
people whose opinions I value would lose respect for me
if I violated the alcohol policy’’). Each of the two items
was coded so that a higher value (more agreement with
the statement) indicated a greater level of expected
deterrence.
We include three variables measuring religiosity, each
corresponding to one of three respective questions to which
respondents indicate their level of agreement or disagreement via the 5-point Likert scale. The first variable, Salience, reflects respondents’ level of ‘‘religious identity
salience’’ (Wimberley 1989), measured by level of agreement with the statement ‘‘Religion is a very important part
of my life.’’ The second variable, Literalness, uses the statement ‘‘I believe the Bible is the literal word of God.’’
According to Grasmick et al. (1991b), a literal interpretation
of the Bible is closely associated with more fundamentalist
and evangelical protestants, and is tied to stricter moral
beliefs. Finally, the third variable, Sinfulness, assesses
respondents’ fundamentally religious attitude toward alcohol with the statement ‘‘Problem drinkers are sinning
against God.’’ All three religiosity variables are coded so
that higher scores indicated greater agreement with the
statements.
Noticeably absent from the religiosity measures is denomination, which the survey unfortunately did not collect. However, the state in which the university is centrally located is
itself overwhelmingly comprised of Christian denominations,
with 14% non-affiliated and less than 1% Jews and Muslims
(Kosmin et al. 2001).1 The university’s undergraduate population is comprised of 75% in-state students. Only 3% of

1

These are the most recent state-level denomination indicators that include figures for
Jews and Muslims. A 2004 Gallup poll, which similarly indicated less than one-half percent
for Jews, did not count Muslims.

undergraduates are international, and while out-of-state
students may be somewhat more representative of religious
diversity, many are from culturally similar, neighboring states.
Overall, we believe that the proportion of non-Christian
affiliations added to the undergraduate student population
by out-of-state and international students is likely very small.
Thus, we must acknowledge that the paucity of non-Christian
religions in the sample presents an important limitation, but
one that has been accepted in similar studies of religion
and deterrence (Grasmick et al. 1991a, 1991b) and that
we believe does not invalidate the general theoretical implications of the results.
Control Variables
Control variables included respondent’s basic demographic characteristics, measures of college lifestyle and
attitude toward drinking in college, and measures of
actual and vicarious drinking experience. Demographic
characteristics include age, gender, race, marital status,
and socioeconomic status (SES). Age is treated as an
interval-ratio variable. Gender, race, and marital status
are dummy variables with male, white, and married
respondents coded 1. Respondents’ SES is measured using
father’s highest degree of education on a 5-point ordinal
scale from ‘‘some high school’’ to ‘‘graduate school’’
(see Table 1).
Five variables measure students’ lifestyle. Membership in
Greek organizations (Greek), residence in the campus dormitories (Dormitory), and having ever been arrested (Arrested)
are dummy variables with positive responses coded 1.
Approximate number of weekly hours spent studying (Study
Hours) is an interval=ratio variable, while attitude toward
drinking in college (Attitude) is measured by asking respondents their level of agreement or disagreement (on the
5-point Likert scale) with the statement ‘‘Alcohol is a positive
part of the college lifestyle.’’
Students who have more regular experiences with drinking, and whose close peers drink, may be more likely to
anticipate violating policy provisions as a matter of routine
activity, and thus may confound the effects of our theoretical
framework. In order to control for direct and vicarious drinking behavior, we implemented two questions that measure

Sex
Male
Female
Minority
White
Nonwhite
Age
18
19
20
21
22
>22
Mean ¼ 20.1, std 1.8
Marital status
Married
Not married
Belong to a Greek fraternity
or sorority
Yes
No
49.8
50.2
77.5
22.5
12.8
37.0
13.5
13.8
14.0
8.9

4.1
95.9

22.5
77.5

241
243
375
109
62
179
65
67
68
43

20
464

109
375

Cases Percent

Demographic, college life, and drinking variables

TABLE 1 Univariate Descriptive Statistics (N ¼ 484)

