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Review of Religious Research
Vol. 19, No. 1 (Fall, 1977)

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION, SOCIAL MOBILITY, AND THE
PROBLEM OF CAUSALITY: A METHODOLOGICAL CRITIQUE
OF CATHOLIC-PROTESTANT SOCIOECONOMIC
ACHIEVEMENT STUDIES

Stan Gaede
Gordon College

Abstract

Although studies addressed to the effects of Catholic and Protestant affiliation upon
socioeconomic achievement have been proliferous, there is great disparity in their theo-
retical conclusions. In this paper! we argue that this disparity is in great measure due
both to the heterogeneous methodologies employed, and a general lack of clarity con-
cerning assumed causal models. Statistical support for this assertion is supplied by a
demonstration of the strong relationship that exists between the type of methodology
used and the eventual conclusions drawn, It is proposed that an adequate study of the
problem requires a clear conception of the causal processes involved.

From the time that Talcott Parsons
translated and introduced Max Weber’s
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism to the academic community
in the United States, the American soci-
ologist has been intrigued by the impli-
cations of the Weberian hypothesis.
One derivative of this intrigue has been
a growing polemic concerning the ef-
fect of Catholic and Protestant religious
affiliation upon socioeconomic achieve-
ment. According to Mack et al. (1956:
295-296), the central unanswered ques-
tion “. . . is whether the Catholic and
Protestant faiths in contemporary Amer-
ican society exert a potent enough in-
fluence on behavior to be accurately
designated ‘directives.’” In recent dec-
ades, a host of empirical studies have
sought to give answers to this question,
but a comparison of their conclusions
reveals a striking dearth of consensus.

The object of this study will be to
bring some clarity into the debate

54

through a critical reanalysis of a num-
ber of research studies. It should be
noted that we have no intention of tak-
ing an advocacy position on either side
of the dispute, but are interested, rath-
er, in offering a methodological critique.
Our discussion will be guided by two
over-riding aims: 1) To demonstrate
(with empirical evidence) that particu-
lar conclusions on this issue are highly
associated with controls (or lack there-
of) for particular independent variables,
and also 2) to argue that without ex-
plicit statements about the substantive
processes  governing  socioeconomic
achievement (thereby delimiting appro-
priate controls) research in this area
cannot hope to come to consistent sub-
stantive conclusions.

To understand our approach, the
reader must keep two points in mind.
First, some authors have argued that
the Protestant-Catholic breakdown does
not reflect the intent of Weber’s theory

This content downloaded from 193.255.139.50 on Thu, 26 Dec 2019 09:05:16 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION: A METHODOLOGICAL CRITIQUE 55

and should, therefore, be abandoned.
In this paper we are not concerned
with, and earnestly wish to remain aloof
from, this theoretical argument. Regard-
less of whether or not such a procedure
is an adequate operationalization of
Weber’s ideas, the question of Prot-
estant-Catholic differences in socioeco-
nomic achievement is one which re-
searchers have been pursuing for some
time. As long as research continues to
be generated on this topic, we feel com-
pelled to comment on some of the
methodological problems involved in
such a project. Second, this study is
not, and should not be interpreted as, a
comprehensive review of the literature
involving “Protestant Ethic” research
(for such a review, see Bouma, 1973).
We have purposively selected a number
of studies which are comparable on
particular factors, such as the inclusion
of certain variables, controls, and de-
pendent variables. Thus, many signifi-
cant works in this area are not includ-
ed in our study. Our primary objective
is to critique past research in an ef-
fort to offer some constructive sugges-
tions. for future research, and not to
provide an overall theoretical assess-
ment.

PROCEDURE

Table 1 lists those studies which will
be included in our analysis. While these
studies were selected for a number of
reasons, the following criteria were con-
sidered essential: In each case 1) the
major independent variable was opera-
tionalized through a comparison of Cath-
olic and Protestant religious groups,
2) the dependent variable involved the
measurement of socioeconomic achieve-
ment at the individual level, and 3)
there- was an -effort to-add rigor to the

analysis through the introduction of con-
trols. Also in Table 1, the studies are
differentiated according to the controls
employed by the authors and whether
they concluded that there was a Prot-
estant advantage in socioeconomic
achievement (P-A) or whether there
was no significant difference (N-D) be-
tween them.? Before attempting to in-
terpret this table, however, it will be
necessary to offer a brief explanation
of the significance of each potential
control relative to the process of social
mobility.

