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Introduction

People stop attending church; an increasing number call themselves atheists. Secularisation is defined by these two trends, which surely must go hand-in-hand. But do they? This study aims to investigate whether these dual trends do, in fact, mirror each other in the manner we would intuitively expect them to do.

There is, of course, the possibility of the opposite trends: and increase in religious participation, mirrored by a decline in atheism. Revival (if we choose to call it such) could perhaps be expected in the ex-communist countries after they were freed from state-sponsored atheism (Greeley 1994; Norris and Inglehart 2004).

We now have the resource of a quarter-century’s worth of comparable survey data from the World Values Survey. Only a few questions covering religion have been asked at each wave, and the sample sizes are not large (generally in the region of a thousand respondents) – but even if there are weaknesses with any individual data point, then sufficient countries have been covered to give an impression of the direction of the trends.

Previous studies of religious trends have generally looked at one of three aspects of individual religiosity; religious behaviour (attendance, prayer); religious affiliation; and/or beliefs (in God, a higher power, the after-life….). Some combine several measures to ascribe to individuals an index of religiosity (eg. Voas 2009; Stolz 2009). Rather fewer studies, tending to be more recent, have looked at inter-country variations in atheism (Zuckerman 2009). This study looks at two of these three measures: religious behaviour (religious attendance) and (non-)belief (self-defined atheism).

Literature overview

The literature on secularisation , and explanations for it, is vast, but is not generally directly relevant to this study. The purpose of this paper is to compare and contrast trends in (non-)belief with trends in religious participation. Therefore, one of the questions that is touched on is whether there is evidence of sustained “believing without belonging” – the title of Grace Davie’s paper (Davie 1990), and an oft-quoted catchphrase. We could summarise her model as saying the while attendance rates  continue to fall, levels of belief (and, by extension, unbelief) may remain constant. Her thesis has been investigated in more depth by Voas (2009), and his revised model is that there will be ongoing loss of belief and attendance in parallel with a rise in complete secularity, with the transitional group of non-attending believers at first growing in number, before ultimately declining as the proportion of secularists grows.

Multi-country studies that have been helpful in describing trends in religiosity include those of Bruce (2002), Norris and Inglehart (2004) and Halman and Draulens (2006), while Zuckerman (2008) has noted trends in atheism in developed countries at a more superficial level.

The debate between rational choice, religious market and insecurity theories to explain different levels of religious adherence has been tackled quite comprehensively by Barro and McCleary (2003) and Stolz (2009), among others. However, the conclusion that many different local factors influence the level of religious interest in a particular place at a particular time remains a very valid conclusion (Voas, Olson and Crockett 2002; Norris and Inglehart 2004; Halman and Draulans 2006).

This study, therefore, does not look at different levels of religiosity (or atheism), but at their respective trends over time. Only one factor which could have an influence on those trends – education – is considered briefly towards the end of this paper.
Hypotheses

These are simple to state:

· A decline in attendance rates will be associated with an increase in atheism; this is the pattern to be expected in most western countries (Campbell and Curtis 1994; Bruce 2002; Norris and Inglehart 2004)

· An increase in attendance rates will be associated with a decrease in atheism; this pattern may be seen in some of the ex-communist countries (Greeley 1994; Pollack 2003; Barro and McCleary 2003; Froese 2004; Zrinscak, 2004)

· In some countries there may be a decline in both, indicating increased ambivalence; or an increase in both, suggesting increased polarisation.

This study aims to investigate some of the claims made in David Voas’ (2009) paper entitled “The rise and fall of fuzzy fidelity in Europe”. However, whereas he focuses on the large middle ground, those who “are neither regular church-goers nor self-consciously non-religious”, this study investigates those two extremes.

