What is really happening to religious attendance in Europe?
How a cohort approach can help define decline or growth

Until recently, the dogma of secularisation being pervasive across Europe was ubiquitous. Then, sometime around the turn of the Millennium, the tide of opinion changed, and a new reawakening of spiritual life on the old continent was perceived. We moved from the era of “God is Dead” (Bruce, 2002) to “God is Back” (Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 2009). But is there hard evidence for either of these stances, at least in Europe? The aim of this paper is to look at the best statistics currently available and to give an impartial opinion on the evidence.

In previous explorations of religious trends, and secularisation in particular, a common observation has been that the level of religious observation for a particular cohort tends to stay stable over time, and falls in religiosity are caused by successively younger generations being less observant than the generations who were born before (Voas, 2009). 

This study, by contrast, investigates trends in cohort religiosity, and if growth or decline in seen within cohorts over time we assume that there are stronger trends of revival or secularisation in those countries than the ‘norm’ of stability. The regional differences across western and eastern Europe are of particular interest. We also look at the different levels of religious observance between cohorts to discover the discontinuities in trends, and critically compare our results to previous studies.

Focus of scope of research

There is a vast field of literature on secularisation in the modern world. This particular study does not aim to add to the variety of theories on secularisation, or even to test various theories using data sets. Rather, it provides empirical evidence that others can then grapple with to support or refute their own or other people’s theories. However, the data is presented in a somewhat novel way, in that usually the religiosity of a whole population is analysed; whereas in this study the population of each country studied is broken down into cohort bands, and then their different trajectories over time observed. It is interesting that using this method does not always produce the same conclusions as population-wide analysis as to which countries are experiencing decline or revival (see later discussion on the comparison of this study with the work of Aarts et al (2010).

The theories underlying secularisation have been developed in recent decades by researchers such as Grace Davie (1990), Stark and Finke (2000), Steve Bruce (2002, 2011), Norris and Inglehart (2004) and David Martin (2005), among others, and cover a broad range of descriptions and interpretations of current religious trends. These have been followed by others who have tested the different theories using a variety of different data sets (eg. Stark and Iannaconne, 1994; Barro and McCleary, 2003; Stolz, 2009; Rees, 2009). This work follows more closely the previous empirical research of Halman and Draulens (2006), Ruiter and Tubergen (2009), Voas (2009) and Aarts et al (2010). Comparisons with their findings are particularly highlighted.

The study covers a range of countries, twenty-seven in total – but these are all within Europe, and so within Grace Davie’s (2002) definition of ‘the exceptional case’. However, both western and eastern European countries are included. Attendance at religious services is the sole variable analysed; this is in contrast to Voas’s use of a composite index of religiosity. The weaknesses – and advantages -  of using just a single variable are discussed later in the paper.

Another focus of this paper is on the latest trends, rather than a description of the changes that happened over the whole of the 20th century; those have been amply described by the previously cited authors. The aim is to look at where the trends seem to be heading one decade into the 21st century.

Age, cohort and period influences

The age-old chestnut of whether changes over time are caused by age, cohort or period effects must be mentioned.

Changing levels of religious participation are commonly associated with fluctuations over the life course. A significant fall-off in religious attendance from the mid-teens to early adulthood has been seen by this author and by others. This is generally followed by increased involvement as individuals reach their 30s, which has been explained by marriage and the arrival of children (Sasaki and Suzuki, 1987; Chaves, 1991; Firebaugh and Harley, 1991; Wilson and Sherkat, 1994; Argue, Johnson and White, 1999; Campbell and Curtis, 1994). An increase in later life is also commonly observed.

The level of religiosity of a particular cohort – a ‘generation’ born in a specific time period - seems to be generally stable over time, once that cohort has reached full adulthood. This study, however, focuses on testing the generality of this observation across a wide span of European countries.
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Figure 1: A demonstration of how period trends can be caused by the changing composition of cohorts, with cohort religiosity being stable

Period trends may be caused either by all cohorts being affected in a similar way, or by a changing composition of the population where there are marked differentials in cohort religiosity. Figure 1 shows the latter scenario in graphical form. As older generations die off, they are replaced by less religiously observant younger generations, and so the overall religiosity of a population declines. Thus the failure of generational replacement is the driver of secularisation in this case. This has been proposed as the main structural explanation of secularisation in Europe by Voas.

