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Abstract
With religion serving an important role in shaping individuals’ stances on moral 
issues, the question of how religion impacts major social and political issues is of 
undeniable consequence. This paper explores both the response of Christian denom-
inations in the USA to the evolving social dialog on abortion and the stances of affil-
iated members in relation to those denominational stances. For the first aspect, the 
organizational and authority structures of the denominations in question were exam-
ined to see if they play a role in how denominations responded to this social issue. 
For the second aspect, General Social Survey data were used to examine the general 
stances on abortion of the religiously affiliated belonging to specific polities over 
the past half-century. Polities were selected due to their similar organizational struc-
tures, as this granted insight into possible organizational influence at the individual 
level. This research highlights both the dissimilarities between similarly structured 
religious organizations and the general mindsets of the congregations on abortion as 
well as how the varying organizational structures in question exhibit inherent differ-
ences between one another yet have relative stability in their positions on abortion 
over time.

Keywords Abortion · Authority structures · Christianity · Denominations · 
Religious affiliation · USA

Introduction

Due to the nature of religion’s importance when dealing with moral issues, the ques-
tion of how religion is intertwined with politics is of irrepressible importance in the 
social sciences. In modern times, the role of religion in guiding political stances has 
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been heavily researched from the perspective of clergy and evangelism (see Djupe 
and Calfano 2013; Djupe and Friesen 2018; Lewis and de Bernardo 2010). In the 
case of clergy, previous research has posited that they can be important political 
actors due to the “strategic positions they occupy in American religious and public 
life” (Smidt 2016, p. 2; see also Guth and Smidt 2019, p. 1) and their ability to both 
offer guidance on moral and public issues as well as mobilize their congregations 
(Djupe and Gilbert 2003). While clergy are overtly in the spotlight for their direct 
relationship with the denomination, one area of focus that requires a deeper look 
is that of the organizational structures of denominations and how churches as an 
organization have responded to social and political stimuli.

Furthermore, one area of study that requires more examination is the interplay 
between politics and religion. Michele Margolis (2018) studied this topic from the 
perspective of partisanship and religiosity, with evidence pointing toward partisan-
ship in politics having an influence on the religious choices of parents (Margolis 
2018). Moreover, Michael Hout and Claude Fischer (2002) discussed this with an 
eye toward the political activism of church leaders, arguing that this political charac-
ter has pushed many Americans away from organized religion altogether. Whereas 
some authors have attempted to explain the relationships between society, religion, 
and politics, most have focused on how religion acts independently, changing the 
stances individuals hold on social issues (Gibson 2008; Sherkat et al. 2011; and Tay-
lor and Merino 2011).

With this in mind, this study seeks to explore how various Christian denomina-
tions in the USA have responded to social issues that were pervasive through the 
social discourse. In most cases, these denominations are groups of congregations 
that are organized through the administration of a singular-legal hierarchy, making 
them ideal for examining their organizational structure and response.

Religious denominations have sought to address critical social issues throughout 
the history of the US. These issues ranged from “slavery to civil rights to today’s 
advocacy in areas such as reducing poverty” (Lipka 2016), as well as to issues such 
as LGBTQ rights, environmental concerns, and capital punishment, just to name a 
few. In particular, one example of a critical social issue that has been pervasive in 
the American discourse has been the discussion on abortion rights, which has per-
sisted as a topic in the US since the mid-twentieth century. This issue has led to 
conversation within and between the congregations and denominational leadership, 
which has forced many denominations to make declarations about the stance they 
would hold and to which they would attempt to adhere. These decisions required 
lengthy processes that, in some cases, overshadowed the religious discourse for the 
majority of the last half-century.

While such official stances of denominations have adopted new interpretation and 
focus over time, they serve as examples of how denominations function as organiza-
tions and how the popularizing of contested social issues leads to change within the 
denominations. Following within that vein of thought, this study serves to exam-
ine whether the organizational structure of the denominations in question correlates 
with how these decisions were made in the face of heated political debate. Following 
this examination, data collected by the General Social Survey (GSS) will be used to 
compare the mindsets of the respondents who are affiliated with the organizational 
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structures in question and the trends present since the 1970s. Previous authors have 
also sought to examine how religious institutions’ policies relate to the mindsets of 
the church members. In particular, David Masci complied a similar list of major reli-
gious groups’ positions on abortion in 2016, with further data being included high-
lighting the views of religious group members on abortion from 2014 (Masci 2016; 
Pew Research Center 2014). Additionally, Hoffmann and Johnson (2005) examined 
attitudes of various religious traditions and found that Evangelicals’ opposition to 
abortion, both for elective abortions and for abortions stemming from traumatic cir-
cumstances, has increased since the 1970s. This article will attempt to build on these 
past works by focusing on long-term trends from 1972 to 2018 while incorporating 
aspects of organizational theory to examine whether or not these policy decisions 
from the Christian denominations in question represent the laymen of their respec-
tive denomination. By examining the religious groups in such a way, insight into the 
possible (in)congruence of positions on abortion will allow for an investigation into 
how denominations have responded (if at all) and whether their positions represent 
their congregants’ individual stances. With an understanding of how these religious 
entities then act, a better picture of how these actions, if at all, impact the overarch-
ing mindset of the congregations within the denominations can be surmised.

Theory

Denominational organizational structure and religious authority

The very nature of denominations requires structure to keep congregations in touch 
with one another and to uphold the importance of like-mindedness with regards to 
doctrine and proceedings, and as such, this means that denominations need an inher-
ent organizational structure. Even with the concept of community at their core, they 
need a pseudo “informal contract” in the form of church membership or denomina-
tional affiliation to bring members together for the observance of regulations and 
for involvement in community events. Mark Chaves (1993) treated these as being 
part of dual structures: a structure of religious authority and a structure of agency; 
however, for the purposes of this study, focus is given to the structure of religious 
authority. The structure of religious authority is defined as “a social structure that 
attempts to enforce its order and reach its ends by controlling the access of individu-
als to some desired good” (1993, p. 149). Here, the concept of a “desired good” is 
meant as salvation, deliverance from sin or poverty, cure from illness, or even com-
radery. The religious entity holds these goods and grants access to them through 
adherence to regulations and expectations of how individuals carry themselves 
through daily actions.

With adherence being a staple of congregational expression, the inclusion 
of how denominations are organized regarding authority and clergy occupation 
is paramount. This study defines authority twofold. Firstly, formal authority is 
defined as the right to make decisions on the directions the greater denomination 
takes in reference to actions affecting a part or the whole of the organization. 
This is accompanied by real authority, which is effectively those that hold an 
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effective control over decisions and those that make them (Aghion and Tirole 
1997, pp. 1–2; see also Hanson and Xiang 2013).

Where this dichotomy becomes particularly interesting is within the different 
Christian denominations in the US, where authority is dispersed among clergy, 
the greater denomination (such as bishops or regional superintendents), and con-
gregational members. In some instances, the clergy acts solely as a transmitter 
of the desires of the greater denomination. In other cases, the clergy makes deci-
sions on the structure and proceedings of the congregation without control of the 
denomination playing a role. If, however, the denomination chooses to have an 
intermediary in communication, this relationship has either the clergy or some 
other representative of the congregation serving in the real authority role. Within 
all of these examples of authority structures, the relationships between the greater 
denomination and the congregations serve an integral role in explaining how 
much leverage is dispersed among the three main groups of the denomination’s 
organizational design.

To that point, in order to understand how denominational stances have been 
produced, one is obliged to understand the structural makeup of the various 
denominations. One way of understanding this is through denominational author-
ity structures. One common method of categorization used when exploring these 
structures is to split the denominations based on their hierarchical and author-
ity structures into church polities. Within Christianity, four major polities exist: 
Episcopal, Presbyterian, Connexional, and Congregationalist. Each of these poli-
ties details the authority structure of the denominations and the level of auton-
omy local churches have on actions such as the hiring and firing of clergy, doc-
trine declarations, organizing volunteers, and resolutions regarding the churches’ 
stances on specific issues. For the purposes of this study, denominations belong-
ing to the Connexional polity are sorted into to the Presbyterian polity. This deci-
sion, as well as the denominations selected for examination, was based on the 
GSS data.

