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ABSTRACT 

 

Religion has been recognized as a significant developer of political beliefs in 

the lives of African Americans. Through churches, African Americans have found 

the necessary organizational and psychological tools that reduce the associated costs 

of political activities but also reinforce particular political beliefs among networks in 

the churches. The influences of the churches have been measured mainly through 

church attendance, which remains the primary metric of religious participation.  

This study should help future researchers and campaign analysts understand 

how working with African American religious institutions can benefit the more 

liberal sectors of political parties. I used data from the 2004 National Politics Study 

in regression analysis in order to investigate the influence of church attendance on 

the ideologies of African American members, specifically whether attending church 

made an African American more or less likely to be politically liberal. My results 

indicated that church attendance made African Americans more likely to be of a 

politically liberal ideology. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

One significantly growing aspect of electoral research is the study of religion’s 

influence on political behaviors and beliefs. Though religion historically has played an 

important role in the political lives of church members, attention has been dedicated to 

this subject comparatively recently. For example, curiosity has arisen over the rise and 

influence of conservative evangelicals in politics only within the last thirty years. With 

the results of the 2004 election, the role of religion in electoral politics again was raised. 

Despite this newly formed interest towards religion’s role in politics, African Americans 

have relied on their religious institutions as influential sources of political direction and 

motivation in their communities for numerous decades. Even though churches have 

played such important roles in African Americans’ political lives throughout history, they 

were often overlooked by researchers and scholars in favor of conservative white 

evangelicals. Because of this lack of study on the influences of churches upon their 

African American members, it was necessary to examine this area of electoral study more 

thoroughly. 

Even with further research into this particular field, the importance of churches in 

African American political culture cannot be emphasized enough. In fact, the 

disproportionate amount of research in this field between African Americans and non-

blacks is somewhat startling given the results of certain studies. For example, Katherine 
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Tate found that certain religious denominations that were politicized had higher rates of 

political awareness and voting (Tate 1991). These particular denominations often tend to 

be comprised of black churches. Given these results, it would seem that more research on 

churches’ influences on their African American members’ political beliefs and activities 

should exist. Perhaps the reason for the disparity stems from election turnout results 

regularly depicting African Americans as having a relatively small portion of the total 

percent of voter turnout. 

Despite the disparity, the fact remains that churches have been influential in the 

political beliefs and behaviors of their black members because African Americans rely on 

them to provide the methods and means whereby members can afford to participate in 

politics. The means by which the churches influence political behaviors and beliefs stem 

from the churches’ abilities to provide the organizational and psychological tools that are 

necessary for promoting political beliefs and activities (Brown and Wolford 1994; Harris 

1999; Tate 1993). These tools help to diminish the inherent costs of political activities 

and create networks that foster obligatory inducing beliefs and behaviors among 

members. There are many methods through which the churches can provide these 

organizational and psychological tools. The most basic political activities such as voting 

are achieved by imbuing in people a sense of civic duty and increased amounts of 

political knowledge and efficacy through information shared in discussions or messages 
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(Milbrath and Goel 1977; Macaluso and Wanat 1979; Hougland and Christenson 1983; 

Martinson and Wilkening 1987; Strate et al. 1989). The more rigorous forms of political 

activity are thought to be encouraged by further participation in church activities such as 

decision making committees (Peterson 1992). Churches usually promote personal 

religious behaviors such as praying or reading sacred texts, which can increase group 

identity, efficacy, and activism (Verba and Nie 1972; Dawson, Brown, and Allen 1990). 

However, these tools are only effective if African Americans are inherently very religious 

and appropriate them by actually attending church. Past research has indicated that this 

foundational qualification is true. African Americans have higher rates of church 

involvement, are more active in church, and are more religious than other racial and 

ethnic groups (Mays and Nicholson 1969; Mrydal 1944; Gallup and Castelli 1989). 

Because of the highly religious nature of most African Americans, they often are able to 

gain access to the tools that their churches provide and are subsequently influenced to 

engage in developing political beliefs and behaviors. 

Though it is impossible to examine all the various methods by which African 

Americans are exposed to these tools, it is important to understand some ways of how 

they come in contact with them. The most accepted method of accomplishing this task is 

to examine the simple activity of attendance. Through attendance, individuals are often 

exposed to the most basic tools such as discussing political issues either with other 
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members or with leaders. These discussions often take place among close familial and 

social groups that espouse and promote political beliefs and actions that are uniformly 

held to by the group members. Attendance allows people to hear church leaders espouse a 

particular political ideology or political action.  Though other forms of church activity 

such as activism or personal religiosity are important aspects of African Americans’ 

religious lives, attendance remains the simplest and most common activity.  

Despite my initial intentions to measure voting behavior, the National Politics 

Study data for that variable proved to be miscalculating. Therefore, I had to alter my 

analysis by focusing on whether church attendance would make an African American 

individual more or less likely to be politically liberal. The necessity to change my focus 

does not negate the importance of past studies, as often times these authors included 

measures of political ideology along with church attendance to measure electoral 

behavior. This paper simply attempts to examine the relationship of ideology and church 

attendance in order to determine if churches had significant impacts on the political 

ideologies of their African American members in the 2004 election year. 
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Chapter 2.  Background and Literature Review 

Churches are influential institutions in the political lives of African Americans. 

They provide African Americans with sources of political knowledge that they may not 

find elsewhere and enable African Americans to find both physical and spiritual sources 

of motivation and instruction on how to engage in the socio-political issues of their 

cultures. Though there remain specialized tools that are available such as group activities 

and personal devotional actions, most African Americans can access the tools they need 

by simply attending church. It is through attendance that churches influence the political 

beliefs and behaviors of their members. 

