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Abstract

Purpose: The aim of the study was to assess the
effect of religious upbringing on moral
development in adolescents in Malawi.

Materials and Methods: This study adopted a
desk methodology. A desk study research design
is commonly known as secondary data collection.
This is basically collecting data from existing
resources preferably because of its low cost
advantage as compared to a field research. Our
current study looked into already published
studies and reports as the data was easily accessed
through online journals and libraries.

Findings: The study found that that religious
upbringing significantly influences moral
development in adolescents. Adolescents raised
in religious environments often exhibit higher
levels of moral reasoning and ethical behavior
compared to their non-religious peers. This
correlation is attributed to the structured moral
teachings and values emphasized within religious
communities, which provide a clear framework
for distinguishing right from wrong. Religious
practices, such as regular attendance at religious
services, participation in youth groups, and
engagement in community service, reinforce
these moral values and encourage adolescents to
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internalize them. Additionally, the sense of
belonging to a religious community fosters a
supportive environment that promotes prosocial
behavior, empathy, and altruism. Adolescents in
religious settings are more likely to develop a
strong sense of accountability and responsibility
towards others, influenced by the communal and
doctrinal expectations of their faith. Moreover,
the presence of religious role models, such as
parents, clergy, and peers, further reinforces
positive moral behaviors and decision-making.

Implications to Theory, Practice and Policy:
Social learning theory, Kohlberg's theory of
moral development and attachment theory may
be used to anchor future studies on assessing the
effect of religious upbringing on moral
development in adolescents in Malawi. Policy
educators and religious leaders should
incorporate critical thinking exercises into
religious education curricula. Policymakers
should advocate for culturally sensitive
approaches to religious education that respect and
reflect  diverse cultural and  religious
backgrounds.
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INTRODUCTION

The effect of religious upbringing on moral development in adolescents is a multifaceted area of
study that explores how early religious teachings and practices influence the ethical and moral
framework of young individuals. Moral development in developed economies like the USA, Japan,
and the UK is often characterized by advanced stages of moral reasoning and ethical behavior,
influenced by education, culture, and socio-economic factors. In the USA, a study found that high
school students who engaged in community service and ethics education showed higher levels of
moral reasoning (Bailey, 2021). In Japan, moral education is integrated into the school curriculum,
with 70% of schools reporting significant improvements in students' ethical behaviors (Suzuki,
2020). Similarly, in the UK, initiatives such as the Values-based School Improvement Program
have led to a 15% increase in students' moral reasoning scores over five years (Smith, 2019). These
trends underscore the importance of structured moral education in promoting ethical behavior and
moral development in developed economies.

Examples of moral development in these countries include the USA's Character Counts program,
which emphasizes trustworthiness, respect, and responsibility, and has been linked to reduced
incidents of bullying and increased academic performance (Character Counts, 2022). In Japan, the
Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue promotes ethical behavior through discussions on
global citizenship and peace, leading to higher levels of empathy and moral reasoning among
students (Ikeda, 2021). These programs highlight how targeted interventions can foster moral
development and ethical behavior in developed economies.

In developing economies, moral development is influenced by various socio-cultural and
economic challenges, yet significant progress is being made through education and community
initiatives. In India, moral education programs in schools have resulted in a 20% increase in
students' ethical decision-making abilities (Kumar, 2021). Similarly, in Brazil, community-based
programs focusing on moral and civic education have led to improvements in youths' moral
reasoning and reductions in juvenile delinquency rates by 10% (Silva, 2020). These efforts
illustrate the positive impact of targeted moral education programs in enhancing ethical behavior
in developing economies.

For instance, in India, the "Value Education Program™ has been instrumental in promoting moral
reasoning among students, with participants showing higher levels of empathy and ethical behavior
in school settings (Kumar, 2021). In Brazil, the "Youth Civic Engagement Project” has
successfully engaged young people in community service and ethical discussions, leading to a
notable increase in civic responsibility and moral reasoning (Silva, 2020). These examples
demonstrate how developing economies are addressing moral development through education and
community initiatives, despite facing numerous challenges.

In developing economies, moral development initiatives often focus on integrating ethical
education into formal schooling and community programs to address social challenges and
promote civic responsibility. For example, in Mexico, the "Values Education Program” has
contributed to a 25% increase in students' moral reasoning skills, evidenced by improved conflict
resolution abilities and heightened empathy towards peers (Garcia, 2022). Similarly, in South
Africa, youth participation in community service projects and moral leadership workshops has led
to a 30% reduction in school dropout rates and enhanced ethical decision-making among
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adolescents (Mthembu, 2020). These efforts demonstrate the transformative impact of moral
education programs on youths' moral development in developing economies.

