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PREFACE

For a society that is as child-centered as ours, children get short shrift in 
serious academic research. It is true that, here and there, one can find 
scholarship in history, sociology, and psychology on the subject, but it 
is not a research concern that draws the regular attention of scholars 
in the top academic journals or intellectual opinion magazines. How 
often, for example, do you find a heated discussion in the New York 
Review of Books or the London Review of Books on the social, intellectual, 
and moral lives of children? 

At the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture, we take exception 
to this state of affairs. The premise of our Colloquy on Culture and 
Formation is the recognition that children, as such, are cherished 
members of the human community and not merely or primarily a 
market segment or a future political demographic; that the formation 
of children is finally about their well-being through the full stretch 
of their lives; and that the degree to which a community or society 
takes the formation of children seriously is the degree to which it is 
committed to the well-being of all its members. These commitments 
are all the more important in times of social, economic, and political 
change and unrest. 

The Colloquy on Culture and Formation is one of six interdisciplin-
ary programs at the Institute—programs that cover a range of inquiry: 
democracy, capitalism, knowledge and technology, religion, and per-
sonhood. In each of these colloquies, we are committed to understand-
ing the larger and mostly implicit patterns of change in these realms of 
experience and their consequences for individual and institutional life. 
But the context of our inquiry is also central: The epoch we call late 
modernity presents a new terrain for human experience, and this is no 
less true for the lives of the young. 

To be sure, from time immemorial, parents have loved, cared for, sac-
rificed, and hoped for their children, longing for them to thrive and 



PREFACE   vIII

contribute to the well-being of others. And while this is undoubtedly 
a constant, how they have understood what it means to be a good 
child, what it means for their children to have good, virtuous, and 
meaningful lives, and what it takes for parents to bring those things 
about not only has been widely variable, but also has in itself changed 
the task of raising good kids enormously over the last several centu-
ries. The same thing can be said for the children in their care: How 
these young people understand the world they are coming of age in 
and the various ways in which they understand their own paths to 
thriving have also changed dramatically.

The Moral Ecology Project

In 2013, the Institute launched a multiyear study of the moral lives of 
young people today as a contribution to a better understanding of this 
group. We wanted not only to comprehend the current values, commit-
ments, and priorities of the young, but even more, to try to grasp the 
array of “world pictures” they live within and the complex social and 
normative influences that shape their understanding of themselves and 
the world around them. 

We call this study “The Moral Ecology Project,” and it has two major 
components. The first, our school sector study, comprised a series 
of “mini-ethnographies” of high schools from around the country—
research that in each case included archival investigation, interviews 
with faculty and senior administrators, focus groups with students, 
classroom observation, and participation in school events, such as all-
school service days, chapel services, and the like. Ten school sectors 
were chosen as research domains. We viewed these school sectors as 
proxies for different kinds of moral communities within which to edu-
cate the young. They included urban public, rural public, charter, pres-
tigious independent, evangelical Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Islamic, 
“alternative-pedagogy,” and home schools. For each of the nine non-
home-school sectors, a purposive sample of at least six high schools 
from different parts of the country and with different socioeconomic 
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profiles was chosen, yielding a total of 57 schools in all. Our research for 
the home-school sector involved 35 home-school families. The goal was 
to understand how different school communities constitute different 
ecosystems for moral and civic formation. 

Complementing the qualitative research is this quantitative study, 
which we have called “The National Survey of Moral Formation.” Our 
goal in this survey was to achieve a nationally representative sample 
of parents and their teenage children that would speak as definitively 
as possible to the values, commitments, and priorities of young peo-
ple today, and to the cultural contexts in which they are formed. Yet 
we were interested in much more than just another poll of teens. Our 
teen questionnaire has 1,188,936 data points, complete responses from 
more than 3,000 teens, and 392 survey questions. As you will see from 
the questionnaires found in the appendices to this report, the survey 
is distinguished in both its depth and coverage. The size and length of 
the teen survey would have been an accomplishment in itself, but we 
pushed further by fielding an equally broad and lengthy survey of their 
parents, marking the first time ever that such an extensive, dyadic sur-
vey of American parents and their teenage children has been attempted. 

What is more, to facilitate a conversation about the diversity of moral 
formation in America, we conducted a separate, “small-sector” parent-
teen dyadic study of teens enrolled in school sectors other than the 
public school serving their neighborhoods. This yielded an additional 
group of hard-to-reach parent-teen pairs—224 in home schools, 166 
in Catholic schools, 121 in evangelical Protestant schools, and 104 in 
nonreligious private schools. Adding these to the small-school-sector 
dyads already surveyed in our national sample yields approximately 
200 total parent-teen completions each from public charter or magnet 
schools, nonreligious private schools, and evangelical Protestant 
schools; more than 300 from Catholic schools; and most strikingly, just 
over 400 responses from home-schooling parents and their teens. 

Data were collected from parents and their teen children, ages 13 to 
19, by the Gallup Organization. The surveys were initially fielded on 
November 20, 2017, and data collection was completed on April 20, 
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2019. For a variety of methodological reasons involving weighting and 
the definition of a “completion,” the final weighted data file was deliv-
ered to the Institute in November 2019. All materials were translated 
into English and Spanish.

In the national survey, 3,033 parent-teen dyads completed the survey. 
In the small-sector survey, 632 parent-teen dyads completed the survey.

What Follows

Together and in its component parts, this research effort was conceived 
as a benchmark inquiry into the moral culture and formation of young 
people: How do they see the world ethically? What do they care about 
and care for? What are their priorities in personal and public life? How 
do their daily round of activities embody those priorities and reinforce 
them? And, not least, what are the multifaceted influences on their 
understanding of the world around them? 

This report is a preliminary review of the survey findings. It truly only 
scratches the surface. As such, it will take some time to unearth the 
full richness of our larger project and of this survey in particular. Even 
so, this report provides a glimpse of the intricate diversity of young 
people, the lush normative variation that exists among them, and the 
complex ecosystems that shape and nurture their self-understandings 
and interpretations of the world in which they live. 
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PROLOGUE: 
NEW DIRECTIONS

We live in difficult and uncertain times. Young people growing up in 
these times face innumerable challenges, as do their parents and the 
other adults who inhabit their lives. How do they see the world and them-
selves within it? How will they navigate this challenging terrain? And what 
resources do they have at their disposal to help them on their way?

We actually don’t know. 

The reason is that, on the whole, the dominant ways of studying young 
people leave us with a rather flat and incomplete picture of them. 
Research tends to focus on children’s self-reported happiness, their psy-
chological well-being, or the amount of “grit” they possess. No doubt 
a case can be made for considering these psychological phenomena. 
Yet these aspects of children are too often studied without consider-
ation for the larger context in which they live—their families, the social 
environments that shape their experiences, the institutions in which 
their lives are embedded, the normative frameworks that shape their 
understanding of themselves and the world, and not least, the historical 
character of the moment in which they live. 

So yes, a case can be made for focusing upon happiness, well-being, and 
grit, but the picture of young people that emerges from such studies 
is often profoundly distorted. No child grows up isolated from the 
world, but instead is embedded in a complex array of relationships, 
institutions, and circumstances. And clearly, the sum and substance 
of any human being—not least a child—is more than what goes on in 
their brains. Individual human beings are constituted emotionally, 
mentally, physically, and spiritually in a dialectic with the communities 
and environments of which they are a part. 

If the aim of any social science is to provide a way of understanding 
its subject matter that is adequate to its subject, then in this case, it 
is essential that we begin to find new and better ways to understand 
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the complexity of the lives of children and the social, historical, 
and normative influences that shape their lives. We need a new and 
better paradigm of inquiry and research, and it is toward beginning 
such a paradigm shift in understanding the moral lives of children 
that the National Survey of Moral Formation and its related research 
were undertaken.
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CHAPTER 1 
THE HOPES OF PARENTS

The story begins with parents who give birth and raise children—a story 
of longing and of love and sacrifice. It is not surprising but also not 
insignificant that a central part of this longing and love is that nearly 
all parents, across the board, hope that their children will grow up 
to be good persons; that they will possess a strong ethical character. 
Ninety-five percent (95 percent) of all parents of American teenagers 
consider it “very important” or “absolutely essential” that their chil-
dren become “persons of strong moral character,” and in this, become 
“honest” (97 percent), “reliable and dependable” (96 percent), “loving” 
(95 percent), and “hard-working” (95 percent). The most intense feeling 
(that something is “absolutely essential”) is toward their children becom-
ing honest (76 percent) persons of strong moral character (68 percent) 
who will be loving toward others (65 percent) as adults. 

It is equally notable that the overwhelming majority of parents—more 
than 75 percent—consider it “very important” or “absolutely essen-
tial” that their children become “forgiving of others,” “tolerant of per-
sons who are not like them,” “intelligent,” “intellectually inquisitive,” 
“open to new ideas,” “active citizens,” and interestingly, “fun-loving 
and good-humored.” Parents also hope that their children will become 
adults “interested in preserving close ties with parents and family.” 

Against the observation that American culture is superficially focused 
upon fame and fortune, only a very tiny fraction of parents—8 percent or 
less—consider it very important or absolutely essential that their children 
become “famous,” “popular and well-liked,” “physically attractive,” “per-
ceived as ‘cool’ by others,” or “very wealthy.” 

Given the political divisions in America these days, this is a rare place 
of consensus. 
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Raising Good Kids

These are not merely wistful hopes, but commitments that parents 
attempt to live by. Fully 95 percent of parents, for example, say they 
“invest much effort in shaping the moral character” of their children, 
and six of every 10 parents (61 percent) believe that they “should invest 
more time and energy” in their children. To this end, a two-thirds 
majority say that they “invest much effort in protecting [their] children 
from negative social influences,” and even more, four out of five, say 
that they “invest much effort in providing opportunities that will give 
[their] children a competitive advantage down the road.”

They recognize the challenge, though. While more than half believe 
that their own efforts as parents are efficacious, a significant minority 
(36 percent) admit that they “often feel inadequate as a parent” (only 
18 percent completely disagree with that statement). About the same 
number (30 percent) feel that “parents today are in a losing battle with 
all the other influences out there” (only 16 percent completely disagree), 
and that “as a parent, you have little control over how your children will 
actually turn out” (26 percent). The media, in particular, pose a chal-
lenge. Two-thirds of parents (67 percent) agree that “my children see 
many things in the media that they should not see.”

Motives…

There is no question that raising ethically engaged and civically minded 
children is good on its own terms, but it comes as no surprise that peo-
ple see different things at stake in that task. In a pluralistic world, peo-
ple are going to have different reasons and motives for working toward 
the realization of their hopes. 

In the National Survey of Moral Formation, we asked parents to rank 
five statements according to how important each one is to them in their 
parenting goals.

The largest group of parents (42 percent) say that their top goal in par-
enting is “to raise children who are happy and feel good about them-
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selves and their relationships.” The second largest group of parents 
(31 percent) say that their highest priority is “to raise children whose 
lives will reflect God’s will and purpose.” Following this are parents 
who want their children to “make positive contributions to their com-
munity” (15 percent), parents who seek “to provide every financial 
advantage and educational opportunity” for their kids (9 percent), and 
parents who hope “to raise children who are true to the values and tra-
ditions of their family heritage” (4 percent). 

Tellingly, a goal that many parents rank as most important is entirely 
dismissed by others; even though 31 percent of parents name “raising 
children whose lives will reflect God’s will and purpose” as their top 
priority, even more—44 percent—reject it by ranking it as their least 
important goal of the five. These figures bear further scrutiny, but they 
do highlight a philosophical/religious division among parents that we 
witness throughout the survey. Those who identify themselves primar-
ily as people of faith tend to be, on the whole, theologically conservative 
and actively committed to their faith: They pray and meditate a lot, 
they regularly read the scriptures of their respective traditions, they go 
to religious services, they worry more about their children losing their 
faith, and so on. Yet interestingly, a surprisingly large number of parents 
seem to be entirely dismissive of, if not hostile to, religion—including 
the 44 percent for whom raising children to “reflect God’s will and pur-
pose” is their lowest priority. Religious belief, then, is a genuine axis of 
divergence that plays out in varying degrees morally and politically. 
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…And Their Consequences

We want to make it clear that there are extremely interesting and import-
ant nuances among parents, as one might expect in a population as 
diverse as America’s. Rarely does one ever find in empirical reality world 
views shaping up in different and competing monoliths. These nuances 
will be explored in much greater depth in later work. But to gesture 
toward the kind of difference that the “religious factor” makes, consider 
the following suggestion. 

When comparing those parents who say that their highest priority is to 
raise godly children to those parents for whom religious socialization 
is their lowest priority, we begin to see striking, substantive differences 
appear among parents. Taken together, these two groups account for 
fully three-quarters (75 percent) of American parents. Through the 
remainder of this chapter we refer to these groups as the “highly reli-
gious” (or “most religious”) and the “highly secular” (or “most secular”). 
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On the Nature of the Moral

As a starting point, consider how these groups view the nature of 
morality. Seventy-two percent (72 percent) of the highly religious par-
ents completely embrace the statement “there are clear differences 
between right and wrong,” compared with 22 percent of the highly sec-
ular parents (those who dismiss religious socialization altogether). From 
a different angle, 73 percent of the religiously oriented parents either 
mostly or completely disagree with the statement that “all ways of think-
ing about right and wrong are equal; none is better than any other,” 
compared with 43 percent of the more secular parents. And then, just 
25 percent of the highly religious parents mostly or completely agree 
that “what people think of as absolutely true is really just their personal 
belief or opinion,” compared with 50 percent of the more secular par-
ents. Finally, two-thirds (66 percent) of highly religious parents mostly 
or completely agree that “those who break God’s rules will one day be 
punished,” compared with just 9 percent of the more secular parents. 
No matter how you look at it, for the majority of religious parents, 
the nature of morality tends to be clear and closely aligned with more 
traditional understandings. For the more secular parents, in contrast, 
morality tends to be more situational and subjective. 

And yet on the “golden rule,” there is agreement across the board. 
The source of this insight is a survey question in which parents are 
presented with opposing moral sentiments and then asked, on a con-
tinuum, which slogan better represents the way they think: “Do unto 
others as you would like them to do to you,” or, “Do it to them before 
they do it to you”? Among the religiously oriented parents, 96 percent 
align themselves with the golden rule, compared with a similarly high 
85 percent of the more secular parents. The most notable divergence 
is seen in the intensity of agreement: 84 percent of the highly religious 
parents express a complete alignment with the golden rule, compared 
with 58 percent of the more secular parents. The middle position on 
the continuum between the two slogans is chosen by 12 percent of the 
secular parents, compared with 3 percent of the religious parents. 
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Personal Morality…

The differences reemerge in stark contrast on matters of personal 
morality where a response “always wrong” represents a strong norm 
or authoritative rule that acts as a bright line that, under most circum-
stances, people would not want to cross. 

On matters of personal sexual morality, for example, the differences are 
dramatic: Viewing pornography is “always wrong” for 75 percent of the 
highly religious parents, compared with 9 percent of the highly secular 
parents; sex between unmarried adults is “always wrong” for 65 percent 
of highly religious parents, compared with 3 percent of highly secular 
parents; sexual relations between two adults of the same sex, for 75 per-
cent and 6 percent, respectively; sex between a married person and 
someone other than his or her spouse, for 93 percent and 45 percent, 
respectively; and abortion, for 57 percent and 7 percent, respectively.

On matters of integrity, the differences remain quite prominent: For-
ty-one percent (41 percent) of the religiously oriented parents, for exam-
ple, say that telling a small lie to someone is “always wrong,” compared 
with 6 percent of the secular parents; on lying to their children, the 
figures are 41 percent and 11 percent, respectively; on cheating at some-
thing when you are absolutely sure no one will ever find out, 85 per-
cent and 50 percent; and cheating on one’s federal income tax return, 
77 percent and 49 percent. 
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And on drug and alcohol use, the pattern persists: on the use of some-
one else’s prescription drugs, 52 percent and 33 percent; on using mar-
ijuana for recreational purposes, 49 percent and 13 percent; and on 
drinking alcohol, 16 percent and 1 percent. 

…Toward Children

Given these divergent orientations toward morality itself and toward 
various areas of personal morality, it isn’t surprising that highly religious 
parents say that they are more intensely desirous of raising children 
with a strong moral character (85 percent, compared with 59 percent 
of highly secular parents), and that 78 percent of the more religious 
parents say that they “invest much effort in protecting [their] children 
from negative social influences,” compared with 56 percent of the more 
secular parents. The most religious parents (62 percent) are also more 
inclined to agree that “it is my responsibility to help others lead more 
moral lives,” compared with 28 percent of the secular parents. People 
will disagree over what to call it—“uptight” or “upright,” “dogmatic” or 
“principled,” “moralistic” or “moral,” “rigid” or “righteous”—but as it 
bears on the ethics of their kids, the more religious parents are decid-
edly more exacting in their expectations.
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Raising Active Citizens

As noted earlier in the chapter, the majority of parents (77 percent) 
want their children to grow up to be active citizens. How do they con-
ceive of this? 

At least three out of four of the parents believe that for an American 
citizen, the following are “absolutely essential” or “very important” 
responsibilities: “learning about American history” (82 percent), “keep-
ing fully informed about news and public issues” (74 percent), “voting 
in national elections” (90 percent), “paying all taxes that are legally owed 
to the federal government” (87 percent), “treating all people equally 
regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, or religion” (89 percent), 
“showing respect to groups who are different than your own” (84 per-
cent), and “being civil to others with whom you disagree” (92 percent). 
Half of all parents believe it is absolutely essential or very important 
to be “patriotic” (52 percent) and similarly, to “volunteer time to help 
others” (50 percent).

The Gap

Needless to say, there is a tension between a person’s ideals and his or 
her actions. For all of their enthusiasm about voting, for example, only 
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43 percent of all Americans of voting age voted in the 2016 election, a 
figure that has been fairly constant over the years. And for all of their 
enthusiasms about their kids’ volunteering time, only 8 percent volun-
teered time or gave money in support of a social cause themselves. 

The gap between the parents’ ideals and their actions is less surprising 
when considering the levels of alienation we find in relation to their 
political and institutional circumstances. While 73 percent of all par-
ents of teens believe that “the United States is the greatest country 
in the world, better than all other countries,” at least eight out of 10 
mostly or completely agree that “most politicians are more interested 
in winning elections than doing what is right” (92 percent), that “most 
elected officials don’t care what people like me think” (81 percent), and 
that “political events these days seem more like theater or entertain-
ment than like something to be taken seriously” (84 percent). 

Add to this that more than two-thirds of all parents believe that 
“our economic system is rigged in favor of the wealthiest Americans” 
(71 percent), that “people like me don’t have any say about what the 
government does” (65 percent), and that “the United States has been 
in decline in recent years” (75 percent). Because of these things, nearly 
nine out of 10 American parents (87 percent) have little to no trust in 
the US government in Washington, DC, eight out of 10 have little to 
no trust in the media (78 percent), and six out of 10 (60 percent) have 
little to no trust in the courts and the legal system. 
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These figures match up with other surveys of adult Americans and are 
portentous on their own terms. Here, they signify a disillusionment 
among parents that can’t help but be filtered into the family culture and 
in turn, communicated to their children—this, in spite of their hopes 
that children will be active citizens.

Political Differences

There is a general consensus among parents in their aspirations for chil-
dren, their hopes that their kids would be active in civic and political 
life, but also broad consensus in their negativity toward politics, poli-
ticians, and political institutions. But consider how the more religious 
parents view more secular parents and vice versa. When asked if they 
see the beliefs and values of conservative Christians as being different, 
similar, or the same as Americans like them, 73 percent of the most 
secular parents (those who least value the raising of godly children) say 
completely or mostly different—this compared with 15 percent of the 
most religious parents (those who most value the raising of godly chil-
dren). By contrast, when asked if they see the beliefs and values of non-
religious people as being different, similar, or the same as Americans 
like them, 76 percent of the most religious parents say completely or 
mostly different, compared with 11 percent of the most secular parents. 
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These cultural differences are also reflected politically. We asked parents 
whether liberal Democrats had different, similar, or the same values 
as Americans like them. Eighty-one percent (81 percent) of the most 
religious parents say the values of liberal Democrats are completely or 
mostly different from their own values—this compared with 36 percent 
of the most secular parents. By contrast, when asked if they see the 
beliefs and values of conservative Republicans as being different, simi-
lar, or the same as Americans like them, 70 percent of the most secular 
parents say completely or mostly different, compared with 25 percent of 
the most religious parents. 

The differences play out in their voting too. The plurality of highly 
religious parents (55 percent) say they voted for Donald Trump in 2016, 
and the plurality of highly secular parents (55 percent) say they voted 
for Hillary Clinton. Just 15 percent of the highly religious say they voted 
for Clinton.

Interestingly, by the same margin—96 percent—both the highly religious 
and the highly secular agree that the values and beliefs of “members 
of White pride or White nationalist groups” are mostly or completely 
different from Americans like themselves.

Tolerance

On the surface, significant majorities of both the highly religious 
(79 percent) and highly secular parents (64 percent) completely agree 
that “everyone has a right to be treated with respect.” There is a similar 
sensibility among both groups when the question of respect is framed 
around groups. The vast majority of both groups (89 percent of reli-
gious parents, 85 percent of secular parents) also see “showing respect 
to groups who are different than your own” as “very important” or 
“absolutely essential.” This general agreement among highly religious 
and highly secular parents can be seen in the belief that “treating all 
people equally regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, or religion” 
is an absolutely essential or very important responsibility of American 
citizens. Eighty-seven percent (87 percent) of the most religious parents 
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and 90 percent of the most secular parents espouse this view. In the 
same way, they agree that it is absolutely essential or very important to 
be “civil to others with whom you disagree” (religious parents, 97 per-
cent, and secular parents, 92 percent). 

In line with these principles of toleration, majorities of both the most 
religious (68 percent) and most secular (71 percent) parents say that it 
is always wrong to make “negative comments about another race or eth-
nic group.” When it comes to gays and lesbians, however, there is less 
agreement. Fewer than half of the religious parents (47 percent) say it is 
always wrong, compared with 70 percent of the secular parents saying 
the same. 