Even though current research indicates that churches influence political beliefs 

and behaviors, there exists a body of literature that adamantly supports the antithesis of 

these results. Theorists in this camp have challenged and openly opposed these widely 

accepted results throughout the last several decades by positing that no relationship 

between churches and political beliefs and behaviors exists. The basis for this supposition 

resides in the theory that religious practices and beliefs restrain black believers’ political 

activities through means such as focusing on otherworldly issues, which inhibits political 

actions since temporal concerns are deemed as fleeting and have little impact on eternity 

(Johnson 1941; Powdermaker 1939; Bunche 1940; Mrydal 1944; Dollard 1949; Lane 

1959; Frazier 1963; Marx 1967; Reed 1986). One of the most recent and well known 
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defenses of this view occurs in Adolph Reed’s analysis of Jesse Jackson’s campaign in 

1984 (Reed 1986). In his analysis of this election year, Reed suggests that churches and 

attendance are not influential in stimulating black political activities. His reasoning for 

this assertion is founded in the belief that the result of this election is the fruition of 

political efforts to increase and enfranchise African Americans through legislation and 

voter turnout efforts in the preceding decades. The reason for the African American voter 

turnout decline in the 1980’s is because these particular turnout efforts were not 

employed as they had been prior. 

Despite the assertions that are made by this group of theorists, their research has 

been slightly discredited due to several existing fundamental problems First, past research 

indicates that church attendance does not have an effect on the political behaviors of only 

the most sectarian religious groups (Hunt and Hunt 1977). African American churches 

usually do not meet this characterization and do notice influences on the political beliefs 

and behaviors of their members. Furthermore, most of these opponents’ arguments and 

analyses occurred prior to the changes that happened in the black political and societal 

cultures of the 1960’s and 1970’s. It was during this time period that the political roles 

and influences of black churches increased, which laid the groundwork for their future 

influences on voting and other political beliefs and behaviors. Therefore, many of these 
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opponents’ arguments fail to examine and capture the rise and subsequent impacts of 

black churches in politics. 

In contrast to that group of opposing authors, most current researchers agree that 

churches do have significant influences on the political beliefs and behaviors of their 

African American members. Still, many of these current authors differ on how much the 

churches influence their members and how to measure those influences. For most 

scholars, attendance is the primary measurement to use, since it resembles the best way of 

capturing how individuals gain access to the organizational and psychological tools that 

encourage political beliefs and behaviors. However, there is a debate as to whether or not 

attendance is the appropriate measurement to use and whether it truly does influence 

voting and political beliefs and behaviors. This debate has led to several beneficial 

studies regarding the role of attendance in understanding the influences of churches in 

African American political behaviors. 

At one end of the research spectrum, there are studies that show that churches do 

affect political behaviors through attendance. Though these authors focus on particular 

fields such as political behaviors throughout lifetimes or different life contexts that affect 

attendance rates, their results are the same (Strate et al 1989; Alex-Assensoh and 

Assensoh 2001). In each situation, certain elements affect church attendance, but 

attendance still significantly increases the likelihood of voting. 
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The works of these particular authors are beneficial in understanding how certain 

social, familial, or economic contexts can inhibit or promote attendance, thereby 

influencing the probability of gaining access to the psychological and organizational tools 

that stimulate voting and political beliefs and behaviors. Certain socio-economic and 

demographic factors significantly influence attendance such as gender, age, income, and 

race. In these situations, African American heritage does lead to increased attendance, 

which supports the theory that African Americans are more religious than other ethnic 

groups. Being married, female, and increasing in age are also indicators of increased 

attendance. Only individuals in single parent homes seem to have lower attendance rates 

because they may feel that their familial contexts are not supported by churches or they 

experience time constraints. Even though they may not be able to gain the necessary tools 

to encourage electoral behaviors from a church, they may find alternative institutions that 

will. Having displayed the influences of factors upon attendance, these authors’ results 

indicate that church attendance significantly increases voting behavior (Strate et al 1989; 

Alex-Assensoh and Assensoh 2001). Despite its significance, the influence of church 

attendance on voting is substantively smaller than the influences of education, age, 

income, or partisanship. Still, if African Americans truly tend to attend churches at higher 

rates than other ethnic groups, they will acquire the necessary tools to increase their 

political knowledge and be encouraged to vote and develop their beliefs and behaviors.  
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While this first group of authors shows that attendance does affect voting 

behavior, the second camp’s research indicates that this relationship is only true for 

certain elections. In particular years, other characteristics motivate voting behavior more 

than attendance or work in conjunction with church attendance (Harris 1994; Tate 1991). 

For example, attendance may significantly increase voting behavior when individually 

examined, but it may not affect collective group voting behavior (Harris 1994). For 

African Americans, this type of situation may occur when a candidate of similar ethnic 

background campaigns or when a particular candidate causes consternation in the black 

community. The best example of this phenomenon is the campaigns of Jesse Jackson in 

the 1980’s. During this period of time, Jackson’s standing in the African American 

community and within black churches both worked in conjunction and opposition with 

the influences of churches upon voting by their African American members. The seminal 

work on this matter is Katherine Tate’s analysis of factors that increased black voter 

turnout in the 1984 and 1988 elections (Tate 1991). Since Jesse Jackson used black 

churches in 1984 to raise funds and disperse information, the logical conclusion seems 

that members of these churches would have had propensities to both be aware of political 

issues and participate in voting. However, while black participation increased for the first 

time in twenty years during the 1984 Presidential election, these record levels were 
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reversed in the 1988 general election. Tate’s work manifests the strange relationships 

between Jackson’s campaign, the churches’ influences, and other factors. 

In these elections, Tate notices that some interesting and contradictory outcomes 

occurred (Tate 1991). Church attendance did increase the probability of being aware of 

and voting in the 1984 primary. However, it did not increase the probability of voting in 

the 1988 primary. The opposite was true for the respective general elections. In 1984, 

church attendance did not have a significant effect on increasing the probability of voting. 

In this year, African Americans were influenced by other factors such as personal 

feelings for the candidates or demographic characteristics. The 1988 general election 

differed greatly from the previous one, as church attendance had a great influence in 

voter turnout that year. Other factors that were important in 1984, such as personal 

feelings and racial consciousness, were not as influential in 1988. Tate’s research shows 

that the influences of churches may or may not affect voting behavior, depending on the 

given year, candidates, feelings, and other factors.  