Figure 1 gives a schematic representation of the continuum of individual religiosity. The model outlined in Voas’s paper suggests a slow rise in the proportion of the population who are fully secular; an initially slow but then a steep fall in the religious proportion; and an S-shaped rise to a maximum of the ‘fuzzy’ proportion, followed by a fall as the secular proportion eats into this group.
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Figure 1: a schematic representation of individual’s religiosity

Figure 2 shows the predicted patterns we could expect for countries experiencing either secularisation or revival for the time span which we are studying. The graph takes the form of those used to plot the observed results later in the paper.
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Figure 2: Hypothetical trends in attendance and atheism

If we then look at the changes in proportion of attenders and atheists, and plot them on a scatter plot, we would expect them to fall approximately on the dashed line shown in Figure 3 – or at least that a trend line through the observations would resemble that line. The predictions made by Voas are also plotted on this graph.
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Figure 3: Plot of countries’ trends in atheism and attendance with expected trend line
There are two important differences in methodology between this study and Voas’s. First, his is a cohort study, while this is a period study looking only at young people (with the aim of seeing current rather than historical trends). Secondly, his study uses a complex indicator of religiosity, whereas this analyses just two questions which pick out (generally) the two ends of the spectrum. In the most developed countries, the proportion of young people attending religious services is small, and similarly, in most countries the proportion of “convinced atheists” is also quite small. For interest, the countries and survey waves in which the proportion of “convinced atheists” exceeds the proportion of attenders is given in Appendix 1. The countries which have had a consistent excess of atheists over attenders in each wave of the WVS are Denmark, France, Japan and China. Two other countries noted for their secularity, Sweden and the Czech Republic, have had survey waves in which attenders exceed atheists.

Another difference between this study and Voas’s is that this overview covers 38 countries, whereas his covers only 22. Although both address only highly developed countries, his looks only at European countries.
Definitions and justification of choices

This study is specific in its scope, aiming to study data with the most comparability over the longest time series. With this limitation in mind, just two questions were examined; attendance at religious services, and self-defined atheism. These were asked by most countries at most waves of the WVS (but not all). The exact wording of the first question was: “Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days?”. Respondents who attended at least once a month were classified as “attenders” (categories 1-3 in the questionnaire). As the same question was asked with almost identical wording in the European Social Survey (ESS), the results from these data sets were also included on the graphs. The larger samples of the ESS (usually around 2000+ respondents) and robustness of the sampling design help to give confidence to the results seen from the WVS. Reassuringly the results found from the WVS and ESS are very similar for the same countries in similar time periods. The full data table showing which survey gave which data points is given in Appendix 2.

Note that these are self-reported attendance rates, and so may give significant over- or under-estimates, depending on the expectations of society. In places where church attendance is rare or discouraged, then under-estimation is likely, whereas in countries where attendance is the norm, then over-estimation is probable. It has been noted that head counts in churches can give considerably lower percentages of people attending than these surveys suggest (Hadaway, Marler and Chaves 1993).

Note also that attendance at any type of religious service is considered, of any religion. This question was framed in a Christian context and may be less relevant or have different connotations in other societies.

The second question to be analysed was worded as follows in the WVS: “Independently of whether you go to church or not, would you say you are: 1 A religious person; 2 Not a religious person; or 3 A convinced atheist. Only those answering the third option were analysed. Unfortunately this question was not asked in the ESS, so no comparable results can be obtained. The full data set is given in Appendix 2. The phraseology of this question is somewhat unusual, and it is not too surprising that a non-negligible number of respondents fell into the “Don’t know” category in some countries; this was particularly the case in the Netherlands, Japan, Bulgaria, Russia and Germany.

The choice was made to examine only young adults, those aged under 30 at the time of each survey (and over 15-18 depending on the minimum age for each survey). Almost all previous studies have found the young to be the most secular (eg. Voas 2009); the least likely to attend religious services (eg. Davie 1990); and the most likely to be atheist (Zuckerman 2009). Appendix 3 summarises which age groups do, in fact, have the highest rates of attenders and atheists. This confirms that the young are, indeed, the least likely to attend religious services (with the notable exception of Georgia). However, the highest proportion of atheists is found sometimes in the youngest age category and sometimes in the middle age category (30-49), but rarely in the older age bracket.