Family as Moral Community

The longing and love parents have for their children and the sacri-
fices they make on their behalf are close to universal. It is the rare 
parent who doesn’t want their children to thrive, and it is toward that 
end that the vast majority of parents—wealthy and poor, religious and 
nonreligious, conservative and progressive—invest themselves. The 
patterns of conversation and practice that develop in families come 
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together as a moral ecosystem that cannot help but profoundly influ-
ence the children in their care. We will carry this argument further 
later in the report, but for now, it is important to remember that the 
family is just one part of a larger web of influences upon kids. For the 
moment, we turn our attention to the moral and ethical dispositions 
of America’s teenage children. 
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CHAPTER 2 
PERSONAL MORALITIES 

Against the Cynicism of the Age —Sort Of

Contrary to the oft-repeated notion that American teens are cynical 
about the lifestyles of older generations and about American public 
life in general, our survey finds the outlook of American teens to be 
consistently positive—about their lives, their future prospects, and their 
relationships. Ninety percent (90 percent), for example, say they are 
generally happy in their lives. Almost as many, meanwhile (83 percent), 
claim to be optimistic about their own future, while few (only 7 per-
cent) reject such optimism. Two-thirds of American teens say they have 
a close relationship with their mothers, compared with only one in 25 
(4 percent) who describe the same relationship as distant. 

In broad brushstrokes, teens have a glowing perception of their per-
sonal reality. But of all the things in their lives that glimmer, none 
sparkles more brightly than themselves. Nearly two-thirds of American 
teens (63 percent) consider themselves to be “a special person.” Three 
out of four (75 percent) believe they are respected by others. Four out 
of five (80 percent) claim “there are lots of things I feel I am good at.” 
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Even so, a minority dissent from this positive pattern of self-appraisal. 
Nearly one-fifth, for example (19 percent), report having been diag-
nosed at some point with depression or an anxiety disorder, and seven 
out of 10 (69 percent) feel at least a medium amount of pressure to live 
up to their parents’ expectations. (In fact, four out of 10—39 percent—
say they feel a large or extremely large amount of parental pressure.)

So all is not rosy, yet according to the self-reports of American teens, 
the feedback on their performance is overwhelmingly positive. Nine-
ty-two percent (92 percent), for instance, report that their academic 
performance exceeds that of a “‘C’ student.” With such high marks, 
it is no wonder that nearly 19 of 20 American teens (93 percent) con-
clude, “I am competent and capable in the activities that are important 
to me.” Exceptions to these confident self-appraisals notwithstanding, 
self-esteem, not cynicism, rules among American teens. Indeed, the 

abbreviation “LOL” (laughing out loud) and the emoji “face with 
tears of joy” (at left) may constitute their most common currency, 

exchanged in reciprocal nods of approval in their online world of chats 
and texting.

Teens in the National Survey of Moral Formation give themselves high 
marks, at least in part, because their self-assessments are informed by 
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a particular hierarchy of goals. In the last chapter we reported that 
parents were asked to rank five parenting goals. In the teen survey, 
we asked American teenagers to undertake a similar ranking, but this 
time reflecting upon the relative importance of five priorities not for 
parenting, but for living their own lives. Teens were asked to rank the 
importance of living a life that reflects God’s will and purpose, mak-
ing a positive contribution to their communities, being true to their 
family values, taking advantage of every financial and educational 
opportunity to be successful in life, and lastly, being happy and feeling 
good about themselves and their relationships. It wasn’t even close. 
Given these choices, nearly half (44 percent) of American teens rank 
“to be happy and to feel good” as the single most important objective 
in their lives. Living their life “to reflect God’s will and purpose” is 
next—selected as most important by 26 percent of teens—with wanting 
“to take advantage of every financial and educational opportunity” to 
be successful a close third, selected as top priority by another 18 per-
cent. But making a “positive contribution to [their] community and 
the world around [them]” and being “true to the values and traditions 
of [their] family heritage” comes in a distant fourth and fifth, being 
named as top priorities by only 9 percent and 4 percent, respectively. 
The centrality of happiness is even clearer if we look beyond what they 
rank as most important: Seven in 10 teenagers (69 percent) include “to 
be happy and to feel good” among their top two priorities. 
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If being happy and feeling good reign supreme among the moral prior-
ities of large numbers of American teens, the National Survey of Moral 
Formation suggests that many teens already reside within the happy 
moral universe that they prioritize. Longstanding media depictions of 
teenage angst notwithstanding, nearly nine out of 10 teens (87 percent) 
affirm that “I am a good person and live a good life.” The vast majority 
see themselves as people who “like to do things for other people” (84 per-
cent). More than three-quarters (77 percent) claim to “lead a purposeful 
and meaningful life.” Not only do these responses paint a portrait of 
generalized self-satisfaction—a portrait of teens already inhabiting the 
realm of happiness that many embrace as their top priority—but a large 
majority (79 percent) also claim that they “actively contribute to the 
happiness and well-being of others.” Whether or not this is something 
that they actually do, it is certainly something that they believe.
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Given the deafening paeans of self-satisfaction, it is not surprising that 
only one in 10 teens respond “unhappy” when asked, “In general, how 
happy are you in your life?” The others are “mostly” (71 percent) or 
“extremely” happy (19 percent). Looking toward their own future, only 
6 percent of American teens—about one in 20—believe their lives will 
hold fewer opportunities than the lives of their parents. Ten times as 
many (62 percent) think their own opportunities in life will be greater, 
with another 32 percent expecting their own opportunities to be about 
the same. Even teens raised by parents with modest levels of income 
and educational accomplishment sustain this optimism. Indeed, it 
appears to be stronger in such households than in the households of 
higher-achieving parents. 

Moral Subjectivism and Equivocation

Not only are American teens happy about themselves and their pros-
pects, but they move, so to speak, among angels. 

A large majority of teens, for example, say that fewer than half of their 
friends have taken a drug prescribed for someone else (94 percent), 
smoked marijuana (85 percent), or consumed alcohol at parties without 
parental supervision (82 percent). Nearly three-quarters (72 percent) say 
that fewer than half of their friends have cheated on a school test or 
exam during the past year. At least 60 percent of teens say that the follow-
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ing behaviors are uncommon at their schools: bullying, talk or behavior 
that displays prejudice or intolerance against minorities, sharing of por-
nographic images, open cheating on tests, and tobacco, alcohol, or drug 
use. In fact, lying to their parents is the only questionable behavior that 
most teens (60 percent) report a majority of their friends engage in.

The Case of Honesty

The National Survey of Moral Formation explores a range of areas of 
personal morality, but the question of honesty is worth delving into as 
a case study of subjectivism and equivocation. Going forward, we will 
be exploring this area. 

Although teens overwhelmingly say that they treat their own parents 
with “a great deal of respect” (85 percent), and even though most say 
that the description “often disrespectful in the way I speak to my par-
ents” does not “sound like [me],” most teens condone lying to parents 
or at least hiding things from them—as long as it is not taken too far. 
The vast majority of teens (84 percent) claim that it is very important 
if not absolutely essential for them to become honest—“someone who 
doesn’t lie or cheat”—as an adult, yet in their scheme of moral trans-
gressions, very few of them (15 percent) see the act of telling a small lie 
as “always wrong.” Only a third (35 percent) see it as at least “usually 
wrong.” In fact, three of every 10 teens (28 percent) say that telling small 
lies is “rarely” or “never” wrong, or not a matter of right and wrong at all. 
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Given this broad acceptance of what we might think of as “soft dishon-
esty,” it is not surprising that when asked specifically about “lying to 
your parents,” less than a third of American teens (29 percent) say it is 
always wrong. While most do believe it is at least “usually wrong,” fully 
one-third of teens (33 percent) see it as more benign than that. Lying is 
generally understood by teens to lead to a perilous path; it just does not 
morally detonate the way that more serious moral transgressions do. 
And teens seem to finesse the distinction between bald-face lying, soft 
lying, and being fully truthful.

This is likely due, at least in part, to the fact that their ideal of personal 
honesty conflicts with the moral injunction to avoid at all cost hurting 
or offending others. Nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of American teens, 
for example, say that “I try to hide information from my parents that 
might upset them.” A majority (56 percent) go so far as to say that “as 
long as we don’t hurt others, we should all just live however we want.” 
(Only 32 percent of teens disagree with this statement.) 

One way that the National Survey of Moral Formation tried to flesh 
out such moral tensions was by juxtaposing two related but contrary 
sayings and asking teens (on a scale from one to five, with three in the 
middle) which saying best reflected their view of life. One such pair was 
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“Honesty is the best policy” versus “What they don’t know won’t hurt 
them.” Do teens align themselves more with the former, the latter, or 
somewhere in between? Considering for a moment only the extremes, 
“honesty is the best policy” clearly wins out. Twenty-six percent (26 per-
cent) of teens say unequivocally that this saying represents their view of 
life—more than four times the number (6 percent) who align themselves 
completely with “what they don’t know won’t hurt them.” But moral 
equivocation on the question of honesty is the most common response. 
Nearly 4 in 10 teens (38 percent) place themselves squarely in the mid-
dle between the moralities represented by these sayings, and another 
30 percent position themselves one side or the other of the middle, 
without fully embracing either saying.

Such distributions of response might lead some observers to classify 
teens as morally neutral or indifferent. But our read is that teens inhabit 
moral ecologies that pull in different, even opposing, directions—the 
result being genuine moral ambivalence. On many moral questions, 
teens can simply see both sides. They aspire to be (and see themselves 
as) good persons in an abstract sense, yet they are hesitant to completely 
endorse any particular normative ideal. It is as if the particular codes 
embraced and taught by their parents collide with their parents’ own 
hopes, and theirs as well, that they simply be happy in life. In the midst 
of this moral collision, “conscience”—that still, small voice—butts up 
against “passion,” an increasingly prominent moral focus. Indeed, when 
we asked American teens which of these sayings—“let your conscience 
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be your guide” or “follow your desires and passions”—best represents 
their view of life, less than a third (28 percent) come down entirely on 
one side or the other. Almost half (46 percent) place themselves smack 
in the middle, at the crossroads of conscience and passion, which is a 
complex framework for moral decision-making. 

This acceptance of soft dishonesty or defining-it-down as not dishon-
esty at all is seen in teen responses to questions about things that have 
been traditionally understood as cheating at school. Nearly two-thirds 
of teens (64 percent) report that “copying homework between students” 
is common among classmates at their schools, and nearly half (48 per-
cent) say “lying to teachers or school administrators” is common. The 
normative balance shifts away from such behaviors at the nonpublic 
schools that we studied, where such behaviors are two to three times 
as likely to be “not at all common” among teens. Four in 10 American 
teens (41 percent) say that none of their close friends have “cheated on 
a school test or exam” during the past year, but a larger number (59 per-
cent) say that at least some of their friends have done so. One way that we 
tried to tease out the redefining of dishonesty at school was by presenting 
the following moral scenario:

Imagine yourself in the following situation. You sit down to 
take an important test. You did not study and do not know the 
answers to most of the questions. There is a person sitting next 
to you who is very smart and well-prepared, and you can see her 
answers. The teacher is out of the room. In this situation, what 
would you probably do? Try to copy all of her answers, try to copy 
just some of her answers, look at her test to get ideas about the 
right answers, or answer the test as best you can by yourself, with-
out looking at her answers?

The response was mixed. Just over half (54 percent) claim that they would 
proceed entirely on their own, without even looking at the other stu-
dent’s answers. Only 6 percent—about one student in 20—confess that 
they would try to copy all of her answers. Even so, nearly half (46 percent) 
of American teens would copy at least some of her answers or use her test 
to “get ideas” about the right answers. 
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The notion of using another person’s answers to “get ideas” about the 
right answers is a curious one that may be the schoolroom equivalent 
of money laundering. That is, once the teen has looked at and consid-
ered another student’s answers and then decided to endorse some of 
them, those answers can be claimed, in a sense, as their own. After all, 
they were neither thoughtlessly nor mechanically copied. This example 
of soft dishonesty is by far the most commonly selected of the three 
“dishonest” responses. Twenty-six percent (26 percent) of teens say they 
would cheat (or not cheat) in this way.

And what of the 54 percent who would not even look, who say they 
would do their own work even in the face of an opportunity to dra-
matically improve their test score? Wouldn’t they be incensed to see 
others cheating and report them? In all likelihood, most would not. 
In such a mixed moral milieu, the qualms many might have about the 
unethical activities of their peers would often be repressed in order to 
get along. In the interest of social harmony, it is often more important 
for teens to live and let live than to stand for their own principles. 
In fact, the National Survey of Moral Formation finds that only a 
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minority of teens—38 percent—believe it is their personal responsibil-
ity to “help others lead more moral lives.” Theirs is a moral culture, 
after all, in which claims of right and wrong are held lightly, with an 
understanding that standards different from, even opposed to, their 
own might be equally satisfactory. 

This is clearly evident in the way American teens responded to a relativ-
istic set of items in our survey. While they stop short of endorsing the 
notion that “all ways of thinking about right and wrong are equal; none 
is better than any other,” they overwhelmingly agree that “what people 
think of as absolutely true is really just their personal belief or opinion” 
(66 percent agree; 11 percent disagree). Questions of morality are not 
only “subjectivized” in this way—that is, seen as “true for you”—but most 
teens believe that the appropriate moral response shifts by time and 
circumstance. Sixty-two percent (62 percent) agree that “what is morally 
right or wrong usually changes from situation to situation,” compared 
with only 20 percent who disagree. So teens see questions of right and 
wrong as complicated on many levels. 

Indeed, questions about what is right or wrong do not engage them in the same 
way as questions about emotional realities—passions, desires, and feelings. 
For example, teens overwhelmingly believe that “you should follow your 
own passions, wherever they lead you”: Four out of five (81 percent) 
agree with this statement, while only 12 percent disagree. Similarly, 
71 percent of teens agree that it is not just virtuous to be honest about 
your feelings, but that “the greatest moral virtue is to be honest about 
your feelings and desires,” compared with only 11 percent who dis-
agree. While the live-and-let-live notion that “as long as we don’t hurt 
others, we should all just live however we want” is endorsed by a smaller 
majority, it still receives majority support—56 percent agree with the 
statement, compared with 32 percent who disagree. And even though 
the notion that “the best thing to do in most situations is whatever 
keeps people from feeling uncomfortable or upset” takes feeling as an 
ethical criterion further than most teens are prepared to go, it remains 
the case that more agree with this statement (44 percent) than disagree 
(36 percent). 
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The Ethics of “Fitting In”

With so much complexity in the moral beliefs and actions of American 
teens, and with such diversity in the moral worlds and moral messag-
ing that they encounter, one would be tempted to conclude that most 
American teens have no moral compass at all, nothing to distinguish 
right from wrong. But this would distort the very real ways in which 
teens think about right and wrong. When we ask what kind of adults 
they want to become, for example, popular media stereotypes suggest 
that teens might prioritize consumption (wealth), popularity, athletics, 
or even celebrity, but their aspirations actually lead in a very different 
direction. Their highest aspirations, at least as they are able to artic-
ulate them, are to be “hard-working,” “loving,” “honest,” “reliable,” 
and “intelligent”—to become persons “of strong moral character.” In 
fact, more teens say it is “absolutely essential” to become a loving adult 
who is honest and hard-working than to become any of the 32 remain-
ing qualities that we listed. What may be even more surprising is that 
they list becoming “famous,” “a good athlete,” “popular,” “perceived as 
‘cool’” and “very wealthy”—all of the things media stereotypes say teens 
care most about—among their very lowest aspirations. Only 10 percent, 
for example, name becoming “very wealthy” as an absolutely essential 
aspiration, while 50 percent rate being “loving” and 46 percent rate 
being “honest” as absolutely essential aspirations. So teens, broadly 
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speaking, want to become “good persons.” It’s just that “good” in their 
eyes may be as closely tied to being “inoffensive” or “good-humored and 
fun-loving” as it is to becoming a person of “strong moral character.” 
Becoming a “tolerant” adult also rates highly and reinforces the impres-
sion from other items that “getting along” may matter more than other 
moral principles. Traditional virtues such as forgiveness and humility 
are not discounted entirely; they just don’t resonate with teens to the 
extent that more positively framed virtues—the sociability virtues—of 
love, reliability, honesty, hard work, and connection with family do.
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What about the role of religion? Religious commitment has been a dif-
ferentiating factor in many other respects. Is it a factor here? The short 
answer is, yes—at least on the surface. We asked a question similar to 
the one we asked parents about their goals in child-rearing. For the 
teens, we asked them to rank five possible goals from most important 
to least important. To the statement “I want my life to reflect God’s will 
and purpose,” the results were bimodal, but skewed toward rejection: 
26 percent say it is their most important goal, while almost twice as 
many (45 percent) say it is their least important goal. Not surprisingly, 
both the extent and direction of this skew differed greatly for teens in 
different school settings: Teens in Christian evangelical schools, for 
instance, were six times more likely to call “God’s will and purpose” a 
top priority than a bottom priority, while teens in nonreligious private 
schools were seven times more likely to call it a bottom priority than a 
top one. 

Dividing the teens into the most religious and the most secular, we 
then looked at the question of honesty: How important is it for them 
to become honest as adults? Two-thirds (65 percent) of the religious 
teens say it is “absolutely essential,” compared with 38 percent of the 
secular teens. (These figures flatten out a great deal when including 
those who say “very important,” becoming 93 percent and 81 percent, 
respectively.) Likewise, 71 percent of the religious teens embrace the 
statement “honesty is the best policy,” compared with 37 percent of 
the secular teens. In a similar way, the religious teens are four-and-a-half 
times (at 58 percent) as likely to say “lying to your parents” is “always 
wrong” as the secular teens (at 13 percent). As to “cheating at some-
thing when you are absolutely sure no one will ever find out,” 61 per-
cent of the religious teens say it is always wrong, compared with 28 per-
cent of the secular teens. The pattern is consistent throughout all of 
the questions relating to lying and cheating, and though the responses 
that signal equivocation, such as “usually wrong,” help to even out the 
distributions, the pattern of the majority of religious teens holding to a 
higher view of honesty is never contradicted. 

But we would caution against taking this pattern at face value. In saying 
this, we’re not suggesting that the religious teens are less honest than 
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they say they are, but rather suggesting that they seem to be clearer about 
what the norms should be and have internalized the norms in a more 
absolute, black-and-white way than their secular peers. Even though 
the religious teens consistently hold a stronger view of the virtues of 
honesty, the majority of them also agree that “what people think of as 
absolutely true is really just their personal belief” (58 percent), that “the 
greatest moral virtue is to be honest about your feelings and desires” 
(61 percent), and that “you should follow your own passions, wherever 
they lead you” (67 percent). In short, their commitment to honesty is 
notable and noteworthy, but it is also embedded in a subjectivism and 
emotivism that tempers in practice what appears to be a higher level of 
rigidity around those norms. 

The takeaway here is: Just because teens embrace a value like honesty 
in the abstract—as a generalized aspiration—doesn’t mean that it always 
informs their daily routine. American teens often lie and withhold 
information from their parents—even if only to protect their feelings or 
avoid social discord. Some of the things that their grandparents might 
have viewed as clearly dishonest, such as copying answers, or clearly 
wrong, such as a host of sexual behaviors and ideals, can be framed by 
today’s youth more strategically, more consequentially, or as matters of 
the heart—evaluated in terms of the passions they express or the happi-
ness that they offer.
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Some analysts of teen morality summarize all of this as moral “confu-
sion,” moral “indifference,” or even amorality. But it is more appropri-
ately framed as a tale of competing moralities, each of which impinges 
simultaneously upon the daily life, reasoning, and moral sentiments 
of twenty-first-century American teens. It is not that they lack a moral 
compass; it is that their compass responds to a variety of moral fields 
and is therefore more difficult to read and to follow. 
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CHAPTER 3 
PUBLIC VIRTUES

For much of the twentieth century, scholarship that sought to under-
stand the democratic ideals and commitments of young people was 
oriented toward future political activities, such as writing a member 
of Congress, the likelihood of voting, and so on. One of the things 
we learned was that political socialization trails more general socializa-
tion by several years—that political socialization tends to occur in a per-
son’s late teens, at the earliest, and more commonly, in their early to 
mid-twenties. 

But long before political socialization begins to take hold, young people 
are actually formed into a range of prepolitical dispositions, attitudes, 
and values. How do young people think about their responsibilities to 
others? How do they think about people who are different from them-
selves? Do these differences matter to them? How aware are they of the 
larger world around them? How much do they even care about it? What 
are their social values, where do they come from, and how do they vary? 
In short, the social beliefs and values are the cultural soil within which 
political convictions ultimately take root and grow. 

Benevolence

It is often said that at the foundation of any ethics—secular or religious—
is a desire and commitment to care for the needs of others and for the 
world of which people are a part. In the aggregate, American teenag-
ers seem to have this general inclination and intention. For example, 
when asked about their personal aspirations in terms of which quali-
ties they would like to embody as adults, about half (45 percent) of the 
teenagers in our survey claim it is either “absolutely essential” or “very 
important” to be “a person who volunteers time to help others.” And 
when asked about what activities they intend to do within the next few 
years, just over three-fourths (78 percent) say they “will probably” or 
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“definitely” “volunteer time or money to help poor people,” and more 
than two-thirds (68 percent) say that they “will probably” or “definitely” 
participate “in activities to protect the environment.” Indeed, teenagers 
consider such work to be a responsibility of citizenship. Seven in 10 
teenagers (71 percent) consider “doing things to protect the environ-
ment” either an “absolutely essential” or “very important responsibil-
ity” of American citizens, while almost six in 10 (59 percent) consider 
“participating in activities to help poor people in [their] community” to 
be an absolutely essential or very important responsibility.

Yet the public ethical dispositions of the young in our survey are not 
unqualified. When teens are asked to rate the importance of charity 
and care in relation to other values, a more interesting picture comes 
into view. The survey asked teens to rank the relative importance of 
happiness, achieving success in life, and caring for others, and in 
response, they tend to prioritize their personal happiness over caring 
for others, with almost half (47 percent) claiming that happiness is the 
most important motivation in their lives, compared with just under 
a third (30 percent) claiming caring for others as their most import-
ant motivation. The ranking of happiness as most important, caring 
for others as second-most important, and achieving at a high level as 
least important is the most common ranking among teens (selected 
by 29 percent). Even so, the ranking of happiness as most important, 
achieving as second, and caring for others as least important is also a 
common pattern (selected by 18 percent of teens). Importantly, about a 
third of all teenagers (30 percent) rank caring for others at the very bot-
tom—as their least important motivation in life compared with personal 
happiness and achieving at a high level. 