The third group of theorists believes that churches have influences in voting by 

their African American members but not through attendance. Though this group believes 

that African Americans have high degrees of attendance, it proposes that simple 

attendance is insignificant in influencing voting (McClerking and McDaniel 2005; 

McKenzie 2004). Their defense of this position is founded in the theory that the actual 
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activities that occur at the churches provide and develop the tools needed for members to 

engage in electoral behaviors and thus are better measures of influences than simple 

attendance. These activities may include activism within socio-political or religious 

groups, increased religiosity through personal prayers and reading texts, further 

attendance beyond the normally scheduled meetings, having informational discussions of 

an inter-congregant or clerical nature, listening to invited political speakers, and being 

advised to act by leaders. It is through these actions that members truly are able to curtail 

the costs of increasing political knowledge and engaging in political activities by 

dispersing information during gatherings, encouraging activism, and creating a political 

consciousness among members. They also continue to engage in obligatory beliefs and 

behaviors within the familial or social networks that encourage behavioral conformity to 

the groups’ espoused political norms.  

The group’s position in regards to the importance of simple attendance on voting 

by African American members is also influenced by several other factors. There exist 

distinctions within this group as to what types of churches should be examined. Some 

authors posit that there is a significant difference between churches and politicized 

churches (McClerking and McDaniel 2005; Tate 1993; Calhoun-Brown 1996). They 

usually define the latter type as ones that believe that “political awareness and activity” 

are essential for their existences (McClerking and McDaniel 2005). According to these 
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thinkers, politicized churches subsequently provide more ways of accumulating political 

knowledge, discuss political activities more often, and provide methods to build political 

skills. 

Another distinction within this group is over the role of the clergy. While it 

logically seems that church leaders hold influences over their members, some research 

indicates that this belief is not entirely true (McKenzie 2004). Members do not always 

agree with the ideologies of their churches’ hierarchies, and some ministers totally avoid 

political issues. Therefore, the true church activities that stimulate voting behavior are 

inter-congregant informational discussions and engagements in obligatory inducing 

networks through advanced activism in church groups. Members feel more comfortable 

engaging in discussions within these familial and social networks rather than in a 

hierarchical one with their ministers. 

This group’s theories are supported by their research results, which indicate that 

voting is significantly increased through activities such as political discussions among 

members or with political speakers and through increased activism within the church 

because these activities undermine costs and induce obligatory beliefs and behaviors. 

These significant influences are true for both politically active and non-active adults and 

young people. However, according to the findings, church attendance is either 

insignificant or detrimental to voter turnout. This occurrence may be due to how the 
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authors defined their churches or that the effect of attendance is captured in the variables 

that deal with actual political discussions. In addition to the insignificance of attendance, 

the authors also found that their positions regarding the hypothesized significances of 

clerical messages and personal religiosity in electoral behavior were actually 

insignificant.  

Though there are differences between these camps, the research that supports the 

existence of religion’s role in black politics is beneficial because it provides a means of 

understanding the roles of churches in influencing voting behaviors by their African 

American members through church attendance. It reveals the importance of religion’s 

role in the lives of African Americans, the politicized natures of many of the churches, 

and the means by which these churches provide their members with the necessary 

organizational and psychological tools to curtail the costs of political engagement and to 

act in accordance with the accepted political norms of the churches’ networks. Though 

some people may argue that churches provide these tools specifically through particular 

activities, it is generally held that most African Americans are influenced by their 

churches through simple attendance.  

Though attendance remains the primary means to measure the influences of 

churches upon voting, its necessity has been disputed. Depending on the data and 

methods used, it appears that church attendance may or may not influence African 
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Americans to vote. Certain theorists show that attendance does increase the probability of 

voting among blacks. Other theorists espouse that attendance does not have a direct effect 

on voting. For them, attendance provides the basis for engagement in the church activities 

that truly influence voting behavior. Still, other research shows that attendance affects 

turnout, depending on the political context of the given election year. Even though all 

these authors differ in their results, they show the relationship of attendance in 

influencing voting and the importance of religion in African Americans’ political lives. 

Despite the insights of these people, much of the literature on this topic is still 

limited. The existing research on the roles of churches in voting by their African 

American members is dwarfed in comparison to the body of work that focuses on white 

voters or religion’s influence across ethnic groups, which fails to differentiate for racial 

motivations and methods. This disparity between religious influences for blacks and for 

other ethnic groups is due to a greater focus on the rise of white evangelicals and their 

influences in the last thirty years. The lack of research on churches’ influences on African 

Americans has continued, as much of the research on the 2004 election examined the 

results through the lens of white evangelical voting behavior. Despite arguments for the 

importance of studying the rise of white evangelical voters, this lack of research for 

African Americans is a source of concern since blacks have been considered more 
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religious than other ethnic groups. Because of these concerns, it is necessary to assist 

researchers in developing this body of study.  

In addition to the problem of a substantially smaller body of research on 

churches’ influences on African Americans, most of the fundamentally accepted research 

about this topic is based on data from the past fifteen to forty-five years. Since even the 

most current research focuses on elections that occurred prior to 1992, an examination of 

current trends is necessary. This past research does not offer much insight into the role of 

religion in the political lives of African Americans in the new millennium, and it is 

possible that motivations and beliefs changed over time. With the resurrection of the 

importance of religion in 2004, it is necessary to look into what particular factors affected 

African Americans at this point in time rather than in previous elections.  

 The combination of the evidence of past research and the existence of these 

problems led me to investigate the influences of churches on voting by their African 

American members in the 2004 election. However, because of problems with my data, I 

was forced to alter my question and examine the influence of church attendance on the 

political ideologies of African Americans. This problem does not negate the importance 

of the mentioned literature. In fact, many studies indicated that ideology also affects 

voting. In certain studies the results indicated that strength to one’s ideology or party was 

often influential in voting or electoral behavior (McKenzie 2004; McClerking and 
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McDaniel 2005; Strate et al 1989; Tate 1991). Using these results, I developed a theory 

that there is a relationship between ideology and church attendance, specifically whether 

church attendance makes an African American individual more or less likely to be a 

liberal. 

Despite the changes that were made, I am still able to accomplish certain goals. 