If we look at the youngest age group over a period of time, we can (hopefully) detect any real period influences – rather than looking at the full population with its mix of generations and their various levels of religiosity. This is also, in my opinion, a better method of deducing period trends than looking at cohort differentials, as there is the lingering doubt as to whether age has any effect on religiosity.

The choice of which countries to study was limited to the most developed, with a heavy emphasis on Europe – because of ready data availability. Outside Europe, the countries included two groups: an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ group of the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand; and a developed Asian group of Japan, China and South Korea. Non-Christian countries have a very small representation; the Asian countries plus Turkey. The most important criterion for including a country was that it had data for at least two waves of the WVS, including, of course, the questions on atheism and attendance. The mix of countries at each wave varies, with the ex-communist countries joining after 1989.

Data sources and limitations

The primary data source is the WVS, which began in 1981-2, and has had subsequent survey waves in (roughly) 1990, 1995 1999-2000 and 2005-8. The total country samples are generally somewhat over a thousand and it is designed to be a representative sample; weighting of individuals aims to improve the representativity. The number of respondents in the under-30 (young) category is generally in the range 200-400.

The WVS data has been supplemented by ESS data for religious attendance but not, unfortunately, for atheism, as no comparable question was asked in the ESS. Four ESS waves have been completed to date, in 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008, with more planned. The ESS sample sizes are larger than for the WVS so the number of respondents in the young category is generally 300-500.

Using data from two separately conceived surveys, with different sampling designs and response categories, could cause the data sets to be inconsistent. To asses this, a comparison of equivalent data for fourteen countries from the WVS and ESS surveys of 2004-2008 was made (Appendix 4). All of the countries had comparable results, falling within each survey’s confidence limits (see Table 1), except Ukraine. 
Both the WVS and ESS are cross-sectional sample surveys, repeated with new respondents at each wave.

Although the two questions were are looking at were asked by most countries at most waves, this was not completely the case.

How much faith can we have in the statistics? As mentioned earlier, any one data point can be weak because of small or non-representative samples. Young people, in Particular, are harder to access than older people as they are less likely to be found at home and less likely to have a landline, the traditional means of telephone sampling. Answers to questions on attendance at religious services are likely to be coloured by a society’s expectations, whether to attend (eg. in high attendance countries such as Malta) or not attend (eg. in countries where regular attendance is rare or discouraged, eg. Scandinavia or some of the (ex-)communist regimes. A few attenders (particularly in high attendance countries) may also classify themselves as “convinced atheists”, and so be double counted; fortunately this covers only a very small number of individuals, especially in the young age group.

What do respondents think they are ascribing to when they say they are “convinced atheists”? In the WVS wave of 1999-2000 there was an additional question on belief in God. Clearly most people who said they were atheists also said they did not believe in God, but this was not universal. While in Germany only 1 percent of the 247 “convinced atheists” said they believed in God, 10 percent of the 225 French atheists did, and 16 percent of the 80 Canadian atheists did.

Saying one does not believe in God appears to be a ‘softer option’ than saying one is a convinced atheist; more people will opt for the former than the latter. Of the proportion of respondents who said they didn’t believe in God, fewer than a half declared themselves to be “convinced atheists” in almost all the countries covered by this report. There is a considerable country-to-country variation, from Lithuania, where only 11 percent of people who do not believe in God were also prepared to say they are atheists, to Turkey, where the percentage is 54. In only one country, the Czech Republic, does the majority of the population not believe in God, but of those non-believers, only 14 percent were also prepared to say they were atheists. The next most non-believing countries were (in declining order) Estonia, Japan, Sweden, Germany, Netherlands, France, Bulgaria, Hungary and Denmark; in each of these over 30 percent of respondents said they did not believe in God. In all countries, except Russia, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria and Italy, and marginally Ukraine, Poland and Malta, the age group with the highest proportion of unbelievers was the under 30s.

With the typical sample sizes of the WVS and ESS, the confidence limits for the normal range of values we see are given in Table 1.
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Table 1: Confidence limits of attendance rates observed in the WVS and ESS
As stated by Zuckerman (2009), the variations in meaning and connotation of expressions from one language and society to another can make cross-country comparisons difficult. So long as the exact wording is kept the same at each wave of a survey, then hopefully trends can be meaningful, even if country-to-country comparisons are potentially problematical. 