Teens are still growing up, to be sure, and much of their socialization 
into adulthood is still ahead of them, but other questions in the survey 
reinforced this ambivalent picture of young people who aspire to ideals 
of benevolence toward others, but find those ideals in tension with 
other desires, not least the desire for personal well-being. On a typical 
day, for example, about two-thirds (64 percent) of young people don’t 
do any volunteering outside of school, and of those who do volunteer, 
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the largest number (16 percent) give a half hour or less. There are, how-
ever, a remarkable 11 percent of the teens who give more than an hour 
every day. 

To take another data point, we asked students to imagine themselves 
in a situation where a student in their class had a bad accident and 
could not come to school for many months. Their teacher then asked 
them if they would be willing to help that student with schoolwork on 
Thursday after school, when they normally hang out with their closest 
friends. What would they probably do? The teenagers in our survey 
are divided: half (48 percent) say they would help the student without 
hesitation for as long as their help was needed. Another third (35 per-
cent) say they would give up their time with friends, but only until their 
teacher could find someone else to take their place. Thirteen percent 
(13 percent) would tell their teacher that they couldn’t help, but would 
feel bad about it, and 4 percent say they would say no to their teacher 
and not give it another thought. 

Charity, care, and benevolence seem to be highly valued ideals—princi-
ples teens think they should strive for—but as priorities toward which 
they are developing habits, the story is mixed. 
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Diversity

A modern democratic society is, by definition, a pluralistic society, 
constituted by multiple social and cultural groups that have different 
experiences, perspectives, commitments, and interests. Demographers 
argue that the United States is approaching a racial event horizon, with 
the non-Hispanic white population expected to lose majority status in 
the 2040s, as these teenagers enter middle age. Similarly, Christians are 
expected to decline from more than three-quarters of the population to 
two-thirds by 2050. Given these demographic trends, how do teenagers 
see the desirability of racial, ethnic, and religious diversity?

For observers of American society in the opening years of the twen-
ty-first century, it is not surprising that we find, in the aggregate, an 
overall ambivalence toward religious and racial diversity. Yes, there is 
a general consensus among American teenagers that both increasing 
religious and racial diversity is a good thing. Nearly seven in 10 (68 per-
cent) say “America’s increasing racial and ethnic diversity” is a “mostly” 
or “very good thing.” Similarly, 65 percent of teenagers say our increas-
ing religious diversity is a mostly or very good thing. And yet a signifi-
cant minority—about one-third of all teens—say that America’s growing 
racial (32 percent) and religious (35 percent) diversity is a mostly or very 
bad thing. 
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The support for diversity that we do find varies across social groups.

First, there is a notable gender difference: Girls tend to express more 
support for America’s increasing racial and religious diversity than boys, 
especially as it bears on the strength of their commitment to the idea. 
For example, four in 10 girls (40 percent) claim that racial diversity is 
a very good thing, whereas about a quarter of all boys (26 percent) do 
the same. 

There is also a notable difference when considering the education of 
the parents. For example, nearly half (49 percent) of teenagers whose 
parent received a postgraduate degree say that increasing racial diversity 
is a “very good thing,” a figure twice as large as that for teenagers whose 
parent received a high school degree or less (23 percent). We see the 
mirror opposite on the other side of the equation: One-fifth of the 
teenagers (20 percent) whose parent has a high school diploma or less 
consider increasing racial diversity “a very bad thing,” compared with 
one-tenth (9 percent) of those teenagers whose parent has a postgrad-
uate degree. Likewise, on religious diversity, 18 percent of teenagers 
whose parent has a high school degree or less call increasing religious 
diversity a very good thing, compared with 36 percent of the children 
whose parent has a postgraduate degree. 

…And the Virtue of Toleration 

Diversity on its own terms can be an abstraction if one does not encoun-
ter it. This is why tolerance is another prepolitical virtue. Tolerance 
supports and sustains democratic life by enabling the peaceful coexis-
tence and inclusion of competing groups and various points of view in 
the political process. In the name of tolerance, bigotry, prejudice, and 
discrimination are repudiated, and the political, economic, social, and 
cultural rights of all persons are affirmed and reinforced, irrespective 
of their race, class, gender, religion, sexuality, or membership in other 
status groups. These ideals comprise both recognition of, and respect 
for, those of different status groups and those who differ from oneself 
ideologically, politically, and morally. 
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So what do American teenagers think about tolerance? 

More than four-fifths believe that the ideal of “treating all people equally 
regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, or religion” is an “abso-
lutely essential” (59 percent) or “very important” (26 percent) respon-
sibility of American citizenship. Likewise, “being civil to others with 
whom you disagree” is also regarded as an absolutely essential (43 per-
cent) or very important (40 percent) responsibility of citizenship. Only 
about one of every 70 teenagers claims that being civil to others with 
whom you disagree “does not really matter.” 

This positive view of tolerance and civility is reinforced by an ethic of 
respect. Four-fifths of all teenagers (83 percent) “completely” or “mostly 
agree” that “everyone has a right to be treated with respect,” and only 
5 percent disagree at all. That said, when teens are pushed a bit harder 
on this, their support is not quite as strong: Only two-thirds (65 per-
cent) completely or mostly agree that “we should be more tolerant of 
people who have different lifestyles.” Still, just 6 percent completely or 
mostly disagree. 

Given that teenagers generally support tolerance as an ideal, do these 
norms apply to how to treat specific social groups, such as racial and 
ethnic groups or sexual minorities? The data suggest that this is indeed 
the case. 

Seven out of 10 teenagers (71 percent) say that it is “always wrong” to 
make “negative comments about another race or ethnic group,” with 
an additional 17 percent claiming that it is “usually wrong.” Six in 10 
(60 percent) say it is always wrong to make “negative comments about 
gays or lesbians,” and an additional two in 10 (19 percent) say it is usu-
ally wrong. By and large, the consensus of American teenagers is consis-
tently against prejudicial and bigoted comments and in favor of civility 
toward others. 

And yet, more than an abstraction, this is something that registers with 
them as part of their daily experience. Only a minority of teenagers, 
for example, claim that talk or behavior that displays “racial prejudice” 
(33 percent), “religious prejudice” (41 percent), or “prejudice or intol-
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erance against gays, lesbians, or transgendered persons” (31 percent) is 
“not at all common” in their school environment. It may not be exactly 
“common” at school, but it is certainly something that they see and 
hear. Talk or behavior that displays prejudice or intolerance against 
gays, lesbians, or transgendered persons is reported most frequently 
among American teenagers: 21 percent claim it is somewhat common, 
and 11 percent, very common. Reports of racial prejudice and intol-
erance are second-most frequent: 21 percent report it to be somewhat 
common, and 7 percent, very common. So, too, talk or behavior that 
displays religious prejudice or intolerance is reported: 14 percent of 
teenagers report that it is somewhat common, and 6 percent, very com-
mon. Prejudice against some small minority is, sadly, common enough 
in their lives—only one out of five American teens say that none of 
these forms of prejudice or intolerance is present at all in their schools. 
Yet when such prejudice and intolerance are encountered, the evidence 
suggests that it is often denounced. 

Putting It to the Test: Comfort and Discomfort 

The widespread prevalence of antiprejudicial norms and ideals among 
American teenagers is clear enough. The question is, Does it make a 
difference in their personal relationship with others? 

One way of assessing where the salient social boundaries in society lie is 
to evaluate people’s levels of comfort with others. The sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu suggests that we internalize objective boundaries in society in 
ways that take on an emotional and morality-laden valence. In short, 
we develop feelings of comfort for the familiar and feelings of discom-
fort for the unfamiliar, which primarily take form in our preferences 
for particular situations and the ways in which we extend relationships 
to others. We tend to be happy around people and situations that are 
familiar and that have been positive in the past. By the same token, we 
are repelled or indifferent to people and situations that are “not for us.” 
It is not the same thing as tolerance, but it is a strong indication of what 
we might think of as “practical tolerance.”
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Thus, teenagers were asked to report how comfortable or uncomfort-
able they think they would be (on an 11-point scale) in a room filled 
with certain groups of people who may be unlike them or with whom 
they may disagree if they were expected to remain there for two hours.

The results are illuminating. Taken as an aggregate, teenagers claim 
high levels of comfort with members of a wide variety of racial and 
ethnic groups. Half a century removed from the high point of the civil 
rights struggle, many Americans conform to a racial ideology reliant 
upon notions of “color blindness.” One important feature of this ide-
ology is that voicing prejudice against members of groups on the basis 
of racial-ethnic membership is morally objectionable. In keeping with 
this finding, the National Survey of Moral Formation shows that Amer-
ican teenagers are hesitant to report discomfort with others based upon 
their racial-group membership. Eight in 10 (81 percent) report that they 
would feel comfortable in a room full of white people, with similar 
results for Mexican Americans (77 percent), African Americans (76 per-
cent), and Asian Americans (76 percent).

Other categories exhibit similar levels of consensus: At least 75 percent 
of teenagers say they would be comfortable in a room full of women, 
Christians, heterosexuals, and men. 

However, teenagers in the aggregate do express discomfort with respect 
to some groups. For example, at least 10 percent of American teenagers 
report they would feel uncomfortable being in a room full of the fol-
lowing groups:

• Fat people: 10 percent report discomfort

• Men: 11 percent report discomfort

• Disabled people: 12 percent report discomfort

• Computer geeks: 18 percent report discomfort

• Immigrants: 19 percent report discomfort

• Hunting and fishing enthusiasts: 19 percent report discomfort
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• Poor people: 20 percent report discomfort

• Atheists: 21 percent report discomfort

• Jocks and athletes: 21 percent report discomfort

• Very wealthy people: 23 percent report discomfort

• Muslims: 24 percent report discomfort

• Gun rights advocates: 24 percent report discomfort

• Lesbian women: 27 percent report discomfort

• Gay men: 30 percent report discomfort

• “Rednecks”: 30 percent report discomfort

• Very religious people: 31 percent report discomfort

• Homeless people: 31 percent report discomfort

• Liberal Democrats: 32 percent report discomfort

• Conservative Republicans: 34 percent report discomfort

• Transgender persons: 36 percent report discomfort

• Marijuana users: 46 percent report discomfort

• Drinkers and partiers: 47 percent report discomfort

What accounts for which social groups experience the highest levels of 
aversion? This important question will be pursued in future analysis. 
For now, let’s consider one factor: the role of religion. 

The most religious and least religious teenagers, which together comprise 
72 percent of the total sample, articulate very different sets of bound-
aries in terms of whose presence is comforting and whose presence is 
not. They express very different senses of which social identities are 
complementary to their own and which are antagonistic.
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Take, for example, lesbian women—the group most disproportionately 
disfavored by highly religious compared with highly secular teens. 
Nearly half of the highly religious teens (48 percent) say they would 
be uncomfortable in a room filled with lesbian women, compared 
with only 14 percent of highly secular teenagers. The total difference 
between the groups is 33 percent. By contrast, the group most dispro-
portionately disfavored by highly secular teens is none other than “the 
very religious” themselves. Forty-six percent (46 percent) of highly secu-
lar teenagers would be uncomfortable in a room full of “very religious” 
persons, compared with 15 percent of religious teenagers. Here the dif-
ference is 31 percent. 

It is also clear that the highly religious are disproportionately uncom-
fortable with gay men (32 percent difference), transgender persons 
(30 percent difference), marijuana users (29 percent difference), atheists 
(29 percent difference), liberal Democrats (24 percent difference) and 
Muslims (17 percent difference). The least religious or highly secular, 
meanwhile, return the compliment, articulating higher levels of discom-
fort with conservative Republicans (23 percent difference), “rednecks” 
(7 percent difference), and guns rights advocates (7 percent difference). 

These results suggest that the most religious and the most nonreligious 
are drawing distinctive sets of symbolic boundaries. Furthermore, the 
presence of “atheists” on one end (indicating that boundaries against 
atheists are being drawn disproportionately by the highly religious) and 
“very religious persons” on the other end (indicating that boundaries 
against the very religious are being drawn disproportionately by the 
nonreligious) suggests that there is a degree of mutual antagonism and 
exclusion between these clusterings. 
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Political Tribes and Religious Commitment

Even if teenagers are not politically knowledgeable or formed into a 
political community, they do have certain political inclinations. How 
do they fall?

A plurality of American teenagers (44 percent) think of themselves in 
the center of the spectrum, claiming to be politically moderate. The rest 
divide fairly evenly: About three in 10 (27 percent) identify themselves as 
liberal and three in 10 (29 percent) identify themselves as conservative. 
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For teenagers, self-sorting into conservative and liberal camps seems 
to be largely driven by the strength or absence of their religious com-
mitments. The data indicate that taking either of the polar stances on 
the importance of their religious beliefs—either claiming religion is “the 
most important thing in my life” or that “I have no religious beliefs”—is 
the single most important factor in determining whether they think of 
themselves politically as a liberal or conservative. 

Patriotic, but Half-Hearted

Again, even before young people are fully formed politically, they 
develop certain dispositions toward the country in which they live. 
How do teenagers feel about being American? 

Almost three-fourths of teenagers (74 percent) describe themselves as 
patriotic, with 31 percent saying they are “very patriotic.” Likewise, four 
in five teenagers (80 percent) agree that they feel “proud to live in the 
United States,” with 45 percent completely agreeing and 35 percent 
mostly agreeing. Only a small fraction (4 percent) completely disagree 
with that statement. 
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Yet while most claim to be patriotic, it doesn’t seem to mean that much 
to them. When asked about their aspirations as adults, American teen-
agers place less emphasis on the importance of patriotism. Just over a 
third of all teenagers (37 percent) claim that being patriotic is either 
very important or absolutely essential to the kind of adult they want to 
become, while a nearly equivalent number (32 percent) claim it is not 
very or not at all important. Furthermore, American teenagers place 
less importance on patriotism than most other qualities: It is among 
the lowest-ranked ideals, along with “physically attractive,” “interested 
in art, literature, and history,” “a graduate of a highly rated university,” 
“very wealthy,” “a person of strong religious faith,” “popular and well-
liked,” “a good athlete,” “perceived as ‘cool’ by others,” and “famous.” 
Patriotism stands out as substantially less important than ideals such as 
being “hard-working,” “loving,” “reliable and dependable,” and “hon-
est,” which are more universally embraced by teenagers.

In our political moment, the question of who self-identifies as patri-
otic and who doesn’t is an interesting question. Cultural sociologists 
argue that there is an interaction effect in the formation of public iden-
tities. In short, people change the groups and statuses they identify with 
depending on their perceptions and anticipations of how other peo-
ple identify themselves. Sociologists Michael Hout and Claude Fischer 
show that this process was operative in the 1990s in relation to religious 
identifications: In response to the emergence of the Religious Right as 
a powerful and visible voting bloc in Republican Party politics, liberals 
and moderates increasingly identified as having no religious affiliation. 

There is a similar process unfolding with respect to patriotism among 
teenagers. More than nine out of 10 teenagers (91 percent) who say they 
are completely, very, or pretty comfortable with “conservative Repub-
licans” describe themselves as patriotic; around three-fourths (74 per-
cent) of teenagers who say they are a little comfortable, neutral, or a 
little uncomfortable with respect to conservative Republicans describe 
themselves as patriotic; and just over half (55 percent) of teenagers who 
say they are pretty, very, or completely uncomfortable around conserva-
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tive Republicans describe themselves as patriotic. As nationalist politi-
cians endeavor to define patriotism in terms of their political agenda, 
teenagers who oppose that agenda abandon the label “patriotic” to 
avoid the association.

All of this bears on the conflicting feelings teenagers have toward their 
country. Just over half (57 percent) agree that “the United States is the 
greatest country in the world, better than all other countries,” and a 
quarter (26 percent) agree completely. Fewer than a fifth (16 percent) 
completely disagree. It is worth noting, however, that there are signifi-
cant partisan differences: Eight out of 10 conservative teenagers (79 per-
cent) say that the United States is the greatest country, compared with 
fewer than four in 10 liberal teenagers (37 percent). It is equally worth 
noting that while 57 percent of teens say they live in the greatest country 
of all, nearly three-quarters of their parents (73 percent) say the same. 
Similarly, parents express greater pride to be living in the United States 
than do their teenage children.

Indeed, there is a clear majority of teens who think that America is 
losing its luster. Nearly two-thirds (65 percent) of all teenagers agree 
that “the United States has been in decline in recent years”; 19 percent 
agree completely. 
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What is most interesting about these findings are the indications that 
different political factions interpret decline in different and opposing 
ways. Thus, for instance, 89 percent of the liberal teenagers (compared 
with just 44 percent of conservatives) say that “our economic system is 
rigged in favor of the wealthiest Americans.” By contrast, 60 percent of 
the conservative teenagers (compared with only 15 percent of liberals) 
say that “America’s increasing religious diversity” is a bad thing. In sum, 
conservatives and liberals (along with moderates) agree that the nation 
is experiencing something like a crisis. They just disagree on what the 
nature of that crisis is. 

Trust in Civic and Political Institutions

If patriotism is not such a strong and universal idea, perhaps it is 
because these young Americans don’t trust their governing institutions. 
Declining trust in important social institutions has been a distinctive 
feature of late-modern societies, and it is not surprising that American 
teens experience its effects. 

Overall, we find that teenagers’ level of confidence in governmental and 
civic institutions varies quite a bit. 

Only a third of all teenagers (34 percent) say they trust the United 
States federal government completely or quite a lot, though their trust 
in the local government in their town or city is a bit higher (at 48 per-
cent). (There is a modest ideological twist to this: 44 percent of those 
teenagers who identify as conservative report complete or quite a lot 
of trust in the national government, compared with just 18 percent of 
the teenagers who identify as liberal.) Add to this that three-quarters of 
all teenagers (76 percent) agree with the statement that “most elected 
officials don’t care what people like me think.” 

This sense of alienation and disaffection from government extends to 
other powerful institutions. Teenagers regard both media and big busi-
ness with little trust. More than three-fourths (79 percent) of all teenag-
ers trust the media only a little or not at all, and the same proportion 
(78 percent) have the same views of big business or large corporations. 
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Among nongovernmental institutions, organized religion is seen more 
favorably by teenagers. Over half (55 percent) of all teenagers trust 
churches and religious organizations either completely or quite a lot, 
though this trust varies considerably depending on whether they are 
religiously observant or not. As to the military, more than eight of 10 
teens (82 percent) trust the U.S. Armed Forces completely or quite a 
lot, and six of 10 (63 percent) trust the police completely or quite a lot. 
Even so, more than half of all teenagers (51 percent) agree that police in 
the United States unfairly target African Americans. 

In short, teenagers tend to be skeptical, at best, that American govern-
ing institutions, broadly defined, are trustworthy, and fewer than half 
feel these institutions prioritize their interests as (future) citizens, vot-
ers, employees, and consumers. 
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CHAPTER 4 
MORAL ECOLOGIES

Every parent and every educator knows intuitively that what they say and 
do matters in shaping a child’s understanding of “the good.” They know 
that they are neither neutral nor indifferent functionaries in their chil-
dren’s lives, but that in everything they say and do, they are shaping their 
children’s understanding of what it is to behave well or badly, to have a 
good or poor attitude, to be in a healthy or unhealthy relationship, to live 
a good and meaningful life, and to live in a good and just world. 

These messages are communicated all of the time, implicitly even more 
than explicitly. It is because of this awareness that in the name of love 
and care, parents and educators work so hard to influence the choices 
children make, the friendships they form, the schools they go to, the 
activities they participate in, and the opportunities they have available 
to them. If they and we didn’t think these choices and friendships and 
so on mattered, these issues wouldn’t be points of anxiety in the nev-
er-ending discussions about what it is to be a good parent or a good 
teacher. Moral valuation and evaluation permeate every part of the proj-
ect of raising children and, in the child’s experience, of growing up. 

The world that surrounds a child—and how a child makes sense of it 
and engages it—becomes constitutive of their identity and character. 
This would seem to be entirely uncontroversial, and yet the leading the-
ories for understanding and explaining children’s development largely 
ignore the massively important contextual origins and influences upon 
their lives. 

These approaches tend to operate from a perspective that imagines 
a child creating, out of no other resources than his or her mind and 
emotions, the moral ends and moral justification to which he or she is 
committed. These theories, in other words, generally seek to explain a 
child’s growth, particularly of their moral orientation, as a process of 
internal self-development and self-actualization that can be abstracted 
across time and space. Young people growing up in places and com-
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munities as different as a small town in Appalachia and the urban 
landscape of Brooklyn, it is assumed, grow and develop through the 
same psychological dynamics and processes. Children, for all practical 
purposes, grow up outside of history and community, and the relevant 
moral orientation they develop is mostly, though not completely, void 
of moral content. If children can just be “grittier,” or have more self-es-
teem, or have greater positivity, they’ll have the resources they’ll need 
to succeed, get along, and have a good life. So they say. The problem is 
that this doesn’t account for the way in which children actually grow up 
into adulthood. 

An approach that is more adequate to the challenge of understanding 
children will begin to take the complexity of the circumstances and 
influences of their lives seriously. This means that scholarship will have 
to take seriously the networks of relationships children have, the insti-
tutional influences upon them, the ethical traditions they are raised in, 
the economic circumstances they live in, their moment in history, and 
many other factors. 

We call this approach the “moral ecology paradigm.” Moral ecology, as 
an analytic perspective, refers to the web of ethical obligations, cultural 
meanings, social relationships, and, by implication, the institutional 
structures and influences in which all people, and thus all children, 
reside. Children, like all human beings, are embedded within these 
webs of moral obligation and expectation and the relationships, institu-
tions, and symbolic environments in which they are found. Whatever 
else nature might have bestowed upon us through our DNA or brain 
chemistry, children, all of us—our identities, our purposes—are largely 
formed within and constituted by these moral ecologies. Because moral 
ecologies are, by their nature, historical and sociological, they vary 
widely and in different ways. They also are given to change over time. 