By examining data from a religiously influenced election that occurred in the new 

millennium, I am able to supplement the current research that exists but is primarily 

based on the religiously driven elections of the 1980’s or localized results. Similar to 

other theorists, I examine the role of attendance so as to see how African Americans may 

have been influenced to act on the organizational and psychological tools that are 

provided. By examining these attendance levels, I can determine how much more or less 

likely African Americans were influenced by their churches to be of liberal ideology in 

2004. 
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Chapter 3.  Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

Though religion is an integral part of African American culture, not all black 

citizens believe that religion is important, or as important, in their individual lives as 

other citizens may. Because of these different beliefs regarding religion, it is necessary to 

conceptualize the black population as being comprised of two distinct groups, church 

attendees and non-attendees. Also, it is essential to remember that African Americans 

have historically associated more with Democratic or liberal causes. Taking these facts 

regarding the political ideologies and the importance of religion to African Americans 

into account, my framework is based in the concept that individuals who are exposed to 

religious institutions by their parents or elders at an early age will be exposed to the 

ideological preferences of that church affiliation, which mirror the ideological 

preferences of the parents. Therefore, children are actually being exposed to their parents’ 

ideologies. As individuals mature, their choices of church affiliations likely will continue 

to mirror those same ideologies. Conservatives choose to attend conservative churches, 

and liberals opt to attend churches that espouse similar beliefs. Therefore, African 

Americans choose their ideologies and then the churches that match those ideologies, but 

I posit that African Americans who attend church will be more likely to be liberal than 

either whites or African Americans who do not attend church. The relationship between 

ideology and church attendance is depicted in Graph 1 below. 
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Graph 1. Relationships between African Americans, Attendance, and Ideology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In concordance with the emphasis on the religious influence in the 2004 election, 

I theorized that the churches’ impacts on the liberal ideologies of their African American 

members through simple attendance were significant in 2004. Past research suggests that 

attendance may have a relationship with ideological preferences or partisanships, 

indicating that churches may play significant roles in influencing and strengthening the 

ideological beliefs of African American members. Since the 2004 election was 

considered an election year riddled with intense ideological strife in both moral and 

social issues, I posit that church attendance played a significant role in making an African 

American attendee more likely to be liberal than non-attendees and non-blacks. 
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Chapter 4.  Data and Methodology 

I used data from the 2004 National Politics Study, which was collected by James 

S. Jackson, Vincent L. Hutchings, Ronald Brown, and Cara Wong through the funding of 

the National Science Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, and the University of 

Michigan’s Office of the Vice-President of Research. I accessed the data through the 

Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, which is based in the 

Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. 

The 2004 National Politics Study was designed to gather data about people’s 

political beliefs, behaviors, and feelings in the new millennium through computer-

assisted telephone interviews conducted throughout the country. The researchers 

employed fourteen sample frames that individually targeted specific ethnic groups and 

then merged the samples. These frames came from the National Survey of American 

Life, which is a national representative sample of people that live in areas where African 

Americans reside. Therefore, areas of the country with homogenous populations of non-

African American citizens are excluded from NSAL. The NPS team conducted the 

survey from September 3, 2004 to February 25, 2005. The overall response rate was 

approximately thirty-one percent. By the end of the survey, over 3,300 individuals from 

five main ethnic backgrounds were compiled in the data set. However, I only focused on 

African Americans and whites. 
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My analysis investigated the influences of churches on the ideologies of their 

African American members, and I examined this relationship specifically by looking at 

how attendance rates affected liberal ideologies. In order to accomplish this examination, 

I looked at African Americans and whites. I did not use individuals with missing data or 

who did not know the answers or refused to answer any of the survey questions I used.  

 Several limitations of the data should be noted. First, my results cannot be 

generalized across other ethnic or racial groups since my research only focused on 

African Americans in comparison to whites. Also, this study cannot be generalized for 

certain individuals who do not associate with the two main political ideologies since I did 

not use the survey information for independents or people who did not identify with an 

ideology. I analyzed 1,207 observations, which is slightly more than thirty-six percent of 

the original number of observations in the data set. However, my sample size is still 

acceptable and large enough to be used.  

My model is comprised of six independent variables and is as follows: Liberal = 

β0 + β1Regular Attendance + β2African American Regular Attendance + β3African 

American + β4Male + β5Married + β6College. Because I used only dummy variables to 

measure the likelihood of how certain variables would affect one being of liberal 

ideology, I employed a logistic regression. My binary dependent variable measured 

whether an individual considered oneself a liberal or not. In order to explain the 
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churches’ impacts on ideologies through simple attendance, I have two main explanatory 

variables, regular attendance and African American regular attendance. For my binary 

attendance variables, I considered individuals who attended church once a week or more 

as regular attendees. Individuals who attended less than this amount are considered the 

opposite. My regular attendance variable allows me to measure how much more or less 

likely church attendees will be liberal for both whites and African Americans. This 

variable is in contrast to my interaction term, African American regular attendance, 

which lets me specifically see how much more or less likely African American church 

attendees will be liberal than whites and African American non-attendees. I posit that 

regular church attendance will make an individual less likely to be liberal, but that regular 

church attendance for African Americans will make them more likely to be liberal.  

In addition to these main independent variables, I used four socio-economic and 

demographic control variables to account for certain factors that might influence liberal 

ideology.  I created a binary variable to account for the African American observations 

because I believed a greater percentage of these observations would be liberal as 

compared to the white observations, and I wanted to determine how much less or more 

likely an African American would be liberal than a white counterpart. I used a control 

variable for education because studies indicate that political behavior increases as 

education increases since educated people have greater abilities and more time to 
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accumulate political knowledge and to be politically active, thus strengthening 

ideological beliefs. The binary education variable measured a person’s educational 

achievement in terms of having some collegiate experience and having no collegiate 

experience. I also used binary variables to account for differences that occur with gender 

and marital status. For marital status, anyone who was considered married, separated, or 

partnered were coded as ones, while individuals who were divorced, single, or widowed 

were coded as zeros. However, for these last two variables, I did not create interactions 

for the African American observations simply because I was less concerned with the 

influence of race across them. I simply wanted to measure whether there were differences 

between the genders and marital statuses. Nonetheless, I hypothesize that being a male 

and being married will make a person to less likely be liberal. 

