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Abstract 
Tim Müller, Nuffield College, Michaelmas 2012: “On Secularisation - Structural, 

Institutional and Cultural Determinants Shaping Individual Secularisation” 

This thesis deals with the determinants and mechanisms of individual secularisation 

processes in a cross-national perspective. In this ‘collected volume’ of six stand-alone 

articles, I examine religious beliefs and behaviours as well as attitudes towards religion and 

politics, whereby the validity of the main theories of religious change (classical secularisation 

theory, existential security hypothesis, supply-side explanations, historical/cultural 

approaches and conflict theories) are put to an empirical test. The main conclusion is that the 

fundamental mechanisms suggested by secularisation theories are valid and that we can 

identify main determinants of religiosity worldwide. However, only a combination of existing 

approaches is capable of explaining a broad range of the phenomena observed.  

Chapter 1 (co-authored with Nan Dirk de Graaf and Peter Schmidt) deals with the 

fundamental mechanisms that facilitate the socialisation of religious beliefs. Under conditions 

of high inequality, religion acts as a source of social capital that benefits the religious 

socialisation of individuals outside of the family context. If levels of inequality fall, this 

‘social value of religion’ is diminished and religious socialisation depends more strongly on 

parental efforts, thereby gradually leading to intergenerational secularisation. In Chapter 2 

(co-authored with Anja Neundorf) we show that the state in Eastern Europe played a crucial 

role in de-establishing as well as re-establishing religious plausibility structures, which 

explains lower levels of religious belief in Cold War cohorts as well as the religious revival 

after the end of the Cold War. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the topic of religion and politics and 

the mechanisms behind the support for the 9/11 attacks in the Muslim world. Levels of 

existential security and income inequality have a strong impact on the preferences for 

religious politicians in a cross-sectional as well as in a longitudinal perspective. Moreover, 

religiosity and altruistic behaviour run the risk of being converted into pro-terrorist support 

under conditions of high levels of inequality and low development levels. The final two 

chapters show that –in a world-wide comparison development levels, inequality and the 

Socialist history of countries explain 75% of the variation in religiosity between countries. 

Furthermore, future developments in religious change will also be subject to changes in 

fertility. The main drivers of secularisation processes can be identified, but for the majority of 

the world population these conditions are not met at present, nor will they be met in the near 

future. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

The recent “resurgence of religion” (Riesebrodt 2000; Riesebrodt 2007) and the dramatic 

fashion of its occurrence is remarkable and poses a great challenge to the traditional 

secularisation framework. Yet a review of recent empirical findings reveals that 

secularisation cannot be dismissed as “modern myth” either (Pollack 2003). What the rise of 

interest in religious topics seems to show, however, is that for too long the decline in the 

significance of religion has been taken for granted, without any attempts to thoroughly 

examine theoretically and empirically the determinants of this process (de Graaf 2012).  

Norris and Inglehart’s ground-breaking work Sacred and Secular (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004) laid the foundation for a broader understanding of processes and phenomena 

surrounding the topic of religion and politics and produced results that were of interest for 

many surprised observers of the re-awakening of religion. However, it also left many 

questions unanswered, from a theoretical as well as methodological point of view. This thesis 

seeks to deepen and improve the analyses that have been undertaken by these and other 

scholars in the field.  

In short, this thesis will deal with individuals’ religious beliefs and behaviours, their 

attitudes towards religion and politics and also attitudes towards terrorist attacks. It will pay 

closer attention to the idea of secularisation as a multilevel process (Dobbelaere 2002), 

combine data from various large-scale opinion surveys (WVS/EVS, ISSP, Gallup World Poll, 

Eurobarometer) and take into account socio-economic, institutional and cultural features of 

societies, such as indicators of modernisation, inequality and state-church relations (Fox 

2004b). Phenomena are examined in cross-sectional as well as longitudinal perspective, 

whereby I will make extensive use of the statistical method of multilevel modelling (Rabe-
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Hesketh and Skrondal 2005; Snijders and Bosker 2011). I will provide new insights into 

questions of fundamental processes like religious socialisation and the intergenerational 

transmission of beliefs, explore the role of religion and the state in Eastern Europe, analyse 

the conditions of religio-political attitudes, shed more light on religion as a potential source 

of ‘dark social capital’ in the emergence of religious extremist attitudes, discuss the 

explanatory value of socio-economic explanations in the field of sociology of religion and 

examine potential future developments of secularisation in the light of fertility changes.  

This work should be seen as a ‘collected volume’ of different articles that each deal 

with a specific topic rather than a unified ‘grand narrative’ on secularisation. Every chapter 

can be read as a stand-alone article that contains a separate literature review and methods 

section. However, the common thread of all chapters is that they try to answer the question of 

whether the mechanisms that have been suggested by classical and modern secularisation 

approaches are still applicable to each phenomenon in question.  

Proponents of rival theoretical approaches, especially those working in the ‘supply-

side paradigm’ of religion (Finke 1997; Iannaccone 1998; Stark 1999; Stark and Bainbridge 

1996) have harshly rebutted the idea that contemporary religious phenomena and religious 

change can adequately be described by secularisation theories. Rodney Stark (1999: 270) 

even suggested that we should “carry the secularization doctrine to the graveyard of failed 

theories”. However, just as religion was refusing to rest in its grave, so did the theorising 

around secularisation experiencing a ‘re-awakening’. Each chapter, therefore, serves as a test 

for the explanatory power of secularisation mechanisms in comparison to rival approaches. 

While the concept of ‘existential security’ will play an important role in my reasoning, 

other strands of explanation that have been developed in the classical secularisation 

framework (Berger 1969; Bruce 2002; Luckmann 1967), the political economy of religion 

(Berman 2009; Hungerman 2005; Solt, Habel, and Grant 2011), in conflict and 
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fundamentalism research (Berman 2009; Marty and Appleby 1991; Mosseau 2011; 

Riesebrodt 1990) and through cultural and historical approaches (Haller 2002; Martin 1978; 

2005) will be incorporated. The goal is to gain more differentiated insights about the (non-) 

secularisation of societies by looking at processes that have received little attention in 

previous work: the conditions that make religious socialisation effective, the crucial role of 

the state in dis- and re-establishing religious structures, and the positive and negative effects 

of religion as a source of social capital. Through a better understanding of the mechanisms 

involved, it might be possible to create a more integrated theoretical framework and show 

new pathways for future directions in the field of sociology of religion  

According to Dobbelaere (2002) secularisation is a process (a) that takes place on 

three different levels – the societal, the organisational and the individual. Furthermore, these 

levels are thought to be interdependent and to influence each other. Secularisation (b) takes 

place over time, whereby cohort-replacement and changing conditions of socialisation are 

deemed to be crucial (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1969; Chaves 1989; Firebaugh and 

Harley 1991; Voas 2009; Voas and Doebler 2011). It is located (c) in different cultural 

contexts and therefore is hypothesised to take on different shapes (Martin 1978; Norris and 

Inglehart 2004; Smith 2008). Lastly, it is (d) often a highly conflictive process, whereby 

religion is sometimes used to express political or social grievances (Bruce 2003; Fox 2002; 

Martin 1978). All of the aforementioned dimensions will be examined in this dissertation.  

This work is not restricted to the domains of religious behaviours, such as religious 

attendance or membership in a particular faith. Following Dobbelaere’s (2002) reasoning, I 

define the notion of individual secularisation in broader terms: Under which circumstances do 

individuals carry out the secularisation “within their minds”? Which conditions benefit the 

worldview that religion and state constitute separate institutions? To what extent do 



 

4 

individuals regard religion as a ‘private affair’? What lets them evaluate events in secular 

rather in religious terms?  

Since the classical secularisation paradigm has been heavily criticised for its failure in 

the explanation of religious renewal, or – in the case of the US – enduring religiosity, the 

supply-side paradigm of sociology of religion has become the main rival explanation in the 

field (Bruce 1993; Bruce 2002; de Graaf 2012; Iannaccone 1998; Smith 2008; Stark 1999; 

Stark and Bainbridge 1996). Supply-side theory assumes that a competitive and unregulated 

religious market exists (or should exist), where individuals choose the church that seemingly 

offers the best “afterlife reward”. While one might take the US as a case that is coming close 

to this ideal type, I argue, in the line of Steve Bruce (2002) and to a certain extent David 

Martin (1978), that religion rarely fulfils the role of providing a compensator for the lack of 

an eternal life. On the contrary: religion is and was always vital, when it served as a vehicle 

to reach goals in this life, especially goals that were related to social and political conflict. 

I will briefly summarise the main mechanisms that classical as well as newer theories 

of secularisation propose and give an overview of the claims that are made by supply-side 

approaches. Socio-historical and cultural approaches will be considered as well. All 

theoretical considerations will be evaluated in the light of recent empirical findings, whereby 

I take into account studies that have been carried out from a cross-national and/or 

longitudinal perspective. However, please bear in mind that this part should not be regarded a 

comprehensive literature review, since every chapter discusses the relevant literature for each 

research question separately. 

1.2 Determinants of secularisation 

I will start with a recent definition of the secularisation concept and describe the main 

mechanisms that are supposed to be the driving forces behind secularisation. According to 

Bruce (2002), secularisation can be defined as follows: 
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“(a) the declining importance of religion for the operation of non-religious roles and institutions such 

as those of the state and the economy; (b) a decline in the social standing of religious roles and 

institutions; and (c) a decline in the extent to which people engage in religious practices, display 

beliefs of a religious kind, and conduct other aspects of their lives in a manner informed of such 

beliefs.” (Bruce 2002: 3) 

“Religion” is understood here in a substantive way, as  

“[B]eliefs, actions and institutions predicated on the existence of entities with powers of agency (that 

is, gods) or impersonal powers or processes possessed of moral purpose (the Hindu notion of Karma, 

for example), which can set the conditions of, or intervene in, human affairs.” (Bruce 2002:2) 

In short, classical as well as newer secularisation approaches assume the following factors to 

be beneficial for the secularisation of societies. However, at least in the case of Bruce’s 

(2002) interpretation of secularisation, they are meant to reflect the evolution of the process 

in Europe. The most important factors are: 

� Rationalisation / individualisation of religious traditions,  

� structural and social differentiation of societies, 

� processes of urbanisation and industrialisation, 

� religious pluralism (under democratic conditions), 

� an adequate amount of “existential security”, including social welfare and equality, 

� the absence of violent conflicts or other forms of hardship. 

A brief summary of the arguments that lead to these points will make the reasoning clearer. I 

will at the same time also present empirical studies that support or refute the idea of 

secularisation.  

1.2.1 Classical secularisation framework 

According to Weber (2006a; 2006b; 2006c, see also: Schimank 1996, Bruce 2002) 

“rationalisation” is one of the striking features of modernisation and one of the main forces 

behind the development. The great monotheistic religious traditions stress the role of 

individual lawful behaviour in accordance with a rationalised ethic. This rationalisation 
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process (i.e. “disenchantment of the world”, which also includes advances in science and 

technology) provides the foundation for all social and structural differentiation processes and 

leads eventually to the emergence of the rational capitalist sphere. The process of modernity 

renders religion incompatible with the operation of the other spheres of society, because it 

either adheres to the traditional concept of “brotherly love” that is in conflict with the 

impersonal and rational principles of modern capitalism and bureaucracy, or it becomes 

undermined by increasing wealth. Ironically, in its most rationalised and specialised state, 

religion loses its overarching importance. 

The processes of structural and social differentiation have several other eroding effects, 

which are described by Bruce (2002) and Berger & Luckmann (Berger 1969; Berger and 

Luckmann 1966; Luckmann 1967). First of all, religion has to face a loss of function on a 

wide array of “this-worldly” activities (e.g. social welfare, social control, education, science, 

etc.), because secular institutions and specialists take over these spheres (Bruce 2002). 

Secondly, religion’s ability to act as the ultimate overarching legitimating force is 

undermined. The transmission of traditional religious values to younger birth cohorts 

becomes more difficult, because new sets of problems have to be rationalised within the 

traditional framework. Thus religions are either forced to modernise or they are threatened by 

marginalisation. The result of this process is a “compartmentalisation” of the religious sphere 

at the societal level (Bruce 2002; Dobbelaere 2002), and redefinition as a “private matter” 

(Luckmann 1967).1  

Bruce (2002) emphasises the secularising effect of religious pluralism. As “ultimate 

truth” can no longer be claimed by any religious worldview, the content of religious values 

                                                 
1 The implications of this are that religion becomes “de-institutionalised” and adjusted to individual needs, 
resulting in new forms of syncretistic religions, which substitute for traditional religiosity. As this is not my 
primary concern, I borrow from the results that have been obtained by Bruce (2002) and Pollack (2003). They 
show that “new age” religion or individualised forms of religiosity are only marginal. A pattern of “religious 
indifference” is more often observed (Oevermann and Franzmann 2006). Voas and Crockett (2005) make a 
strong case against Davie’s “Believing without Belonging” thesis (Davie 1994). A good overview and a 
quantification of “alternative spiritualities” in Europe are given by Siegers (2012). 
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becomes relativised, and churches and sects are therefore forced to moderate. A general 

tolerance towards other faiths becomes a norm, which also, however, leads to indifference 

towards the issue of religion. However, Bruce’s prediction is especially tailored to the 

European case, where the political and religious conflicts can be dealt with in a liberal 

democratic system.  

Many commentators particularly emphasise the “loss of faith” in light of the technical 

and scientific advances that the enlightenment and industrialisation brought with them, so 

that the doctrines of the Church became more implausible.2 This is without doubt part of the 

process of the disenchantment of the world. However, the classical reasoning, according to 

Bruce, Berger and Luckmann, puts a stronger emphasis on the process of differentiation and 

religion’s loss of power in all subsystems of society. 

1.2.2 Existential security approach 

The hypothesis developed by Inglehart (1997), Norris & Inglehart (2004) and Inglehart & 

Welzel (2005) emphasises the role of material and physical security for the secularisation 

process. They put forward a concept of “existential human security” and argue that religion 

fulfills stress-relieving functions by offering security and orientation in a deeply insecure 

environment. The insecurity itself stems from economic underdevelopment and inequality as 

well as from continuing violent conflicts and powerlessness against diseases and natural 

catastrophes. Norris and Inglehart recognise the impact of different cultural traditions and 

belief systems, and argue that the process that their existential security thesis proposes is 

universal, but takes different shapes in different cultures (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 17). 

The authors’ main hypothesis is stated as follows: “[A]ll things being equal, the 

experience of growing up in less secure societies will heighten the importance of religious 

values while conversely the experience of more secure conditions will lessen it” (Norris and 

                                                 
2 Norris and Inglehart seem to favour this interpretation (Norris ad Inglehart 2004: 7). 
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Inglehart 2004: 18; emphasis in original). Insecurities can arise on a societal (socio-tropic) as 

well as individual (ego-tropic) level. But they make clear that a disappearance of all forms of 

religion seems unlikely because “residual and symbolic elements often remain” (ibid.). The 

processes by which secure conditions decrease the demand for religion are described as 

follows: 

“Virtually all of the world’s major religious cultures provide reassurance that [...] a higher power will 

ensure that things work out. Both religion and secular ideologies assure people that the universe 

follows a plan which guarantees that if you follow the rules, everything will turn out well, in this 

world or the next. This belief reduces stress, enabling people to shut out anxiety and focus on coping 

with their immediate problems. [...] Individuals experiencing stress have the need for rigid, 

predictable rules. They need to be sure what is going to happen because they are in danger - their 

margin for error is slender and they need maximum predictability” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 19; 

emphasis added by the author, TM). 

Norris and Inglehart’s reasoning is clearly psychological: Religion provides comfort 

and inner peace, and therefore it flourishes under insecure circumstances. I will discuss 

criticisms that have been raised against their theory in more detail in Chapter 6, which also 

takes into account my own empirical findings. 

1.2.3 Empirical support for secularisation approaches 

The European case provides a lot of evidence in favour of the classical secularisation theory 

and also Norris and Inglehart’s existential security approach. Bruce (2002) claims the 

secularisation thesis to be validated from a historical point of view, as well as through current 

empirical data. He points to the marked decline in church membership, church attendance 

rates, and the secularisation of individual beliefs. Bruce’s view is supported by Pollack (2003, 

2006), Halman and Draulans (2006) and Norris and Inglehart (2004) who examine European 

and worldwide data. A large-scale study of worldwide data on religious attendance conducted 

by Ruiter and van Tubergen (2009) further corroborates the secularisation paradigm. 

Conventional indicators of modernisation, economic growth, higher levels of ‘human 

development’, reduction in social inequality, and improvement in healthcare and literacy 
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rates lead to lower levels of religious attendance, praying, trust in churches and individual 

beliefs (Norris and Inglehart 2004).3 McCleary and Barro (2006) analysed indicators of 

religious beliefs and attendance from a large-scale longitudinal perspective and confirmed 

that higher rates of economic development lead to decreased religiosity. They also showed 

that causation is running from economic development to religiosity rather than the other way 

around. The presence of a state religion was found to have positive effects, which is in line 

with Berger’s theory of plausibility structures (Berger 1969). 

Ruiter and van Tubergen‘s (2009) findings yield additional support. Instead of using 

conventional indicators for the construct of ‘existential security’ they used the number of war 

casualties in the respondent’s country during childhood. They confirmed that countries with 

higher numbers of war casualties also had higher rates of religious attendance. These patterns 

can also be found for other dimensions of individual secularisation, for example the 

preferences for religious involvement in the political sphere (Carlson and Listhaug 2006; 

Müller 2009b).  

Voas (2009) examined the content of individuals’ religious beliefs in more detail and 

found that while many Europeans are neither religious nor completely non-religious, this 

state of “fuzzy religious beliefs” seems to be intermediate and is followed by non-religiosity. 

Voas (2009: 167) concludes clearly: “While there are indeed many interesting variations in 

European religion [...] there is a single inescapable theme. Religion is in decline.” 

Yet, the classical secularisation framework is also facing problems. The results, which 

are obtained for the USA, do not follow the expected pattern. Despite its high level of 

modernisation, unexpected levels of religious vitality are observed, reflected by high church 

attendance rates and strong expressions of individual religious belief (Martin 1978; Norris 

and Inglehart 2004; Stark and Iannaccone 1994). The main explanations regarding the USA’s 
                                                 
3 The authors also report that these factors explain related attitude dimensions to a certain extent (attitudes 
toward gender equality, homosexuality and abortion). But important cultural differences remain (see also Norris 
and Inglehart 2003). 
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outlying position either emphasise the decline of mainline denominations, or the “religious 

renewal” through religious immigrants (Bruce 2002). Chaves and Stephens (2003) point out 

methodological concerns (strongly over-reported church attendance rates). Norris & Inglehart 

(2004) emphasise the high levels of social inequality, which create a source of insecurity.  

But there are also European cases that need further explanation. For example, Poland 

and Ireland still show high levels of religiosity, and virtually all Muslim societies are deeply 

religious (Esposito and Mogahed 2007). The outlying case of the US gave rise to the 

popularity of the supply-side theory of religion; the special cases of Ireland and Poland and 

other cases (for example Malta, Slovenia or Hungary) have been explained by their unique 

national histories (Bruce 2003; Martin 1978; Nowicka 1997). 

1.2.4 The supply-side theory of religion 

As we have seen, the evidence for the classical secularisation theory is quite impressive. But, 

indeed, it builds on the idea of universal processes that will lead to a decline of religiosity in 

all societies. However, the US in particular, the country that should be most secularised by 

standards of modernisation, is strongly religious. Moreover, the proponents of the supply-side 

approach directly oppose the view that increased religious pluralism attacks the ideological 

bases of religious belief systems (Iannaccone 1991; Stark 1999; Stark and Bainbridge 1996).4 

Religion is assumed to be a good of consumption, which is ‘traded’ in religious 

markets. As the demand for the religious promise of immortality is universal, there will 

always be producers of religious goods, e.g. churches and sects. Thus, secularisation, as 

described above, would be impossible: while secularisation theory predicts that belief should 

be eroded through greater tolerance, moderation of religion and its relativisation, supply-side 

                                                 
4 In this brief description I am mainly outlining the basic assumptions of the supply-side approach in its original 
version (Stark and Bainbridge 1980). The paradigm has seen a number of changes over the years, most of them 
directed towards explaining empirical irregularities (e.g. Smith, Sawkins, and Seaman 1998; Froese and Pfaff 
2001, 2004a, 2004b, 2005). However, the outline provided here is meant to reflect the essentials of the 
framework, which basically stayed the same over the years. In Chapter 3 I will review changes to the 
framework in the Central European context and discuss a very recent development (the religious club good 
hypothesis) in Chapter 5. 
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theory argues that diversity and religious pluralism lead to greater competition of religious 

producers and results in a vitalisation of religious beliefs and behaviour. Competition is 

assumed to be created through a diversified and unregulated religious market. Each provider 

of religion has to make sure that the goods which they provide – religious edification, 

spiritual experiences and a convincing presentation of the rewards in an afterlife – are of high 

quality. 

Yet, the empirical evidence seems only to confirm the situation in the United States. 

Bruce (2002) can show that the paradigm fails in most aspects for the European case. Norris 

and Inglehart find no evidence for the vitalising effects of religious competition on a 

worldwide scale (Norris & Inglehart 2004). Pollack (2006) reports that there is indeed a 

negative effect of religious monopolies but attributes it to the political proximity of religious 

and other public institutions. However, there are some other recent findings in support of the 

supply-side paradigm. McCleary and Barro (2006) and Fox and Tabory (2008) report 

negative relationships between state regulation of religious markets and religious attendance 

and beliefs.5 This observation has also been made by Ruiter and van Tubergen (2009) with 

regard to religious attendance. Barro and McCleary also find positive effects between 

religious pluralism and attendance rates.  

A drawback of studies on the supply-side paradigm is that the competition in religious 

markets has almost exclusively been measured by the “Herfindahl-Index”. An influential 

article by Voas, Crockett and Olson (2002) showed that the results produced by the use of 

this indicator are mere mathematical artefacts. By now there are other indicators available to 

measure competition as well as regulation in religious markets. Jonathan Fox and colleagues 

have gathered a wide range of country-level indicators that measure several features of state-

Church relations, religious laws and institutions as well as discrimination of religious 

                                                 
5 State regulation was operationalised as whether the state appointed religious officials or not, whereas state 
religion was operationalised as the legal status of a religion in a country. 
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minorities in states (Akbaba and Fox 2011; Fox 2009; Fox and Sandler 2003; Fox and 

Sandler 2005).6 

Recent work conducted by political economist Eli Berman (2009) adds a new 

perspective to the supply side paradigm. Borrowing from Iannaccone’s club model of 

religious sects (Iannaccone 1992; Iannaccone 1997; Iannaccone and Berman 2006; 

Iannaccone 1994), he makes a compelling argument that religious groups, which are 

structured as “religious clubs”, produce mutual support, trust and tangible goods, such as 

social services. In turn they use religious commitment and sacrifice as screening mechanisms 

to reduce free-riding. The extension of this argument to the production of mutual aid and 

tangible goods makes much more sense than Iannaccone’s original argument, which held that 

religious beliefs and experience are the main goods produced in religious sects. In this way, 

the supply-side perspective becomes complementary to Martin’s (1978) approach that 

stresses the role of political power in secularisation processes (see below). It is also 

compatible with Norris and Inglehart’s (2004) idea of “existential security”, and it helps 

explain the role of religious groups under conditions of conflict. Berman’s concept will be 

applied in Chapter 5. 

1.2.5 Cultural and historical approaches 

There are many cultural and historical comparative approaches to the study of secularisation 

(for a recent overview see Gorski and Altinordu (2008)). Huntington (1996) even went as far 

as framing the outbreak of conflicts after the Cold War as a “Clash of Civilizations” and put 

them in a history of long-standing historical rivalry between mostly religiously defined 

civilisations. For reasons that I elaborate further below, cultural approaches will not feature 

prominently in this thesis. 

                                                 
6 As a general rule, these measures were preferred for the operationalisation of religious competition in this 
thesis. However in Chapter 2 I had to resort to the Herfindahl measurement, because I was genuinely interested 
in religious diversity rather than state-church relations. 
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However, for the study of secularisation processes, David Martin’s classical historical 

comparative work deserves special attention (Martin 1978). In Martin’s view, religious and 

political actors are always bearers of certain political ideologies. The main conflict line runs 

between the ideal-typical conservative coalition of “Church and Crown” versus anti-clerical 

forces that challenge the traditional order. In modern party systems this boils down to the 

conflict of Christian conservative parties versus Social Democratic/Marxist parties as carriers 

of secularist ideologies. The different historical configurations of this conflict in European 

countries (and the strength that secularist forces could gain) are hypothesised to explain 

different trajectories of secularisation.  

From this point of view, high levels of religious pluralism can be beneficial for the 

representation of a wide variety of political views. If there exists a strong alignment between 

the ruling elites and the religious institutions (“religious monopoly”), “Church and state will 

be closely identified with one another and social protest will tend to evolve in an anti-clerical 

[…] manner; a high level of religious disengagement is the result” (Gorski 2003: 116). In the 

case of “religious pluralism”, when church elites are institutionally and politically 

independent of the state, opposition to the existing regime does not automatically translate 

into opposition towards religion per se. This makes religious disengagement more unlikely, 

and it is even possible to channel opposition through religion (Gorski 2003: 116).  

In sum, Martin’s theory offers a framework that gives attention to religion as a source 

of mobilisation under modernising conditions. Religion loses support if it is connected to the 

ruling elites and thus also discredited by negative modernisation outcomes. Secularist 

movements can take advantage of this and gain support for secularist policies. On the other 

hand, religion remains vital or even becomes an oppositional force if it is separated from the 

state and is able to channel social protest against a secularist elite (see also Gorski 2003).  
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Pluralism and the set of secular alternatives are not the only determining factors. The 

organisational constitution of the religions in question and the possible existence of an 

“external threat” that enables the religious and nationalistic nexus to become entangled are 

considered to be equally important. Situations where nationalism and religion are fused 

together are displayed in the Irish (Northern Ireland conflict) and Polish cases (conservation 

of national identity under Soviet hegemony) (Bruce 2003; Pollack 2006).  

Martin ranks the different religious traditions by their organic/individualistic 

character, with Protestantism as individualised and pluralistic, then Catholicism as 

hierarchic/organic and Orthodox Christianity as most organic.7 The Islamic tradition is 

sometimes seen as still more organic and hierarchical, especially because of the explicit role 

of religious law in everyday life and the fact that the Quran itself does not define Church and 

state as separate institutions (Parsons 1963).8  

Recent empirical findings support the influence arising from cultural and institutional 

factors.9 Considering Church-state relations, a lot of formal ties between the Churches and 

states in different countries can be observed, thus contradicting the predictions from 

secularisation theory (Fox 2007). Moreover, Catholic and Muslim societies display stronger 

state-Church relations (Fox 2006) if compared to other religious faiths.  

The usual rank order regarding strength of beliefs and service attendance usually ranks 

Muslims, Catholics and Orthodox Christian highest, whereas Protestants are usually 

considered to be less religious (Hoellinger et al. 2007, Halmans and Draulans 2006, Norris 

and Inglehart 2004). A strong favour for religious leaders and rigid moral attitudes is 

expressed in Muslim and Orthodox societies (Norris & Inglehart 2003, 2004). Carlson and 

Listhaug (2006) as well as Breznau et al. (2011) confirm the findings regarding preferences 

                                                 
7 The ordering is based on the role of the institutionalised church in the religious life of the individuals. 
8 Yet it seems more appropriate to stress Islam’s individualised character, as it is centered on individual lawful 
behaviour and lacks the hierarchical churched character of Catholicism (Gellner 1995, Bruce 2003). 
9 Martin’s framework is rarely tested empirically. In her 1992 article, Giorgi finds supporting evidence for 
Martin’s hypotheses (Giorgi 1992). However, Halman and Draulans (2004) cannot support them. 
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for religious political leaders. However, it should also be noted that respondents in Muslim 

societies do not repudiate democratic ideals (Esposito and Mogahed 2007; Norris and 

Inglehart 2004). 

In general, this research will take a somewhat agnostic approach towards the exact 

influence of religious cultures and doctrines on secularisation. While acknowledging that 

important doctrinal, institutional and historical differences between religious faiths exist, it is 

hard or even questionable to formulate essentialist hypotheses to explain why one faith or the 

other should be more or less prone to secularisation processes. Religion offers a manifold of 

narratives, symbols and identity markers, which can be utilised for one goal under a set of 

particular circumstances and for a completely contrary goal under different circumstances 

(Riesebrodt 2007). The following examples are mostly taken from Bruce (2003):  

Protestants might be generally more individualistic, their institutional structures less 

hierarchical and a stronger emphasis might be placed on belief rather than lawful behaviour. 

But there have been theocratic Protestant regimes in history (i.e. Calvin’s Geneva), and the 

notion of modern religious “fundamentalism” was coined in the US Evangelical context 

(Marty and Appleby 1991; Riesebrodt 1990). Catholicism may only acknowledge one true 

Church, but there are various sect-like orders that differ significantly in their interpretations 

from the official teachings of the Vatican (for example Opus Dei or the Society of St. Pius 

X). Catholicism was often found to be aligned with the ruling classes and dictatorial regimes 

(Franco’s Spain, Mussolini’s Italy), but also used to criticise established structures and stand 

on the side of the non-ruling classes (in the case of ‘Liberation theology’). Buddhism might 

generally condemn the killing of living creatures, but, as Bruce (2003) recounts, this did not 

prevent the Tibetans from having an army. Islam might in many cases prescribe a 

questionable subordinate status to women, and yet there is Islamic feminism (Mojab 2001). 

Religion is certainly not endlessly interpretable for any desired purpose, but it does not lack a  
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certain flexibility. I will generally work from the assumption that universal social 

mechanisms and processes exist that generally hold true for all societies and then point out 

the cases that do not fit this pattern. A longer discussion of the explanatory power of 

structural vs. cultural approaches is provided in Chapter 6. 

1.3 Overview of the chapters 

The discussion of the various approaches in the last section has defined the broad theoretical 

boundaries from which hypotheses will be derived and empirically tested in this work. In this 

section, I will briefly describe the research questions that will be dealt with in each chapter. 

Every chapter can be read as a stand-alone article with its own theory, methods and results 

sections. Some of the chapters constitute co-authored work, which of course will be 

mentioned. Moreover, some of the chapters have already been published either as working 

papers or peer-reviewed articles. This will be indicated as well.  

The ordering of chapters follows a certain rationale: I start with fundamental 

processes and general religious phenomena (socialisation effects on religious beliefs, 

religiosity in the Eastern European context), work my way up to the more specific question of 

attitudes towards religion and politics, and will then look into the phenomenon of religious 

extremism and the support of terrorism. The last two chapters deal with broader questions. I 

will discuss the trade-off between structuralist and culturalist strands of explanation and try to 

give an outlook on the future of secularisation, which entails a brief examination of the 

effects of fertility decline and religious change. Chapter 8 draws the conclusions from this 

work. 

Chapter 2 Which societies provide a strong religious socialisation context? Income 

inequality, the social value of religion and religious beliefs 

Previous findings from Kelley and de Graaf (1997) show that the national religious context of 

a nation exerts an independent effect on religious beliefs: people who were raised in devout 
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nations have stronger religious beliefs than persons who have been raised in more secular 

countries. Moreover, the effects of respondent’s religious upbringing were much smaller in 

devout than secular nations, which indicated that the efforts that parents have to undertake are 

reduced if a strong religious context is present. This chapter goes one step further and asks 

which contextual factors are responsible for such a strong religious context. Classical 

secularisation theory, the existential security approach, and supply-side theory make different 

predictions about the effectiveness of religious socialisation contexts. Our findings indicate 

that religious beliefs are acquired most easily in countries with high levels of social 

inequality. However, this cannot be explained with the comforting effects that religion 

provides, but rather with the ‘social value’ of religion: Religion is viewed as a particular 

source of social capital under conditions of inequality, which calls the particular 

psychological mechanism that is suggested by the existential security approach into question. 

This chapter has been co-authored with Nan Dirk de Graaf and Peter Schmidt. 

Chapter 3 The role of the state in the repression and revival of religiosity in Central 

Eastern Europe 

The aim of this paper is to present two different roles of the state affecting individuals’ 

religiosity. First, we provide evidence for the effectiveness of Socialist regimes in influencing 

citizens’ opinions by comparing religious beliefs among several generations of Eastern 

Europeans. Second, the article explores whether the democratisation process in Eastern 

Europe led to a revival of religiosity by applying two strands of reasoning from the 

secularisation framework: Berger’s theory of plausibility structures (Berger 1969) and Norris 

and Inglehart’s (2004) existential security hypothesis. The results show that due to an 

increased plausibility structure created by the democratic states a slight religious revival can 

be observed in several post-Communist countries.  
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This chapter has been co-authored with Anja Neundorf. It has been published as: 

Müller, T. and A. Neundorf. 2012. "The Role of the State in the Repression and Revival of 

Religiosity in Central Eastern Europe" Social Forces 91:1-24. First published online 

September 27, 2012, doi:10.1093/sf/sos142. 

Chapter 4  Individual religiosity and attitudes towards the involvement of religious 

leaders in politics – a multilevel-analysis of 55 societies  

This paper examines the antecedents of preferences for the involvement of religious leaders 

in politics. Hypotheses derived from secularisation theories as well as from the supply-side 

paradigm of religion are tested empirically using WVS and ISSP data. Multilevel Analysis is 

used in order to account for the nested structure of the data. Most cross-national differences 

can be explained by differences in levels of modernisation and inequality, with modernisation 

showing a strong negative and inequality showing a strong positive effect. Moreover, 

stronger state-Church relations foster the acceptance of higher involvement of religious 

leaders in politics. The hypotheses of the supply-side framework are not supported by the 

evidence. Longitudinal analyses using fixed effects panel models point towards robust 

influences of religious laws and income inequality. A previous version has been published in 

World Values Research 2009, 2:1-29. The results of this version are also included in the 

appendix. 

Chapter 5 The dark side of altruism? Altruistic orientations and approval of the 

9/11 attacks in the Muslim world.  

This study examines the approval of the 9/11 attacks in samples representative of the Muslim 

population in 25 predominantly Muslim societies. The data has been gathered by Gallup in 

the years 2005-2008. Hypotheses regarding structural and individual conditions of support 

are derived based on the existing literature on secularisation processes and attitudes towards 

religion and politics (Norris and Inglehart 2004) research on public attitudes towards terrorist 



 

19 

attacks (Mousseau 2011; Esposito and Mogahed 2007; Fair and Shepherd 2006) and research 

from the literature on the structural conditions for civic violence (Lia and Skjolberg 2004; 

Kitschelt 2004; Paul 2010). General development levels, levels of income inequality, 

democratisation, oil abundance and corruption alone do not predict levels of 9/11 approval. 

Cultural explanations along the lines of Huntington’s “Clash of Civilization” hypothesis 

(Huntington 1996) are not confirmed. Some evidence shows that young men are slightly 

more in favour of the attacks. Individual religiosity is not a general predictor. Following 

Berman’s concept of religious extremist groups as economic clubs (Berman 2009), we are 

able to identify structural conditions under which individual religiosity as well as altruistic 

orientations are converted into support for terrorist agendas. If living conditions are harsh and 

levels of inequality high, religious and altruistic sacrifices act as signals to gain mutual help 

and social support that are provided by religious extremist groups and therefore predict 

support of the 9/11 attacks. The salience of the Palestine conflict in Middle Eastern societies 

exerts a strong influence regardless of any other structural factors. 

Chapter 6 Simple structures or complicated ‘culture’? A defence of socio-economic 

explanations of religious change 

This chapter discusses three types of criticism that can be brought forward against the 

structural explanation of religious change and Norris and Inglehart’s (2004) research 

paradigm in particular. The first criticism deals with the psychological process that is 

suggested by the authors to explain higher religiosity under conditions of existential 

insecurity. My own findings regarding religious socialisation effects contradict this 

mechanism, which calls for a (slight) refinement of the existential security approach. The 

second set of criticisms has been raised by proponents of some classical comparative 

research, which regards Inglehart’s socio-economic research programme as oversimplified 

(Haller 2002). A third set of criticism pertains to the universal applicability of structural 
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explanations in light of cultural differences. I review the differences that I have found to exist 

between religious faiths and conduct two further empirical analyses. Using Gallup World Poll 

data from 127 countries, I show that socio-economic indicators (HDI and income inequality) 

as well as a country’s formerly belonging to the Communist bloc explain roughly 76% of 

cross-national differences in country-level religiosity. Including a society’s belonging to a 

particular religious tradition does not strongly increase the explanatory power. Furthermore 

an analysis of religiosity levels of religious faiths in different countries shows that members 

of any religious faith are less religious if they live under more secure conditions. 

Secularisation processes are therefore not restricted to particular religious cultures. 

Chapter 7 Will secularisation sweep across the globe? Some observations on fertility 

and religiosity 

This chapter explains why we are not going to see a ‘wave of secularisation’ sweeping across 

the planet anytime soon, although we are able to identify the core drivers behind worldwide 

levels of religiosity (to a large extent development levels and income inequality). A third 

important factor might be fertility, which lets the religious population on the planet currently 

grow, since most of them experience living conditions under which religion constitutes a 

‘natural’ resource of mutual help and welfare. An examination of longitudinal trends in 

secularisation in 12 European countries since the 1970s reveals two interesting results: firstly, 

the effects of past levels of fertility still influence religiosity levels today, and secondly, in 

most countries large drops in religiosity only took place after levels of replacement fertility 

were reached. The future of secularisation is discussed in light of these findings. 
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2 Which societies provide a strong religious socialisation 

context? Income inequality, the social value of religion 

and religious beliefs 

Tim Müller, Nan Dirk de Graaf and Peter Schmidt 

Abstract 

Research has shown that the religious context of a country exerts an independent effect on religious beliefs. 