Repeated cross-sectional surveys can indicate whether trends in religiosity are caused by period trends affecting all age groups, or whether it is generational changes.

One of the potential problems is caused by the effect of age, as the cohorts pass through different life stages, and these match differently to the different survey years. For instance, the 1950s cohorts in the 1981 survey are aged 22-31, but the 1960s cohort are only in the 16/18-21 age band, and the 1970s cohorts are too young to participate at all! Different countries have different lower ages for being eligible to participate in surveys, so for some it is 16 and for others countries and other surveys it is 18. There are, therefore, censoring problems when trying to plot trends of cohorts over time, as the youngest ones are not included in the earlier surveys, and the oldest cohorts are progressively lost, either from death or from being considered out of the designated age range of the survey.

Data sources

Data from two multi-country cross-sectional social surveys were used: primarily the European/World Values Survey (WVS) and the European Social Survey (ESS). Several waves of each were available – most observations were in 1981, 1990 and 1999 for the WVS and 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2010 for the ESS. Not all countries were covered by each survey wave; countries were included if they had at least two data points and ideally three, with at least one from pre-1999. Trends for Germany are only included in the post-2000 analysis, as the reunification of that country in 1989 would have made any earlier apparent trends difficult to interpret.

A very similar question was posed in each of the surveys concerning religious attendance (see Appendix). If a respondent said they attended a religious service at least once a month, then they were considered an ‘attender’. 

It must be taken into account is that participation in any religion is considered – and so a growth in religious observance because of immigration of Catholic, Muslim or people of other faiths could be the driver of increased religiosity, especially amongst the young, those most likely to migrate.

Inter-cohort comparison of older cohorts

Previous work by Voas and Crockett (2002) and others has pointed to the decline in religiosity of each successive cohort across Europe. The focus of this study somewhat different, not focussing on inter-cohort differentials, but rather studying how individual cohort bands behave over time. However, from looking at the different cohort attendance rates, one observation seemed particularly pertinent.

Rates of attendance for each country and each cohort - averaged across all the surveys from which data was available – were compiled. One of the most solid findings was in the comparison of attendance rates of the cohorts born in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s (see Figure 2). Except for two cases - Georgia and Bulgaria (highlighted by dashed lines on the graph) - the attendance rates for the 1940s cohorts in all countries were lower than the 1930s cohorts, and those born in the 1950s were lower still. Even for the Bulgarian case, it is still true that the 1950s cohorts have lower attendance rates than those born in the 1940s and 1930s, and the slightly higher rate of the 1940s cohorts compared to those born in the 1930s is probably insignificant. Georgia is the true exception; more will be discussed about this special case later.
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Figure 2: Comparison of attendance rates by cohort: average rates from all surveys

This pattern of declining religious participation with each successive cohort starts to break down after the 1950s in some countries. Therefore, the trends in cohort religiosity examined in this report will look only at the post-war cohorts, specifically those born in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. It would appear that the Second World War had a major impact across wider Europe on religious observance. Those born before and during the war were more religious, and have stayed that way, than those born after the war. It is proposed that the historical insecurity of the generations who lived through the war set in stone (almost) their greater religious adherence compared to later generations who have lived through a period of relative peace (this follows the ideas of Norris and Inglehart (2004), with Rees (2009) investigating this argument further) 
Cohort trends of countries experiencing secularisation

Firstly we will look at the countries and cohorts examined which show clear signs of a decline in religious attendance (Figure 3). In these cases, there has been a decline of attendance amongst cohorts born in the same decade. The timing of the move away from church attendance varies somewhat between counties and will be discussed in more detail below. The intensity of rejection of the church varies considerable from country to country, as are the cohort differentials in religious observance.
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Figure 3: Trends in religious participation where cohort attendance rates have fallen

Solid lines plot time trends for the 1950s cohorts; dashed lines plot the 1960s cohorts; dotted lines plot the 1970s cohorts

There are significant differences in the level and timing of attendance falls between the countries. Ireland shows the greatest secularisation: it has affected all the post-war cohorts and was particularly intense between 1990 and 2002 ; in addition, it has the biggest differentials between cohorts. Poland started from a similar starting point to Ireland in 1990, but the trajectories of the cohorts are quite different. Poland now shows least differential between cohorts; secularisation also occurred mainly in the 1990s, but was much less intense than in Ireland, and further falls appear to be modest.