A Caveat

This paradigm represents a fundamentally new direction in the study of 
moral formation. The task ahead for scholarship, then, is to unearth the 
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patterns that define different and various moral ecosystems. This is the 
work of a generation of scholarship and not just one study. Analytically 
and statistically, then, the work of refining the tools for discerning these 
patterns lies ahead. Their application will be demonstrated in subsequent 
publications. In what follows here, however, we provide a glimpse into the 
usefulness of this approach. 

The Family as Moral Ecosystem 

As we mentioned before, the family is the starting place, and parents 
play an outsize role. In looking to the role of parents and their relation-
ship with their children, we are seeing the most elementary form of a 
moral ecosystem. The larger task is to explore how the moral ecology 
radiates from the family, but for now, what are the dynamics that play 
out among parents and their children?

Alignment

In Chapter 1 of this report, we explored the difference between parents 
whose highest priority is to raise children whose lives reflect God’s will 
and purpose and those for whom raising such children is their least 
important priority—the difference, to use a short hand, between reli-
gious and secular parents. 

The first thing we notice is that the children of these parents are largely 
aligned with their parents. When presented with the statement, “I 
share my parents’ views of faith and religion,” 85 percent of the teens 
from the most religious families say they completely (52 percent), mostly 
(24 percent), or slightly (9 percent) agree. This compares with 44 per-
cent of teens with the most secular parents. 
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When asked how important it is for them to become “a person of strong 
religious faith,” 72 percent of the teens with the most religious parents say 
it is “absolutely essential” or “very important,” compared with 10 percent 
of the teens with the most secular parents. This is echoed when teens are 
asked how important their religious beliefs are to them. Seventy percent 
(70 percent) of the teens from the religious families say it is “the most 
important thing in my life” or “very important,” compared with 8 percent 
of the teens from the more secular families. Six out of 10 teens from these 
religious families (61 percent) also agree that “my faith and spirituality 
have a big influence upon my daily thoughts and activities,” compared 
with 11 percent of the teenagers in the most secular families. 

While it is clear that the teenage children of religious parents tend to 
echo their parents’ religiosity, it is equally clear that the secularity of 
other teenagers aligns with the views of their parents. Consider parents 
who rank raising “children whose lives will reflect God’s will and pur-
pose” as their least important priority. Fully three-quarters (75 percent) 
of their teenage children also rank living according to God’s will and 
purpose as their least important priority, compared with only 15 per-
cent of the children of the most religious parents who say the same. 
Similarly, 78 percent of teenagers raised by the most secular parents say 
that their own religious beliefs are not too important (17 percent) or 
not at all important (11 percent), or that they have no religious beliefs 
at all (51 percent). Only 13 percent of the children of the most religious 
parents give one of these three responses.
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In the realm of religion, it is clear that faith begets faith and secularity 
begets secularity. As we shall see, these alignments manifest themselves 
in both personal values and public ideals. 

Personal Values and Civic Ideals

Consider the virtue of honesty. Six of every 10 teenagers from the most 
religious families (59 percent) claim that it is absolutely essential that they 
grow up to be honest, compared with four of every 10 (40 percent) 
from the most secular families.* We see the same pattern with regard 
to the aspiration to become persons who have “strong moral character” 
(55 percent to 40 percent), who are “forgiving of others” (41 percent 
to 21 percent), and who “volunteer time to help others” (19 percent to 
10 percent). Seventy percent (70 percent) of the teens from the most 
religious families also claim it is an absolutely essential or a very import-
ant responsibility to participate “in activities to help poor people in 
[their] community,” compared with 53 percent of teens from the most 
secular families. Teenagers with the most religious parents are also more 
likely to say that “being mean to another student either in words or 
actions” is “always wrong,” by a margin of 72 percent to 48 percent. 
Again, teens from more secular households are more likely to equivo-
cate, to respond in less absolute terms.

*  The numbers flatten out a bit when including those who respond that being honest 
is “very important.” Combined, 91 percent of the teenagers from the most religious 
families say it is absolutely essential or very important, compared with 80 percent of 
the teens from the most secular families. This difference in intensity—in the tendency 
to select the most extreme (or strongest) response—is something we see play out in 
other values as well. 
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Not surprisingly, the teenagers from the most religious families tend 
to hold more traditional personal values: eight times as likely as their 
peers from the most secular homes to say that “sex between unmarried 
adults” is always wrong, four times as likely to say that “cursing” is always 
wrong, two-and-a-half times as likely to say that “viewing pornography” 
is always wrong, and more than twice as likely to say that “drinking alco-
hol” and “using marijuana for recreational purposes” are always wrong. 

On the issue of tolerance, two-thirds (66 percent) of the teens from 
highly secular families say it is an “absolutely essential responsibility for 
all Americans” to treat “all people equally regardless of race, gender, sex-
ual orientation, or religion,” compared with about half (54 percent) of 
the teens from religious families. And nearly seven of 10 teens from the 
most secular families (68 percent) say it is “always wrong” to make “neg-
ative comments about gays and lesbians,” compared with half (50 per-
cent) of the teens from the most religious families. Yet this evened out 
somewhat when the question turned to respect: Nine of 10 teens from 
highly religious families (89 percent) mostly or completely agree that 
everyone has a right to be treated with respect, compared with eight of 
10 teens from highly secular homes (80 percent). 

But this is tolerance in principle. How does this play out when moving 
from abstract ideals to the concrete cases surrounding specific minorities? 
The background of political culture is key to answering this question. 
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Reproducing the Cleavages of the Culture War

Given the prominence of religion as a point of division on many moral 
issues, it is not surprising that it is also at the foundation of many civic 
and political issues. 

First, consider party identification and ideology. Clearly, most of the 
teenagers we surveyed are not eligible to vote. But that doesn’t stop 
them from identifying with a political party or thinking of their posi-
tions ideologically. 

Teenagers from highly religious families are 2.7 times more likely than 
their peers from highly secular families to identify as Republicans 
(44 percent to 16 percent). And conversely, teenagers from highly 
secular families are twice as likely as their peers from highly religious 
families to identify as Democrats (39 percent to 19 percent). These per-
centages mirror their parents closely: religious parents identifying as 
Republicans (48 percent) to secular parents (17 percent); secular par-
ents identifying as Democrats (41 percent) to religious parents (12 per-
cent). What is more, six out of 10 teens (61 percent) whose parents 
identify as Republican also identify as Republican, while only 6 percent 
identify as Democrats. The same pattern holds for children of Demo-
crats—over two-thirds (69 percent) of their teen children also identify as 
Democrats, while only 4 percent identify as Republicans. 

These patterns of moral transmission from parent to teen manifest them-
selves in many questions in our survey. Teenagers who come from the 
most religious families are three times as likely to identify themselves as 
“conservative” or “very conservative” as their secular peers (46 percent to 
15 percent), and conversely, teenagers from the most secular families are 
three times as likely as their religious peers to identify as “liberal” or “very 
liberal” (41 percent to 13 percent). Here, too, the pattern mirrors their 
parents, but there is an even deeper cleavage in parental identification as 
a liberal or conservative: Religious parents are far more likely than secu-
lar parents to identify as conservative (66 percent to 14 percent); secular 
parents are far more likely than religious parents to identify as liberal 
(47 percent to 5 percent).
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This pattern plays out dramatically on a range of public policy issues: 

•   Abortion: Teenagers from the most religious families are five 
times as likely as their secular peers to say that abortion is 
“always wrong” (63 percent to 11 percent; with parents, 57 per-
cent to 7 percent). 

•   Same-sex marriage: Teens from the religious families are six 
times as likely to disagree completely or mostly with the state-
ment that “gay couples —that is, couples of the same sex—should 
have the right to marry” (42 percent to 7 percent; with parents, 
60 percent to 9 percent). 

•   Immigration: Should “children of undocumented (illegal) immi-
grants” have “the same opportunities in America as anyone else”? 
Seventy-five percent (75 percent) of the teens from secular families 
agree, compared with 58 percent of the teens from the religious 
families (secular parents, 65 percent; religious parents, 44 percent).

•   Race: With the statement “blacks and whites are treated equally 
in today’s society,” nearly six out of 10 (57 percent) of the teen-
agers from the secular families disagree completely or mostly, 
compared with nearly four out of 10 (38 percent) of their reli-
gious peers. With the parents, the gap is even more dramatic: 
72 percent of secular parents, compared with 37 percent of 
religious parents. 

•   Police bias: In a similar way, 62 percent of the teens from the 
secular families agree completely or mostly that “police in 
America unfairly target African Americans,” compared with 
41 percent of the teenagers from the religious families (secular 
parents, 57 percent; religious parents, 24 percent). What is 
more, it is not just that teens from highly religious families are 
less likely to agree that police unfairly target African Americans, 
but that such teens are much more likely than their secular 
peers to “completely disagree”—to reject the notion altogether.
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•   Flying the Confederate flag: Teenagers from the most secular 
families are more likely than their peers from the most religious 
families to say that flying the Confederate flag is always wrong, 
by a margin of 35 percent to 24 percent (secular parents, 39 per-
cent; religious parents, 17 percent).

•   Capitalism and income inequality: Nearly eight out of 10 
(78 percent) of all kids from the secular families agree com-
pletely or mostly that “our economic system is rigged in favor 
of the wealthiest Americans,” compared with six out of 10 
(60 percent) of the religious teens. (Parents mirror their chil-
dren: 85 percent of secular parents, compared with 56 percent 
of religious parents.)

The Question of Prejudice and Tolerance

Consider race first: The overwhelming majority of teenagers from 
both religious and secular families believe it is wrong to make “neg-
ative comments about another race or ethnic group.” Within this 
group, 75 percent of the teens from the most religious families say 
it is always wrong, compared with 69 percent of teens from the most 
secular families. With parents, the comparison is about the same: 
68 percent of the religious parents say it is always wrong, compared 
with 71 percent of the secular parents. At the same time, when asked 
how comfortable they would be in a room full of African Americans, 
about seven in 10 (69 percent) of both teenage groups say they would 
be at least “pretty comfortable.”  

With attitudes toward gays and lesbians, the differences are much more 
pronounced. Teens from the most religious families are about eight 
times as likely as teens from the most secular families to say that sexual 
relations between two adults of the same sex are always wrong (53 per-
cent to 7 percent). In line with this, the teens from religious families are 
less likely to say that making negative statements about gays or lesbians 
is always wrong (50 percent to 68 percent). 
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In the American cultural context, it isn’t surprising that teens from 
the most religious families are more than three times as likely as their 
secular peers to say they would be “pretty” or “very” uncomfortable 
in a room of gay men (39 percent to 12 percent) or of lesbian women 
(37 percent to 8 percent). The religious teens are also two-and-a-half 
times as likely to feel the same degree of discomfort in a room of trans-
gendered persons (42 percent to 16 percent). 

Indeed, Mutual Discomfort…

Teenagers from highly secular families are nearly twice as likely as those 
from the most religious families to feel the highest level of personal 
discomfort in a room full of conservative Republicans (33 percent to 
17 percent), in a room full of gun rights advocates (21 percent to 13 per-
cent), and in a room full of “rednecks” (22 percent to 13 percent). This 
disparity climbed to their being four times as likely to feel that discom-
fort in a room full of very religious people (29 percent to 7 percent). 

By the same token, teenagers from highly religious families are about 
twice as likely as their secular peers to feel a great degree of personal 
discomfort in a room full of marijuana users (48 percent to 28 percent), 
about three times as likely to feel a similar level of discomfort in a room 
full of liberal Democrats (36 percent to 13 percent), and five times as 
likely to feel that discomfort in a room full of atheists (25 percent to 
4 percent). 

The Culture War as an Intergenerational Phenomenon

Although progressives will take some comfort in the ways that religious 
teenagers tend to be a bit more liberal in their political values than their 
parents, the political socialization of these teens—indeed, of all teenag-
ers—is still a work in progress. The fact is that we don’t know how and 
in what way they will develop as they grow older or how circumstances 
will evolve. What is clear from the evidence is that the cleavages of the 
culture war, to the extent that they are reflected in the attitudes and 
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opinions of ordinary citizens, are largely transmitted to the next gener-
ation. This suggests that however the culture war may evolve, it is not 
going away any time soon. 

Thick and Thin

Within a moral ecosystem, families fit in prominently, but not only in 
the beliefs, attitudes, and opinions talked about. There are so many 
other factors—for example, how close parents and children are to one 
another; not all families have the same density of communication or 
emotional warmth. How much do parents oversee the activities of their 
kids? Do parents know their kid’s friends or their kid’s friends’ parents? 
How many friends does a child have? These are also factors in the moral 
ecosystem children are raised in. And beyond this, are the other insti-
tutions in a child’s life—schools, clubs, sports, churches/synagogues/
mosques, technology and entertainment, and the like—aligned with 
parents’ interests or not? If a moral ecology is suggestive of a web of 
relationships, symbols, and institutions that surround a child and that 
all carry normative meaning, how do these vary? 

One way of talking about variation among these webs of meaning and 
relationship is by talking about their relative density. If a teenager has lots 
of friends and their parents know those friends, one could say that the 
social part of the ecosystem is “dense,” or, to use Michael Walzer’s term, 
“thick.” By contrast, if a teenager has few friends and the parents are 
disconnected from their kid’s life, one could say that the social networks 
are loose or “thin.” 

Beyond that, relative density or thickness and thinness can be applied 
to the content of a child’s moral tradition or to the institutional influ-
ences. And needless to say, these are not binaries, but continua. 

What follows here are analytic forays—exploratory efforts—to see how 
these various factors might come together to help examine the moral 
ecologies that young people grow up within and how pervasive is the 
influence of those ecologies. 
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Operationalizing Moral Ecology

As the analytic work moves forward on this project, measures will be 
elaborated, revised, and refined. But for the purposes of this explor-
atory operation, we combined several social and cultural indicators. 
These included (from the parents’ survey) a measure of closeness with 
their teen, the parent’s acquaintance with the parents of most of their 
teen’s close friends, the importance of their religious beliefs, and how 
much disagreement they have with their teen. 

From their responses, we created a simple binary between thickness and 
thinness which functioned as an independent variable. We then applied 
this to two issues, one relating to the teen’s personal morality and the 
other to the teen’s public ethics.

The Moral Ecology of Tolerance and Honesty

To derive a more comprehensive understanding of the teen’s disposi-
tions toward honesty, we combined several variables into a simple scale 
or index. They include a question dealing with how wrong it is a) to tell 
a small lie, b) to lie to their parents, and c) to cheat at something when 
they are absolutely sure no one is looking, as well as d) an affirmation 
of the statement “honesty is the best policy.” Their collective responses 
were added together to reflect their overall level of honesty and then 
divided into quartiles and measured against the new moral ecology vari-
able of thickness and thinness. 

The chart reveals that a thicker moral ecology—measured here in terms 
of greater closeness between parents and teens, a closer connection 
between parents and their teens’ friendship networks, stronger religios-
ity, and less conflict at home—is related to higher levels of honesty and 
greater moral reticence toward various forms of dishonesty.
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Following a similar logic, we developed a simple scale or index of toler-
ance. In this case, we combined survey questions measuring teen views 
of: the importance of treating all people equally regardless of race, 
gender, sexual orientation, or religion; how comfortable teens would 
feel in rooms full of Asian Americans, African Americans, Mexican 
Americans, or immigrants; how wrong it is to make negative comments 
about another race or ethnic group; whether America’s increasing racial 
and ethnic diversity is a good or bad thing; and how important it is to 
become adults who are tolerant of persons unlike themselves. Their 
responses to these questions were again combined in a measure of their 
overall level of tolerance, and then divided into quartiles and measured 
against the moral ecology variable of thickness and thinness. 

In the case of tolerance, the moral ecology again influences teen atti-
tudes, but the pattern is clearly more complicated. There are, we believe, 
intervening factors that help explain the variation in tolerance levels in 
addition to thickness and thinness. These will be explored as we move 
forward with the project.
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The Moral Ecology of Grit

But what about “grit”? We haven’t talked about grit in this report, but 
in the dominant academic models of moral formation, grit is the one 
concept that has achieved an almost salvific utility. The concept is nearly 
ubiquitous in educational reform circles. Its originator, Angela Duck-
worth, defines it as a passion and perseverance for long-term goals, a 
character trait related to the personality trait of conscientiousness. Grit, 
according to Duckworth, characterizes high-achievers. When it comes to 
life outcomes, grit is as important as IQ or socioeconomic status, or so 
it is claimed. The goal in educational practice is to cultivate a student’s 
grit, the assumption being that cultivating grit will enhance the student’s 
long-term performance and outcomes. 

The question in everyone’s mind is, How much difference does grit 
make in a person’s life? What is grit’s impact? Those who have instead 
asked where grit comes from have largely focused upon genetic herita-
bility, concluding from twin studies that grit is highly heritable. A 2016 
Brookings Institution report stated that notwithstanding the efforts of 
educators to create a grittier world, neither the family environment nor 
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schools have any meaningful impact upon it. In a word, grit is not mal-
leable by altering cultural or social circumstances. So say the experts.

The Institute’s National Survey of Moral Formation offers a unique 
opportunity to make grit the dependent, rather than the predictor vari-
able. By viewing it in this way, we see its social and cultural sources 
rather than just its consequences. In particular, we can ask whether 
the quality and density of a child’s social and moral ecosystem have 
any bearing upon the “grit” with which they pursue their goals. In this 
analysis, we measure grit the way it is measured in the literature. 

The evidence suggests rather strongly that family income and parent’s 
education—the classic family background variables—have little bearing 
upon a teen’s grit. The impact of social class upon grit cannot be 
generalized. 

Yet when measured against the moral ecology variable, we see that grit 
increases where there is a more connected, coherent, and harmonious—
that is, “thicker”—moral ecology. And grit decreases substantially as the 
moral ecology becomes “thinner.” 
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The idea that “grit” is, somehow, a hereditary capacity that transcends 
the social and cultural circumstances that over a long period form a 
child is nonsense. “Grit” has moral sources that are ignored not only 
conceptually, but also empirically, and it is essential to understand 
those sources better. 

A Concluding Thought

The vastly complicated networks of relationships in which children live, 
the institutions that surround them, their cultural traditions, and their 
habits of life do indeed provide the moral sources and contexts in which 
they will either flourish or founder. The overwhelming evidence makes 
it clear that they promise a better picture of the moral lives of children. 
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POSTSCRIPT: 
LOOKING FORWARD

From the point of view of scholarship, the goal is better understanding. 
Scholars are, at their best, seekers of truth. The pursuit of truth is, 
according to classical thinking, a virtue itself and is, therefore, import-
ant on its own terms. 

But understanding without consideration for practice and application 
is, often, mere scholasticism. This is not a luxury we can afford. In 
an age of crisis such as ours, where we witness widespread corruption 
within our leadership class, mob behavior within our citizenry, and 
confusion within the family and school about how to guide children 
to lives that will thrive, better understanding will lead to more effective 
tools and better practices. 
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APPENDIX A 
PARENT SURVEY RESULTS

Parent Survey Questionnaire with Percentage  
Distributions of Response

All numbers are weighted percentages of the responses. “Don’t know” and other undecided responses 
are not included in the percentage calculations. Figures do not always add up to 100 percent due to 
rounding. 

1. In general, how happy are you in your life?

 1 Very unhappy
 6 Mostly unhappy
 72 Mostly happy
 21 Extremely happy

2. Counting all of your children, how many children do you have in 
each of these categories?

Number of Each Type of Child Parent Has

None One Two
Three or 

Four
Five or 
More

a. Biological children 6 16 37 33 7

None One
Two or 
More

b. Adopted children 91 6 3

c. Step-children 84 8 8

d. Other children 93 4 3
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3. Counting all of them, how many of your biological, adopted, step-
children, or other children currently live in your household at least 
part of the time? 

Children One Two Three Four Five Six
Seven or 

More

% 25 41 20 9 3 2 1

4. Some parents feel like they go it alone in raising their children, 
while others feel well-supported by a larger network of family and 
friends. Which of the following statements best describes your 
parenting situation?

 15 Very independent, with no real support network
 36 Fairly independent, with a little support when necessary
 22 Fairly well-supported by a network of friends and/or family
 27 Very well-supported by a network of friends and/or family

5. In total, how many close friends do you have?

Friends % Friends %

One 10 Six 7

Two 16 Seven 4

Three 17 Eight 4

Four 15 Nine 1

Five 15 ≥  Ten 12
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6. How many of these close friends are:

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
10 or 
more

a. Family members 
or extended family 33 29 17 8 4 3 2 1 1 0 3

b. Part of your faith or 
religious community 58 13 10 5 4 3 2 1 1 0 4

c. Co-workers in an 
organization where you 
are employed or volunteer

55 23 11 4 2 2 1 0 0 0 1

d. Neighbors who 
live near you 61 20 9 4 3 1 1 0 0 0 1

e. Parents of children 
who attend your 
teen’s school

71 14 7 3 2 1 1 0 1 0 1

7. What is your current marital status?

 80 Married
 2 Separated
10 Divorced
 2 Widowed
 7 Single/never been married



APPENDIx A      72

8. In your daily routine of parenting, how much help and support do 
you typically receive from each of the following?

1 
No 

support 
at all 2 3

4 
Moderate 
support 5 6

7
 A great 
deal of 
support 

Does 
not 

apply

a. Your spouse 
or partner 4 3 3 10 8 12 51 9

b. Another parent of 
your children (who 
does not live with you)

17 7 3 7 2 1 2 61

c. One or more 
of your children’s 
grandparents

21 12 11 17 6 6 14 13

d. Other family 
members or relatives 29 16 11 17 7 5 8 8

e. Your friends 22 17 13 22 7 4 7 9

f. Your neighbors 45 16 8 10 3 2 2 13

g. Members of 
your church or 
faith community

26 9 7 10 4 4 6 36

h. After-school 
programs, clubs, or 
organized activities 

23 12 10 19 5 3 4 23

i. One or more 
of your children’s 
teachers or coaches

29 14 10 19 5 4 5 14

9. Please provide the age and gender of each child who lives at least 
part-time in your home. Please also indicate whether they live with 
you full-time or part-time, the type of school they currently attend, 
the grade in which they are currently enrolled, and whether or 
not they carry a cell phone when away from home. Please list your 
children from oldest to youngest. 
 