Parental religious upbringing matters less for religious belief if one has been raised in a devout society (Kelley 

and de Graaf 1997). So far, this effect has been attributed to stronger religious networks, which exist in overall 

more devout societies. We are able to confirm the previously observed cross-level interaction with ISSP data 

from 41 countries using multi-level modelling. However, previous research did not take into account that levels 

of religious beliefs as well as socialisation effects are largely driven by existing levels of income inequality, 

which calls for a more nuanced explanation. Our claim is that inequality increases the ‘social value’ of religion, 

which then becomes a source of relational social capital. The effects of parental socialisation are therefore lower 

in more unequal societies with a widely shared belief that religion has a high social (networking) value.  

2.1 Introduction 

The study of religion in societies has become a popular field of study in the social sciences. 

This is predominantly triggered by the interesting and controversial debate on whether the 

secularisation theory or the supply-side theory is most successful in predicting religiosity in 

societies (Bruce 1993; Bruce 2002; Stark 1999; Stark and Bainbridge 1996; Stark and 

Iannaccone 1994). One point of critique of Rational Choice (RC) approaches in the field has 

been formulated by Ellison (1995): they often neglect the social embeddedness of religious 

choices and the role that networks and norms have on religious preferences. Kelley and de 

Graaf (1997) addressed this problem and looked at the impact of the religious national 

context on religiosity at the individual level. Based on network arguments these authors 

predicted that people living in religious nations should hold more orthodox beliefs, even 

when controlling for family background. Their 15 nation study showed that this contextual 

effect indeed exists.  
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Kelley and de Graaf’s network explanation has been widely applied since then in 

variety of different fields. Lazerwitz and Tabory (2002) showed that differences in religiosity 

between Jews in the US and Jews in Israel can be explained by the different religious context; 

Ruiter and de Graaf (2006; 2010) confirmed that the national religious context affects the 

likelihood of volunteering, even after taking into account individual levels of religiosity; 

Scheepers, Te Grotenhuis and Van Der Slik (2002) as well as Finke and Adamczyk (2008) 

studied the effect of the national religious context on moral beliefs; Van Tubergen et al. 

(2005) found that the religious context also matters for the propensity to commit suicide. 

One fundamental question that religions (or any form of cultural practice) face is the 

extent to which religious beliefs are transmitted from one generation to the next. This 

problem has been treated in classical secularisation theory (Berger 1969; Berger and 

Luckmann 1969) as well as evolutionary anthropology (Bisin, Topa, and Verdier 2004; Bisin 

and Verdier 2000; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981). Voas (2003) and Bruce and 

Glendinning (2010) have discussed increases in religious diversity and intermarriage rates as 

mechanisms behind secularisation processes. 

Kelley and de Graaf’s 1997 paper contributed to this discussion by showing that 

religious socialisation, the crucial element behind the transmission of religious beliefs, is 

conditional upon the religiosity of a nation. On the basis of a network mechanism, they 

argued that parents of children born into religious nations have to invest less in the religious 

upbringing of their children because of the ‘unchosen’ religious context, which will affect 

their children as well. Their results showed a weaker effect of parental religiosity on 

children’s religiosity when these were raised in a devout nation compared to being raised in a 

secular nation. The authors attribute this finding to the fact that in secular nations, religious 

parents have to make more effort in order to create a favourable socialisation context. This 

involves “the control of children’s social environments”, the “screening of potential friends, 
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teachers and marriage partners” or the “enrolment of children in church clubs [or] religious 

schools” (Kelley and de Graaf 1997: 641). Conversely, in very devout societies, these 

screening processes are not necessary, since the larger environment is religious anyway. If 

religious socialisation does not happen within the family, it is likely to happen within the 

larger society. This is a situation that could broadly be described by Berger’s famous notion 

of a “sacred canopy” (Berger 1969). Apart from Kelley and de Graaf’s own findings, Ruiter 

and Van Tubergen (2009) were able to confirm this interaction effect in their comparative 

study on the determinants of religious attendance. Ruiter & De Graaf (2006) also made the 

same observation regarding the effects of parental religious attendance on volunteering. 

The review of these findings demonstrates that the overall levels of religiosity and the 

intergenerational transmission of religious beliefs are strongly dependent on the religious 

context of a nation. Moreover, the role of religious socialisation in the family context is not 

always the determining factor behind the acquisition of religious beliefs. If it is true that 

successful religious socialisation often occurs under conditions that are not under parental 

control, obvious questions follow from this: which societies provide such a strong national 

religious context? Under which conditions is individual religiosity most likely to be 

reproduced, independent from the efforts that parents undertake in order to socialise their 

children into a religious worldview? That is: under which conditions are the effects of 

parental socialisation on individual religious beliefs minimised? 

A variety of explanations can be brought forward as to why societies differ in the 

religious contexts that they provide. In this paper we will examine how the following factors 

contribute to the religious context of a nation and how religious socialisation effects are 

affected by them: economic development, the disestablishment of religion in ex-Socialist 

societies, religious pluralism, levels of income inequality and the role of religion as a source 

of social capital.  
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Classical secularisation theory is a good starting point from which to predict in which 

societies parental socialisation becomes more important (and religious socialisation more 

costly): countries’ economic development and the disestablishment of religious organisations 

in Eastern Europe during Socialism should increase the socialisation costs of religion, and 

hence make secularisation more likely. According to Berger’s theory of plausibility structures 

(1969), religious pluralism should increase socialisation costs as well. But one could easily 

predict the opposite effect. The effects of parental socialisation might be decreased in 

religiously plural societies because they offer opportunities to create religious groups and 

organisations that are structured as “religious clubs” (Berman 2009; Iannaccone 1992), in 

which religious socialisation takes place much more efficiently.  

Previous research has shown that income inequality strongly increases religious 

beliefs (Müller 2009b; Norris and Inglehart 2004; Scheve and Stasavage 2006b; Solt, Habel, 

and Grant 2011). But so far no one has examined the role that income inequality plays in the 

socialisation and transmission of religious beliefs. Explanations for the relationship between 

inequality and religion can be categorised either into deprivation theories, which argue that 

material and psychological deprivation raise the demand for religion (i.e. Norris & Inglehart 

2004), or theories originating in political economy, which hold that religion will alter the 

demand for redistribution and social insurance or is used to legitimise existing inequality (i.e. 

Scheve and Stasavage 2006; Solt et al. 2011). We think that both strands of explanations are 

true to a certain extent.  

However, as this paper will show, most approaches largely ignore a crucial role that 

religion plays in unequal societies: It acts as a specific form of social capital, which is labeled 

as “relational social capital” (Berman 1997; Brunie 2009). It does not generate generalised 

trust but still provides access to informal networks, which can then be used in order to 
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facilitate exchanges and gaining access to material resources or information (Berman 1997; 

Brunie 2009; Krishna 2000).  

While we are certainly not the first authors to point out that religion has a certain 

“social” or “networking value” (cf. Coleman 1988; Park and Smith 2000; Putnam 2000; 

Wuthnow 2002), our general view on secularisation processes might be significantly affected 

by this. Our theory is that religious change can primarily be understood as a change in the 

‘social value’ of religion, which in turn is largely driven by existing inequality. As long as 

inequality is high, informal networks (friendship and family ties) play a significant role. 

Under these conditions there is a widely shared view of religion as an important social 

institution that will create and maintain friendships. Religion is also regarded as helpful in 

order to meet the “right” people. Moreover, new generations will successfully be socialised 

into a religious framework as long as inequality remains high. However, as levels of 

inequality fall – due to economic development, political, or demographic changes –the 

importance of informal networks decreases as well. The social value of religion is 

diminished, and religious socialisation becomes more costly as it depends more on parental 

efforts. Under this new set of conditions, we will observe secularisation. 

The paper is structured as follows: firstly we will restate Kelley and De Graaf’s 

(1997) original hypotheses on the context effects of national religiosity. After this we will 

review the arguments that predict societies’ capability to provide a strong “sacred canopy” 

(Berger 1969) and derive hypotheses from secularisation theories, theories in the field of 

political economy and social capital research. A methodological section will introduce the 

data and explain the methods that we are using to test our hypotheses (Multi Group 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis and multilevel modelling). The presentation of our findings 

will show 1) the impact of parental socialisation effects on age/cohort differences in 

religiosity, 2) test the structural conditions that minimise parental socialisation effects and 3) 
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explore the mediating effects of group norms about the value of religion and inequality. We 

will conclude with a broader outlook on the ramifications of our findings. 

2.2 Theory 

2.2.1 On the context effect of national religiosity 

The idea that religious parents socialise their children in a religious family context and 

inculcate religious beliefs in their children is well known and well documented (Beit-

Hallahmi and Argyle 1997; Bengtson, Copen, Putney, and Silverstein 2009; Benson, 

Donahue, and Erickson 1989; Francis and Brown 1991; Myers 1996). Children are not only 

exposed to the family context: “Children are exposed to religious values [...] in school 

curricula, the mass media, and the nation’s culture” (Kelley and de Graaf 1997: 640). Kelley 

and de Graaf make a distinction between the chosen and unchosen context of an individual. 

An important unchosen context is the country in which one is born. People have no influence 

on whether they are born in a devout society or secular society. Subsequently, Kelley and de 

Graaf argue that religious people born in a devout society, all other things being equal, are 

more likely to meet religious people, have a higher exposure rate to religious institutions and 

a higher probability of meeting religious marriage partners. In other words, their network is 

more religious than that of people born in a secular society. Kelley and de Graaf assume that 

a higher exposure rate implies more religious influence. The implication is that rational 

parental actors, while valuing the religious socialisation of their children highly, have to 

invest less in the religious socialisation of their children. The hypotheses of Kelley and de 

Graaf (1997) were: 

H1. People born into religious nations will acquire more orthodox beliefs than otherwise similar 

people born into secular nations.  

H2. The strength of the association between parental religiosity and an individual’s religiosity will be 

weaker in devout societies.  
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Hypothesis 2 implies that the context of a nation has a socialising influence on its own 

by creating opportunity structures that will steer individuals in the direction of higher 

religious beliefs. More importantly, though, if societies have a socialising influence on their 

own, the following hypothesis seems warranted: societies are very effective in the 

reproduction of religiosity if individual religiosity is only weakly dependent on religious 

socialisation within the immediate family context. Young people will automatically 

encounter a context that will bolster their religious beliefs – either through the density of 

religious networks or a widely shared norm of the general benefits of religion. The efforts of 

the parents to raise their children religiously might be small, and still intergenerational 

religious change is unlikely to occur. Young cohorts can be expected to be (almost) as 

religious as older cohorts. We thus formulate hypothesis H3:  

H3. The lower the effects of religious socialisation through the parents in a society, the smaller the 

age/cohort differences in religious beliefs will be in that society.  

In the next step we focus on the social forces that create (or weaken) the “sacred canopy” that 

societies provide. Following the reasoning behind hypothesis H3, we claim that such “sacred 

canopy societies” are those societies which are able to transmit religious beliefs to their 

members with only minimal socialisation effort by the parents. In short, in societies in which 

parental socialisation effects are minimised, a stronger sacred canopy is created. However, 

certain conditions will raise the effects of parental socialisation on religious beliefs; hence the 

efforts that parents have to undertake are higher. Several approaches offer an explanation for 

the conditions under which religious beliefs are high and likely to stay high. We will point 

out which of these approaches pay special attention to the effects of income inequality, since 

this factor plays an important role in our explanation.  

Classical secularisation approaches operate under the assumption that modernisation 

and educational expansion, differentiation and religious pluralisation erode the ideological 

power of religious beliefs (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1966; Bruce 2002). 



 

28 

Moreover, societies that actively de-established religion, such as the former Socialist 

societies, effectively destroyed the infrastructure to maintain religious beliefs. Inequality does 

not play a significant role in this reasoning. 

Relative deprivation theories argue that the demand for religion is driven by the 

“existential insecurity” that people experience (Norris and Inglehart 2004). A decrease in 

religious beliefs is therefore a function of societies’ capability to decrease the risks that 

people are facing and therefore the need to turn to religion as a (psychological) source of 

comfort. Inequality is seen as a source of insecurity and raises the demand for religion. 

Theories in the field of political economy argue that religion will decrease 

individuals’ need for social insurance (Scheve and Stasavage 2006a, 2006b) or divert their 

political attitudes in such a way that there is no significant demand for redistribution policies. 

Religion becomes a force that legitimises and perpetuates inequality (Solt et al. 2011). 

Lastly, theories of social capital often examine the role of religion in creating social 

capital, affecting volunteering or creating generalised trust (Paxton 2007; Putnam 1993; 

Ruiter and de Graaf 2006). Inequality is often shown to be detrimental to the creation of 

social capital – if we define social capital to be “generalised trust” (Bjornskov 2007; Uslaner 

and Brown 2005). Nonetheless, if one takes a relational view of social capital – the 

opportunity to mobilise contacts in order to obtain resources or information (Brunie 2009) – 

then there are good reasons to believe that religion is able to facilitate exchanges along 

informal ties.  

As we will show, religion’s function is viewed differently in equal and unequal 

societies, whereby in the latter the view that religion has a social (networking) value 

dominates. It is these societies that are able to create a national religious context that will 

ensure the transmission of religious beliefs relatively independent from parental socialisation 

efforts. We will now briefly review these different approaches and derive testable hypotheses. 
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2.2.2 Modernisation and religious beliefs 

From a modernisation perspective, two arguments can be brought forward, concerning why 

religious beliefs should decrease with higher modernisation levels, as well as why the effects 

of religious socialisation should become more important. The first argument stems from a 

classical secularisation perspective (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1966; 1969; Bruce 

2002; Weber 2006b). Modernisation will lead to a stronger division of labour and generally a 

stronger functional differentiation in all sub-systems of society. From this point of view, 

“traditional” societies are imagined as having low levels of functional differentiation, 

whereby many societal systems, e.g. law, economics, politics, science, social welfare are all 

strongly intertwined. Religion provides the guiding and legitimising principles to all sub-

systems of society. As these sub-systems differentiate, religion loses its overarching 

legitimising force, and as individual social roles differentiate as well, no overarching “sacred 

canopy” can be upheld anymore. The result is a relativisation of religion, and ultimately, 

secularisation. 

The second argument can be derived from a deprivation perspective, most 

prominently represented by Norris & Inglehart’s “existential security hypothesis” (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004). The demand for religious value systems is determined by the levels of 

experienced “existential security” in the respondents’ formative years or current life situation: 

“Individuals experiencing stress have the need for rigid, predictable rules” (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004: 19). Thus societies that cannot provide their citizens with a minimal level of 

existential security are also societies where the demand for religious values seems to be 

highest. Individuals use religious values and belief systems as a mean to cope with fear and 

uncertainty: “This belief [religious belief, the authors] reduces stress, enabling people to shut 

out anxiety and focus on coping with their immediate problems” (ibid.). Norris & Inglehart 

find a wide array of evidence for the secularising effects of improved living conditions on 
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several indicators (religious beliefs, behaviours and related attitudes) that they examine. A 

respectable amount of studies has found important effects of economic development or 

welfare spending on religious beliefs (Gill and Lundsgaarde 2004; Gruber 2004; Hungerman 

2005; Scheve and Stasavage 2006b).  

Norris and Inglehart’s reasoning seems to be clearly psychological: religion provides 

comfort and inner peace, and therefore it flourishes under insecure circumstances. In the field 

of political economy, the same argument has been applied to argue that because of this 

“psychological insurance mechanism” the demand for social insurance programmes is also 

lower (cf. Scheve and Stasavage 2006b). A wide range of work in the field of psychology has 

confirmed these effects experimentally (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005; Fincher and Thornhill 

2012; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, and Perez 1998). We will come back to this point and 

review further work in the field of political economy in our discussion about the expected 

effects of income inequality on religious beliefs and socialisation effects.  

From the classical as well as from the existential security framework follows that 

religious socialisation will be more costly as societies modernise. The “sacred canopy” that 

provided religious legitimisation and socialisation outside of the family will be eroded 

through functional differentiation. Moreover, as living conditions improve, the psychological 

need for religion decreases, and the role of religious socialisation within the family becomes 

stronger. We derive the following hypothesis: 

H4.  Higher economic development will increase the impact of religious socialisation within the 

immediate family context. Therefore we expect a positive interaction effect of GDP per capita and 

parental religious attendance on individuals’ religious beliefs. 

Ex-Socialist societies provide a good testing ground for our hypothesis that the transmission 

of religious beliefs outside of the family strongly depends on the social context. Almost all 

Socialist societies experienced policies that aimed at the complete abolition of religion, 

following the framework of “scientific atheism”. As a wide variety of work in various 
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disciplines shows, this process of “politically forced secularisation” (Meulemann 2004: 49) 

has been fairly successful (Borowik 1997; Müller and Neundorf 2012; Nielsen 1991; Tomka 

1994). The Churches were forced to give up the roles which they traditionally played in 

public education and social welfare, and religious organisations were monitored or prohibited 

(Froese 2004b). Moreover, policies of state-supplied childcare and increased female labour 

participation eroded traditional family structures that are seen as the main vehicles of 

religious socialisation (Myers 1996). We therefore hypothesise that the transmission of 

religious beliefs in ex-Socialist societies was very costly and depended strongly upon the 

effort that parents were willing to undertake: 

H5.  Ex-Socialist societies suffered from a massive de-establishment of religious institutions and 

religious social capital. Hence we expect an increased impact of parental religious attendance on 

individuals’ religious beliefs in ex-Socialist societies. 

2.2.3 Religious pluralism. Erosion of sacred canopies or socialisation 

through religious clubs? 

The effect of religious pluralism on religious beliefs and religious vitality has been debated 

strongly within recent years (Bruce 1993; Bruce 2002; Stark 1999; Stark and Iannaccone 

1994). The classical secularisation framework (see above) would predict that an increase in 

religious diversity will undermine the plausibility structure of religion and hence lead to 

secularisation (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1966; Bruce 2002). However, the supply-

side framework of economics of religion would hold that religious beliefs are stable, and the 

supply of religious goods matters. As there is higher competition in religiously diverse 

societies, the supply and quality of religious goods should increase and we should observe an 

increase in religious vitality (Bruce 1993; Bruce 2002; Stark 1999; Stark and Bainbridge 

1996; Stark and Iannaccone 1994).  

However, Kelley and De Graaf’s (1997) findings showed an empirical inconsistency 

with regard to the supply-side predictions: religious beliefs of the non-churched in countries 
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with highly competitive religious markets (like the US or Northern Ireland) should be lower 

than the religious beliefs of the non-churched in religious monopolies because the religious 

preferences of all groups (and also the non-believers) are matched to a higher extent in 

competitive markets. Yet, Kelley and De Graaf found the exact opposite: people who were 

not raised religiously in religiously plural societies were more religious than their 

(presumably unsatisfied) counterparts in religious monopoly societies (Kelley & de Graaf 

1997: 646). Their explanation is the stronger density of religious networks in these societies 

(see discussion of the network effect above), but they did not test the effect of religious 

pluralism directly. 

We suggest that there are good reasons to believe that religious socialisation outside 

of the family context will be more efficient in religiously plural countries. Firstly, Bruce 

(2002: 204) has pointed out that religious pluralism usually provides opportunities for the 

creation of religious sub-cultures. Another case apart from the US would be the Netherlands, 

were Protestants and Catholics each created systems of education and welfare organised in 

separate religious “pillars” (Dobbelaere, Billiet, and Creyf 1978). Even though religious 

socialisation within the family might be small, religious sub-cultures can be effective 

socialisation agents for the least religious of a particular group. An explanation has been 

given by Iannaccone and Berman (Berman 2009; Iannaccone 1992; Iannaccone and Berman 

2006), who applied the idea of economic clubs to small religious groups and sects. Religious 

groups should not only be seen as providers of religious goods, but also as a source of social 

capital and providers of social welfare. However, the access to the social goods and resources 

that religious clubs provide comes with a caveat. In order to shut out free-riders and increase 

monitoring within the club, would-be members have to make a sacrifice in the form of 

credible religious signals, which could be the adherence to strict religious norms, or particular 

customs, such as dress codes or dietary laws. As religiously plural societies offer more 
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opportunities for religious clubs and subcultures, it is not unreasonable to assume that the 

costs of religious socialisation might be reduced. 

Regarding the effects of religious pluralism on the effects of religious socialisation, 

we can derive two hypotheses. Firstly, according to classical secularisation theory, an 

increase of religious pluralism will increase the costs of socialisation for parents because they 

have to put more effort into shielding their children from competing religious worldviews. 

Our diversity-erosion hypothesis therefore reads: 

H6.  The more diverse the national religious context the stronger the impact of parental religious 

attendance on an individual’s religiosity.  

However, as the discussion of economic clubs and religious sub-cultures shows, higher 

pluralism societies are expected to create space for religious groups that are organised as 

clubs. Within these clubs, religious socialisation outside of the family is expected to be very 

effective. Hence we formulate H7, the religious club good hypothesis: 

H7.  The more diverse the national religious context, the smaller the impact of parental religious 

attendance on an individual’s religiosity.  

2.2.4 Inequality and religious beliefs – deprivation or the ‘social value of 

religion’? 

The last part of our theoretical discussion will be devoted to income inequality, the value of 

social capital under these conditions, and the role that religion might play as a source of 

social capital. As mentioned above, we can divide the reasoning about the effects of income 

inequality on religious beliefs broadly into two strands: the deprivation approach or various 

frameworks in the field of political economy. The latter mostly rest on the assumption that 

religion fulfills a function that is complementary to the rational political interests of particular 

groups in a society. We think that both approaches have their appeal. But we would like to 

suggest an explanation that is complementary to the other perspectives: the role that religion 

plays as a form of social capital.  
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From the perspective of Norris and Inglehart’s “existential security” hypothesis, 

income inequality in a society can be seen as a major source of material and psychological 

insecurity (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 14, 19). Because unequal societies are, most of the 

time, also societies where social welfare systems deliver only rudimentary services and where 

individual risks are not universally covered by a safety net, the individual responsibility to 

insure oneself against risk is high. This induces stress and – if we allow religion to act mainly 

as a psychological coping mechanism – religious values help people to deal with their life 

situation, by making it possible to focus on the reduction of risk. Scheve and Stasavage 

(2006b) argue in a similar manner by theorising that religion psychologically decreases the 

need for social insurance policies. 

Recent work in the field of political economy suggests that being religious can be 

worthwhile even if the main gain is not spiritual (or psychological) but monetary. Huber and 

Stanig (2007) have developed a theoretical model that shows that the religious poor and the 

richer strata of society can have monetary incentives to make sure that welfare spending is 

allocated via religious channels so that the secular poor are excluded from further welfare 

gains. Gill and Lundsgaarde (2004) find that welfare spending reduces religiosity, because 

religious groups become less important as welfare providers. Glaeser et al. (2005) show that 

there can also be other strategic incentives for parties to polarise along religious lines. A very 

recent paper by Solt et al. (2011) has cast particular doubt on the deprivation approach. The 

authors show that in unequal societies all strata of society are more religious. If deprivation 

theory would be true, then we would expect that higher income strata in more unequal 

societies should be less religious than poorer strata because they should be relatively less 

deprived. 

Based on these findings, we are able to formulate hypotheses about the general effects 

of income inequality on religious beliefs. Higher inequality firstly will lead to higher levels of 
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deprivation and hence increase the demand for religion (Norris and Inglehart 2004). But as 

our review shows, there are multiple other explanations for why inequality should increase 

demand. It could be that religion becomes a source of welfare (Gill and Lundsgarde 2004), or 

political actors act strategically and manipulate religious sentiments for personal welfare 

gains (Glaeser et al. 2005; Solt et al. 2011). In any case, we predict that inequality raises the 

demand for religion. Moreover, as long as inequality persists, new generations will 

experience insecurity and develop a need for religion independently from the religiosity of 

their parents. 

H8.1. The higher the income inequality in a society, the stronger religious beliefs will be. 

H8.2. The higher the income inequality in a society, the smaller the effect of parents’ religious 

attendance on religious beliefs will be. 

If religious belief mainly acts as a form of psychological coping mechanism, as Norris and 

Inglehart (2004) claim, then we should find that in unequal societies there should be a 

widespread belief that religion serves as a means to gain inner peace and comfort (‘individual 

value of religion’). Insofar as this is a widely shared norm, we would expect that it would be 

transmitted to everyone, also outside of the family context. It could therefore act as a vehicle 

to reduce parental socialisation effects: 

H9.1.  Contextual socialisation will be particularly effective in societies with a shared norm of 

religion reflecting that religion provides comfort and inner peace, which we label as the ‘individual 

value of religion’. Hence in societies in which this view on religion dominates we will observe a 

decreased effect of parental religious attendance on an individual’s religious beliefs. 

And, secondly, if the psychological coping motive is the dominant value that is transmitted to 

individuals outside of the family context, we should find that the effect of national religiosity 

should be explained by this. It should turn out to be non-significant after controlling for 

aggregated beliefs about the individual value of religion: 
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H9.2. The negative interaction effect of national religious context and parental religious attendance 

on individuals’ religious beliefs is explained by a shared norm of religion as a means to gain comfort 

and inner peace (individual value of religion). 

But one could very well imagine that the main reason to be religious is not because 

religion provides peace and comfort in the face of existential insecurity, but rather because 

religion acts as a form of social capital, or at least facilitates informal exchanges. In the view 

of Putnam (Putnam 1993: 107) “Organised religion [...] is an alternative to the civic 

community, not a part of it.” This is certainly true, if one defines social capital in Putnam’s 

terms: “features of social organisation such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate 

coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam 1995: 67). Religion is not 

necessarily a source of generalised trust, rather the opposite. We think that religion helps to 

foster cooperation not among strangers, but among particular others – members of the 

extended family, friends and colleagues (Rose 2000: 149).10 

Our idea is that unequal societies rely heavily on the access to material resources or 

information via informal networks.11 Thus we would categorise it as a form of “relational 

social capital”, as this has been done before by Berman (1997), Krishna (2000) and Brunie 

(2009).12 According to Brunie (2009: 253) “[Relational] social capital is fundamentally the 

ability of actors to mobilise their social contacts in order to obtain valued resources. In this 

sense, relational social capital is tied to networks of actors, whether they are individuals, 

groups or organisations.” Membership of religious organisations will often allow access to 

co-religionists with desirable information or resources, as has been shown by Wuthnow 

(2002) for the case of America. Other work has stressed this networking value of religion as 

                                                 
10 Rose’s definition of a social network that is informal in nature is: “face-to-face relationships between a 
limited number of individuals who know each other and are bound together by friendship, or propinquity.” 
(Rose 2000: 149). 
11 This hypothesis needs empirical verification on its own. We will formulate it as a hypothesis further below 
and present empirical evidence in the last part of our paper. 
12 You and Khagram (2005) report that higher levels of inequality are robustly related to higher levels of 
corruption and various forms of “petty corruption” are generally viewed as legitimate. This observation supports 
the idea that informal ties become more important in more unequal societies. 
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well (Maselko, Hughes, and Cheney 2011; Sacerdote and Glaeser 2001; Stroope 2011; 

Traunmuller 2009).   

From all these findings it follows that in countries with very small parental 

socialisation effects a particular group norm is transmitted to everyone in the larger societal 

context: the norm that religion has an important social value and that it is useful in order to 

make friends and meet “the right people”. Therefore, in societies in which most people think 

of religion as having a particular networking value, religious beliefs should be easily 

socialised outside of the family context: 

H10.1.  Contextual socialisation will be particularly effective in societies with a shared norm of 

religion reflecting that religion serves as a means to meet the right people and make friends, which we 

label as the ‘social value of religion’. Hence in societies in which this view on religion dominates we 

will observe a decreased effect of parental religious attendance on an individual’s religious beliefs. 

Moreover, the effect of national religiosity on parental socialisation effects should be 

explained by the existence of this norm of a ‘social value of religion’: 

H10.2. The negative interaction-effect of national religious context and parental religious attendance 

on individuals’ religious beliefs is explained by a shared norm of religion as a source of social capital 

(social value of religion). 

We suggested above that social networks and informal ties play a significant role in 

societies with non-functioning institutions and under conditions of poverty (Narayan 2002; 

Rose, Mishler, and Haerpfer 1997; Rose 2000). Inequality raises the value of relational social 

capital because it can be used in order to gain access to resources that are not available 

otherwise.13 Moreover, because religion serves as a device of social control, monitoring and 

the signalling of trustworthiness (Berman 2009; Norenzayan and Shariff 2008; Stroope 

2011), there is a possibility that under conditions of high inequality and a shared norm of 

religion as a social value, the adoption of religious beliefs reflects reputational concerns. In 

their encompassing review on religion and pro-sociality Norenzayan and Shariff (2008) find 

                                                 
13 Please note that we are not testing this hypothesis in the main part of this paper. Additional analyses (see 
Appendices A1.6 and A1.7) show that this positive correlation indeed exists. 
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that religious pro-social behaviour is rarely driven by purely altruistic motives: “Studies 

repeatedly indicate that the association between conventional religiosity and pro-sociality 

occurs primarily when a reputation-related egoistic motivation has been activated.” 

(Norenzayan and Shariff 2008: 59). Moreover, religious persons are evaluated to be more 

trustworthy (ibid.: 60), especially if they engage in costly religious signalling (see also 

Berman 2009).  

One might infer from this that it pays to be religious, or at least display religiousness, 

especially if one is dependent on the goodwill, resources and information of other people, 

which is the case under insecure or very unequal conditions. We suggest that socialisation 

effects in religious beliefs are caused by levels of inequality and mediated through the group 

norm of the social value of religion. 

H10.3. The value of informal ties and relational social capital is increased under high levels of social 

inequality. The group norm of religion as a social value serves as a mediator between inequality and 

socialisation effects. 

While our paper is mainly concerned with the processes that influence religious beliefs, our 

larger explanatory narrative regards religion as a source or facilitator of social capital. It is 

reasonable to assume that the hypothesised effects should also hold if one looks at religious 

attendance as a behavioural outcome. Ultimately, if people want to make use of social ties or 

send signals of religious commitment, they have to do so in real interactions. We have 

conducted the same analyses with weekly religious attendance as outcome variable. 

However, an in-depth discussion of these models cannot be included, mainly due to space 

restrictions and because this paper is focused on the explanation of religious beliefs. Where 

necessary, we will compare the results from both analyses. The full results of the analyses of 

religious attendance can be found in Appendix A1.5, where they are also discussed further. 
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2.3 Data and operationalisation  

Similar to Kelley and De Graaf (1997) we use the 1991 data from the "Religion" module of 

the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) and extend it with the 1998 and 2008 

surveys (ISSP Research Group 1991; 1998; 2008). By this we increase the number of 

countries from 15 to 41 and for 27 countries we have more than one cross-sectional wave. 

However, we limit our sample to countries with a predominantly monotheistic religious 

culture as our belief measurement is clearly biased towards classical monotheistic beliefs (see 

below). Every module contains exactly the same questions, answer categories, and 

sequencing for all countries surveyed. The samples are all large, representative national 

samples of adults. In total we have 105,087 individual cases with non-missing data on all 

relevant variables.14 The hypotheses regarding the individual and social value of religion will 

only be tested in the 2008 sample because the variables are only included there (N = 44,968). 

The information about the individual or social value that people ascribe to religion has not 

been asked in all countries of the 2008 sample. Therefore our 2008 sample is restricted to 37 

countries. 

Religious belief  

Except for minor changes, we use the same religious belief scale which was used in Kelley 

and De Graaf’s 1997 paper and which conceptually and empirically resembles standard 

religious orthodoxy scales used in previous research (van der Slik, de Graaf, and Peters 

1994). It measures belief in a supernatural being who is concerned with each individual 

human personally (Table 2.1).15 We are aware that this conception of religious beliefs is built 

on a very monotheistic (or even Christian) understanding. While most adherents of Eastern 

religions (such as Hinduism, Buddhism or Taoism) would readily locate themselves on this 

                                                 
14 See Table A-1.2.1 in the appendix for the included countries. 
15 Additional analyses have been performed with weekly religious attendance as the binary outcome variable. 
Please see Appendix A1.5 for further description and discussion. 
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scale, we were not certain that our measurement would yield valid results. Therefore we 

decided to only include those countries in our analysis which are easily identifiable as 

belonging to traditional monotheistic religious traditions (Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, 

Orthodox Christianity, Islam, and Judaism). Within those societies we did not exclude 

believers of other faiths, but statistically controlled for their religious identification using 

dummy variables. The only item which had to be omitted in this study but which had been 

included before is the question on the respondent’s feeling of closeness to God. It was not 

asked in the ISSP 1998 and 2008.  

The distribution of respondents in the different belief categories in our pooled sample 

resembles very much the distribution which had been observed in the 1997 paper. 11 percent 

do not believe in God, 9 percent are agnostic, 15 percent believe not in a personal God but in 

a higher power of some kind, 9 percent believe in God some of the time but not at other 

times, 17 percent believe but have some doubts, and 39 percent believe in God and have no 

doubts (Table 2.1, item 1).  

We score these answers conveniently in equal intervals, from a low of 0 (‘do not 

believe in God’) to a high of 100 ("believe and have no doubts"). Using our scoring, belief in 

God averages 66 points out of 100, with a standard deviation of 35. The answers to the 

question which focuses on stability of belief over time average 73 points (question 2) and 

degrees of belief in a God who concerns himself with every person (question 4) average 55 

points. These three items are highly correlated in all 41 nations, suggesting that they all 

measure a single underlying factor. In the pooled sample, inter-item correlations average .73 

with a scale reliability (alpha) of .89. We have not used any of the corrected values of alpha 

(see Hancock 2006), as we perform a multi-group analysis as a stronger test.16 Factor 

                                                 
16 See Appendix A1.1. 
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loadings17 average .91 in the pooled analysis, with equally high figures in separate analyses 

for each country. However, in order to ensure comparability over all 41 countries, we have 

performed a Multiple Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MGCFA, see Appendix A1.1). 

The results confirm that all factor loadings of the scale items achieve partial invariance 

across countries and time points. This is sufficient to establish equal meaning over time and 

countries (Byrne, Shavelson, and Muthén 1989). 

                                                 
17 We used Principal Component Factor Analysis, Varimax rotation. All respondents with non-missing values 
on the scale items were included; the analysis was performed with Stata, version 11. 
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Table 2.1: Percentage Distribution of Responses to Questions about Religious Beliefs: Pooled Data for 41 
Nations; ISSP 1991, 1998, 2008. 

Questionnaire Item 
Percent Scoring 

   
Please indicate which statement below comes closest to expressing what you 
believe about God. (Degree of Belief) 

  

I don’t believe in God. 11 0 
I don't know whether there is a God and I don't believe there is any way to find 
out. 9 20 

I don't believe in a personal God, but I do believe in a higher power of some kind 15 40 
I find myself believing in God some of the time, but not at others. 9 60 
While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God 17 80 
I know God really exists and I have no doubts about it. 39 100 
   

Number of cases 104,133 
Mean 65.63 
Standardised Loading on factor 1 .90 
   
Which best describes your beliefs about God? (Belief Timing)    

I don’t believe in God now and I never have 17 0 
I don’t believe in God now, but I used to 11 33 
I believe in God now, but I didn’t used to 8 67 
I believe in God now and I always have 64 100 
   
Number of cases 85, 104 
Mean 73.25 
Standardised Loading on factor 1 .87 
  

There is a God who concerns Himself with every human being, personally. (God Cares) 
Strongly agree 23 100 
Agree 26 75 
Neither agree nor disagree 17 50 
Disagree 17 25 
Strongly disagree 17 0 
   
Number of cases 85, 104 
Mean 55.00 
Standardised Loading on factor 1 .77 

Our religious orthodoxy scale is the average of answers to the three questions in Table 2.1. 

Respondents who answered some but not all questions are assigned the average of the 

questions they did answer. Those who failed to answer any of the questions (1 percent) are 

omitted from the analysis.  
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Figure 2.1 provides an overview of the cross-national distribution of religious beliefs 

in our sample. It will make the interpretation of our model predictions a lot easier, by giving 

some context on whether a certain level of religious beliefs can be considered unusually high 

or low. 
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Figure 2.1: Distribution of religious beliefs across countries. 

As the figure shows, Canada (belief-score = ca. 65) can be considered an averagely religious 

country. In this middle part of the distribution we also find Spain, Australia and West 

Germany. The top of the distribution (belief-scores ≥ 75) is dominated by countries like 

Turkey, the Philippines and various Latin American societies. However, we also find the 

USA, Ireland and Poland among the highly religious societies. The weakly religious countries 

in our sample are the Eastern European societies, as well as the Scandinavian countries 

(belief scores in the range of 40-50). East Germany stands out as the least religious country in 

our sample, only scoring 26 points on our religious belief scale. 

Parents’ religious attendance  
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We measure the religious socialisation that every respondent has received by a proxy, due to 

lack of any better measurements. Our proxy is the respondent’s mother’s and father’s 

religious attendance when the respondent was 11 or 12 years old. The underlying idea is that 

persons that show a high public observance of religious rites will also teach their children 

about the contents of their religious beliefs and make sure that children grow up in a religious 

framework (cf. Kelley and de Graaf 1997: 640). There are at least two valid criticisms against 

the use of this measure.  