Episcopal polity

The first of these polities, the Episcopal polity, serves as a good illustration of 
Chaves’s concept of religious authority in that it is a top-down hierarchical struc-
ture that functions with high levels of formal authority. Such formal structure 
has individual bishops that serve as regional leaders and representatives for that 
region. Often, these regional bishops are accountable to all bishops in higher sta-
tuses, such as those in the council of bishops. They are often chosen for their 
roles by the bishops and archbishops residing higher on the hierarchical structure 
and are in turn responsible for the local priests that reside within local churches 
and parishes. Typically, any actions taken that dictate the direction of the denomi-
nation as a whole will be made by the highest authority. The churches belong-
ing to this polity are the Catholic Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod, and the Episcopal Church.
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Presbyterian polity

The Presbyterian polity has a similar hierarchical structure to the Episcopal pol-
ity. However, the local churches in these polities have more autonomy due to their 
ability to have a voice in choosing who their elders/representatives will be. For the 
Presbyterian polity, local elders are often elected by local congregations to repre-
sent them in any official meetings with local ministers. These local meetings, often 
known as the Presbytery, are made up of local collections of congregations. Presby-
teries are then accountable to any higher board, often known as Synods, which serve 
as regional governing bodies made up of ministers and elders. These Synods in turn 
partake in some form of General Assembly—the governing body of the denomina-
tion and the highest authority—which holds the power to make doctrinal decisions 
on behalf of the denomination.

As was mentioned, some methods of categorization include a fourth polity: the 
Connexional polity. Here, the churches that belong to this polity follow very similar 
structures to the Presbyterian polity. However, the major differences that separate 
these polities come in the means by which local clergy is selected and the repre-
sentation of the layperson in conferences. In the Connexional polity, local clergy 
are assigned to congregations by the bishops and have limited-term stays. This pro-
cess, known as “itinerant ministers,” is unique to Connexional churches. It is also 
unique in that it creates an authority dynamic where the local clergy is account-
able to not only the bishop of the region, but also to the congregation in which they 
serve. Even with these differences, the churches belonging to the Connexional polity 
have been included in the Presbyterian polity in this work. This is done in part due 
to the overwhelming structural similarities between the churches of the two polities 
and in part due to the limited representation of the Connexional polity churches in 
the GSS data. The churches that are included in the Presbyterian polity in this work 
are the Presbyterian Church, USA; African Methodist Episcopal Church; and the 
United Methodist Church.

Congregationalist polity

The final form of polity presented here is the Congregationalist polity. Here, the 
hierarchy seen in the other polities is expressly removed, giving high levels of 
authority to the local church. Most denominations that adhere to this polity serve 
more as an association, bringing similar congregations from local churches together 
to create a network for ministry and extracurricular programs. Such associations rise 
out of similar doctrine, similar ministry, regional proximity, or even necessity due to 
lowering attendance numbers. Typically, these congregations are then responsible 
for their own ministry and their own doctrines. Where variance may exist is when 
the denomination-specific congregations meet for annual conferences and vote on 
any changes or resolutions that may be implemented. In such a scenario, the voters 
may be laypeople of a congregation or a representative. The churches belonging to 
this polity included in this work are the American Baptist Association; the Ameri-
can Baptist Church in the USA; the National Baptist Conventions of America; the 
National Baptist Convention, USA; and the Southern Baptist Convention.
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Morals and controversial social issues

With this understanding of how authority structures take form, the relationships of 
the clergy with both the congregation and the religious institution as a whole begin 
to take on new focus. This is all the more relevant when attention is given to the 
role of clergy and the religious institution when morals1 are considered. As Paul 
Djupe and Amanda Friesen discussed, clergy serve a crucial role within the context 
of their advancement of moral worldviews (2018, pp. 665–666). In particular, this 
is found when examining the moral foundations of clergy in the US, particularly in 
the face of moral disagreements with their congregations. In such cases, Djupe and 
Friesen found that clergy tend to emphasize individualizing foundations with their 
congregations and stress those morals that align with their religious beliefs. This is 
particularly relevant when considering that “those who emphasize religious author-
ity devalue the individualizing foundations considerably” (ibid., p. 678). If clergy 
emphasize individualizing foundations when faced with moral disagreements, reli-
gious authority will lose importance when discussing how these morals are shaped. 
Other researchers have also emphasized how the institutions themselves guide 
moral considerations through binding (e.g., Graham and Haidt 2010). While both 
approaches are relevant to understanding morals, they focus on both institutions and 
clergy playing a role in guiding the morals of the congregants, meaning they inher-
ently hold that their authority roles help shape existing moral foundations.

This of course is building off of the idea that views on discordant social issues 
are grounded in political affiliation and religious membership (Jelen 2009; see also 
Malka and Soto 2011; Malka et al. 2012). However, recent work by Paul Goren and 
Christopher Chapp has found evidence that “citizens habitually update their party 
loyalties, their beliefs about their preferred religious texts, and their religious com-
mitments to better reflect their preferences on divisive culture war issues” (2017, 
p. 124). Therefore, it is crucial to examine how this may affect the decision-mak-
ing processes of the denominations in question, as they would logically not wish 
to disenfranchise their members to the point of changing affiliation. Furthermore, 
some evidence has been found that fewer Americans feel that churches and religious 
groups are integral to solving social issues (Lipka 2016). If this is the case among 
those that are religiously affiliated, then the views they hold my not fall in line with 
that of the denominational stances of the religious group to which they adhere, 
which would fall more in line with the evidence found by Goren and Chapp (2017). 
If views on divisive social issues are instead in fact shaped by religious and political 
affiliation, evidence of denominational stances regarding abortion having an effect 
on the positions of the affiliated should be present.

While churches and denominations are much more than simply organizations 
of employed clergy and authority structures, they allow for a unique look into how 
organizational theory helps explain the movement of church doctrine in response 

1 The concept of “morality” is one that has a number of meanings and interpretations. In the context of 
this paper, morality is defined as the discourse surrounding principles of ethical—or rather, of right and 
wrong—behavior.
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to societal stimuli regarding divisive social issues. With this in mind, the focus of 
this paper is twofold: Firstly, it focuses on the organizational structure of denomina-
tions in the US and how these structures operate in relation to authority and doctrine 
defining decisions. With a look into the history of the abortion debate in the US 
and a short outline of the denominational positional statements regarding abortion, 
how denominations have dealt with this issue can be better understood. While other 
authors have delved deeper into how specific groups have responded to this issue, 
e.g., see Lewis (2014) with the Southern Baptists; Williams (2011) with the GOP; 
and Williams (2015) with the Catholics and Evangelicals, such an in-depth analysis 
is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, the relevant focus here is on what these 
statements actually say, how these statements work within the time periods they 
were enacted, and whether or not they represent those views of the affiliated. With 
an eye toward distinctive polities, a better understanding of how different organiza-
tional structures have handled the issue of abortion can be ascertained. Secondly, 
this paper focuses on the religiously affiliated through the usage of the GSS data and 
the general perception of abortion since the early 1970s. This approach allows for 
a unique look at how these denominations have responded and whether or not this 
corresponds to the general positions of those affiliated to specific polity structures.

Historical context of abortion in the USA

Many authors have written about the complex history of abortion in the US (e.g., 
Reed 1995; Williams 2011, 2015). For the purposes of this article, this brief discus-
sion will cover the history of the abortion and birth control debates and religious 
activism in the US after WWII and will focus on the first major legislation regarding 
abortion to better prepare for a look into the denominational responses.