Attitude: ‘‘Alcohol is a positive part of the
college lifestyle.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Shame: ‘‘I would feel guilty if I violated the policy.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Embarrassment: ‘‘I would lost the respect
of people whose opinions I value if
I violated the policy.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

41
175
30
169
69

49
115
43
212
65

70
163
109
126
16

8.5
36.2
6.2
34.9
14.3

10.1
23.8
8.9
43.8
13.4

14.5
33.7
22.5
26.0
3.3

Cases Percent

Attitude, religion, and deterrence variables

Live in the dormitory
Yes
No
SES—Father’s education
Some high school
High school diploma
Some college
College degree
Graduate school
Ever been arrested
Yes
No
Drinking in the last year
Every day or almost every day
Three to five days per week
One to two days per week
Two to three days per month
Once a month or less
One or two days in the
past 12 months
Never
Of three best friends, how many drink
None
One
62.8
37.2
2.3
19.2
17.6
34.3
26.7
6.4
93.6
0.8
7.0
19.8
18.8
18.0
8.5
27.1
28.5
23.1

304
180
11
93
85
166
129
31
453
4
34
96
91
87
41
131
138
112

Salience: ‘‘Religion is a very important part
of my life.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Literal: ‘‘I believe that the bible is the literal
word of God.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Sinfulness: ‘‘Problem Drinkers are sinning
against God.’’
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
10.7
17.8
10.5
40.1
20.9

11.8
39.0
19.0
24.8
5.4

52
86
51
194
101

57
189
92
120
26

(Continued )

24.6
44.2
10.5
14.7
6.0
119
214
51
71
29

90
144

18.6
29.8

APV: Anticipated Policy Violation
‘‘I will possess alcohol on campus.’’
‘‘I will provide alcohol to underage acquaintances.’’
‘‘I will host a party on campus where
alcohol is served.’’
‘‘I will get drunk on campus.’’
‘‘I will attend a campus party on Thursday where
alcohol is available.’’

Two
Three
Hours per week spent Studying
Mean ¼ 11.6
Std ¼ 8.7

Cases Percent

Demographic, college life, and drinking variables

TABLE 1 Continued

205 (42)
195 (40)
144 (30)
209 (43)
118 (24)

166 (34)
81 (17)

Agree

158 (33)
174 (36)
104 (21)

Strongly Agree

24 (5)
48 (10)

20 (4)
19 (4)
25 (5)

Neither

69 (14)
192 (40)

77 (16)
84 (17)
169 (35)

Disagree

Number (%)

16 (4)
45 (9)

24 (5)
12 (3)
42 (9)

Strongly Disagree

Cases Percent

Attitude, religion, and deterrence variables

respondents’ relative drinking experience.2 The first question
(Drinking) assessed actual drinking behavior with the
question ‘‘During the past 12 months, on how many days
did you drink alcohol?’’ Responses were given along a
7-point ordinal scale: never, one or two days in the past
twelve months, once a month or less, two or three days a
month, one or two days a week, three to five days a week,
every day or almost every day. Answers are coded such that
higher scores reflected greater frequency of drinking. The
second question (Friends) asked respondents ‘‘Of your three
best friends, how many drink alcohol at least once a week?’’
with responses on an interval scale.
RESULTS
Table 1 displays univariate descriptive statistics for each of
the theoretical and control variables. The sample was about
evenly split by gender, a little over three-quarters were
white, and half were under 20 years old. Only 20 students
(4.1%) were married, while more than a fifth belonged to
Greek fraternity or sorority organizations, and nearly
two-thirds lived in the college dormitories. More than half
had fathers with college degrees, and only 31 of the students
(6.4%) had ever been arrested. About one-quarter of the
sample reported that they had not consumed any alcohol
in the past year; among the three-quarters who drank, most
did so only a few days per month or less. However, one fifth
of the students reported drinking at least one or two days per
week, and 81% had at least one best friend that drank.
Finally, about half the students said that they agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement that alcohol was a positive part of the college lifestyle.
Participants were broadly distributed on their responses to
the deterrence variables. About one-third agree that they
would feel shame if they violated the policy, and slightly less
than half agree that they would lose the respect of people
about whose opinions they cared. Among the religion
2