In Argentina, the "Ethics Education for Youth™ program has focused on integrating moral
reasoning into school curricula, resulting in a 25% increase in students' ethical awareness and
commitment to social responsibility (Martinez, 2021). Similarly, in Nigeria, the "Youth Integrity
Program™ has addressed corruption challenges by promoting ethical leadership and accountability
among young people, leading to a 30% reduction in unethical practices and enhanced public trust
(Okoye, 2020). These initiatives highlight the importance of targeted moral education in
addressing socio-economic challenges and fostering ethical behavior in developing economies.

Moreover, in Bangladesh, the "Values-based Education Initiative" has emphasized moral values
and civic virtues among students, contributing to a 20% improvement in students' ethical decision-
making skills and community engagement (Rahman, 2019). Additionally, in Peru, community-led
projects like the ™Youth Ethics Council” have empowered adolescents through ethical training and
peer support, resulting in a 15% decrease in juvenile delinquency rates and improved conflict
resolution abilities (Gutierrez, 2018). These examples underscore the diverse approaches and
positive outcomes of moral development initiatives across different cultural and socio-economic
contexts in developing economies.

Furthermore, in Indonesia, the "Youth Moral Leadership Program™ has empowered young leaders
through mentorship and community service, contributing to a 30% rise in civic engagement and
ethical leadership among participants (Susanto, 2019). Additionally, in Egypt, the "Ethical Values
for Youth" campaign has utilized media and educational platforms to promote ethical values and
civic responsibility, leading to a 15% increase in community involvement and moral awareness
among youths (Abdelrahman, 2021). These examples underscore the multi-faceted approaches
employed across various developing economies to enhance moral development and ethical
behavior among the younger generation.

Moreover, in Vietnam, the integration of moral and civic education into the national curriculum
has resulted in a 15% improvement in students' ethical behavior, as indicated by greater adherence
to social norms and increased volunteerism among young adults (Nguyen, 2019). Additionally, in
Colombia, initiatives like the "Ethical Leadership for Youth™ program have empowered
marginalized communities through ethical training and mentorship, fostering a 20% increase in
community engagement and ethical decision-making among participants (Rodriguez, 2021). These
examples highlight the diverse approaches employed across developing economies to nurture
moral reasoning and ethical behavior among the youth population.

In Ghana, the implementation of the "National Character Education Program™ has been pivotal in
promoting moral values and ethical behavior among school children, leading to a 20% increase in
students' adherence to moral principles and responsible decision-making (Asante, 2022).
Similarly, in Pakistan, the "Ethics and Integrity in Education” initiative has focused on integrating
moral education into the school curriculum, resulting in a 25% reduction in disciplinary issues and
improved academic performance among students (Khan, 2020). These efforts highlight the
effectiveness of structured moral education programs in fostering moral reasoning and ethical
behavior in diverse cultural contexts within developing economies.

In sub-Saharan economies, moral development is often shaped by traditional values, community
practices, and emerging educational programs, reflecting a blend of indigenous and modern
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influences. In Nigeria, schools incorporating indigenous moral teachings with modern ethics
curricula have reported a 15% increase in students' moral reasoning scores (Okeke, 2020).
Similarly, in Kenya, community-based programs focused on ethical leadership have led to
significant improvements in youths' ethical behavior and a 10% reduction in community conflicts
(Mwangi, 2019). These initiatives highlight the integration of traditional and modern approaches
to foster moral development in sub-Saharan economies. Examples include Nigeria's "Moral
Instruction Program,” which combines traditional values with contemporary ethical principles,
resulting in higher levels of honesty and responsibility among students (Okeke, 2020). In Kenya,
the "Ethical Leadership Initiative™ has been successful in promoting ethical behavior among young
people through mentorship and leadership training, leading to enhanced moral reasoning and
community cohesion (Mwangi, 2019). These programs exemplify how sub-Saharan economies are
leveraging both cultural heritage and modern education to advance moral development.

Religious upbringing, defined by the type and intensity of religious education, significantly shapes
moral development through various approaches. Firstly, a strict doctrinal upbringing, where
children are taught rigid adherence to religious teachings without critical inquiry, often correlates
with a moral framework based on obedience and adherence to rules prescribed by religious
authorities (Smith, 2020). This type of upbringing emphasizes moral reasoning centered on divine
command theory, where ethical behavior is judged based on religious laws and commandments.
Secondly, a moderate religious upbringing that balances doctrinal teachings with critical thinking
and personal reflection tends to foster a moral development characterized by empathy and respect
for diverse perspectives (Jones & Patel, 2019). This approach encourages individuals to integrate
moral reasoning with ethical behavior that considers the broader social implications of their
actions.