Following the Second World War, this issue of birth control dawned as new 
economic/social challenges for married couples arose. As families began to need 
a secondary income in order to hold specific statuses or classes, women began to 
enter into employment outside of the home. This of course meant that the traditional 
role of women in the household began to shift in relation to how much the mother 
worked and how much money was accessible to the family. Even while the major-
ity of couples wanted large families (5 + children), the reality was that most would 
have only two or three due to economic constraints (Reed 1995, p. 37). With this 
desire to limit the size of families to match any given financial situation, the topic of 
birth control became a highly controversial one with opposition being spearheaded 
both by those worried about economic growth being hampered by a declining birth-
rate and by religious groups that held firm to traditional family structures with large 
families. Of these religious groups, one of the most outspoken in support of strict 
anti-birth control laws was the Roman Catholic Church (Hofman 1986). The hierar-
chy of the Roman Catholic Church stood firmly opposed to all birth control methods 
and, in 1930, Pope Pius XI issued an official papal encyclical that officially banned 
any artificial methods of birth control (see Pope Pius XI 1930). This position would 
be softened heading into the 1950s and 1960s with both speculation focusing on the 
rising voices within the church that disagreed with full birth control regulation and 
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also a desire to avoid controversy over issues of Catholic influence in shaping public 
policy in a time where the first Catholic presidential hopeful, John F. Kennedy, was 
running for president. However, the role of the Catholic Church in America still to 
this day is a force in opposition to abortion in the US, although this has shown evi-
dence of diverging from the stances of US Catholic laymen in recent polling (Ben 
Hafsa 2015).

In the early 1950s, two distinct arguments regarding access to contraception 
arose. At a comprehensive level, it was a tool for controlling rapid population 
growth. At the individual level, the discourse shifted to a discussion of the tradi-
tional American family. Within such an individualistic argument, planned parent-
hood ideology flourished as it strove to reinforce the traditional roles of women as 
homemakers in the patriarchal hierarchy of traditional life, rather than push women’s 
rights and feminist movements of the time. While this view obviously did not mesh 
with the growing voice of feminists seeking equality between women and men in 
the workforce and at home, it did help reinforce that family planning via birth con-
trol was no longer in opposition to the traditional role of women as housewives and 
caretakers. This served as a crucial tool for changing the dialog regarding birth con-
trol by allowing women to have fewer children without challenging the image of a 
woman as a housewife (Sharpless 1995, pp. 76–77).

Throughout the 1950s, this debate over birth control grew legs and was at full 
sprint going into the 1960s. During this time, new movements began to form to deal 
with the issue from both sides of the debate. In 1968, the Pro-Life Movement, now 
known as the National Right to Life Committee (NRLC), began with the goal of 
opposing all legislation that favored making contraception and abortion practices 
more easily accessible. One argument in the midst of this was that conception pre-
vention was a means of population control, and in particular one that would target 
minority groups much more strongly than others. The Pro-Choice Movement, now 
known as the National Abortion Rights Action League (NARAL), began in 1969 
with the conjoining of multiple smaller movements in order to support and pass leg-
islation that made all safe forms of contraception and abortion legal and accessi-
ble. Their position, as the new movement for women’s rights came to be a powerful 
force, posited that the right to abortion and contraception was a tool for protecting 
women’s rights. Both of these movements together succeeded in making the rights 
of birth control and abortion front and center in the political dialog. Even today, 
both organizations still advocate their roles and are active in combating and pushing 
new legislature.

With the increasing polarization and saturation of the issue of birth control, the 
topic of abortion began to take on cultural and religious tones due to the struggle 
present in defining human nature. This was due to the fact that abortion “raises core 
philosophical questions about the nature of human life and human community […] 
philosophically speaking, it symbolizes competing ideas of what constitutes mean-
ingful life and death in our society, and in life what is the nature of human com-
munity” (Hunter and Davis 1995, p. 106). Ironically, with such unanswerable ques-
tions as when life truly begins, the nature of the abortion debate took on not only an 
emotional understanding, but a legalistic one as well, which is encapsulated in the 
current statements of the two aforementioned movements:
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– “The mission of National Right to Life is to protect and defend the most funda-
mental right of humankind, the right to life of every innocent human being from 
the beginning of life to natural death” (NRLC Mission Statement 2021).

– “The right to choose abortion is essential to ensuring a woman can decide for 
herself if, when and with whom to start or grow a family. We’ll never stop fight-
ing to protect and expand this fundamental human right” (NARAL Issues: Abor-
tion Access 2021).

For the NRLC, the focus is on the rights of the fetus. If one holds the belief that life 
begins at conception, or shortly thereafter, the argument is tied both to an under-
standing of life and the governmental rights granted thereto. For the NARAL, the 
argument focuses instead on the rights of the woman, clearly denoting that the right 
to choose is the penultimate right that needs protecting. With the focus being on 
defining life, death, and the protection of rights, one can quickly see why this issue 
has become one of the most pervasive and persistent social issues of the twenty-first 
century in the US.

During this time, individual denominations had internal discussions among the 
congregants and leaders regarding the abortion debate; this was furthered by larger 
movements going beyond the boundaries of denomination. As Williams (2015, p. 
465) explains, the 1970s brought about a swing in the Evangelical discussion of 
anti-abortion that shifted the argument away from the Catholic perspective of “the 
liberal social welfare state,” which had been pushing for social welfare reform and 
protective rights, and instead focused on the fight against “a malevolent secular 
state.” As Williams writes, Francis Schaeffer, a well-known Presbyterian missionary 
and bestselling Christian apologist, succeeded in giving evangelicals a platform to 
campaign against abortion in a uniquely Protestant way:

By portraying the campaign against abortion as a fight against the tyranny of a 
secular state, Schaeffer reframed what had been a Catholic human rights cause 
grounded in New Deal liberalism and transformed it into the centerpiece of a 
conservative evangelical fight for the restoration of Christian-based law in the 
nation and curbs on the power of the secular judiciary. […] At a time when 
many conservative evangelicals were becoming increasingly alarmed about the 
sexual permissiveness and changes in gender roles in American society, and at 
a time when many feared that the state had rejected Christian values, the use of 
Roe as a symbol for the evils of a secular state made sense. (ibid., p. 465)

Following in the vein of argumentation of Schaeffer’s call to action—which 
occurred in the late 1970s and early 1980s—other well-known Evangelicals such as 
Pat Roberson, Jerry Falwell, and James Dobson began taking up the mantle of fight-
ing for anti-abortion laws and putting opposition to abortion at the center of their 
moral views. In particular, televangelist Jerry Falwell began sensationalizing the 
issue, pushing scare tactics to mobilize a base against abortion activism (McKeegan 
1993). In his autobiography, he stated that “Satan has mobilized his own forces to 
destroy America by negating the Judeo-Christian ethic, secularizing our society, and 
devaluing human life through the legalization of abortion and infanticide” (Falwell 
1987, 362).
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These calls to action and narrative evoking a moral fight contributed in part to 
a number of denominations passing pro-life resolutions (in particular, the South-
ern Baptist Convention and the Presbyterian Church in America). With such a shift 
in mindset, particularly among Evangelicals, advocacy against abortion took on a 
different feel from the Catholic past. The new anti-abortion argument was one of 
morality, taking on the purpose not of defending the rights of women or the rights of 
the unborn, though these rights were not removed from the discourse, but rather the 
purpose became the defense of religion, the defense of morals, and the simple goal 
of changing the nation’s laws (Williams 2015, pp. 465–466).