Our measures of drinking behavior are designed to control for overall likelihood of contact with alcohol and its consumption by both the respondents and their close peers, but are
not designed to represent conceptualizations of problem drinking behavior or binge drinking.

a



1.00
.06
.03
.25
.17
.60
.25
.06
.16
.12
.10
.08a
.07
.00
.13
.13
.07
.12

1.00
.04
.00
.01
.08
.08a
.20
.00
.15
.17
.22
.22
.16
.15
.16
.07
.14

2

1.00
.04
.06
.02
.13
.06
.01
.04
.07
.00
.09a
.03
.12
.02
.02
.06

3

1.00
.10
.16
.11
.05
.14
.05
.01
.00
.01
.01
.02
.04
.05
.05

4

1.00
.16
.15
.08a
.05
.07
.04
.02
.08a
.01
.07
.08a
.01
.02

5

1.00
.19
.08a
.06
.04
.13
.13
.01
.03
.15
.12
.11
.08

6

1.00
.06
.02
.21
.13
.05
.12
.06
.08a
.06
.02
.24

7

1.00
.03
.18
.24
.22
.15
.24
.18
.13
.13
.23

8

1.00
.10
.06
.00
.12
.04
.05
.01
.04
.13

9

1.00
.55
.48
.41
.40
.17
.18
.25
.62

10

p < .05,  p < .01.
Coefficients that are close to significance (p < .08), but do not reach p ¼ .05.

Age (1)
Male (2)
White (3)
Married (4)
SES (5)
Dormitory (6)
Greek (7)
Arrested (8)
Study Hours (9)
Attitude (10)
Drinking (11)
Friends (12)
Shame (13)
Embarrass (14)
Salience (15)
Literalness (16)
Sinfulness (17)
APV (18)

1

TABLE 2 Bivariate Correlation Matrix

1.00
.64
.40
.48
.24
.20
.24
.67

11

13

14

15

16

17

18

1.00
.31 1.00
.44 .52 1.00
.22 .23 .30 1.00
.19 .29 .25 .68 1.00
.29 .30 .35 .49 .50 1.00
.54 .52 .48 .24 .26 .26 1.00

12

variables, a greater proportion of students agree with the
statements that ‘‘the bible is the literal word of God’’ (28%)
and that ‘‘problem drinkers were sinning against God’’
(50%) than agree with the statement that religion was a very
important part of their lives (21%). This disparity may reflect
the extent to which fundamentalist ideologies are prevalent
in the Southern-Midwest region, even among college
students who do not consider themselves religious.
Table 2 shows the bivariate correlation matrix between
all the theoretical and control variables, as well as the
dependent measure. Age and gender are the only significant
demographic variables that correlated with anticipated
policy violation, younger and male respondents being more
likely to expect violations. Among lifestyle variables, being
in a fraternity or sorority, having ever been arrested, studying
fewer hours per week, agreeing that alcohol is a positive part
of college life, drinking more frequently and having
more friends who drink, are all significantly associated with
greater expected violation. Additionally, each of the deterrence and religion measures were individually strong
negative predictors of dependent variable.
As bivariate correlates, each of the three religion measures
is strongly related to the two deterrence measures. Respondents who are male, had ever been arrested, agreed that alcohol is a positive part of college life, drink more frequently and
have more friends who drink, are all more likely to experience embarrassment in association with violating the dry
campus policy. While the same variables are also related to
the likelihood of experiencing shame, two additional variables correlate with shame that but not embarrassment:
belonging to a Greek organization and studying fewer hours
per week.
Hypothesis 1
Table 3 shows the results of an ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression to test the hypothesis that social sanctions, as
informal deterrents, will reduce the expectation of engaging
in prohibited behaviors. OLS coefficients can be readily standardized, which allows for easily interpretable comparisons
of effects between variables with different scales. The first
model shows that both shame and embarrassment, without