Country trends

It is a challenge to present the different country religiosity levels and trends in a coherent way. The following graphs group countries not by any geographical or typological criteria, but by their similar trends. The ordering is roughly from highly religious but declining countries to those which are highly secular to those which have seen or are seeing religious revival. To enable the graphs to be as legible as possible, a maximum of five countries are presented on each graph; the vertical scales are adapted to accommodate the very different levels of religiosity.

Highly religious countries – Figure 4

These three countries, all Catholic, have high levels of religious attendance, even amongst young people. However, there were significant declines in the 1990s in all three, followed by relative stability since 1999. The proportion of atheists is very low in all these countries, although Poland shows a slight increase in recent years.

Religiously stable countries – Figure 5

It is interesting that these four countries have similar levels and trends in religiosity, despite their very different religious environments; Italy and Portugal being Catholic, Turkey being Muslim and the United States being quite diverse. Despite some fluctuations, it would appear there are no medium-term trends up or down in religious attendance amongst young people in these countries. Atheism is low, and it would appear to have declined in the 1980s and 1990s, before showing some growth in the new millennium.

Religious declining countries – Figure 6

Unlike the previous countries, these five countries have shown a fairly consistent decline in religious attendance since 1981/2. Atheism has been increasingly embraced in Australia and Canada in recent years, with the proportion of young people being “convinced atheists” now exceeding the proportion attending religious services in the former.

Secularising countries – Figure 7

These countries experienced a decline in religious attendance in the 1980s and 1990s, with some fluctuations since then in the attendance rate between 8 and 20 percent. There is some growth in the level of atheism and in Germany the proportion of young people who are atheists exceeds that of religious attenders. There is no data for religious attendance for a united Germany from the WVS, only the ESS; however, there is data on atheism.

Countries with low religiosity – Figure 8

The short time spans of data from most of these countries hinders any conclusions about general trends. Latvia would appear to have had a post-communist era bounce in religious attendance, only to see a subsequent fall, a similar pattern to the countries plotted in Figure 11. Levels of atheism are low. Note that New Zeland’s attendance rates are currently higher than Australia’s, and their atheist rate is lower and, unlike Australia’s, is not showing signs of increase.

Highly secular countries in Europe – Figure 9

These counties are noteworthy in that the proportion of young people who are atheists exceeds the proportion who attend religious services, with France being most consistent in this respect. During the 1980s, the atheist proportion declined in several countries; during the 1990s and 2000s, there has been a steady increase, with Sweden showing a very marked increase since 1999. Religious attendance is very low, although the extremely low levels seen in Denmark have not been maintained, and the other countries also suggest a modest growth in religiosity in recent years.

Countries with U-shaped trends – Figure 10

These countries show an interesting pattern, somewhat like those plotted on Figure 9, but more pronounced. All have seen a fall in attendance rates, followed by some growth, after reaching a minimum in the period 1996-2002. Rates of atheism have also grown since 1990. This suggests that young people are becoming more focussed in their beliefs and behaviour, with the middle “fuzzy” camp losing ground – although it must be said that this category still covers 70 per cent or more of young people in these countries.

Countries with growth then decline in religiosity – Figure 11

This group of ex-communist countries have seen exactly the opposite trends to the previous group shown in Figure 10. They saw growth in attendance rates among young people in the 1990s, followed by falls in more recent years. Atheism rates were low, even in 1990, but have been declining since.

Sustained growth in religiosity – Figure 12

These counties have seen an ongoing growth in attendance rates since 1990. Atheist rates were low even in 1990 (perhaps surprisingly low in Russia), and have been declining since.

Developed Asian countries – Figure 13

These countries stand in marked contrast to most European and overseas Anglo-Saxon countries, with having high levels of atheism. South Korea is the most notable, however, in having both a high proportion of atheists and a high proportion of attenders (with no-one falling in both camps!). In the 2001 and 2005 WBS waves, the non-atheist non-attenders amounted to only 30 percent of young people in South Korea – a far cry from Europe, where in some countries this “fuzzy” category covers nearly 90 percent of young people.