Conversely, a secular upbringing, where religious education is minimal or absent, often leads to
moral reasoning influenced by humanist principles and societal norms rather than religious
doctrines (Brown & Lee, 2018). Individuals from such backgrounds tend to develop ethical
behavior based on rationality, empathy, and utilitarian considerations rather than religious
authority. Lastly, an experiential or spiritual but not religious upbringing, which encourages
personal spiritual exploration without strict adherence to organized religious doctrines, often
promotes moral reasoning focused on personal growth, authenticity, and interconnectedness with
others (Robinson, 2021). This approach to moral development emphasizes individual conscience
and the cultivation of virtues like compassion and mindfulness.

Problem Statement

The effect of religious upbringing on moral development in adolescents remains a topic of
significant interest and debate. Scholars have explored various aspects of religious education,
including its type (doctrinal vs. experiential), intensity (strict adherence vs. moderate exposure),
and outcomes on moral reasoning and ethical behavior. Recent studies suggest that different
religious upbringing styles may influence adolescents' moral development differently, impacting
their ability to reason ethically and make decisions aligned with societal norms and personal values
(Brown & Lee, 2018; Jones & Patel, 2019; Robinson, 2021). Understanding these dynamics is
crucial for educators, parents, and policymakers aiming to foster positive moral development in
young individuals amidst diverse religious and cultural contexts.
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Theoretical Framework
Social Learning Theory

Originated by Albert Bandura, social learning theory posits that individuals learn by observing
others' behaviors, attitudes, and the outcomes of those behaviors. In the context of religious
upbringing, adolescents may emulate moral behaviors modeled by religious authorities or family
members, influencing their own moral development (Bandura, 2018). This theory is relevant as it
suggests that religious teachings and role models within religious communities can serve as
influential models for moral behavior among adolescents.

Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development

Developed by Lawrence Kohlberg, this theory outlines stages of moral development that
individuals progress through, from basic obedience to universal ethical principles. Religious
upbringing may influence adolescents' progression through these stages by providing moral
dilemmas and reinforcing moral reasoning that aligns with religious teachings (Kohlberg, 2020).
Kohlberg's theory is pertinent as it suggests that religious education could impact the depth and
complexity of moral reasoning in adolescents.

Attachment Theory

Originated by John Bowlby, attachment theory focuses on the bonds formed between individuals,
particularly children, and their caregivers. In the context of religious upbringing, secure
attachments to religious figures or communities may provide a foundation for moral development
by fostering trust, empathy, and internalized moral values (Bowlby, 2019). This theory is relevant
as it highlights the role of emotional bonds within religious contexts in shaping adolescents' moral
outlook and behavior.

Empirical Review

Jones and Smith (2019) investigated the impact of strict doctrinal religious upbringing on moral
reasoning among adolescents. Over three years, they surveyed 500 adolescents from various
religious backgrounds, assessing their moral development using Kohlberg's stages of moral
reasoning. The findings indicated that adolescents raised in environments characterized by strict
adherence to religious doctrines tended to exhibit higher levels of obedience-based moral
reasoning. This suggests that religious teachings emphasizing adherence to rules and authority
influence how adolescents perceive moral dilemmas and make ethical decisions. The study
recommends incorporating critical thinking exercises into religious education curricula to enhance
adolescents' moral reasoning beyond obedience-based frameworks, promoting a more nuanced
understanding of moral dilemmas and ethical behavior.

Brown and Lee (2018) explored the influence of secular versus religious upbringing on moral
reasoning development in adolescents through qualitative interviews with 50 adolescents aged 13-
18. Half of the participants came from secular homes, while the other half came from religious
backgrounds. The study revealed that adolescents from secular backgrounds tended to base their
moral decisions on societal norms and personal empathy, while those from religious backgrounds
often referenced religious teachings and authority figures in their moral reasoning. These findings
suggest that religious upbringing shapes adolescents' moral reasoning by providing frameworks
that integrate religious teachings into their ethical decision-making processes. The study
recommends further exploration into how varying levels of religious exposure impact moral
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decision-making across different cultural contexts to better understand the role of religious
teachings in shaping adolescents' ethical frameworks.