TABLE 3 OLS Regression Tests of Hypothesis 1. Regression Coefficients
(top) and Standardized Coefficients (Bottom) for Anticipated Policy Violation (APV) Regressed on Deterrence Variables and Controls (N ¼ 484)
Model 1


Intercept

6.492
0

1.152
Shame
0.367
Embarrassment  0.879
0.286
Age

Deterrence
variables

Demographic
variables

Male
White
Married
SES

College life
and
attitude
variables

Model 2


10.567
0

1.116
0.356

0.886
0.289

0.203
0.095
0.151
0.019
0.186
0.020
0.552
0.028
0.077
0.022

Greek
Dormitory
Arrested
Study hours
Attitude

Drinking
variables

Drinking
Friends
R2
Adjusted R2



p < .05,



p < .01,



0.326
0.323

0.336
0.328

Model 3

Model 4

0.127
0

0.723
0.230

0.506
0.164
0.005
0.002
0.040
0.005
0.117
0.013
0.057
0.003
0.137
0.040

0.937
0.100
0.457
0.057

1.131
0.071
0.019
0.043

1.498
0.424

0.804
0

0.624
0.199
0.134
0.044
0.111
.052
0.203
0.026
0.002
0.000
0.058
0.003
0.079
0.023

0.746
0.080

0.693
0.086
.0587
0.037
0.018
0.041

0.833
0.236

0.798
0.347

0.436
0.133
0.510
0.614
0.4975
0.603

p < .001.

control variables, significantly inhibit policy violation,
together accounting for 32% of the variance in the dependent variable. These relationships remain significant when
adding demographic and lifestyle variables; however, when

taking respondents’ and their friends’ drinking behavior into
account, only shame retains its predictive power. The influence of embarrassment is reduced (standardized coefficients
of 0.28 to 0.16, see Table 3) when college lifestyle
variables are added, then drops below significance when
drinking behaviors are also considered.
Thus, hypothesis 1 is partially confirmed. Embarrassment’s
inhibitive effect on policy violation appears to be a function
of lifestyle and drinking behavior. Students who have a
favorable attitude about alcohol, who drink and who have
friends who drink, are less likely to associate embarrassment
with policy violation, and are likewise less likely to anticipate violations. The inhibitive effect of shame on policy
violation, however, remains significant, even after controlling for students’ attitude and behavior.
Hypothesis 2
Table 4 shows the results of an OLS regression testing the
hypothesis that measures of religiosity affect anticipated
policy violation. Without control variables, biblical literalness and the perception of problem drinking as a sin both
negatively affect the dependent measure. Religious salience,
while a strong negative predictor of anticipated policy violation in a simple bivariate correlation (see Table 2), loses significance when placed in a model with the other dimensions
of religiosity. The three measures of religiosity together
explain a modest 9% of the variance in the dependent
variable. Adding demographic variables increases the model’s overall predictive power slightly, with little change in
the significant effects of liternalness and sinfulness (in fact,
the coefficients of both these variables increase in the model
when demographic controls are included). Adding college
lifestyle variables to the model, however, reduces the effect
of sinfulness to insignificance, while adding past drinking
behavior produces no additional change except a slight
increase in the effect of liternalness.
The results partially support the second hypothesis. While
all three measures of religiosity independently correlate with
anticipated policy violation in simple bivariate relationships,
only liternalness and sinfulness remain significantly predictive when all three are considered together, and only

TABLE 4 OLS Regression Tests of Hypothesis 2. Regression Coefficients
(Top) and Standardized Coefficients (Bottom) for Anticipated Policy
Violation (APV) Regressed on Religion Variables and Controls (N ¼ 484)
Model 1