The responses below refer only to the child taking the corresponding teen survey.

a) Birth-order position of teen respondent
 64 Oldest child
 27 Second-oldest child
 7 Third-oldest child 
 2 Fourth-oldest child 
 0 Fifth or later in the birth order   
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b) Age of teen respondent
 25 13 years old
 35 14–15
 34 16–17
 6 18–19 
  

c) Gender of teen respondent
 49 Male
 51 Female

d) Type of school currently attending (teen respondent)
 79 Standard local public school
 7 Public charter or magnet school
 4 Catholic school
 3 Christian, Non-Catholic school
 1 Other religious school (Muslim, Jewish, etc.)
 2  Non-religious private school
 5 Home school

e) Does this child [teen respondent] carry a 
cell phone when outside of the home?

 86 Yes
 14 No

10. Which of the following best describes your teen’s overall academic 
performance during the current school year?

 29 ‘A’ Student
 41 ‘A/B’ Student
 8 ‘B’ Student
13 ‘B/C’ Student
 4 ‘C’ Student
 3 ‘C/D’ Student
 1 ‘D’ Student
 0 Failing
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11. Altogether, how many of your children have ever attended an 
elementary, middle, or high school other than the public school that 
served your neighborhood? 

Number of parent’s children who 
attended a school other than the 

neighborhood public school None One Two Three Four or more

% 53 17 14 10 7

(Question 12 was asked of parents who have had a child attend a school other than their 
assigned public school.)

12. Please select from the list below your two most important reasons 
for choosing something other than the assigned public school for 
your neighborhood. Please use 1 to indicate the most important 
reason and 2 for the second most important reason.

Most 
important 

reason

Second most 
important 

reason Neither 

a. Better instruction or 
academic program 40 15 45

b. Smaller classes 9 14 77

c. A safer environment 11 10 79

d. More religious environment 11 7 82

e. Better social environment/
quality of friends to choose from 3 14 83

f. Better support for my child’s 
disabilities or special needs 8 3 89

g. A focus on alternative values 
or philosophies of life 2 4 94

h. Stricter disciplinary environment 1 5 94

i. Better art, music, or 
drama program 2 4 94

j. Better access to technology 
and computers 1 4 95

k. Better access to sports 
and athletics 1 2 98

l. Child was expelled from 
the public school 1 0 99
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13. If money were not a factor and you could send your children to any 
school you wanted, which type of school would you generally prefer?

 33 The public school serving your neighborhood
 12 A charter, magnet school, or lab school
 30 A private school with a faith or religious focus
 18 A private school without a faith or religious focus
  4 Home-school
 2 Other

14. How would you rate the overall impact of our nation’s public schools 
upon our nation’s children?

 9 1. Very negative
 12  2.
 20 3.
 22 4. Neutral
 21 5. 
 12 6. 
 5 7. Very positive

Throughout this survey, when we say “your teen,” please think about the 
teen, age 13–19, who is currently a middle or high school student and is 
completing the teen survey.

15. On a typical school day, how much time do you spend talking and 
interacting with your teen?

 1 None
 6 Less than half an hour
 21 A half hour to about an hour
29 More than an hour, but less than 2 hours
 27 2-3 hours
 16 More than 3 hours
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16. On a scale from one to seven, where 1 means “very distant” and 7 
means “very close,” how would you describe your relationship with 
your teen?

 1 1. Very distant
 1  2.
 3 3.
 13 4. Equally close and distant
 18 5. 
 32 6. 
 31 7. Very close

17. For each pair of opposites below, choose the number that best 
describes your relationship with your teen. Please mark the number 
1 if the statement on the left describes your relationship with 
your teen, or the number 7 if the statement on the right describes 
your relationship with your teen. If you lean towards one of the 
statements, mark 2 or 3, or 5 or 6. If you are right in the middle of 
the two, mark 4.

Both describe me 
equally

Statement on the left describes 
your relationship with your teen 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Statement on your right describes 
your relationship with your teen

Your teen’s homework 
is always monitored 

by parents
12 13 17 24 14 12 7

Your teen’s homework 
is never monitored 
by parents

Your teen’s bedtimes 
are set by parents 20 10 13 18 10 12 16

Your teen makes his/
her own judgments 
about bedtimes

Your teen spends 
no time watching 

movies, videos, TV, or 
playing video games

2 7 11 25 20 18 17

Your teen spends a 
lot of time watching 
movies, videos, TV, or 
playing video games

Your teen’s Internet 
use is not monitored 14 14 12 21 16 11 11

Your teen’s Internet 
use is monitored 
and controlled

Your teen sees his/
her parents as friends 3 2 3 21 18 24 30

Your teen sees his/
her parents as 
authority figures
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Both describe me 
equally

Statement on the left describes 
your relationship with your teen 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Statement on your right describes 
your relationship with your teen

Family decisions involve 
a lot of negotiation 

with your teen
2 3 6 27 23 21 17

Family decisions 
are made by parents 
and communicated 
to your teen

Your teen earns the 
money to buy what 

he/she wants
14 11 13 34 13 7 9

Your teen is given 
the money to buy 
what he/she wants

Your teen has a 
lot of free time 9 9 20 29 16 11 6 Your teen’s time is 

highly scheduled

18. How often would you estimate that your teen “mouths off” or 
speaks rudely and disrespectfully towards you?

 19 Never
 40 Once a month or less
 20 Several times a month
13 Once to several times a week
 4 About once a day
 5 More than once a day

19. Following are some more thoughts that people sometimes have 
about family life. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree 
with each statement.

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree Undecided

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. I would be very disappointed 
if my teen did not go to college. 10 11 15 23 41

b. I have met and talked 
with most of my teen’s 
teachers at school.

9 18 7 31 36

c. I am personally acquainted 
with the parents of most of 
my teen’s close friends.

11 23 10 36 20

d. I would encourage my teen 
to move back home during 
his/her twenties to cut down 
on his/her expenses.

14 23 31 19 12
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Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree Undecided

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

e. My teen’s friends’ views of 
“right” and “wrong” are very 
different from my own.

12 41 30 14 3

f. I know little about what 
actually goes on between my 
teen and my teen’s friends.

13 50 14 20 3

g. My teen’s school exposes 
him/her to many ideas and 
beliefs that I don’t agree with.

22 37 20 13 8

h. I know little about my teen’s 
daily experiences at school. 22 48 12 16 2

i. My teen’s views of “right” 
and “wrong” are very 
different from my own.

32 49 4 12 3

20. Are you currently married to your teen’s other birth (biological) 
parent?

 67 Yes
 33 No

21. Do you currently live with your teen’s other birth (biological) 
parent?

 68 Yes
 32 No
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22. What is the highest level of formal education you hope to see your 
teen complete or receive?

 0 Less than a high school diploma (Grades 1 through 
12, but no diploma; or no schooling)

 5 High school graduate (with diploma or GED certificate)
 9 Technical, trade, vocational, or business 

school or program after high school
 2 Some college or university—but no degree
 7 Two-year associate degree from a college, 

university, or community college
34 Four-year bachelor’s degree from a college 

or university (e.g., BS, BA, AB)
 5 Some postgraduate or professional schooling after college, 

but no postgraduate degree (some graduate school)
37  Postgraduate or professional degree, including 

master’s, doctorate, medical, or law degree 
(e.g., MA, MS, PhD, MD, JD)

23. How much pressure do you think your teen feels to live up to 
parental expectations?

 5 None at all
 17 A small amount
 45 A medium amount
 30 A large amount
 4 An extremely large amount
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24. What do you personally consider to be most important for your 
teen’s life? Please rank the following goals from one to three, with 
1 for what is most important, 2 for what is second most important, 
and 3 for what you consider third most important for your teen’s 
life.

 Achieving at a high level
 15 Most important
 22 Second most important
 63 Third most important

Caring about others
 31 Most important
 48 Second most important
 22 Third most important

Happiness (feeling good most of the time)
 55 Most important
 30 Second most important
 15 Third most important

25. How often do matters of faith and spirituality come up between you 
and your teen?

 15 Never
 29 Once a month or less
 14 2 or 3 times a month
10 Once a week
 17 Several times a week
 10 Daily
 4 Several times a day

26. Would you say your understandings of faith and spirituality are 
similar or different than your teen’s understandings?

 42 Very similar
 41 Fairly similar
 10 Fairly different
 7 Very different
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27. Would you say your understandings of faith and spirituality are 
similar or different than your spouse’s or partner’s understandings?

 40 Very similar
 33 Fairly similar
 9 Fairly different
 8 Very different
 10 Does not apply/Do not have spouse or partner

28. In general, are your beliefs and values similar to or different than 
those held by most of the parents of your teen’s friends?

 16 Very similar
 50 Fairly similar
 20 Fairly different
 14 Very different

29. In general, are your beliefs and values similar to or different than 
those held by most of the teachers and administrators at your teen’s 
school?

 15 Very similar
 43 Fairly similar
 24 Fairly different
 19 Very different

30. Now, thinking about all of your children, how often do children in 
your family actually sit down together with one or more parents for 
a meal?

 2 Never
 6 Rarely—less than once a month
 7 Once or twice a month
 13 About weekly
 38 Several times a week
 34 Daily
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31. How often do you have a prayer or blessing during your meals 
together?

 37 Never
 19 Rarely—less than once a month
 6 Once or twice a month
 5 About weekly
 12 Several times a week
 21 Daily

32. In general, thinking about all of your children, how much are the 
beliefs and values you try to teach your children supported and 
strengthened by their exposure to each of the following?

7
A great 

deal 6 5

4
Moderately 
supported 3 2

1
Not 

at all

Does 
not 

apply

a. Extended 
family members 
(grandparents, aunts/
uncles, cousins)

29 21 15 19 6 3 7

b. Their siblings 32 19 12 15 3 2 4 13

c. Their closest friends 11 17 18 35 7 6 6

d. The teachers 
and staff at their 
current school(s)

12 12 14 34 12 6 10

e. Their classmates 
at school 6 8 17 34 16 9 10

f. A faith community 
(church, synagogue, 
or mosque)

28 11 8 9 3 3 10 28

g. Sports and athletics 10 11 13 23 9 6 28

h. Those who 
live in your local 
neighborhood

4 9 12 28 10 10 27

i. The arts, such 
as music, theater, 
or dance

9 11 12 20 7 6 12 23
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7
A great 

deal 6 5

4
Moderately 
supported 3 2

1
Not 

at all

Does 
not 

apply

j. A club that is 
not faith-based 
(like a Boy’s/Girl’s 
club or Scouts) 

8 8 9 20 5 5 46

k. Popular culture, 
such as movies, 
music, videos, video 
games, and other 
entertainment

4 5 8 20 17 19 28

l. A faith-based youth 
group or club 19 8 6 8 2 2 12 43

33. All things considered, do you think the opportunities for your 
children’s generation will be greater, about the same, or fewer than 
the opportunities your generation has had in life?

 40 Their opportunities will be greater
 33 Their opportunities will be about the same
 26 Their opportunities will be fewer

34. On a scale from one to seven, where 1 means not at all strict and 
7 means very strict, how would you summarize your parenting 
approach with your own children? 

1
Not at 

all strict 2 3

4
Moderately 

strict 5 6

7
Very
strict

1 4 12 39 28 13 3
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35. Using the same 1–7 scale, how would you summarize your 
SPOUSE/PARTNER’S parenting approach with your children? 

1
Not at 

all strict 2 3

4
Moderately 

strict 5 6

7
Very 
strict

Does not 
apply

3 7 11 27 21 14 7 9

36. How much does your family emphasize your family heritage from 
previous generations?

 12 Not at all
 35 Not much
 37 A fair bit
 16 A lot

37. Using the numbers 1 to 5, with 1 being most important and 5 being 
least important, please rank the following five statements according 
to how important each is to you for your own parenting goals.

I seek to raise children who are happy and feel good 
about themselves and their relationships. 

 42 Most important
 24 Second most important
 16 Third most important
12 Fourth most important
 7 Least important

I seek to raise children who will make positive contributions 
to their community and the world around them.

 15 Most important
 34 Second most important
 27 Third most important
 17 Fourth most important
 8 Least important
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I seek to raise children whose lives will reflect God’s will and purpose.
 31 Most important
 8 Second most important
 8 Third most important
 9 Fourth most important
 44 Least important

I seek to provide every financial advantage and educational 
opportunity to my children so they have the best chance 
of being successful and achieving their goals in life.

 9 Most important
 19 Second most important
 25 Third most important
 22 Fourth most important
 26 Least important

I seek to raise children who are true to the values 
and traditions of their family heritage.

 4 Most important
 16 Second most important
 25 Third most important
 40 Fourth most important
 16 Least important

38. We all have hopes about the kind of adults we would like our 
children to become. Thinking about your own hopes for your 
children, how important is it that your children become each of the 
following?

Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

a. Honest—someone 
who doesn’t lie or cheat 0 0 3 21 76

b. Persons of strong 
moral character 0 1 4 27 68

c. Loving 0 1 4 30 65

d. Reliable and 
dependable 0 1 4 36 60
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Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

e. Hard-working 0 0 4 43 52

f. Interested in 
preserving close ties 
with parents and family

0 2 11 42 45

g. Tolerant of persons 
who are not like them 1 2 18 39 40

h. Open to new ideas 0 2 18 47 33

i. Intelligent 0 2 20 49 30

j. Forgiving of others 1 3 21 41 34

k. Intellectually 
inquisitive 0 3 20 44 32

l. Active citizens 
(voter, etc.) 1 3 19 44 33

m. Fun-loving and 
good-humored 0 3 18 51 28

n. Knowledgeable 
about their country 
and the world.

1 3 25 49 22

o. Humble / 
Recognizing their 
own limitations

1 5 28 41 24

p. Ambitious 1 7 33 43 16

q. College educated 4 11 28 34 23

r. Leaders, not followers 2 11 31 39 17

s. Creative 1 8 40 38 13

t. Physically fit 1 6 41 41 10

u. Persons who 
volunteer time 
to help others

2 8 39 38 12

v. Street-smart 2 10 41 33 14

w. Patriotic 6 15 27 32 19

x. Persons who share 
their feelings openly 3 13 41 34 9
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Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

y. Interested in art, 
literature, and history 4 16 42 30 8

z. Persons of strong 
religious faith 22 15 17 19 27

aa. Persons who 
value practical skills 
over book learning

4 21 45 24 7

ab. Powerful and 
influential 12 43 31 10 4

ac. Popular and 
well-liked 9 40 42 7 1

ad. Physically attractive 
(good looking) 15 42 35 6 1

ae. Graduates of highly 
rated universities 25 35 28 8 4

af. Good athletes 30 39 23 6 2

ag. Very wealthy 30 40 23 5 2

ah. Perceived as 
“cool” by others 46 38 13 2 0

ai. Famous 72 21 6 1 0

39. On a 0-to-10 scale, with 0 being no disagreement at all and 10 being 
extreme disagreement, how would you describe the overall level of 
parent-child disagreement that exists in your family?

 4 0. No disagreement
 13 1. 
 24 2.
 18 3.
 11 4. 
 22 5. Moderate disagreement
 3 6. 
 3 7.
 1 8.
 1 9.
 0 10. Extreme disagreement
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40. Now, using the same 0-to-10 scale, describe the level of parent-child 
disagreement or tension that typically exists in your family in each 
of the following areas?

0 
No 
disagreement 2 3

5 
Moderate 

disagreement 7 8

10 
Extreme 

disagreement

a. Messiness—keeping  
things clean, picked 
up, and in their place

6 6 10 10 9 21 7 12 10 4 6

b. Chores and home 
responsibilities 9 11 14 14 10 21 5 7 4 1 2

c. Use of social 
media, cell phones, 
or the Internet 
(either the amount 
of use or content)

16 12 15 13 8 19 5 5 4 2 2

d. Homework or school 
performance issues 21 15 19 14 7 13 5 4 2 1 1

e. Bedtimes and 
sleep issues 24 16 16 13 7 12 3 4 2 1 1

f. Food and diet—what 
or how much is eaten 26 15 17 13 5 13 4 4 2 1 1

g. Money and purchases 21 16 20 15 6 12 2 4 1 1 0

h. Viewing or listening 
to entertainment 
that you consider 
inappropriate

28 18 18 11 6 10 3 2 1 0 1

i. Dishonesty—lying 
or deception 34 21 17 10 5 5 2 2 1 1 2

j. Disrespectful 
behavior towards adults 39 19 14 9 3 7 3 3 2 1 1

k. Choice of friends or 
activities with friends 33 22 20 10 5 7 1 1 0 0 1

l. Swearing and 
inappropriate language 48 19 11 6 3 7 2 2 1 0 1

m. Issues of faith or 
religious participation 58 15 9 6 3 5 1 1 1 0 1

n. Observing 
appropriate limits with 
boyfriends or girlfriends

62 14 10 4 2 5 1 1 0 0 1

o. Issues of alcohol, 
tobacco, or drug use 78 8 6 2 1 1 0 0 0 0 2



PARENT SURvEY RESULTS      89

41. Thinking very broadly about your parenting, past and future, how 
important do you think each of the following will be in the long run 
as a way of encouraging good behavior and correcting misbehavior?

1 
Not at all 
important 2 3

4
Moderately 
important 5 6

7 
Extremely 
important

a. Modeling good 
behavior and setting 
a good example

0 0 0 3 5 22 70

b. Praising children for 
what they do right 0 0 0 4 6 17 72

c. Instructing children 
in appropriate moral 
and ethical behavior

0 1 1 6 7 18 67

d. Discussing or 
explaining behaviors 
to help children 
understand why 
something is good/bad

0 1 1 7 10 25 57

e. Withholding 
children’s privileges 
(cell phone or Internet 
use, allowances, 
purchases, etc.)

2 3 5 18 15 23 35

f. Grounding children 
from activities or from 
time with their friends

5 5 7 21 16 19 27

g. Appealing to their 
identity as a “good 
person,” such as a good 
Christian, a good Jew, or 
some other identity that 
holds them to a standard 

14 7 9 21 14 18 17

h. Scolding or 
speaking to children 
in a strong voice

6 12 16 32 15 11 7

i. “Time-outs” or sending 
children to their rooms 11 12 15 31 14 9 7

j. Not spanking itself, 
but your children’s 
worry that spanking 
might occur if they 
cross a certain line

34 12 11 19 9 8 8

k. Spanking 38 18 13 14 7 4 6

l. Shaming children 
for bad behavior 36 22 14 16 6 4 3
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42. Parents approach parenting in different ways. For each of the 
following contrasts, please mark the number that best reflects your 
own approach to parenting. For each pair of statements, mark the 
number 1 if the statement on the left describes your approach to 
parenting, or the number 5 if the statement on the right describes 
your approach to parenting. If you lean towards one of the 
statements, mark 2 or 4. If you are right in the middle of the two, 
mark 3.

Statement on the left describes 
your approach to parenting 1 2 3 4 5

Statement on the right describes 
your approach to parenting

Negotiating with 
children 1 4 39 36 20 Directing children

Being consistent 14 21 48 10 7 Remaining flexible

Building self-esteem 6 4 57 15 18 Building morality 
and character

Guiding and directing 
children’s development 12 19 54 12 3 Letting children follow 

their own hearts

Sharing information 
and emotions freely 

with children
7 11 46 23 13 Preserving clear parent/

child boundaries

Praying for spiritual 
direction 8 8 31 22 32 Becoming better-informed 

about parenting

Just getting by 
from day-to-day 1 2 24 35 38

Focusing upon my 
children’s long-term 
development
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43. For each of these activities, please tell us the age at which you 
think it first becomes appropriate for a child. If you think it is not 
appropriate at any age, please choose that option.

9 or 
younger 10 –12 13–15 16–17 18–19 ≥ 20

Not appropriate 
at any age

Having their own 
cell phone 4 45 39 9 2 1 1

Having a Facebook®, 
Twitter®, Snapchat®, 

or other social 
media account

1 13 53 16 7 1 9

Using the Internet 
without parental 

monitoring or 
supervision

2 11 27 23  22 2  13

Attending a party with 
no adult supervision 0 1 10 29 34 4 21

Spending time alone 
with a romantic 
partner without 

adult monitoring

0 0 6 31  34 6  22
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44. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with each of these 
statements.

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. I invest much 
effort in shaping 
the moral character 
of my children.

0 1 1 2 10 39 46

b. I treat my children 
with a great deal 
of respect.

0 0 2 3 11 52 32

c. I hope my 
children will get 
married one day.

0 1 1 14 9 30 44

d. I encourage my 
children to pursue 
their own dreams 
and goals even when 
I don’t share them.

1 2 3 5 17 43 30

e. My children treat 
me with a great 
deal of respect.

1 2 6 2 12 52 27

f. Children who 
have finished their 
education should 
establish their own 
residence and become 
financially independent 
from their parents.

2 3 4 8 11 33 39

g. I hope to be 
best friends with 
my children when 
they are grown.

2 5 7 9 20 29 28

h. I invest much 
effort in providing 
opportunities that 
will give my children a 
competitive advantage 
down the road.

1 4 6 9 25 37 18

i. My children see many 
things in the media that 
they should not see.

4 11 9 9 26 22 19

j. I invest much effort 
in protecting my 
children from negative 
social influences.

3 9 12 9 25 26 16

k. I should invest 
more time and energy 
in my children.

7 15 9 9 27 19 15
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Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

l. I invest much effort 
in shaping the religious 
beliefs of my children.

19 13 5 6 15 21 22

m. When my children 
excel at something, it 
is a testimony to the 
quality of my parenting.

6 19 14 18 28 12 4

n. I hope my children 
will first live with 
their partners before 
getting married.

25 11 7 26 10 12 9

o. I often feel 
inadequate as a parent. 18 28 11 7 23 8 5

p. Parents today are 
in a losing battle 
with all of the other 
influences out there.

16 30 15 8 19 8 3

q. My children’s 
friends seem to have 
more influence over 
them than I do.

17 31 18 12 14 6 2

r. As a parent, you 
have little control over 
how your children will 
actually turn out.