The high attendance countries contrast with the lower attendance countries plotted in the lower half of the graph. In the 1981-1990 period it is notable that the 1960s cohort fell away from regular attendance in Spain, the Netherlands and Belgium, as in Ireland, while the 1950s cohort group maintained their religious commitment. In the 1990s, it was again the younger generation – the 1970s cohort – who fell away mostly, compared to their older peers.

Spanish secularisation occurred for 1950s and 1960s cohorts since 1998, while most secularisation in Belgium prior to 2002. The younger generations in Belgium now have a similar level of religious observance to those in France, while the post-1999 level and pattern in the Netherlands more closely resembles that in Great Britain (see later section).

There have been modest falls across the time period for Switzerland and it has relatively small inter-cohort differentials, similar to the Netherlands. The inter-cohort differentials of Spain and Belgium are larger.

It is significant that most of the countries in the secularising category are predominantly Catholic countries, except Switzerland and the Netherlands. The change in mindset from an obligation to attend weekly Mass to a free choice of whether to exercise one’s faith has clearly had an impact on attendance rates.
Countries with relatively stable cohort religiosity

Having examined countries where religious observance is falling, we will now look at where the level of religious observance of post-war cohorts is relatively stable. There are nuances of experience between the different countries, and these will be discussed in more detail below.

We will first examine the six most secular countries of Europe, as defined by religious participation rates, where attendance rates at religious services have been low for a considerable period. The changes in attendance rates over time, based on the WVS and ESS survey waves between 1981 and 2008 are plotted on Figure 4. Although the lines plotted on this graph appear highly irregular, the reason for this is the narrow band of attendance rates that are plotted, so small absolute variations and statistically insignificant fluctuations are magnified. The main conclusion is that there is very little variation between countries and between cohorts in these highly secular countries. The band in which these countries and cohorts lie has been getting even narrower over time, although this could be because of improved sampling so that observational errors are minimised, rather than a true  convergence of behaviour. The post-2000 data comes from the ESS surveys which have data sets around double the size of the WVS samples; therefore greater stability of results could be expected.
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Figure 4: Cohort attendance rates in secular European countries, 1981-2010
Apart from the general homogeneity of the observations (one might call most of the variations simply ‘noise’), some small variations can be seen, though any conclusions are tentative, as the variations are small. For example, in the 1980s more of these countries/cohorts declined in attendance rates than increased (6 versus 2), while in the1990s more countries/cohorts increased in attendance than decreased (10 versus 5). Since 2000 (and so when ESS data has been used rather than the WVS), there has been no clear trend, and almost all the data points are 9 percent +/- 4 percent ie. within the confidence limits of observation.

The proximity of the four Scandinavian countries in this grouping – Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Estonia - lends credence to the idea that regional forces tend to be at work determining the behaviour of religious behaviour. Finland, has, at times been slightly more religious, and is described below (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Trends in religious participation of relatively secular countries

The countries plotted in Figure 5 are somewhat more religious than the highly secular countries shown in Figure 4. The values for Finland since 2000 show it to now be similar to its Scandinavian neighbours, though with possible modest growth in recent years, and a convergence of attendance rates to around 9-11 percent. Great Britain and Hungary show somewhat similar recent trends of slight growth and a pattern of convergence. Bulgaria experienced marked revival in the first half of the 1990s, probably as a reaction to the early post-communist era, but this was followed by subsequent decline. Hungary’s attendance rate for these cohorts is converging on 14-16 percent; for Bulgaria it is 15-16 percent, and for Britain it is 16-17 percent.