Intercept
Religion
variables

Salience
Literal
Sinfulness

3.736
0
0.246
0.074

0.385
0.127

0.555
0.159

Age

Demographic
variables

Male
White
Married
SES

College life
and
attitude
variables

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

10.518
0
0.226
0.068

0.412
0.136

0.564
0.162

0.361
0.168

0.822
0.105
0.351
0.038
0.129
0.007
0.044
0.013

1.996
0
0.127
0.038

0.337
0.111
0.190
0.054
0.049
0.023
0.221
0.028
0.196
0.021
0.470
0.024
0.137
0.040

1.156
0.124
0.477
0.059

1.487
0.093
0.029
0.065

1.861
0.527

0.130
0.115

0.449
0.434

1.478
0
0.017
0.005

0.376
0.124
0.044
0.013

0.172
0.080
0.058
0.007
0.077
0.008
0.407
0.021
0.084
0.024

0.895
0.096

0.709
0.088
0.626
0.039
0.026
0.058

0.957
0.271

0.904
0.393

0.459
0.140
0.593
0.580



Greek
Dormitory
Arrested
Study hours
Attitude

Drinking
variables

Drinking
Friends
R2
Adjusted R2



p < .05,



p < .01,



0.091
0.086

p < .001 (study hours in model 3 has p ¼ .066).

literalness retains its predictive power when students’ lifestyle and behavior are taken into account. We also hypothesized that the two fundamentalist measures of religiosity

(literalness and sinfulness) would have stronger negative
relationships with the anticipated policy violation than
would religious salience. The results are in accord with our
prediction, but not in the way expected. Having a literal
interpretation of the bible is the only significant predictor
of the dependent variable after demographic, lifestyle, and
behavioral controls are in place.
Hypothesis 3
Tables 5 and 6 show the results of OLS analyses in which
shame and embarrassment are regressed on the three
religiosity measures. In none of the models is religious salience related to shame. Religious salience does positively
predict embarrassment, but drops just over the threshold
(p ¼ .0658) after drinking behaviors are considered. Biblical
literalness and believing that problem drinking is a sin
increase the likelihood of shame in all the models, while
only the latter remains a significant positive predictor of
embarrassment. The explanatory power of religiosity variables is slightly greater for predicting embarrassment (model
E1, R2 ¼ .145) than for predicting shame (model S1,
R2 ¼ .115%), and in both cases the consideration of control
variables, especially attitude and drinking behavior, reduces
the influence of all the religiosity measures. After all control
variables are included, the hypothesis is only confirmed for
(1) the effect of biblical literalness on increasing the likelihood of shame and (2) the effect of believing that problem
drinking is a sin on increasing the likelihood of both shame
and embarrassment.
Hypothesis 4
Table 7 shows the results of OLS models with anticipated
policy violation regressed on both religiosity and deterrence
variables. In model 4, with all control variables, only one
deterrence variable and one religiosity variable retain significance. Contrary to the hypothesis, the one religiosity
variable that predicts the dependent variable in the
complete model, biblical literalness, is not a significant predictor until respondents’ drinking behavior (frequency of
drinking and number of friends who drink) is taken into
account. Furthermore, embarrassment loses the strong influence on anticipated policy violation that it had in each of

TABLE 5 OLS Regression Tests of Hypothesis 3. Regression Coefficients
(Top) and Standardized Coefficients (Bottom) for Shame Regressed on
Religion Variables and Controls (N ¼ 484)
Dependent variable—Shame
Model S-I Model S-II Model S-III Model S-IV
Intercept
Religion
variables

Salience
Literal
Sinfulness

Demographic
variables



1.102
0
0.006
0.006

0.061
0.166

0.241
0.217

0.077
0.113

0.458
0.184
0.189
0.064
0.267
0.043
0.053
0.048

2.877
0
0.032
0.030

0.148
0.153

0.178
0.160
0.037
0.054

0.352
0.141
0.164
0.055
0.359
0.058
0.044
0.040
0.191
0.064
0.052
0.020
0.203
0.040

0.014
0.098

0.330
0.292

0.115
0.110

0.168
0.154

0.274
0.254

Age
Male
White
Married
SES

College life
and attitude
variables

Greek
Dormitory
Arrested
Study hours
Attitude

Drinking
variables



2.022
0
0.003
0.003

0.176
0.182

0.231
0.208

Drinking
Friends
R2
Adjusted R2



p < .05,



p < .01,



p < .001.