In 1973, the first of many rapid changes in the discourse surrounding abortion 
came when the Supreme Court voted in the legal case Roe v. Wade in favor of con-
stitutionally protecting the right to abortion. While this served as a landmark case—
in that it shifted abortion laws across the entire US in favor of abortion—it also 
sparked a surge of states responding to the new reality. As James Reed comments, 
“Within 6 months of the Roe v. Wade decision, 188 anti-abortion bills were intro-
duced in 41 states” (1995, p. 46). While the right to abortion was now protected by 
law, lawmakers at the state level still fought over how accessible such rights should 
be. Even though the discussion initially was avoided by politicians at the state level, 
the ruling of Roe became so contested and was so salient in the political discourse 
that it inevitably became entangled in partisan politics. As Ian Mylchreest notes, 
“After 1973 Roe v. Wade provided the most visible target for opponents of reform. 
By the 1980s, the Republican Party was committed to reversing the decision; Demo-
crats responded by promising to defend, judicially and legislatively, a woman’s right 
to choose” (1995, p. 61). Roe had made the issue of abortion rights mainstream, 
meaning it was front and center on the ballot for many politicians.

Since then, a number of legislative moves were taken on the federal level that 
covered numerous aspects of abortion rights and abortion access. Where this led for 
the denominations in question, however, was a raucous debate over opposition and 
support of abortion and the fine details surrounding this complex topic that has so 
far lasted well into the twenty-first century.

Denominational responses to the topic of abortion

Various Christian denominations that began discussing abortion were forced to 
struggle with the nuance of the topic. For instance, a clear divide between abortions 
as a means of birth control, also known as elective abortions, and abortions follow-
ing a traumatic experience began to surface. In the current work, reasons for abor-
tions that have been considered “elective” by previous scholars are termed lifestyle-
based (LS) and reasons for abortions due to traumatic experiences or health-based 
concerns have been termed health-and-wellbeing (HWB). For ease of understand-
ing, LS based reasons for abortion include women seeking abortions because their 
family cannot afford more children, women seeking abortion because they are not 
married and do not want more children, and women seeking abortion because they 
are married and do not want any more children. HWB reasons for abortion include 
women seeking an abortion because of a strong chance of defect in the baby, women 
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seeking abortion because her health is seriously endangered, and women seeking 
abortions when the pregnancy was the result of rape.2 For the former, strong oppo-
sition was found among the Christian denominations, with only a handful crafting 
positional statements that stated support for LS abortions. Hoffmann and Johnson 
(2005) found this to be true across various religious traditions; however, Evangeli-
cals in particular were found to have increasing opposition to HWB abortions as 
well. This trend of opposition to HWB abortions was not as widespread, with a 
number of Christian denominations either supporting or somewhat supporting them. 
In order to better understand the milieus out of which these mindsets have surfaced, 
a deeper examination of the individual Christian denominations and their responses 
to the issue of abortion is necessary. As such, this section delves into the individual 
denominations in an effort to detail the historical relationship between these groups 
and their positional statements on abortion.

Denominations belonging to the episcopal polity

Roman Catholic Church (RCC)

The RCC, while being active in opposing legislation that stands to make abortion 
more easily accessible, has actively denounced pro-abortion legislation since the 
onset of the twentieth century. One year after Roe, the Vatican released the Declara-
tion on Procured Abortion (1974), which bolstered the right to life as the first and 
most fundamental right of all humans. This declaration stated that the right to life 
is one that does not belong to authority or society, and that all actions taken against 
this right are “evil” (See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 1987).

Interestingly, the initial anti-abortion movement was actually one advocated by a 
more liberal voice. As Williams writes, “pro-life advocates argued that the fetus was 
a powerless minority […] Catholic lawyers of the 1960s and 1970s claimed that the 
Fourteenth Amendment protected the unborn,” and “like civil rights advocates, pro-
life activists believed that their campaign was an effort to protect the powerless—in 
this case, the fetus—against the powerful” (2015, p. 456). This movement was an 
attempt by the Church to prevent what was perceived as “infanticide” and to protect 
minority groups, since many believed that legalized abortion would likely dispro-
portionately affect the black population (ibid., p. 455).

Pope John Paul II also made numerous statements urging politicians to take 
action against abortion and labeled any legislation supporting abortion as “a most 
serious wound inflicted on a society and its culture by the very people who ought to 
be society’s promoters and defenders” (Pope John Paul II 1995), while Pope Francis 
has even claimed that abortion is the equivalent to hiring a hitman.3 This view is 
extended to birth control as well, with Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II claiming 
that contraceptives act against the very nature of procreation, which is understood as 

2 These reasons make up the six questions asked to respondents in the GSS about which situations they 
felt abortion was acceptable. This will be discussed further in the  Data and methods section.
3 Horowitz (2019).
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serving as an extension of promiscuity and hedonism (see Pope Paul VI 1968; Pope 
John Paul II 1995).

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA)

The ELCA has made one major statement regarding birth control and abortion. 
A social statement was issued at the Churchwide Assembly in 1991 that sought 
to move the discussion away from the topics of “rights” and to bridge the divide 
between the sides. The statement acknowledges the major divisions that abor-
tion had created in society and within the church. As such, the statement asserts 
“the concern for both the life of the woman and the developing life in her womb 
expresses a common commitment to life. This requires that we move beyond the 
usual ‘pro-life’ versus ‘pro-choice’ language in discussing abortion” (1991, p. 2). 
Furthermore, the social statement clearly defines that abortion should be available 
in situations of health-based and wellbeing concerns. However, they support legis-
lation that restricts late-term abortions, except in  situations of health concerns for 
either the mother or the child (ibid., p. 10).

Lutheran Church‑Missouri Synod (LCMS)

Since 1971, the LCMS has held firm beliefs against abortion. In a report issued in 
1984, the LCMS details their medical, legal, and theological reasons for opposing 
abortion. Within this report, the commission pushes for constant action in support of 
pro-life movements through the understanding of morality, theology, and the rights 
of the unborn. Furthermore, the report urges adherents to continue to fight any legis-
lation that legalized abortion (Social Concerns Committee 1984).

Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod (WELS)

The WELS issued their first statement against abortion in 1971, which spoke against 
abortion and sought for members to support abortion-alternative programs. In 2011, 
a resolution was passed that called again for action against abortion. This resolution 
addressed the topic of health-based reasons for abortion, stating “in those extremely 
rare circumstances in which a pregnancy directly endangers the physical life of the 
mother, or the mother’s condition directly endangers the life of her unborn child, we 
call for action toward preserving both lives, however, possible or preserving at least 
one life when preserving both lives is not possible” (WELS 2011).

Episcopal Church

In 1967, the Episcopal Church stated its support for health-based reasons for abor-
tion and general support for responsible birth control practices in wedlock, reaffirm-
ing this statement in 1976. In 1982, the 67th General Convention clarified that they 
condemned abortion for the purpose of sex selection and non-serious abnormalities 
of the fetus. The issue of abortion surfaced two more times in the 1980s, with a 
resolution in 1985 to initiate studies into abortion and, in 1988, with two resolutions 
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stressing the sacredness of human life and condemning violence against abortion 
clinics. In 1991, one year before Planned Parenthood v. Casey,4 the 70th General 
Convention voted to reject opposing governmental action that limits a woman’s deci-
sion and voted to oppose any legislation that requires parental consent for minors 
seeking abortions. After Planned Parenthood v. Casey, many states began adopt-
ing laws that, in essence, limited access to information and abortions for women. In 
response, the 71st General Convention reaffirmed their stance on the sacredness of 
human life when dealing with abortion, but also expressed opposition to any gov-
ernmental restrictions on related information and access to abortions. This was fur-
ther extended in 1997 with a resolution that expressed “grave concern” over non-
extreme uses of partial-birth abortions and requested studies be performed looking 
into “beginning of life issues.” Finally, the 73rd General Convention passed a reso-
lution to support those suffering from post-abortion stress and to make parishes safe 
havens for those seeking pastoral care (The Acts of Convention 1976–2000).