The third group of countries with relatively stable levels of religious participation for the studied cohorts are rather more religious than the previous two groups; they are plotted on Figure 6. Slovakia experienced a period of increased attendance in the 1990s, which could, like Bulgaria, have been a reaction to the post-communist era. However, this would not be an explanation for similar rises in Italy and Portugal. 

Portugal, Slovakia and Austria show increasingly wide inter-cohort differentials; Slovenia and Italy less so. Austria and Slovenia have rather similar trajectories, which is not unusual for neighbouring countries. However, Slovakia is clearly much more religious than the Czech Republic (plotted on Figure 4). 

The older cohorts born in the 1950s and 1960s showed increased religious participation during the 1990s in Italy, Portugal and Austria, while at the same time the younger cohorts of these countries, born in the 1970s, all saw declines.
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Figure 6: Trends in religious participation of moderately religious countries

Note: the data points for Italy for 2008 are from the European Values Study and not the ESS
Cohort trends of countries experiencing revival

[image: image7.wmf]Figure 7: Trends in attendance rates of countries experiencing religious revival

Note: the data points for Georgia in 2006 is from the Generations and Gender Survey and for 2008 is from the European Values Study and not the ESS
Four of the countries included in the WVS and ESS exhibit sustained growth in attendance rates; these are shown in Figure 7. As all are in the ex-communist bloc, it is proposed that their growth is as a reaction to the earlier state repression under the ethos of atheism. As with many of the other countries studied, there seems to be a convergence of the cohort attendance rates in recent times, with Russia and Latvia reaching a narrow band of 13-16 percent and Romania 37-40 percent.

Georgia follows a quite different pattern, which deserves further investigation. In that country, younger cohorts are significantly more active in their religion (Georgian Orthodox Christianity) than the older generations, and growth has been occurring across all cohorts. This is the exact opposite to the countries in which secularisation is the dominant trend.

Post-2000 trends

The previous section has given an overview of the three decade trends in religiosity, from 1981-2010. In this section we focus more closely on the most recent trends in order to give a firm conclusion to the question of whether ongoing secularisation is the norm, or whether  revival is taking hold. For this part of the analysis we chose to use only the data from the ESS, as it has a rigorous sampling strategy which is similar for each wave, it has five waves of data available, and the sample sizes are generally larger than for the WVS/EVS. Only data from 17 countries, where four or five waves were available, are included in these summaries. Therefore, the following countries, which do appear in the previous graphs, are not included: Italy, Austria, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Romania, Latvia, Russia and Georgia. Table 1 shows the summary of results, with blue cells showing years which have lowest attendance rates relative to the mean for each country, and pink showing the highest rates.

Table 1: Religious attendance levels of cohorts born in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s at each wave of the ESS relative to their mean country-specific level for the period 2002-2010
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Each value in this table is the religious attendance rate for that wave divided by the mean attendance rate for that country over the five ESS waves. Therefore, a country experiencing a secularisation trend will move from a value above the mean (and shaded in pink), to a value below the mean (and shaded blue). Similar, a country experiencing growth in religious attendance will move from blue to pink between 2002 and 2010. The values calculated for each 10-year cohort band (1950s, 1960s, 1970s) was averaged for each country. Empty cells are when no ESS survey was carried out.
This summary confirms the previous assessment of medium-term trends in these countries. The countries showing the most marked ongoing declines in attendance are Ireland, Spain and Poland. Perhaps more interestingly (because of being less reported), the countries which appear to show consistent growth during the past decade are Finland, Estonia and Portugal. Although the absolute percentage change in attendance rates in Finland and Estonia are small, relative to their low base level, they do appear to show a modest upturn. Between these two extremes of reasonably well-defined trends, the intermediate countries tend show more fluctuating patterns, a reflection of the general norm of stability in cohort religiosity.

Table 2: Country-specific relative attendance rates for 2002-2010 for each cohort band.
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For each cohort band, the ordering is roughly from countries experiencing well-defined decline to those showing growth in attendance rates.
To look more closely at whether these trends are touching different cohort bands in different ways, we looked at the trends amongst the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s cohorts separately (Table 2). Interestingly, the different cohorts do exhibit different trends. The secularisation of Ireland, Poland and Spain seems to be touching all cohorts in a similar way: all are in a similar rank position in Table 2. However, the 1950s cohorts have experienced a strong decline in attendance rates in Belgium and Switzerland, while the same is true for the 1960s cohorts in Britain and Slovenia. For the youngest cohort - those born in the 1970s - it is the Czech Republic that has seen the most sustained declines – and from a low base.