Firstly, we include persons in our analysis who have been raised in religious traditions 

where the attendance of religious services has not a significant meaning as it does in 

(Catholic) Christianity. However, in most religious traditions considered in our sample, 

public observance of religious rites is common and could be considered a measurement of 

strength of religious identification (such as festivals or shrine visits in Buddhism and 

Shintoism in Japan and Korea or Buddhism and Taoism in Taiwan). Please bear in mind that 

after the exclusion of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, only 1% of respondents in our sample 

belong to these Eastern religious traditions. We therefore assume the potential bias to be 

small. 

The second valid criticism is that even within monotheistic religious traditions the 

attendance of religious services has fundamentally different meanings. As such, mass 

attendance in Roman Catholicism was obligatory and non-attendance considered a grave sin 

up to the second Vatican Council. Since then, the devotion to the Eucharist has been 

emphasised more strongly (Martin 2005: 119). Religious attendance is considered less 

important in Protestantism, and the observance of the salat (five daily prayers) in Islam 

would be more indicative of the religiosity of a Muslim believer. We answer this criticism by 

pointing out that, in an earlier version of this paper, we considered all the effects for 

Catholics and Protestants separately. While there are differences in the effects between those 
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two groups, it became clear that there is a strong variance within the group of Catholic 

countries that are not explainable by doctrinal but rather structural differences.18 Secondly, 

with regard to a bias that could occur regarding other religious traditions, we resort to 

empirical observation: in all our countries in our sample we find that higher religious 

attendance of the parents is associated with stronger religious beliefs of the respondents – this 

also holds for the only Muslim country in our sample (Turkey).  

Because we are interested in the overall effect of the family, we average mother’s and 

father’s religious attendance. If data were available for only one parent, we used that. 

Mother’s and father’s religious attendance are highly correlated (r = .78 in the pooled 

sample), and have similar correlations with other variables (results available on request). 

Parents’ religious attendance is recoded according to the following scale: 

Secular (l) Parents never attend church, or have no religion;  

(2) Parents attend about once a year;  

(3) Parents attend several times a year up to once a month;  

(4) Parents attend several times a month up to almost every week; and  

Devout  (5) Parents attend every week or more often.  

Denomination that the respondent was raised in 

In order to account for the differences in religious beliefs that exist between different 

religious traditions, we include a measure of the religious tradition that the respondent has 

been raised in. This information is available for almost every country in the sample, with the 

exception of Ireland and Poland 1991. We followed Smith et al.’s example (Smith, Sawkins, 

and Seaman 1998) and imputed this variable from the information that we had about the 

mother’s denomination. 

As Table A-1.1 (see appendix) shows, the set of countries in our sample is quite 

diverse. However, most of the countries included have Christian majority populations. 

                                                 
18 We are happy to make these results available as well. 
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Exceptions are Israel and Turkey.19 The MGCFA performed in Appendix A1.1 confirms that 

our religious belief measure, although formulated from a rather Christian point of view, 

seems to be comparable even in non-Christian societies. We therefore decided to keep these 

countries in our dataset.  

We used a simplified categorisation of the respondent’s religious denomination that 

comprises 6 categories: 1 – Catholic, 2 – Protestant, 3 – Orthodox Christian, 4 – Muslim, 5 – 

other, 6 – none. The exact coding of the various denominations can be obtained from the 

authors upon request. The denomination information is included as a dummy variable for 

each category. 

Individual and social value of religion 

We measure the function that individuals and societies ascribe to religion, or whether a more 

individual or social value is attached to it by the following items. Unfortunately, this was 

only asked in the 2008 wave of the ISSP, and not in all countries that would theoretically be 

included in the sample. Two questions gauge the “individual value of religion”: 

1. “Do you agree or disagree that practising a religion helps people to find inner peace and 

happiness?” 

2. “Do you agree or disagree that practising a religion helps people to gain comfort in times of 

trouble or sorrow?” 

Two further questions were asked, which can be interpreted as the “social value” that people 

attach to religion: 

3. “Do you agree or disagree that practising a religion helps people to make friends?” 

4. “Do you agree or disagree that practising a religion helps people to meet the right kind of 

people?” 

The response scales for all items ranged from 1 –“Strongly agree” to 5 – “Strongly disagree”. 

The answers have been recoded so that higher values indicate support of the respective item. 

                                                 
19 In the survey waves 1991 and 1998, Israel was only considered one country case, while in the 2008 sample 
Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs were counted as different regional cases. We regarded both groups as part of one 
country in line with the previous two waves. 
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A factor analysis (Principle Component Factor Analysis, Varimax rotation) gives a two-factor 

solution, with items 1 and 2 loading on factor one and items 3 and 4 loading on factor 2.20 We 

created two scales that measure the constructs as a simple average of the answers given for 

each item. The scale “individual value of religion” has a Cronbach’s α of .81, the scale ‘social 

value of religion’ has an α of .79. 

To clarify the use of these two scales, please bear the following in mind: the 

“individual value of religion” is meant to reflect the idea that people regard religion as an 

important psychological resource that helps individuals to cope in difficult life situations. The 

“social value of religion” reflects the idea that religion serves as a means to bring like-minded 

people together and create a community. The “social value” of religion does not serve as a 

direct measurement of relational social capital, but it can be considered a proxy measurement 

for the strong reliance on relational social capital. We performed additional correlational 

analyses (see appendices A1.6 and A1.7) that confirm a positive relationship between the 

group norm of a “social value of religion” and the actual utilisation of relational social 

capital.21  

We are interested in the effects of the shared norm that people hold about the function 

of religion – relational social capital only exists in a network of people. Therefore we took 

the country averages of each scale, which will be our independent variables of interest.22 

National religiosity 

We measure the religious environment at the time of the respondent’s upbringing in the same 

fashion as Kelley and de Graaf (1997). Thus we take the religiosity of other people in a 

nation as an indicator for the density of religious networks that determines individuals’ 

                                                 
20 Results are available on request. 
21 These analyses also show the expected positive correlation of inequality and indicators of relational social 
capital. 
22 Additional analyses also include the variables as statistical controls on the individual level (see Appendix 
A1.4). The reasoning behind this is that individual motives to hold strong religious beliefs might be different 
from the country-level effect of the shared norm. 
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chances to meet religious or secular friends, teachers and spouses. Our measure is an 

unweighted average of the parental religious attendance in the nation as a whole. The scale 

can therefore be interpreted analogously to the individual level measurement of parental 

religious attendance. 

Religious pluralism 

Religious pluralism is measured by the Religious Fractionalisation Index (1-Herfindahl 

Index) and is taken from Alesina et al. (2003). It ranges from 0 to 1, whereby values close to 

0 characterise low and values close to 1 characterise high religious diversity.23  

The use of the Herfindahl Index has been criticised strongly (Voas, Crockett, and 

Olson 2002). However, we think that the conditions that Voas et al. give in order for a purely 

mathematical correlation to occur do not hold here. The artificial correlations of the index 

occur if the outcome variable of interest (i.e. religious attendance or membership) is 

measured relative to the total population, such as usually found when analysing attendance 

rates on a macro-level. However, in those cases where the outcome measure does not have 

the total population as its base, the index does not pose a problem: “We emphasise that the 

methodological problems identified below do not apply to a small number of investigations in 

which the dependent variable, participation, is measured relative to some base other than the 

total population” (Voas et al. 2002: 215). In this study we are concerned with levels of 

religious beliefs, and our dependent variable is not measured as fraction or population shares. 

We therefore think that the use of the Herfindahl-Index is permissible.24 

                                                 
23 Please note that Alesina et al. also include the non-religious as a group for the calculation of their index (in 
some countries these make up an enormous share of the population, i.e. 72% in Russia at beginning of the 
1990s). 
24 The authors considered an alternative measurement of religious diversity: the standard deviation of the belief 
measurement in every country. This would reflect “doctrinal diversity”. However, it was not clear whether this 
operationalisation would just reflect a “ceiling effect” of variation in countries with high religious beliefs. 
Therefore we kept the Herfindahl measure. The results of the models using the alternative measure were 
supportive of the “diversity erosion hypothesis” and are available upon request. 
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Income inequality 

Another crucial contextual variable is the level of income inequality in a country as measured 

by the Gini Index. It is an indicator of “existential security” and measures also the incentive 

that exists for people to make use of different forms of relational social capital. Scores range 

from 0 (absolute equality) to 1 (absolute inequality).25 A drawback is that the Gini Index is 

not as widely available as the GDP, and different income definitions make comparisons 

between or over time difficult. A solution to this problem has been suggested by Solt 

(2009b). Based on information from the UN World Income Inequality Database (UNU 

WIDER 2008) he created measurements for gross and net income inequality for a wide range 

of countries and time points using missing data algorithms. The information on net income 

inequality (after taxes and benefits) is used in this study to account for welfare state 

redistribution (Solt 2009a). We entered the respective degree of income inequality for a 

country in a given survey year (1991, 1998, 2008). 

Other contextual characteristics of nations  

Modernisation theory suggests that religious belief will decline as nations become more 

prosperous, educated, and modern (Bruce 2002; Norris and Inglehart 2004). To take these 

factors into account, we measure a nation’s level of development by its gross domestic 

product per capita (GDP p.c.) in 1987 (for the 1991 wave), 1994 and 2004 (for the 1998 and 

2008 waves respectively), at parity purchasing power (World Bank 2007). We divided the 

raw measurement by 1000 in order to make the interpretation of the models easier.  

In order to take the anti-religious policies that all of the ex-Socialist countries have 

experienced into account, we include a dummy variable coded 1 for formerly Communist 

nations and 0 otherwise.  

                                                 
25 The Gini Index has also been rescaled here to a range of 0-100. 
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Individual characteristics  

As individual level controls we include respondent’s age, to control for differences in age 

composition (Firebaugh and Harley 1991; Schwadel 2010). A well-known empirical 

observation is that women tend to be more religious than men (Benson, Donahue, and 

Erickson 1989) therefore we include respondent’s sex (coded 1 for women and 0 for men) in 

order to account for differences in sex composition. Lastly we control for education levels 

since higher education has been found to erode religious beliefs (Benson, Donahue, and 

Erickson 1989: 166-67; Sacerdote and Glaeser 2001). Education is measured in years of 

schooling as supplied in the ISSP data.26 The descriptive statistics of the variables used are 

shown in Table 2.2. Note that all continuous variables have been centred around their grand 

mean in order to facilitate interpretation (Snijders and Bosker 2011).  

We use multilevel analysis for all the tests of our hypotheses (Rabe-Hesketh and 

Skrondal 2005; Snijders and Bosker 2011). The major advantage of multilevel analysis in this 

case is the ability to model the unexplained variance in levels of religious beliefs as well in 

the effect of parents’ religious attendance across societies. We are therefore able to estimate 

why populations in different countries differ in the strength of their beliefs (i.e. because of 

structural country characteristics or because of different compositions of countries regarding 

individual characteristics). Likewise, the introduction of cross-level interactions allows us to 

explain why in some countries socialisation through the parents matters more in some 

countries than in others. Since the data were collected over a range of 17 years, we specified 

our models as “cross-classified” multilevel models and included a third level for survey 

waves (Snijders and Bosker 2011). We are therefore controlling for possible period effects 

and explicitly model unexplained variance between survey waves. 

 

                                                 
26 Unfortunately the education variable was not available for Northern Ireland in 1998 and 2008. The NIR 
sample from these survey waves is therefore not included. 
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Table 2.2: Descriptive statistics of variables in the sample. 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

Country level      

GDP per capita/1000 105,087 17.48 9.40 1.42 42.24 
Ex-Socialist country (no = ref.) 105,087 0.28 0.45 0.00 1.00 
National devoutness 105,087 3.08 0.77 1.46 4.70 
Religious fractionalisation 105,087 0.47 0.22 0.00 0.86 
Gini Index 105,087 32.46 7.94 22.28 60.61 
Individual value of religion 
(avg.) 44,968 4.05 0.22 3.59 4.65 
Social value of religion (avg.) 44,968 3.48 0.36 2.88 4.41 
Year of survey       
   1991 105,087 0.22 0.42 0.00 1.00 
   1998 105,087 0.31 0.46 0.00 1.00 
   2008 105,087 0.46 0.50 0.00 1.00 

Individual level      

Religious belief  105,087 63.81 33.34 0.00 100.00 

Parents’ rel. attendance at resp. 
age 12 105,087 3.09 1.50 1.00 5.00 
Sex (female) 105,087 0.54 0.50 0.00 1.00 
Age 105,087 46.08 16.74 16.00 98.00 
Education (years) 105,087 11.53 3.81 0.00 19.00 
Religion resp. was raised in       
   Catholic 105,087 0.47 0.50 0.00 1.00 
   Protestant 105,087 0.26 0.44 0.00 1.00 
   Orthodox 105,087 0.04 0.21 0.00 1.00 
   Muslim 105,087 0.02 0.15 0.00 1.00 
   Other  105,087 0.05 0.23 0.00 1.00 
   None 105,087 0.47 0.50 0.00 1.00 

Note: The variables “individual value of religion” and “social value of religion” are only 
included in the 2008 sample. The descriptive statistics for the 2008 sample are listed 
separately in the appendix (Table A-1.4.1). 
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2.4 Results 

2.4.1 Socialisation effects and cohort/age changes in religiosity 

Research conducted so far has satisfactorily shown that the national religious context plays a 

crucial role in shaping religious beliefs and related moral attitudes. Someone’s membership 

of a certain religion and the strength of religious beliefs are therefore only rarely outcomes of 

free individual choice, but depend strongly on the socialisation received within the family and 

the larger social context. While this is an important finding on its own, we would like to 

justify our motivation of the examination of the effects of parental socialisation on religious 

beliefs further. 

As explained above, our interpretation of the different socialisation effects observed is 

that they indicate societies’ ability to provide a context which provides socialisation outside 

of the family or structures individuals’ opportunities in such a way that being religious (or at 

least conforming to religious norms) becomes a “natural” choice. There exist conditions 

under which individuals will hold strong religious beliefs – no matter whether their own 

parents were strong church attenders or invested a lot in their religious upbringing.  

The implications of this phenomenon are far-reaching. If individuals’ religious beliefs 

are strongly dependent on the socialisation that has been received within the family, the 

transmission of beliefs to the next generation becomes more fragile and harder to implement. 

It fails if parents are not able or willing to pay the costs that are related to this. If, however, 

the whole society provides a context that is favorable to religion, the intergenerational 

transmission of religious beliefs becomes relatively easy. Parents do not have to invest a lot 

in order to ensure that their children become religious – society will do the job. Therefore, we 

can expect that societies in which we observe only small effects of parental socialisation on 

religious beliefs are least likely to secularise. But if we observe strong socialisation effects, 

this can be taken as an indicator that a society is already strongly secularised or in the process 
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of secularisation. To make this point even stronger: if we are able to explain why parental 

socialisation effects in certain societies are small, we are also able to explain to a large extent 

why secularisation takes place or not. We therefore start by testing hypothesis H3, which 

predicts that societies in which the socialisation of religious beliefs depends strongly on the 

religiosity of the parents (large socialisation effects) will also show large cohort differences 

in religiosity.  

In order to test this hypothesis, we first have to determine the variation in socialisation 

effects across countries. We therefore estimated a multilevel model that only includes the 

individual level variables sex, education, the denomination that the respondent has been 

raised in, the respondent’s birth year and lastly the attendance of religious services on the part 

of the parents. For the attendance variable we included a random slope, so that the effect is 

allowed to vary across societies. Because we pooled data from different waves of the ISSP 

(1991, 1998, 2008), we specified a crossed random effect for survey years (cf. Snijders and 

Bosker 2011). Thus we assumed the countries to be nested in survey waves, whereby each 

country is allowed to be present in different survey waves. The results are shown in Table 

2.3, Model A. 



 

54 

 

Table 2.3: Multilevel models of religious beliefs. Effects of religious socialisation and birth year interaction. 

 Model A Model B Model C 
 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country level       

Country effect P. rel. att.   -3.14*** 0.46 -2.59*** 0.41 

Cross-level interactions       

C.eff. P. rel. att. X Birth year   -0.03*** -0.01 -0.02*** 0.01 
C.eff. P. rel. att. X B.year2   0.00*** 0.00 0.00*** 0.00 

Individual level        

Parents’ rel. att. att. 6.35*** 0.48   6.56*** 0.07 
Birth year -0.08*** 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.07 0.04 
Birth year2   0.00*** 0.00 0.00*** 0.00 

Constant 63.63*** 1.78 85.54*** 3.29 78.93*** 2.91 
       
Var. random intercept (countries) 136.78*** 76.09*** 58.46*** 
Var. random intercept (years) 10.46*** 9.78*** 8.84*** 
Residual variance 645.79*** 711.73*** 653.99*** 
Var. random slope P. rel. att. 9.72***   
Slope-Intercept covar. P. rel. att. -27.06***   
Var. random slope birth year  .01 .01 
Slope-Intercept cov. birth year  .06 .00 

N countries 41 41 41 
N individuals 105,087 105,087 105,087 
Deviance 978707.64 988860.16 979962.78 

Notes: Model A includes a random slope for P. rel. att. Models B and C include a random slope for birth year. All 
models include additional controls for sex, education and rel. denomination (not shown here). The full results can 
be found in the appendix (Table A-1.3.1). ‘Country effect P. Church’ is the fixed effect for P. Church in Model A + 
the predicted country residual of P. Church for each country.   The higher the value, the stronger religious beliefs 
depend on parental socialisation.-- + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001 

We observe that there is a negative effect of birth year on religious beliefs (β = -0.08, p ≤ 

.001), indicating that younger birth cohorts are overall less religious than older birth cohorts. 

The average effect of parents’ religious attendance is 6.35 (p ≤ .001). Therefore, on average, 

each category of parents’ higher religious attendance adds roughly 6 points to the religious 

beliefs of an individual. The variance component for the parents’ religious attendance effect 

is estimated to be 9.72 (1 S.D. = 3.12) across countries. This means that 95% of countries 

will have an effect of parents’ religious attendance that is in the range of 6.35±6.24 (±2 

standard deviations). Thus the effect of religious socialisation varies considerably across 

countries. In some countries, religious beliefs are increased by almost nothing for each 
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additional step in parents’ religious attendance (low country-specific socialisation effects); in 

some countries religious beliefs are increased by 12 points for each additional category (high 

country-specific socialisation effects). Figure 1 illustrates this cross-country variation of the 

socialisation effect on religious beliefs for the countries in our sample (averaged over all 

three survey waves). We predicted the country-level residuals (Empirical Bayes estimates) 

from Model A and added them to the fixed effect of parents’ religious attendance. These are 

the ‘country-specific socialisation effects’. 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12
Country effects of parental socialization

Dominican Republic
Philippines
Venezuela

South Africa
Chile

Turkey
Mexico

United States
Uruguay

Northern Ireland
Portugal
Ukraine
Canada
Bulgaria

Latvia
Spain

Russia
New Zealand

Cyprus
Australia

Great Britain
Italy

Austria
Switzerland

Poland
Belgium

Germany-West
Germany-East

Netherlands
Croatia

Israel Jews Arabs
Czech Republic

France
Hungary

Denmark
Ireland

Slovenia
Sweden

Slovak Republic
Norway
Finland

 
Figure 2.2: Effects of religious upbringing on religious beliefs in different societies. 

Countries in which we actually observe socialisation effects that are close to the predicted 

fixed effect of our model are the United Kingdom and Australia, but also, somewhat 

surprisingly, countries like Italy and Poland. We would expect socialisation effects to be 

considerably lower here, given the large and strongly religious parental generations in these 

countries. In the lower range of socialisation effects we find most Latin American societies, 
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but also Portugal and the USA. Religious socialisation in these societies could be 

characterised as fairly easy to implement, because individuals are religious independent of 

the amount of socialisation received from their parents. And, finally, the countries that show 

the highest parental socialisation effects are the Scandinavian and former Socialist countries 

(Finland, Norway, Slovakia, Sweden). Religious socialisation in these societies can be 

considered to be fairly costly, because it depends strongly on parental efforts. To our big 

surprise, we also find Ireland among the top-ranking countries. This is a very surprising 

outcome, because Ireland could be considered as one of the most religious societies in 

Western Europe. But the effect shown here points towards the fact that Ireland has 

experienced a strong and ongoing secularisation process since the 1970s (Norris and Inglehart 

2004: 87).27 

The empirical test of H3 is conducted in Models B and C. In order to confirm H3, we 

need to find a negative interaction between country-specific socialisation effects and birth 

year. We run these models without a random effect for parents’ religious attendance, because 

this effect is introduced as a country-level explanatory variable. However, we do include a 

random slope for respondent’s birth year, and therefore allow different birth year effects in 

each country. In order to model a non-linear birth year belief relationship, we also included a 

quadratic term for birth year in Models B and C.28 All explanatory variables are centred 

around their grand mean, except for the variable measuring the country specific socialisation 

effects – this takes the range of values shown in Figure 1, whereby a value of 0 can be 

considered to represent a society in which parental socialisation does not have any effect on 

religious beliefs. 

                                                 
27 Also, please keep in mind that the effects shown are averaged over all three survey waves. In the first survey 
wave, 1991, Ireland still shows a considerably smaller socialisation effect. 
28 This specification is often chosen in the analyses of age, period, cohort models using multilevel analysis. The 
quadratic term ensures that the APC effects are (mathematically) not linear dependent (Schwadel 2010). In our 
case, we have too few time periods to conduct a serious analysis. But the specification would be correct. 
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We are aware that we are not able to disentangle age, period and cohort effects using 

this method, since these variables are linearly dependent on each other (Firebaugh and Harley 

1991; Schwadel 2010). However, we believe that what we measure here are actually cohort 

effects. Any periodic shocks are controlled for by the inclusion of a random component for 

survey years. And if the effects found would really be age effects, surely it would still be 

surprising to find that in some countries there just does not seem to be any age effect at all 

(i.e. individuals becoming more religious as they age). 

Model B reveals the following. Firstly, those countries with very high socialisation 

effects have much lower levels of religious beliefs (main effect of country-specific 

socialisation effect = -3.14). But secondly, and more crucially, we do find that the negative 

effect of birth year is increased as the country-specific socialisation effect is increased 

(interaction of birth year and country-specific socialisation effect = -.03, p ≤ .001). The 

youngest birth cohorts in societies where religious socialisation is costly are much less 

religious than the older cohorts. But, in countries where religious socialisation is less costly, 

the younger and older birth cohorts do not differ as much.  

The main effect of birth year in Model B is 0 and not significant. This means that, for 

a country with a socialisation effect of 0 (no impact of parental socialisation), there is also no 

decline in religious beliefs over birth cohorts. Or at least it is safe to say that people in all age 

groups report the same levels of religious beliefs. These effects hold true while controlling 

for respondents’ sex, educational level or religious denomination. To add more credibility to 

our claim, we also controlled for parents’ religious attendance in Model C. We still observe a 

negative birth year X socialisation interaction, even for persons that received the same levels 

of religious socialisation. To illustrate these results, we plotted the conditional effect of 

country-specific socialisation effects on religious beliefs in Figure 2.3. All other explanatory 

variables are held at their mean. Thin dotted lines indicate the 95% confidence interval. 
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Figure 2.3: Conditional effect plots of the country-socialisation X birth year interaction. 

The left graph of Figure 2.3 shows the effects that are predicted for Model B (no control for 

individual religious socialisation). The right-hand panel shows the results from Model C 

(effects for persons with the same level of religious socialisation). The top line represents a 

country with a country-specific socialisation effect of 0 (a situation that is similar to most 

Latin American countries), the middle line is a case where the effect is set to 6 (the average 

socialisation effect, similar to a country like Italy), the bottom line shows a case with a very 

high socialisation effect of 12 (similar to most Scandinavian countries).  

We can see that those societies in which parental socialisation does not matter for 

religious beliefs also do not show any decline of religiosity over birth cohorts. However, the 

more religiosity depends on parental efforts, the stronger is the observed decline over cohorts. 

The effects are smaller if we look at persons with the same (average) level of religious 

socialisation. However, it is evident in both cases that countries in which society does not 

have a socialising effect on its own, we will observe a strong decline over birth cohorts. 

H3 can therefore be confirmed. We are confident that country-specific socialisation 

effects can be interpreted as indicators for societies’ capacity to socialise people into a 
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religious worldview independent from the efforts that parents undertake themselves. It is 

therefore important to explain which structural factors are responsible for this phenomenon. 

Kelley and de Graaf (1997) confirmed that the general level of religious beliefs in a society 

will create conditions under which persons will hold strong religious beliefs. The aim of the 

next section is to replicate their findings, but moreover to identify the structural conditions 

that are responsible for such a strong religious network. 

2.4.2 The role of the national religious context in explaining levels of 

religious beliefs and socialisation effects 

As we established in the last section, in order to understand secularisation processes in 

general, it is necessary to understand under which conditions religious beliefs are transmitted 

to the next generation, independent from any influence that parents exert on their children via 

religious socialisation. We will now try to replicate Kelley and de Graaf’s 1997 findings, 

which have been stated in hypotheses H1 and H2. Firstly, we would like to know if the 

aggregated level of religiosity in the parental generation exerts an independent effect on 

individual levels of beliefs (H1, significant main effect of national religiosity). Secondly, we 

are interested whether this density of religious networks decreases the effect of religious 

socialisation within the family (H2, interaction of national religiosity and parents’ religious 

attendance). For this purpose we estimated Model 1 in Table 2.4, which includes the 

following country-level controls: ex-Socialist society, GDP per capita, degree of religious 

pluralism. Our independent variables are the level of national religiosity as well as the Nat. 

Rel. X P. Church interaction. On the individual level we include statistical controls for 

respondent’s sex, education, age and religious denomination. Of course we also include the 

individual-level measurement for parents’ religious attendance. In all models that we will 
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discuss, all metric variables have been centred around their grand mean.29 The reported 

standard errors of the estimates are corrected for the clustering within countries (Huber-White 

Sandwich estimators).30 As before, we include a random slope for parents’ religious 

attendance and treat countries as cross-classified in survey years. Table 2.5 shows the 

variance components and measures of fit. 

We find that respondents in ex-Socialist societies are not less religious than 

respondents in other countries, after controlling for economic development and the degree of 

religiosity in the parental generation, as well as for the individual amount of religious 

socialisation that a person has received. Neither do we find a significant main effect for 

religious pluralism (β = -5.83, n.s.). However the sign of the effect is negative, which 

indicates that religious pluralism comes with a decrease of religious beliefs rather than with 

an increase, as would be predicted by the supply-side paradigm. But we do observe that 

higher economic development is negatively related to religious beliefs (effect of -.14, p ≤ 

.05).  

Regarding our individual level controls we observe effects that more or less stay the 

same during all our modelling exercises: Women hold stronger religious beliefs than men (β 

= 8.27, p ≤ .001), higher levels of education reduce religious beliefs (β = -.74, p ≤ .001), older 

persons are more religious than younger persons (β = .09, p ≤ .001). Additionally we hardly 

find any significant differences between members of different religious denominations. 

Muslims report significantly higher religious beliefs than Catholics (β = 14.06, p ≤ .001), 

whereas those who have been raised in no religious faith report around 18 points lower 

religious beliefs. The average effect of parents’ religious attendance on religious beliefs is 

                                                 
29 We can therefore interpret the regression constant as the level of religious beliefs for a male person with 
average age and educational level in an average, not ex-Socialist society that has been raised as a Catholic. 
30 Without the correction, we would be overconfident of the standard errors of individual level variables, as the 
size of the clusters and the sampling errors are not taken into account otherwise. 
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estimated to be 6.42 (p ≤ .001). Again, this effect stays relatively constant during the whole 

modelling exercise. 

Crucial for the test of H1 and H2 are the main effect of national religiosity as well as 

the Nat. Rel. X P. rel. att. interaction. We do indeed find that there is a strong and significant 

main effect of national religiosity. Each increase of national religiosity in the parental 

generation increases religious beliefs for all members of a society by 4.64 points. However, 

this effect is estimated for a person with average religious socialisation.31 More important is 

that we can also confirm H2: there is a negative and significant interaction effect of national 

religiosity and the effect of individual religious socialisation. Each increase of national 

religiosity in the parental generation decreases the effect of parents’ religious attendance by 

1.82 points.  

A look at Table 2.5 shows that we are able to decrease the unexplained variance on 

country and individual level substantially, compared to the empty model (Model 0). A 

comparison of the variance component that had been calculated in Model A above shows that 

we reduce the unexplained variance of the P. rel. attendance effect from 9.72 to 7.89 in this 

model. We can therefore show that Kelley and de Graaf’s hypotheses about the role of the 

national religious context still have explanatory power. But do they tell the whole story? 

We plotted the country-specific effects of parents’ religious attendance as they are 

predicted from Model A against the level of national religiosity in Figure 2.4 (only data 

points from the 2008 survey wave are labelled to reduce cluttering). The regression line 

shows the effect that would be expected from the fixed part of our model for a country with a 

                                                 
31 We did estimate a model without the Nat. Rel. X P. Church interaction, yet failed to find a significant main 
effect. We think that this is partly due to a ceiling effect existing for persons in highly religious societies that 
also received a strong religious socialisation within their family. Therefore the effect is not significant along the 
whole range of levels of individual religious socialisation. But for our argument it is more important that 
national religiosity raises the level of religious beliefs for the lower end of individual religious socialisation. 
This is indeed the case. 
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given level of national religiosity. And indeed, we find some remarkable outliers that demand 

further explanation. 

As expected, those countries with a low level of national religiosity exhibit high 

effects of religious socialisation (i.e. the Scandinavian countries). But we also see that Russia, 

with its history of strong anti-religious policies during Communism does have relatively 

small effects of parental socialisation.  

 
Figure 2.4: Effect of national religiosity on country-specific socialisation effects. 

Even more surprising, we find that Poland and Ireland, the two European countries with the 

most religious parental generations, exhibit very high socialisation effects. What makes these 

cases so different from the Latin American societies and the US, where strong national 

religiosity comes with small socialisation effects? We think that we are able to solve this 

puzzle in the next section, which will examine other structural determinants that might be 

responsible for the creation of a strong “sacred canopy”. 
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2.4.3 The determinants of a “perfect sacred canopy” 

We now turn to the empirical test of the effects of a history of Socialism, religious pluralism, 

economic development and inequality on the effect of religious socialisation and therefore 

test hypotheses H4 – H8.2. For this purpose we ran four additional models (Models 2-5, 

Table 2.4). The set-up is not different from Model 1, but in each step we include the 

respective interaction effect of the country-level variable of interest and the individual level 

of parents’ religious attendance. We then observe if the interaction effect of national 

religiosity can be explained away by any of the other country-level factors.32  

                                                 
32 Please note that we include the explanatory variables in a different order from which the hypotheses have 
been derived above. The reason is that in the model building exercise we expected the strongest effects to be 
exerted from socio-economic variables, which is why we include them in the last steps. The results will be 
discussed in the following order: Ex-Socialist society (H5), GDP (H4), rel. pluralism (H6, H7), inequality (H8). 
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Table 2.4: Country-level and individual-level determinants of religious belief. Results of multilevel-analysis, ISSP 1991-2008). 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef.  S.E. 

Country-level main effects           

Ex-Socialist -3.54 3.08 -5.98+ 3.44 -6.19+ 3.47 -6.17 3.46 -4.97+ 2.66 -4.20 3.35 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.14* 0.06 -0.14* 0.06 -0.14* 0.06 -0.14* 0.06 -0.23***  0.06 -0.41* 0.17 
National religiosity 4.64* 2.27 4.18+ 2.20 4.47* 2.17 4.47* 2.18 1.54 1.55 -3.29* 1.62 
Religious pluralism -5.83 5.26 -5.81 5.61 -0.91 6.93 -0.91 6.94 -3.16 5.41   
Gini Index        0.81***  0.10   
Social value (avg.)           15.68** 5.56 
Individual value (avg.)           20.53** 6.38 

Cross-level interactions             

Nat. Rel. X P. rel. att. -1.82* 0.74 -1.62* 0.81 -1.75** 0.63 -1.77* 0.81 -0.71+ 0.43 0.03 0.77 
Ex-Soc. X P. rel. att.  1.05 1.04 1.13 1.04 1.05 1.07 0.53 0.63   
Rel. Pl. X P. rel. att.    -2.08 1.92 -2.08 1.94 -1.13 1.30   
GDP X P. rel. att.      -0.01 0.03 0.02+ 0.03   

Gini X P. rel. att.        -0.28***  0.05   

Soc. val. X P. rel. att.           -6.67***  1.57 

Ind. val. X P. rel. att.           -1.35 2.69 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001, robust SEs, corrected for clustering in countries. Model 6 has been estimated on 2008 data only. 

Table continued on next page. 



 

65 

 
 

Table 2.4 (continued): Country-level and individual-level determinants of religious belief. Results of multilevel-analysis, ISSP 1991-2008.  

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef.  S.E. 

Individual level effects             

Parents’ church attendance 6.42***  0.46 6.13***  0.53 6.05***  0.49 6.07***  0.49 6.36***  0.31 6.41***  0.39 
Female 8.27***  0.66 8.27***  0.66 8.27***  0.66 8.27***  0.66 8.27***  0.66 8.01***  0.71 
Education years -0.74***  0.10 -0.74***  0.10 -0.74***  0.10 -0.74***  0.10 -0.74***  0.10 -0.69***  0.12 
Age 0.09***  0.02 0.09***  0.02 0.09***  0.02 0.09***  0.02 0.09***  0.02 0.08***  0.02 
Rel. denomination (ref. Cath.)            
  Protestant -1.30 1.70 -1.29 1.70 -1.30 1.70 -1.29 1.70 -1.28 1.70 -2.74 1.66 
  Orthodox 1.78 1.50 1.78 1.50 1.77 1.50 1.78 1.50 2.02 1.50 2.85 1.82 
  Muslim 14.06*** 2.94 14.06*** 2.94 14.06*** 2.94 14.07*** 2.94 14.18*** 2.94 10.55** 3.33 
  Other 1.20 1.62 1.20 1.62 1.20 1.62 1.20 1.62 1.08 1.60 0.22 1.64 
  None -17.92*** 2.12 -17.91*** 2.12 -17.92*** 2.12 -17.91*** 2.12 -17.92*** 2.12 -16.93*** 2.38 

Constant 64.11*** 1.98 64.78*** 2.06 64.97*** 2.08 64.96*** 2.08 64.15*** 1.54 66.12*** 1.70 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .00; robust SEs, corrected for clustering in countries. Model 6 has been estimated on 2008 data only. 
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Table 2.5: Variance components and measures of fit. 

 Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Var(uj0) – Random intercept countries 253.43*** 99.17*** 98.11*** 97.03*** 97.31*** 43.33*** 33.93*** 
Var(uk0) – Random intercept years 18.60*** 9.57*** 9.57*** 9.57*** 9.57*** 8.38** n.a. 
Var(eijk) – Residual variance 843.46*** 645.79*** 644.79*** 645.79*** 645.78*** 645.64*** 614.90*** 
Var(uj1) – Random slope P. rel. att.  7.89*** 7.69*** 7.49*** 7.71*** 2.13*** 4.76*** 
Cov(uj0, uj1) P. church, Random 
intercept countries 

 
-18.94*** -18.51*** -18.02*** -18.43*** -0.90 -1.87 

N x T 85 85 85 85 85 85 37 
N countries 41 41 41 41 41 41 37 

N individuals 
105,087 105,087 105,087 105,087 105,087 105,087 48, 520 

Log likelihood -503331.0 -489345.0 -489344.5 -489343.9 -489343.7 -489299.9 -224760.9 
Deviance 1006662.0 978690.0 978689.0 978687.8 978687.4 978599.8 449521.76 
ICC(countries) .23 .14 .14 .14 .14 .06 .06 
ICC(years) .02 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 n.a. 
BIC 1006708 978921.2 978931.8 978942.2 978953.4 978888.9 449759.1 
Number of parameters 4 20 21 22 23 25 22 
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Let us first examine whether the effect of parents’ religious attendance is significantly higher 

in ex-Socialist societies, as had been hypothesised in H5. Model 2 shows that individual 

religiosity depends more strongly on parents’ efforts in ex-Socialist societies, but the effect 

fails to reach statistical significance (β = 1.05, n.s.). A comparison of the changes in the 

variance components reveals that the inclusion of the interaction effect (Table 2.5) does not 

increase the explanatory power compared to Model 1 (Deviance Model 1 = 97869.0, 

Deviance Model 2 = 97689.0). Also, the BIC increases, rather than decreases, which tells us 

that the model fit is not improved. We therefore conclude that H5 cannot be confirmed. 

In the next step (Model 3), we add the interaction effect of religious pluralism and 

parents’ religious attendance to the model. In hypothesis H6 we stated that according to 

classical secularisation theory, an increase in religious pluralism should make the 

transmission of religious beliefs more difficult. We therefore expected to find a stronger 

effect of parental religious attendance in more plural societies. The direct counter hypothesis 

H7 was derived from Iannaccone and Berman’s religious club good model (Berman 2009; 

Iannaccone 1992). Effects of parental socialisation should be decreased in religiously plural 

societies because they make more likely the existence of religious subcultures that can act as 

effective socialisation instances outside of the family. 