Of particular interest, while running partial models, I found income and age to be 

statistically insignificant, thus forcing me to not include them in my final model. These 

results are intriguing because studies indicate that as income increases, individuals have 

more time and opportunities to engage in political activity, which may strengthen one’s 

ideology. Also, as age increases, individuals usually become more invested in political 

activities, thus also strengthening ideology. Despite the insignificance of these variables, 

this basic model enables me to determine the influences of churches on the ideologies of 

their African American members in the 2004 election. 
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Chapter 5.  Results 

Before I engaged in any regression analysis, it was necessary to look at the 

weighted descriptive statistics of my data in order to better understand the nature of it. 

The descriptive statistics and frequency distributions are at the end of this section in 

Table 1 and Table 2, respectively. Since the purpose of the study was to determine 

whether church attendance made an African American more or less likely to be 

politically liberal, my study population consisted of whites and African Americans. My 

dependent variable measured whether someone was classified as a liberal or a 

conservative. Considering the number of whites in the data, it was reasonable to expect 

that the mean for the liberal variable would be less than .5, which it was. Most people in 

the survey identified as conservatives. However, a cross tabulation of this variable with 

African American identification showed that the inverse was true, as the mean was .54, 

which indicated that slightly more African Americans associated more with a politically 

liberal ideology than with a conservative one. 

My independent variables consisted of the two attendance variables and the socio-

economic and demographic characteristics. These first two variables were the foundation 

for my hypothesis. The first variable was regular attendance, which measured attendance 

rates for both whites and blacks. According to this variable’s mean, which was slightly 

over .41, the vast majority of people did not attend church regularly. A further cross 
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tabulation of this variable for only African Americans showed that the mean increased to 

.48, which indicated that almost one out of every two African Americans attended church 

regularly. My interaction term for African American church attendance indicated only six 

percent of the observations were African American church attendees. 

As for the socio-economic and demographic characteristics, I had unchangeable 

and changeable characteristics. As for the unchangeable characteristics of race and 

gender, African Americans comprised approximately twelve percent of the study, which 

was close to their actual population percentage. Whites had a larger percentage in the 

study than their expected real population percentage, which was probably due to the 

analysis disregarding all other racial and ethnic groups outside of African Americans and 

whites. The other immutable characteristic was gender. According to the data, there were 

more females in the study than males, which was representative of the nation’s actual 

percentage. A cross tabulation for this variable and African Americans revealed that the 

mean was even closer to.5, making it seem that there was a greater disparity in gender 

between whites than African Americans.  

I also had changeable socio-economic and demographic characteristics. The 

statistics indicated about sixty-five percent of people were married or partnered, but 

another cross tabulation between this variable and African American identification 

indicated that forty-five percent of African Americans were married or partnered, thus 
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indicating that whites were more likely to be married or have a partner. The last 

characteristic was education. Almost seventy-four percent of people had engaged in some 

form of higher education. This higher average may have been due to whites attending 

college more than blacks, which was evidenced by the fact that a cross tabulation of 

college experience and African American identification showed that only fifty-six percent 

of African Americans had some college experience. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Weighted Descriptive Statistics (N=1,207) 

 Mean Standard Deviation 

Independent Variables:    

 Regular 

Attendance 

.415 .493 

 African American 

Regular 

Attendance 

.060 .237 

 African American .124 .329 

 Male .466 .499 

 Married .645 .478 

 College .737 .440 

Dependent Variable:    

 Liberal .434 .496 
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Table 2. Weighted Frequency Distribution of Variables (N=1,207) 

   Frequency Percentage Cumulative 

Percentage 

Independent 

Variables: 

     

Attends:     

 Less than once a 

week 

96,261,870 58.51 58.51 

 More than once 

a week 

68,261,684 41.49 100.00 

African 

American 

Attends: 

    

 Less than once a 

week 

154,682,663 94.02 94.02 

 More than once 

a week 

9,840,991 5.98 100.00 

African 

American: 

    

 White 144,199,973 87.65 87.65 

 Black 20,323,581 12.35 100.00 

Gender:     

 Female 87,805,809 53.37 53.37 

 Male 76,717,745 46.63 100.00 

Married:     

 Single 58,362,713 35.47 35.47 

 Married 106,160,841 64.53 100.00 

Education:     

 Less than 

College 

43,315,705 26.33 26.33 

 Some College 121,207,849 73.67 100.00 

Dependent 

Variable: 

     

Liberal:     

 No 93,189,850 56.64 56.64 

 Yes 71,333,704 43.36 100.00 
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My regression analysis was based on creating several non-weighted partial logit 

models that examined the relationships of three types of variables to the dependent 

variable, liberal. My independent variables were divvied into three groups that measured 

attendance rates, unchangeable socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, and 

changeable socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. I used logit models because 

linear probability models may have resulted in predicted probabilities greater than one. 

Instead of just placing all the variables in one full model, I used partial logit models to 

see which variables in the three groups were statistically significant. If the variables 

proved to be significant in the partial models, I placed them in a full logit model. Any 

variables that proved to be insignificant were unqualified to be in the full model. This 

method allowed me to determine which variables were useful in my study and which 

were not. After investigating the results of the full logit model, the significant variables 

were then entered into non-weighted and weighted logistic regressions. These logistic 

regressions specifically allowed me to measure whether church attendance for an African 

American would make one more or less likely to be liberal.  

My first partial logit model measured the attendance variables on liberal ideology, 

as can be seen in Table 3 at the end of this section. This first partial logit model was 

essential in determining whether my variable for African American attendance was 

statistically significant and could thus be placed in my full logit model and logistic 
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regressions. I first measured the influence of regular attendance for both African 

Americans and whites. The magnitude of the coefficient for regular attendance was quite 

large. The result showed that the coefficient of -1.312 had a negative impact on being 

liberal, holding all else equal. The coefficient proved to be statistically significant at the 

ninety-nine percent confidence level and thus was placed in my full model and logistic 

regressions. The influence of this variable was most likely due to the larger number of 

whites who tended to be more conservative.  