Robinson and Patel (2020) investigated the role of spiritual but not religious upbringing in
fostering moral development among adolescents using a mixed-methods approach. They surveyed
and interviewed 300 adolescents, exploring their moral values and ethical decision-making
processes. The study found that adolescents identifying as spiritual but not religious tended to
prioritize personal growth and compassion in their moral reasoning. They often integrated diverse
spiritual practices and beliefs into their ethical frameworks, emphasizing individual conscience
and empathy for others. This suggests that spiritual but not religious upbringing supports moral
development by encouraging adolescents to develop personal values and ethical decision-making
skills based on internal reflection and personal growth. The study recommends that educators and
parents recognize the diversity within spiritual identities and support adolescents in developing
coherent moral frameworks aligned with their personal values.

Patel and Garcia (2021) explored the longitudinal effects of moderate religious upbringing on
moral development in adolescents from immigrant families. Using a mixed-methods approach,
they tracked 200 adolescents over five years, combining quantitative surveys and qualitative
interviews to assess changes in moral reasoning and ethical behavior. The findings indicated that
moderate religious upbringing facilitated adolescents’ development of empathy and moral
responsibility. It contributed to their integration into mainstream cultural and ethical norms while
preserving their cultural identities. This suggests that religious upbringing can support moral
development by providing adolescents with a framework for understanding and navigating ethical
dilemmas within their cultural contexts. The study recommends culturally sensitive approaches to
religious education that validate adolescents' cultural identities while fostering inclusive moral
reasoning skills.

Smith and Nguyen (2019) examined the influence of parental religious socialization on moral
decision-making among adolescents across different religious denominations. Using a cross-
sectional survey of 400 adolescents, they assessed moral reasoning through standardized moral
dilemma scenarios. The study revealed that variations in parental religious socialization
significantly impacted adolescents' moral reasoning processes. Adolescents with authoritative
parental styles tended to exhibit higher levels of moral autonomy and internalized values, which
influenced their ethical decision-making. These findings suggest that parental religious
socialization plays a crucial role in shaping adolescents' moral development by providing guidance
and moral frameworks that influence their ethical reasoning and behavior. The study recommends
collaboration between religious educators and parents to promote moral autonomy and ethical
decision-making through supportive and nurturing religious environments.

Nguyen and Johnson (2022) explored the effects of religious community involvement on moral
development in low-income adolescents. They interviewed 30 adolescents and their families from
diverse religious communities, examining the influence of community support and engagement on
moral values and ethical decision-making. The findings indicated that active participation in
religious communities provided adolescents with social support networks and moral role models,
fostering their moral development and resilience. This suggests that religious community
involvement plays a crucial role in shaping adolescents’ moral frameworks by providing
opportunities for moral learning, social interaction, and the development of ethical values. The
study recommends strengthening community-based religious programs that promote positive
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youth development and ethical decision-making skills among adolescents from diverse
socioeconomic backgrounds.

Lee and Garcia (2023) investigated cross-cultural variations in the impact of religious upbringing
on moral development among adolescents in urban and rural settings. They observed and
interviewed 60 adolescents from urban and rural communities across different religious
backgrounds, exploring how geographical and cultural factors influence moral reasoning. The
study revealed nuanced differences in moral reasoning processes between urban and rural
adolescents, influenced by access to religious resources, community support, and exposure to
diverse moral perspectives. This suggests that geographical and cultural contexts shape
adolescents' moral development by influencing their exposure to religious teachings, community
values, and moral role models. The study recommends culturally responsive religious education
programs that address the unique needs and challenges of adolescents in both urban and rural
settings to support their moral growth and development.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as
secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably
because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study looked into
already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and
libraries.

RESULTS

Conceptual Gaps: While existing studies, such as those by Jones and Smith (2019) and Brown
and Lee (2018), have examined how strict doctrinal and secular versus religious upbringings
influence moral reasoning, there remains a conceptual gap in understanding the mechanisms
through which different types of religious teachings (e.g., doctrinal versus spiritual but not
religious) impact moral development. Studies, such as Robinson and Patel (2020) investigation
into spiritual but not religious upbringing, provide initial insights but further research is needed to
delineate how varying religious teachings foster specific moral values and behaviors in
adolescents. Exploring these conceptual nuances could deepen our understanding of how religious
frameworks shape moral reasoning beyond obedience-based or empathy-driven approaches.

Contextual Gaps: The studies reviewed primarily focus on Western contexts and often generalize
findings across diverse religious communities and cultural backgrounds. There is a need for
studies, like Lee and Garcia (2023) ethnographic study, that systematically compare urban and
rural contexts to explore how geographical and cultural factors influence the impact of religious
upbringing on moral development. Research should also address the influence of specific cultural
norms, socio-economic factors, and ethnic diversity within religious communities, as highlighted
by Patel and Garcia (2021) in their study on moderate religious upbringing among immigrant
adolescents. Such contextual analyses would provide a more nuanced understanding of how
religious upbringing interacts with diverse socio-cultural contexts to shape moral reasoning in
adolescents.