Perhaps the most remarkable feature of these countries relative to this study is their almost perfect mirroring of trends in religious attendance and atheism. In China, attendance is going up, while atheism is in decline; in Japan there was growth in atheism and decline in attendance until 2000, when the trends reversed; in South Korea, for the short period of 2001-2005 when data for both variables are available, religious decline was in parallel with a growth in atheism.
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Figure 4: Highly religious countries
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Figure 5: Religiously stable countries
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Figure 6: Religiously declining countries
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Figure 7: Secularising countries
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Figure 8: Countries with low religiosity
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Figure 9: Highly secular countries in Europe
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Figure 10: Countries with U-shaped and polarising trends
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Figure 11: Countries with growth then decline in religiosity
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Figure 12: Countries with a sustained growth in religiosity
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Figure 13: Religious trends in developed Asian countries

A closer look at China

As stated earlier, comparability of data was an important criterion for selecting the two indicators of religiosity/secularity. The values plotted for religious attendance in China are comparable across each wave, and they suggest a steady increase from an extremely low level. However, only “valid” responses were taken into consideration, and when looking closer at the data, we find that a remarkable 205 out of 301 young respondents were categorised as “Don’t knows” for religious attendance. This would tend to make any conclusion based on this measure suspect. However, it is interesting that the proportion of (valid respondents) of young people saying they never or practically never attend religious services declined from 93 percent in 1990 to 89 percent in 2001 and to 45 percent in 2007.

A better measure of religiosity for China may be the question on whether a person considers themselves a religious person / not a religious person / a convinced atheist. The number of “Don’t knows” and “No answers” is a satisfactorily small proportion at each survey wave (4 percent of young people in 1990, 7 percent in 2001 and less than 2 percent in 2007). The fact that the proportion of young people considering themselves to be “religious” rose from 6 percent in 1990 to 15 percent in 2001 to 23 percent in 2007 would give weight to the conclusion that religions are being increasingly embraced by young people (and older) in China.

One concern remains with the statistics from China, and that is when one looks at the religions / denominations to which “religious” people adhere. The following table shows the proportion of “religious” respondents associated with the three main religious groups from the WVS in 2007, by age group.

	
	% Protestant
	% Buddhist
	% Muslim

	Young (18-29)
	15
	26
	59

	Middle (30-49)
	44
	27
	20

	Older (50+)
	44
	38
	14


Table 2: Proportion of “religious” respondents in China who adhered to each religion, by age group, WVS 2007 wave

It seems odd that the proportion of Protestants is so much lower for young people than older respondents, while the proportion of Muslims is much higher. It is possible that there are cohort differences, but representativity or under-reporting (perhaps particularly by young Protestants?) is a concern.

Looking at the different strands of evidence makes the case that China is moving away from atheism and becoming more religious – presumably with some level of acceptance by those in authority. Other non-academic media sources would support this conclusion (The Economist, 2008). However, it must also be acknowledged that the majority of young people in China continue to simply say they are “not religious” (59 per cent in 1990; 56 percent in 2001; 59 percent in 2007) – so not so dissimilar from many other developed countries.

Synthesis of trends

Having looked at the many and varied trends for 38 developed countries, the challenge is how to synthesise these results into a meaningful model. Let us examine what evidence there is for the hypotheses presented at the start of this paper. Figures 14, 15 and 16 plot, for each country, the change in proportion of young attenders and atheists. Countries have been named on the graphs if their value change was great than +/-5 percent in either measure, atheism or attendance. This is the approximate value of a statistically significant change. 

Because the selection of countries with available data is not identical for each decade, then these graphs are not directly comparable. Only the following countries figure on all three graphs: Canada, the United States, Great Britain, Norway, Sweden, Netherlands, France, Italy, Spain and Japan- which also happen to be the most secular in general (the United States and Italy excepted).