Denominations belonging to the Presbyterian polity

Presbyterian Church, USA (PCUSA)

The 182nd General Assembly (1970) released the PCUSA’s first statement on abor-
tion declaring it as an ethical decision for the women to make, meaning it should not 
be limited by law. While it would not be until 1992 that the next statement would be 
made, the decades between the first and second statement were filled with debate 
about the denominational position. In the 204th General Assembly  in 1992 (see 
Presbyterian Church USA 2022), the stance taken regarding abortion reaffirmed the 
right of the woman to make this decision, but stressed that abortions should not be 
used as a method of birth control and that abortion is not morally acceptable for 
gender selection only or solely to obtain fetal parts for transplantation. While the 
complexity of the issue was acknowledged, the statement did support recognizing 
health-based reasons for abortion as justifiable (see Presbyterian Mission 2016).

With the upsurge in discussions regarding late-term pregnancies beginning in the 
1990s, the 217th General Assembly  in 2006 (see Presbyterian Church USA 2022) 
released a statement where they declared opposition to late-term abortions and 
sought to create a support system within the church for any mother dealing with a 
“problem pregnancy.”

4 Planned Parenthood v. Casey was in essence a reaffirmation of Roe v. Wade, but the majority of Penn-
sylvania law provisions that had instigated the case being brought to the Supreme Court (e.g., 24 h wait-
ing period prior to procedure and informed consent) were upheld. The requirement of husband notifica-
tion was stricken down due to the “undue burden” caused on the woman’s path to seeking an abortion. 
States were constitutionally granted the ability to regulate abortion as long as it did not post an “undue 
burden” on those seeking abortion (see “Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey” 
1992).
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African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME)

The AME has strongly opposed abortion since 1976, with the General Confer-
ence’s working papers detailing strong opposition to abortion while including 
both room for the forgiveness of those that had undergone an abortion and educa-
tion to prevent unwanted pregnancies. Four years later, the General Conference 
would once more be presented with another statement that recognized the neces-
sity for abortion as a life-saving measure for the mother (see Shelton 1997).

United Methodist Church (UMC)

The UMC’s history with abortion has been ever changing. In the first official 
statement of the UMC, the 1972 General Conference adopted a statement that 
supported the removal of abortion from the criminal code, placing it instead 
under laws relating to other procedures of standard medical practice. This state-
ment was almost immediately met with opposition within the denomination. Four 
years later in 1976 and in almost every General Conference thereafter, there have 
been revisions to the positional statement of the denomination with the majority 
of these amendments being toward stricter guidelines as to the moral acceptabil-
ity and nature of abortion (see Stallworth 2008). As of 2016, the official state-
ment of the UMC still holds that abortion, while the choice of the women should 
not be a means of birth control and is justified under conflicts of “life with life” 
(see The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church 2016).

Denominations belonging to the Presbyterian polity

American Baptist Association (ABA)

The ABA has made no official statement regarding their stance on abortion.

American Baptist Church in the USA (ABC)

The General Board of the ABC posted a resolution in 2002 to the official church 
website that opposed abortion as a means of birth control and as an effort to avoid 
responsibility for conception. While not directly condemning abortion, the state-
ment discouraged the practice and encouraged women and men to seek spirit-
ual council before making any decision (General Board of American Baptist 
Churches in the USA 2002).
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National Baptist Convention of America (NBCA)

The NBCA has made no official statement regarding their stance on abortion.

National Baptist Convention, USA (NBC)

The NBC has made no official statement regarding their stance on abortion.

Southern Baptist Convention (SBC)

Although the SBC lacked consensus on the issue in the 1970s, a 1971 resolution called 
for legislation that would allow for abortion under such conditions as rape, incest, 
severe fetal deformity, and when the mother was in danger (Lewis 2014, p. 528; see 
also Resolution on Abortion 1971). Since then, there was a shift in the denomination 
toward a more pro-life agenda through the campaigning of pro-life pastors, with the 
Resolution on Abortion (1980) declaring the SBC’s opposition to most forms of abor-
tion, save those protecting the wellbeing of the mother. The majority of these resolu-
tions have opposed all three issues, with resolutions calling for members to take action 
in supporting legal action against them (On The Sanctity Of Human Life 2015).

Polities in context

Even when denominations exhibited similar organizational structures, there was a high 
level of diversity in the stances taken regarding abortion. This was evident even within 
some denominations, with stances shifting over time from either a neutral stance out-
ward, or vice versa. It could have also been assumed that the Congregationalist polity, 
being without high levels of authority, would have had the greatest level of diversity 
among denominations. However, evidence points rather to the conscious decision by 
the majority of denominations (save the ABC and the SBC) to not make an official 
statement on abortion. For reference, Table 1 covers how the denominations are sorted 
into polities and their general stance on abortion over the timespan.

While the focus thus far has been at a macro-level regarding the positional state-
ments of various denominations, seeing how this relates to the actual beliefs of the 
members of the congregations is paramount to understanding how the religious author-
ities interact, if at all, with the beliefs and convictions of the members. For this reason, 
further analysis will be carried out with the use of the GSS to better understand the 
beliefs held by the affiliated members.

Data and methods

For this study, GSS data from 1972 to 2018 were used (see Smith et al. 2019). The 
GSS is a repeated cross-sectional survey that, since 1994, was performed every two 
years. The survey from 1986 did not include questions on abortion and is thusly not 
included.
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For the topic of abortion, respondents were asked six questions regarding which 
situations abortion was deemed to be acceptable. Each question referenced different 
situations where abortion might be considered, including if there is a strong chance 
of serious defect in the baby, if the woman’s own health is seriously endangered, if 
the pregnancy was the result of rape, if the family cannot afford any more children, 
if the woman is married and does not want any more children, and if the woman is 
not married and does not want to marry the man. These questions were setup in a 
yes or no format. Firstly, the questions regarding the health of the woman, health of 
the baby, and situations regarding rape were combined to create an index for health-
and-wellbeing-based reasons for abortion (HWB). The remaining questions regard-
ing whether or not the family could afford more children, whether the woman was 
married and did not want any more children, and whether the woman was not mar-
ried and did not want any more children have been combined to create an index 
for lifestyle-based reasons for abortion (LS).5 For the polity categorization, Protes-
tant denominations were divided into the three polities discussed earlier: Episcopal, 
Presbyterian, and Congregationalist. Prior to 1984, the GSS categorized Protestant 
denominations only by the major denominational branches (e.g., Methodist, Baptist, 
etc.).

For control variables, age, sex, education, religious service attendance, politi-
cal party affiliation, region, and strength of religious affiliation were used. The two 
religious variables regarding attendance and strength of religious affiliation were 
included to test the strength of respondents’ religiosity and how it impacts their 
stances on abortion. For ease of interpretation, strength of religious affiliation was 
inversely coded to 1 = somewhat strong affiliation and 3 = strong affiliation (“no 
affiliation” was not included as this was not selected by respondents with a religious 
affiliation). Religious attendance was coded on a scale of eight, with 0 = never and 
8 = more than once a week. The variable on political affiliation was coded on a scale 
of seven, with 1 = Strong Democratic, 4 = Independent, and 7 = Strong Republican. 
The region variable denotes where in the US the interview was held, with the origi-
nal nine item variable being recoded to Northeast, Midwest, South, and West. This 
variable serves to address whether there exist geographical social factors that impact 
stances on abortion. Furthermore, a variable regarding respondents’ confidence in 
the people running organized religion was included to test if this confidence has 
either an impact on the effect of religious variables or on abortion stances. The con-
fidence variable was coded 1 = hardly any confidence to 3 = a great deal of confi-
dence. The effects of specific decades were also included. As such, all five decades 
since 1970 are included. Regressions were done using pooled ordinary least squares 
(OLS) with robust standard errors. OLS regressions are ideal when analysis is being 
performed to estimate the parameters in a linear equation. The results of an OLS 
regression can be used to predict how a single variable’s value can change based 
on other variables. In this context, OLS regressions make sense due to the linear 

5 Hoffmann and Johnson (2005) used a similar means of categorization when using the GSS data and 
found that these six variables for abortion create two distinct latent variables for elective (LS) and trau-
matic (HWB) abortions along the lines of how they are categorized in this work.
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relationships between the dependent and independent variables, as will be discussed 
in the next section. Additionally, the usage of robust standard errors helps to deal 
with the unknown structure of heteroskedasticity common in large samples.