In order to determine the influence of African American church attendance on 

ideology, I looked at my interaction term. The influence of the variable for African 

American regular church attendance had a large magnitude as well. Holding all else 

equal, the coefficient had a positive impact on being liberal, as it was 1.306. Because the 

coefficient was significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence level, I was able to use 

the variable in further analysis. This result provided an early indication that regular 

church attendances for African Americans did have significant influences on increasing 

their probabilities of being liberal. 

The second partial model measured the influences of unchangeable socio-

economic and demographic characteristics on liberal ideology, as can be seen in Table 3 

below. The three characteristics that I measured were race, gender, and age. These 

characteristics became control variables for my full logit model and logistic regressions. 
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If the variables proved to be significant, I employed them as a control variable. However, 

any insignificant variables were discarded.  

The first variable measured the influence of race, specifically whether being 

African American had a positive impact on being liberal. The results indicated that being 

African American had a positive impact of .645, holding all else equal. The coefficient 

was statistically significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence level, thus the variable 

was used in further analysis. I had thought that being African American would have a 

positive impact on being liberal and that these liberal ideologies were developed, 

reinforced, and strengthened by parents and church elders. The results indicated that this 

idea was correct. 

The second variable in this partial model measured the influence of gender, 

specifically whether being a male had a negative impact on being liberal. The results 

indicated that being male had a negative impact of -.211, holding all else equal. White 

and black men were less likely to be politically liberal than their female counterparts in 

2004. Since the coefficient was significant at the ninety percent confidence level, I used it 

in later models. Though I did not employ an interaction term to specifically measure 

whether being an African American male had a negative impact on being liberal, further 

investigation may prove beneficial in determining whether there may be some differences 

between white and black males or white and black females in having liberal ideologies. 



 

30 

 

The final variable in the second partial model was age. Of particular interest was 

the fact that age was insignificant and had a relatively small magnitude, as the coefficient 

did not even measure close to one percent. Due to its insignificance, it was excluded from 

the full model and logistic regressions. Originally, I had theorized that younger people 

did not tend to invest the resources needed in developing their political ideologies, which 

ultimately would be developed and strengthened more as they aged. However, according 

to the data, this idea proved to be incorrect.  

The final partial model measured the influences of changeable socio-economic 

and demographic characteristics on liberal ideology, as can be seen in Table 3 below. 

Here, I measured marital status, collegiate experience, and income. These variables were 

also designed to act as control variables. If they proved to be significant, they were 

employed in the full model and logistic regressions. If they were statistically 

insignificant, they were discarded from further use.  

The first variable was marital status, which measure whether someone was in a 

legal marriage relationship or similar type of relationship. The coefficient showed that 

being married had a negative impact of -.452 on being liberal, holding all else equal. The 

coefficient was significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence level, and the variable 

was used in further analysis. The result strengthened my idea that married individuals 



 

31 

 

may be less likely to be liberal because one spouse would conform his or her ideology to 

the other one’s beliefs. 

The second variable in this model measured college experience, specifically 

whether someone had been exposed to any type of collegiate education. The results 

indicated that some sort of exposure to higher education had a positive impact on being 

liberal by .444, holding all else equal. This coefficient was significant at the ninety-nine 

percent confidence level and was placed in the full model and logistic regressions. I had 

theorized that colleges supplied the environments and tools for people to develop and 

strengthen their ideologies, whether they were liberal or conservative. The data suggests 

that liberal ideologies were strengthened more than conservative ones. Though I had not 

investigated the differences between college experience for whites and African 

Americans, it would be beneficial for future research to see if college experience has 

different effects on the liberal ideologies of the races.  

Finally, my last variable in this partial model measured income. I had surmised 

that being in certain economic statuses or income levels would have had some sort of 

positive or negative impact on being liberal. However, the data suggested that my theory 

was incorrect because the coefficient on the variable proved to be statistically 

insignificant. Thus, this variable was not employed in any further analysis. 
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Given the results of these partial models, I ran a full model to determine the 

influences of the all the variables on liberal ideology, as can be seen below in Table 4. If 

the variables proved to be significant in the full model, they were placed in the final 

logistic regressions. In this full logit model, I was able to again measure whether a 

specific variable had a positive or negative impact on being liberal. The signs of the 

variables remained the same in the full model, although the magnitudes changed 

substantively for some variables.  

My theory regarding African American church attendance was upheld by the 

results of the full model. First, regular church attendance for whites and African 

Americans had a negative impact of -1.265 on being liberal, holding all else constant. 

Again, this result was influenced probably by the large number of whites in the study. 

However, my interaction term that specifically measured African American regular 

attendance had a positive impact on being liberal, holding all else constant. The 

coefficient was 1.051. Thus, my hypothesis regarding the influences of churches on 

African Americans’ ideologies through attendances was upheld. When African 

Americans attend church regularly, they are exposed to the organizational and 

psychological tools that develop and strengthen and their politically liberal ideologies. 

Because both of these coefficients were significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence 

level, they were placed in my logistic regressions.  
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The variables from the second partial model that were placed into the full model 

dealt with race and gender. In the full model, the coefficient for race showed that being 

African American had a positive impact on being liberal by .282, holding all else 

constant. This result strengthened my conceptual framework regarding an African 

American being exposed to a particular ideology that one’s progenitors had, which was 

then developed and strengthened through church attendance. This coefficient was 

significant at the ninety percent confidence level and was incorporated into the logistic 

regressions.  

The other unchangeable characteristic measured gender. In the full model, being 

male had a negative impact on being liberal by -.264, holding all else constant. My idea 

concerning the differences between the genders was supported by this result. The 

coefficient was significant at the ninety-five percent confidence level and used in the 

logistic regressions. 

The last two variables in the full model came from my unchangeable 

characteristics. First, the coefficient for marital status had a relatively low magnitude, as 

it showed that being married had a negative impact on being liberal by -.225, holding all 

else constant. However, the variable was significant at the ninety percent confidence 

level. These results again reinforced my idea that a marriage relationship or equivalent 
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relationship had a negative impact on one spouse being liberal, as one conformed his or 

her ideology to the spouse’s beliefs.  