The results show that both hypotheses cannot be confirmed, when controlling for the 

effects of national religiosity and Socialist heritage. The Pluralism X P. rel. attendance 

interaction is negative, but not significant (β = -2.08, n.s.). Thus we find a small indication 

that religious pluralism does not erode religious beliefs, but rather gives opportunities for 

religious clubs to provide socialisation instances outside of the family context. The effect of 

national religiosity is neither affected in Model 2 nor in Model 3. The unexplained variance of 

the parents’ religious attendance effect is slightly reduced, but the overall model fit is not 

improved viz. Model 1 (Deviance Model 1 = 97869.0, Deviance Model 3 = 978687.8). 
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In the next step we examine whether economic development leads to an increase in 

religious socialisation effects. We based H4 on Norris and Inglehart’s “existential security” 

framework as well as on classical secularisation theory. Economic development should lead 

to higher levels of functional differentiation and improved living conditions and therefore 

make religious socialisation more costly. Model 4 shows us that we cannot confirm this 

hypothesis. Under control of national religiosity, the ex-Socialist dummy and religious 

pluralism, we find a slight negative interaction effect of GDP and parents’ religious 

attendance. But this effect is not significant at the 5%-level either (-.01, n.s.). In Model 5, 

when taking levels of inequality into account, we observe the expected positive interaction 

effect (however, only significant on the 10%-level). An inspection of the variance 

components reveals that the inclusion of this effect does not help to decrease unexplained 

variance substantially (Deviance Model 1 = 97869.0, Deviance Model 4 = 978687.4). On the 

contrary: the variance component for the parents’ religious attendance effect becomes bigger, 

rather than smaller (Model 3: 7.49 vs. 7.71 in Model 4). Thus, while economic development 

seems to substantially decrease levels of religious beliefs (Models 1-3), it does not lead to an 

increase in socialisation effects. 

Finally, in Model 5 we introduce the Gini coefficient as an explanatory variable. 

There is a drastic effect of inequality on the levels of religious beliefs as well as on 

socialisation effects. The main effect of inequality is .81 (p ≤ .001). Therefore, the difference 

for an average religiously socialised person between a society like Sweden (Gini = 23) and 

Chile (Gini =47) is predicted to be 20 points on our belief scale. This is an effect size that is 

roughly equivalent to not being raised in any religious faith. Note, however, that the Gini 

effect is taking parental socialisation into account, and thus the 20-point difference holds for 

persons that have been raised in an average churchgoing family. 
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 Moreover, we find that the effect of GDP is becoming stronger (β = -.23, p ≤ .001). 

Also the GDP X P. rel. att. effect points to the expected direction and reaches marginal 

statistical significance (β = .02, p ≤ .10). The effects of national religiosity are explained by 

income inequality, as the coefficient drops from 4.47 to 1.54 and becomes statistically 

insignificant. Additionally we find that the effect of parental socialisation is reduced by .28 

points per a one point increase on the Gini index. There is also no significant effect of the 

Nat. Rel. X P. Rel. att. interaction effect any more. Above all other societal factors that have 

been examined, income inequality is the only one to explain the effect of density of religious 

networks. Hypotheses H8.1 and H8.2 are strongly supported by our results. 

An inspection of the change in variance components confirms the strong explanatory 

power of income inequality. We find that after the introduction of income inequality the 

variance of the random intercept (that is in the between country variation of religious beliefs) 

drops from 97.31 to 43.33. The differences in average levels of religious beliefs between 

countries are therefore in large part attributable to differences in income inequality. The 

variation in the random slope for parents’ religious attendance drops from 7.71 to 2.13, 

telling us that the majority of observed differences in the socialisation effects can be 

explained by variations in inequality levels. Interestingly, while we observed a fairly strong 

covariance between the country residuals in religious beliefs and the unexplained variation in 

socialisation effects (effect size of ca. 18 in all the previous models), we now find that there 

is no longer any significant covariance. This means that the omitted variable that was driving 

levels of religious beliefs as well as socialisation effects simultaneously is income inequality. 

Lastly, the conditional intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) drops from .225 in the null-

model to .064 in Model 5. Therefore, after controlling for all our explanatory variables – and 

especially income inequality – we can explain the main factors of why persons in the same 

country hold fairly similar religious beliefs. The BIC of 978888.9 is smaller than in any other 
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of the previous models, thereby indicating that Model 5 has more explanatory power and is 

more parsimonious then the other models. 

Since our main argument is based on the effects that religion exerts as a form of social 

capital, we also conducted analyses with ‘weekly religious attendance’ as a dependent 

variable. At the end of the day, social capital is built and cultivated in face-to-face 

interactions. Moreover, any form of religious signalling should include a behavioural 

dimension. Therefore we should find the same effects with regard to individuals’ religious 

attendance. This is indeed the case. A full discussion in the main part of this paper is not 

possible due to space restrictions, but we would like to refer the reader to Appendix A1.5, 

where all results are presented and discussed. The most important results regarding our 

arguments are that a) inequality levels increase the chances of people attending religious 

services, even though they have not been socialised strongly by their parents and b) the same 

effect is observed with regard to group norms about the social value of religion. Item b) will 

be discussed further along with the mediational analysis of group norms, socialisation effects 

and religious beliefs. 
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Figure 2.5: Religious beliefs and religious attendance as a function of individual socialisation and 

income inequality. 
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To illustrate the effect of income inequality on religious beliefs and religious attendance, we 

provide conditional effect plots of the Gini X Parents’ religious attendance interaction in 

Figure 2.5. The plots show predicted levels of religious beliefs (left graph) and religious 

attendance (right graph) for a male person, raised as a Catholic of average age and education 

level in a non ex-Socialist society.33 We allow for different levels of individual religious 

socialisation and predict religious beliefs for this person living in a low (Gini = 25), average 

(Gini =35) and high inequality society (Gini = 50). While we find a fairly strong impact of 

religious socialisation in the low and average condition, it does not matter for religious 

beliefs in the high-inequality condition. Persons with parents that rarely or never attended 

religious services are equally as religious as persons from highly religious backgrounds. We 

observe similar effects with regard to religious attendance (right-hand graph). Although in all 

three conditions we find that the individual religious socialisation background matters for 

individuals’ propensity to attend religious services themselves, the effects are markedly 

different as levels of inequality rise. Even persons whose parents never or rarely attended 

religious services are much more likely to attend church themselves when they live in a high-

inequality society.  

We conclude that differences in income inequality exert a strong effect on individual 

religious beliefs and help reducing the effects of parental socialisation on religious beliefs. 

The same observation holds with respect to religious attendance. Unequal societies are able to 

provide the “perfect sacred canopy”. Not only would we predict that persons from weakly 

religious backgrounds are as religious as those that received a strong religious socialisation 

within the family; also, based on our results from Table 2.3 above, we would expect that 

there is no significant difference in religiosity between people of different ages if inequality is 

high.  
                                                 
33 The predictions for the strength of religious beliefs have been made from Model 5 (Table 2.4). The 
predictions for respondents’ religious attendance have been made from model Attendance 5, which can be found 
in Appendix A1.5, Table A-1.5.1. 
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2.4.4 The effects of group norms on religious beliefs 

The last part of our paper will deal with the mechanism behind the strong effects of 

inequality. Two different explanations are suggested: one is that income inequality is a major 

threat to the security that people experience. Therefore religion becomes a psychological 

resource that helps people to cope with stress. According to our deprivation hypothesis H9.1, 

we should find that, in societies in which everyone “knows” that religion is a source of 

comfort and inner peace, the effect of parental socialisation should be decreased accordingly. 

The high value that religion has for the individual is taught in the “hidden curriculum” of 

society. Moreover, we hypothesised in H9.2 that the interaction effect of national religiosity 

on socialisation effects should be explained by the shared norm that religion helps individuals 

to gain inner peace and comfort. The religious context effect becomes a ‘religious comfort’ 

effect.  

But we formulated a rival explanation in hypotheses H10.1 and H10.2. In fact, 

another norm or piece of tacit knowledge becomes much more important and is just as easily 

transmitted outside of the family context. Religion is regarded as a very good vehicle for 

making friends and meeting the ‘right’ people. In other words, the shared norm of religion as 

a source of relational social capital is what is behind the effect of national religiosity. We 

should find that societies with such a norm of religion as a social value (in the sense of 

networking value) are those in which religiosity is transmitted best outside of the family 

context. Therefore H10.1 predicted a negative Social value X Parents’ religious attendance 

interaction, and, furthermore, the effect of national religiosity should be explained by this 

norm existing in societies. In any case, because we already established that income inequality 

is the structural main driver behind levels of religiosity and socialisation effects, the effects of 

either the shared norm of religion as an individual value or religion as a social value should 



 

73 
 

lastly be explained by levels of inequality. In other words: we are suggesting that the effects 

of income inequality are mediated by the group norms existing in a society (H10.3). 

In order to test these hypotheses, we first estimated Model 6 (see Table 2.4), which 

leaves out the Gini X P. rel. att. interaction, but tries to explain the effect of national 

religiosity with the two postulated group norms (scores on the social value and individual 

value scale, averaged for each country). In order to find a confirmation of H9.1 or H10.1, we 

expect a negative, significant Soc. Val. X P. rel. att. or Ind. Val. X P. rel. att. interaction. 

Moreover, in order to confirm H9.2 or H10.2, the effect for the national religiosity interaction 

term should become insignificant. In order to establish that the effect of group norms is 

mediating the effect of inequality, we will present a number of different models later (see 

further below). Please note that this model has only been estimated on the basis of the 2008 

wave of the ISSP because the crucial independent variables that measure the ‘individual 

value’ and ‘social value of religion’ have only been asked in this survey wave. We included 

all country-level explanatory variables except for religious pluralism, as this had been shown 

to have no significant effect on religious beliefs before and we want to run a relatively 

parsimonious model.  

Taking into account the group norms of religion as a source of comfort and religion as 

a source of relational social capital simultaneously, we find confirmatory evidence for H10.1 

and H10.2. There is a negative and significant effect of the Soc. Val X rel. att. interaction (β 

= -6.67, p ≤ .001), indicating that the group norm of religion as social capital reduces 

socialisation effects in a similar manner to inequality. In contrast, we do not find that parental 

socialisation effects are reduced in societies that emphasise religion’s capacity to act as a 

source of peace and comfort. The respective coefficient is not significant (β = -1.35, n.s.). 

However, both main effects for the group norms on religious beliefs are fairly strong, positive 

and significant (Social value = 15.68, p ≤ .01; Individual value = 20.53, p ≤ .01). Therefore, 
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the levels of religious beliefs are generally higher if societies ascribe positive individual and 

social effects to religion.34 As predicted by H10.2, the interaction effect of national religiosity 

vanishes (β = .03, n.s.). Therefore the decrease in socialisation effects can be explained by the 

stronger group norms regarding the social value of religion in societies with a high density of 

religious networks. In this model formulation, we observe that the main effect of national 

religiosity becomes negative (β = -3.29, p ≤ .05) after controlling for the group norms. We 

think that this is due to the fact that the main effects now have to be evaluated in light of the 

other interaction effects: the national religiosity effect is now interpreted as the effect for 

persons with average religious socialisation, holding group norms at their mean. As national 

religiosity, social and individual value of religion are fairly strongly correlated to each other, 

this could also be a multicollinearity issue.35 We will take this into account in the next set of 

models when evaluating the mediation effect of the social value of religion.  

Lastly, we inspect the change in variance components. It should be noted that Models 

1-5 and Model 6 are not directly comparable because the latter one was only fit on the 2008 

data. But we can take some information from the variance components nonetheless. We find 

that the variance components and measures of fit are changing in the same way as they did 

before after the introduction of income inequality as an explanatory variable. Significant 

amounts of variance can be explained in regard to overall levels of religious beliefs, 

socialisation effects and also the individual level residual variance of religious beliefs. 

However, the effects are not as strong as in Model 5, and the variance component of the P. 

rel. att. effect is not as strongly reduced. It is remarkable that the introduction of the social 

value of religion as a group norm will also reduce the covariance between the levels of 

religious beliefs and the residuals of the parents’ religious attendance effect. This is an 

                                                 
34 Because the independent variables are measured at the country level, their standard deviations are lower than 
if they were measured on the individual level. A standard deviation increase of the social value or individual 
value variable would indicate roughly a 5 point increase in religious beliefs.  
35 We discuss the relationship between both group norms further in Appendix A1.6. 
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indicator that income inequality and the group norm of religion as a social value are 

simultaneously affecting levels of religious beliefs and socialisation effects.36  

2.4.5 Inequality and religion as a source of relational social capital 

In order to establish that the social value of religion acts as a mediator between levels of 

inequality and religious socialisation effects (H10.4), we ran a series of further models on the 

ISSP 2008 data. The establishment of mediation effects in multilevel analysis is a complex 

topic with various issues being debated in the literature currently (Bauer, Preacher, and Gil 

2006; Kenny, Korchmaros, and Bolger 2003; Krull and MacKinnon 2001; Muller, Judd, and 

Yzerbyt 2005; Preacher, Zyphur, and Zhang 2010). Our analysis is complicated by the fact 

that we are technically interested in the explanation of variance in a random component (the 

random slope of parents’ religious attendance). Moreover, we are interested in establishing a 

mediation effect between two level-two variables (inequality and group norms) on a cross-

level interaction (the interaction terms Gini X P. rel. att. and Soc. val. X P. rel. att.), which is 

technically already a moderator effect itself (the effect of religious socialisation on religious 

beliefs is moderated by inequality and group norms). To our best knowledge, this problem 

has not yet been examined in the methodological literature at hand.37 We are therefore 

evaluating the findings in a simplified manner, known from mediation analysis in the 

conventional OLS-case.  

We are following the steps that have been suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986). While 

the overall outcome variable in our case is “individual religious beliefs” we are more 

interested in explaining the variance in the parental religious attendance effect across 

                                                 
36 The changes in variance components for the religious attendance models (see Appendix A1.5) exhibit a pattern 
that is similar to the religious belief models, which we regard as evidence for the fact that the same processes are 
at work here. 
37 Bauer et al. (2006) discuss the case of “mediated moderation” in a multilevel setting. While this could 
arguably be a case of interest, their discussion only takes into account one moderating level 2 variable in an 
experimental setting. We however have two (possibly) moderating level 2 variables. It is not clear how their 
framework could be adopted for our problem without embarking on a more complicated structural equation 
approach. 
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countries. One could therefore regard the country-specific socialisation effects as an outcome 

of interest.38 Establishing a mediation effect therefore involves three steps:  

1. Regress the dependent variable (varying parental socialisation effect) on the 

independent variable (Gini X P. rel. att. interaction). As already confirmed, inequality 

is a significant predictor of the parental socialisation effect. 

2. Regress the mediator (group norms regarding the social and individual value of 

religion) on the independent variable (Gini Index). We performed two separate 

country-level OLS regressions between the ‘social value of religion’ and inequality 

and the ‘individual value of religion’ and inequality, controlling for the ex-Socialist 

dummy and GDP. Inequality is a significant predictor of the ‘social value of religion’ 

(β = 0.02, p ≤ .01). But it is not a significant predictor of the ‘individual value of 

religion’ (β = 0.01, n.s.). Therefore, the group norm ‘individual value of religion’ 

cannot be a mediator of the inequality effect.  

3. Regress the dependent variable (varying socialisation effect) on the independent 

variable (Gini X P. rel. att. interaction) and the mediator variable (group norms 

regarding the social and individual value of religion X P. rel. att. interactions). The 

effect of the independent variable (Gini X P. rel. att. interaction) should be reduced 

compared to the effect observed in step one. Moreover, the mediating variable (Soc. 

Val. X P. rel. att. interaction) should show the expected negative effect and be 

significant. We performed this step in the models that are shown in Table 2.6.  

The table only includes the selection of results which are necessary to establish the mediation 

effect that had been hypothesised in H10.4. All models include sex, education, age and 

religious denomination as individual level controls. We also estimated additional models, 

which included ‘social value of religion’ and ‘individual value of religion’ as individual level 

controls. The full results can be found in Appendix A1.4.  

                                                 
38 If we were using a two-step procedure, we would first run individual level OLS regressions and in a second 
step regress the country-specific betas of parental socialisation on country level determinants (Achen 2006). 
Income inequality and group norms would then be our predictor variables for the variation in socialisation 
effects. We are basically doing the same here, but we have to enter cross-level interactions into the equation to 
explain the variation in the slopes. 
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Table 2.7: Mediation effects of group norms on religious socialisation of religious beliefs 

IA Gini  IA Soc. Val.  IA Ind. Val.  
Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country-level main effects     

Ex-Socialist -6.23 4.66 -5.17 4.30 -2.02 4.11 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.43 0.29 -0.37* 0.26 -0.32 0.23 

Gini Index 0.81* 0.35 0.45 0.30 0.61* 0.29 
Social value (avg.)   14.01** 5.30   
Individual value (avg.)     22.39** 6.74 

Cross-level interactions       

Gini X P. rel. att. -0.34***  0.05 -0.26***  0.06 -0.31***  0.05 
Soc. val. X P. rel. att.   -2.50** 0.97   
Ind. val. X P. rel. att.     -2.24 1.33 

Individual level effects       

Parents' rel. attendance 6.82***  0.34 6.73***  0.32 6.80***  0.33 

Constant 65.51*** 2.79 65.37*** 2.52 63.93*** 2.46 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .00; robust SEs, corrected for clustering 
in countries. Models are using ISSP 2008 data only. The full models include also sex, 
education, age and denomination as individual level controls. Furthermore, additional 
models have been estimated that also control for ‘individual value of religion’ and ‘social 
value of religion’ on the individual level. Full results as well as additional models can be 
found in the appendix (A1.4). 

Model ‘IA Gini’ shows the effect of the Gini X P. rel. att. interaction without any other cross-

level interaction terms. This model can be regarded as step 1 of the mediation analysis. We 

can hereby confirm that inequality significantly reduces the effect of parents’ religious 

attendance on religious beliefs. The effect of the interaction term is -.34, p ≤ .001. There is 

also a significant main effect of income inequality on religious beliefs (β = .81, p ≤ .05). 

The second model (‘IA Soc. Val.’) includes the Soc. Val. X P. rel. att. interaction. If the 

shared norm ‘Social value of religion’ acts as a mediator for levels of inequality, we should 

find a negative significant interaction effect for the social value variable, and the Gini 

interaction should be reduced. This is indeed the case. The effect of the Gini X P. rel. att. 

interaction drops from -0.34 to -0.26. But it is still strong and significant after controlling for 
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‘social value’. The effect of inequality is not mediated fully, but only partially via the ‘social 

value’ norm.  

The other condition of the mediation effect is also met: the effect of the Soc. Val. X P. 

rel. att. interaction exerts a negative and highly significant effect (β = -2.50, p ≤ .01). Another 

noteworthy observation is that the main effect of the Gini index becomes much weaker (a 

drop from 0.81 to 0.45) and non-significant after controlling for ‘social value’. We infer from 

this that general levels of religious beliefs are caused by levels of inequality and mediated by 

the group norm of the ‘social value of religion’ (the latter showing a strong positive main 

effect on religious beliefs; β = 14.01, p ≤ .01). In order to double check our results, we also 

ran the same model for the ‘individual value of religion’ variable. The results are shown in 

the model ‘IA Ind. Val. I’.  

It becomes apparent that the Gini interaction effect drops only slightly after taking 

into account the ‘individual value’ interaction (from -0.34 to -0.31). As we would expect 

from step 2 (non-significant country-level regression of ‘individual value of religion’ on 

inequality), the Ind. Val. X P. rel. att. interaction has no significant effect. This means that the 

group norm stating that religion is a source of comfort and peace does not decrease 

socialisation effects in a society. The effect of inequality is not mediated by this group norm. 

We also find that the main effect of the Gini coefficient is only moderately affected by the 

introduction of the ‘individual value’ variable. The main effect of Gini drops from .81 to .61, 

but stays significant. Nonetheless, societies in which the idea of religion as a source of 

comfort is valued are also strongly believing societies. 

An inspection of the variance components (Table 2.8) shows that the ‘social value’ 

model performs better in explaining the variance in socialisation effects than the Gini-only 

model and the ‘individual value’ model. The random component for the random slope is 

smallest in this case (effect of 2.56). Yet, the ‘individual value model’ is better in explaining 
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overall belief differences between countries, as the variance in the random intercepts shows 

(only 36.74 in the ‘individual value’ model). 

Table 2.8: Variance components of mediation models (religious beliefs) 

 Model 0 
(2008) IA Gini IA Soc. Val. I IA Ind. Val. I 

Var(uj0) – Random Intercept 
countries 

304.20*** 51.17*** 41.52*** 36.74*** 

Var(eijk)  
– Residual variance 

764.70*** 598.39*** 589.39*** 598.39*** 

Var(uj1) – Random slope P. rel.   2.89*** 2.56*** 2.70*** 
Cov(uj0, uj1) P. Church, Random 
intercept countries 

 -1.40 0.14 -.41 

N countries 37 37 37 37 
N individuals 44968 44968 44968 44968 
Log likelihood -213202.1 -207701.8 -207696.4 -207695.1 
Deviance 426404.2 415403.6 415392.8 415390.2 
ICC(countries) .29 0.08 0.07 0.06 
BIC 426436.2 415596.5 415607.0 415604.5 
Number of parameters 3 18 20 20 

We also conducted the mediation analysis with ‘weekly religious attendance’ as outcome 

variable. The full results and a discussion thereof can be found in Appendix A1.5. In short, the 

evidence confirms the same mechanisms that we proposed for the explanation of religious 

beliefs39:  

• Levels of inequality explain variation in parental socialisation effects on religious 

attendance (Model Attendance 5, Table A-1.5.1, appendix). 

• When testing for the effect of both group norms simultaneously, only the group norm 

‘social value of religion’ shows the expected negative interaction effect (Model 

Attendance 6, Table A-1.5.1, appendix). 

• When testing the effects of group norms separately, both group norms show a 

negative interaction effect with parents’ religious attendance (Models ‘Att. IA Soc. 

Val. I’ and ‘Att. IA Ind. Val. I, Table A-1.5.3, appendix). But only the inclusion of the 

social value interaction reduces the Gini effect. The Gini effect remains stable after 

the inclusion of the individual value interaction, which is an argument against a 

mediation via this group norm. 

                                                 
39 In the mediation analysis of religious attendance we encountered problems with one outlying case, the 
Dominican Republic. The socialisation effects are higher than expected. We had to model the effect of parents’ 
religious attendance separately for this case. Therefore our social capital explanation holds for all cases in our 
sample. Please see Appendix A1.5 for a more detailed discussion. 
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• Taken together, the evidence is more in favour of a mediation of inequality and 

religious socialisation effects via the group norm ‘social value’.  

By establishing a mediation effect between inequality levels, the ‘social value of religion’ and 

socialisation effects on religious beliefs, we have found evidence that underlines religion’s 

capacity to act as a source of social capital and which therefore determines the costs of 

religious socialisation. We are now able to explain the puzzle of the outlying observations of 

Russia (effects were too small), Poland and Ireland (effects were too high), which we 

encountered in our cross-national comparison of socialisation effects and national religiosity. 

We are also able to shed more light on the question of why the US has high and stable levels 

of religious beliefs. The first graph in Figure 2.6 shows the country-specific effects of 

religious socialisation, as we had predicted them in Model A, plotted against levels of 

inequality. We also added the prediction of the socialisation effect based on the fixed part of 

Model 5 (regression line). In the second graph we plotted the relationship of income 

inequality and the shared norm of religion as a social value (an additional OLS regression 

line is added to the graph). 
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Figure 2.6: Income inequality, socialisation effects and the social value of religion. 

As Figure 2.6 shows, these effects are less unexpected if we take the levels of inequality in 

these societies into account. For all countries the observed socialisation effects are very much 
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in the range that would be expected given the levels of income inequality. Ireland and Poland 

have relatively low levels of inequality and therefore fairly strong socialisation effects, 

whereas Russia and the US exhibit smaller socialisation effects, in line with their higher 

levels of inequality. The explanation is not perfect though: Ireland and Russia still have 

higher socialisation effects than would be predicted from their levels of inequality alone. To 

set the results into context, we also highlighted the extreme cases of Sweden (low inequality, 

strong socialisation effects) and South Africa (very high inequality, very small socialisation 

effects). In the second graph of Figure 6 we find evidence that the effect of income inequality 

is mediated by the shared norm of religion as a social value.40 In Sweden, religion is not 

widely perceived to serve as a source of social capital, whereas persons in South Africa very 

much subscribe to this notion. Respondents’ perception of the role of religion in Ireland, 

Poland, the US or Russia seems to be pretty much in line with their levels of income 

inequality.41  

Our results corroborate the idea that in societies with high levels of inequality, 

religion will, on average, be viewed as a vehicle to meet people, make ‘appropriate’ friends 

and therefore as a means to facilitate social exchanges. This also clarifies the relationship that 

had been found by Kelley and de Graaf previously. A strong “national religious context” will 

mean a context in which religion is not a means of individual comfort, but rather a source of 

useful social ties, conditioned by mutual dependency that grows from levels of inequality. 

Our additional analyses (see Appendix A1.5) confirmed the same mechanisms regarding 

individuals’ religious attendance, which can be regarded as strong evidence that our 

                                                 
40 Further analyses show that parental socialisation effects are not only decreased if we use the group norm 
‘social value’ as an indicator. Alternative measures of relational social capital, such as the share of informal 
borrowing or receiving job information via informal channels are negatively related to parental socialisation 
effects as well. Please see Appendix A1.6 for additional analyses and a short discussion. 
41 For the case of Russia one should note the remarkable finding that inequality rose strongly during the 1990s in 
the wake of vast structural changes to the economic system. At the same time, the Russian government 
embraced the Russian Orthodox Church in order to develop a stronger connection between national identity and 
the doctrines of the Orthodox Church – a remarkable revival of religion took place (Müller and Neundorf 2012). 
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suggested social capital mechanism is at work here. We would not go as far as stating that 

deprivation theories, i.e. along the lines of Norris and Inglehart’s ‘existential security 

hypothesis’, are wrong. Additional analyses (to be found in Appendix A1.4) have shown that 

the individual attitude that religion is a source of comfort is strongly related to religious 

beliefs. (The same holds true with regard to religious attendance.) Yet the determining factors 

in facilitating religious socialisation and the transmission of religious beliefs seem to be 

inequality and the usefulness of religion as a source of relational social capital. 

2.5 Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to examine which societies are able to provide a strong context of 

religious socialisation outside of the family. Therefore we started from Kelley and de Graaf’s 

(1997) original argument that levels of religious beliefs in the parental generation exert a 

significant and independent effect on individuals’ religious beliefs and help to reduce the 

effect of parental socialisation. We were able to confirm this original finding but developed 

the argument further in order to find the structural conditions that are responsible for this 

effect. Building on Berger’s (1969) notion of the “sacred canopy” we asked, under which 

conditions societies provide the “perfect sacred canopy”. That is, under which conditions the 

effects of parental socialisation on religious beliefs are minimised, whereby societies exert a 

socializing effect on their own in such a way that even weakly socialised individuals would 

hold strong religious beliefs. 

Based on classical secularisation theory (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1966; 

Bruce 2002), Norris & Inglehart’s existential security hypothesis, contemporary research on 

social capital (Brunie 2009; Narayan 2002; Rose, Mishler, and Haerpfer 1997; Rose 2000) 

and recent findings from the political economy literature (Gruber 2004; Hungerman 2005; 

Scheve and Stasavage 2006b; Solt, Habel, and Grant 2011), we developed a chain of 

arguments with the following elements: 
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Effects of religious socialisation on religious beliefs are crucial for understanding 

secularisation processes in general because between-cohort changes in religiosity are less 

likely to occur in societies with small parental socialisation effects. Societies exert a 

socializing effect on their own. However the more the socialisation of religious beliefs 

depends on parental efforts, the more fragile the transmission of beliefs will become and we 

observe a gradual decline in religiosity. Our analyses confirmed that in countries in which the 

effects of parental socialisation are small, we do not observe any significant differences in 

beliefs for different age groups. 

We then hypothesised that there must be other structural factors that facilitate dense 

religious networks in societies. According to classical secularisation theory, we expected to 

find that the following factors would be erosive of religious beliefs and generally would lead 

to increased costs of socialisation (and hence increased socialisation effects): levels of 

economic development and functional differentiation, societies’ experiences of being subject 

to anti-religious policies during Socialism and the degree of religious pluralism. According to 

the religious club good model of Berman and Iannaccone (Berman 2009; Iannaccone 1992), 

religious pluralism should decrease socialisation costs because religiously diverse societies 

provide better opportunities for religious sub-cultures, which are more efficient in providing 

religious socialisation. While some of these factors were able to explain overall levels of 

religious beliefs (negative effect of GDP, slight negative effect for ex-Socialist countries), 

none of them was able to explain the variance in parental socialisation effects better than 

aggregated religiosity in the parental generation. 

The best predictor of levels of religious beliefs as well as the socialisation effects on 

religious beliefs proved to be income inequality. In very unequal societies those with weakly 

religious parents are as religious as those with strongly religious parents and the young are as 

religious as the old. Moreover, the chances of attending religious services are significantly 



 

84 
 

increased even for those persons that only grew up in a weakly religious family context. We 

identified two explanations for why inequality has these strong effects. 

According to the deprivation approach, inequality is a major threat to individuals’ perceived 

levels of security. Therefore, as inequality rises, feelings of insecurity and stress rise as well, 

whereby religion provides the psychological resources to cope with stress and anxiety. 

Societies in which a group norm of religion as an individual value that serves to find peace 

and comfort exists should then provide a context in which religion is easily passed to all 

members of society.  

According to the social capital approach, in societies in which resources and power 

are distributed very unequally, the incentive to “know the right people” is much stronger. The 

value of relational social capital – that is getting help and information from particular others, 

is increased. Religion then acts as a source of relational social capital and religious 

conformity will be a signal of trustworthiness to particular others that increases the chances to 

get access to relevant information and resources. Accordingly, societies in which a group 

norm exists that religion serves to make friends and “meet the right people” (social value of 

religion) should provide the necessary incentive for everyone to be religious. 

Our results show that while persons that individually hold the attitude that religion is a 

means of peace and comfort are stronger believers, only those societies in which religion is 

viewed as a source of social capital provide the necessary strong “sacred canopy”. We found 

strong evidence that this group norm (‘social value of religion’) mediates the effect of 

inequality on religious beliefs and socialisation effects. Additional analyses using religious 

attendance as a dependent variable confirmed our effects, which further corroborates our 

suggested social capital explanation. 

We think that our results add a new spin to the debate about religious change and the 

“resurgence of religion”. The finding that religiosity is strongly related to levels of income 



 

85 
 

inequality is not new. However what we show is the following: As long as inequality is high, 

people have an incentive to invest in relational social capital. Moreover, even if societies 

develop economically, it is not certain that they will also secularise. Religion will continue to 

play a major role as long as it is able to be used as a signalling device for trustworthiness 

towards others and act as a source of relational social capital. However, as the incentive to 

invest in relational social capital is diminished, the rationale to signal trustworthiness through 

religion is diminished as well. Akin to the famous notion of “the value of children” (Fawcett 

1978)  we would think that there exists something like a “value of religion” as well – and it is 

driven by structural conditions such as inequality. 

It should be noted however that a certain part of the inequality might be induced by 

purely demographic effects, such as fertility rates and the resulting share of young people in 

the labour force. According to the Kuznets hypothesis, large young cohorts will increase 

income inequality due to stronger wage competition, large older cohorts will decrease 

inequality (“effect of mature cohorts”) (Higgins and Williamson 1999; You and Khagram 

2005). As many countries are still progressing through the demographic transition process, it 

seems likely that levels of inequality will rise accordingly (Firebaugh 2003). Under these 

conditions, our results predict that religion will continue to have a high ‘social value’ and 

younger birth cohorts will most likely stay as religious as older birth cohorts in these 

countries. 
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3 The role of the state in the repression and revival of 

religiosity in Central Eastern Europe  

Tim Müller & Anja Neundorf 

Abstract  

The aim of this article is to present two different roles of the state affecting individuals’ religiosity. First, we 

provide evidence for the effectiveness of Socialist regimes in influencing citizens’ opinions by comparing 

religious beliefs among several generations of Eastern Europeans. Second, the article explores whether the 

democratisation process in Eastern Europe led to a revival of religiosity by applying two strands of reasoning 

from the secularisation framework: Berger’s theory of plausibility structures (Berger 1969) and Norris and 

Inglehart’s (2004) existential security hypothesis. The results show that due to an increased plausibility structure 

created by the democratic states a slight religious revival can be observed in several post-Communist countries.  

3.1 Introduction 

Religion is a classical topic in the field of sociology and other disciplines. It has been 

hypothesised to be the main integrating force of societies, by uniting self-interested 

individuals into a moral community (Durkheim 1976 [1912]). It is therefore not surprising 

that its role as a political instrument and a mean of exertion and legitimisation of power has 

been evident throughout history (Bruce 2003; Martin 1978). Religion consequently continues 

to play an important role in the political domain (Berger 1999; Norris and Inglehart 2004).  

The state oppression of Communist countries and the societal liberalisation of these 

countries after the end of the Cold War offer two fascinating perspectives to illustrate the 

impact that the political domain can exert on individuals’ religiosity. Firstly, the state driven 

secularisation of the Socialist societies provides us with an example to study the expected 

decline of religious beliefs. Secondly, the following democratisation raises the question of a 

‘religious revival’ (Froese 2004a; Greeley 1994) in Eastern Europe, which can be explained 

by a re-establishment of stronger ties between Churches and the state – which is in line with 
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Berger’s theory of plausibility structures (Berger 1969), and thus classical secularisation 

theory.   

Using religious socialisation and the consequential generational differences in believing 

as a proxy for state oppression, this research adds to the literature on religiosity in Eastern 

Europe by including generations and comparing these across time.42 Based on the intensity of 

forced secularisation in a cross-national perspective, the article further speaks to the research 

community working on sociological theories of religion by testing rival models in the context 

of post-Communism. The article is divided in two parts. In the first part, we establish whether 

Socialism was effective in its attempt to secularise its societies through state enforced 

marginalisation of religions. First the relevant literature on the relationship between the states 

and Churches is discussed, before empirical evidence is presented to measure the effect of 

this process on individuals’ religiosity. The second part is dedicated to the time after the end 

of these authoritarian regimes and the democratisation period. Different sociological theories 

of religion that make different predictions about the development of religiosity are discussed 

and hypotheses regarding the expected dynamics in Central Eastern Europe are derived. The 

empirical analysis uses latent class analysis to determine the latent construct of religious 

beliefs among three different generations (pre-Cold War, Cold War and post-Cold War), and 

compare the development of belief in God since the collapse of state Socialism over a period 

of 17 years in a sample of five East European societies. 

3.2 State-enforced secularisation in Socialist societies 

Based on the ideology of ‘scientific materialism’ and disdain for religion as the ‘opium of the 

masses’, Socialist regimes imposed measures that actively meant to undermine religion’s 

traditional sources of socialisation and transmission of religious beliefs.43 The ideological aim 

behind this process was a “political forced secularization” (Meulemann 2004: 49; emphasis in 
                                                 
42 Another perspective on cohort differences is delivered by Zrinscak (2004). 
43 See Bochenski (1975) on a theoretical discussion of the relation between Communism and religion.  
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original) of Socialist societies with the creation of ‘pure atheists’, who no longer believe in 

the existence of God. Research on religion during, but also after, the collapse of Communism 

generally describes this state-controlled process to have been successful (Nielsen 1991; 

Tomka 1994). Borowik (1997a: 12-13), for example, notes that the “widely spread 

secularisation was undoubtedly one of the most striking features in countries of the former 

Soviet bloc,” as “Communist Parties asserted complete control of religious affairs” (Stan 

2009: 90). 

The state-Church relationship during Socialism was as a consequence characterised 

by a weak and anomic society, in which the role and power of religion was diminished 

(Tomka 1995: 95). The means to successfully achieve this goal were numerous.44 Most 

importantly, Churches were not able to play a role in public education and religious 

organisations were monitored or prohibited (Froese 2004b). Moreover, policies of state-

supplied childcare and increased female labour participation are deemed to have eroded 

traditional family structures that are seen as main instances of religious socialisation (Myers 

1996). As direct means, rebellious pastors were imprisoned and often tortured, especially in 

the 1950s during Stalin’s reign (Burgess 1997; Gautier 1997; Ramet 1987). Church properties 

were confiscated, and some places of worship were transformed into warehouses and 

restaurants (Michel 1992; Ramet 1987, 1990; Stan 2009). But also after Stalin’s death, the 

situation remained perilous for religious citizens. For example, it was difficult for children of 

churchgoing families to get one of the few places at the university or to find an adequate job 

(Burgess 1997). Ramet (1987: 5) summarises the consequences of this suppression as 

follows: “believers were treated as second-class citizens – excluded from membership in the 

                                                 
44 Mostly, Communist Parties suppressed the role of religion in society. There are, however, also examples of 
how they tried to use the Churches for their purposes. For example, the Russian Orthodox Church’s most 
important and largest internal department was not, as one might think, the one responsible for training clergy, 
but the Department of External Church Affairs (Ellis 1986). Employees of this department paid lower income 
tax, as their work was important for the state. Ramet (1987: 6) describes the often subtle role of the state as the 
‘Trojan horse’ within the Churches. The TKKS served a similar role in Poland, which was however mainly an 
instrument within the Communist Party itself (Pomian-Srzednicki 1982: 67). 
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party, from the officer corps in the military, and from upper-level positions in the 

government, industrial management, sociopolitical organisations, and the media”. This 

suppression was somewhat relaxed in the late 1970s and served as an important vehicle of 

religious and national identity in the wake of Communist opposition – especially in Poland 

and Hungary (Borowik 2002; Bruce 2003) – which helped to cause the peaceful downfall of 

Socialism ten years later (Pollack 2002; Swatos 1994).  

