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Introduction
Anthropological and sociological inquiry into religion has long
asked whether faith functions as a mechanism of social control
capable of shaping deviant behaviour, including substance use
and crime. Contemporary public health and criminological
evidence, synthesised across meta-analytic, ethnographic, and
theoretical literatures, now converges on an answer: religious
and spiritual participation exerts a measurable, largely
protective influence on substance use trajectories, criminal
involvement, and psychological resilience. This synopsis
integrates five bodies of evidence — large-scale longitudinal
meta-analysis, faith-community intervention literature,
criminological theory on religion and crime, classical
sociological theory (Stark and Bainbridge), and psychological-
health scholarship on sustainable spirituality — to construct an
evidence-based account of the anthropological function of
Christian and broader religious life in drug prevention and
behavioural regulation.
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The Epidemiological Evidence Base

The most methodologically rigorous evidence comes from a 2026 meta-analysis in JAMA Psychiatry, led by Harvard's Initiative
on Health, Spirituality, and Religion, which pooled 55 longitudinal studies encompassing 540,712 participants across two
decades of research. The analysis found a consistent 13 percent risk reduction in hazardous alcohol and other drug (AOD) use
associated with spiritual or religious engagement (RR 0.87, 95% CI 0.84–0.91), rising to an 18 percent reduction among those
attending religious services at least weekly. Of 134 effect estimates extracted across the studies, virtually all demonstrated
protective rather than detrimental associations, and the pattern held consistently across alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, and illicit
drugs.

Crucially, because the studies were longitudinal with sample sizes exceeding 1,000 (or randomised), the analysis moves closer
to establishing a causal rather than merely correlational relationship. Sensitivity analyses indicated that an unmeasured
confounder would need to increase religious attendance and decrease substance use by more than 50 percent each —
independent of controlled variables — to explain away the association, and tests for publication bias similarly failed to negate
the effect. This represents one of only three rigorous longitudinal meta-analyses ever conducted in the religion-and-health
literature, alongside prior work on mortality and mental health.
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OUTCOME MEASURE EFFECT SIZE POPULATION

General spiritual/religious engagement 13% reduction in hazardous AOD use
540,712 (55 studies)

Weekly+ religious service attendance 18% reduction in hazardous AOD use Subgroup of above

Effect consistency
Similar across alcohol, tobacco, marijuana,

illicit drugs All studies



Faith Communities as
Prevention and Recovery
Infrastructure
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Beyond individual-level psychological effects, faith communities constitute structural
infrastructure for addiction prevention, treatment engagement, and recovery
maintenance. Research cited note that faith communities operate across the full
continuum of care — from primary prevention and stigma reduction to facilitating
referrals into professional treatment and sustaining long-term recovery through
fellowship, not least long standing and faith based evidence based Alcoholics
Anonymous (and associated 12 Step Programs). Faith-based organisations are
frequently described as "trusted and accessible partners," occupying social positions
that formal health systems often cannot reach, particularly in under-resourced or
high-stigma communities.

https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/wp_site/alcoholics-anonymous-at-90-examining-the-effectiveness-of-aas-recovery-methods/
https://www.dalgarnoinstitute.org.au/wp_site/alcoholics-anonymous-at-90-examining-the-effectiveness-of-aas-recovery-methods/
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This capacity rests on several anthropological mechanisms operating simultaneously:

Clinical guidelines increasingly recommend the ethical integration of religiosity and spirituality (R/S) into
prevention and treatment protocols, calling for practitioners to assess clients' spiritual history and, where

clients self-identify as religioeus, to actively support engagement with their tradition as a therapeutic
resource — without imposing belief on secular clients.

Belonging and reduced stigma: churches and local religious organisations foster social inclusion that counteracts the
isolation frequently driving substance misuse.

Referral and awareness pathways: congregations raise awareness of substance use disorders and connect affected
individuals to professional services.

Recovery capital: religious communities supply social support structures that sustain readiness to engage in recovery-
oriented behaviour, a function documented as distinct from, and complementary to, clinical treatment.

Community-based mutual aid: religious communities have historically incubated and sustained programs such as
Alcoholics Anonymous, which retain a spiritual framework and demonstrate durable effectiveness.