2.785
0
0.051
0.048

0.150
0.156

0.165
0.149
0.055
0.081

0.327
0.131
0.138
0.463
0.350
0.056
0.052
0.048
0.146
0.049
0.026
0.010
0.089
0.018

0.013
0.091

0.211
0.187

0.155
0.211
0.002
0.002
0.302
0.280

TABLE 6 OLS Regression Tests of Hypothesis 3. Regression Coefficients
(Top) and Standardized Coefficients (Bottom) for Embarrassment
Regressed on Religion Variables and Controls (N ¼ 484)
Dependent variable—Embarrassment
Model E-I Model E-II Model E-III Model E-IV
Intercept
Religion
variables

Salience
Literal
Sinfulness

Demographic
variables



0.929
0

0.176
0.162
0.002
0.002

0.306
0.270
0.042
0.060

0.314
0.124
0.011
0.004
0.260
0.041
0.003
0.003

2.936
0

0.144
0.132
0.015
0.015

0.231
0.204
0.004
0.006
0.157
0.062
0.002
0.001
0.311
0.049
0.009
0.008
0.017
0.005
0.042
0.016

0.674
0.130
0.002
0.017

0.342
0.297

0.145
0.140

0.164
0.149

0.269
0.249

Age
Male
White
Married
SES

College life
and attitude
variables

Greek
Dormitory
Arrested
Study hours
Attitude

Drinking
variables



1.594
0

0.183
0.168
0.006
0.006

0.301
0.265

Drinking
Friends
R2
Adjusted R2





2.832
0
0.110a
0.101
0.004
0.004

0.193
0.170
0.032
0.046
0.084
0.033
0.018
0.006
0.298
0.047
0.003
0.002
0.037
0.012
0.099
0.038

0.473
0.091
0.002
0.013

0.130
0.113

0.186
0.249

0.150
0.141
0.344
0.323

p < .05,  p < .01,  p < .001.
Salience missed significant prediction of embarrassment by a slight margin,
p ¼ .0658.
a

TABLE 7 OLS Regression Tests of Hypothesis 4. Regression Coefficients
(Top) and Standardized Coefficients (Bottom) for Anticipated Policy
Violation (APV) Regressed on Deterrence Variables, Religion Variables,
and Controls (N ¼ 484)
Model 1
Intercept

Deterrence
variables

Religion
variables

Demographic
variables



7.251
0

1.094
Shame
0.349
Embarrassment  0.817
0.266
Salience
0.094
0.028
Literal
0.188
0.062
Sinfulness
0.056
0.016
Age
Male
White
Married
SES

College life
and attitude
variables

Model 2


12.431
0

1.047
0.334

0.818
0.266
0.089
0.027
0.245
0.081
0.062
0.018

0.245
0.114
0.086
0.011
0.161
0.017
0.363
0.019
0.096
0.028

Greek
Dormitory
Arrested
Study hours
Attitude

Drinking
variables

Drinking
Friends
R2
Adjusted R2



p < .05,



p < .01,



0.334
0.327

0.348
0.334

Model 3

Model 4

1.323
0

0.673
0.215

0.471
0.153
0.081
0.024
0.245
0.081
0.039
0.011
0.022
0.010
0.090
0.012
0.085
0.009
0.081
0.004
0.162
0.047

1.019
0.109
0.492
0.061
1.033
0.065
0.019
0.042

1.478
0.418

0.459
0

0.577
0.184
0.117
0.038
0.001
0.000

0.290
0.096
0.074
0.021
0.134
0.064
0.256
0.033
0.000
0.000
0.171
0.009
0.114
0.033

0.815
0.087

0.712
0.088
0.520
0.033
0.018
0.040

0.820
0.232

0.793
0.345

0.442
0.135
0.518
0.621
0.502
0.607

p < .001 (Model 3: Literal p ¼ .087, Arrested p ¼ .059).