The researcher is, of course, inter-
ested in controlling for those factors
which he believes directly affect an in-
dividual’s chances of socioeconomic
achievement, and for which lack of con-
trol could easily confound the problem-
atic relationship. A respondent’s father’s
occupation, for example, would greatly
affect his chances for social mobility
since a high status father is much more
likely to have high status offspring than
is a low status father. Similarly, one’s
ethnic and racial origins may affect life
chances in the United States if for no
other reason than that certain occupa-
tions are racially and ethnically re-
stricted. By “generation” we mean the
generation of immigration. It is as-
sumed that a third or fourth generation
citizen will not be exposed to the same
employment disadvantages that accrue
to first generation immigrants. It is also
important that the age of the respondent
be taken into consideration since the
older subject is more likely to have
attained a high status occupation than
the younger subject (who is just enter-
ing the labor market). ‘“Region reared,”
“region of present residence,” ‘“‘commu-
nity size reared,” and ‘“‘community size
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56 REVIEW OF RELIGIOUS RESEARCH

TABLE 1

STUDIES CATEGORIZED ACCORDING TO CONTROLS USED AND PROTESTANT-
ADVANTAGE (P-A) /No-Difference (N-D) CONCLUSIONS

To
4 3
. S e

13 =5 <¥ 2% ;.‘3 &

-§ 2 $% T3 8§ O O§

3% &5 5y 58 < 80§ 4

S5 & §§ . ¢ 8§ 8% sy 8% 8 %

Studies RS § O ¥ & &2 =f & o8 R’ S
Organic (63) X X X X P-A
Lenski (63) X X P-A
Mayer & Sharp (62) X X X X X P-A
Weller (63) X X X X X X P-A
Jackson et al. (70) X X X X X X X P-A
Greeley (64) X X N-D
Burchinal & Kenkel (62) X X N-D
Lipset & Bendix (59) X X b'd N-D
Mack et al. (56) X X X N-D
Glenn & Hyland (67)* X X X X N-D
Gockel (69) X X X X N-D
Goldstein (69) X X X X N-D
Schuman (71) X b N-D

*Glenn and Hyland’s results are difficult to interpret in terms of our P-A/N-A differentia-
tion. On the one hand, using percentage breakdowns, their data show a slight Protestant
advantage, due almost totally to a greater representation of Protestants in professional occu-
pations. On the other hand, in non-manual, upper-manual and lower-manual occupations
there were no differences between them. Furthermore, while Protestants were more highly
represented at the higher income levels, they were also more highly represented at lower in-
come levels. Thus, below middle income levels, Catholics were actually better off as a group.
The authors themselves conclude that since World War II “Catholics have gained dramatical-

ly and have surpassed Protestants in most aspects of status. .

. . Our findings are consonant

with the belief . . . that religious influences do not handicap  Catholics in their competition

with Protestants.”

of present residence” are all potential-
ly significant controls inasmuch as
chances of mobility are highly correlat-
ed with population density and regional
considerations. Finally, if our interest is
in the “direct” effect of religious affilia-
tion upon occupational attainment, then
we need to control for educational
achievement since education is one of
the chief means of socioeconomic ad-
vancement in our society.

Even a cursory analysis of Table 1
reveals that there is a strong relation-
ship between the types of controls in-
troduced in a study and the conclusion
reached by the author (Protestant ad-

vantage or no difference). Table II
helps us further understand the situa-
tion by breaking down each control-
conclusion relationship into four-cell
contingency tables. To the extreme right
of each four-cell frequency distribution
we have given the Fisher’s Exact P-value
which is the probability of getting the
observed frequencies under a null hy-
pothesis that there are no differences in
the population proportions.®

A number of things become clear in
Table 2. First, controls for age (P=
.587) seem to have little effect upon a
study’s P-A/N-D conclusions. Second,
since all but one study controlled for
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TABLE 2