Criminological Theory: 
Religion as a Mechanism of Social
Control
The relationship between religion and criminal behaviour has deep
theoretical roots in Durkheimian sociology, extended significantly by
Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge in their landmark work Religion,
Deviance, and Social Control. Their book systematically tested whether
religion possesses the power to regulate human behaviour across
suicide, delinquency, alcoholism, and drug abuse, moving the field
beyond folk assumptions toward empirical analysis. A central theoretical
contribution is the "moral communities" hypothesis, first formulated by
Stark, Kent, and Doyle in 1982: religion's power to inhibit deviance is not
purely an individual psychological effect but depends on the surrounding
social context. 
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In "moral communities" — geographic or social contexts where religious commitment and church attendance are widespread
and normative — individual religiosity strongly predicts lower delinquency and substance use. In "secularised communities,"
where religious practice is a minority pursuit, an individual's personal faith shows little independent effect on behaviour. This
resolved a puzzling inconsistency in earlier research, notably Hirschi and Stark's 1969 "Hellfire and Delinquency" study, which
had found no significant relationship between religious belief and delinquency among California youth — a null result later
explained by the fact that the sampled community was largely secularised, muting the contextual reinforcement mechanism. 

The proposed causal mechanism is Durkheimian: religion does not primarily function through fear of supernatural sanction
but through binding adherents into a cohesive moral order that supplies shared norms, mutual surveillance, and networks of
accountability. Stark later refined this into the "moral order hypothesis," arguing that belief in an active, moral, monitoring God
is a particularly potent driver of behavioural conformity, distinguishing more doctrinally demanding traditions from diffuse or
impersonal theologies. Subsequent empirical tests — including studies on adolescent delinquency, white-collar crime
acceptance, and post-incarceration recidivism — have found partial to strong support for the moral communities framework,
though effects are most pronounced for morally ambiguous behaviours (such as drug and alcohol use) rather than
universally condemned violent crime.
A comprehensive review chapter on "Religion, Crime, and Criminal Justice" (Johnson and Petts) further substantiates that
church membership and attendance density at the community level shape sentencing patterns, rehabilitation outcomes, and
offender reintegration, reinforcing that religion's behavioural effects operate at both individual and ecological levels.



Spirituality, Psychological
Resilience, and Sustainable Well-
being

The anthropological account is completed by evidence on the
psychological mechanisms through which spirituality confers
resilience. Contemporary scholarship on "sustainable
spirituality" frames religious and spiritual practice as a durable
psychosocial resource — one that supports coping, meaning-
making, and emotional regulation across the life course rather
than functioning as a one-time crisis intervention.  

9



Research applying Pargament's spiritual coping theory alongside biopsychosocial models finds that spiritual practices such as
meditation and communal worship reduce anxiety and strengthen long-term emotional resilience, with effects observed
across Christian, Islamic, Hindu, and Buddhist traditions, suggesting the mechanism is not exclusive to any single doctrinal
system but is substantially amplified within structured religious community. This aligns with the epidemiological finding that
formal religious community participation (weekly attendance) outperforms private or diffuse spirituality in reducing hazardous
substance use, indicating that ritual, accountability, and communal reinforcement are more potent protective factors than
belief alone. Historical research on the "spiritual dimensions" of addiction and recovery corroborates this: individuals actively
struggling with substance dependence typically show diminished religious involvement, while recovery is strongly correlated
with spiritual re-engagement — 
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a bidirectional relationship consistent with both the moral communities framework and
contemporary meta-analytic findings.



Synthesis: 
An Integrated Anthropological Model
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Normative regulation: shared moral codes reinforced through communal religious life establish behavioural expectations
that discourage substance misuse and criminal conduct, most effectively where religious practice is socially dominant
("moral communities").

Social capital and belonging: congregational structures provide relational support, reduce stigma, and supply recovery-
sustaining networks that function alongside, not merely as substitutes for, clinical care.

Psychological coping resources: spiritual practices supply meaning, purpose, and emotional regulation strategies that
buffer stress and reduce reliance on substances as maladaptive coping.

Institutional reinforcement: communal ritual (weekly attendance) amplifies individual belief into durable behavioural
conformity more effectively than private spirituality alone, a pattern confirmed by the largest longitudinal meta-analysis to
date.

Drawing together these strands, four interlocking mechanisms explain religion's anthropological function in drug prevention and
behavioural regulation:



The Harvard-led meta-analysis explicitly cautions that its constituent studies are drawn predominantly from Western,
largely Christian-majority populations, limiting cross-cultural generalisability. The moral communities hypothesis has
likewise received only partial empirical support in some tests, with effects concentrated on morally ambiguous
behaviours such as substance use rather than uniformly across all crime types. Researchers uniformly stress that
findings do not warrant a "uniform prescription" of religious practice but rather support recognising religious and
spiritual participation as a legitimate, evidence-supported resource within a broader, person-centred approach to
prevention, treatment, and criminal justice policy.

Limitations and Caveats
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