As for college experience, the coefficient for this variable was substantively quite 

large. Being exposed to some form of higher education had a positive impact on being 

liberal by .593, holding all else equal. These results again confirmed my belief that 

colleges provide the tools and means to particularly strengthen politically liberal 

ideologies. The variable was significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence level and 

used for further analysis. 
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Table 3. Non-weighted Partial Models for Logit 

Regression on Liberal (N=1,207) 

 

 Model One Model Two Model Three 

    

Attends -1.312 *** 

(.156) 

  

African 

American 

Attends 

1.306 *** 

(.179) 

  

Constant .235 *** 

(.081) 

  

    

African 

American 

 .645 *** 

(.119) 

 

Male  -.211 

(.120) 

 

Age  .002     

(.004)     

 

Constant  -.389     

(.204) 

 

    

Married   -.452 *** 

(.119) 

College   .444 *** 

(.127) 

Income   2.55e-07 

(2.10e-07) 

Constant   -.136 

(.120) 

Pseudo-R
2
 .051 .020 .016 

Note: **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Table 4. Non-weighted Full Model for Logit Regression 

on Liberal (N=1,207) 

 Coefficient 

Attends     -1.265 *** 

(.172) 

African American Attends       1.051 *** 

 (.247) 

African American .282 

 (.171) 

Male        -.264   ** 

 (.126) 

Married -.225 

 (.125) 

College         .593 *** 

 (.134) 

Constant  -.027 

  (.170) 

Pseudo-R
2
   .069 

Note: **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

Having measured the influences of the variables in the full logit model, I 

proceeded to use logistic regressions. I employed these types of regressions because they 

indicated whether church attendance for an African American would make one more or 

less likely to be liberal. In the regressions, I used both non-weighted and weighted data. I 

did so because weighted data in logistic regression can increase the standard errors 

greatly. I included the results from both the non-weighted and weighted logistic 

regression in Tables 5 and 6 at the end of this section, respectively. My interpretation was 

based on the results of the weighted logistic regression. 
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My analysis of the logistic regression started with the attendance variables, as 

seen in Table 6 below. I first observed my variable for regular church attendance, which 

proved to be significant at the ninety-nine percent confidence level. Citizens who 

attended church were approximately seventy-three percent less likely to be liberal than 

those people who did not attend church regularly, holding all else equal. This result was 

probably influenced by the large number of whites in the survey. However, this result 

intuitively makes sense in that much of the reported influence of church attendance is 

associated with evangelical white voters who often tend to be conservative.  

As for the result of my interaction term, the results of the logistic regression 

indicated that regular church attendance for an African American made one about 139 

percent more likely to be liberal, holding all else equal. The coefficient was significant at 

the ninety-nine percent confidence level. Therefore, my hypothesis regarding the 

influence of church attendance for an African American and one’s politically liberal 

ideology was not rejected. I had formulated my hypothesis that church attendance had an 

impact on ideology based upon past literature, and the results of the regressions supported 

much of the previously discussed literature on voting. Though most of that literature dealt 

with the relationship of voting and church attendance, many of those studies indicated 

that partisanship and ideology had impacts on voting whether continually or in certain 

election years (McClerking and McDaniel 2005; McKenzie 2004; Strate et al. 1989; Tate 
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1991). These results supplemented those works and showed just how relevant and 

influential church attendances were to African Americans’ ideologies in 2004. In fact, the 

magnitude of this variable was the most substantial of all the variables, including that of 

college education which is often the best predictor of political beliefs and actions. In 

2004, churches did provide the needed organizational and psychological tools to their 

African American members. When members regularly attended their churches, they were 

able to develop and strengthen their politically liberal ideologies. 

I then measured the coefficients for my unchangeable socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics, as can be seen in Table 6 below. Race was statistically 

significant factor in determining whether one would be more or less likely to be liberal. 

Holding all else equal, being African American made a person approximately twenty-six 

percent more likely to be liberal. This result supported my idea that African Americans 

were exposed to the ideologies of their family members and then had those beliefs 

developed and supported at churches. Some of the previous literature had indicated that 

race had no significant influence on voting, which made me question whether race would 

have any effect on ideology (Harris 1994). Despite these questions, the results showed 

that race did have an influence on ideology. Of interest, though the coefficient was 

significant, the influence of this race variable was not as substantively large as church 

attendance or even collegiate experience.  
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The other unchangeable characteristic was gender. The results indicated that 

being a male actually made one approximately thirty-nine percent less likely to be liberal, 

holding all else equal. This outcome was also expected and supported my idea that men 

often tend to associate with more conservative issues and beliefs. My expectations 

regarding the relationship of gender and ideology stemmed from the information that I 

found in the literature regarding the relationship between being a male and being more 

likely to vote (McClerking and McDaniel 2005). Still, I found other studies that indicated 

that there was no significant relationship between gender and voting (Alex-Assensoh and 

Assensoh 2001; Harris 1994; McKenzie 2004; Tate 1991). Despite these other studies, I 

believed that there was some relationship between gender and ideology, since there 

seemed to be some evidence for a relationship between gender and voting. The results 

showed that my belief was correct. It should be noted that there may exist differences 

between white men and black men or white women and black women. Though it was not 

the intention of this study to investigate these differences, future research may want to 

examine such differences to see how politically liberal ideologies differ between the 

genders of separate races. 

The last two variables that I examined dealt with the changeable socioeconomic 

and demographic characteristics, and the outcomes met my original expectations. 

Holding all else equal, marriage or a similar type of relationship actually made a person 
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less likely to be liberal by about forty percent. This result may be due to the fact that once 

people enter into such relationships their individual ideologies may evolve into more 

similar ideological structures as that of their partners, which may be particularly true for 

women. Future research should examine if this belief is statistically true. My own beliefs 

regarding the influence of marital status on ideology stemmed from some of the literature 

that I investigated which indicated that there was a relationship between being married 

and voting (Strate et al 1989). I had read arguments suggesting that the inverse was true, 

but I believed that the relationship between marital status and ideology was significant 

(Alex-Assensoh and Assensoh 2001).  