21 34 16 4 15 7 4

FAITH AND MORAL REASONING

45. How important to you are your religious beliefs?

 10 Not at all important
 13 Not too important 
 17 Fairly important
 31 Very important
 19 The most important thing in my life
 10 I have no religious beliefs
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46. What is your current religion, if any?

 22 Christian (Catholic)
 48 Christian (not Catholic)
 2 Jewish
 0 Muslim
 1 Buddhist
 0 Hindu
 7 Nothing in particular
 6 Agnostic
 7 Atheist
 7 Something else

(Question 47 was asked only of parents who responded they were “Christian (Catholic)” or 
“Christian (not Catholic)” in Question 46.)
47. Some people think of themselves as evangelical or born-again 

Christians. Do you ever think of yourself as an evangelical or born-
again Christian?

 37 Yes
 63 No

48. Which word best describes your religious beliefs or orientation?

 11 Very conservative
 28 Conservative
 31 Moderate
 14 Liberal
 16 Very liberal
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49. Aside from weddings and funerals, how often do you typically 
attend religious services?

 34 Never
 21 Several times a year
 5 About once a month
 9 2 or 3 times a month
 22 Once a week
 8 Several times a week
 1 Daily

50. Outside of religious services, how often do you pray?

 21 Never
 10 Several times a year
 4 About once a month
 6 2 or 3 times a month
 5 Once a week
 11 Several times a week
 24 Daily
 20 Several times a day

51. How often do you read the Bible, Koran, Torah, or some other 
religious text?

 42 Never
 20 Once a month or less
 6 2 or 3 times a month
 7 Once a week
 12 Several times a week
 13 Daily
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52. How often do you have devotions, pray, or meditate in some form 
with your family at home?

 48 Never
 14 Once a month or less
 6 2 or 3 times a month
 6 Once a week
 11 Several times a week
 13 Daily
 2  Several times a day

 
53. Which of these statements comes closest to describing your belief 

about the Bible?

 43 The Bible is the Word of God and 
should be followed very closely.

 11 The Bible is the Word of God, but not something 
that has to be followed very closely.

 22 The Bible is not really the Word of God, but 
contains some important lessons for living life.

 9 The Bible has little relevance for my life today.
 15 None of the above.

54. Which of the following best describes what you believe about God? 
Please mark only one.

 56 I know God really exists and I have no doubts about it.
 15 While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God.
 11 I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do 

believe in some kind of higher power.
 9 I don’t know whether there is a God and I 

don’t believe there is any way to find out.
 9 I don’t believe in God.
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55. How concerned are you that your children will lose their religious 
faith as they get older and leave home?

 35 Not concerned at all
 33 Not very concerned
 19 Fairly concerned
10 Very concerned
 4 Extremely concerned

56. If you were unsure of what was right or wrong in a particular 
situation, which of the following would be most important in 
deciding what you should do?

 6 Doing what would make you happy
 5 Doing what would improve your situation or get you ahead
 8 Following the advice of an expert or someone you respect
49 Doing what would be best for everyone involved
 32 Doing what you think God or the scripture tells you is right

57. Do you think America’s increasing racial and ethnic diversity is a 
good thing or bad thing for the country?

 19 A very bad thing
 14 Mostly a bad thing
 36 Mostly a good thing
32 A very good thing

58. Do you think America’s increasing religious diversity is a good thing 
or bad thing for the country?

 13 A very bad thing
 26 Mostly a bad thing
 38 Mostly a good thing
23 A very good thing
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59. How often do you check social media like Facebook®, Twitter®, 
Snapchat®, or Instagram®?

 20 Never
 8 Less than once a week
 5 About once a week
 9 About once every 2 or 3 days
 26 Once or twice a day
 28 3–15 times a day
 5 More than 15 times a day

60. Please consider the following statements and tell us how much you 
agree or disagree with each one.

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. Everyone has a 
right to be treated 
with respect

2 2 1 1 3 22 70

b. We should be more 
tolerant of people who 
have different lifestyles

4 5 5 7 16 27 37

c. I am sure that my life 
has some larger purpose 3 4 4 15 13 22 40

d. We would all be 
better off if we had the 
same understandings 
of right and wrong

3 5 6 12 17 30 28

e. Divorce is better 
than staying in an 
unhappy marriage

5 8 6 11 13 23 34

f. There is life 
after death 8 6 2 22 5 12 44

g. I have a personal 
relationship with God 18 6 3 8 10 14 41

h. Deep down, people 
are basically good 5 7 7 8 24 40 7

i. God knows 
everything that will 
ever happen to me

18 5 3 15 5 10 43

j. What people think 
of as absolutely true is 
really just their personal 
belief or opinion

6 8 7 16 21 27 14
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Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

k. Gay couples–that 
is couples of the same 
sex–should have the 
right to marry

23 6 3 11 5 9 44

l. The greatest 
moral virtue is to be 
honest about your 
feelings and desires

9 11 9 13 19 24 15

m. You should follow 
your own passions, 
wherever they lead you

9 10 10 10 25 28 9

n. As long as we 
don’t hurt others, we 
should all just live 
however we want

17 14 13 8 15 20 14

o. Those who break 
God’s rules will one 
day be punished

23 9 7 18 10 13 20

p. I think of myself 
as “spiritual” but 
not “religious”

20 13 7 12 17 20 12

q. It is my responsibility 
to help others lead 
more moral lives

16 18 10 13 22 14 6

r. Science offers more 
answers for my life than 
faith or religion does

25 14 9 14 9 12 17

s. Most religions 
are equally good 22 11 12 18 12 18 6

t. What is morally 
right or wrong 
usually changes from 
situation to situation

21 23 9 10 17 11 8

u. The best thing to 
do in most situations 
is whatever keeps 
people from feeling 
uncomfortable or upset

16 31 22 10 13 5 2

v. All ways of thinking 
about right and wrong 
are equal; none is 
better than any other

30 22 17 18 6 5 3

w. God exists, but 
God doesn’t really 
care about me

65 12 7 13 2 1 1
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61. Everyone has basic views of life that affect how they think and act. 
Each pair of slogans below gives two different views of life. For each 
pair of slogans, mark number 1 if the slogan on the left sounds like 
the way you think, or number 5 if the slogan on the right sounds 
like the way you think. Mark a 2 or 4 if you lean a little toward one 
of the slogans, and mark 3 if you are right in the middle of the two.

Slogan on the left sounds like 
the way you think 1 2 3 4 5

Slogan on the right sounds like the 
way you think

My life is mainly focused 
on long-term goals 13 16 52 11 8 My life is mainly focused 

on the here and now

Move with caution 16 34 41 8 1 Let it all hang out

I love everything 
about money 3 7 48 25 17 Love of money is the 

root of all evil

Everyone who tries 
hard deserves a trophy 7 8 36 33 16 It’s important to sort the 

winners from the losers

Live for today 3 3 52 26 15 Prepare for tomorrow

Always work to 
achieve excellence 15 30 46 6 3 Don’t worry, be happy

Everything in 
moderation 28 25 34 9 3 Eat, drink, and be merry

Winning isn’t everything; 
it’s the only thing 2 6 28 28 36

It’s not whether you 
win or lose but how 
you play the game

Honesty is the 
best policy 43 34 19 3 1 What they don’t know 

won’t hurt them

I am generous 
with my things 14 27 40 12 7 I am protective 

of my things

I give my fair share, 
but that is all 7 8 37 29 19 I do not mind giving 

more than my fair share

I just want to blend in 12 19 51 14 4 I just want to stand out

If it feels good, do it 2 5 36 34 24 Good things come 
to those who wait

Success in life is mostly 
because of luck 1 3 25 36 35 Success in life is mostly 

because of hard work

Forgive those who 
do you wrong 35 34 24 6 2 Get back and get even

Go wild 1 6 43 27 24 Be pure

It’s important to 
be recognized for 
what you do well

5 14 37 22 22 It’s enough just to know 
you did something well
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Slogan on the left sounds like 
the way you think 1 2 3 4 5

Slogan on the right sounds like the 
way you think

All work and no 
play makes me a 

boring person
1 2 35 29 33 If at first you don’t 

succeed, try, try again

I am eager to get more 2 7 33 30 28 I am just thankful 
for all that I’ve got

You first 14 26 52 5 3 Me first

Our feelings are what 
make us truly human 10 9 58 11 11 Our thinking is what 

makes us truly human

An eye for an eye and 
a tooth for a tooth 1 2 15 24 58 Always treat others like 

you want to be treated

Let your conscience 
be your guide 21 21 44 9 4 Follow your desires 

and passions

Practice makes perfect 25 36 36 3 0 Just take it easy

There are clear 
differences between 

right and wrong
43 34 18 3 2

Ideas about right and 
wrong are just people’s 
opinions, nothing more

Sacrifice for others 16 35 42 5 1 Look out for number one

I like to be thanked 
when I help others 3 8 34 29 27 Helping others is 

its own reward

I like praising others 41 32 24 2 1 When others are praised, 
I somehow feel smaller

Do unto others as 
you would like them 

to do to you
67 22 9 2 1 Do it to them before 

they do it to you

Life is pretty random 11 10 22 15 42 Everyone’s life was 
created for a purpose



APPENDIx A      102

62. People today have many different ideas about right and wrong. For 
each item below, please mark the box that best indicates how wrong 
you, personally, think it is when people do these things.

Always 
wrong

Usually 
wrong

Sometimes 
wrong

Rarely 
wrong

Never 
wrong

Don’t really 
think of it as 

being right or 
wrong

a. Cheating at 
something when you 
are absolutely sure no 
one will ever find out

64 27 6 1 0 1

b. Sex between a 
married person and 
someone other than 
his or her spouse

66 25 6 1 0 3

c. Making negative 
comments about 
another race or 
ethnic group

67 23 5 1 0 4

d. Making negative 
comments about 
gays or lesbians

58 24 7 2 1 6

e. Declaring less 
than all of your 
income as income on 
federal tax forms

59 23 7 2 2 7

f. Using prescription 
drugs that were 
prescribed for 
someone else

42 38 14 1 1 5

g. Lying to your 
children 25 40 28 3 0 4

h. Telling a small 
lie to someone 20 35 34 5 1 5

i. Viewing pornography 36 16 20 8 3 18

j. Abortion 28 24 18 9 5 15

k. Refusing to stand for 
the National Anthem 
in a public setting

44 13 7 5 11 20

l. Cursing or using 
bad words 20 21 28 10 5 15

m. Using marijuana for 
recreational purposes 28 14 21 9 5 22

n. Flying the 
Confederate flag 28 15 12 6 10 30
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Always 
wrong

Usually 
wrong

Sometimes 
wrong

Rarely 
wrong

Never 
wrong

Don’t really 
think of it as 

being right or 
wrong

o. Trying to convert 
others to one’s 
faith or religion

20 19 16 8 5 32

p. Sex between 
unmarried adults 24 7 16 15 10 27

q. Sexual relations 
between two adults 
of the same sex

34 5 6 9 15 31

r. Believing the 
husband in a marriage 
should be head of 
the household

14 12 17 11 16 29

s. Drinking alcohol 7 7 39 13 4 30

t. Giving money to a 
beggar on the street 2 7 21 27 18 25

u. Allowing  your 16 
or 17 year old child 
to date someone of 
a different race

3 3 6 10 47 30

AMERICAN SOCIETY AND POLITICS

63. How patriotic would you say that you are?

 4 Not at all patriotic
 11 Not very patriotic
 44 Moderately patriotic
41 Very patriotic
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64. For the following groups, do you see their beliefs and values as being 
completely different, mostly different, mostly similar, or completely 
the same as Americans like you? How about...

Completely 
different

Mostly 
different Mostly similar

Completely 
the same

a. White Americans 4 14 71 10

b. Hispanic Americans 5 23 64 8

c. Asian Americans 5 23 64 7

d. Jews 7 22 65 7

e. African Americans 7 28 56 9

f. Non-religious people 11 30 51 8

g. Members of the National 
Rifle Association 16 27 48 9

h. College professors 14 33 47 5

i. Conservative Christians 19 27 46 8

j. Gays and lesbians 18 30 47 5

k. Conservative Republicans 21 29 43 7

l. Muslim Americans 22 33 40 5

m. Liberal Democrats 32 25 35 9

n. “Rednecks” 20 42 34 3

o. America’s cultural elite 31 42 24 3

p. Members of White pride 
or White nationalist groups 75 19 5 1

q. The wealthiest 10% 
of Americans 40 36 22 2
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65. Think of your closest friends. Please indicate whether each of the 
following describes none, a few, most, or all of your close friends.

None of my 
close friends

A few of 
my close 
friends

Most of 
my close 
friends

All of 
my close 
friends

a. White American 6 28 47 19

b. College graduate 9 40 38 14

c. Very religious 19 54 22 5

d. Liberal Democrat 22 51 24 3

e. Not religious at all 22 53 21 4

f. Conservative Republican 25 46 26 3

g. Hispanic American 37 54 7 2

h. African American 41 49 7 3

i. Asian American 60 36 3 0
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66. What responsibilities towards others, if any, do you think American 
citizens have? For each of the following, please indicate whether you 
think it is an absolutely essential responsibility for all Americans, a 
very important responsibility, a somewhat important responsibility, 
entirely a matter of personal preference, or that it does not really 
matter.

Absolutely 
essential 

responsibility for 
all Americans

Very important 
responsibility

Somewhat 
important 

responsibility

Not really a 
responsibility—

just a matter 
of personal 
preference

Does not 
really 

matter

a. Voting in 
national elections 65 25 6 3 1

b. Being civil to 
others with whom 
you disagree

56 36 5 1 1

c. Treating all 
people equally 
regardless of race, 
gender, sexual 
orientation, 
or religion

62 27 6 4 1

d. Paying all taxes 
that are legally 
owed to the federal 
government

50 37 10 2 1

e. Showing respect 
to groups who 
are different 
than your own

44 40 12 4 0

f. Learning about 
American history 42 40 13 4 1

g. Doing things 
to protect the 
environment (like 
recycling and 
reducing your 
carbon footprint)

35 39 17 7 1

h. Being able 
to speak and 
understand English

38 35 18 7 2

i. Keeping 
fully informed 
about news and 
public issues

28 46 18 7 1

j. Participating in 
activities to help 
poor people in 
your community

23 44 21 11 1
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67. How interested are you in politics and national affairs?

 4 Not at all interested
 16 Only slightly interested
 34 Somewhat interested
46 Very interested

68. For whom did you vote in the 2016 presidential election?

 37 Hillary Clinton
 38 Donald Trump
 11 Someone else
 7 Did not vote
 7  Prefer not to answer

69. Which of the following best describes your political beliefs?

10 Very conservative
 27 Conservative
 38 Moderate
17 Liberal
 8 Very liberal

70. When it comes to politics, do you usually think of yourself as a 
Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or something else?

 31 Republican
 30 Democrat
 30 Independent
 9 Something else



APPENDIx A      108

71. Listed below are different actions that Americans sometimes take. 
How often have you done each of the following during the past 5 
years?

Discussed political and social issues with 
people who disagree with you 

 5 Never
 17 Rarely—only once or twice
 19 Somewhat regularly—about once a year
37 Regularly—several times a year
 23 Very regularly—once a month or more

Volunteered time or given money in support 
of a social cause or political campaign 

 31 Never
 25 Rarely—only once or twice
 20 Somewhat regularly—about once a year
17 Regularly—several times a year
 7 Very regularly—once a month or more

Volunteered time or given money to help 
individuals who are in need

 5 Never
 15 Rarely—only once or twice
 22 Somewhat regularly—about once a year
38 Regularly—several times a year
 20 Very regularly—once a month or more
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72. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. Women are just as capable 
as men at all levels of 
business and government.

2 4 24 71

b. I am proud to live in 
the United States. 2 7 37 54

c. Most politicians are more 
interested in winning elections 
than doing what is right.

1 7 40 52

d. Every American has a right to 
basic healthcare; health should 
not depend upon wealth.

9 14 25 53

e. Political events these days 
seem more like theater or 
entertainment than like 
something to be taken seriously.

5 11 43 41

f. Most elected officials don’t 
care what people like me think. 2 17 46 36

g. The United States is the 
greatest country in the world, 
better than all other countries.

8 19 38 36

h. Our economic system 
is rigged in favor of the 
wealthiest Americans.

8 21 36 36

i. The United States has been 
in decline in recent years. 4 21 49 26

j. People like me don’t 
have any say about what 
the government does.

6 29 45 20

k. Men and women have equal 
opportunities in today’s society. 8 29 45 18

l. The children of 
undocumented (illegal) 
immigrants should have 
the same opportunities in 
America as anyone else.

17 28 32 24

m. These days, I feel like a 
stranger in my own country. 15 38 33 14

n. The police in 
America unfairly target 
African Americans.

23 35 26 16

o. Blacks and whites are treated 
equally in today’s society. 22 34 34 9



APPENDIx A      110

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

p. People of other races 
can’t really understand 
how my race sees things.

15 49 29 7

q. Highly educated people often 
look down on people like me. 27 44 20 9

r. Christians should be able 
to come to the U.S. more 
easily than Muslims.

44 23 22 11

s. It is best if men have the 
top leadership positions 
in organizations.

55 33 9 2

73. How much do you trust each of the following groups or institutions?

Not at all A little
Quite 
a lot Completely

a. The U.S. Armed Forces 
(Army, Marines, etc.) 4 14 52 30

b. The police 7 28 55 11

c. Public schools 12 38 44 5

d. Churches and religious 
organizations 15 35 42 8

e. Courts and the legal system 13 47 38 2

f. The local government 
of your town or city 13 50 36 1

g. The media (television, 
newspapers, radio) 40 39 21 1

h. The United States government 
in Washington, D.C. 32 55 12 0
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DEMOGRAPHICS

The percentages in the following demographic categories are weighted percentages.

74. Gender

 44 Male
 56 Female

75. Race and ethnicity

 70 White, nonethnic
  9 Black, non-Hispanic
15 Hispanic
  1 Asian American
  2 Native American
  2 Other

76. Were your parents born in the United States?

 10 No, neither parent was born in the United States
 6 Only one parent was born in the United States
 84 Yes, both of my parents were born in the United States

77. How many times, if any, have you been married?

 7 Zero
 72 One
 18 Two
 4 Three or more

78. How many times, if any, have you divorced?

 69 Zero
 25 One
 5 Two
 1 Three or more
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79. Age

 4 Under 35
 36 35–44
 42 45–54
 17 55 or older

80. How long have you lived in the local area where you now reside?

  5  2 years or less
  9 3–5 years
 14 6–10 years
 72 More than 10 years

81. About how many hours in a typical week do you work at a job for 
pay?

 19 None
 5 1–10 hours
 6 11–20 hours
 6 21–30 hours
 32 31–40 hours
 32 More than 40 hours

(Responses of parents with a spouse or partner.)

82. About how many hours in a typical week does your spouse or 
partner work at a job for pay?

 10 None
 4 1–10 hours
 5 11–20 hours
 5 21–30 hours
 38 31–40 hours
 39 More than 40 hours
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83. Education

 4 Less than a high school graduate
 26 High school graduate (with diploma or GED certificate)
 6 Technical, vocational or business school after high school
 17 Some college or university–but no degree
 7 Two-year associate degree from a college, 

university, or community college
16 Four-year bachelor’s degree from a college 

or university (e.g., BS, BA, AB)
 5 Some postgraduate or professional schooling after college, 

but no postgraduate degree (some graduate school)
 19 Postgraduate or professional degree, including 

master’s, doctorate, medical, or law degree 
(e.g., MA, MS, PhD, MD, JD)

(Responses of parents with a spouse or partner.)

84. Spouse’s education
 4 Less than a high school graduate
16  High school graduate (with diploma or GED certificate)
 7 Technical, vocational or business school after high school
 17 Some college or university—but no degree
 8 Two-year associate degree from a college, 

university, or community college
24 Four-year bachelor’s degree from a college 

or university (e.g., BS, BA, AB)
 5 Some postgraduate or professional schooling after college, 

but no postgraduate degree (some graduate school)
 19 Postgraduate or professional degree, including 

master’s, doctorate, medical, or law degree 
(e.g., MA, MS, PhD, MD, JD)
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85. Which of the following best describes your total annual household 
income before taxes?

 22 Less than $50,000
 31 $50,000–$99,999
 40 $100,000–$249,999
 7 $250,000 or more
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APPENDIX B 
TEEN SURVEY RESULTS

Teen Survey Questionnaire with  
Percentage Distributions of Response

All numbers are weighted percentages of the responses. “Don’t know” and other undecided responses 
are not included in the percentage calculations. Figures do not always add up to 100 percent due to 
rounding. 

1. In general, how happy are you in your life?

 1 Very unhappy
 8 Mostly unhappy
 71 Mostly happy
 19 Extremely happy

2. On a scale from 1 to 7 where 1 means “very close” and 7 means 
“very distant,” how would you describe your relationship with your 
mother?

1
Very 
close 2 3

4
Equally  

close and 
distant 5 6

7
Very 

distant
No relationship/
Not applicable

35 31 15 11 4 3 1 1

3. And on the same 1 to 7 scale, how would you describe your 
relationship with your father?

1
Very 
close 2 3

4 
Equally  

close and 
distant 5 6

7
Very 

distant
No relationship/
Not applicable

23 25 17 14 6 4 4 6
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4. Which of the following best describes the current relationship 
between your biological parents?

 66 They are currently married to each other
 2 They are together, but are not married to each other
 29 They are divorced or separated from each other
 3 One or both of them are deceased

(Question 5 was asked only of teens who responded that their biological parents were 
divorced or separated from each other in Question 4.)

5. How old were you when your birth/biological parents divorced?

Age % Age % Age % Age %

0 8 6 4 12 4 18 0

1 14 7 4 13 2

2 11 8 7 14 1

3 8 9 3 15 1

4 8 10 7 16 1

5 12 11 3 17 1
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6. In your day-to-day life, how much encouragement, guidance, and 
support do you receive from each of the following?