As for the growth in attendance in Finland, it is clearly being driven by the older cohorts – those born in the 1950s, though those born later are not untouched by the trend. For Estonia, in contrast, there is much more marked growth in attendance rates in the younger cohorts compared to the older; in fact, for the 1950s cohorts, there has been ongoing decline. It is interesting that the country with apparently the strongest growth amongst the 1960s cohort is the Czech Republic, whilst for the 1950s cohort, they show the most marked decline; the reason may be simply be because of the very low base, so small variations are effectively magnified by this measure.

Table 2 can also give an indication of whether there are indications of an ‘age effect’ in religious attendance. As we only look at a rather narrow age band, who do not reach their senior years during the observation period, then the purported increase in religiosity as one approaches the end of life cannot be seen. In contrast what we do see is that, for the 1950s cohorts, more countries experienced decline than growth. The apparent uptick in attendance rates of the 1950s cohort in 2006 is something of a mystery. By contrast, for the 1970s cohorts, more countries experienced growth than decline in the 2002-2010 period (there are more ‘blue’ countries in the right hand column for the 1950s group, whilst there are more ‘pink’ countries in the right hand column for the 1970s group). This could well be because that the young age group starts to pull out of the well-known ‘trough’ in religiosity commonly seen in the early to mid-twenties, as that group starts to get married and have children (they moved from being 23-32 in 2002 to 31-40 in 2010). 

Post-war patterns of cohort differentials

The description of the analyses carried out in this study started by looking at the cohort differentials of the generations born in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, for which there was an almost universal pattern of inter-generational decline in religiosity. We will now look at the cohort differentials for the post-war generations and see how these map against the trends of those cohorts already discussed.
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Figure 8: Comparison of attendance rates by cohort for the post-war generations

The first graph of the set includes all the countries defined as ‘secularising’; those in which there has been declining religious attendance rates within the post-war cohort bands. It is probably not surprising, therefore, that these six countries – Poland, Ireland, Switzerland, Netherlands, Spain and Belgium – are also countries where successively younger generations are turning away from religious participation. For the latter four of these countries, where attendance rates have reached the 9-15 percent band, then further declines are less likely and in the coming years it could be expected that they will follow a similar trajectory to the countries of low but stable religious participation – the ‘flatlining’ group. In Ireland, ongoing decline is likely to continue, while this is likely to be less pronounced in Poland.

The case of Italy, Portugal and Austria is somewhat different; hence they are plotted with dashed lines. The within-cohort trends of religious participation for these countries have fluctuated and decline has not been marked (see Figure 6): however, it is clear that each succeeding generations is less involved in practising their religion, and so these countries are also being affected by secularising trends, but at a milder pace than the countries described in the previous paragraph.

The largest group of countries in this study are those in which trends of cohort religiosity are essentially stable; these also, interestingly, show very little in the way of cohort differentials (the second graph in Figure 6). Russia and Latvia (shown with dashed lines as they were in the ‘revival’ group by cohort trends) have also been included on the this graph, as their inter-cohort differentials fall into the same band as the other countries in this group, and are quite stable. In total, 12 of these countries fall in the narrow 6-17 percent attendance rate band for post-war cohorts. None shows any great likelihood of falling below this level; all seem quite stably placed on their respective trajectories. Some of the countries lie at the upper end of this band (Britain and Hungary), while others vie for the position of most secular (Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Sweden, Estonia). Switzerland, the Netherlands, Spain and Belgium are likely to join this stable, secular group in the coming years.

Two countries, Georgia and Romania, shown on the third graph, are unique in their pattern of increasing religious participation, with younger generations leading the revival of active involvement in religion. Of course, time will tell if these revivals are sustainable, or whether the wave of interest will fall away again, as it did in Bulgaria and Slovakia after their revivals in the 1990s.