Initial findings

In total, 40,398 observations belonging to one of the polity groups are present. 
Table  2 displays the total number of observations for each polity. While not the 
focus of this study, the decrease in respondents in the most recent decade touches on 
the current debate of whether the US is still a counterexample to the secularization 
thesis (see Voas and Chaves 2016). Within this context, it is worthwhile to briefly 
touch on the process of secularization as it is present in other areas of the world. 
Secularization is, briefly explained, a term describing the phenomenon of people 
becoming less and less religious within societies. As Pollack (2015) writes, secu-
larization can be described via the claim that “the social significance of religion in 
modern societies is weakening in comparison to earlier epochs [and that] the decline 
in the importance of religion can be attributed to processes of modernization” (2015, 
p. 64). Numerous scholars have found evidence corroborating this claim in the US 
(Bruce 2011; Newport 2015; Norris and Inglehart 2004) and in Europe (e.g., Bruce 
2002, 2011; Mueller 2009; Pollack 2009, 2015). However, there have been some 
scholars contesting this, claiming that religiosity itself is not decreasing, but instead 
that modernization has simply led to a weakening of the role of religious institu-
tions, but not individualistic belief (e.g., Davie 1990, 1996). Other authors have also 
disputed secularization claims by using a more economic mindset, claiming that 
religion, particularly in the US, operates under a “religious market model.” Here, 
laymen are understood to be religious consumers, while churches and religious insti-
tutions are seen as producers (Iannaccone 2012, p. 111; see also Finke and Stark 
2005; Iannaccone et al. 1997). Proponents of this model hold that “open competition 
benefits religious markets much as it does secular markets, pushing churches and 
clergy to efficiently produce a wide range of alternative faiths well adapted to the 
needs of their members” (Iannaccone 2012, p. 111). Even while some evidence has 
shown that these claims have some merit, it does not take away from the clear trend 
of increasing levels of individuals in the US no longer affiliating with any religion, 

Table 2  Observations per 
decade by polity

Source GSS 1972–2018

Decade Episcopal Presbyterian Congregationalist Total

1972–1978 3838 1833 2210 7600
1980–1989 4264 1882 2843 8679
1990–1998 4414 1758 2660 8527
2000–2008 4545 1493 2648 8396
2010–2018 3299 899 1812 6010
Total 20360 7865 12173 40398
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with this number having steadily increased in the twenty-first century to more than a 
fifth of Americans being found to have no religious identity in 2017 (Newport 2015, 
2017; see also Cox and Jones 2017; Voas and Chaves 2016). For many of these indi-
viduals, this includes decreasing importance placed on religion and a disaffiliation 
with religious groups and religious practice altogether (Hoge et  al. 1993; Uecker 
et al. 2007). Within the context of this work, this is most apparent within the Presby-
terian polity, with substantial decreases in adherents in twenty-first century.

In order to test whether the variables in question are correlated with our depend-
ent variables (HWB and LS indexes), a Pearson’s correlation was run with the results 
being displayed in Table 3. For ease of understanding, these correlations represent 
the magnitude of the correlation between two variables and the direction. Addition-
ally, these values only fall between 1 (perfect positive correlation) and − 1 (perfect 
negative correlation). At first glance, every variable has a highly significant correla-
tion with the two abortion indexes, albeit with varying levels of strength. However, 
the focus given to confidence in organized religion requires a further examination 
using partial correlations to see how it correlates to the abortion indexes when reli-
gious and political affiliations are held constant. This is done in order to test not only 
which affiliation is integral to understanding stances on the abortion issue, but also 
whether confidence in religious organizations plays a significant role. These correla-
tions can be seen in Table 4.

When religious and political affiliations are held constant, confidence in organ-
ized religion does not significantly correlate with the HWB index. Furthermore, the 
strength of the correlation between political party affiliation and the HWB index 
becomes substantially stronger, while the religious affiliation weakens. This could 
be interpreted as political party affiliation playing a much more important role for 
individuals when stances on health-and-wellbeing reasons for abortions are consid-
ered. Religious affiliation still correlated weakly with the index, meaning political 
party affiliation is not the only deciding correlation. As for the LS index, the roles of 
religious and political party affiliation reversed, with religious affiliation becoming 
much stronger with the other variables controlled for and the strength of the cor-
relation between political party affiliation and the LS index becoming much weaker. 
Confidence in organized religion was also highly significant and weakly correlated 
with lower support for LS abortions. Here, it appears that the religious affiliation of 
individuals and the confidence they have in organized religion play a stronger role in 
shaping LS abortion stances than political party affiliation.

Finally, a separate Chi-square test of independence is necessary to see how region 
and the abortion indexes are related. This separate test is necessary because the vari-
able for region is nominal; results can be seen in Table 5. Here, both the informa-
tion regarding how the respondents from each region answered the various ques-
tions on abortion as well as the chi-square statistic were included. In both cases, 
there is statistical evidence that there is a significant association between region and 
the abortion indexes. Furthermore, interesting trends can be gathered through the 
examination of the results. When looking at the HWB results, all regions showed 
majority support for the HWB reasons for abortions; however, the South was the 
lowest with 69.7% support. For the cases where there were mixed responses (i.e., 
respondents had both “yes” and “no” answers to the questions about HWB reasons 
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for abortions), the spread across all regions was relatively similar, with within dif-
ferences falling within 5–6% points of each other. For the LS index, a different trend 
of polarization was observed. Here, the Northeast and the West regions showed 
slightly higher levels of respondents with full support of abortions than the South 
and Midwest regions; however, this was not a majority. In the Midwest and South, 
the majority of respondents showed no support for any of the reasons laid out in the 
LS index. In all regions, the responses favored heavily either full or no support, with 
only somewhere between 13 and 17% of respondents mixing their responses.

Table 6 includes the descriptive statistics for the control variables. For all three 
polities, the average age of respondents has increased steadily since the 1970s. For 
the Presbyterian polity, this effect is much more pronounced with the initial age 
being higher than that of the other polities and increasing at an accelerated rate. This 
slow effect of an aging denomination explains the slow increase in education. This is 
supplemented by a national rising average in years of education and tertiary enroll-
ment since the 1970s (Davis and Bauman 2013). The averages for religious attend-
ance seem to highlight diverging trends, with the Episcopal polity showing lowering 
attendance rates, the Presbyterians showing increasing rates, and the Congregation-
alists showing relative stability over the decades.

Strength of affiliation appears to be stable and similar for all polity groups, while 
political party affiliation shows the Presbyterian polity being slightly more Repub-
lican leaning than the other polities and the Congregationalists showing signs of 
becoming less Democratically leaning over the decades. As for confidence in organ-
ized religion, the averages were quite stable and similar for all groups, with a slight 
leaning toward “some confidence” (2). The percentage of women belonging to 
each polity throughout the decades is also of note because women were always the 
majority.