STUDIES CATEGORIZED ACCORDING TO THEIR USE OF CONTROLS AND
PROTESTANT-ADVANTAGE /NO-DIFFERENCE CONCLUSIONS*

Variavles Conclusions Fisher's
P-4 N-D P-Value

Father’s Occupation controlled 4 3 179
not controlled 1 5

Ethnicity controlled 4 0 .007
not controlled 1 8

Generation controlled 2 1 315
not controlled 3 7

Age controlled 3 4 587
_not controlled 2 4

Race controlled 5 7 615
not controlled 0 1

Region Reared controlled 4 0 .007
not controlled 1 8

Region: Present Residence controlled 0 5 .044
not controlled 5 3

Community Size: controlled 0 2 359
Present Residence ~ not controlled 5 6

Community Size: Reared  controlled 3 0 035
not controlled 2 8

Education controlled 2 % .359

not gontrolled

*Based upon an N of 13 studies

race (P=.615), it too fails to differ-
entiate between P-A and N-D conclu-
sions. Third, controls for generation
(P=.315), community size of present
residence (P=.359), father’s occupa-
tion (P=.179) and education (P=.359)
are moderately strong differentiators;
fourth, ethnicity (P=.007), region
reared (P.=007), region of present resi~
dence (P=.044) and community size
reared (P.=035) are variables whose
control (or lack of control) is strongly
related to a study’s P-A/N-D conclu-
sions. Specifically, if father’s occupation,
ethnicity, generation, region and com-
munity size reared are controlled for,
one is likely to reach a “Protestant-ad-
vantage” conclusion, while if they are
not controlled, the opposite conclusion

of “no difference” is highly probable.
On the other hand, if region of present
residence, community size of present
residence or education are controlled,
most studies conclude “no difference,”
while if they are not controlled, a “Prot-
estant-advantage” conclusion is likely.

DISCUSSION

One’s first reaction to these findings
(above) may be that they are merely
chance-accident statistical occurrences.
If a causal model approach is applied
to the problem of socioeconomic achieve-
ment and religious affiliation, however,
these findings become meaningful and
eminently logical.

First, we need to distinguish between
three potential causal models of the re-
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58 REVIEW OF RELIGIOUS RESEARCH

FIGURE A
(Model t)

Xy

R -

lationship under study. In Figure A
(Model I), religious affiliation (R) is
hypothesized to be a direct determinant
of socioeconomic achievement (A). This
model implies that, regardless of other
effects (X;), one’s
achievement is, at least in part, depen-
dent upon one’s religious commitment.
Model II (Figure B) acquaints us with
the possibility that the hypothetical re-
lationship between religious affiliation
and socioeconomic achievement could
be spurious. The supposition here is
that both of these variables are simi-
larly affected by a third variable(s),
thereby accounting for the concomitant
fluctuations of both R and A. In this
case, there would be no substantive re-
lationship between religious affiliation
and socioeconomic achievement. The
third causal model (Figure C) asserts
that the relationship in question is sub-
stantively valid, but mediated by a third
variable(s). It is assumed here that re-
ligious affiliation . causes X, to occur,

FIGURE B
(Model 1)

socioeconomic

-which in turn stimulates socioeconomic
-achievement. The difference between

Models II and III is that in Model III,
X, is a direct cause of the variation in
both R and A.

In each of the studies cited, the au-
thors were properly concerned with the
effects of X, variables on the socioeco-
nomic achievement relationship. For
that reason each author introduced con-
trols for those X, variables which he
felt might confound the relationship.
The difficulty with this procedure, how-
ever, is that without explicit statements
concerning assumed causal models, the
results of such an analysis can be easily
misinterpreted. For example, suppose

_the researcher found that upon con-

trolling for certain X, variables, the cor-
relation between religious affiliation and
socioeconomic achievement was elim-
inated, as found by Gockel (1969), and
Goldstein (1969). One might wish to
conclude on this basis that religious
affiliation does not affect socioeconomic
achievement. Such a conclusion, how-
ever, assumes that the spurious model
(II) reflects the real world. In fact, such
findings imply only that Model I can be
rejected; they provide no information
that would allow the  researcher to
choose between Models II and III, be-
cause in each case the researcher would
expect the R-A relationship to wash
out when X, variables ar controlled.
We have constructed a hypothetical
causal_ model of socioeconomic achieve-
ment. (Figure D) in an effort to dis-