The observed effects of this institutional suppression on individuals’ religiosity 

(usually measured by belonging to a denomination) can be summarised as initially a relative 

stability in the early period of state Socialism, which was followed by significant decline 

especially in the 1960s and 1970s. The perestroika of the 1980s led to an opening of socialist 

societies and consequently also helped religiosity to blossom (Pollack, Borowik, and 

Jagodzinski 1998; Tomka 1991). However, countries varied in their intensity and 

consequently their success in achieving the aspired secularisation “(...) from the 

marginalization of religion in some countries, such as in the former Soviet Union, through 

almost total destruction in Albania, and to the strengthening of religion in Poland” (Borowik 

1997: 13). Growing numbers of non-believers were observed, especially in the Soviet Union, 

Czechoslovakia, East Germany, and Hungary, which were also characterised by “Churches 

within Socialism” (Froese 2001).45 In other countries such as Poland, the Church remained a 

relatively strong societal force, as it was connected to national identity (Nowicka 1997) and 

the Communist regime failed to entirely collectivise agriculture and hence control rural areas 

(Tomka 2010). But even in a religious stronghold such as Poland, Roman Catholicism was 

generally portrayed as “an alien anti-Polish force” (Borowski 1985: 394) and the Polish 

United Workers’ Party also politically followed the programme of “planned (directed or 

programmed) secularization” (Pomian-Srzednicki 1982: 67-85).  

                                                 
45 See various chapters in Borowik and Babinski’s (1997) edited volume for country-specific evidence and 
discussions. 



 

90 
 

In sum, despite country differences in the extent and success of Church suppression, the 

ruling Communist Parties in all Eastern European countries at least attempted to force an 

ideologically driven secularisation process. The question that arises from this discussion is 

whether the Socialist regimes were successful in changing individuals’ religious beliefs. As a 

first step, we attempt to answer this question by focusing on the time period right at the end 

of state Socialism. 

3.3 Socialist socialisation and its effects on religiosity 

Before 1945, “religion had been one of the main pillars of the societal order and the state, but 

under the Communist era it was persecuted and pushed to the private sphere” (Tomka 2010: 

1). As time passed, even the influence of religion over private life declined. Previous research 

so far has focused on overt religiosity to investigate the effect that this state oppression had 

on individuals’ beliefs by comparing belonging to a Church over time and across space. 

However, this might not tell the whole truth of state-forced secularisation, as “it is possible 

that in the case of many people the abandonment of religion was simply a behaviour by 

which they conformed themselves to the official expectations” (Tomka 2010: 3). The 

difficulty in measuring the extent of believing is the scarcity of survey data during Socialism.  

In order to investigate the degree to which the authoritarian regimes affected religious 

beliefs in socialist societies, generational differences serve as a proxy for forced 

secularisation. Three different generations are distinguished – those socialised before, during 

and after the introduction of Communism in Eastern Europe. For this argument socialisation 

processes are assumed to strongly influence an individual’s beliefs and values. The classical 

definition of socialisation was established by Hyman (1959: 25) as an individual’s “learning 

of social patterns corresponding to his societal position as mediated through various agencies 

of society.” It is further assumed that what is learned earliest in life is most important, as it 

serves as an unchanging value basis (Alwin and Krosnick 1991).  
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In the context of state-enforced secularisation discussed above, we can formulate the 

following expectations. On the one hand, those individuals who were socialised during the 

Communist suppression of religion should be less religious also in later life, as these anti-

Church attitudes should have manifested themselves in their belief system through 

socialisation processes during Socialism. Müller (Müller 2009a: 80) ascribes a reduced and 

continuing low level of religiosity to the fact that the “Communist rule interrupted the steady 

transmission of religious ideas from generation to generation”, as the here defined Cold War 

generation “received no religious upbringing” (Tomka 2010: 2). On the other hand, the older 

generation that grew up before the state oppression of Churches already developed their 

religious beliefs before Socialism was installed in their countries. As socialisation research 

has demonstrated, once beliefs have been established in young adulthood, these are less prone 

to change. The socialist impact on religiosity should hence affect the older generation less.   

The challenge to test these expectations is the distinction of different generations. In 

most Christian denominations typically the age of 14 is particularly important for religious 

self-identification (Argue, Johnson, and White 1999; Kelley and de Graaf 1997; Myers 

1996). Young adolescents need to ‘confirm’ their belief in the traditional confirmation 

ceremonies, which also mark the coming of age. Therefore the distinction of generations for 

this research is deducted from this age. As 1945 is usually considered as the starting point of 

the Cold War period in Europe, those born 1932 and later religiously came of age during the 

socialist regimes and are therefore classified as the ‘Cold War generation’. They are assumed 

to have been socialised during a time when Church and religion was largely suppressed. The 

citizens born before 1932, on the other hand, still experienced freedom of religion. They are 

therefore classified as the ‘pre-Cold War cohort’. 1990 marks the end of the Socialist 

regimes. Hence those born later than 1976 belong to the ‘post-Cold War cohort’, which is 

only included in later analyses below. 
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As a first step, we calculate the difference between those reporting to be religious for 

the pre-Cold War cohort and those socialised during Socialism (Cold War cohort) for ten 

different Central and Eastern European countries. It is assumed that the bigger the difference 

between those two generations, the stronger the impact of the Socialist regime on individuals’ 

religious socialisation. Using the first wave of the study “Consolidation of Democracy in 

Central and Eastern Europe 1990-2000”46 it is possible to get a baseline of religious beliefs 

just after the demise of state Socialism. The data was collected between 1990 and 1992 and 

yields a total of 10,213 observations.47 Respondents were asked to state the degree of their 

religiosity.48 Those indicating to be religious and follow the teachings of the Church (1) or to 

be religious in their own way (2) were classified as believers. 

Figure 3.1 plots the proportion of religious respondents for the two different 

generations – socialised before and during the Cold War. As can be clearly seen, the 

countries vary quite considerably in the extent the state doctrine of atheism affected their 

citizens. It appears that the generational difference is biggest in the Ukraine and the Czech 

Republic. The two generations hardly show any difference in religiosity in Slovenia and 

Poland, where overall levels of belief in God are also the highest.    

                                                 
46 Data from the 1990-92 Post-Communist Publics Study in eleven countries coordinated by Edeltraud Roller, 
Dieter Fuchs, Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Bernhard Wessels (Social Science Research Center Berlin, WZB), and 
János Simon (Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest). The data can be freely downloaded from 
http://zacat.gesis.org/ (identification number: ZA4054). Unfortunately, it was not possible to include Romania 
and Lithuania, as respondents’ birth year was not available. The data for Russia was only collected in 
Krasnoyarsk. The sample for Czechoslovakia was divided into the later Czech Republic (N=679) and Slovakia 
(N=324). 
47 Field work period: Bulgaria: June 1990 Czechoslovakia: October-November 1990 Estonia: June 1991 East 
Germany: November 1992 Hungary: November 1990 Russia: January 1991 Lithuania: July 1991 Poland: 
January 1991 Romania: December 1990 Slovenia: May-June 1991 Ukraine: January 1991. 
48 The question wording is as follows: “Of the following statements which do you think applies to you most 
closely: 1 - I am religious and follow the teachings of the Church. 2 - I am religious in my own way. 3 - I cannot 
say if I am religious or not. 4 - I am not religious and am not interested in such things. 5 - I am not religious 
because the teachings of the Churches are wrong.” 
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Figure 3.1: Cohort differences in religiosity (1990-1992).  

The question now is whether the country differences in Church repression mentioned above 

can account for the generational differences in religious beliefs observed in Figure 1. For this, 

we use a classification of the state-Church relation in 1980 developed by Madeley (2003: 13) 

based on Barrett’s (1982) Christian World Encyclopedia. Madeley distinguishes ten different 

categories ranging from (1) “state exists solely to promote Christianity” (e.g. the Vatican) to 

(10) “state suppression of religion” (e.g. Albania). Western European countries range 

between (1) and (5), while the former socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe are 

mostly classified as (8) “state obstructs all Churches” or (9) “active state hostility to 

religion”.  

Figure 3.2 plots the score of each country on the Madeley classification against the 

generational differences in religiosity plotted in Figure 3.1. The ten cases illustrated here 

show a trend: the more repressive the state-Church relation, the stronger the observed effects 

on religious beliefs, measured through generational differences.49 However, Figure 2 also 

                                                 
49 This finding has to be qualified insofar as Slovenia’s outlying position is one of the drivers of this 
relationship. The variance in the group of countries which experienced the strongest anti-Church measures is 
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reveals some interesting cases. First of all, Eastern Germany – one of the countries that 

included the Protestant Church into the state, as a ‘Church within Socialism’ – shows higher 

effects than anticipated. It is well above the expectation line. On the other hand, Polish 

citizens appear to have resisted the state influence of Church suppression much better. On the 

contrary Hungary, which was characterised by a state-Church relation comparable to Poland, 

exhibits much larger differences between the generations socialised before and during the 

Cold War. The former Soviet Union was one of the most suppressive regimes. It also appears 

that the Church suppression was indeed successful, as the Cold War generation in Russia and 

the Ukraine (as a former part of the Soviet Union) are far less religious than the older pre-

Cold War cohort.  
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Figure 3.2: Cohort differences (1990-1992) and state-Church relation (1980).  

In sum, this section clearly confirmed that the state enforced secularisation was successful 

beyond overt behaviour such as church attendance or belonging to a specific denomination. 

Using generational differences in reported religiosity as a proxy, the empirical analysis 

                                                                                                                                                        
still considerable. Yet we do think that the cohort differences in the cases of Hungary, Ukraine and the Czech 
Republic are considerable and justify our interpretation of the observed trend. 
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reveals that those socialised under the Socialist regime are indeed less religious. Moreover, 

the extent of Church suppression that was executed by the state can account for observed 

national differences.50 The next step is now to investigate the development of religious beliefs 

once the Socialist regimes had collapsed and the role of religion and the Churches often 

drastically changed. Data availabilities restrict which countries can be analysed over time. 

The remainder of the article therefore only focuses on Poland, East Germany, Hungary, 

Slovenia and Russia. As Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show, these five cases are characterised by 

different levels of state suppression, but also by varying secularisation effects. We therefore 

believe that a reduced set of cases is still useful in drawing conclusions about a general 

phenomenon, namely the role of the state in the oppression and revival of individuals’ 

religious beliefs.  

3.4 Theories about the development of religiosity after 1990 

There is a widespread agreement in the literature on religion in Eastern Europe that the 

process of forced secularisation that took place during the Communist era differs widely from 

a ‘natural’ process of secularisation as it is mostly observed Western Europe (Froese 2004b; 

Need and Evans 2001; Tomka 1991). The state’s crucial role in the de-establishment of 

religion has been pointed out above. Despite this, we think that two particular components of 

the secularisation paradigm still offer considerable explanatory power in explaining religious 

change after the end of state Socialism in Central Eastern Europe. These are Berger’s theory 

of plausibility structures (Berger 1969) and Norris and Inglehart’s framework of ‘existential 

security’ (Norris and Inglehart 2004). It seems that the alternative supply-side approach to 

                                                 
50  It should be noted that our results are not contradicting the well-known fact that the ethnic-religious nexus is 
crucial in understanding overall levels of religiosity in Eastern Europe. The particular role that religion played in 
the construction of the national (ethnic) identity in countries like Poland or Slovenia finds its expression in the 
results that are shown in Figure 3.2 (i.e. the outlying cases of Poland or Slovenia). It is beyond the scope of this 
paper to discuss how state-Cchurch relations were negotiated and enacted “on the ground”. Poland can serve as 
a notable example: the Polish Catholic Church was successful in reaching relaxations on questions of religious 
teaching and jurisdiction over Church property, despite the harshest repression measures of the Polish state, by 
adopting a policy of avoiding direct confrontation, especially during the early post-war period (Curtis 1992). 
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religion (Froese and Pfaff 2001, 2005; Froese 2004a, 2004b; Stark and Iannaccone 1994) has 

failed to explain the developments in Eastern Europe. In its current form the supply-side 

theory has lost its former appeal, because it has to explain too many anomalies in an ad hoc 

fashion. The following section discusses the problems that arise with the supply-side 

framework in the context of post-Socialist societies further, and justifies why we will be 

concentrating on mechanisms that have been suggested in the field of secularisation 

approaches.  

3.4.1 A critique of supply-side theory in the context of post-Socialist 

societies 

The core of the supply-side reasoning is that religious goods are sold in more or less 

competitive religious markets, where individuals choose the Church that seemingly offers the 

best ‘afterlife reward’.51 Where religion is suppressed, or the state holds a monopoly on 

religious goods, we will observe a low religious vitality (Finke 1997). However, if religious 

markets are liberalised, religious freedom guaranteed and a broad range of competing 

religious firms in the market, religion will be vital and thriving (Stark and Iannaccone 1994). 

Demand for religion is thereby seen as stable. At the core of supply-side reasoning is the 

competition of religious firms in a pluralistic religious marketplace that offer high quality 

religious products to their customers.  

However, Froese and Pfaff, the authors that have most extensively applied supply-

side reasoning to the situation in Eastern Europe, had to make several changes to this 

                                                 
51 The notion of ‘afterlife reward’ can more clearly be attributed to Azzi and Ehrenberg (1975) than to Stark and 
Bainbridge (1980). Stark and Bainbridge use the notion of ‘religious compensator’ in their early work (1980) 
and later refer to ‘otherworldly rewards’ (cf. de Graaf 2012). In my view the supply-side paradigm’s original 
interpretation of religion as a compensator for unattainable rewards in this life distinguishes it most clearly from 
other approaches in the field. As I am trying to show in this discussion and at a later point in this work (see 
Chapter 5), the more recent changes to the supply-side paradigm make it more similar to conventional 
secularisation or social capital approaches and it therefore loses some of its former appeal, which used to be its 
parsimony. 
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framework in order to fit the empirical observations (Froese and Pfaff 2001, 2004a, 2004b, 

2005). The following anomalies were encountered by the authors:  

a) Catholic monopolies all over Europe are unexpectedly strong despite their expected 

inefficiency. The following solution is suggested: the switching costs to other religions are 

higher as the acquisition of alternative human religious capital (i.e. knowledge about 

doctrines, rituals and practices) is very costly in monopolies (Iannaccone 1995; Smith and 

Sawkins 2003). Yet this reasoning sounds fairly similar to Berger’s idea of a “sacred 

canopy“.  

b) Many former Soviet countries experience a religious revival, but it is almost 

entirely driven by a growth of the already existing majority religions (Froese 2004a: 62, 

Table 1). The idea of an increase in religious pluralism, market competition and hence a 

supply of innovative religious goods is not confirmed by these findings. There is no increase 

in pluralism through new religious groups or ‘start-ups’, and moreover religious growth is 

strongest in the most homogeneous, monopolistic societies (Froese 2004a: 60-61). The 

increase of religiosity in the Russian case is explained by the establishment of a religious 

state monopoly, whereby other competitors are denied access to the religious marketplace 

(Froese 2004b). However, if the role of religious competition is so minimal in explaining 

recent changes in religious beliefs and behaviour, what is the value added by the supply-side 

approach? 

c) While the ‘classic’ supply-side theory of religion (Stark and Bainbridge 1987) 

exclusively built on the idea that the consumption of religion serves as a compensation for the 

lack of an afterlife, this basic idea has been abandoned since. Through the examination of the 

two most remarkable outliers in Eastern Europe, East Germany and Poland, Froese and Pfaff 

(2001, 2005) suggested allowing for the idea that individuals have many this-worldly 

motivations and incentives to join religions. For example, churches can serve as “centers of 
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political or social opposition” (Froese and Pfaff 2001: 486). Moreover, and crucially, they do 

not insist on the idea of a stable demand for religious goods anymore (Froese and Pfaff 2005: 

402). East Germany is characterised as such a society with a high percentage of atheists that 

are not available for a religious market. Ultimately, we have to ask critically which original 

supply-side ideas still remain intact after their suggested changes. If monopolies play a 

crucial role in the maintenance of religiosity, if increases in religiosity are not related to 

increases in religious competition, if religious demand is not necessarily stable and individual 

motivations to support or consume religion are not necessarily driven by the need for an 

afterlife, what does the supply-side paradigm explain? 

We therefore focus on two other approaches to explain the development of religious 

beliefs after the Cold War era. The first component is Berger’s theory of plausibility 

structures: societies create and maintain social conditions that are either benevolent or erosive 

to the maintenance of religious beliefs and their intergenerational transfer. Human actions 

and interactions are put in a religious context that creates a “sacred canopy” in which the 

most relevant social interactions gain plausibility and legitimisation in a religious sense. 

Modernisation undermines these plausibility structures through processes of structural and 

social differentiation (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Luckmann 1967; Berger 1969). The more 

firmly religious beliefs are embedded in people’s daily lives, the more plausibility they gain. 

The more religion is oppressed and persecuted, the more will religious plausibility be 

undermined. This reasoning is not deterministic. Anti-religious propaganda and legislation 

were not able to eradicate religion in Eastern Europe because it provided “free spaces [...] as 

refuges from surveillance and control” (Froese and Pfaff 2001: 484).52  

                                                 
52 The establishment of the Communist ideology of ‘scientific Atheism’ could be seen as an attempt to replace 
religion with an alternative belief system, re-enforced in official ceremonies, taught in schools and universities 
and thus established as a new plausibility structure. As Froese and Pfaff (2005) point out, the enormous success 
of forced secularisation policies in the former GDR are partly explainable by the introduction of Socialist youth 
organisations and secular rites de passage that would replace Christian rituals of Communion and Confirmation. 
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However, there are numerous examples in Eastern Europe where the state re-

established the standing of the Church, or the Churches themselves tried to impose a stronger 

influence on wider parts of society (see Tomka 1995 on Hungary, Borowik 2002 on Poland, 

or Madeley 2003 on a more general account of institutional changes in Eastern Europe). As 

Titarenko points out in a commentary on Borowik (2002), “‘a turn to religion’ becomes a 

‘return to the national roots’” (Titarenko 2008: 251) and political leaders sometimes embrace 

the spread of conservative moral principles that support the idea of strong political power 

(Titarenko 2008: 252). Thus there is an intimate link between the (re-) construction of 

national identity and the support for established national Churches. 

The second strand of secularisation reasoning that might explain religious change in 

Eastern Europe is Norris and Inglehart’s ‘existential security’ approach, which puts the socio-

economic development of societies at the centre of attention. The demand for religious value 

systems is determined by the levels of experienced existential security in the respondents’ 

formative years or current life situation: “Individuals experiencing stress have the need for 

rigid, predictable rules” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 19). Individuals use religious values and 

belief systems as a means of coping with fear and uncertainty.  

Their chapter on Eastern Europe (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 111-132) supports the 

idea that secularisation takes place when the general living conditions improve. Therefore, 

levels of religious beliefs in Eastern Europe can be explained by levels of socio-economic 

development, whereby the state’s anti-religious policies might have exacerbated the process 

of secularisation (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 132). It also follows that younger birth cohorts 

should consistently be less religious than older birth cohorts, given that they grow up under 

constantly improving living conditions. This relationship is confirmed in their analysis.  

However, we are not entirely satisfied with their explanation, because it misses the role 

of the state that introduces new religious structures. Greeley (1994) does report a U-shaped 
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pattern of religiosity over birth cohorts: Tthose socialised before the Communist era, as well 

as those after, show the highest rates of religious beliefs and activity. The middle cohort 

suffered the strongest experience of anti-religious policies, and therefore is still the least 

religious. While Norris and Inglehart attribute increases in religiosity in Eastern Europe to 

increased economic insecurities following from the massive restructuring of formerly planned 

economies, we argue that these increases might be attributable to pro-religious state policies. 

3.4.2 Hypotheses 

Based on the theories portrayed and the research findings outlined above, we formulate the 

following hypotheses. Firstly, the fact that we can show the tendency that changes between 

pre- and Cold War cohorts have been strongest in countries where oppression policies have 

been stronger counts as a partial confirmation of Berger’s theory of plausibility structures. 

However, we also maintained the idea that the increase of religious beliefs in Eastern Europe 

during the 1990s can be explained through a strengthening of religious institutions by 

political actors. Therefore we formulate: 

State-Church Hypothesis (H1.1): The more Churches and the state are entangled, the higher 

should religious beliefs be. 

However, Norris and Inglehart’s existential security hypothesis states that changes in 

economic development and experienced (in-)security are the main drive behind changes in 

religiosity. This should be true in Western Europe and Eastern Europe alike: 

Existential Security Hypothesis (H2.1): The higher the economic development of a society, 

the lower the level of religious beliefs in Western and Eastern Europe. 

But one could also argue that changes in religiosity are based on different 

mechanisms in Eastern Europe. While the process of secularisation in Western Europe took 

place gradually, driven by changes in economic development, structural differentiation and a 
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slow decrease of the role of religion, the process in Eastern Europe was politically forced and 

fairly abrupt. The institutional changes in state-Church relations in Western Europe were 

fairly modest (Madeley 2003). Yet in the newly formed democracies of Eastern Europe 

institutions only slowly consolidated, which gave political actors more freedom to establish 

religious structures advantageous to them or a newly formed ‘national ethos’. Thus the 

changes after 1990 could be driven by political interventions rather than economic change. 

We hypothesise: 

Differential change hypothesis West (H3.1): Changes in religiosity in Western Europe are 

driven by economic changes rather than institutional changes. 

Differential change hypothesis East (H3.2): Changes in religiosity in Eastern Europe are 

driven by institutional changes rather than economic changes. 

3.5 Testing religiosity: data and method 

Religious beliefs are difficult to measure (Kelley and de Graaf 1997). Research interested in 

religion and its effects often only relies on the question of church attendance, as done, for 

example, in Gautier (1997) or Need and Evans (2001). But if we want to get at the heart of 

religion – believing – it is difficult to achieve this by simple observed survey responses. This 

is particularly difficult if we ask citizens of former authoritarian regimes about their religious 

beliefs, as they may not be willing to reveal their religiosity. Two problems arise from this: 

first, measurement error and second, data measuring religious beliefs is often only categorical 

or at most ordered. To address these issues we utilise latent class analysis to measure ‘true’ 

religiosity.  

Latent class analysis (LCA) is used as a categorical data reduction method analogous 

to factor analysis. Its original approach was introduced by Lazarsfeld (1959).53 A main 

feature of LCA is the ability to investigate the relationship among several categorical 
                                                 
53 For an excellent introduction to latent class models in a social science context see McCutcheon (1987) and for 
a more advanced discussion see Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh (2004). 
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variables assuming local independence between these indicators. Imagine we have two items, 

an ‘individual’s vision of God’ (A) and ‘how close a respondent feels to God’ (B), which 

both are only proxies of what we are really interested in – ‘true’ religiosity. The fact that a 

clear image of God and feeling close to God frequently occur together is assumed to be 

caused by the same type of belief. Hence, in a latent class model if we know whether 

somebody has an image of God, we have no additional predictive power to explain closeness 

to God. There is consequently no covariation between these two anymore. Any observed 

relationship between (A) and (B) is simply because of a common ‘underlying’ unobserved 

trait – religiosity. The aim of LCA in this context is to classify respondents into ‘true’ 

believers or ‘true’ atheists. See Appendix A2.1 for a detailed account of this method and the 

models estimated. 

Data are taken from the East and West European samples of the ‘Religion’ module of 

the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), which was repeated in 1991, 1998, and 

2008.54 The first time point of the study in 1991 represents the baseline of regime 

suppression, as it was surveyed right after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Unfortunately 

only five former socialist countries were included in all three waves of the study and hence 

allow us to investigate the dynamics of individuals’ religiosity over time after state Socialism. 

The Western European countries thereby function as a reference point to which the former 

socialist countries are compared. “The fact that Western European democracies have a long 

history of religious tolerance, human rights, and civic liberties during the twentieth century 

means that the comparison of these regions provides an exceptionally well-designed ‘natural 

experiment’” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 131) to test the influence of the state on individuals’ 

religious beliefs. 

                                                 
54 The ISSP project compiles large, representative national samples of adults taken on a regular basis. The data 
is collected based on stratified random samples and conducted by face-to-face interviews, followed by a leave-
behind self-completion questionnaire containing the ISSP religion module. The data is available online at 
http://zacat.gesis.org/ (identification numbers: ZA2150, ZA3190, ZA4950). 
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The ISSP data is suitable for exploring religiosity because of its rich pool of questions 

on religious beliefs. Three different indicator variables are used to measure the latent 

construct of ‘religiosity’.55 These items tap the question of belief in God, which is assumed to 

be a personal, and moreover private, trait. The socialist systems might have affected overt 

religious behaviour, such as church going. But the interesting question is whether the 

authoritarian regimes altered the personal belief in God and whether this could be retrieved 

thereafter.  

The three indicators were recoded into variables distinguishing between three different 

types of religiosity: 1) those absolutely not believing in God – atheists, 2) those being 

agnostic, and 3) those that at least to some extent believe in God. The idea behind this 

approach is to quantify the ‘true’ atheists and believers and compare these numbers across 

several East and West European countries across time. However, as some citizens are 

agnostic about their belief in God, it is important to allow for this by including an additional 

latent class. In sum, the model presented below is estimated using three latent classes.56 

3.6 Results: explaining trends in religiosity in post-Socialist societies 

This section is divided into two parts. Firstly, we compare the proportion of religious citizens 

in Eastern and Western Europe across three generations from the downfall of Socialism in 

1991 to 2008 descriptively. Secondly, we are trying to explain this variation in religiosity 

across time and cohorts by taking into account modernisation and the state-Church 

relationship.  

                                                 
55 Please find the question wording of these items in Appendix 2.2. See Kelley and de Graaf (1997) for a 
discussion of these indicators also used here. 
56 The model was estimated based on 25 start sets. The final set of parameters was estimated after 500 EM 
iterations using the Newton’s methods. A model is assumed as converged if the absolute likelihood difference 
between two iterations was smaller than 1e-008. Appendix A2.5 reports the model fit of all three latent class 
models. 



 

104 
 

Trends of Religiosity in Post-Socialist Europe  

The first step is to investigate the overall trends in Eastern Europe and compare these to 

Western Europe. Figure 3.3 plots the proportion of believers across all cohorts over time 

which is based on three items measuring belief in God. Most important for this research is the 

proportion or size of each latent class. In order to save space, only the aggregated ‘mixing’ 

probabilities of respondents that are ‘truly’ believing in the existence of God are presented. 

The LCA confirms the well documented secularisation trend in Western Europe. However, 

religiosity seems to slowly increase in the former socialist countries. Nevertheless, the 

included Eastern European countries vary quite considerably in their level and direction of 

trends in religiosity. The fraction of believers in some – mostly Catholic countries – in 

Eastern Europe remains at a high level. In Poland constantly around 95% were classified as 

‘true’ believers – despite their socialisation experience. In comparative terms, East Germans 

are absolutely least religious.   
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Figure 3.3: Proportion of believers over time (in %). 

Overall, Figure 3.3 is not entirely conclusive regarding the time trend of religiosity in former 

socialist countries. Eastern Catholic countries seem neither to become more nor less religious, 



 

105 
 

while believing in God is declining in East Germany – the only Eastern predominately 

Protestant country. Interesting is the development in Orthodox Russia, which observes a clear 

revival of religiosity. The mechanisms leading to these time trends are explored in the next 

section. 
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Figure 3.4: Cohort differences in religiosity over time. 

Turning to the generational comparison, Figure 3.4 plots the proportions of those believing in 

God for each cohort over three time points (represented by three bars, or two for the post-

Cold War cohort). Firstly, it becomes apparent that the level of religiosity differs for the three 

cohorts in East and West Europe. The pre-Cold War cohort is most religious. Over time, 

Western European countries exhibit a clear intra- and inter-generational decrease in 

religiosity. This supports the clear overall downward trend observed in Figure 3.3.  

Even if the cross-country trend in religiosity over time in Eastern Europe was not very 

conclusive, the distinction of different generations yields a clearer picture. Among the pre-

Cold War generation no trend is observable. They remain on a rather high level over the last 

20 years. Interestingly, among the generation that grew up during Socialism and was hence 



 

106 
 

socialised in a Church-hostile environment, a clear religious revival is visible. One could of 

course argue that this is a simple aging effect, as this generation also grew older. However, 

the same aging effect should hold for the Cold War generation in Western Europe, which 

shows decreasing religiosity.   

Turning to the Eastern post-Cold War generation, we expected them to show the 

highest revival of religiosity over time, as they were not socialised into the secular socialist 

societies such as their parents and grandparents. The first impression when looking at Figure 

3 might suggest that this proposition has to be rejected. However, if we compare this cohort 

to the Cold War generation in the West and East, the picture looks very different. First of all, 

in Western Europe the level of religiosity among the post-Cold War generation is declining 

and, secondly, is constantly about 15% lower than the previous cohort. In Eastern Europe, we 

observe a slight increase of belief in God between 1998 and 2008. Further, the difference 

between the two cohorts is very similar in both years despite very different ages – members 

of the Cold War generation being up to 68 years old (as they are born between 1932 and 

1976) and the post-Cold War generation being a maximum of 21 years old in 1998 

Considering that life-cycle effects play a role in religious beliefs, the post-Cold War cohort 

appears rather religious. It is however still striking that religiosity among the Cold War 

generation saw such a clear increase. The next section presents an approach to explain these 

trends in religion in post-Socialist societies and compares these to Western Europe.       

3.6.1 Explaining trends in religiosity  

The aim of this section is to explain the trends in religiosity by taking into account two 

different aspects of modernisation theory – economic development as well as change in the 

state-Church relationship. Firstly, it is expected that the levels of religious beliefs decrease 

over time as countries develop economically. Secondly, the modernisation of a country is 
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thought to lead to a decline in the plausibility structure of religion, which leads to a decline in 

the role of the Church in public life.  
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Figure 3.5: Religiosity by GDP (both centred by country). 

We first explore the relationship between aggregated beliefs and economic development in 

more detail. Figure 3.5 plots the effect of economic development – measured by the gross 

domestic product (GDP, in 1000s) – for each country and the proportion of those believing in 

God for three cohorts in East and West Europe. In order to account for the changes (rather 

than levels) it is necessary to centre the variables by country. As the lower panel of the figure 

illustrates, positive economic development leads to a decrease in religiosity in the 

consolidated societies of Western Europe. However, this typical modernisation expectation is 

less clear for the newly transformed societies in Eastern Europe. Changing levels of GDP 

seem not to affect the religiosity of the pre- and post-Cold War cohort. But those socialised 

during Socialism appear to become more religious once their countries economically develop.  

In order to explore the trend in religiosity further, the next step is to look at the state-

Church relationship. Based on modernisation theory and the role of functional differentiation, 
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we formulated the expectation that the more Churches and the state are entangled, the higher 

should religious beliefs be. For the measurement of Berger’s concept of plausibility 

structures, we are using data from the ‘Religion and the State Project’ (Fox 2006; Fox 2008; 

Fox 2004b). The data has been gathered in 2004 and quantifies the most important aspects 

regarding the separation of Church and state in 175 countries in the period from 1990-2002. 

The codings are based on human rights reports, academic resources, as well as news media 

sources. We decided to use the variable ‘extent of religious legislation’. For various law 

domains the coders recorded whether governments legislate religion into law. The range of 

law domains is broad, examples of domains that have been coded are: whether religious 

education in state schools exists, and whether this is funded by the state; whether dietary or 

dress restrictions exist; whether the clergy is funded from public sources; whether minority 

religions are monitored by the state, etc. The measurement used in this paper is an additive 

index of the number of different laws that exist in a country. A high number of religious laws 

indicate strong state-Church relations and hence a good condition to create and uphold 

religious plausibility structures in a society. An overview of the law domains that are 

empirically found in the countries of our sample can be found in Appendix A2.5, which shows 

the development of religious legislation in each country over time. It further reports religious 

status scores that are based on the evaluation of the coders of how the state-Church relations 

in a country can be described overall.  
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Figure 3.6: Belief in God by religious legislation over time. 

First of all, it is interesting to note that the Eastern European countries are more active in 

introducing new legislation than Western Europe, which is of course a counter-reaction to 

state forced secularisation during state Socialism. Figure 3.6 plots the changes in legislation 

over time. The figure further illustrates again the changes in religiosity over time, as these 

two are assumed to correlate (both variables are centred by year). As expected, the state-

Church relationship, which is measured here using state legislation, is more or less constant 

in the established democracies in the West. These countries have an established relationship 

between Church and state, which had been settled in the decades of democratic consolidation 

in the past. Only Norway, which was and still is characterised by a strong state-Church link, 

reduced this close relation by abolishing religious education in school. However, Figure 3.6 

suggests that the former socialist countries clearly tighten the state-Church relationship by 

introducing new religious legislation. Further detailed accounts of this, however, also reveal 

that considerable national differences exist. Especially Russia, but also Slovenia, increased 

the role of the Churches in the state. According to Madeley’s (2003) classification (which 
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was already used for Figure 2), the change in the state-Church relation was highest in Russia. 

It was still classified as (9) (“state hostility or prohibition”) in 1980, but was one of the most 

Church-integrating countries in 2000, reaching a score of (3), as the state is even subsidising 

Churches today. For comparison, the unified German state is following a policy of complete 

non-interference, which does not mean a huge increase in tighter state-Church relations for 

citizens of former East Germany.   
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Figure 3.7: Religiosity by religious legislation by country 

If we disaggregate these distributions again for each country and plot religiosity and religious 

legislation for each cohort in each country over time, we get Figure 3.7. Obviously the 

variation in legislation is much bigger for the Eastern European countries. As modernisation 

theory predicts, countries that introduce more religious legislation and hence tighten the state-

Church link obtain higher rates of believers. This positive relationship is most visible in 

Eastern Europe among the Cold War cohort and the youngest generation. The pre-Cold War 

cohort in Western Europe also exhibits a strong positive link. However, this relationship is 

driven by Norway, which reduced the state-Church link between 1991 and 1998.  
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As a final test, we estimated a fixed-effects regression model using cohorts as quasi-

panel units. Each cohort in every country represents a case, which we observe at three (or 

two) different points in time. We use this modelling strategy controlling for cohort specific 

effects. In contrast to standard pooled ordinary least square (OLS) regression this method 

allows us to account for the time-ordering. Further it is possible to control for the individual 

inter-generational unobserved heterogeneity, as the aggregated religiosity might be affected 

by time-invariant factors, which we cannot account for in our model. Such a fixed-effects 

estimation hence dissects the error term of the regression prediction into a time-constant 

within cohort specific component (ui) and a stochastic error across all cohorts and times (εi,t). 

This model can be expressed as: 

yi,t  = α + β1 GDPt + β2 Legislationt + ui + εi,t 

where yi,t is the level of belief in God for each cohort at each specific time point, β1 and β2  

measure the effects that the changing economic development and religious legislation have 

on religiosity. Table 3.1 reports the results of this model separately for Eastern and Western 

Europe. Because we used centred variables, the fitted lines in Figure 3.5 and 3.7 represent the 

same effect, now measured statistically.  
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Table 3.1: Fixed Effects Regression Model on Religiosity for Cohorts 

 WESTERN EUROPE  EASTERN EUROPE 

GDP (in 1000s) -0.21*  0.08 
 [-0.41;  -0.02]  [-0.39;  0.54] 
      
Legislation 6.32  6.76** 
 [-7.07;  19.71]  [1.47;  12.06] 
      
Intercept 24.48  14.99 
σu 23.63  29.79 
σε 7.05  7.35 
  
 R2 (within) 0.207  0.359 
 R2 (between) 0.015  0.186 
   
N (obs) 56  40 
N (cohorts) 21  15 

 Significance levels: * .05, **.01. Data: ISSP (1991, 1998 and 2008) 

The results of the fixed effects model presented in Table 3.1 appear to be quite different for 

Eastern and Western European countries. Note that in the established democracies in the 

West, GDP negatively affects religiosity. The higher the economic development in these 

countries, the lower the level of religious belief. This finding is in line with classical 

modernisation theory and Norris and Inglehart’s existential security hypothesis (H2.1). It also 

supports our differential change hypothesis (H3.1). In former socialist countries, however, 

improved living standards do not seem to matter when explaining variations in religious 

beliefs. On the other hand, religious legislation, which measures the connection between the 

state and Church, appears to positively affect the level of belief in God in the East. However, 

it should be made clear that a reverse causation – level of belief affects religious legislation – 

cannot be ruled out entirely with the data at hand.57 This result is also in line with the theory 

                                                 
57 Establishing the causal direction between religious legislation and levels of religious beliefs is not 
straightforward. Though our models are able to account for time-invariant sources of unobserved heterogeneity 
(i.e. cultural factors within societies that do not change over time), the same does not hold true for time-variant 
endogeneity or reverse causation. It is possible that increased religious beliefs led to an adoption of more 
religious legislation. A more detailed test, i.e. using lagged variables, is not possible. Even a closer look at 
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of plausibility structures, as a tighter state-Church relation increases levels of religiosity 

(compare H1.1). Moreover hypothesis H3.2 is therefore confirmed. 