1
None  
at all 2 3

4
A medium 

amount 5 6

7
A lot of 
support 

a. Your mother 2 2 4 10 13 27 43

b. Your friends 1 3 6 16 18 24 31

c. Your father 8 5 7 15 16 20 29

d. Teachers or 
other educators 4 4 9 21 18 22 22

e. Your grandparents 12 7 9 17 13 14 28

f. Your siblings 14 8 13 24 15 12 14

g. Other relatives, 
such as cousins, 
aunts and uncles

15 12 12 21 14 13 13

h. Coaches 30 4 5 16 13 14 19

i. Art, drama, music, 
or dance instructors 34 4 5 14 12 12 18

j. Your friends’ 
parents 22 11 13 21 13 10 10

k. Other members 
of your church, 
synagogue, or faith 
community

47 8 7 10 8 8 12

l. Ministers, priests, 
rabbis, or imams 52 6 5 10 7 8 12

m. Professional 
counselors or 
psychologists

54 5 5 12 7 7 10

n. Neighbors 48 10 10 15 7 5 5

o. Others not listed 70 2 3 6 4 4 12
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7. Do you currently attend the standard public school assigned to teens 
in your neighborhood, or have your parents/guardians chosen to 
enroll you in a different school?

 76 The standard public school
 18  A different school
 6 I am home-schooled

8. In general, how happy are you with your school experience this year?

 3 Very unhappy
 14 Mostly unhappy
64 Mostly happy
19 Extremely happy

9. Which of the following best describes your overall academic 
performance during the current school year?

 25 ‘A’ student
 44 ‘A/B’ student
 9 ‘B’ student
13 ‘B/C’ student
 3 ‘C’ student
 3 ‘C/D’ student
 1 ‘D’ student
 1 Failing

(Question 10 was asked only of teens who were not home-schooled.)

10. How often do students discuss political and social issues during 
classes at your school?

 4 Never
 17 Rarely
 43 Sometimes
28 Pretty often
 8 Very often
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(Question 11 was asked only of teens who were not home-schooled.)

11. When students discuss political or social issues during classes at your 
school, how often do the following things happen?

Never Rarely
Some-
times

Pretty 
often

Very 
often

a. Students feel free to disagree 
openly with their teachers 4 16 34 32 15

b. Students express opinions in class 
even when their opinions are different 
from most of the other students

3 14 36 29 18

c. Teachers encourage students to 
discuss political and social issues with 
students who have different opinions

15 25 31 19 9

d. Teachers present several sides 
of political and social issues 
when explaining them

10 18 31 27 14

e. Teachers encourage students 
to make up their own minds 5 9 22 34 31

12. On a typical school day, how much total time do you spend talking 
and interacting directly with your mother?

 4 None
 10 Less than a half hour
 19 A half hour to about an hour
24 More than an hour, but less than 2 hours
 23 2-3 hours
 21 More than 3 hours

13. On a typical school day, how much total time do you spend talking 
and interacting directly with your father?

 16 None
 19 Less than a half hour
 20 A half hour to about an hour
21 More than an hour, but less than 2 hours
 15 2-3 hours
 10 More than 3 hours
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14. How often do you typically sit down together with one or more 
parents for a meal?

 3 Never
 9 Rarely—less than once a month
 7 Once or twice a month
14 About weekly
 26 Several times a week
 41 Daily

15. On a normal school day, how much time do you spend before or 
after school doing each of the following activities?

No 
time

Less 
than 30 
minutes

30 
minutes to 

an hour

About 
1–2 

hours
About 

3–4 hours 

5 or 
more 
hours

a. Screen time—watching 
TV, videos, movies, 
playing games, browsing 
or using social media

2 5 12 35 30 15

b. Interacting with 
parents—either 
electronically or face-to-face

2 9 20 31 25 12

c. Interacting with friends—
either electronically 
or face-to-face

4 10 21 28 21 16

d. Doing homework, 
projects, reading, or 
studying for school

3 12 24 40 17 4

e. Practicing or playing 
sports, or engaging in 
physical exercise

23 15 21 31 9 2

f. Reading just for 
enjoyment 34 27 20 14 3 2

g. Working for pay 72 6 4 5 7 5

h. Interacting with 
a boyfriend or 
girlfriend (just mark 
“no time” if you don’t 
currently have one)

78 2 4 6 6 4

i. Volunteering or doing 
service activities 64 16 9 8 2 1
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16. How deeply involved would you say you are in each of the following?

1
Not 

involved 
at all 2 3

4
A medium 

amount 5 6

7
Very 

involved

a. Entertainment (such 
as playing video games; 
watching movies, videos, or 
TV; listening to music; etc.)

2 3 6 19 19 18 33

b. Athletics or sports 32 8 5 13 10 10 22

c. Interacting with 
your extended family—
grandparents, aunts and 
uncles, cousins, etc.

10 18 17 27 12 8 9

d. The arts, such as 
music, theater, or dance 35 10 6 12 9 8 20

e. A faith community 
(church, synagogue, 
or mosque)

44 10 7 13 6 8 11

f. Volunteering or 
doing community 
service to help others

35 14 16 19 9 3 5

g. Personal spiritual 
activities such as 
prayer, meditation, or 
reading scripture

43 15 10 16 6 4 7

h. A faith-based youth 
group or club 62 6 5 8 5 5 8

i. Working at a job for pay 64 6 5 10 5 4 7

j. A club that is not faith-
based (such as a Boy’s or 
Girl’s club, or scouts)

70 5 5 9 4 3 5

17. How often do you check social media like Facebook®, Twitter®, 
Snapchat®, or Instagram®?

 15 Never
 5 Less than once a week
 3 About once a week
 5 About once every 2 or 3 days
 14 Once or twice a day
 30 3–15 times a day
 28 More than 15 times a day
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(Question 18 was asked only of teens who were not home-schooled.)

18. For each of the following, please indicate how common the behavior 
is among your classmates at your school.

Not at all 
common

Not very 
common

Somewhat 
common

Very 
common

a. Use of bad language, such as the 
“F” word during normal conversation 9 12 29 49

b. Cell phone use during class 15 14 26 46

c. Copying homework 
between students 11 25 35 29

d. Public displays of affection such as 
touching, kissing, or holding hands 16 20 38 25

e. Lying to teachers or 
school administrators 15 36 31 17

f. Disrespectful behavior toward 
teachers or school administrators 16 38 29 17

g. Groups of students behaving 
badly toward others who 
are not in the group

21 36 30 13

h. Bullying 24 41 26 10

i. Fighting or violence 
between students 26 41 25 8

j. Students boasting to friends about 
their sexual exploits and activities 33 30 26 11

k. Dressing for school in 
a very sexy fashion 34 31 25 11

l. Talk or behavior that displays 
prejudice or intolerance against gays, 
lesbians, or transgendered persons

31 36 21 11

m. Talk or behavior that displays 
racial prejudice or intolerance 33 39 21 7

n. Open cheating on a test (cheating 
that is visible to other students) 34 38 20 8

o. Talk or behavior that displays 
religious prejudice or intolerance 41 39 14 6

p. Tobacco use (smoking or 
dipping) on school property 47 31 14 8

q. Sharing pornographic images or 
videos at school (including “sexting”) 49 31 14 6

r. Alcohol or drug use 
on school property 51 30 13 6

s. Sharing of performance enhancing 
drugs between students 69 21 8 2
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19. In total, how many close friends do you have who are not relatives or 
family members? 

Friends % Friends % Friends %

0 1 9 2 18 0

1 2 10 8 19 0

2 9 11 1 20–24 4

3 12 12 3 25–29 1

4 11 13 1 ≥ 30 2

5 15 14 1

6 9 15 3

7 6 16 1

8 6 17 1

20. How many of these close friends attend the same school that you do? 

Friends % Friends % Friends % Friends %

0 8 6 6 12 1 18 0

1 6 7 4 13 1 19 1

2 13 8 6 14 1 20–29 2

3 15 9 2 15 2 ≥ 30 1

4 10 10 5 16 0

5 14 11 1 17 0
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21. How many of these close friends play sports or are involved in 
athletics with you? 

Friends % Friends % Friends %

0 45 6 2 12 1

1 13 7 1 13 0

2 13 8 2 14 0

3 8 9 1 15–19 1

4 6 10 2 20–29 1

5 4 11 0 ≥ 30 0

22. How many of these close friends are part of your faith or religious 
community? (If you do not have a faith community, please leave this 
box blank.) 

Friends % Friends % Friends %

0 20 6 2 ≥ 20 1

1 10 7 1 Respond- 
ent not  
part of a      41 
faith com-      
munity 

2 8 8 1

3 5 9 1

4 3 10–14 3

5 3 15–19 1
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23. How many of these close friends did you first meet through the 
Internet or on social media? 

Friends %

0 85

1 8

2 3

3 1

4 1

5 1

24. During the past year, about how many of your close friends have 
done the following things? (Your best guess is fine.)

None at 
all

Less 
than 
half

About 
half

Most of 
them

Nearly 
all of 
them

a. Lied to their parents 12 28 19 21 20

b. Cheated on a school test or exam 41 32 10 10 7

c. Consumed alcohol at parties 
without any parental supervision 63 19 8 5 6

d. Used marijuana 69 17 6 3 6

e. Taken a drug that was prescribed 
by a doctor for someone else 84 9 3 2 2

25. And thinking beyond your close friends to all of the people your age 
whom you know personally, about what percent have at some point 
had sex? (Your best guess is fine.) 

25 None at all
 26 Less than half
 16 About half
 11 Most of them
 6 Nearly all of them
 17 No response/Can’t even guess
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26. On a scale from 1 to 7 where 1 means “not at all strict” and 7 means 
“very strict,” how strict are your parents? 

1 
Not at all 

strict 2 3

4 
Moderately 

strict 5 6

7 
Very 
strict

3 8 13 36 20 14 5

27. During the entire course of your childhood, how often, if ever, 
have you experienced physical discipline, such as being spanked or 
slapped?

 17 Never
 25 Only once or twice
 29 Rarely, but more than once or twice
 20 A fair bit
 6 Pretty often
 3 Very often

28. Looking down the road, do you think your opportunities in life will 
be greater, about the same, or fewer than the opportunities your 
parents have had in their lives?

 62 My opportunities will be greater than 
my parents’ opportunities

 32 My opportunities will be about the same 
as my parents’ opportunities

 6 My opportunities will be fewer than my parents’ opportunities

29. How much pressure do you personally feel to live up to your 
parents’ expectations?

 11 None at all
 20 A small amount
 30 A medium amount
 27 A large amount
 12 An extremely large amount
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30. How much do each of the following descriptions sound like you? 
Please be completely honest, there are no right or wrong answers.

Not at 
all like 

me
Not much 

like me

Some-
what like 

me
Much like 

me

Very 
much like 

me

a. I am a hard worker. 2 5 24 34 35

b. I finish whatever I begin. 2 14 43 29 12

c. I am diligent. I never give up. 3 16 40 26 14

d. I have difficulty staying focused 
on projects that take more than 
a few months to complete.

9 21 26 25 19

e. New ideas and projects sometimes 
distract me from previous ones. 9 18 34 23 16

f. I sacrifice the things I want for 
myself in order to help others. 5 17 43 23 11

g. I have been obsessed with a 
certain idea or project for a short 
time but later lost interest.

10 23 29 24 15

h. I’d usually rather be chatting 
or texting than working. 13 27 27 18 16

i. I often set a goal but later choose 
to pursue (follow) a different one. 7 26 39 20 8

j. Setbacks don’t discourage me. 10 30 35 17 8

k. My use of technology, such as 
cell phones and the Internet, is 
carefully monitored by my parents.

29 26 21 13 11

l. I am often disrespectful in the 
way I speak to my parents. 32 38 24 4 2
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31. When you think about who you want to become in life, what’s most 
important to you personally? Please rank the following goals from 
one to three, with 1 for what is most important to you in life, 2 for 
what is second most important to you, and 3 for what is third most 
important to you.

That I am a happy person (feeling good most of the time)
 47 Most important
 31 Second most important
 22 Third most important

 That I care about others
 30 Most important
 39 Second most important
 30 Third most important

That I achieve at a high level
 23 Most important
 30 Second most important
 47 Third most important

32. Now please tell us which of the following qualities you think 
your parents see as most important for your life. Please rank the 
following goals from one to three, with 1 for what is most important 
to them, 2 for what is second most important to them, and 3 for 
what is third most important to them.

 That I am a happy person (feeling good most of the time)
 48 Most important
 32 Second most important
 20 Third most important

That I care about others
 22 Most important
 44 Second most important
 34 Third most important

That I achieve at a high level
 31 Most important
 24 Second most important
 46 Third most important
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33. On a 1 to 5 scale, with 1 being “most important” and 5 being “least 
important,” please rank the following five statements according to 
how important each is to you.

I want to be happy and to feel good about myself and my 
relationships.

 44 1. Most important
 25 2. 
 13 3.
 10 4. 
 7 5. Least important

I want to take advantage of every financial and educational 
opportunity so I can be successful and achieve my goals in life.

 18 1. Most important
 29 2. 
 23 3.
 17 4. 
 13 5. Least important

I want to make a positive contribution to my community and the 
world around me.

 9 1. Most important
 24 2. 
 30 3.
 25 4. 
 12 5. Least important

I want my life to reflect God’s will and purpose. 
 26 1. Most important
 9 2. 
 9 3.
 10 4. 
46 5. Least important

I want to be true to the values and traditions of my family heritage.
 4 1. Most important
 14 2. 
 24 3.
 37 4. 
 21 5. Least important
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34. Would you say that your best self—the kinder, more honest you—
tends to come out more at school or at home?

 29 My kinder, more honest self tends to come out  
more at school.

 23 My kinder, more honest self tends to come out  
more at home.

 43 My kinder, more honest self shows up 
equally at school and at home. 

 5 My kinder, more honest self does not 
show up at school or at home.

35. Thinking about your hopes for your own future, how important is it 
to you that you become each of the following as an adult?

Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

a. Hard-working 0 1 11 41 47

b. Loving 0 3 14 33 50

c. Honest—someone 
who doesn’t lie or cheat 1 2 14 38 45

d. Reliable and 
dependable 0 2 12 43 43

e. Intelligent 0 2 13 44 41

f. A person of strong 
moral character 0 3 16 36 45

g. Fun-loving and 
good-humored 0 2 19 40 39

h. Interested in 
preserving close ties 
with parents and family

1 3 18 36 42

i. College educated 3 7 19 26 45

j. Tolerant of persons 
who are not like me 2 5 21 38 34

k. Open to new ideas 1 3 24 43 29

l. Humble / 
Recognizing my 
own limitations

1 4 24 44 27
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Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

m. Forgiving of others 2 5 27 37 28

n. Creative 2 9 27 34 29

o. Intellectually 
inquisitive 1 6 29 41 23

p. A leader, not 
a follower 2 10 28 34 26

q. Knowledgeable 
about my country 
and the world

2 9 33 33 23

r. An active citizen 
(voter, etc.) 4 10 28 33 26

s. Ambitious 2 5 35 40 18

t. Physically fit 3 10 31 35 20

u. Street-smart 3 12 35 32 18

v. Powerful and 
influential 4 17 31 27 21

w A person who 
volunteers time 
to help others

3 14 38 31 14

x. A person who 
values practical skills 
over book learning

3 17 39 27 14

y. Physically attractive 
(good looking) 7 22 36 23 12

z. Someone who shares 
their feelings openly 6 22 38 25 10

aa. Patriotic 9 22 32 21 15

ab. Interested in art, 
literature, and history 10 22 33 22 13

ac. A graduate of a 
highly rated university 11 25 30 20 15

ad. Very wealthy 9 26 35 19 10

ae. A person of strong 
religious faith 27 19 18 14 22

af. Popular and 
well-liked 9 29 38 18 6
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Not at all 
important

Not very 
important

Fairly 
important

Very 
important

Absolutely 
essential

ag. A good athlete 24 28 25 15 9

ah. Perceived as 
“cool” by others 16 39 27 13 5

ai. Famous 39 38 14 6 4

36. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with each of the 
following statements.

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. My parents try 
to protect me from 
anything they 
consider harmful.

1 2 3 4 10 32 49

b. I hope to get 
married one day. 2 2 2 13 6 20 56

c. My parents invest 
much effort in 
providing opportunities 
that will give me 
an advantage 
down the road.

1 1 3 6 13 33 43

d. My parents invest 
much effort in shaping 
my moral character.

1 3 3 9 17 38 30

e. I treat my parents 
with a great deal 
of respect.

0 1 6 7 16 42 26

f. I hope to have 
children one day. 5 3 3 15 9 16 50

g. My parents encourage 
me to pursue my own 
dreams, beliefs, and 
goals even when they 
don’t share them.

2 4 5 8 16 30 36

h. I hope to be best 
friends with my parents 
when I am older.

2 3 6 11 16 28 35

i. My parents treat 
me with a great 
deal of respect.

1 3 8 9 17 36 27



TEEN SURvEY RESULTS       133

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

j. I share my parents’ 
views of faith 
and religion.

12 5 4 15 10 23 30

k. I try to hide 
information from 
my parents that 
might upset them.

9 12 9 9 27 21 14

l. I will definitely want 
to live with someone 
before I marry them.

16 6 4 24 9 20 20

m. It is very important 
that I go to a 
highly-rated college 
or university.

11 10 11 13 23 18 14

n. My parents expect 
more from me than 
I am able to do.

12 17 16 12 22 13 9

o. My parents invest 
much effort in shaping 
my religious beliefs.

26 10 6 13 14 16 16

p. My parents’ ways 
of thinking are 
pretty outdated.

10 24 13 14 24 11 5

q. My friends have 
more influence over me 
than my parents do.

18 22 17 16 15 7 5

r. My parents really 
have little influence 
over how I will 
eventually turn out.

23 29 15 11 12 8 3

s. I question whether 
my parents are doing a 
good job at parenting.

38 24 9 9 11 6 4
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37. Following are some more thoughts that people sometimes have 
about themselves and their families. How much do you agree or 
disagree with each statement?

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree Undecided

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. My parents would be very 
disappointed if I did not go to college. 9 13 15 29 33

b. My parents know the parents 
of most of my close friends. 8 19 7 35 30

c. My parents know most of 
my teachers at school. 11 19 10 32 28

d. My parents carefully oversee 
who I spend time with and 
what our activities are.

8 23 14 36 19

e. I’m always thinking of 
something new I want to own. 8 24 13 36 19

f. I help out around the house 
with things I don’t have to. 7 24 19 38 12

g. My friends’ views of “right” 
and “wrong” are very different 
from my parents’ views.

7 31 24 27 10

h. My parents know little about my 
day-to-day experiences at school. 15 31 13 29 12

i. I often find myself comparing 
what I wear and own to my friends’ 
clothes and possessions.

21 25 15 27 12

j. My school exposes me to 
many ideas and beliefs that my 
parents would disagree with.

21 33 21 16 10

k. My parents often act more 
like friends than parents. 24 41 18 14 3

l. My parents need a lot of 
reassurance that they are doing 
a good job at parenting.

36 32 17 10 5
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38. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. I am competent 
and capable in the 
activities that are 
important to me.

0 0 2 5 17 43 32

b. I am a good person 
and live a good life. 1 1 3 8 16 40 32

c. I am optimistic 
about my future. 2 1 5 10 16 33 34

d. I like to do things 
for other people. 1 2 4 10 24 33 27

e. I lead a purposeful 
and meaningful life. 2 3 5 13 18 34 26

f. My social 
relationships are 
supportive and 
rewarding.

1 2 5 11 24 36 20

g. I am engaged and 
interested in my 
daily activities.

2 2 5 9 24 40 18

h. There are lots 
of things I feel I 
am good at.

2 3 6 9 23 33 24

i. I actively contribute 
to the happiness and 
well -being of others.

1 2 4 15 28 35 15

j. I feel that I have 
a sense of direction 
in my life.

3 3 6 13 23 31 20

k. People respect me. 2 3 6 13 25 35 16

l. I think I am a 
special person. 5 5 7 20 19 21 22

m. I am more capable 
than other people. 3 4 5 26 26 24 11

n. My faith and 
spirituality have a big 
influence upon my daily 
thoughts and activities.

25 8 6 16 14 16 15

o. I like to be the 
center of attention. 14 19 13 17 20 10 7

p. I am a narcissist—
egotistical, self-
focused, and vain.

39 25 7 12 10 5 2
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39. How important to you are your religious beliefs?

 7 Not at all important  
 14 Not too important
 19 Fairly important
 20 Very important
 14 The most important thing in my life
 26 I have no religious beliefs

40. What is your current religion, if any?

 18 Christian (Catholic)
 45 Christian (not Catholic)
 2  Jewish
 0  Muslim
 1 Buddhist
 0 Hindu
 13 Nothing in particular
 5  Agnostic
 9 Atheist
 7  Something else

(Question 41 was asked only of teens who identified as Christian.) 

41. Some people think of themselves as evangelical or born-again 
Christians. Do you ever think of yourself as an evangelical or born-
again Christian?

 34 Yes
 66 No
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42. Aside from weddings and funerals, how often do you typically 
attend religious services?

 33 Never
 20 Several times a year
 6 About once a month
 7 2 or 3 times a month
 22 Once a week
 11 Several times a week
 1 Daily

43. Outside of religious services, how often do you pray?

 33 Never
 11 Several times a year
 6 About once a month
 5 2 or 3 times a month
 6 Once a week
 13 Several times a week
 17 Daily
 10 Several times a day

44. How often do you read the Bible, Koran, Torah, or some other 
religious text?

 51 Never
 18 Once a month or less
 5 2 or 3 times a month
 11 Once a week
 7 Several times a week
 8 Daily
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45. Would you say your understandings of faith and religion are similar 
to or different than your mother’s understandings?

 39 Very similar
 38 Fairly similar
 12 Fairly different
 11 Very different

46. Would you say your understandings of faith and religion are similar 
to or different than your father’s understandings?

 39 Very similar
 34 Fairly similar
 14 Fairly different
 13 Very different

47. In general, are your understandings of faith and religion similar to 
or different than those held by most of your classmates at school?

 14 Very similar
37 Fairly similar
 28 Fairly different
 22 Very different

48. How often do you feel pressured or made fun of by classmates at 
school for your understandings of faith and religion?

 2 Very often
 5 Fairly often
 15 Not very often
 44 Never 
 35 I can’t say—we don’t talk much about our faith and religion 
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49. Which of these statements comes closest to describing your belief 
about the Bible?