Figure 1 examines the percentage of each polity affiliation according to region 
and decade. It is important to note before examining this figure that this is only 
those individuals that were affiliated to one of the Christian denominations 
in question, meaning this does not include any religious affiliations outside of 

Table 4  Partial correlations for confidence in organized religion and affiliation variables by abortion 
indexes

Source GSS 1972–2018
*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01
***p < 0.001

HWB Index LS Index

Partial correlation (r) Sig-
nificance 
value (p)

Partial correlation (r) Sig-
nificance 
value (p)

Confidence in organized religion − 0.00 0.886 − 0.09*** 0.000
Religious affiliation − 0.10*** 0.000 − 0.17*** 0.000
Political party affiliation − 0.21*** 0.000 − 0.04*** 0.000
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those encompassed in this analysis. While the most obvious difference between 
the regions is the large percentage of individuals affiliating themselves with the 
denominations belonging to the Congregationalist polity in the South in com-
parison to the other regions that had substantial Episcopal polity denominational 
affiliation, the more nuanced changes within the regions are also of interest. In all 
four regions, the percentage of individuals affiliating with the Presbyterian polity 
denominations decreased in relation to the other polities, serving as the smallest 
polity in all regions by the 2010s. Concurrently, the Congregationalist polity saw 
slight growth in the Northeast and Midwest going into the 1980s, but this levelled 
out in the 1990s and the time thereafter. In the West and the South, however, 
the Congregationalists saw stable decreases after the 1990s and a slight increase 
going into the 1980s. In fact, the 1990s saw the first time that the Congregation-
alists no longer made up the majority of the affiliates in the South. These find-
ings are in line with previous studies (Pew Research Center 2014). In particular, 
Warf and Winsberg (2008) found that the parts of the US that are predominantly 
Baptist and Catholic—or in the context of this paper, Congregationalist (Baptist) 
or Episcopal (Catholic)—are usually less religiously diverse than other regions, 
making sense in the context of this work with relation to the large percentages of 
either Episcopals (Northeast, Midwest, West) or Congregationalists (South).

Figure 2 denotes the averages of the HWB and LS indexes over the past five dec-
ades. Clearly the general opinion on abortion differs significantly with regards to 
the two indexes; however, very little difference is found between each polity. Across 
all graphs, support for LS abortions was around half that of HWB abortions. In the 
cases of HWB abortions, all polities averaged moderate support, showing similar 
results to the total survey population. Interpretatively, Fig. 2 highlights little vari-
ation across denominations and years, showing a level of stability in the midst of 
varied governmental and greater denominational responses. This, however, should 
be taken at face value due to the limiting nature of the descriptive statistics.

Fig. 1  Percentage of individuals affiliating with denominations within each religious polity by region and 
decade
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Figures 3 and 4 build on this as they denote the responses of those affiliated to 
each denomination across the polities. Due to a number of these denominations 
having a small number of observations at some points of the survey, an average 
for each polity was added for better interpretation. Firstly, it is striking how simi-
lar the polities are overall when examining the LS and HWB indexes separately. 
In particular in Fig. 3, there is a level of stable support for HWB reasons for abor-
tion over time. While the volatility of the individual denominations could warrant 
interest with more representative data, the striking finding here is that the polities 
had similar fluctuations.

Figure  4 highlights the responses to the LS index. Dissimilar to the HWB 
index, the average responses of the polities were more erratic, with shifting posi-
tions being more prevalent. This highlights the important factor of how controver-
sial abortion really is when taken outside of the context of health-and-wellbeing 
risks. Since the debate surrounding lifestyle choices and abortion became heated 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s—particularly with the strengthening of the mor-
alism debate—the variation found in responses is not surprising. It is important 
to note that even amidst this shifting climate, the overall change in support stayed 
relatively stable if not with a small decline, although the cross-sectional levels 
of support are still varying. That said, the Congregationalist polity showed the 
lowest levels of support for LS reasons for abortion, with the average being well 
under 0.5 across the entire timespan. The Episcopal and Presbyterian polities, 
however, showed a decent split in support across the timeframe.

Fig. 2  Means for abortion indexes by polity and decade
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Results

Tables 7 and 8 display the pooled OLS regressions with both indexes for abortion 
being investigated. For ease of interpretation, negative coefficients detail less sup-
port for abortions of the given index. Additionally, the dependent variables, the 
HWB and LS indexes, were coded on a scale from 0 = no support to 1 = full support. 
This means the smaller coefficients are due to the range of possible values for the 
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indexes falling between 0 and 1. For Table 7, five models were run to test the effects 
of adding specific variables to model fit and other independent variables.

Model 1 illustrates the decade-effect coefficients with regard to the HWB index. 
Here, no significant effects were found for the 1980s or 1990s (with the 1970s serv-
ing as the base group). It is not until the 2000s where the effects become signifi-
cant, with each decade for each polity showing a decrease in HWB support when 
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compared to the 1970s. The model fit was extremely low with only decade effects. 
In model 2, region effects were included with “Northeast” serving as the base group. 
Here, the Midwest and South regions both showed signs of having significantly 
lower HWB support than the Northeast, albeit with the Presbyterian polity not being 
significantly different in the Midwest. The West region, however, was not signifi-
cantly different to the Northeast. The decade effects were not affected by the addition 
of this new variable, though the model fit did increase, albeit still being very weak. 
Model 3 included the two religious variables: religious attendance and strength 
of religious affiliation. Here, the inclusion of these variables greatly improved the 
model fit, particularly for the Episcopal polity. Furthermore, the strength of the dec-
ade effects increased in the 2000s and 2010s for the Episcopal and Congregationalist 
polities, while the region effects for the Presbyterian and Congregationalist polities 
became no longer significant. This means substantively that the effects of the reli-
gious variables served as mediators to explain the correlation that was witnessed 
in the regions from model 2. This makes sense in the light of regional differences 
in religious attendance and strengths of affiliation found in previous studies (Pew 
Research Center 2014). Furthermore, the inclusion of the religious variables actually 
strengthened the effects of the twenty-first century decades for the Episcopal and 
Congregationalist polities, meaning that when the religious variables are accounted 
for, the difference between the 1970s (the base group) and the later decades becomes 
ever so slightly more pronounced. Model 4 builds on this by adding the political 
party affiliation variable. Here, the correlation between political party affiliation and 
the HWB index, while menial, was still significant for each polity. Model fit was 
only noticeably improved for the Congregationalist polity. Finally, model 5 includes 
the rest of the control variables to produce the full model. Note here that the vari-
able “confidence in organized religion” was not included when examining the HWB 
index as this variable was not found to be significantly correlated and was incredibly 
weak (see Table  4). Model fit was once again improved for all polities. With the 
inclusion of all variables, a few trends have formed. The twenty-first century appears 
to be much less supportive of HWB reasons for abortion than the 1970s, with every 
decade being negatively, and significantly, correlated. Regional effects seem to be 
most prevalent in the Episcopal polity, with all regions being significant and nega-
tively correlated when compared to the base region, “Northeast.” The religious vari-
ables were found to be significant and negatively correlated with HWB reasons for 
abortions, meaning that the strength of affiliation and amount of attendance both 
impacted the stances respondents held for every polity. This correlation was much 
stronger for the Episcopal and Congregationalist polities, though a weaker, still 
significant correlation was also found for the Presbyterian polity. While incredibly 
weak, the effect of political party affiliation was significant for the Episcopal and 
Congregationalist polities. However, there were no changes to any of the other vari-
ables with the inclusion of this variable; religious factors were still much stronger. 
Women were more supportive of HWB reasons for abortion in the Episcopal and 
Presbyterian polities than men, and higher education was correlated with more sup-
port for HWB reasons for abortion for every polity. Age had a menial, non-signifi-
cant effect on stances for HWB abortions. As could be expected with such a small 
effect of age, the age squared variable had no notable effect.
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The same process was performed for the LS index as well; these results are 
seen in Table 8. In this table, a 6th model is presented due to the inclusion of the 
“confidence in organized religion” variable. In a similar case to the HWB index, 
the later decades show the strongest correlation with lower levels of support for LS 
reasons for abortion. One major difference is that the Presbyterian polity showed 
significance in the 1980s and had overall higher negative correlations than the case 
in Table 7. Similar to the HWB index, the model fit when using only decade effects 
is extremely low. With the introduction of the region variable, little changed for the 
decade effects. Here, the differences between the Northeast and both the Midwest 
and South are much stronger and significant, highlighting substantial regional dif-
ferences in LS support that are irrespective of decade. The West, however, was only 
significantly different for the Episcopal polity, though it was quite weak. Once again, 
the region effects improved the model fit slightly. The inclusion of the religious vari-
ables in model 3 did weaken the coefficients for the Presbyterian polity, though this 
was accompanied by increases in differences between twenty-first century decades 
and the base 1970s. Furthermore, the Episcopal polity showed a significant and 
quite strong negative correlation between the 1980s and the LS index when com-
pared to the base group. Religious attendance and strength of affiliation were both 
significantly correlated with lower support for LS reasons for abortion; however, the 
effects were similar to those found for the HWB index. Their inclusion also caused a 
massive spike in model fit for all polities, with the best model fit being found in the 
Episcopal polity.