Overall the model seems to do a pretty good job in explaining the variation in support 

among each cohort, especially in Eastern Europe. 36% of the within cohort variance can be 

accounted for by the model. However, only 20% of the variation within cohorts over time can 

be explained by GDP and religious legislation in the West. The model explaining religiosity 

in the former socialist countries is also better in predicting the differences between cohorts 

(R2 = 0.186 compared to R2 = 0.015 in the West). Summing up these results, the model 

presented in Table 1, but also illustrated in Figure 3.5 and 3.7 confirm modernisation theory, 

which predicts a lower level of religiosity based on economic development in the West and 

predicts higher proportions of believers in the East, because of a tightening relationship 

between the state and the Church. 

3.7 Conclusion and discussion 

The aim of this paper was to explore religious belief in former socialist countries, where 

religious freedom was heavily suppressed during the 40 year authoritarian regime. To put 

religiosity into context, we compared Eastern and Western European countries. A latent class 

analysis of belief in God confirmed the expected strong effect of religious oppression in 

authoritarian regimes on individuals’ religious beliefs. The proportion of believers is much 

lower in the former socialist countries compared to established democracies, which 

                                                                                                                                                        
detailed descriptions of the development of religious beliefs, the state and the Orthodox Church in Russia (Knox 
2005, 2012, Burgess 2009) does not help to identify the cause unambiguously. However, Burgess’ description, 
in particular, of the Church fulfilling many social functions (i.e. in education, health care and military 
chaplaincy) and cultural functions (i.e. museums, youth clubs and summer camps) speaks for a ‘plausibility 
structure’ explanation (Burgess 2009: 13-14). The role of the state is one of favouring the Orthodox Church and 
restricting opportunities of minority religious groups and missions but not necessarily a conscious use of the 
Church as a means of power (Knox 2005, 2012). 
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guaranteed freedom of religion for a long time, which was further measured by comparing 

the level of religiosity among those socialised before and during the Cold War period.58  

As time progressed after the collapse of state Socialism and introduction of 

democracy and liberal rights in these countries, religion took different paths in different 

countries. Catholic countries remained on a relatively high level, but did not observe any 

increase in religiosity. Eastern Germany – the only mainly Protestant country in the former 

Soviet influenced sphere – even experienced a slight decrease in belief in God, with more and 

more people being classified as atheists. On the other hand, Orthodox Russia truly observed a 

revival of religiosity in the aftermath of Socialism. Among all generations, religion seems to 

become more important again. Overall, differences between generations socialised before, 

during or after the religious suppression is rather small. The Cold War and post-Cold War 

cohort show somewhat more movement than the older generation, which was still socialised 

before Socialism. 

In the next step, we used modernisation theory to explain trends in religiosity over 

time. The results presented here are supportive of two different facets of the secularisation 

paradigm, Berger’s theory of plausibility structures and Norris and Inglehart’s existential 

security hypothesis. Not only did we find that the state played a crucial role in the dis-

establishment of religion in Eastern Europe; it also is one of the driving forces of its re-

establishment after 1990.  

A first look at the impact of anti-religious policies on differences in religiosity 

between pre- and Cold War cohorts in ten Eastern European countries revealed that these 

                                                 
58 We would like to note that repressive state policies are one of many possible mechanisms that could bring 
about the observed cohort differences in religious beliefs. Many Socialist states implemented policies of rapidly 
forced modernisation (i.e. strong efforts to foster industrialisation and urbanisation and policies to increase the 
work participation of women), which means that the state enforced secularisation has to be understood not only 
as a state repression of religion, but also as a state enforced modernisation that might have already laid the 
ground for a religious revival from the early 1980s onwards. Some authors have referred to this process as 
“deviant modernisation” (Zrinscak 2004). The process of increasing anomy through forced modernisation 
policies is discussed in further detail in Tomka (1991). 
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tend to be stronger in countries with harsher regimes of religious oppression. Yet the state 

seems to have been fairly effective in the re-establishment of a religious plausibility structure 

as well. We find clear evidence that the religious revival in Eastern Europe is strongly linked 

to the implementation of policies that favoured the established Churches. 

However, we also found evidence for the secularising role of economic development 

and structural differentiation. The smooth over-time decrease in the Western European 

countries in our sample is explained by increases in GDP rather than institutional changes. 

We attribute the differences between East and West to the fact that Western European 

democracies are already largely consolidated, whereas the transitioning East European 

democracies still had to struggle with a re-invention of their national identities, whereby 

religion played a crucial role (Titarenko 2008). 

In the exemplary case of Russia, the political motivation of using the Russian Orthodox 

identity to legitimise political power is a viable explanation for the positive association 

between legislation and increase in religious beliefs. Not only did Boris Yeltsin have himself 

blessed by the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church when he was sworn in as president 

in 1991 (Bruce 2003), but also the 1997 Freedom of Conscience and Association Law 

granted Orthodoxy a “special place in Russian history and in the development of the 

spirituality of the Russian nation” (Bruce 2003: 53), thus establishing new plausibility 

structures for an ethno-religious identity. 

Regarding the future development of religiosity in Eastern Europe, we expect that the 

role of economic development and increasing existential security (Norris and Inglehart 2004) 

will become more important as an explanatory factor, thereby mirroring the process of 

gradual secularisation in Western Europe. As democracies consolidate, the questions of 

national identity and the state-Church relations will gradually be settled and the demand for 

religion will gradually decline with further increases in living conditions.  
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4 Individual religiosity and attitudes towards the 

involvement of religious leaders in politics – multilevel 

and longitudinal evidence from 55 countries 

Abstract: 

This paper examines the antecedents of preferences for the involvement of religious leaders in politics. 

Hypotheses derived from secularisation theories as well as from the supply-side paradigm are tested empirically 

using WVS and ISSP data. Multilevel analysis is used in order to account for the nested structure of the data. 

Most cross-national differences can be explained by differences in levels of modernisation and inequality, with 

modernisation showing a strong negative and inequality showing a strong positive effect. Moreover, stronger 

state-Church relations foster the acceptance of higher involvement of religious leaders in politics. The 

hypotheses of the supply-side framework are not supported by the evidence. Longitudinal analyses using fixed 

effects panel models point towards robust influences of religious laws and income inequality. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

It had been long-standing conventional wisdom in the field of sociology of religion that 

modernisation reduces religion’s role in society and on an individual level. The classical view 

on this relationship can be found in Weber’s accounts (Weber 2006a; Weber 2006b), was 

prominent during the 1960s (Berger 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1966; Berger and 

Luckmann 1969), and is also discussed in contemporary literature, although in a more 

relativised form (Bruce 2002; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Norris and Inglehart 2004). Yet 

recent developments have cast doubt on classical secularisation theory. Widely known 

examples can be cited: the seizing of power by Shiite fundamentalists in Iran (Riesebrodt 

1990), the rising influence of Christian fundamentalists in the US (Sterr 1999), the growth of 

Pentecostal sects in Latin America and Africa (Martin 2005). Some European societies do not 

seem to fit the explanations of classical secularisation theory, e.g. Poland and Romania 

(Martin 1978). And apparently it has never been a particularly fruitful explanatory model for 
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the US (Greeley 1989; Stark 1991). Casanova (1994: 3) states that “Religion is reclaiming the 

public sphere”. 

Probably most surprising for observers is the high interconnection of religion and 

politics in the aforementioned examples. But are these examples representative on a large 

scale of the religiosity and attitudes that people hold towards the relationship between 

religion and politics? How accurate are classical and newer secularisation frameworks in 

explaining individual secularisation? This paper aims to test hypotheses derived from 

secularisation theories as well as hypotheses from the main rival theory, the supply-side 

approach to religion. Individual religiosity and attitudes towards the relationship between 

religious leaders in politics are considered to be part of the process, which has been called 

“secularisation in mind” by Dobbelaere (2002).  

In contrast to other work that has been conducted in this area (Breznau, Lykes, 

Kelley, and Evans 2011; Carlson and Listhaug 2006; Yuchtman-Yaar and Alkalay 2007), 

possible cultural differences are not a particular focus of this paper. Instead the “existential 

security framework”, suggested by Inglehart and Norris (2004), shall receive greater 

attention, especially the role of social inequality and its effects on individual secularisation.  

While similar work in this area already exists (Breznau, Lykes, Kelley, and Evans 

2011; Müller 2009b; Rughinis 2010, forthcoming), the paper presented here adds value in 

several dimensions. It includes information from more countries than most other studies have 

done before by pooling datasets from the 1991 and 1998 waves of the International Social 

Survey Programme (ISSP Research Group 1991; ISSP Research Group 1998) and the two 

recent waves of the World Values/European Values Surveys, conducted from 1995 to 2008 

(European Values Study Group and Association 2006). Moreover, the data at hand allows for 

an examination of longitudinal changes in religio-political attitudes. This enables us to make 

stronger causal inferences about the hypothesised effects of modernisation and inequality. 
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The methods of multilevel analysis and fixed effects panel regression will be used for this 

purpose (Snijders and Bosker 2011; Wooldridge 2002).  

The paper will proceed along the following lines: first, I will give an overview of 

classical secularisation theories, the supply-side theory of religion and Norris’ and Inglehart’s 

framework. Secondly, a review of existing work on the topic will be given. The empirical 

analysis is split into two parts. First, a multilevel analysis with crossed random factors 

(Snijders and Bosker 2011) is applied to a pooled sample of up to 62 societies. This statistical 

technique allows taking into account explanatory factors at individual level, country level and 

changes over time. In the second step, fixed effects panel regressions are applied in order to 

control for unobserved heterogeneity (i.e. non-measurable cultural factors) that can exist 

between countries and bias results (Wooldridge 2002).  

4.2 The causes of secularisation 

The classical secularisation framework states that societal modernisation erodes religion’s 

significance by processes operating on at least three different levels: the societal, the 

organisational and the individual (Dobbelaere 2002). The main forces that facilitate the 

secularisation process have been theorised to be functional differentiation and specialisation 

of the subspheres of society (Bruce 2002; Schimank 1996).  

On the macro-level, religion is thought to be fused together with the other subsystems 

in traditional societies, thereby fulfilling functions such as political legitimisation as well as 

provision of education and welfare (the famous “sacred canopy”; Berger 1969). In the course 

of modernisation religion gets separated from all these subsystems and becomes more and 

more incompatible with the imperatives that drive politics, rationalised economy and science 

(Weber 2006b). The pluralisation of “life worlds” leads to differing religious worldviews, 

which make the persistence of one single legitimising religious worldview impossible to 

maintain: the “plausibility structure” of religion becomes severely undermined (Berger and 
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Luckmann 1966). A relativisation of religious beliefs and decrease of societal importance of 

religion takes place. With religion’s separation from other parts of the society and the 

increased demand for scientific and technical knowledge, it becomes increasingly difficult to 

socialise younger cohorts into traditional belief systems. Yet with the loss of its former all-

embracing functions for society, religion is forced to retreat from the public into the private 

sphere, losing its influence and significance for other parts of the society. On an individual 

level, decreasing individual religious beliefs and a disengagement from religious rites follow. 

Finally, individuals stop evaluating large parts of society or their lives in a religious fashion.  

Dobbelaere has coined the term secularisation-in-mind (also: compartmentalisation) 

for this: “Do people think in terms of the separation of religion and the juridical, educational, 

the economic, the family, the scientific, the medical, and the political systems?” (Dobbelaere 

2002: 169). The present paper tries to answer this question in regard to attitudes towards the 

relationship between religion and politics. 

4.3 Secularisation and “existential security” 

Norris and Inglehart’s approach to secularisation focuses on the socio-economic development 

of societies. The demand for religious (or authoritarian) value systems is determined by the 

levels of experienced “existential security” in the respondents’ formative years or current life 

situation: “Individuals experiencing stress have the need for rigid, predictable rules” (Norris 

and Inglehart 2004: 19). Thus societies that cannot provide their citizens with a minimal level 

of existential security are also societies where the demand for religious values seems to be 

highest. Individuals use religious values and belief systems as a means to cope with fear and 

uncertainty: “This belief [religious belief, TM] reduces stress, enabling people to shut out 

anxiety and focus on coping with their immediate problems” (ibid.). The study conducted by 

the authors seems to validate the claim that secularisation takes place when general living 

conditions improve. They find a wide array of evidence for the secularising effects of 
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improved living conditions on several indicators (religious beliefs, behaviours and related 

attitudes) they examine.  

While Norris and Inglehart propose psychological reasons to explain why people 

develop a higher demand for religious values and religious leaders in politics, other 

explanations can be given as well. Recent work in the field of political economy has pointed 

out that being religious can be worthwhile even if the main gain is not spiritual (or 

psychological) but monetary. Huber and Stanig (2007) have developed a theoretical model 

that shows that the religious poor and the richer strata of society can have monetary 

incentives to make sure that welfare spending is allocated via religious channels so that the 

secular poor are excluded from further welfare gains.59 Gill and Lundsgaarde (2004) find that 

welfare spending reduces religiosity, because religious groups become less important as 

welfare providers. Davis and Robinson (2007) find – at least in Muslim societies – that 

poorer strata of society prefer religious value systems because they are often egalitarian and 

promote the redistribution of incomes. Glaeser et al. (2005) show that there can also be other 

strategic incentives for parties to polarise along religious lines.  

4.4 The supply-side paradigm 

The supply-side paradigm in the study of religion is the main rival theory in regard to 

classical and newer secularisation approaches. It was developed in the 1980s by Stark and 

Bainbridge (1980) to give an answer on the outlying case of the US.60 In this framework, it is 

assumed that religion constitutes a good which is “traded” in religious markets. The demand 

for religious goods is stable – every person inherently longs for an afterlife. Thus the variance 

in religious vitality must be generated from different supplies of religious goods that 

consumers can choose from. Competitive religious markets (with many producers and low 

                                                 
59 Some authors suggest that religiosity can be a psychological compensator, as religious persons tend to have 
lower preferences for social insurance (Scheve and Stasavage 2006a, 2006b). 
60 The paradigm has been extended and further elaborated by several other authors (Iannaccone 1991, 1998; 
Stark and Bainbridge 1987).  
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state intervention) are therefore hypothesised to be benevolent for the quality of the religious 

goods offered, because religious actors have to put stronger efforts into their work to survive. 

On the opposite, highly regulated markets or such markets that are marked by a religious 

monopoly (i.e. state religions) will lead to goods with inferior quality, as religious suppliers 

have no incentive to improve their efforts. Thus consumers’ demands are not met, decreased 

religious activity and decreasing membership levels follow. How should the preferences 

regarding the role of religious leaders in politics be affected by this? Martin (1978) has 

hypothesised that in such high-plurality/low regulation situations, political demands can 

easily be articulated in religious terms, because “every political demand finds the proper 

religious mask”. Halman and Petersson make a similar argument (Halman and Petersson 

2004). 

4.5 Cultural differences 

Several other approaches have been suggested to explain different secularisation outcomes, 

regarding individual religiosity as well as the preferences for the relationship between 

religion and politics. Probably the best known (and most often debated) explanation of 

cultural differences is Huntington’s Clash of Civilisations thesis, which states that religion 

will be one of the main sources of future conflicts between states (Huntington 1996). Also 

Norris and Inglehart (2004) and classical secularisation theorists (Bruce 2002) emphasise the 

importance of cultural factors. Religion can fulfil many different functions other than 

“relating individuals to the supernatural” (Bruce 2002: 30). It can serve as a vehicle to 

express social or political grievances (Martin 1978), act as a mean to protect group identity 

against certain external threats (cultural defence), or can be used as a special form of cultural 

capital to facilitate the transfer into guest societies after a migration process (cultural 

transition, cf. Bruce 2002). Research shows many of the claims made by Huntington to be 

wrong. Muslims are just as favourable towards democratic values as persons from Western 
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societies (Esposito and Mogahed 2007; Norris and Inglehart 2004), and Muslim societies do 

not have as “bloody borders” as had been claimed (Fox 2004a).  

Yet we also know that great differences exist between Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox 

and Muslim societies regarding levels of religiosity and, more importantly, regarding moral 

values (Norris and Inglehart 2003). Clearly, cultural factors and differing religious value 

systems have to be taken into account when analysing the attitudes towards the relationship 

between religion and politics. The present analysis will therefore pay attention to the 

differences that possibly exist between different religious denominations, although this is not 

its main goal. A similar study that focuses on these differences has been undertaken by 

Carlson and Listhaug (2006) and Breznau et al. (2011).  

4.6 Previous findings 

There are several recent studies which have tested the validity of secularisation theories and 

the supply-side framework, as well as the role that cultural differences play in regard to 

individual levels of religiosity and attitudes towards religious leaders in religion and politics. 

Halman and Draulans (2006) can validate some hypotheses of the classical secularisation 

paradigm. Looking at individual religiosity in Europe, they do not find an overall significant 

effect of economic development. However, they can show that the degree of globalisation of 

a society shows a negative relationship with individual religiosity. Moreover they report a 

negative effect of religious pluralism, which contradicts the supply-side theory. Regarding 

cultural effects, the authors find that Catholic and Orthodox societies as well as individuals 

show higher levels of religiosity, even after controlling for other relevant factors. 

In their analysis of religiosity in a worldwide sample of countries Höllinger et al. 

(2007) report no significant effect of societal modernisation on religiosity. But, similar to Gill 

and Lundsgaarde (2004), the authors report a negative effect of welfare spending. Moreover, 

they find important effects of historical and organisational features of the religious systems in 
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the examined countries, showing that national popular religions and denominational types of 

religious regimes exert a stronger influence than is observed in countries with state religions. 

Apart from Norris and Inglehart (2004), who find strong evidence for their existential 

security hypothesis, several other authors have examined the attitudes that people hold 

regarding the role of religious leaders in politics. In their analysis of 1999/2000 EVS and 

WVS data Halman and Petersson (2004) find hardly any effect of GDP per capita on 

attitudes. But, more in line with the supply-side argument, positive effects of religious and 

political pluralism on the acceptance of religious leaders in politics are found. Moreover, 

individual “civic attitudes” show a negative effect on the acceptance of religious leaders, but 

this effect is decreased under conditions of high pluralism. Societal levels of secularisation 

exert a strong negative influence. 

Carlson and Listhaug (2006) find a negative modernisation effect, yet only for one of 

two attitude dimensions in question. The level of democratisation in a country has no effect, 

but higher ethnic fractionalisation is shown to foster the acceptance of religious leaders in 

politics. On an individual level, younger age, higher education and income levels exert 

negative effects, individual religiosity strong positive effects. Somewhat unexpectedly, the 

authors find that Catholic respondents are more inclined to speak against a stronger role of 

religious leaders in politics, whereas Muslim respondents are more in favour of this. 

Nonetheless, the authors report that higher education decreases these attitudes for members of 

all denominations, clearly showing that Muslims are not immune to the effects of 

secularisation. 

Recent work conducted by Breznau et al. (2011) confirms that differences between 

the Muslim world and Christian societies can largely be accounted for by structural 

determinants. They state: “Devoutness, education, degree of government corruption, and 

status as a formerly Communist state account for the difference [between Muslim and 
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Christian societies; TM]” (Breznau et al. 2011: 1). On an individual level, the bulk of 

explanatory power regarding the religio-political attitudes is in differences in individual 

levels of devoutness. 61 

4.7 Hypotheses, data and measurement 

The data to be used in this paper comes from the 1991 and 1998 Religion modules of the 

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP Research Group 1991) and the 3rd and 4th 

wave of the World Values/European Values Survey (European Values Study Group and 

World Values Survey Association 2006; World Values Survey Association 2009), collected 

between 1995 and 2008. In total, three different indicators of individual secularisation will be 

examined: individual religiosity, attitudes towards the role of religious leaders in the political 

sphere (“Religious Leadership”) and attitudes towards the influence that religious leaders can 

exert on the political process (“Religious Influence”). By examining all three dimensions it 

becomes possible to compare the different effects that contextual and individual-level 

variables exert on the constructs.  

The roles of existential security and social inequality deserve special attention. One 

particular question that arises is whether findings from simple cross-sectional analyses will 

also hold if we apply a longitudinal analysis of changes in the explanatory variables. I will 

now present the dependent and independent variables that will be part of the examination and 

derive hypotheses which are based on the theoretical considerations laid out before. 

 

Dependent variables 

The first construct under consideration is individual religiosity. The effects which we observe 

here can serve as a baseline for how well the suggested theoretical frameworks also explain 

                                                 
61 Breznau et al.’s work is highly appreciated and was submitted slightly earlier than this article. A main 
difference of this paper is that it takes into account longitudinal differences in structural conditions and therefore 
makes a stronger case about the causal impact of these conditions. 
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religious leadership and religious influence attitudes. Religiosity is measured by the 

respondent’s religious attendance, converted to ‘days per year’. This choice largely stems 

from practical concerns. Measuring religiosity in terms of religious attendance (church or 

mosque attendance) is problematic in various ways. It only captures a public expression of 

religiosity, which can be evaluated differently in, for example, Christian and Muslim 

societies (Moaddel 2007). Moreover, it potentially overestimates the effects of secularisation, 

as it does not capture individual notions or beliefs which can exist independently from its 

public expression (Davie 1994) And, lastly, it can be viewed as a form of general social 

activity, which is only marginally related to the expression of religiosity but rather serves as a 

form of social capital (McCleary and Barro 2006).  

However, being aware of these problems, church attendance is still one of the most 

widely available measurements of religiosity, and the only measurement of religiosity that is 

comparable between the ISSP and WVS data. Since our main interest is focused on the 

explanation of attitudes regarding religion and politics and not on individual religiosity per 

se, this concession is made. It therefore becomes possible to gather enough cases in order to 

compare developments over time. This variable will also serve as an independent variable for 

the analysis of the other attitude items. A table that shows how each of the different response 

categories were recoded into ‘days in church per year’ can be found in Appendix A3.1. 

Please note that an earlier version of this paper used a different measurement for 

individual religiosity (Müller 2009b) – the subjective importance of God in someone’s life. In 

many ways this measurement is preferable to the religious attendance measure because it 

captures an individual preference that is probably less driven by reputational concerns and 

better comparable across nations. Yet, since this paper also takes a longitudinal focus and has 
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to integrate ISSP and WVS data to gather more time points, religious attendance was 

preferred.62  

In order to assess respondents’ attitudes towards the role and influence of religious 

leaders in politics, I will analyse items which have been widely used in previous research 

(Carlson and Listhaug 2006; Halman and Petersson 2004; Norris and Inglehart 2004). In the 

ISSP/WVS respondents are questioned using four different items to assess the relationship 

that they deem appropriate between religion and politics. These are: 

a) “Politicians who do not believe in God are unfit for public office.” 

b) “Religious leaders should not influence how people vote in elections.” 

c) “It would be better for this country, if more people with strong religious beliefs held public 

office.” 

d) “Religious leaders should not influence government decisions.” 

Respondents could indicate their preferences on a scale from 1 (“Agree strongly”) to 5 

(“Strongly disagree”). In fact, these items tap into different dimensions of the relationship 

between religious leaders and the political sphere. While items a and c ask about the 

(religious) criteria for the selection of politicians, items b and d ask about the influence that 

religious leaders should exert on the political process (Carlson and Listhaug 2006). Another 

interpretation would also be possible: the two first mentioned items represent attitudes 

towards a legitimate representation of religious interests, whereas the last two items represent 

a more illegitimate form of exerting influence in the political sphere. In order to reduce 

complexity and validate the claim of two different dimensions, a factor analysis63 has been 

undertaken (results not shown). The two hypothesised dimensions clearly emerge, so that two 

different indices have been constructed by averaging the respondent’s answers for the 

respective items. The first index (items a and c) yields a reliability of Cronbach’s α=0.73 and 

                                                 
62 The differences in the results are predictable from the literature (i.e. where it concerns the influence of 
education), but the large picture does not change. Modernisation and inequality levels are still identified as main 
drivers behind the effects. The differences will be discussed in the results section of the paper. 
63 Principal Component Factor Analysis (PCF), Varimax rotation. 
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will be referred to as “Religious Leadership Index”. The second index has a reliability of 

α=0.72 and will be referred to as “Religious Influence Index”. Item scores have been reversed 

so that higher scores on each index indicate attitudes in favour of religious leadership and 

influence. 

Independent macro-level variables 

According to classical secularisation accounts, modernisation is expected to have negative 

effects on individual religiosity and should also decrease preference for religious leaders in 

politics. Higher levels of modernisation will also be related to improved living conditions and 

therefore reflect levels of existential security.  

The construct will be measured by the Human Development Index (HDI), a compound 

indicator that takes into account societies’ economic development (GDP per capita), 

education and literacy levels, and life expectancy (United Nations Development Programme 

2009). The HDI ranges from 0 to 1, whereby 1 indicates the highest level of human 

development. For this paper all values have been rescaled to the range 1-100 to ease 

interpretation of the models. Countries are assigned the HDI value of each respective survey 

year (or where not possible, the year closest to the survey year). The data comes from the 

HDI latest Human Development Report (HDR 2009) and has been calculated by a 

generalised method to allow for over-time comparisons (ibid.). 

The second contextual variable taken into account is the level of income inequality in 

a country as measured by the Gini Index. Scores range from 0 (absolute equality) to 1 

(absolute inequality).64 This variable is intended to give a more accurate measure of 

existential security in a country. Although the HDI also captures this dimension, it neglects 

the fact that welfare can be spread unequally in a society. A drawback is that the Gini Index 

is not as widely available as the HDI, and different income definitions make comparisons 

                                                 
64 The Gini Index has also been rescaled here to a range of 0-100. 
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between or over time difficult. A solution to this problem has been suggested by Solt 

(2009b). Based on information from the UN World Income Inequality Database (UNU 

WIDER 2008) he created measurements for gross and net income inequality for a wide range 

of countries and time points using missing data algorithms. The information on net income 

inequality (after taxes and benefits) is used in this study to account for welfare state 

redistribution (Solt 2009a). Higher levels of income inequality are considered to create higher 

levels of insecurity for the individuals in a country; therefore higher inequality should show 

positive effects on individual religiosity and preferences for religious leaders in politics 

(Norris and Inglehart 2004). As laid out above, individuals in higher-inequality societies can 

have a rationale to use religious doctrines to increase their welfare gains from religious 

providers or state benefits that are distributed via religious channels (Gill and Lundsgaarde 

2004; Huber and Stanig 2007). 

The classical secularisation framework/theory of plausibility structures (Berger 1969; 

Berger and Luckmann 1966) hypothesises stronger connections between religion and other 

spheres of society (especially politics and education) to be helpful in keeping up religious 

identities and a more integrated view of religion and other parts of the society (Dobbelaere 

2002). However, one can argue that a general measure of modernisation, such as the HDI, 

does not really capture the interrelatedness between religion and other spheres of society. 

Therefore I will use a more direct measurement, namely the number of religious laws that 

exist in each society. The data comes from Fox’s Religion and the State Project (Fox 2006).65 

No special weights are given for specific law domains, thus every law, be it dietary laws, 

restrictions on public dress, or blasphemy laws, are counted as one additional point. 

The number of religious laws in a country is also used to test the counter hypothesis 

posed by the supply-side paradigm: less religious regulation (smaller number of religious 
                                                 
65 A list of the religious laws that have been taken into account for this variable can be found in the appendix, 
further documentation see Fox, Jonathan 2004b. "Religion and the State Dataset (RAS). Round 1." 
http://www.biu.ac.il/soc/po/ras/Religion%20and%20State%20Codebook.pdf. 
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laws) should foster competition on the religious market and religious vitality should increase. 

Moreover, the fewer checks and balances are put on religions in a society, the better they 

should be suited to cover religious demands and the better they should be able to transport 

religious contents into the political arena. This reasoning is somewhat similar to Martin’s idea 

of various “religious masks on offer [which] allo[w] each new social face to find a religious 

Persona” (Martin 1978: 62). We would therefore expect a negative effect of religious market 

regulation on attitudes towards the representation and influence of religious political leaders.  

While other studies (Carlson and Listhaug 2006; Halman and Petersson 2004; Müller 

2009b) have used the construct of religious pluralism, mostly represented by the Herfindahl 

Index of religious fractionalisation to test for effects of competition, this practice is not 

applied here. On the one hand, the use of the Herfindahl Index has been strongly criticised 

before: a lot of correlations that have been found between the index and church attendance 

rates have shown to be statistical artefacts (Voas, Crockett, and Olson 2002). On the other 

hand, the mix of religions in a given society remains relatively stable over time, which makes 

this measurement unsuited to longitudinal comparisons.66 

Independent micro-level variables 

Several individual-level variables should affect individual religiosity as well as attitudes 

towards religious leaders in politics. First of all, higher education levels are expected to show 

a negative correlation with the two attitude constructs. However, previous research has shown 

education to be positively correlated with church attendance (McCleary and Barro 2006; 

Sacerdote and Glaeser 2001). In this case we expect a positive relationship. Respondents’ 

education is measured as a simplified variable, which has been constructed from the country-

specific education levels. It measures the highest education level attained, distinguishing 

                                                 
66 The results of Müller (2009) using the Herfindahl Index are available in the appendix. 
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between ‘lower education’, ‘middle education’ and ‘higher education’. The variable is taken 

directly from the survey data with no other recoding made.67 

In order to assess cultural effects of different religious belief systems, respondents’ 

self-reported religious denomination was taken into account. The answers given were recoded 

into a simplified scheme68: Protestant, Catholic, Muslim, Orthodox, other, none. For the 

multivariate analysis the information was included as dummy variables.  

For the analysis of the two attitude dimensions Religious Leadership and Religious 

Influence, individual religiosity (church attendance) was included as a control variable. 

Previous research has shown that the strongest effect of all individual level variables is 

exerted by this variable (Carlson and Listhaug 2006; Halman and Petersson 2004). In 

addition, respondents’ gender and age will be included as control variables, with higher age 

expected to show a positive effect on religiosity and preferences for religion’s role in politics. 

                                                 
67 In a previous version of this paper, individual income levels were also included as a control variable. Income 
has not been included in this version, because the pooling of the ISSP and WVS datasets did not include 
comparable income measures. However, the 2009 analyses can be found in the appendix. 
68 Detailed information about the recoding of each denomination can be obtained upon request. 
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4.8 Results 

4.8.1 Bivariate analysis 

To get a first impression of how well the suggested constructs explain individual religiosity 

and attitudes towards the relationship between religion and politics, a look at some simple 

bivariate relationships seems to be helpful.69  

Figure 4.1: Relationships between religious attendance, development levels, income inequality and 
religious laws. Pooled sample, country-level correlations. Regression line based on simple OLS. 

Figures 4.1 to 4.3 show the relationships that exist on the country level between 

modernisation levels, income inequality, the amount of religious laws and the dependent 

variables. Only selected country examples have been highlighted. The symbols indicate 

Norris and Inglehart’s simplified classification of countries into predominant religious 

cultures (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 46f.).  

With regard to religious attendance (Figure 4.1) and preferences for religious 

politicians (‘Religious Leadership’, Figure 4.2) clearly the hypotheses of existential security 

and plausibility structures seem to be confirmed. A negative relationship between 

modernisation levels and those two dependent variables exists. 

                                                 
69 Descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables as well as a list of countries, which are 
included in the different steps of analysis, can be found in the Appendix. 
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But there are interesting outliers. With regard to religiosity levels, the Muslim as well as the 

Latin American societies are clearly above the levels that would be expected from their 

degrees of modernisation alone. Among the high-HDI countries Malta, Ireland and Poland 

stand out (all Catholic, and all cases of a strong interconnection between national and 

religious identity, see Martin 1978, 2005, Bruce 2003). The exceptional status of US 

religiosity is confirmed. Former Socialist societies generally show lower levels of religiosity, 

presumably because of strong forced secularisation policies during the Soviet era (see also 

Müller and Neundorf 2012).  

We also find the expected effects of income inequality on religiosity, as shown in the 

second plot of Figure 4.1. Inequality exerts a strong positive effect on levels of religious 

attendance, which has also been confirmed in an earlier version of this paper, using ‘the 

importance of God’ as a measure (Müller 2009). While religiosity levels of most Catholic 

(European and Latin American) societies are very much in line with their levels of income 

inequality, aggregated Muslim religiosity is not well explained by it. The US do not show 

exceptional levels of religiosity if inequality is accounted for.  

Lastly we find that the bivariate correlations between religious attendance and 

religious laws are not straightforward. The prediction of classical secularisation theory seems 

to be true: societies with stronger state–Church relations have higher levels of religious 

attendance. However, the effect is clearly driven by the Muslim societies. If these countries 

were to be deleted from the sample, we would rather find a negative effect, as predicted by 

the supply-side theory.70 It is noteworthy that Jordan and Iran, the two Muslim societies in 

our sample that have the most religious legislation, exhibit religious attendance levels 

comparable to the USA. Because this pattern of effects of religious legislation on levels of 

                                                 
70 If one were to insist on a straight supply-side explanation, a good point to make would be that only modern 
societies effectively constitute ‘free’ religious markets, in which a choice between different religions can 
actually be made. Yet, this is not the point of the supply-side framework, as it aims to explain religious vitality 
in all societies at any given point in time. For this purpose, however, Berger’s theory of plausibility structures 
seems to be a better fit. 
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religiosity is not clear-cut, a longitudinal analysis of the data seems warranted. It will show 

whether the effect holds for changes of religious laws over time.  

Figure 4.2: Relationships between attitudes towards religious leadership, development levels, income 
inequality and religious laws. Pooled sample, country-level correlations. Regression line based on 
simple OLS. 

Fairly similar effect patterns emerge if we look at the attitudes that people hold towards the 

role of religious politicians (see Figure 4.2). Higher modernisation levels predict a weaker 

preference, but in countries with high inequality public opinion shifts remarkably in favour of 

more religious politicians. Regarding the HDI-effect on preferences for religious politicians, 

it is noteworthy that the outlying cases with regard to religiosity (European and Latin 

American Catholic societies) are not as exceptional in this respect. Yet we do find that in 

Malta and the US religious politicians are valued to a high extent despite their modernisation 

levels. Being religious seems to be a largely necessary condition in most Muslim countries, 

i.e. Indonesia or Jordan. Nonetheless, Pakistan is very much in line with the prediction of the 

HDI, and Bangladeshi respondents report lower preferences for religious leaders than would 

be expected from their low HDI levels. 

Inequality is a good predictor for the preference of religious politicians, which is 

confirmed by the positions of Latin American societies as well as the US. But again we find 
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that Muslim societies with low or moderate inequality levels exhibit high preferences for 

religious leaders. In regard to the role of religious laws we must again conclude that the 

positive correlation is largely due to the outlying positions of the Muslim societies. In these 

cases, the political and religious spheres clearly legitimise each other, and thus respondents in 

societies with strong religious legislation seem to expect their politicians to be religious. 

Figure 4.3: Relationships between attitudes towards religious influence, development levels, income 
inequality and religious laws. Pooled sample, country-level correlations. Regression line based on 
simple OLS. 

Finally, the attitudes that people hold regarding the influence of religious leaders on 

the political process are rather weak (Figure 4.3). Modernisation levels do not play a strong 

role in reducing the preference for religiously influenced politics. The best predictor seems to 

be income inequality, which exerts a moderate positive effect. This could be an indicator that 

religious political groups can benefit somewhat from existing inequalities and therefore gain 

support. Hardly any effect of religious laws is observed. While Muslim societies prefer 

religious politicians, they do not differ from Western societies in their opinion about the 

(possibly illegitimate) influence of religious leaders on the political process. 
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4.8.2 Multivariate analysis 

A clearer picture of the determinants that underlie individual religiosity and the attitudes 

towards the role of religious leaders in politics can be drawn after the multivariate analysis of 

the data. Due to the nested structure of the data (respondents are nested in countries), I will 

conduct a multilevel regression, which makes possible a decomposition of unexplained 

variances on the micro- as well as on the macro-level. Moreover, contextual effects of 

countries can be taken into account. As the surveys have been conducted at roughly 4 

different points in time (1991, 1998, 2005, 2008), further complexity is added to the data. 

Therefore important time varying effects could exert an influence on the results. We take this 

possibility into account by estimating crossed random effects models. Countries are treated as 

entities that are also nested in different time points. However, each country may be nested in 

several time points, leading to a three-level structure (individuals nested in countries, 

countries nested in various time points, cf. Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2005; Snijders and 

Bosker 2011). To facilitate interpretation, all explanatory variables, except the dummy 

variables, have been centred around the grand mean.71 The results are presented in Table 4.2. 

                                                 
71 Thus the constant in each model can be interpreted as the score for a middle-aged Protestant male with 
average education in an average non-ex-Socialist society.  
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72 Note: R12 and R22 indicate the amount of variance explained at the individual (R12) and the macro-level (R12) 
in comparison to an empty model. Calculations are based on Snijders and Boskers (1999). The intraclass 
correlations (ICC) for the empty models are 0.39, 0.33 and 0.06.  

Table 4.2: Multilevel regression of macro- and micro-level variables on individual religiosity, attitudes 
towards Religious Leadership and Religious Influence.72 

Religious attendance Religious leadership Religious influence 
Coeff. beta Sign. Coeff. beta Sign. Coeff. beta Sign. 