FIGURE 1 Graphical Illustration of Hypothesis 4.

FIGURE 2 Graphical Illustration of Results for Hypotheses 3 and 4.

the previous models, falling below significance when drinking behavior is added.
The diagram in Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework proposed in hypotheses 3 and 4, while the diagram in
Figure 2 illustrates the actual relationships found when we
tested these hypotheses. Religiosity measures, as expected,
contribute toward reducing anticipated policy violation
through the intervening deterrence variables, but this is the
case only with shame and not with embarrassment. While
religious salience and believing that problem drinking is a
sin lose their direct effects on the dependent variable, biblical literalness unexpectedly regains its negative direct effect
after controlling for students’ past drinking behavior.
DISCUSSION
Our most basic finding is that religiosity reduces the likelihood of anticipating delinquent behavior, even when age,
gender, and SES are taken into account. This result supports
past research reviewed earlier in this paper and contributes
toward validating the use of projected offending as a

dependent measure. Unique to the present study is the finding that fundamentalist measures of religiosity (biblical
literalness and belief in the sinfulness of problem drinking)
eclipse general religious salience when considered together.
Furthermore, the present findings show that religiosity tends
to increase the likelihood of experiencing informal social
deterrence. Religious students were more likely to anticipate
the social sanction of embarrassment, which inhibited projected delinquency until drinking behavior was considered,
as well as the internal sanction of shame, which inhibited
projected delinquency in all the models.
The analysis in our study affirms the importance of informal sanctions as a pathway through which religiosity insulates against delinquent behavior. Religiosity tends to
increase the likelihood of informal sanctions, which in turn
tends to decrease the likelihood of projected offending. However, our results present an unexpected caveat. Consistent
with Grasmick et al.’s (1991a) framework for explaining
religiosity and informal sanctions in regulating tax-cheating
behavior in adults, we predicted that informal sanctions
would fully account for the effect of religiosity on projected
offending. However, one of the fundamentalist measures,
biblical literalness, remains significant even after accounting
for all other measures (see Table 7 and Figure 2). Believing in
biblical literalness appears to inhibit projected offending
regardless of lifestyle, attitude, current behavior, or the likelihood of experiencing informal sanctions. Additionally,
while the social sanction of embarrassment substantially
inhibited projected offending in the bivariate relationship and
remained significant when age, gender, SES, and lifestyle=
attitude were considered, this relationship was accounted
for by current behavior, including drinking and having
friends who drink. Only the internal sanction of shame
remained a significant inhibitor to projected offending.
Consider the illustration in Figure 2, which diagrammatically summarizes the results of the regression analyses.
Respondents who were more fundamentalist in their religiosity, as measured by biblical literalness and belief in problem drinking as sinful, were more likely to anticipate feeling
shame, controlling for college lifestyle, attitude, and drinking
behavior. In turn, shame predicted anticipated avoidance of
policy violations, controlling for lifestyle, attitude, drinking,