Critique and comparison with earlier research

As this study focuses on describing the trends in religiosity across different countries, an important question is whether the data can reliably be used to interpret those trends. Let us look critically at some of the issues regarding the data and its interpretation. Many of these, of course, do apply to other studies too.

Is the question we analysed the best one available?

The wording of the survey question in the WVS and ESS was very similar (see Appendix), with a similar choice of answers, and so comparability should be good. The exact context of the question within the survey questionnaire could influence the results; we can but hope that these effects would be small. It is very reassuring that the trend lines using the WVS data up to 1999 seem to be continued with the ESS data from 2002 onwards. No significant discontinuities are apparent.

The advantage of measuring religious attendance is that it is a rather more concrete concept than, say, belief or belonging / affiliation, or even prayer frequency. It involves actual, potentially observable behaviour, and so could be independently verifiable; however, observations in other countries have found that measuring actual attendees at Sunday services does not closely match the expected attendance rate that one would predict from survey responses (Brenner, 2001). It is not considered a serious problem in this study: if respondents say they regularly attend, even if they do not actually do so, this still reflects the category in which they wish to be classified. In many of the countries investigated in this survey, attendance rates are very low, and attendance seems to exhibit the lowest ‘rates’ of the religiosity measures; belief and affiliation tend to be higher – an observation that led to Grave Davies’ phrase ‘believing without belonging’. Attendance rates, however, do have practical implications for churches and other religious communities, as it is the number of active members that determines their long-term viability. An ongoing flow of new, younger blood is what determines the health of any organisation.

Do respondents answer questionnaires truthfully?

The answers are self-reported behaviour, and these will tend to be biased to society’s norms (Eagle, 2011), with a tendency to over-reporting in some countries and under-reporting in others; this could partly explain rather rapid changes in some countries. For an older person to attend Sunday Mass in such Catholic countries as Ireland and Poland is considered the proper ‘norm’ and not to do so is ‘aberrant’ behaviour. However, for a young person to attend church in secular Scandinavia is ‘unusual’ behaviour. Although individuals are free to choose, the norms are strong for determining behaviour. Therefore, when trends are seen, what we are observing is a change in norms. It does not really matter (for our academic purpose, though not for church leaders!) whether people actually attend or whether they just say they attend; it is their aspiration that is more important than their actual behaviour.

Are the sample sizes large enough to describe the trends?

The sample sizes for the WVS are commonly just over 1000 respondents, while for the ESS it is about 2000. However, the numbers in each cohort group vary quite widely, as this depends on the age structure of the population (the Baby Boom generation being effectively over-sampled as there are more people in that band). The other problem is that the youngest cohort bands cannot be fully sampled until they reach the age of 18, so some cohorts are under-represented. For example, in the 1981 WVS survey, the number of respondents in the 1950s cohort band numbered between 175 and over 500, depending on country, with the mode being around 300. However, the 1970s cohort band, when observed in the WVS 1990 survey wave, had small samples - for some countries less than 100 respondents - as most potential respondents in that age band were under 18 and so too young to be sampled.

Because sample sizes of the 1980s cohorts are small, as they only start to appear in surveys after the ESS 2002 wave, then they were not plotted on the trend graphs (Figures 3-7). However, this cohort band was included in the cohort comparison graphs (Figure 8), as the combined values from the four ESS waves of 2002-2008 give sufficient data for inclusion in the comparison.

As stated earlier, the confidence limits for each data point is roughly +/- 4 percent for an attendance rate of 10 percent. As each data point on the graphs is derived from a different sample size and quality of survey, not to mention the actual percentage being plotted, then this should be taken as a rough and ready guide. Therefore any trends of less than 4 percent in attendance rates should only be considered potentially significant if those trends appear to be sustained over several successive surveys (for instance in Russia and Latvia).

For the inter-cohort comparisons (Figure 8), the sample sizes, being derived from several different surveys, are larger, and so the confidence limits will be tighter, especially for the 1960s and 1970s cohort bands for the western European countries, which were covered in multiple surveys.

Are the samples representative, and is there the possibility that they are getting increasingly unrepresentative?