Macro-level 
HDI -0.828 -0.286 *** -0.015 -0.157 *** 0.003 0.032 
Gini-Index 0.354 0.097 * 0.037 0.250 *** 0.010 0.111 * 
Religious Laws -0.098 -0.014 0.042 0.163 *** -0.005 -0.020 
Ex-Socialist Society -6.619 -0.086 ** 0.316 0.116 ** -0.011 -0.005 

Micro-level 
Education 0.733 0.017 *** -0.152 -0.094 *** -0.033 -0.025 *** 
Age 0.236 0.122 *** 0.005 0.065 *** -0.000 -0.005 + 
Female 2.521 0.039 *** 0.077 0.032 *** 0.016 0.008 ** 

Rel. Denomination 
(Ref.: Protestant) 
   Catholic -5.336 -0.078 *** -0.042 -0.016 *** -0.011 -0.005 
   Muslim 1.754 0.018 *** 0.083 0.025 *** -0.005 -0.002 
   Orthodox -12.105 -0.098 *** -0.046 -0.011 * -0.078 -0.020 *** 
   other 8.080 0.047 *** 0.057 0.009 ** -0.010 -0.002 
   none -19.084 -0.214 *** -0.495 -0.152 *** -0.232 -0.085 *** 
Church attendance 0.006 0.185 *** 0.004 0.133 *** 
Constant 73.744 *** 2.469 *** 1.627 *** 

Var(Years) 28.526 0.017 0.021 
Var(Countries) 55.548 0.089 0.024 
Var(Ind.) 768.166 0.835 0.980 

R3
2 (Years) -0.652 0.288 0.112 

R2
2 (Countries) 0.781 0.790 0.236 

R1
2 (Individuals) 0.065 0.115 0.024 

R2
Total 0.220 0.324 0.032 

N 
Individ./Countries 154301/62 101457/55 128032/56 
Log likelihood -731816.69 -135020.78 -180643.34 

+ p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
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How well do the secularisation framework, the existential security approach, and the supply-

side explanations work in regard to individual religious attendance? We find that most results 

of the bivariate analysis are confirmed. Individuals in countries with higher modernisation 

levels and higher levels of existential security are less religious. This is confirmed by the 

negative HDI-effect (-0.828, p ≤ .001), as well as by the positive effect for income inequality 

(0.354, p ≤ .05). The effects for HDI and the Gini Index exert the strongest influence among 

all the contextual variables, which is revealed through the standardised regression coefficients 

(“beta”; HDI, beta = -0.286; Gini, beta = 0.097)73.  

The predictions of the supply-side paradigm (negative effect of state regulation) are 

partly confirmed. We indeed find a negative effect of religious laws on religious attendance, 

but it fails to reach statistical significance (-0.098, p > .05).74 Persons in ex-Socialist societies 

show a significant lower level of religiosity (on average 6.6 days less religious attendance per 

year, p ≤ .01), which points to the lasting effect of anti-religious state policies during the 

Soviet era. 

In which direction do the effects of the micro-level variables point? We see that 

younger persons are less religious (positive age effect: 0.236, p ≤ 0.01), thereby validating 

secularisation accounts. However, we find a positive effect of education on religious 

attendance (0.733, p ≤ .001). This result has been reported before and is usually explained by 

the fact that religious attendance can be seen as a social activity, which is usually positively 

correlated with education (McCleary and Barro 2006). Moreover, women are more likely to 

attend religious services than men (2.52, p ≤ .001). The individual level predictors are all 

strong, with age having the largest relative effect (beta = 0.122). 

                                                 
73 The standardised coefficients show by how many standard deviations the dependent variable increases if the 
explanatory variable is increased by 1 sd. 
74 The analysis using ‘importance of God’ as dependent variable (Müller 2009) showed a strong significant 
negative effect of religious pluralism on religious beliefs, thus corroborating the theory of plausibility structures. 
The results are also included in Appendix 3. 
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 Regarding the different denominations, we find that respondents in the ‘other’ 

category as well as Muslim respondents show the highest levels of religiosity (other: 8.08; 

Muslim: 1.75), followed by Protestants (reference: 0.00), Catholic (-5.366, p ≤ 0.001) and 

Orthodox respondents (-12.105, p ≤ .001). Not surprisingly, persons that indicate no religious 

denomination are also the least religious (-19.084, p ≤ .001). These results are surprising, 

because Catholics have so far been shown to have the highest levels of church attendance 

among the Christian religions (Höllinger, Haller, and Valle-Höllinger 2007; Jagodzinski and 

Dobbelaere 1995; Martin 1978; Martin 2005; McCleary and Barro 2006).75 Nonetheless, 

when controlling for a number of structural conditions, the differences between religious 

denominations are not as large as expected from a comparison of country-level averages. 

How well do the explanatory variables fare in the case of the preferences for religious 

leaders in politics? The models for the Religious Leadership Index and the Religious 

Influence Index have both been calculated including religious attendance as an explanatory 

variable, whereby it is assumed that this effect may vary across countries. Thus a random 

slope has been included. In fact, the explanatory variables which are deemed to be important 

by the classical secularisation theory and Norris and Inglehart’s framework of existential 

security have a significant explanatory power in regard to religious leadership.  

Again we find that the level of human development and income inequality show the 

expected signs and exert the strongest effects (HDI: beta = -.157, p ≤ .001; Gini: beta = .250, 

p ≤ .001). The effects have to be interpreted as the increase in support for religious politicians 

for averagely religious persons. Thus it follows that modernisation and inequality influence 

this preference independently from raising levels of religiosity. The Gini effect can be 

considered to be large, as a rise in 1 standard deviation of inequality (8.9 points, roughly the 

                                                 
75 The analysis of ‘importance of God’ as dependent variable showed that there were more pronounced 
differences between different confessions. Also controlling for individual-level income and other structural 
characteristics, the ranking order (high to low) was other religions, Muslim, Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, 
none. See appendix for results. 
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difference between Ireland and Sweden) accounts for a quarter standard deviation increase in 

preferences for religious politicians (1 sd = 1.20 points; mean = 2.85).76 

 Moreover, the societal level of secularisation, represented by the amount of religious 

laws, is an important explanatory factor for the preferences that persons hold regarding 

religious leaders in politics. In line with the theory of plausibility structures and Dobbelaere’s 

accounts on “secularisation-in-mind”, the stronger the relationship between religion and the 

state, the more strongly people regard this relationship to be appropriate (beta = .163, p ≤ 

.001). The effect is not stronger than the effect of income inequality, however, and we might 

be suspicious about the outlying position of Muslim societies, which generally show high 

levels of religious legislation. Rather than presenting a model that excludes Muslim societies, 

we will investigate whether changes in religious legislation over time are related to changes 

in the support for religious politicians in the political arena at a later point. 

Paradoxically, respondents in the ex-Socialist societies express stronger preferences 

for religious leaders, despite the impact that forced secularisation should have had here (Ex-

Soc.-effect = .116, p ≤ .01). It is possible that nationalistic or ethno-religious conflicts (i.e. the 

Balkan War) have left their imprints through a mobilisation along religious lines, at the same 

time leaving individual religiosity more or less untouched.  

The effects for the individual level resemble the effects that we observed in regard to 

religiosity, whereby religious attendance exerts the strongest effect on preferences for 

religious leaders in politics (standardised effect of 0.185, p ≤ .001). Especially interesting are 

the effects of individuals’ religious denominations. They do not differ remarkably from the 

former model. But the puzzle of stronger preferences for religious leaders in the ex-Socialist 

societies becomes stronger when we take into account the negative effects for Orthodox 

Christians and non-believers, both groups that are very strong in those societies. We also 

                                                 
76 To set these effect sizes in context, the country average preferences for religious politicians between the US 
and the UK differ by .78 points, which amounts to .65 standard deviations. 
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observe that, apart from Muslims (+0.083) and believers in the ‘other’ category (+0.057), all 

denominations are less likely to prefer religious leaders in politics than Protestants. These 

results are also different from Carlson and Listhaug’s (2006) findings, which reported only 

Catholics to be less in favour of a stronger relationship between religion and politics, and 

Muslims to be more in favour, than Protestants. 

With regard to the explanatory power of the models, we find satisfactory results. For 

religious attendance and the Religious Leadership Index the models explain almost 80% of 

variance between countries. The explanatory power on the individual level is much lower. 

Only 6.5% of variance in religious attendance is explained and 11.5% of variances in 

individual attitudes. The coefficients regarding the over-time effects seem puzzling: the 

model for religious attendance explains less variation over time than the null model. These 

effects are, however, not unexpected in multilevel models (Snijders and Bosker 2011). What 

the coefficient seems to indicate is that at least some countries show levels of religious 

attendance at certain time points that are not in line with the development of explanatory 

variables at those time points, leading to lower explained variance.77 

It seems that the attitudes towards the influence that religious leaders should have on 

the political system cannot be explained to the same extent by the theoretical frameworks laid 

out before. Regarding the effects of the contextual variables, only the Gini coefficient shows 

a significant positive effect (coeff. = 0.010, beta = .111, p ≤ .05). This confirms the claims 

made by Norris and Inglehart: higher social inequality makes the influence of religious 

leaders on politics more acceptable. It also suggests that political groups with religious 

agendas benefit from higher levels of inequality. But the effect is not as strong as in the other 

models. A higher development level as well as living in one of the ex-Socialist countries does 

not influence respondents’ perceptions of religious influence.  
                                                 
77 For example, the USA seem to have rising levels of church attendance in the first few waves, in accordance 
with rising inequality. In later waves, however, church attendance levels does not rise anymore, but inequality 
does. The explanatory power regarding that time trend is therefore reduced. 
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The explanatory power of the micro-level variables is also only very low. Only gender 

(coeff. female = .016, p ≤ .01) and higher education levels play a role (coeff. education = -

0.033, p ≤ .001). Women are more in favour of an influence by religious leaders, more highly 

educated persons less in favour. Both effects emerge under control of individual religiosity. 

Unexpectedly, the coefficient for age shows a negative sign, meaning that younger persons 

seem to be more in favour of the influence of religious leaders. It might be possible that 

younger and older respondents interpret this influence in different ways, and that the 

influence that religious leaders exert on politics nowadays is not as strict or conservative as it 

used to be. Individual religiosity shows the expected positive effect, but has less predictive 

power than in regard to attitudes towards religious leadership (a beta of .133 compared to 

.185).  

Once more we can observe that members of all other denominations are less likely to 

be in favour of the influence of religious leaders than Protestants, which raises serious doubts 

of Huntington’s clash of civilisation thesis.78 However, only the effect for Orthodox 

respondents reaches statistical significance. We can therefore conclude that there are almost 

no significant differences between different confessions regarding the evaluation of the 

influence of religious leaders on the political process. The overall explanatory power of the 

model is very low, only 2% of variance between individuals and 23% of variance between 

countries is explained. The low figures might be explainable by the fact that the variance of 

this dependent variable is not very large – the (illegitimate) influence of religious leaders is 

widely rejected.79 

                                                 
78 Albeit the effects only reach statistical significance for Orthodox and ‘other’ denominations and non-
denominational respondents. 
79 Carlson and Listhaug (2006) note that the overall low acceptance of religious leaders’ influence might be an 
artefact of question wording (“Religious leaders should not influence people’s vote/government decisions”). 
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4.8.3 Longitudinal evidence  

The analysis conducted above – that is, an analysis of pooled individual data taking clustering 

within countries and survey years into account –  is relatively robust. However, several issues 

regarding the causality of effects can still be raised. It is very possible to predict the overall 

level of religiosity and the preferences for a stronger impact of religion on politics by looking 

at the overall levels of modernisation, income inequality and the strength of religious 

institutions. But we are effectively looking at snapshots of societies, without being able to 

explain whether these factors actually cause changes in the dependent variables. Very 

religious societies might actually develop more slowly create stronger income inequality, and 

the strength of religious institutions merely echoes popular demand80. In the end we can 

never be sure whether or not some unmeasured characteristic of societies is actually driving 

the observed correlations. In other words, we face the classic problem of endogeneity. 

There is no cardinal way to solve this problem. However, one possibility is the 

exploitation of long term variations in the explanatory and dependent variables and only to 

base our inferences on the changes that occur within a given country over time (fixed effects 

panel regression). Since unobserved characteristics of countries (i.e. cultural factors) are 

assumed to be time constant, the effects of the changing variables are assumed to yield 

unbiased estimators (Wooldridge 2002). The data at hand is not optimally suited for this 

purpose, since the timeline of observations is rather small. In consequence, we are not able to 

include any time-lagged variables that would permit an explanation of changes in the 

dependent variables after the change of the independent variables. But we are able to test 

whether our measurements of religiosity and the related attitudes vary systematically with 

changes in modernisation, inequality and religious laws for a country over time.  

                                                 
80 This seems to be the case for the strong outlying cases of Muslim societies regarding the involvement of 
religious leaders and the strength of their religious institutions. 
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For this purpose we calculated fixed effects panel regressions, treating countries as 

the units of observation. The dependent variables are now the country averages of religious 

attendance, the Religious Leadership Index and the Religious Influence Index at different 

points in time between 1991 and 2008. As explanatory variables we only include the HDI, the 

Gini coefficient and the number of religious laws. Additionally we control for levels of 

religious attendance with respect to the attitudinal measures. The panels are unbalanced. For 

the analysis of religious attendance data from 37 countries on average observed at 2.1 time 

points is available (102 observations in total). Changes in the Religious Leadership Index are 

tracked for 54 countries, with approximately 1.6 observations per country (85 observations in 

total). The Religious Influence Index is analysed for 54 countries, at 2.0 time points each, 

yielding 108 observations in total. Robust sandwich estimators for the standard errors have 

been applied in all analyses to correct for heteroskedasticity. The independent variables are 

introduced successively to show the change in effects for each independent variable. Results 

are presented in Tables 4.3 to 4.5.  
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Table 4.3: Fixed Effects Panel Regression – Religious Attendance. 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. 

HDI -0.14 0.26 -0.09 -0.15 0.32 -0.09 -0.15 0.32 -0.09 
Gini 0.03 0.36 0.01 0.03 0.36 0.01 
Religious Laws 0.15 0.18 0.02 
Constant 30.12 22.77 29.66 19.42 29.11 19.17 

n 37 37 37 
n X T 102 102 102 
R2 (within) 0.01 0.01 0.01 
Prob > F 0.58 0.78 0.80 

 

Table 4.4: Fixed Effects Panel Regression – Religious Leadership Index. 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. 

HDI 0.00  0.01  0.10  -0.00  0.01  -0.07  -0.00  0.01  -0.59  0.01  0.01  0.13  
Gini 0.02  0.01  0.37 * 0.02  0.01  0.37  * 0.01  0.02  0.12  
Relig. Laws 0.03  0.01  *** 0.03  0.01  0.15  *** 
Church att. 0.02  0.01  0.45  ** 
Constant 2.32  0.66    *** 2.19  0.58    *** 2.07  0.58    *** 1.35  0.55    * 
n 54 54 54 54 
n X T 85 85 85 85 
R2 (within) 0.01 0.12 0.14 0.28 
Prob > F 0.53 0.10 0.00 0.00 
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Table 4.5: Fixed Effects Panel Regression – Religious Influence Index 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. Coef. SE beta Sign. 

HDI -0.01  0.01  -0.16 -0.01  0.01  -0.15 -0.01  0.01  -0.17 -0.01  0.01  -0.10 
Gini -0.00  0.01  -0.04 -0.00  0.01  -0.03 -0.01  0.01  -0.07 
Relig. Laws 0.07  0.02  0.54 *** 0.06  0.02  0.20 *** 
Church att. 0.01  0.00  0.19 * 
Constant 3.21  0.91  *** 3.25  0.95  *** 2.97  1.00  *** 2.47  1.18  * 
n 55 55 55 55 
n X T 111 111 111 111 
R2 (within) 0.03 0.03 0.10 0.15 
Prob > F 0.23 0.23 0.00 0.00 
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The results for religious attendance show only weak and insignificant effects (Table 

4.3). None of the explanatory variables reaches statistical significance, and the overall F-Test 

of the explanatory power for each model fails as well. However, all signs are pointing in the 

expected direction. Increases in HDI decrease religious attendance, increases in income 

inequality and the introduction of more religious laws tend to increase it.81 While differences 

in religious attendance between countries in a pooled cross-section sample can be well 

explained, the predictions based on the framework of existential security do not withstand an 

examination of over-time changes.82  

The results regarding the question of a stronger desire for religious politicians as 

measured by the Religious Leadership Index look more promising (Table 4.4). In none of the 

models do increases in human development show any significant effect on this attitude 

dimension. However, we find significant effects of inequality and religious laws. Increases in 

both will lead to a stronger approval of religious politicians (coeff. Gini = .02, p ≤ .05; coeff. 

Rel. Laws = .03, p ≤ .001). The effects of inequality and religious laws are independent from 

each other. However, when controlling for increases in religious attendance, the inequality 

effect vanishes, suggesting that it is mediated by an increase in religiosity. Model 4 also 

shows that the strongest effect is in fact exerted by rising religiosity (see the standardised 

effect of beta = .4583). But, independent of that, we find that a tightening of state-Church 

relations will be accompanied by stronger public approval of religiously inspired politics. The 

endogeneity issue regarding this variable is yet not fully solved. We cannot determine 

whether the stronger approval is caused by the law changes (a stronger “sacred canopy”) or 

                                                 
81 Technically it would be possible to estimate random effects models to make up for the lack of efficiency of 
the estimators. A Hausman specification test indicated that a random effects specification would not result in a 
significant bias. Indeed, in a random effects specification the effects point in the predicted direction, are stronger 
and all statistically significant. However we choose the FE formulation to remain consistent with regard to the 
other models presented. 
82 Please note however that Müller and Neundorf (2012) applied fixed effects panel regression to a sample of 
East European countries and found strong effects of changes in religious legislation on the level of religious 
beliefs. 
83 The standardized coefficients express the effect of 1sd change in the independent variables on sd changes in 
the dependent variables, whereby the standard deviation within countries over time is used. 
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whether these changes occur because politicians are just following the flow of public opinion, 

thereby introducing changes when a favourable climate for these changes exists.  

The last set of analyses deals with the attitude dimension of religious influence. As 

Table 4.5 shows, changes in modernisation levels and inequality have no significant impact 

on the attitudes regarding the influence of politics by religious leaders. We do however find a 

relatively strong impact of changes in religious laws (coeff. Model 4 = .06, p ≤ .001), which 

is partly moderated by increases in religiosity (coeff. Model 4 = .01, p ≤ .05). 

4.9 Conclusion 

The present study tried to explain individual levels of religiosity and the attitudes that large 

populations all over the world hold towards the relationship between religion and politics. For 

this purpose survey data from 62 countries has been analysed, thereby taking into account a 

wide array of contextual and individual explanatory variables. Hypotheses derived from 

classical secularisation theory (Berger 1969; Bruce 2002; Dobbelaere 2002), the existential 

security framework (Norris and Inglehart 2004), the supply-side theory of religion (Stark and 

Bainbridge 1980), as well as cultural explanations (Huntington 1996) were put to the 

empirical test.  

It was found that many claims that are made by secularisation approaches are not only 

able to explain individual religiosity (religious attendance), but also possess significant 

explanatory power in regard to religious selection and evaluation criteria that persons apply 

to politicians (“Religious Leadership”). To a lesser extent these explanations are also valid 

for the second attitude dimension under review, the amount of influence that persons deem 

appropriate to be exerted on voting and government decisions by religious leaders 

(“Religious Influence”).  

Not only does the evidence gathered from this study show that higher modernisation 

levels seem to erode individual religiosity and the preferences for religious leadership; in line 
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with Norris and Inglehart’s claims for an important role of existential security it can be 

shown that higher levels of income inequality increase individual religiosity and the 

preferences for a stronger connection of religion and politics.84 

Some of the results from the pooled data analysis had to be relativised when put to the 

test regarding changes over time. Changes in religious attendance could not be predicted with 

the proposed contextual variables. But the effects of income inequality and religious laws on 

the attitude variables were validated. Stronger “plausibility structures”, represented by the 

extent of religious laws, support individuals’ views that politicians should be religious. While 

we could not confirm this effect regarding the religious influence variable in our pooled 

sample, we found support for it in the fixed effects regressions.  

The hypotheses derived from the supply-side theory could thus not be validated. No 

significant negative effect of the extent of religious laws on any of the three examined 

constructs could be established as would have been predicted.85 An interesting finding could 

be observed regarding the former Socialist countries. Although respondents in these countries 

are not especially religious, they are relatively more in favour of the role of religious leaders 

in politics. A possible explanation for this finding might be the imprint which has been left by 

nationalistic/ethno-religious conflicts in the former Soviet republics with religious 

mobilisation as a political instrument which left individual notions of religiosity more or less 

untouched.  

The examination of individual-level variables largely confirmed the effects expected 

from secularisation approaches. The positive correlation of education with levels of religious 

attendance has been observed before and attributed to the social character of religious 

                                                 
84 In a different set of analyses, the effect of socio-economic indicators on religious beliefs could also be 
confirmed: individuals with higher income show lower levels of religious beliefs and support the mixing of 
politics and religion to a lesser extent (see appendix). 
85 Additional analyses from a previous version of the paper (Müller 2009) treating the ‘importance of God’ as 
dependent variable showed negative effects of pluralism on religious beliefs. Moreover, religious pluralism did 
not exert any significant influence on the two other attitude dimensions. 
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attendance (McCleary and Barro 2006). Higher levels of education are more likely to 

decrease the preferences for a stronger relationship between religion and politics, while 

higher age shows a positive effect. Yet these findings only partly hold regarding the religious 

influence dimension, where only few explanatory variables had sufficient explanatory power 

(income inequality – positive, women – positive, and education – negative).  

Although differences in religious belief systems are often deemed to be important for 

the explanation of religiosity and especially the views that persons hold regarding religion 

and politics, surprisingly few effects were found. Muslims might have stronger preferences 

for religious politicians, but they are not more likely to promote a stronger influence of 

religious leaders on the political process. These results contradict previous findings that 

showed significant positive effects for Muslims even after statistical controls (Carlson and 

Listhaug 2006; Norris and Inglehart 2004). Catholic and Orthodox respondents are even more 

unfavourable towards a stronger connection between religion and politics than Protestants, 

possibly because the role that religious leaders played in these societies has been more severe 

or strict than in Protestant societies. 

The future development of the relationship between religion and politics depends on 

three important factors: increases in living conditions, the distribution of wealth within 

societies, and lastly, the secularisation of political institutions. As our bivariate analyses have 

shown, levels of human development and inequality are not perfect predictors for preferences 

of religious politicians with regard to Muslim societies. These societies often show strong 

preferences for religious political leaders that exceed our predictions. We have to factor in the 

strength of religious legislation in the Muslim world.  

Classical secularisation theory would predict that increasing religious plurality and 

democratisation undermine the standing of established and homogenous religious 

organisations (Bruce 2002; Bruce 2003). Indeed we find that overall levels of 
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democratisation and religious pluralism are both negatively correlated to the extent of 

religious legislation (Müller 2009, see Appendix 3). Fox and Sandler (2005) have confirmed 

this negative relationship also with regard to Middle Eastern societies.  

Nonetheless, the experiences from the state-building processes in Eastern Europe after 

the end of the Cold War teach us that state neutrality in terms of religious legislation does not 

follow automatically. Madeley (2003: 15) reports that a number of post-Communist societies 

adopted religious state legislation that would often favour the existing majority religion and 

thus tighten the connections between religion and the state. The recent events in the Middle 

East therefore constitute a watershed moment for the further development of the religion and 

state nexus that will prove significant for the future of religiously legitimised politics.  
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5 The dark side of altruism? Altruistic orientations and 

approval of the 9/11 attacks in the Muslim world 

Abstract 

This study examines the approval of the 9/11 attacks in samples representative of the Muslim population in 25 

predominantly Muslim societies. The data has been gathered by Gallup in the years 2005-2008. Hypotheses 

regarding structural and individual conditions of support are derived based on the existing literature on 

secularisation processes and attitudes towards religion and politics (Norris and Inglehart 2004), research on 

public attitudes towards terrorist attacks (Mousseau 2011; Esposito and Mogahed 2007; Fair and Shepherd 

2006), and research from the literature on the structural conditions for civic violence (Lia and Skjolberg 2004; 

Kitschelt 2004; Paul 2010). General development levels, levels of income inequality, democratisation, oil 

abundance and corruption alone do not predict levels of 9/11 approval. Cultural explanations along the lines of 

Huntington’s “Clash of Civilization” hypothesis (Huntington 1996) are not confirmed. Some evidence shows 

that young men are slightly more in favour of the attacks. Individual religiosity is not a general predictor. 

Following Berman’s concept of religious extremist groups as economic clubs (Berman 2009), we are able to 

identify structural conditions under which individual religiosity as well as altruistic orientations are converted 

into support for terrorist agendas. If living conditions are harsh and levels of inequality high, religious and 

altruistic sacrifices act as signals to gain mutual help and social support that are provided by religious extremist 

groups and therefore predict support of the 9/11 attacks. The salience of the Palestine conflict in Middle 

Eastern societies exerts a strong influence regardless of any other structural factors. 

5.1 Introduction 

The rise of religious fundamentalism, especially Islamic fundamentalism, and the terror 

attacks of 9/11 have spurred an enormous amount of research (Atran 2003; Esposito and 

Mogahed 2007; Fair and Shepherd 2006; Ginges, Hansen, and Norenzayan 2009; Kepel and 

Roberts 2002; Kitschelt 2004; Mosseau 2011; Paul 2010; Turk 2004). This paper is not 

concerned with the explanation of the occurrence of terrorist attacks or the individual 

dispositions for committing them. However, it examines one underlying factor that is deemed 

crucial in the facilitation of such acts: the mass support or approval of terrorism. More 

specifically, it tries to identify the societal and individual factors that benefit the view in the 

Muslim world that the 9/11 attacks were morally justified. On the one hand, the larger public 
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can be seen as a target audience, on whose behalf terrorists claim to be acting and whose 

grievances are allegedly addressed. On the other hand, terrorist organisations need a pool of 

volunteers and supporters for their cause, both of which can be recruited from populations 

that deem their actions justifiable (Paul 2010). 

So far, research on the mass approval of terrorism has been hampered by the fact that 

large scale individual level datasets, representative national samples from a diverse range of 

Muslim societies, were not available. The datasets gathered by the Pew Research Centre 

(Pew Research Centre 2011b) as well as recent waves of the World Values Survey (World 

Values Survey Association 2009) are positive exceptions. Nonetheless, the pool of countries 

included in these collections is still limited. In this paper I will make use of the Gallup World 

Poll (2005-2008) (Gallup Inc. 2011) that is not available in the public domain, and which 

contains an enormous sample of Muslim countries (or countries with significant Muslim 

populations). Moreover, it covers a wide range of socio-demographic and other information 

that can be used in the explanation of 9/11 attitudes in the Muslim world. So far, only 

Esposito and Mogahed (2007) seem to have analysed this data. Yet their analysis is mainly 

descriptive and does not make full use of the enormous richness of the data at hand. 

The data gathered and examined so far is not very conclusive about the sources of 

support for terrorist agendas (Lia and Skjolberg 2004; Paul 2010; Mosseau 2011). 

Commentators agree to a large extent that it is not the religious doctrines of Islam that make 

individuals become supporters or perpetrators of terrorist violence (Esposito and Mogahed 

2007). The idea that we are facing a “Clash of Civilizations” (Huntington 1996) has been 

successfully countered in a number of examples: Islam does not have “bloody borders” (Fox 

2004a) and conflicts between civilisations have not become more common than conflicts 

within civilisations (Fox 2005). As previous research has shown (Norris and Inglehart 2004; 
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Tessler 2002a; Tessler 2002b) and the recent developments in the Arab world prove, Islam 

itself does not suppress the striving for democracy.  

The overwhelming majority of Muslims worldwide view and practice their religion in 

peaceful ways: only 7% of Muslims think of the 9/11 attacks as being justified, while having 

an unfavourable opinion of the US (Esposito and Mogahed 2007). Some observers might find 

it even questionable that any link between religion and terrorism really exists. Terrorists 

make use of a religiously toned ideology to justify their goals and actions. Any other ideology 

– communism, nationalism or ethnicity – might just as well be used for that purpose at 

different times and in different places (Fox 2002). But at this particular time terrorists from 

the Middle East have used religion to justify their claims.  

This thesis deals with the topic of secularisation, the (hypothesised) declining 

significance of religion on the societal, organisational and individual level in the course of 

modernisation (Bruce 2002). Clearly, the use of religion to justify violence comes as a 

surprise in the light of conventional secularisation approaches. One would be tempted to 

declare the topic of Islamist terrorism to belong to the realm of political scientists (“it’s 

politics, not religion”), theorists of social movements (“it’s the radical expression of a social 

movement”) or strategic analysts (“it’s a security risk and a strategic challenge”) – not a topic 

to be necessarily dealt with by sociologists of religion. As this chapter is trying to show, 

Islamic terrorism might indeed have a link to religion. This link, however, is not the religious 

doctrines that are used for its justification.  

It is suggested that the way that sect-like religious groups are organised, and the 

resources that they provide to their members – trust, mutual help and social services – play an 

important role in converting structural deficiencies and inequalities into support for terrorism. 

The “core competencies” that most observers cherish in religious organisations, altruism and 

sacrifice for the greater good, might prove to have a dark side to them. According to Berman 
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(2009) these are in fact the reasons why religious extremist terror organisations are so 

effective and lethal in their attacks. Religious extremist organisations do provide basic social 

security, schooling, care for the elderly and health care. They use the networks and social 

capital that are created in this way to gather support for their political goals and as a way to 

recruit new and very loyal members to their cause. Berman’s reasoning is not that religious 

charity leads to terrorism. But terror organisations are particularly successful if they apply an 

organisational framework that is used by religious sects: the club model of goods provision.  

But the very specific political and social conditions that exist in the Muslim world 

today, especially the Middle Eastern countries, have to be taken into account. Individuals will 

be tempted to support the agenda of Islamist organisations under the condition of a failure of 

states to serve their basic needs for social services, welfare and basic security. Kitschelt 

(2004) developed a theoretical framework that focuses on the idea of “predatory regimes” 

(see also: Collier and Hoeffler 2004). According to this approach, Middle Eastern countries 

all suffer from dictatorial regimes that seek rents by taxing market participants highly without 

re-investing, thereby depressing economic growth. In addition, the oil-richness of many 

countries fosters a distribution of the revenues generated according to clientelism and 

patronage rather than meritocracy. The results are high levels of corruption, oversized state 

bureaucracies and high levels of dissatisfaction among many sectors of society. Basic needs 

and demands are not met, leading to grievances that are expressed as support of Islamist 

organisations in lieu of opportunities of democratic participation.  

Another strand of theorising comes from Mousseau (2003). He hypothesises that the 

transition from clientelist regimes to open market democracies triggers “intense anti-market 

resentment directed primarily against the epitome of market civilisation: the United States” 

(Mosseau 2003 as cited by Lia & Skjolberg 2004: 26). Mousseau (2011) points out that 
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support of Islamist terrorism is not related to levels of religiosity, lack of education, poverty 

or income dissatisfaction. The only predictor that he finds is urban poverty.  

5.2 Structural approaches in the explanation of terrorist support  

The idea that structural inequalities, poverty and lack of legitimate channels to express 

existing grievances (i.e. through democratic participation) lead to civil violence is a well-

known argument in research on terrorism (Lia & Skjolberg 2004). Religious groups deliver a 

framework in which existing grievances are put into a legitimising context, and they are able 

to provide resources for the expression of these grievances (Fox 2002; Gurr 1972).  

However, there is also a more psychological reasoning based on recent research in the 

field of sociology of religion. Norris and Inglehart (2004) state: “Individuals experiencing 

stress have the need for rigid, predictable rules” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 19). Societies 

that cannot provide their citizens with a minimal level of existential security are also societies 

where the demand for religious values seems to be highest. Individuals use religious values 

and belief-systems as a mean to cope with fear and uncertainty: “This belief [religious belief, 

TM] reduces stress, enabling people to shut out anxiety and focus on coping with their 

immediate problems” (ibid.). Indeed, previous research has shown that the general living 

conditions as well as income inequality in societies are strong predictors for individual 

religiosity and the preference that religion should play a greater role in politics (Müller 

2009b; Norris and Inglehart 2004). 

Either structural inequalities in Muslim societies are created through the “resource 

curse” of oil or mineral richness and go hand in hand with corrupt, autocratic and clientelist 

“predatory regimes”, so that support for terrorism can be regarded as a form of grievance 

expression (Kitschelt 2004); or support for terrorism is a by-product of transition processes 

from parochial societies (personal clientelist relationships, collectivism, in-group favouritism) 

to market economies, finding its expression in open hostility towards values and practices 
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that are part of the “market economy package” (contractual anonymous relationships, 

individualism, openness towards out-group exchange; Mousseau 2003, 2011). Or, thirdly, 

existing inequalities and insecurities lead to a greater psychological “need for structure” that 

is delivered by religious extremist groups (Norris & Inglehart 2004).  

However, I want to introduce a new line of reasoning that incorporates the structural 

explanations outlined above for the support of religious terrorism and further clarifies the 

individual mechanisms behind them. So far, research on individual factors for the support of 

religious extremist agendas has not been very conclusive. While we can describe wider 

structural conditions that might be conducive to the evolution of religious extremist groups or 

terrorism, it is more difficult to predict the individual dispositions, incentives and motivations 

for agreement with religious fundamentalist agendas. 

In a very recent study on support for suicide attacks in 14 Muslim countries, 

Mousseau (2011) did not find any evidence that individual religious practice would increase 

approval. Education levels were found to be insignificant, although other studies have shown 

more highly educated individuals to be more likely to be involved in terrorist acts (Gambetta 

2005; Gambetta and Hertog 2007). Individual income dissatisfaction and reported poverty did 

not contribute to the explanation. The only significant finding that Mosseau reports is that 

poor individuals in urban areas are more likely to be in favour of suicide terrorist attacks. His 

explanation is the rapid urbanisation of Middle Eastern societies within the last 30 years. This 

led to increased migration of rural workers into cities, whose expectations for increased living 

conditions however were not fulfilled, thus becoming a new disadvantaged class of urban 

poor. This segment of the population is said to be especially receptive to mobilisation efforts 

through Islamist organisations, owing to their conservative and religious socialisation in rural 

areas. 
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It often seems that the structural factors hypothesised to foster the approval of religious 

fundamentalist agendas do not seem to exert the expected effects on the individual level. I 

want to argue that current research has not yet properly described the individual mechanisms 

behind the transformation of structural inequalities into support for terrorism and suggest 

applying Berman’s (2009) idea of religious extremist groups as economic clubs. Through 

this, I want to shift the attention to the fact that neither conditions of corruption, oppression 

and inequality in themselves, nor individual piety or other individual factors alone will 

explain why people approve of religious extremist agendas. It is only their combined effects 

that will provide further explanation. Berman’s model is capable of linking the structural 

macro conditions to individual incentives and lets us predict why religiosity and altruism 

under very specific conditions can lead to the support of terrorist acts. 

5.3 Religious extremist groups as economic clubs 

Political Economist Eli Berman (2009) has used Iannaccone’s model of sects as economic 

clubs (Iannaccone 1992; Iannaccone 1997; Iannaccone and Berman 2006; Iannaccone 1994) 

to explain, why small (often extreme) religious groups are so effective in creating mutual 

trust and co-operation and how this increases their capabilities to launch very effective and 

lethal attacks.  

In Berman’s perspective the core of religious clubs, that is religious sects, is charity. 

The good that clubs provide to their members are social support and mutual help. Economic 

clubs are able to solve free-rider problems through their small size and the use of religious 

sacrifice as a screening device. Under conditions of increased insecurity, religious groups 

become important providers of social services, especially when the state fails to provide these 

goods to the larger population. However, members of these associations have to make 

credible sacrifices in terms of religious adherence or the support of a particular political 

agenda in order to get access to these goods. 
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Ultimately, Berman finds religious terrorist organisations to be so effective and lethal 

in their attacks because of the high levels of trust and cooperation that is created between 

their members. Terrorist organisations like Hamas copied the sect idea and started out as a 

charitable organisation for hardship relief in the Palestinian refugee camps (Berman 2009: 

121).  

It is not unreasonable to assume that the mechanism suggested by Berman does also 

hold for the explanation of public support of terrorist agendas. Two factors have to come 

together in order to produce approval for terrorist attacks. Firstly: material insecurity caused 

by the lack of accessible welfare services or very high levels of income inequality that create 

a sense of relative deprivation. And secondly: the existence of groups that provide these 

services. However, they must be organised as economic clubs and demand religious 

commitment as well as agreement with their religious fundamentalist agenda. Under these 

conditions, individual religiosity might actually be converted into support for terrorist attacks.  

But a second, quite counterintuitive, idea follows from this reasoning as well. The action of 

committing a terrorist attack as well as the support of such actions can be described as a form 

of altruism. Berman states: “Altruism seems strange and even insulting to us when combined 

with a callous lack of empathy for the basic humanity of the victims. [...] [A]ltruistic acts on 

behalf of a cause are quite common, especially if the cause is the safety of their family or 

community, or perhaps the liberation of their country” (Berman 2009: 11). Furthermore, in 

order to be accepted as a member of a religious economic club, one has to subscribe to this 

notion of (in-group) altruism. Clubs demand a credible sacrifice in order to be able to gain the 

benefits that are created in these clubs. Berman describes various examples of such sacrifices: 

In the case of Orthodox Judaism it might be the acquisition of religious teachings in religious 

schools, for Muslims the same holds regarding the education in Madrassas (Berman 2009: 

95-119).  
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But also other forms of “costly” religious behaviour that are in line with the goals of the 

religious economic club could serve as such signals that one is willing to contribute to the 

club good. In Islam, charitable giving (zakat) is considered one of the five pillars of the faith. 