The sloping trend line plotted across each graph supports the first two hypotheses: however, it must be said that the correlation is not strong. Over each time period, more countries fell in the top left sector than any other, supporting the secularisation thesis. However, some countries in each time period fell in the bottom right “revival” sector, and – perhaps surprisingly – not all of these are in the ex-communist group of countries. The 1990s saw some nine ex-communist countries join the WVS and some, but not all, fell in the “revival” category – Poland being a notable exception; however, it started with a very high level of religious observance.
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Figure 14: Trends of attendance and atheism in the 1980s
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Figure 15: Trends of attendance and atheism in the 1990s
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Figure 16: Trends of attendance and atheism since 1999

As the proportion of young people who are attenders has generally been higher than the proportion who are atheists, then there has been more room for big declines. Many countries, however, seem to be reaching a base level of religious observance amongst the young – commonly in the 5-20 percent band. It would appear that attendance levels below 5 percent are not sustained over the medium term. Countries which have seen such low levels – Denmark, Russia, Japan and China – have all seen rebounds from this base.

Voas (2009) suggests that decline in religious attendance is modest at first, then becomes more marked, while full secularisation (in which declared atheism of an increasing proportion of the population would be the ultimate conclusion) follows later. This study provides some support for that. Whereas in the 1980s most countries had declining attendance (Figure 14), but only modest growth in atheism, in the 1990s and 2000s more countries saw a significant growth in atheism.

Perhaps the most interesting facet of this study is uncovering whether counties are becoming more ambivalent or polarised towards religion. In the 1980s and 990s a significant number of countries were in the lower left sector, ie. becoming more ambivalent, with declining numbers of both attenders and atheists (Figures 14 and 15). However, there has been an increase in the number of countries exhibiting polarisation, from none in the 1980s to 4 out of 31 countries falling into this category in the 1990s, to 6 out of 21 in the 2000s. In this latter period, only Bulgaria fell in the increasing ambivalence sector.

So are trends sustained? Looking only at the countries for which we have data across all three periods, then the answer would tend to be “no”. Only Canada and Germany have seen a sustained growth in the proportion of atheists over all three periods. Only Canada and Spain have seen a decline in young people’s attendance over all three periods. Interestingly, Sweden flipped from being in the “revival” sector in the 1980s to the “secularising” sector in the 2000s, while Japan flipped from being in the “secularising” sector in the 1990s to the “revival” sector in the 2000s (considering only statistically significant shifts).

In the majority of countries studied, most young people fall in the “fuzzy” category, not attending religious services, but also not declaring themselves to be “convinced atheists”. As attendance has fallen, this group has grown in size. However, if polarisation happens, then this group could shrink. Young people who choose to believe appear to be increasingly likely to follow this through with attending religious services, while those who do not believe seem more prepared to declare themselves as atheists. Perhaps South Korea is leading the way in this respect, with its rather high level of both attendance and atheism (30 percent and 40 percent respectively at the 2005 WVS wave).

Influence of education on religiosity

The influence of educational attainment on individual religiosity and atheistic tendencies appears to be ambiguous from the literature. The general consensus is that higher educational levels are related to lower religious observance (eg. Stolz 2009). In parallel, atheism is considered to be more common amongst the highly educated (Zuckerman 2009).

However, other researchers have indicated that the relationship may be more complex. Halman and Draulans (2006), in looking at EVS data for thirty counties, concluded that whilst those with higher education are less likely to be religious believers, they are also more likely to be religious attenders than those in the middle educational levels. Davie (1990) first pointed out this paradox based on British data. To quote her: “It is at one and the same time true that higher social groupings are on average more inclined to belief and practice than lower ones, and that increased educational levels (normally associated with higher social class) have a negative effect on religious belief… In a middle-class environment people are more likely to make conscious choices abut both belief and practice; if they do one they do the other”.

Therefore, the question to be posed is “Could the increase in polarisation amongst young people, seen in some countries, be attributable to education?”. Table 3 presents a summary of ESS data on the proportion of young people who are religious attenders based on their educational level. To increase the effective sample size, then the ESS data from the waves of 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008 were combined, and only those countries which had data for at least three of those waves were included.