It is almost impossible to say definitively whether a survey is representative or not. Certain demographic characteristics can be modelled and then weights applied, but this does not always improve representivity.  Some studies have looked at census data on perceived religious affiliation (eg. Abrams et al, 2011), but this gain in sample size is not necessarily matched by any deeper understanding of the trends. There has been an obvious decline in the proportion of nominal believers across much of Europe, but this has not necessarily been paralleled by a fall in the (admittedly low) attendance rates.

Perhaps more worrying, for statistical purposes, is the ongoing decline in response rates to surveys across Europe. It is not impossible that these declines could cause an apparent rise in religious attendance rates as posited by Eagle (2011); the more pro-social members of society being more inclined to participate in surveys as well as attend religious services, and these types of people now being more highly represented in surveys than they were in the past.

Do the trends described match those observed in other studies?

One would expect that if different researchers started out with the same data sets to investigate a similar question as to whether trends of decline, stability or growth were apparent, then the conclusion would be similar. Therefore, it is surprising that it is not necessarily the case.

If we take a recent example, where Aarts et al (2010) looked at trends in church attendance to test the hypothesis on the effect of deregulation on religious markets, we see quite different conclusions. They also used the WVS database (but without the addition of the recent ESS data set), and they also looked at the same attendance variable. However, there are two differences in their analysis to this one: they looked at attendance rates of once per year or more (rather than >=once per month); and they did not decompose by cohort, but used the full population patterns. There are marked differences in the trends we deduced, with our study generally giving a more negative result in terms of church ‘health’. The exceptions to this were Romania, where we interpreted growth (from the latest ESS figures), while they saw stability; and France, Hungary and Sweden, where we saw stability while they interpreted decline. In the following countries they saw growth, whereas we only saw stability: Austria, Portugal, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Denmark , Finland and Italy. For the following two countries they saw stability (within +/- 5 percent), while we saw decline: Belgium and Poland. For only seven out of twenty countries where we had both analysed the data did we agree on the trends: growth in Latvia; stability in Slovenia, Czech Republic and Britain; and decline in Ireland, Spain and the Netherlands.

If we compare our study with that of Voas (2009), who used ESS data from the 2002 wave, then he finds for recent cohorts there has been stability in religiosity (a composite measure) in the Czech Republic, Sweden, France, Slovenia and Finland, which agrees with our work. Similarly he finds cross-cohort declines in Poland, Ireland, Switzerland, Spain, Belgium, Italy, Portugal, Austria, as were also seen in this study. However, by his measure, religiosity in Denmark, Hungary, Britain and Norway are in decline, whereas we find stability. Overall his conclusion is of ongoing secularisation across Europe, but this is because of several important contrasts to this study:  his selection of countries (not including many in Eastern Europe); looking at a wide span of cohorts with a tendency to downplay post-war cohort trends; using a different measure of religiosity from one single survey rather than multiple surveys; and interpreting cross-cohort trends as time trends.

Clearly statistics can prove almost anything (!), and different researchers are seeking to find different results, whether they admit to it or not. Different variables, different selections of countries and different surveys in different years will all point to different conclusions. We need to be aware of this problem when comparing our results and trying to draw conclusions about the processes involved in determining trends.

Is there value in decomposing religious trends by sub-groups of the population, and is analysis by cohort valuable?

As more data is becoming available from different surveys, then the possibility of decomposing the data sets by various demographic subgroups becomes possible. This study has looked at the different trends of religious participation by cohort groups. Others have looked at trends by other characteristics. For instance, Eagle (2011) looked at trends in religious attendance in Canada by denomination, and discovered that while Catholic attendance rate has fallen in recent years, the Protestant rate has remained stable (or even increased); both are converging on a steady level of around 12-16 percent of the post-war generations being religiously active (attending weekly). It is interesting that his conclusion parallels the conclusions of this study when looking at different countries. An earlier study by Hout and Greeley (1987) found similarly contrasting trends for Catholics and Protestants in the United States.