The inclusion of the variable for confidence in organized religion in model 4 was 
significant and negative for the Episcopal and Presbyterian polities. It did, however, 
cause the regional effects to decrease and led to the Midwest becoming non-signif-
icant for the Episcopal polity; this was accompanied by an increase in model fit, 
which was also found in the Congregationalist polity. With the inclusion of political 
party affiliation in model 5, we see once more that the effect is significant solely for 
the Congregationalist polity, though the size of the effect was negligible. It appears 
that for both the LS and the HWB indexes that when keeping an eye on religious 
factors, the role of political party affiliation does not exhibit strong correlations with 
individuals’ views on abortion. This is furthered by the inclusion of political party 
affiliation having little effect on model fit.

With the inclusion of the final control variables in model 6, changes are found 
mostly with the decade effects, with only education showing a significant and posi-
tive correlation with support for LS reasons for abortion. With an eye on the decade 
effects, the strength of the coefficients increases across the board when compared 
to model 5. Furthermore, every decade becomes significant for the Episcopal polity 
and the 1980s also become significant for the Congregationalist polity, highlighting 
a trend of each decade showing signs of being more opposed to LS reasons for abor-
tion than the 1970s. The 2000s also showed a stronger opposition to LS abortions 
than any other decade for all polities, perhaps in part owing to the upsurge of dialog 
over abortion and legislation that was passed in the 2000s that brought with it the 
focus of on the legality of issues such as “partial-birth” abortions and medical cover-
age of birth control. This rise encouraged these discussions to be salient not only in 
the political discourse, but in the language of faith and belief as well.
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Discussion

The results of these regressions show that there is a substantial amount of dif-
ferences in what is behind the stances that individuals from the polities in ques-
tion have on abortion. In particular, religious factors such as attendance rates and 
religious affiliation were important in forming views on abortion, correlating 
with more opposition to abortion in the case of both the LS and HWB indexes. 
However, these effects had varying strengths, with the Presbyterian polity seeing 
much more muted effects than the other polities. Interestingly, the denominations 
belonging to the Presbyterian polity were also quite active in making positional 
statements on abortion, which included stances on HWB abortions and how abor-
tion should be regulated politically. With this in mind, the action of a denomi-
nation taking a stance on abortion while having an organizational structure that 
allows for more representation of its people seems not to have served as much of 
a role in shaping the views of the congregants. This is furthered by the strength 
and significance of the correlation between religious affiliation and attendance 
and both of the abortion indexes found in the other two polities.

As detailed in Fig.  2, all polities showed higher levels of support for abortion 
in cases of health-and-wellbeing concerns on average. With regard to the regres-
sion analyses, this is important to keep in mind as the correlation effects of decades, 
region, religious attendance, and education were all stronger for the LS index than 
they were for the HWB index. Even more interesting is the similar outcomes of the 
regressions across all polities and decades. While it was the case that, of the Presby-
terian polity denominations, only the AME came out in full opposition to abortion, 
it is interesting to see that the decrease in support between the base group and the 
periods in the twenty-first century was the largest of all polities. This could also 
be evidence of a disconnect between the UMC and their initial statement made in 
1972. While initially they came out in support of the legislation passed to allow 
abortion, this statement has been under scrutiny and constant redaction since 1976. 
These redactions show a consistent dissonance with the original statement for both 
the General Conferences and congregations. With a consistent shift toward a signifi-
cant, more oppositional mindset, the statements made in the 2000s labeling abortion 
as an unacceptable method of birth control represent more closely the positions held 
by the laymen present in the GSS.

These findings do bring some doubt to the findings of Jelen (2009), who found 
that opinions on divisive social issues are grounded within religious and political 
affiliation. However, even while there are some significant correlations present 
here, it is by no means conclusive that these are the true causes of the formation 
of stances on abortion. Political party affiliation was also interesting as the effects 
were quite weak, symbolizing that the effects from religious factors and social 
factors were more important than political party affiliation in explaining differ-
ences in stances on abortion. This is also furthered by the fact that the inclusion 
of political party affiliation did not affect the coefficients from the religious varia-
bles, meaning that the effects of religious attendance and affiliation on the LS and 
HWB reasons for abortion were not in part explained by political party affiliation.
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In terms of social factors, the regions show striking differences from each other, 
with the Northeast and West being more supportive of LS reasons for abortion 
(shown as the West not being significantly different to the base group) and the South 
and Midwest being significantly less supportive of both LS and HWB abortions than 
the Northeast. There was some evidence that the Episcopal polity was significantly 
less supportive of HWB abortions than the Northeast, however, the effects for the 
regions in Table 7 are much weaker than those found in Table 8, highlighting the 
larger incongruence found between the denominations within polities and the poli-
ties themselves.

Conclusion

While it is clear that organizational structure is not the guiding factor that changes 
the viewpoints of congregants on abortion, the trends found within each of the 
polities and the disconnect of these trends to the overall positional statements of 
the denominations is striking. With these findings, a somewhat remarkable divide 
between the statements of the various denominations and the beliefs of the affiliated 
members seems to be present. While the discourse of such issues led legislators to 
create laws and regulations regarding the nature of when abortion would be accept-
able and legal, the denominational responses thereto were toward the morality of the 
inevitable legislative decisions. These responses, however, were not always match-
ing the beliefs of the majority of the denominational adherents, and in  situations 
where real authority was shared with the congregations and laypeople, the positional 
statements either underwent major redactions, as was evidenced in the UMC, were 
guided by advocacy of a particular stance, or the divisive nature of the debate led 
denominations to make no declarative statement.

If the declarations given by the denominations do not inherently represent or 
alter the beliefs of the general congregation, then the stances of the denominations 
themselves are not usable in understanding the complex nature of individual belief. 
While religious affiliation showed a significant negative correlation with both HWB 
and LS reasons for abortion (except for the Presbyterian polity with the LS index), 
the weak correlation between political party affiliation and stances on abortion fur-
ther leads to a question regarding to what extent affiliations truly shape stances on 
social issues. These findings lend themselves to the conclusions of Goren and Chapp 
(2017, pp. 123–125), where they held that people were likely to revise their affini-
ties and religious orientations based on their stances on “culture war” issues, rather 
than changing their opinions to match that of their affiliated groups; which could 
be a factor in why the number of religiously affiliated has decreased steadily since 
the 1970s. As an extension, the actions taken to mobilize for specific social change, 
for instance with abortion, may not be due to religious bodies serving as a harbin-
ger of shifting values. Perhaps, instead, research into these moments requires deeper 
insight into the social and political climates of the day as catalysts for social change 
and mobility.

As has been discussed amidst numerous denominations, there has been evidence 
of both decreasing religiosity and decreasing denominationalism in the US since the 



 SN Soc Sci (2022) 2:2424 Page 36 of 39

mid part of the twentieth century. Alongside this, the ongoing and virulent nature 
of the abortion debate in the US is one that has, since its onset, walked a close line 
with various religious traditions. With this discussion taking shape in the form of 
traditional family structures, life and death discussions, and moral impasses, many 
individuals have turned to religion to seek guidance in belief and acceptance. As 
such, the use of abortion as a measure for denominational structures of authority 
when dealing with social stimuli was ideal in assessing how denominations use their 
systems of authority to come to consensus on such divisive social issues.
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