FIGUREC
(Model 11}

Y
»

R — X
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IGURE D
{Modet IV)
Hypothesized Causal Model

== Race

ety Father's
. QOccupation

ol Community

Size Reared

b~ Ethnicity
=P~ Generation

Region:

b Religiion ﬁ«s E

cover why some studies (introducing
certain controls) have reached one con-
clusion, while others (using different
controls) have reached quite another.
This model is based upon our interpreta-
tion of available research and theory
and, as such, will require a degree of
explanation. Before doing this, how-
ever, we should make a few preliminary
remarks. Note first of all, that we have
chosen “respondent’s occupation” as
our dependent variable. This method of
operationalizing socioeconomic achieve-
ment merely reflects a (somewhat ar-
bitrary) preference on our part and
should not be interpreted as essential
to such a model. Furthermore, since it
is the effect of religion that specifically
interests us, we need to construct our
model in such a manner that only those
variables which operate concomitantly
with religion are included as excgenous
variables. Those variables which- are
sequentially subsequent to- religion, but
prior to occupational attainment, are
endogenous variables.

The endogenous variables in our mod-
el are education, region of present resi-
dence, and community size of present

Education

Community Size:
Present Residence

Present Residence -
e
_________
.-
....

. | Respondent’s
QOccupation

-

-
-

-

-
-

residence. These variables represent the
“means” by which we believe most peo-
ple achieve occupational mobility. Edu-
cation, of course, has long been recog-
nized, not only as a means, but as a re-
quirement for status improvement in
industrial societies. The high correlation
between educational achievement and
occupational placement is fairly well
documented (cf. Blau and Duncan,
1967:169-170). We believe that region
and community size (of present resi-
dence) operate in a similar, if less ob-
vious manner. It is true that:certain
geographical areas in the United States
have a preponderance of particular
types of occupations, then we must as-
sume that for many people upward or
downward mobility will necessitate geo-
graphical mobility. Blau and Duncan
(1967:272), furthermore, report that
“occupational opportunities improve as
the size of place increases.” This means
that upward mobility for much of the
rural population is dependent upon mi-
gration to urban areas. If our model is
correct, these endogenous : variables
mediate (but do not negate). the rela-
tionship of the exogenous and: depen-
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60 REVIEW OF RELIGIOUS RESEARCH

dent variables. Failure to understand
this process could result in grevious in-
terpretive errors.

The literature clearly indicates that
two variables, race and father’s occu-
pation, have both direct and indirect
effects upon occupational mobility. Blau
and Duncan (1967:238) report that
even when differences in education, re-
gion, first occupation and social origins
are “statistically standardized and we
examine how Negroes would fare if
they did not differ from whites in these
respects, their occupational chances are
inferior to those of whites.” Race, there-
fore, not only delimits educational op-
portunities, it also directly affects one’s
chances of occupational mobility
throughout one’s lifetime. The influence
of father’s occupation is similar. Its
greatest impact upon occupational place-
ment rests in its ability to shape educa-
tional achievement. However, long after
one’s educational career has ended, fa-
ther’s occupation exerts pressures that
measurably influence one’s occupational
mobility (cf. Blau and Duncan, 1967:
170).

According to our model, five vari-
ables operate concomitantly with reli-
gion by indirectly affecting occupational
placement. These variables are ethnic-
ity, generation of immigration, age, re-
gion reared and community size reared,
and they are assumed to have no “di-
rect” effect upon occupational mobility.
Available evidence seems to indicate
that (1) some ethnic groups may ex-
perience greater difficulty than others in
occupational mobility (Blau and Dun-
can, 1965:4-24); (2) first generation
immigrants compete under cultural back-
ground constraints from which others
are usually free (Abrahamson, et al.,

1976:251-258); (3) the occupational
experiences of different age cohorts are
often quite varied (Lipset and Bendix,
1967:34, 173-174; Slocum, 1974:152-
154); (4) regional factors may differ-
entially impinge upon an individual’s
occupation attainment (Slocum, 1974:
212-217); and (5) population density
is positively correlated with occupation-
al success (Blau and Duncan, 1965:4-
24). However, the effect of these vari-
ables on occupation placement is medi-
ated by the endogenous variables in our
model. That is, our model predicts that
the influence of these variables on occu-
pational achievement is based upon their
determining effects on education, region
of present residence, and community
size of present residence.