 The last variable was collegiate experience, which had a significant impact on 

whether a person was more likely to be liberal. The results of the regression indicated that 

some sort of exposure to higher education made a person about sixty-two percent more 

likely to identify with a politically liberal ideology, holding all else equal. Here, my 

expectations were based on the literature that showed a significant relationship between 

college experience and voting (Harris 1994; McKenzie 2004; Strate et al. 1989; Tate 

1991). From these works, I developed my theory regarding college experience and 

ideology. These studies were contrasted by other authors who found that such a 

relationship did not exist (Alex-Assensoh and Assensoh 2001; McClerking and McDaniel 
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2005; Tate 1991). Despite those works, the results did indicate that college experience 

influenced one’s liberal ideology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Non-weighted Logistic Regression on 

Liberal (N=1,207) 

 Odds Ratio SE 

Attends .282 *** .049 

African American 

Attends 

2.860 *** .706 

African American    1.326 .227 

Male .768   ** .096 

Married               .798 .100 

College 1.809 *** .242 

Pseudo-R
2 

= .069 

Note: **p<.05, ***p<.01 

Table 6. Weighted Logistic Regression on Liberal 
(N=164,523,554) 

 Odds Ratio SE 

Attends .275 *** .000 

African American 

Attends 

2.388 *** .002 

African American 1.262 *** .001 

Male .607 *** .000 

Married  .596 *** .000 

College 1.620 *** .001 

Pseudo-R
2
 = .087 

Note: **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Chapter 6.  Discussion 

Past research indicates that churches play significant roles in influencing the 

political behaviors and beliefs of African American members. However, much of this 

research is based on older data and pales in comparison to the number of studies that 

focus on religion’s impact on non-blacks. By using 2004 data, I hoped to supplement the 

current research on religion’s role in the political lives of African Americans by 

investigating whether church attendance made an African American more or less likely to 

be liberal in the religiously and morally driven election of 2004.  

The results of the logistic regression indicated that church attendance did make an 

African American 139 percent more likely to be politically liberal, holding all else 

constant. Of all the statistically significant variables, the influence of this one 

substantively was the largest. The implications of these findings showed that African 

American churches are institutions that provide the organizational and psychological 

tools that help stimulate political beliefs and behaviors among members, particularly 

liberal ideologies. Through attendance, black members can find some means of reducing 

the costs of having to accumulate the knowledge and information to form politically 

liberal beliefs and engage in political actions. They also are encouraged to strengthen 

their politically liberal beliefs through the reinforcement that is found in the social and 

familial networks within the churches.  
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Besides African American church attendance, collegiate experience made an 

individual more likely to be liberal. Thus, it appears that colleges provide a setting for 

people to become exposed to means of developing and strengthening their liberal 

ideologies. Being African American also made a person more likely to be liberal. African 

Americans historically have sided with the Democratic Party in elections, which is partly 

because of the positions supported by its members who are more ideologically liberal. 

Many of these representatives’ positions tend to focus more on alleviating social policy 

issues that inherently affect African Americans’ lives, which provides a reason for 

African Americans to support such candidates. 

The results of my remaining variables indicated that they made a person less 

likely to be liberal. Being male made a person less likely to be a liberal. As mentioned, 

men tend to focus on the issues that conservatives espouse, while women often tend to 

identify with the platforms and tenets of more liberal parties or individuals. Being 

married also made a person less likely to be liberal. This occurrence may be due to the 

fact that people may conform their ideologies to that of their spouses’ beliefs. Further 

research may show this condition to be truer for women than men.  

Of great importance was the result that church attendance for all the observations 

made someone less likely to be ideologically liberal. This result is particularly true when 

one considers the influences of white conservative church attendees. As has been 
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mentioned previously, these individuals often attend churches that are not considered 

politicized by past researchers. Hence, those churches differ from African American 

churches which tend to more actively espouse teachings regarding political beliefs and 

behaviors. 

In addition to the general implications, these results have important policy 

implications for both political parties and political analysts. Since church attendance 

makes an African American more likely to be a liberal, it would behoove the liberal 

sectors of political parties to try to cater to African American religious institutions, 

leaders, and members. Individuals who are trying to pass legislation that focuses on 

solving the social or economic needs of people, especially minorities, should find great 

support from the members of these churches that often support these same issues. Liberal 

candidates especially should endeavor to build grassroots networks through African 

American churches in order to use the organizational and psychological tools to 

encourage church members to develop and strengthen their ideologies and engage in 

political behaviors such as voting and increased activism. 

Though this research is beneficial, there are several limitations to this work that 

should be noted. First, because of the problems that are associated with the NPS data set, 

there are some concerns about the distributions of some of the variables even when 

weights are employed. For example, the gender variable could be closer to its real world 
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percentage, as could some of the other binary variables. These disparities may be due to 

the coding or the data set itself. Therefore, future research on this topic should be 

conducted with other available data sets. A second concern is that this data cannot be 

generalized across the entire population, since I only focused on individuals who were of 

two ideological belief systems. I removed all people who were not associated with either 

the liberal or conservative ideologies. Therefore, people who comprised the body of self-

identified independents were not represented here. Also, this research cannot be 

generalized to any other racial or ethnic groups beyond African Americans and whites. 

Even with the implications of this research and its inherent limitations, there are 

considerable future steps that should be taken in the study of the roles of churches in 

influencing African American political beliefs and behaviors. Given the age of many of 

the foundational studies and data sets used in this field of study, it would be beneficial for 

future researchers to continue to use newer data sets to determine how churches affect the 

beliefs and actions of African American members. The American National Election 

Studies data sets would be helpful, as would a similar national survey of African 

Americans. Also, since this research only focused on the effects of churches on the 

political ideologies of African Americans for the 2004 election, it may be beneficial to 

see if those effects are true for the ideologies of past generations. It may also be helpful to 

see how the effects of churches on ideologies may have altered in the 2008 election, 
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given that other factors may have played significant roles in the election of Barack 

Obama. Last, the original intent of this paper was to investigate the effect of church 

attendance on African American voting in the new millennium. While continued research 

regarding this relationship should occur based on current data, it is suggested that 

researchers should employ other data sets instead of the NPS one, as the NPS data has 

proven to be unrepresentative of the real world percentages for the voting variable. 
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