Looking at religious trends decomposed by cohort is valuable in that it gives an indication of where the trends for the whole population are likely to go in the coming years. For most cohorts in most countries, attendance rates are essentially static over time; individuals may take up or drop out of church attendance, but overall the cohort level tends to be steady. Therefore, falls in attendance generally are due to younger people being less likely to attend than older people (the opposite can also hold true). This has important implications for the future, and is therefore, a particularly valuable subdivision of the sample data set.

Conclusions

Three primary conclusions emerge from this study. The first is the Second World War had an almost universal impact across the European countries on religious participation. Those born before the war are almost all more actively involved in their religion than those born after it. Their higher attendance rates are probably a fossilised reminder of their historical insecurity during the 1930s and 1940s; this would be the conclusion suggested by Norris and Inglehart (2004). 

The second observation is that for the cohorts born after 1950, in 11 out of the 25 countries studied, a stable attendance level in the range 6-17 percent is seen, and no major trends, either for further secularisation or revival, seem to be emerging. Some countries are stable at the higher end of this band; others – particularly the Scandinavian countries – lie at the lower end. The post-war cohorts in many countries have been at this level for decades, while a few others have experienced more recent trends in secularisation across cohorts, and are only now reaching that level (Switzerland, Netherlands, Spain and Belgium, with Austria coming into this range with the youngest generation).

The third observation is that some countries do not currently have stable within-cohort attendance levels, but are experiencing stronger forces of either secularisation or revival. Ireland is the country experiencing the most rapid falls in attendance, both within cohorts and with large inter-cohort differentials. Georgia and Romania are experiencing the exact opposite, with a growth in attendance within cohorts and young people taking up religious participation more than older generations. A few countries fall into intermediate categories. Poland, Italy, Portugal, Slovakia and Slovenia have seen either modest declines or fluctuating levels in cohort religiosity, and long-term losses in church attendance will be more due to inter-generational decline, although the intergenerational differences are also relatively small. The level of religious participation in these countries is likely to remain higher than in the secular group of countries for some time to come. In the case of Russia and Latvia, sustained though modest growth of within-cohort religiosity is seen and cohort differentials are non-existent; therefore, growth may continue in these countries for some time.

These observations of diverse trends support the observations of Greeley (2003), but conflict with the conclusion of Voas (2009) that ongoing decline is universal across Europe. This study would embrace the notion of a patchwork of religious variety across Europe, with no overriding determinism dictating ongoing secularisation, though with a baseline level of religious observance of around 6-16 percent of the population perhaps being the most likely.

In terms of denominational trends, it is clear that the Roman Catholic church has seen the largest falls in attendance, whilst in eastern Europe it is the national Christian Orthodox churches that have tapped into to the growing nationalistic sentiment in several countries. Attendance in the Protestant countries has tended to be more stable though relatively low; it would be interesting to investigate whether they are continuing to appeal to their same core constituents over time, or whether there have been changes in their attraction to the different classes, genders or educational abilities. Analysis of time trends of subgroups of the population, other than cohort groups, could be enlightening.
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Appendix: Wording of question on attendance in WVS and ESS

Wording of question in WVS:

“Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, about how often do you attend religious services these days?”. 

Possible answers and codes:

· 1 More than once a week 

· 2 Once a week 

· 3 Once a month 

· 4 Only on special holy days/Christmas/Easter days 

· 5 Once a year 

· 6 Less often 

· 7 Never practically never 

· -1 Don´t know 

· -2 No answer 

· -3 Not applicable 

· -4 Not asked in survey 

· -5 Missing; Unknown 

Respondents who attended at least once a month were classified as “attenders” (categories 1-3 in the questionnaire). The attendance rate was the proportion of valid respondents who were attenders divided by the total number of valid responses (responses 1-7, and not including -1 to -5).

Wording of question in ESS:

“Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend religious services nowadays?”

Possible answers and codes:

· 1 Every day

· 2 More than once a week

· 3 Once a week

· 4 At least once a month 

· 5 Only on special holy days 

· 6 Less often 

· 7 Never

· 88 (Don’t know)

Respondents who attended at least once a month were classified as “attenders” (categories 1-4 in the questionnaire). The attendance rate was the proportion of valid respondents who were attenders divided by the total number of valid responses (responses 1-7, and not including 88).