 37  The Bible is the Word of God and 
should be followed very closely.

 15 The Bible is the Word of God, but not something 
that has to be followed very closely.

 12  The Bible is not really the Word of God, but 
contains some important lessons for living life.

 16  The Bible has little relevance for my life today.
 20 None of the above 

50. Which of the following best describes what you believe about God? 
(Please mark only one.)

 42  I know God really exists and I have no doubts about it.
 23 While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God.
 10 I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do 

believe in some kind of higher power.
 12 I don’t know whether there is a God and I 

don’t believe there is any way to find out.
 14  I don’t believe in God.

51. How often do you speak about matters of faith with your parents?

 30 Never
 30 Once a month or less
 13 2 or 3 times a month
 8 Once a week
 14 Several times a week
 4 Daily
 1 Several times a day
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52. How often do you speak about matters of faith with your close 
friends?

 46 Never
 27 Once a month or less
 11 2 or 3 times a month
 8 Once a week
 6 Several times a week
 1 Daily
 1 Several times a day

53. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

a. Everyone has a 
right to be treated 
with respect.

1 1 3 3 9 24 58

b. We should be more 
tolerant of people who 
have different lifestyles.

2 4 4 10 15 26 39

c. You should follow 
your own passions, 
wherever they lead you.

3 2 6 8 18 33 30

d. Divorce is better 
than staying in an 
unhappy marriage.

4 4 3 16 11 23 39

e. I am sure that my life 
has some larger purpose 3 3 5 16 16 23 33

f. The greatest moral 
virtue is to be honest 
about your feelings 
and desires.

3 4 4 18 21 28 21

g. There is life 
after death. 7 4 2 28 9 14 36

h. Gay couples—that 
is, couples of the 
same sex—should have 
the right to marry.

16 6 3 10 5 10 50

i. What people think 
of as absolutely true is 
really just their personal 
belief or opinion.

3 3 4 24 25 25 16
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Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Slightly 
disagree Undecided

Slightly 
agree

Mostly 
agree

Completely 
agree

j. We would all be 
better off if we had the 
same understandings 
of right and wrong.

5 5 5 20 19 23 23

k. God knows 
everything that will 
ever happen to me.

19 3 2 20 7 10 39

l. What is morally 
right or wrong 
usually changes from 
situation to situation.

8 7 5 18 22 23 17

m. Deep down, people 
are basically good. 6 6 9 17 22 29 11

n. As long as we 
don’t hurt others, we 
should all just live 
however we want.

12 10 10 12 16 18 22

o. I have a personal 
relationship with God. 25 6 4 15 12 13 25

p. The best thing to 
do in most situations 
is whatever keeps 
people from feeling 
uncomfortable or upset.

9 11 16 20 19 18 8

q. Most religions 
are equally good. 17 8 8 26 13 17 11

r. Science offers more 
answers for my life than 
faith or religion does.

21 12 8 19 9 12 19

s. Those who break 
God’s rules will one 
day be punished.

24 9 5 23 11 10 17

t. It is my responsibility 
to help others lead 
more moral lives.

14 12 11 24 21 11 5

u. All ways of thinking 
about right and wrong 
are equal; none is 
better than any other.

15 13 12 30 13 9 8

v. I think of myself 
as “spiritual” but 
not “religious.”

22 14 8 26 14 10 6

w. God exists, but 
God doesn’t really 
care about me.

55 14 6 18 4 2 1
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54. Everyone has basic views of life that affect how they think and act. 
Each pair of slogans below gives two different views of life. For each 
pair of slogans, mark number 1 if the slogan on the left sounds like 
the way you think, or number 5 if the slogan on the right sounds 
like the way you think. Mark a 2 or 4 if you lean a little toward one 
of the slogans, and mark 3 if you are right in the middle of the two.

Slogan on the left sounds like the 
way you think 1 2 3 4 5

Slogan on the right sounds like the  
way you think

a. Success in life is 
mostly because of luck 3 2 28 26 40 Success in life is mostly 

because of hard work

b. Do unto others 
as you would like 

them to do to you
41 22 29 3 4 Do it to them before 

they do it to you

c. An eye for an eye and 
a tooth for a tooth 4 4 29 21 42 Always treat others like 

you want to be treated

d. Winning isn’t everything; 
it’s the only thing 5 8 30 23 33

It’s not whether you 
win or lose but how 
you play the game

e. All work and no play 
makes me a boring person 6 6 35 21 32 If at first you don’t 

succeed, try, try again

f. Forgive those who 
do you wrong 26 23 34 10 6 Get back and get even

g. There are clear 
differences between 

right and wrong
29 20 35 7 10

Ideas about right and 
wrong are just people’s 
opinions, nothing more

h. Life is pretty random 16 9 27 13 35 Everyone’s life was 
created for a purpose

i. Honesty is the best policy 26 21 38 9 6 What they don’t know 
won’t hurt them

j. I am eager to get more 6 9 38 22 26 I am just thankful for 
all that I’ve got

k. Practice makes perfect 23 23 40 8 5 Just take it easy

l. If it feels good, do it 7 9 44 18 22 Good things come to 
those who wait

m. Sacrifice for others 17 23 49 6 4 Look out for number one

n. Move with caution 16 23 43 11 7 Let it all hang out

o. I am generous 
with my things 7 12 42 23 16 I am protective of my things

p. I like to be thanked 
when I help others 9 13 39 19 20 Helping others is 

its own reward



TEEN SURvEY RESULTS       143

Slogan on the left sounds like the 
way you think 1 2 3 4 5

Slogan on the right sounds like the  
way you think

q. Go wild 6 9 47 18 20 Be pure

r. I like praising others 18 19 47 10 6 When others are praised, 
I somehow feel smaller

 s. Everyone who tries 
hard deserves a trophy 17 15 32 20 16 It’s important to sort the 

winners from the losers

t. I give my fair share, 
but that is all 10 13 40 21 16 I do not mind giving more 

than my fair share

u. You first 17 18 49 10 6 Me first

v. It’s important to 
be recognized for 
what you do well 

11 15 39 18 17 It’s enough just to know 
you did something well

w. Let your conscience 
be your guide 10 10 46 15 19 Follow your desires 

and passions

x. Everything in moderation 17 17 40 13 12 Eat, drink, and be merry

y. Always work to 
achieve excellence 13 16 44 13 13 Don’t worry, be happy

z. I love everything 
about money 8 13 50 19 10 Love of money is the 

root of all evil

aa. My life is mainly focused 
on long-term goals 10 14 47 15 14 My life is mainly focused 

on the here and now

ab. Live for today 13 10 50 15 12 Prepare for tomorrow

ac. I just want to blend in 12 15 50 14 10 I just want to stand out

ad. Our feelings are what 
make us truly human 15 11 54 9 12 Our thinking is what 

makes us truly human



APPENDIx B      144

55. Young people today have many different ideas about right and 
wrong. For each item below, please mark the box that best indicates 
how wrong you, personally, think it is when people do these things.

Always 
wrong

Usually 
wrong

Some-
times 
wrong

Rarely 
wrong

Never 
wrong

Don’t really think 
of it as being right 

or wrong

a. Making negative 
comments about 
another race or 
ethnic group

71 17 5 1 1 5

b. Being mean to 
another student either 
in words or actions

58 29 8 1 1 3

c. Using prescription 
drugs that were 
prescribed for 
someone else

59 27 8 1 1 4

d. Making negative 
comments about 
gays or lesbians

60 19 10 3 2 7

e. Cheating at 
something when you 
are absolutely sure no 
one will ever find out

40 31 18 4 2 5

f. Lying to your parents 29 37 25 4 1 3

g. Viewing pornography 43 14 12 9 6 15

h. Using marijuana for 
recreational purposes 36 16 18 10 5 15

i. Abortion 33 16 15 11 12 13

j. Refusing to stand for 
the National Anthem 
in a public setting

37 14 12 7 13 18

k. Telling a small 
lie to someone 15 20 36 16 5 8

l. Drinking alcohol 19 16 37 10 3 16

m. Cursing or 
using bad words 17 18 23 17 9 15

n. Trying to convert 
others to one’s 
faith or religion

21 20 17 9 6 26

o. Flying the 
Confederate flag 30 14 12 6 8 30
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Always 
wrong

Usually 
wrong

Some-
times 
wrong

Rarely 
wrong

Never 
wrong

Don’t really think 
of it as being right 

or wrong

p. Telling on a 
friend who has done 
something wrong

8 16 33 22 11 9

q. Sex between 
unmarried adults 25 10 17 14 12 21

r. Sexual relations 
between two adults 
of the same sex

25 8 7 9 30 21

s. Giving money to a 
beggar on the street 2 3 16 32 29 19

56. If you were unsure of what was right or wrong in a particular 
situation, which of the following would be most important in 
deciding what you should do?

 17 Doing what would make you happy
 11 Doing what would improve your situation or get you ahead 
 14 Following the advice of an expert or someone you respect 
 36 Doing what would be best for everyone involved
 22 Doing what you think God or the scripture tells you is right

57. Imagine yourself in the following situation. You sit down to take 
an important test. You did not study and do not know the answers 
to most of the questions. There is a person sitting next to you 
who is very smart and well-prepared and you can see her answers. 
The teacher is out of the room. In this situation, what would you 
probably do?

 6 Try to copy all of her answers
 14 Try to copy just some of her answers
 26 Look at her test to get ideas about the right answers
 54 Answer the test as best you can by yourself, 

without looking at her answers
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58. Imagine yourself in the following situation. You are walking by a 
person you do not know who is clearly poor and homeless. That 
person asks you for money for something to eat. In this situation, 
what would you probably do?

 2 Tell them they should find a job
17 Ignore them and keep walking
 64 Give them a little money
 17 Stop and talk to them about their problems

59. Imagine yourself in the following situation. You learn that a student 
in your class has had a bad accident and cannot come to school for 
many months. Your teacher asks you if you would be willing to help 
that student with schoolwork on Thursdays after school. You have 
no other commitments, but love to hang out with two of your closest 
friends on Thursdays after school. In this situation, what would you 
probably do?

 4 Explain to your teacher that you cannot help, 
and not give it another thought.

13 Explain to your teacher that you cannot help, 
but feel badly about not helping.

 35 Give up your time with your friends, but only until your 
teacher can find someone else to take your place.

 48 Help the other student without hesitation 
for as long as your help is needed.

60. Do you think America’s increasing racial and ethnic diversity is a 
good thing or bad thing for the country?

 15 A very bad thing
 16 Mostly a bad thing 
 35 Mostly a good thing
 33 A very good thing
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61. Do you think America’s increasing religious diversity is a good thing 
or bad thing for the country?

 10 A very bad thing
 25 Mostly a bad thing 
 39 Mostly a good thing
 26 A very good thing

62. How patriotic would you say that you are?

 7 Not at all patriotic
 19 Not very patriotic
 43 Moderately patriotic
 31 Very patriotic
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63. Everyone feels more comfortable with certain groups of people 
than others. Imagine that you walk into a room filled with a certain 
group of people. You will be expected to stay with them for two 
hours. Using positive numbers to express comfort and negative 
numbers to express discomfort, mark the number for each group 
that best expresses how comfortable or uncomfortable you would 
feel being in that room with that group of people.

   
Completely 

uncomfortable
Pretty 

uncomfortable
Pretty 

comfortable
Completely 
comfortable

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 Neutral 1 2 3 4 5

a. White people 1 0 1 1 1 16 2 4 23 11 40

b. Women 1 0 2 1 2 12 2 6 20 14 40

c. Heterosexuals (people 
who aren’t gay or lesbian) 2 1 1 1 2 17 2 3 21 10 42

d. Christians 1 0 2 2 1 16 2 5 22 9 39

e. Mexican Americans 1 0 2 2 2 16 3 7 24 11 33

f. Very high achieving 
“A” students 2 1 2 2 3 12 4 6 24 13 32

g. African Americans 
(black people) 1 0 2 2 2 16 2 6 24 11 33

h. Asian Americans 1 0 2 1 2 18 3 7 23 11 32

i. Men 2 1 3 2 3 14 4 8 21 10 32

j. Jewish people 2 0 2 1 1 22 2 5 22 9 32

k. Disabled people 1 1 3 3 4 18 4 7 21 9 29

l. Fat people 1 0 2 3 4 23 4 5 21 8 29

m. Jocks and athletes 3 2 7 5 5 18 5 8 16 9 24

n. Computer geeks 2 1 7 3 4 22 2 7 25 7 19

o. Hunting and 
fishing enthusiasts 3 1 6 5 5 22 3 7 20 7 22

p. Atheists 7 1 5 4 5 23 3 5 15 7 26

q. Immigrants from 
other countries 3 1 5 5 5 23 5 7 23 7 17
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Completely 
uncomfortable

Pretty 
uncomfortable

Pretty 
comfortable

Completely 
comfortable

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 Neutral 1 2 3 4 5

r. Poor people 2 1 7 4 6 27 5 7 19 6 15

s. Muslims 7 1 8 4 4 20 2 7 19 6 21

t. Gun rights advocates 7 2 8 3 5 21 3 7 17 6 22

u. Very wealthy people 3 1 7 6 7 23 5 7 20 6 16

v. Lesbian women 10 2 7 4 4 18 3 4 16 7 24

w. “Rednecks” 6 2 9 6 7 18 4 7 16 6 19

x. Gay men 12 2 8 3 4 18 2 5 16 6 24

y. Very religious people 6 2 9 6 8 19 4 6 17 8 15

z. Homeless people 4 2 10 8 9 24 4 9 15 5 11

aa. Transgender persons 14 4 9 4 5 18 2 4 13 6 20

ab. Liberal Democrats 11 2 10 4 5 31 4 4 13 5 12

ac. Conservative Republicans 11 3 11 4 4 29 2 5 12 4 13

ad. Drinkers and partiers 13 4 14 8 8 17 4 6 13 4 8

ae. Marijuana users 19 5 13 4 5 18 3 4 13 4 11
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64. Think of your close friends, Please indicate whether each of the 
following describes none, a few, most, or all of your close friends.

None of 
my close 
friends

A few of 
my close 
friends

Most of 
my close 
friends

All of 
my close 
friends

a. Plan on going to college 3 16 44 37

b. White American 4 27 46 23

c. “A” students 7 41 42 10

d. Females 9 41 37 13

e. Males 10 45 36 9

f. Disinterested in politics 13 43 33 12

g. Not religious at all 25 43 25 7

h. Liberal Democrat 31 38 22 9

i. Conservative Republican 35 37 20 8

j. Very religious 29 50 16 6

k. African American 44 47 6 3

l. Hispanic American 45 45 8 2

m. Plan on joining the military 45 50 3 1

n. Asian American 60 37 2 1



TEEN SURvEY RESULTS       151

65. What responsibilities toward others, if any, do you think American 
citizens have? For each of the following, please indicate whether you 
think it is an absolutely essential responsibility for all Americans, a 
very important responsibility, a somewhat important responsibility, 
entirely a matter of personal preference, or that it does not really 
matter.

Absolutely 
essential 

responsibility for 
all Americans

Very  
important 

responsibility

Somewhat 
important 

responsibility

Not really a 
responsibility—

just a matter 
of personal 
preference

Does not 
really 

matter

a. Treating all people 
equally regardless of 
race, gender, sexual 
orientation, or religion

59 26 10 4 2

b. Being civil to others 
with whom you disagree 43 40 13 3 1

c. Voting in national 
elections 42 31 16 7 5

d. Doing things to protect 
the environment (like 
recycling and reducing 
your carbon footprint)

32 39 20 6 3

e. Being able to speak 
and understand English 32 29 22 13 4

f. Learning about 
American history 27 33 27 10 4

g. Participating in activities 
to help poor people 
in your community

19 41 28 11 2

h. Keeping fully 
informed about news 
and public issues

21 33 28 14 4

66. How interested are you in politics and national affairs?

 21 Not at all interested
 30 Only slightly interested
 33 Somewhat interested
 17 Very interested
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67. Which of the following best describes your political beliefs?

 8 Very conservative
 22 Conservative
 44 Moderate
 19 Liberal
 7 Very liberal

68. When it comes to politics, do you usually think of yourself as a 
Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or something else?

 30 Republican
 28 Democrat
 24 Independent
 19 Something else

69. Which of the following do you expect to do during the next few 
years?

I will definitely 
NOT do this

I will 
probably 

NOT do this

I will 
probably do 

this

I will 
definitely do 

this

a. Vote in a local, state 
or national election 13 10 29 48

b. Volunteer time or money 
to help poor people 4 18 48 31

c. Take part in activities to 
protect the environment 5 27 44 25

d. Donate blood 13 30 38 19
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70. How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?

Completely 
disagree

Mostly 
disagree

Mostly  
agree

Completely 
agree

a. Every American has a right to 
basic health care; health should 
not depend upon wealth.

5 9 30 55

b. I am proud to live in 
the United States. 4 16 35 45

c. Most elected officials don’t care 
what people like me think. 3 21 45 32

d. Political events these days seem more 
like theater or entertainment than 
like something to be taken seriously.

7 19 48 27

e. The children of undocumented 
(illegal) immigrants should have the same 
opportunities in America as anyone else.

11 21 32 36

f. People like me don’t have any say 
about what the government does. 7 24 42 28

g. Men and women have equal 
opportunities in today’s society. 7 23 43 27

h. Our economic system is rigged in 
favor of the wealthiest Americans. 7 24 42 27

i. The United States has been 
in decline in recent years. 5 30 46 19

j. The United States is the greatest 
country in the world, better 
than all other countries.

16 28 31 26

k. The police in America unfairly 
target African Americans. 19 30 34 16

l. Blacks and whites are treated 
equally in today’s society. 18 32 34 16

m. These days, I feel like a 
stranger in my own country. 20 46 23 11

n. Christians should be able to come 
to the U.S. more easily than Muslims. 43 28 19 10

o. It is best if men have the top 
leadership positions in organizations. 47 36 13 4

p. All orders of the President should be 
final; neither Congress nor the Courts 
should have the power to overturn them.

57 27 12 4
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71. How much do you trust each of the following groups or institutions?

Not at all A little Quite a lot Completely

a. The U.S. Armed Forces 
(Army, Marines, etc.) 3 15 41 42

b. The police 7 30 43 20

c. Churches and religious organizations 19 26 34 21

d. Courts and the legal system 10 40 40 10

e. The local government 
of your town or city 10 42 40 8

f. Public schools 14 38 38 10

g. The United States government 
in Washington, D.C. 18 48 27 6

h. Big business (large corporations) 27 51 18 4

i. The media (television, 
newspapers, radio) 29 49 18 4

DEMOGRAPHICS

The percentages in the following demographic categories are weighted percentages.

72. Gender
 49 Male
 51 Female
 1 Other

73. Race and ethnicity 

 69 White, nonethnic
  9 Black, non-Hispanic
 18 Hispanic
 2 Asian American
 2 Native American
 0 Other
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74. Country of birth

 98 The United States
 2 Another country

75. Were your parents born in the United States?

 4 No, neither parent was born in the United States
 7 Only one parent was born in the United States
 89 Yes, both of my parents were born in the United States

76. Age 

Years old %

Thirteen 22

Fourteen 16

Fifteen 18

Sixteen 19

Seventeen 19

Eighteen 5

Nineteen 1

77. How would you rate your personal health?

 45 Excellent
 45 Good
 9 Fair
 1 Poor
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78. About how many hours in a typical week do you do home-related 
chores for your family?  

Hours % Hours %

Zero 4 Nine 1

One 18 Ten to nineteen 9

Two 20 Twenty or more 2

Three 14

Four 11 Median (typical) response: 3 hours

Five 11

Six 3

Seven 6

Eight 2

79. Have you ever been diagnosed with an attention deficit disorder or 
focus disorder? 

 17 Yes
 83 No

(Question 80 was asked only of teens who answered “Yes” in Question 79.)

80. Have you ever taken medication for this attention deficit disorder or 
focus disorder? 

74 Yes
 26 No

81. Have you ever been diagnosed with depression or an anxiety 
disorder? 

 19 Yes
 81 No
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(Question 82 was asked only of teens who answered “Yes” in Question 81.)

82. Have you ever taken medication for this depression or anxiety 
disorder? 

56 Yes
 44 No

83. What is the highest level of education or degree you currently plan 
to attain?

 14 Less than a high school diploma (Grades 1 through 
12, but no diploma; or no schooling) (survey complete)

 10 High school graduate (with diploma or 
GED certificate) (survey complete)

 6 Technical, trade, vocational, or business 
school or program after high school

 1 Some college or university—but no degree
 7 Two-year associate degree from a college, 

university, or community college
 37 Four-year bachelor’s degree from a college 

or university (e.g., BS, BA, AB)
 26 Postgraduate or professional degree, including 

master’s, doctorate, medical, or law degree 
(e.g., MA, MS, PhD, MD, JD)

(This question was not asked of those students who responded “Less than a high school 
diploma” or “High school graduate” in Question 83.)

84. Which of the following will you most likely attend after completing 
high school?

 6 Vocational, technical, or trade school
 13 Two-year community college
 53 Public four-year college or university
 15 Private, non-religious four-year college or university
 7 Religious four-year college or university
 6 Other
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(This question was not asked of those students who responded “Less than a high school 
diploma” or “High school graduate” in Question 83.)

85. How interested are you in attending one of the highest ranked 
colleges or universities in the nation when you complete high 
school?

 9 Not at all interested
 23 Not very interested
33 Somewhat interested
 21 Very interested
 13 Extremely interested

(This question was not asked of those students who responded “Less than a high school 
diploma” or “High school graduate” in Question 83.)

86. Do you think you will most likely live at home or away from home 
while continuing your education beyond high school?

 14 At home
 48 Away from home
 38 A mix of both living at home and away from home

(This question was not asked of those students who responded “Less than a high school 
diploma” or “High school graduate” in Question 83.)

87. Will you most likely pursue your additional schooling through 
an Internet-based distance -learning program or in a face-to-face 
program where you are in classrooms with other students?

 3 An Internet-based distance-learning program
 69 Face-to-face instruction
 28 A mix of both distance-learning and face-to-face instruction
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