In many countries, the difference in attendance levels is not significant, but in others it is quite marked. The analysis of Halman and Draulans (2006), which suggested that the middle educational attainment level was the least likely to attend religious services, was supported by this data. In nine countries, the respondents with the highest educational level were the most religious; while in nine other countries, those with the lowest educational attainment were the most religious. In only two countries was the middle group the most religious.
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Table 3: Percentage of young people of each educational category who regularly attended religious services. Data from ESS 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008. Bold type indicates the group with maximum religiosity for each country; bold italic indicates the second most religious group

Because of small sample sizes, especially when looking at just young people, then obtaining reliable estimates of atheists by educational level is more difficult. There are also difficulties in that some countries (eg the Asian ones) have few respondents in the low educational bracket. Therefore, the educational groupings could only be split into two, and only those countries which had an adequately sized sample of young atheists are included (over 30 respondents in this category) in the summary, which is presented in Table 4.

	
	<= Secondary education
	Tertiary

	China 2007
	15.3
	22.4

	UK 2006
	15.3
	16.7

	Canada 2006
	12.3
	12.5

	France 2006
	22.1
	21.4

	Sweden 2006
	29.1
	25.7

	South Korea 2005
	44.0
	36.0

	Germany 2006
	22.6
	12.4


Table 4: Percentage of young people of each educational category who were “convinced atheists”. Data from WVS wave 2005-8. Bold type indicates the group with the maximum atheism for each country.

This shows, in a similar manner to religiosity, that although in many countries the difference in atheism between educational groups is not large, in other countries there is a significant difference.

It would be rash to make generalisations based on one country, but the United Kingdom is an interesting example, where polarisation has been happening in recent years. This is perhaps not surprising when one discovers that highly educated young people are both more likely to be religiously involved and – a different group of individuals, of course – they also more likely to be declared atheists. Could it be that the educational system in that country, particularly at higher levels, has been increasingly in recent years been guiding young people towards making a choice, and some choose to follow one path, while others choose the opposite? One counter-proposal would be that Britain’s high level of religiosity amongst the academically able is being driven by immigrants: however, a close look at the ESS data shows that the although university graduates born outside Britain are, indeed, more religious than respondents born in Britain, the differential religiosity by academic level is still true when looking only at young people born in Britain. For added confirmation that the upward trend in both non-belief and attendance are real, then data from the British Social Attitudes Survey was also examined. The results are summarised in Appendix 5, and these do indeed confirm the polarisation trends. The tendency for the more educated to be both atheistic and more religiously observant is also confirmed (not shown).

Posing a contrast to Britain, in Germany the respondents most likely to be religious attenders - and also most likely to be atheists - are those with a low level of education. Clearly different factors are at work in that country in attracting young people to different religious standpoints. Therefore, it would seem that the highly educated in Germany are the most ambivalent in religious matters.

The examples of South Korea, China and Japan are also of interest in respect of the influence of educational attainment on religiosity. Although their work is somewhat controversial, Lynn and Vanhanen (2006) suggest that there are global variations in national average IQ scores. These three Asian countries are purported to be amongst those with the highest average intelligence – above even European countries. Coincidently, South Korea has a high level of both atheism and religious involvement amongst its young people, whilst in China and Japan attendance rates have been increasing whilst atheism has been declining in recent years. 

Conclusions

Reassuringly, this piece of work confirms much of the previous research in the field, even some that would seem at first sight to be contradictory. The developed countries, and the European countries in particular, show a patchwork of levels of religious belief and behaviour. This variety extends to the various trends in religiosity and atheism – sometimes stability, at other times decline or growth. Some countries are showing clear indications of secularisation, eg. Australia, Canada and Spain; while others show clear indications of revival, eg. Georgia, Russia, Romania and China. Other countries have stability are a relatively high level of religious participation, eg. the United States, Italy and Portugal, while others are quite stable at a low level, eg. the Scandinavian countries. Many other countries have seen periods of both religious revival and secularisation, which would suggest that they go in waves. Very low levels of less than five percent of religious attendance among young people do not seem to be sustained, while high levels are also unsustainable in the long run.