Finally, our model allows for the
possibility that religious affiliation may
either directly affect occupational
achievement (line Z) and/or indirectly
affect the dependent variable through
its effects upon the intervening vari-
ables (line Y). (Since the effects of
religious affiliation are of major interest
to us, they have been designated by
dotted lines.)

Let us now go back to our findings
with regard to the relationship between
controls employed and conclusions
reached, and review them in terms of
our hypothesized causal model. First,
we found that if region of present resi-
dence, community size of persent resi-
dence, and education were controlled,
the study was likely to reach a “no-
difference” conclusion. This makes a
great deal of sense, relative to our mod-
el (Figure D), because these are pre-
cisely those factors which serve as the
means to occupational mobility. This
finding also indicates that religion is
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RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION: A METHODOLOGICAL CRITIQUE 61

probably not a direct determinant of
socioeconomic achievement (thus Model
I can probably be rejected, as well as
line Z on Model IV). This does not
mean, however, that religion is ineffec-
tive in its relationship to respondent’s
occupation because it is quite possible
that religious affiliation may influence
occupational achievement indirectly by
encouraging/discouraging the individual
to pursue more education or to change
his place of residence. In short, if direct
effects (line Z) are eliminated by con-
trols for mediating variables, then the
key question becomes: what is the rela-
tionship between religious affiliation and
the mediating variables when controls
are introduced for relevant exogenous
variables? This is a question, however,
which these studies have not addressed
(cf. Featherman, 1971).

Our other major finding was that,
when father’s occupation, ethnicity,
generation, region and community size
reared were controlled, the studies were
likely to conclude that there was a Prot-
estant advantage in socioeconomic
achievement. This finding also makes
sense in terms of our hypothesized
causal model, although it does not tell
us quite as much about the substantive
processes involved. Remember that if
there is no direct relationship between
R and A (Model 1), then the two re-
maining possibilities are that R and A
are caused by some third variable(s)
(Model II), or that R affects A through
intervening variables (Model III). If
we look at our hypothesized causal
model (Figure D), we can see that
those studies which controlled for ex-
ogenous variables but not for endog-
enous variables were likely to reach a
“Protestant advantage” conclusion. If

our model is correct,* then such a find-
ing would cast doubt on the credibility
of the spurious model, because the only
variables which could affect religion and
respondent’s occupation at the same
time are the exogenous variables. Theo-
retically, this may offer inferential sup-
port to those who claim that there is a
Protestant socioeconomic achievement
advantage and who base their argument
on the effects of Protestant affiliation
on mediating variables. At this point,
however, such an hypothesis remains
pure conjecture because none of these
studies demonstrably prove such a re-
lationship. Furthermore, because most
of the P-A conclusions were based on
1) a limited population (ah, the won-
ders of Detroit datal), and 2) very
small actual differences between Prot-
estant and Catholic groups, the results
remain highly inconclusive.

CONCLUSION

Most students of religion and social
mobility would agree that research in
this area is plagued by a number of
problems. Evidence of this abounds,
but is most clearly shown by the lack
of consensus in research conclusions.
In this paper we have argued that a
major source of this dissension stems
from the inconsistent methodologies em-
ployed by researchers. This has been
demonstrated by the finding that con-
clusions reached in past studies are
highly correlated with the types of vari-
able-controls used. Furthermore, by
placing the problem within the context
of a causal model approach, we have
seen that this relationship between con-
trols and conclusions is not serendipi-
tous, but is the logical consequence of
the substantive effects of the indepen-
dent variables. It is imperative, therefore,
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62 ‘REVIEW OF RELIGIOUS RESEARCH

that future research efforts begin with
explicit statements ‘concerning causal
assumptions (such as the causal model
we have hypothesized), and then ground
their analyses and conclusions in the

framework of their assumptions. Only
then will be begin to meaningfully in-
terpret available empirical data, much
less understand the substantive proc-
esses which they reflect.
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