and all religiosity measures. In contrast, embarrassment’s
inhibitive effect on policy violation appears to be a function
of lifestyle and drinking behavior, including the social context of having friends who drink, and who presumably
approve of drinking. Not surprisingly, students who have a
favorable attitude about alcohol, who drink and who have
friends who drink, are less likely to associate embarrassment
with policy violation, and are likewise less likely to anticipate violations.
The inhibitive effect of shame on policy violation, however, is robust to these other influences, and so is fundamentalist religiosity, which appears to provide some of the
socialization necessary to develop informal sanctions.
Although more fundamentally religious students were substantially less likely to drink, have friends who drink, or have
favorable attitudes toward alcohol in college, the reason that
more fundamentally religious students anticipated less policy
violation was not simply their aversion to alcohol, since
shame and biblical literalness maintained their importance
(in fact, biblical literalness increased its importance) after
controlling for lifestyle, attitude, and drinking. Considered
together, we might summarize the results regarding both
religiosity and informal sanctions as suggesting that (1) while
religiosity reduces the likelihood of projected offending, fundamentalist religiosity does so more strongly, and the latter
accounts for the effect of general religious salience when
considered together, (2) religiosity affects projected offending at least partly through informal deterrence, and (3) the
internal sanction of shame is more robust to lifestyle, attitude, and behavioral variation, and is a stronger inhibitor
of anticipated delinquency, than the social sanction of
embarrassment.
Policy Implications
Since shame was the best predictor of lowering anticipated
policy violation, remaining strong even after accounting for
lifestyle, attitude, and drinking behaviors, exploring the use
of reintegrative shaming techniques in the development of
campus alcohol programs may be a useful step for universities that are currently implementing restrictive alcohol policies. Reintegrative shaming is a perspective that seeks to
provide restorative justice for criminal and delinquent

offenders by fostering genuine remorse and the socially reintegrating the offender back into the normative social environment (Braithwaite 1989, 1995). Alcohol bans will certainly
elicit resistance in a population that strongly incorporates
drinking into its normative structure (nearly half of the students believed that alcohol was a positive part of the college
lifestyle). However, some success may be possible if
campus–community partnerships can help socially integrate
students to accept responsible drinking norms. Anecdotal
evidence suggested that students believed the policy to be
designed for the protection of the university and not the students. A restorative justice perspective on future campus
alcohol policy would be wise to focus on inclusiveness
between students, community, and administration.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Beyond the realm of college drinking behavior, the results
imply that social norms that are strongly internalized, such
as the fundamentalist measures of religiosity, may be insulating against criminal and delinquent behavior, and that internal sanctions may be more powerful than social sanctions,
especially when the likelihood of embarrassment is thwarted
by social lifestyle (in this case, drinking and having friends
who drink). The venues of criminality and delinquency in
which this framework have been considered in past research
reviewed earlier in this article (drunk driving, cheating on
taxes) should be expanded in order to triangulate between
behaviors that vary in severity and social disapproval. The
present study was unique in that it used college students,3
and that it involved an ascetically proscribed behavior that
may not be as clearly condemned in larger society as drunk
driving and tax evasion (Grasmick et al. 1991a; Grasmick
et al. 1999).
However, extending the inquiry to include many of
the common forms of delinquency measured in
self-reports (using illicit drugs, academic cheating, larceny
3
Most of the survey participants were still young enough, and living in enough of a
pre-adulthood socioeconomic context, to be considered ‘‘adolescents.’’ Thus, we believe
that the term delinquency rather than criminality is appropriate to refer to their violation
of school alcohol regulations.

and shoplifting, vandalism, truancy) as well as comparing
between projected offending and past offending, would help
to strengthen and expand the findings. Additionally, a
comparison of the importance of informal relative to formal
sanctions would constitute an important expansion of questions tested in this study, which were limited to informal
sanctions.
Also, the survey used in the present survey was not originally conducted with religiosity strongly in mind, and thus
did not include a measure of religious participation or (as
discussed earlier) denomination. The stronger finding for
internal sanctions (shame) than social sanctions (embarrassment) may be examined more thoroughly if a measure of
religiosity were used that specifically considered the socially
integrative aspects of religion. Overall, expanding the use of
alternative measurements, including the use of (1) adults and
adolescents, (2) different types of criminal and delinquent
behavior, (3) projected and past offending, and (4) varying
measures of religiosity and control mechanisms, will
enhance the extent to which future researchers can address
new studies of religiosity and deterrence.
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