Overall, the movement away from the previous generations “norms” would appear to be the common thread, seen both in the decline in young people’s attendance in some countries (especially the Catholic ones, where religious attendance was commonly portrayed as a duty), but also in the increase in religious attendance in many ex-communist and Asian countries. The modest rebound in religious attendance in some highly developed countries could perhaps also be interpreted in this way – a turning away from the ubiquitous secular culture.

In a similar way that there is diversity in levels of religiosity and their trends, so it appears that religion – and atheism – appeal to different sub-groups in different countries. Whereas the more educated choose to be more religious – or choose to define themselves by their atheistic viewpoint – in other cases the opposite is seen. This may give support to Durkheim’s functionalist approach to religion – that it fulfils different roles for different sub-groups of people in different places and at different times. This would lead to the conclusion that there can be no overarching determinants of religiosity which will apply universally, negating the approach attempted by Stolz (2009). There is evidence that religion – or the rejection of it -  fulfils a variety of purposes for different people, helping to define their identity.

The work of Davie (1990), Voas (2009) and Zuckerman (2009) have all been confirmed in certain aspects. When secularisation forces are strong, attendance tends to fall more than belief, at least initially. The proportion of “convinced atheists” is showing a tendency towards growth, at least in some European countries (Sweden and Britain most markedly). Secularisation in belief and behaviour is not universal, however; at present, there is a move away from atheism and towards religious involvement in China, Japan and some other ex-communist countries.

Overall, trends in religious participation do mirror trends in atheism, confirming the primary hypotheses of this work. However, the correlation is relatively weak. What is starting to develop is an increase in polarisation, with a growing number of countries seeing both an increase in young people attending religious services and an increase in those who are prepared to declare they are atheist. It is proposed that this could be associated with higher levels of education. It could be surmised that in the past, and still continuing in some countries, education was designed to pass on a body of knowledge, which would tend to reinforce the status quo. However, if education is increasingly focussed towards the importance of critical thinking, decision-making, and acting on the implications of those decisions, then this could explain the polarisation effect. The British case, in which the highly educated are both more likely to be religiously involved and more likely to be atheist, gives support to this argument, but evidence from other countries is lacking.

Whether the possibility of increased polarisation of religious belief and behaviour is considered a welcome development or a cause for concern depends on one’s point of view. Perhaps we can look to South Korea for reassurance; in that country, where some 70 percent of young people fall into either the atheist camp or the attenders camp, it would not appear (at least from the outside) that the country is riven with discord. Perhaps with increased education, there is increased tolerance of a diversity of opinion.
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Notes:

The Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD) maintains the data archive and is distributor of the European Social Survey data – see http://ess.nsd.uib.no
The World Values Survey data base is available online from the World Values Survey Association, a non-profit association with its seat in Stockholm, Sweden – see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
Appendix 1

WVS survey waves in which the proportion of young people who said they were “convinced atheists” exceeded the proportion who were regular religious attenders.
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Appendix 2: Proportion of young people (<30) who are “convinced atheists” and who are regular attenders at religious services: full data set

WVS data on proportion of atheists
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WVS and ESS data on proportion of regular religious attenders
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Light type indicates data from WVS; bold type indicates data from ESS; underlining indicates the mean of values from WVS and ESS surveys done in the same year.
Appendix 3: Age groups with the highest atheism and attendance rates:

from WVS waves
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Y=young (<30) M= middle aged (30-49) O=older (50+)
Appendix 4: Comparability of WVS and ESS data for youth attendance rates
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Appendix 5: British Social Attitudes Survey results for young people aged 17-34
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Attenders were those who attended religious services at least once a month

Non-believers were those who chose the first out of the following answers:

	1. I don't believe in God

	2. I don't know whether there is a God and I don't believe there is any way to find out

	3. I don't believe in a personal God, but I do believe in a Higher power of some kind

	4. I find myself believing in God some of the time, but not at others

	5. While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God

	6. I know God really exists and that I have no doubts about it