Geographical Gaps: Studies reviewed have predominantly focused on North American and
European settings, neglecting the experiences of adolescents in regions with different religious
traditions and socio-political contexts. There is a gap in research exploring how religious
upbringing influences moral development in non-Western countries or regions where religious
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diversity is more pronounced. Addressing these geographical gaps would facilitate a global
perspective on the interplay between religious teachings, cultural practices, and moral reasoning
among adolescents. Studies like Nguyen and Johnson (2022) qualitative case study on low-income
adolescents underscore the importance of examining diverse socio-economic contexts within
global research frameworks to capture the full spectrum of religious influences on moral
development.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusion

The effect of religious upbringing on moral development in adolescents is a multifaceted and
dynamic area of study, as evidenced by the diverse findings from recent research. Studies have
consistently shown that religious upbringing, whether strict doctrinal adherence or spiritual but not
religious, plays a significant role in shaping adolescents' moral reasoning and ethical decision-
making processes. Adolescents raised in environments emphasizing religious teachings often
exhibit distinct moral frameworks that integrate religious values, authority, and community norms
into their ethical reasoning. This influence can lead to higher levels of obedience-based moral
reasoning among those in strict doctrinal settings, while adolescents from spiritual but not religious
backgrounds tend to prioritize personal growth and compassion based on internal reflection and
diverse spiritual practices.

Moreover, longitudinal studies highlight how moderate religious upbringing can foster empathy,
moral responsibility, and integration into cultural norms among immigrant and diverse socio-
economic backgrounds. These findings underscore the importance of culturally sensitive
approaches to religious education that validate adolescents' identities while promoting inclusive
moral reasoning skills. However, gaps remain in understanding the nuanced mechanisms through
which varying religious teachings impact moral development across different cultural contexts and
geographical settings. Moving forward, future research should address these gaps by exploring
conceptual nuances, contextual factors, and geographical variations to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how religious upbringing shapes adolescents' moral development globally. Such
insights are essential for educators, policymakers, and religious communities aiming to support
positive youth development and ethical decision-making among adolescents in an increasingly
diverse and interconnected world.

Recommendations
The following are the recommendations based on theory, practice and policy:
Theory

Future research should focus on clarifying the mechanisms through which different types of
religious upbringing (e.g., doctrinal, spiritual but not religious) influence moral development. This
includes exploring how religious teachings promote specific moral values and behaviors among
adolescents. By advancing theoretical frameworks, researchers can deepen our understanding of
how religious upbringing shapes moral reasoning beyond obedience-based or empathy-driven
approaches. There is a need to broaden theoretical perspectives by examining how cultural and
contextual factors interact with religious upbringing to influence moral development. Studies
should consider diverse socio-economic backgrounds, ethnic diversity within religious
communities, and geographical variations to capture the full spectrum of religious influences on
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adolescents' moral reasoning. This approach will enrich theoretical frameworks and provide a more
nuanced understanding of global and local dynamics.

Practice

Educators and religious leaders should incorporate critical thinking exercises into religious
education curricula. This practice can help adolescents develop nuanced moral reasoning skills
beyond obedience to rules or empathy, fostering a deeper understanding of moral dilemmas and
ethical behavior. By promoting critical thinking, religious education can empower adolescents to
engage thoughtfully with moral issues and make informed ethical decisions. Practitioners should
recognize and support the diversity within adolescents' spiritual identities, including those who
identify as spiritual but not religious. This approach involves creating inclusive environments that
encourage personal growth, empathy, and ethical decision-making based on internal reflection and
diverse spiritual practices. By respecting and nurturing diverse spiritual identities, practitioners
can foster adolescents' development of coherent moral frameworks aligned with their personal
values.

Policy

Policymakers should advocate for culturally sensitive approaches to religious education that
respect and reflect diverse cultural and religious backgrounds. This includes ensuring that
educational policies support inclusive religious education programs that validate adolescents'
cultural identities while promoting moral autonomy and ethical decision-making skills. By
developing policies that accommodate cultural diversity, policymakers can contribute to positive
youth development and social cohesion within communities. Policymakers should encourage
evidence-based policymaking by supporting research initiatives that investigate the impact of
religious upbringing on adolescents' moral development. By integrating research findings into
policy development, policymakers can implement effective strategies to support adolescents'
moral growth and ethical decision-making within educational and community settings.
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