Those who are willing to give their money for charity can be seen as especially pious and 

therefore trustworthy enough to join the club. The willingness to help other people, especially 

if they belong to the same religious group, can serve as signal too. And any general form of 

voluntary work to achieve religiously defined goals might be a form of signalling that one is 

accepting the rules of the economic club and willing to sacrifice personal gains in favour of 

the group. In other words: Since charity is at the core of economic religious clubs, and it can 

be created optimally if free-riders can be shut out, any form of altruism that is beneficial to 

the creation of a religious club good can serve as a costly signal to gain membership. In line 

with our general argument, the acceptance of radical or even violent religious doctrines, such 

as terrorist acts, might be a form of signalling as well.  

The general hypothesis that follows from the arguments above is that under conditions 

of material insecurity or income inequality individuals have a rational incentive to join 

religious economic clubs because they are providers of mutual help and social services. But 

religious economic clubs do not give their support for free: they demand a credible sacrifice 

that is in line with their religious or political goals. Thus the signalling of religious 

commitment, either through the strict adherence to religious beliefs and practices (attending 

religious services, prayer, inclusion of religion in their daily lives) or through actions that 

serve the creation of the club good (donation of money, helping people of their own faith, 

volunteering for a religious cause) becomes important under these conditions. The “dark 

side” becomes apparent, when these religious clubs at the same time hold a religious 

fundamentalist agenda. They might then use their charitable impulse to gain support for their 
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political goals. And those people who hold the strongest altruistic beliefs might at the same 

time become the most ardent supporters of terrorist acts.  

5.4 Hypotheses and operationalisation 

Based on the theoretical outline above, I propose to test the hypotheses stated further below 

on individual level attitude data gathered by the Gallup organisation in 2005/2006 and 

2007/2008 (Gallup World Poll) which contains relevant question items from 30 

predominantly Muslim societies all over the world (Gallup Inc. 2011). I also include 

countries that do not have a majority Muslim population, as long as a significant Muslim 

minority (>10%) exists. Only the Muslim respondents are included in the analysis. The 

quality of the data is good. Gallup made sure to use random sampling procedures, not only 

restricting its sampling to urban areas. Moreover they employed local interviewers and made 

sure that female respondents were interviewed by female interviewers. The question item for 

the dependent variable reads:  

 “There are many acts some people may do in life. I will read out to you a number of these acts. I 

would like you to indicate to which extent it can be morally justified. Events of Sept 11th in USA, 

that is, the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.” Answer categories (5 point scale): 1. 

Cannot be justified at all – 5. Completely justifiable. 

The item inquiring about the opinion on the 9/11 attacks is embedded in a battery of 

questions regarding various forms of morally acceptable or inacceptable behaviour. These 

questions vary from world region to world region. For the countries under examination, the 

item was embedded in a battery that asked respondents about issues such as “forcing one’s 

own opinion on children”, “not living in harmony with those who do not share your values”, 

“divorce”, “sacrificing one’s life for what one believes in”, “the ousting of Saddam Hussein’s 

government in Iraq by US and British forces” and “other attacks in which civilians are 

targeted”. 
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Structural inequalities and predatory regimes 

Following structural approaches in the field of terrorism research (Lia and Skjolberg 2004) 

and especially taking into account  Kitschelt’s (2004) notion of predatory regimes and Norris 

and Inglehart’s (2004) idea of existential security, the following hypotheses regarding the 

effect of structural variables on approval of the 9/11 attacks can be derived: 

 H1.1: Higher levels of economic development and an increase in general living conditions will 

have a negative effect on support for the 9/11 attacks. 

This hypothesis is based on Norris and Inglehart’s idea that conditions of material and 

psychological insecurity increase the need for rigid predictable rules. Religious 

fundamentalist agendas tend to emphasise this form of authoritarian values, therefore support 

for religious extremist policies is more likely under insecure conditions. From Kitschelt’s 

point of view this hypothesis makes sense in so far as grievances are higher in less developed 

societies, and terrorism might be seen as a legitimate form of grievance expression. 

Moreover, a large scale study by MacCulloch (2004) has found that increases in GDP per 

capita predict lesser support for the overturning of existing structures by revolutionary action. 

I will operationalise the concept of economic development and living conditions via the 

Human Development Index (HDI), a composite measure that takes into account life 

expectancy, education and literacy levels as well as the GDP per capita of societies. Data 

comes from the Quality of Government Dataset (Teorell, Charron, Samanni, Holmberg, and 

Rothstein 2011). The year of measurement is 2002. 

 H1.2: Higher levels of social inequality will increase support for the 9/11 attacks. 

The reasoning is similar to hypothesis H1.1. In this case income inequality in societies creates 

grievances and insecurity that gives an incentive to support terrorist agendas that announce a 

desire to abolish the existing inequalities through their actions. MacCulloch (2005) also 
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reports that higher levels of income inequality predict a preference for revolutionary action 

against existing structures.  

In order to measure the income inequality levels of societies, I use the Gini Index as it is 

provided by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). It is taken from the 

Quality of Government dataset (Teorell et al. 2011); the reference year is 2002. One problem 

regarding the measurement arises: some countries do not report their levels of income 

inequality (i.e. Saudi Arabia or Kuwait). Rather than just excluding those countries from the 

analysis I decided to impute the missing information based on predictions from OLS 

regressions of all other macro-variables included in the analysis.  

 H2.1: Indicators of a “predatory regime status” of a country – these are oil or mineral abundance, 

lack of democracy and corruption – should foster support for the 9/11 attacks. 

This hypothesis constitutes Kitschelt’s “predatory state” hypothesis. In societies in which the 

state can seek rent from oil resources, the distribution of wealth follows clientelistic 

structures, which is amplified through an underinvestment in other sectors of economy. The 

state can use its oil revenues to bribe rivals and use autocratic measures to suppress anti-

regime sentiments. Thus terrorism can become a viable measure to challenge the existing 

order. This should lead to stronger support for the 9/11 attacks in this type of country. Ideally, 

we would expect that oil richness, lack of democracy and corruption occur together to 

constitute a “predatory regime”. However, this is not necessarily the case, as further analysis 

will show. I therefore decided to introduce the measurements separately. 

In order to assess the predatory regime status of a state, I used country level data on 

democratic and civil rights as measured by the Freedom House Index (Source: QOG Dataset 

2011)86, measurements of perceived corruption as asked in the Gallup World Poll and 

information on exploitable oil resources (Central Intelligence Agency 2011) as well as the 

                                                 
86 The measure used is actually a composite index constructed from the Freedom House Index and the Polity 
Index. The two indices are highly correlated and reported to have a higher reliability if used combined. 
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percentage of oil revenues of total merchandise exports (World Bank 2007, data taken from 

the QOG dataset 2011). The items about perceived levels of corruption asked respondents 

(two separate questions): “Is corruption widespread within businesses/the government located 

in [country], or not? (Yes/No)” Only respondents that gave an answer to both questions were 

included. The index score is calculated as the average of both responses. It was then averaged 

for each country to give a measurement of overall corruption perceptions. Higher scores 

indicate higher levels of corruption.87 For the measurement of oil abundance I decided to 

combine two different sources, as the preferred “% of merchandise exports” was missing for 

a number of countries. I ranked countries in three categories from none/low to high. 

 H3.1: Support for the 9/11 attacks will be higher in countries with a strong interconnection of 

religious and political institutions. 

This hypothesis has been added because previous research has shown that preferences for a 

stronger role of religion in politics are higher in societies that have a strong entanglement of 

religious and political institutions (Müller 2009b). Moreover, while individual religiosity 

might not predict support for Islamist terrorism, we know that the strong role of religious 

laws in the Muslim world has been implemented in part as an answer to the threat of 

Islamism (as seen in the case of Saudi Arabia). The strength of religion’s influence on politics 

has been measured by the number of religious laws that exist in a society. The data comes 

from the Religion and the State Project (Fox 2004b). The reference year is 1992.  

 

                                                 
87 This construction is almost identical to the approach taken by Gallup itself. The only difference is that 
Gallup’s corruption measurement is standardised to an index with range 0-100. The correlation with the 
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index is .-.69. 
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Hypotheses about individual level factors 

 H4.1: Individual religiosity will lead to stronger support of the 9/11 attacks. 

This hypothesis can be regarded as a classical hypothesis derived from the view that we are 

facing a “Clash of Civilizations” (Huntington 1996). Huntington’s general hypothesis is that 

“[t]he great divisions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be 

cultural” and that “[t]he fault lines between civilizations will be the battle lines of the future” 

(Huntington 1993: 22). However, Huntington seems to assume that Islamic civilisation is 

more conflict prone than other civilisations. In his 1996 book he claims: “Wherever one looks 

along the perimeter of Islam, Muslims have problems living peaceably with their neighbors” 

(Huntington 1996: 256). Huntington asserts: “Islam’s borders are bloody and so are its 

innards” (ibid.: 258; italics in original). While he allows that some structural explanations of 

this conflict proneness might play a role (i.e. the ‘youth bulge’ in many Muslim countries; 

ibid.: 265), he seems to prefer a cultural explanation: “The underlying problem for the West 

is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced 

of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed with the inferiority of their power” (ibid.: 

217).  

If this cultural tendency for Muslim violence were true, a stronger individual adherence 

to the norms, values and practices of Islam should therefore predict the approval of the 9/11 

attacks. So far, most evidence has disconfirmed this hypothesis. Mousseau (2011) did not 

find any relationship between individual Islamic practice and the endorsement of suicide 

attacks. Ginges, Hansen & Norenzayan (2009) found some support for the claim that 

religiosity increases the support for suicide terrorism. However, personal prayers and an 

index of personal religious devotion had no predictive power. Only public practice of religion 

was found to have a positive effect. These findings would be in line with the hypothesis of 
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religious signalling as a means to get access to social services produced in religious economic 

clubs, formulated further below. 

Individual religiosity is measured by two indicators. The first is a measure of the 

subjective importance of religion: “Is religion an important part of your daily life? (Yes/No)” 

The second item asked respondents about their attendance of religious services: “Have you 

attended a place of worship or religious service within the last seven days? (Yes/No)”. 

 Both measurements are very crude, and ideally one would like to have scales on which 

respondents could rate the importance of religion or report the frequency of mosque 

attendance. Moreover, a measurement of daily prayers or other indicators to gauge the extent 

of belief in certain religious concepts would be desirable. At the end of the day, however, 

these are the only indicators that have consistently been asked in all countries included in the 

dataset.  

 H5.1: Indicators of altruistic orientation – that is, having donated money, having helped a 

stranger, having volunteered time for a cause– will not show any general relationship to 9/11 

attitudes. 

 H5.2: Indicators of altruistic orientation – that is having donated money, having helped a stranger, 

having volunteered time for a cause – will show a negative relationship to 9/11 attitudes. 

In order to test Berman’s hypothesis regarding religious groups as economic clubs, I 

introduce indicators of individual altruistic orientations/behaviours. However, as pointed out 

above, neither individual religiosity nor altruism is generally expected to show any 

significant relationship with 9/11 attitudes. In order to be converted into such support, living 

conditions have to be bad, so that individuals have an incentive to join religious groups 

(which may be sects or charitable organisations with a strict/extremist agenda) in order to 

benefit from mutual help and social services. Under this condition altruism will act as a 

signal. This particular hypothesis will be formulated further below. But I still pose an 

alternative hypothesis about how indicators of altruism could be related to support for 
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terrorism. Based on the common sense idea that altruism entails sacrificing their own needs 

on behalf of others, this could be seen as expression of a generally pro-social orientation. 

Therefore any violent or terrorist acts should be rejected. We would expect that more 

altruistic people are less in favour of the 9/11 attacks. Individual altruistic 

orientations/behaviours are measured in the following way. Respondents were asked:  

“Have you done any of the following in the past month?” 

 “How about Donated money to an organization? (Yes/No)” (Donation) 

 “How about Volunteered your time to an organization? (Yes/No)” (Volunteering) 

“How about Helped a stranger or someone you didn't know who needed help? (Yes/No)” (Help) 

 

 H6.1: Men will be more in favour of the 9/11 attacks then women. 

 H6.2: Younger persons will be more in favour then older persons. 

 H6.3: Higher educated persons will be more in favour of the attacks than less educated persons. 

The hypotheses regarding socio-demographic characteristics come from research that has 

been undertaken on the profile of suicide attackers (Gambetta 2005; Merari 2010) as well as 

other research using public opinion polls on the question of support for suicide attacks (Fair 

and Shepherd 2006; Mosseau 2011). While the research on suicide attackers generally finds 

young, educated men to have a higher chance of becoming an attacker, public opinion data 

does not find consistent effects. Mosseau (2011) does not find any significant effects of 

socio-demographic variables. Fair and Shepherd (2006) report inconsistent and varying 

effects for different countries. In 5 out of 14 countries, younger persons were more likely to 

support suicide terrorism; in 3 countries females were more likely to be supportive, in 1 

country males. The effect of education was not tested in their study.  
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Hypotheses about cross-level interactions 

 H7.1: Effects of individual religiosity will be moderated by levels of development and inequality 

in societies. Religious persons in more developed societies will be less likely to support the 9/11 

attacks than religious persons in lesser developed societies. (negative HDIXReligion interaction) 

 H7.2: Effects of individual religiosity will be moderated by levels of development and inequality 

in societies. Religious persons in more unequal societies will be more likely to support the 9/11 

attacks than religious persons in more equal societies. (positive GiniXReligion interaction) 

 H7.3: Effects of individual altruistic orientations will be moderated by levels of development and 

inequality in societies. Altruistic persons in more developed societies will be less likely to support the 

9/11 attacks than altruistic persons in lesser developed societies. (negative HDIXAltruism interaction) 

 H7.4: Effects of individual altruistic orientations will be moderated by levels of development and 

inequality in societies. Altruistic persons in more unequal societies will be more likely to support the 

9/11 attacks than altruistic persons in less unequal societies. (positive GiniXAltruism interaction) 

Hypotheses H7.1 – H7.4 are directly derived from Berman’s theory about religious groups as 

providers of club goods. As outlined above, we assume that there must be a general incentive 

for people to join groups that distribute social services and support. This is more probable 

under conditions of material insecurity, in lesser developed or more unequal societies. 

Secondly, we assume that religious extremist groups follow Berman’s/Iannaccone’s model of 

an economic club. In order to produce the good that they are offering – mutual help and trust 

– more efficiently, and in order to avoid people’s free-riding on the club, they use 

religious/and or political commitment as a screening device. Those persons who are 

particularly devout or willing to sacrifice their own needs for the cause of the group (in-group 

altruists), will be more likely to reap the benefits of the club good. Thus religiosity and 

altruistic behaviour must be seen as a way of signalling in order to be accepted as a member 

of the group. The increased support for 9/11 is then produced either because it is a signal 

itself (following the rules of the group), or people who benefit from religious extremists are 

socialised through the group. In any case, we expect to find a positive relationship between 

religiosity/altruism and 9/11 support in less developed/more unequal societies, but no or a 

negative relationship in more developed/more equal societies. 
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The operationalisation of all the variables that the interaction terms are constituted of 

are described above. We might argue that in fact some of the indicators are more likely to 

show an effect than others because in this hypothesis we take them to be signals that should 

be displayed publicly. As such, we should find the expected interactions with a greater 

chance for mosque attendance, donation of money and volunteering.  

Another problem is that the measurements of altruistic behaviour are not formulated 

in terms of in-group altruism, but in rather general terms. They also do not aim at particular 

behaviours that happen in a religious context. Donation of money, helping strangers and 

volunteering for a cause can all happen outside of religious organisations. In this case the 

measurements just serve as proxies.  

Finally, another point of critique might be that we do not directly measure the presence 

of religious economic clubs in a society (such as religious charities, or organisations that act 

as covers for terrorist organisations). This is true. However, there is no easy way to establish 

the actual presence of these clubs because data is missing. We just have to assume that these 

organisations exist in a given society where hardship and poverty prevails. 

5.5 Empirical analysis 

5.5.1 Bivariate analysis 

As a first step, it seems helpful to get an overview of the distribution of 9/11 attitudes across 

the Muslim world. Figure 5.1 shows how the Muslim populations in various societies 

evaluated the 9/11 attacks from a moral perspective. Countries are listed by the percentage of 

respondents that regarded the attacks as “somewhat” or “completely” morally justifiable (the 

data was gathered in the years 2005-2008). 
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Figure 5.1: Percentage of Muslim respondents evaluating the 9/11 attacks as “somewhat” or 
“completely” morally justifiable. Source: Gallup World Poll 2005-2008. 

The first notable finding is that any cultural explanation that ascribes the occurrence of 

terrorist acts and support thereof to Islam’s alleged higher susceptibility to violence is 

mistaken. The variance regarding 9/11 attitudes in the Muslim world is so high that it would 

be grossly negligent to regard Islam as a “violent religion” in itself. It cannot be denied that 

the moral justification that the 9/11 attacks received in some countries (more than 30% in 

favour, i.e. in Djibouti, Palestine, Yemen, UAE, Egypt) is daunting and surprising. However, 

one should bear in mind that the population in some of these societies bears direct and 

indirect consequences from the long-lasting Middle East conflict, which finds its expression 

in anti-US attitudes.  

But there are further surprises. In the Central Asian Turkic states of Uzbekistan, 

Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan only a tiny minority of respondents found 

the 9/11 attacks morally justifiable. Moreover, support for the attacks was fairly low as well 



 

170 
 

in Iran and among Arab Muslims in Israel, despite the often fierce anti-US rhetoric that is 

used in the political arena. The question is: can we explain the cross-national variation in 9/11 

attitudes by structural conditions such as levels of democracy, oil-richness, corruption or 

inequality? Figure 5.2 shows the bivariate correlations between structural conditions and 

country averages of 9/11 attitudes. 

The explanatory potential of structural conditions as formulated in hypotheses H1.1 & 

H1.2 (existential security hypothesis) and H2.1 (predatory regime hypothesis) looks 

unpromising. Neither general levels of human development nor levels of income inequality 

predict the general level of 9/11 attitudes. In the case of HDI-levels, the Middle Eastern 

societies in Palestine, UAE, Yemen, Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia prove to be outliers, 

with levels of general living conditions being too high to corroborate the existential security 

hypothesis. In the case of levels of income inequality (Gini Index) these societies do not fit 

the picture, because they have relatively low levels of inequality, compared to the other 

societies under review. Moreover, Sierra Leone, the country with the highest levels of 

inequality, shows only a moderate support for the 9/11 attacks. 

When it comes to explanations along the line of predatory regimes, we do not find 

consistent patterns either. It is true that the Middle Eastern societies are dictatorial regimes, 

and they exhibit high support for the 9/11 attacks. But counter examples are given with the 

authoritarian Turkic regimes that only show marginal support. Moreover, Muslim populations 

in Mali, Senegal and Israel show fairly strong support for the attacks, despite their 

comparatively high levels of democracy. Levels of corruption and resource richness, two 

other factors that should be present in predatory regimes, do not help to explain the general 

levels of the outcome variable. The United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are 

dictatorships and possess enormous amounts of oil resources; alas they are not the most 

corrupt societies in our sample, rather the opposite. Corruption is ubiquitous in all societies 
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under scrutiny, and it does not contribute to the explanation of terrorist support. The Middle 

Eastern societies might be considered predatory regimes, although the levels of corruption 

reported are fairly low. But why do other Muslim countries, e.g. the Turkic states, not fall 

into the pattern? They are oil-rich, non-democratic and highly corrupt, but anti-Israel or anti-

US sentiments do not fall on fertile soil. 

 

Figure 5.2: Country level correlations between 9/11 attitudes and HDI, Gini Index, Democracy 
levels, perceived corruption, religious laws and Mosque attendance. 

As a last step, levels of religiosity and the proximity of religious and political institutions are 

examined. Supporters of the “Clash of Civilisation” hypothesis should not rejoice though. It 

is true that the only structural factors that seem to explain cross-national differences in 9/11 

attitudes are the extent of religious laws and absolute levels of mosque attendance. Both show 
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a positive correlation with 9/11 attitudes. Yet again, the relationship is driven by the societies 

that are in direct proximity to the Palestine conflict. The picture becomes clearer if we also 

take into account the evidence that is presented in Figure 5.3.  

Figure 5.3: Percentage of population paying “some” or “a great deal” of attention to news about 
Palestine and aggregate levels of 9/11 attitudes. Source: Gallup World Poll, 2007/08 sample only. 

We find a positive relationship between the salience of the Palestine issue (expressed 

in the percentage of respondents that regularly follow the news on Palestine) and higher 

moral justification for the 9/11 attacks. Unfortunately, this indicator has only been included 

in the 2007/08 wave of the Gallup World Poll and is therefore only available for a restricted 

set of countries. It becomes clear though that in those societies where the Palestine issue is 

not dominating the political agenda (i.e. Niger, Pakistan, Burkina Faso), only very few people 

are convinced that the 9/11 attacks were morally justifiable. This corroborates an analysis 

performed by Gallup (Gallup Inc. 2002), which showed that there is a clear divide between 

Arab and non-Arab societies when it comes to the salience of the Palestine issue. While we 

were so far assuming that the geographic proximity to the Palestine conflict might have an 

impact on 9/11 attitudes, these Gallup results support another interpretation: anti-US attitudes 
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and attitudes towards the 9/11 attacks might be driven by shared feelings of solidarity 

between predominantly Arab countries rather than any real negative externalities experienced 

through the Palestine conflict.  

Still, the findings that we have observed so far regarding the role of religion demand 

further explanation. In hypotheses H7.1 – H7.4 I argue that altruistic and religious 

orientations might be converted into pro-terrorist support, however only under conditions of 

existential insecurity. The bivariate correlations presented here tell only a limited part of the 

story. How individual characteristics and structural conditions work together to produce pro-

terrorist support can only be determined in a multivariate analysis of the data, to which we 

turn now. 

5.5.2 Multivariate analysis 

I will use the method of multilevel modelling for the multivariate analysis of the data (Rabe-

Hesketh and Skrondal 2005; Snijders and Bosker 2011). This method yields the following 

advantages compared to a conventional pooled OLS analysis of the data: It allows us to take 

into account the effects that are generated through the different compositions of the different 

countries by individuals with certain individual characteristics. Therefore we avoid the risk 

that is posed by ecological fallacies or “Simpson’s paradox” (cf. Snijders and Bosker 2011). 

We model the general level of 9/11 attitudes as a random factor (unexplained variance) for 

each country and explain it through individual and country-level characteristics 

simultaneously. The technique accounts for the fact that observations are not independent 

within the countries under examination, the standard errors are corrected accordingly. As 

some countries have only small sample sizes, we still can use the information from these 

cases by borrowing information from other countries. 
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However, some caveats of the chosen approach have to be highlighted. A preliminary 

analysis (results not reported) has shown that the distribution of 9/11 attitudes is often highly 

polarised within societies. We can therefore not assume that the dependent variable is 

normally distributed. Moreover, since the attitude measurement runs on a scale from 1-5, it is 

not a metric variable. Therefore a later version of this paper will use a multilevel ordered 

logit analysis of the data. At this stage, not all countries for which the relevant information 

was available are included in the analysis. Also, the levels of income inequality are imputed, 

but the technique of multiple imputation has not been used so far (King, Honaker, Joseph, 

and Scheve 2001). These shortcomings will also be tackled in a later version of this paper. 

Table 5.1: Descriptive statistics of variables used in the analysis 

 

n Mean 
Std. 
Dev. Min. Max. 

9/11 attacks justifiable? 23453 2.07 1.46 1 5 

Country level variables 
     HDI  23453 0.56 0.18 0.27 0.82 

Gini index 23453 39.24 9.05 26.80 62.90 
Oil abundance (Ref.: low) 

       medium 23453 0.32 0.47 0 1 
  high 23453 0.20 0.40 0 1 
Rel. laws  22639 10.73 8.00 0 27 
Democracy  23453 3.91 2.45 0 8.25 
Corruption  23453 0.78 0.15 0.21 0.95 
Middle East 23453 0.15 0.36 0 1 
Survey wave 07/08 (Ref.: 
05/06) 23453 0.81 0.39 0 1 

Individual level variables 
     Female 23453 0.48 0.50 0 1 

Age  23453 34.82 14.47 15 99 
Education level (Ref.: low) 

       medium 23453 0.48 0.50 0 1 
  high 23453 0.10 0.29 0 1 
Attended mosque 23453 0.59 0.49 0 1 
Religion important 23453 0.90 0.30 0 1 
Donated money 23453 0.25 0.43 0 1 
Helped a stranger 23453 0.44 0.50 0 1 
Volunteered time 23453 0.21 0.41 0 1 
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In total, the data contains non-missing information from 23,453 individuals in 25 

societies so far. Only Muslim respondents have been included. The descriptive statistics are 

given in Table 5.1. All metric variables have been centred around their grand mean in order 

to facilitate interpretation and the accurate computation of interaction effects. 

The multivariate analysis is split into two parts. In the first step, I computed five 

models, whereby the explanatory variables were included step-wise. Model 1 contains the 

country-level variables only (plus a control variable for the survey wave). In Model 2 I 

introduced a dummy for the following countries: United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, Yemen, Djibouti and Palestine. These countries are either part of the Middle 

East and therefore the Palestine conflict might have a direct or indirect impact on the 

populations in these countries, or they have a significant Arab cultural heritage. For example 

Djibouti cannot be regarded a Middle Eastern country in the narrow sense. However, the 

results of the Gallup analysis on the salience of the Palestine issue showed that there is a clear 

divide between Arab and non-Arab societies (Gallup Inc. 2002). The bivariate analysis has 

shown that these societies on average hold strong pro 9/11 views regardless of all the other 

structural variables. The one thing that unites these countries is the salience of the Palestine 

conflict (as measured by percent of people following the news about Palestine, where this 

measure was available). I will refer to the included country dummy as “Middle East dummy” 

although not all countries in this group are part of the Middle East in the strict sense.  

Model 3 adds socio-demographic controls on the individual level (sex, age, 

education). Model 4 also includes the measurements for religiosity (Mosque attendance and 

subjective importance of religion). The final Model 5 also contains the indicators of altruism 

that are used to test Berman’s economic club good hypothesis. All models only contain 

random intercepts and the influences of the individual level variables at this stage are 

assumed to be uniform across societies. 
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In the second step I ran a number of models to test hypotheses H7.1-H7.4 (cross-level 

interactions between HDI/Gini levels and indicators of religiosity and altruistic orientations). 

However, only the models that yielded significant results are reported (see Table 5.3). 

Moreover, the results were biased through two particular outlying country cases (Sierra 

Leone and Burkina Faso). Therefore the models were run again with these cases omitted from 

the sample. Since the hypotheses state that individual religiosity and altruism show different 

effects under different structural conditions, these models were calculated with a random 

slope for each individual variable of interest. Because the models would have become too 

complex (and non-converging) if a random slope was included for all the variables at the 

same time, only the variable that is part of the cross-level interaction of interest received a 

random slope. I will discuss step one of the analysis first and then turn to the further 

explanation of the cross-level interactions. Graphic depictions will facilitate the interpretation 

of the observed effects. 

5.5.3 Multivariate results – main effects 

Models 1 and 2 serve the test of hypotheses H1.1 – H3.1. They state that higher levels of 

Human development will decrease the approval of 9/11, but higher levels of income 

inequality, oil-richness, lack of democracy, corruption and a stronger entanglement of 

religious and political institutions will yield increased support. We find that none of these 

hypotheses is confirmed, except for H3.1 (role of religious institutions). From Model 1 it 

seems that we find a higher level of pro 9/11 attitudes in such countries where religious 

institutions have a strong grip on politics (positive effect of religious laws, 0.04, p≤ .01). But 

the effect vanishes if we introduce the Middle East dummy in Model 2.  

Respondents in the Middle East on average rank 1.19 (p ≤ .001) scale points higher 

than respondents in all the other Muslim societies. This effect cannot be explained by the 

living conditions, levels of inequality or the predatory regime variables in our model. The 



 

177 
 

best explanation so far seems the unique role that the Palestine conflict plays in these 

societies. We also find that respondents in the more recent survey wave (2007/08) show 

lesser approval of the 9/11 attacks. But this effect cannot easily be interpreted as a decline 

over time, since the country sample varies between time-points. 
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Table 5.2: Determinants of 9/11 attitudes in the Muslim World, multilevel regression of 25 countries. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

 

Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. 
Country level variables: 

               HDI (0-1) -0.20 0.62 
 

-0.45 0.42 
 

-0.42 0.41 
 

-0.39 0.41 
 

-0.43 0.41 
 Gini (0-100) 0.00 0.01 

 

0.00 0.01 
 

0.00 0.01 
 

0.00 0.01 
 

0.00 0.01 
 

Oil abundance (Ref.: low) 
                 medium -0.15 0.21 

 

-0.18 0.14 
 

-0.18 0.14 
 

-0.18 0.14 
 

-0.18 0.14 
   high -0.26 0.31 

 

-0.14 0.21 
 

-0.14 0.20 
 

-0.13 0.20 
 

-0.13 0.20 
 Rel. laws (0-27) 0.04 0.01 ** 0.01 0.01 

 

0.01 0.01 
 

0.01 0.01 
 

0.01 0.01 
 Democracy (0-10) 0.04 0.05 

 

0.07 0.03 * 0.07 0.03 * 0.07 0.03 * 0.07 0.03 * 
Corruption (0-1) -0.36 0.65 

 

0.46 0.46 
 

0.48 0.46 
 

0.49 0.45 
 

0.51 0.45 
 Survey wave 07/08  -0.22 0.04 *** -0.21 0.04 *** -0.21 0.04 *** -0.22 0.04 *** -0.23 0.04 *** 

Middle East 
   

1.19 0.21 *** 1.18 0.21 *** 1.18 0.21 *** 1.20 0.21 *** 

Individual level variables: 
              

Female 
      

-0.03 0.02 + -0.03 0.02 
 

-0.03 0.02 
 Age (15-99) 

      

-0.00 0.00 *** -0.00 0.00 *** -0.00 0.00 *** 

Education level (Ref. low) 
                 medium 
      

0.01 0.02 
 

0.01 0.02 
 

0.01 0.02 
   high 

      

-0.06 0.04 
 

-0.06 0.04 
 

-0.06 0.04 + 

Attended mosque 
         

0.03 0.02 
 

0.02 0.02 
 Religion important 

         

0.03 0.03 
 

0.03 0.04 
 

Donated money 
            

0.13 0.02 *** 
Helped a stranger 

            

-0.06 0.02 ** 
Volunteered time 

            

0.01 0.02 
 

Constant 2.57 0.16 *** 2.33 0.13 *** 2.43 0.13 *** 2.39 0.13 *** 2.40 0.13 *** 
+ p≤.10; * p≤.05; ** p≤.01; p≤.001 
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Table 5.3: Variance components and fit indices of multilevel models. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
 Coef. S.E. Sign. Coef. S.E. Sign. Coef. S.E. Sign. Coef. S.E. Sign. Coef. S.E. Sign. 

Var(Country) 0.16 0.05 ** 0.07 0.02 ** 0.07 0.02 ** 0.07 0.02 ** 0.07 0.02 ** 
Var(Ind.) 1.90 0.02 *** 1.90 0.02 *** 1.90 0.02 *** 1.90 0.02 *** 1.90 0.02 *** 
ICC 0.08 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 
R22 0.92 0.97 0.97 0.97 0.97 
R12 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
N Individuals/countries 23453/25 23453/25 23453/25 23453/25 23453/25 

+ p≤.10; * p≤.05; ** p≤.01; p≤.001 
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Model 2 also yields another puzzling result. Under control of all other factors we find a 

significant positive effect of democratic institutions on 9/11 approval (0.07, p ≤.05). Rather 

than decreasing support for terrorist agendas through democratic means of grievance 

expression, we find more people expressing favourable opinions regarding 9/11. This finding 

might be explained through the actual improved conditions for free speech in these societies. 

While autocratic regimes suppress non-conforming opinions by force, they are tolerated in 

more democratic societies. Whether the expression of such opinions goes along with an 

actual support of terrorist agendas remains questionable. It is possible that the 9/11 attitude is 

viewed as a form of populism rather than serious support of terrorist ideas. It is possible, 

however, that other explanations for the positive relationship exist. Volpi (2004) discusses 

several issues that are specific to the democratisation (or non-democratisation) processes in 

Muslim societies using the notion of “pseudo-democracy”. A detailed treatment of this 

concept is not possible due to space restrictions. But the main points of the approach are that 

a number of liberal (Western) democratic values and concepts are not matched by the social 

and cultural conditions of Muslim societies. For example collective, communal or kinship 

identification seems to overrule demands for individual liberty rights (Volpi 2004: 1065). 

Moreover, in various Muslim societies Islamist movements seem to be the best organised 

groups among the oppositional parties. Volpi therefore also highlights the possibility that 

non-democratic movements might seize power through the ballot-box (Volpi 2004: 1067). 

The results obtained from this analysis are far from conclusive, but certainly the positive 

correlation between democratisation and 9/11 attitudes demands a more detailed analysis at a 

later point. 

   While the other country-level variables do not reach statistical significance at the 5%-level, 

some of them show the expected signs. Higher HDI-levels rather point to lower levels of 
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approval, and the corruption effect shows the expected positive sign. The effect of oil-

abundance has the wrong (negative) sign. 

Models 3 and 4 introduce individual level explanatory variables. Our first observation 

is that none of the country-level effects is changed through this. Therefore we can assume 

that differences between countries are not generated by the different composition of 

individuals with certain risk factors. Women are somewhat less likely than men to show 

approval of the 9/11 attacks, thereby lending some support to hypothesis H6.1. The effect is 

only significant at the 10% level and vanishes after the control of individual religiosity. Age 

has a small but highly significant effect. Younger persons are indeed are more likely to think 

of the 9/11 attacks as justifiable than older persons. This is in line with H6.2 and the research 

that has been conducted on samples of terrorists so far. However, contrary to our 

expectations, higher education levels do not show a positive effect on 9/11 attitudes. We find 

small and insignificant negative effects. H6.3 is therefore not supported. 

Lastly, we do not find any evidence that individual religiosity is related to stronger 

approval of the 9/11 attacks. Mosque attendance and the subjective importance of religion do 

show positive signs, but both effects remain insignificant. These effects will be examined 

more thoroughly in part two of the multivariate analysis though. 

Finally, Model 5 includes also indicators of individual altruistic orientations. A 

number of changes occur. First of all, we find that respondents that report having donated 

money to a cause will be more in favour of the 9/11 attacks (0.13, p ≤ .001). In H5.1 we 

formulated that there should be no general effect of altruistic orientations on 9/11 attitudes. 

Yet we do find a general positive effect for the donation variable. However, looking at the 

indicator for having helped a stranger, we find a significant negative effect. Respondents with 

a generalised altruistic orientation are less in favour of violence, and therefore do not support 

terrorist attacks. H5.2 can be confirmed for this variable. We observe no significant effect for 
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persons that have volunteered time to a cause. After the introduction of the altruism variables 

the effect for higher education becomes significant at the 10%level. This is some slight 

evidence that in the general public more educated persons denounce terrorist violence. 

Before dealing with a more detailed test of the effects of the individual level 

variables, we examine the explanatory power of our models (see Table 5.3). The results from 

the null model (model without any explanatory variables) indicated that the clustering of the 

data is fairly small. The intra-level-correlation is only .10. An application of multilevel 

analysis is still justified because we are interested in a decomposition of structural and 

individual effects and want to test for cross-level interactions. 

Only a small fraction of the variance exists between countries (ca. 8%); the largest 

variance is between individuals (ca. 92%). As the goodness of fit indices in Table 5.3 show, 

our models are able to explain up to 97% of that small variance between countries. But a 

significant part is explained by the introduction of the Middle East dummy in Model 2. The 

R22 rises from .92 to .97. Regarding the explanation of individual level variance we find 

disappointing results. None of our individual level measurements increases the fraction of 

explained variance between individuals by a significant part. The explained variance is close 

to 0%. The opinions that people hold regarding 9/11 are hardly explicable through individual 

characteristics. This finding is in line with other research conducted so far (Fair and Shepherd 

2006; Mosseau 2011). 

5.5.4 Multivariate results – cross-level interactions 

Following Berman’s idea of religious extremist groups as providers of mutual help and social 

services, we introduced hypotheses H7.1-H7.4. These hypotheses state that the effects of 

individual religiosity and altruistic orientations are moderated by levels of human 

development and income inequality. In this perspective religious practices and altruistic in-

group behaviour can be interpreted as a form of religious signalling and a credible sacrifice in 
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order to gain access to the goods provided by religious extremist groups. We hypothesised 

that the incentive to show such signalling is higher under conditions of existential insecurity. 

Therefore we expect to find negative effects for the religion/altruism X HDI interaction 

(religion/altruism increases 9/11 support in less developed societies) and positive effects for 

the religion/altruism X Gini interaction (religion/altruism increases 9/11 support in more 

unequal societies). 

The respective interaction models have been calculated for all religiosity/altruism 

indicators. However, only the models containing the interactions of subjective importance of 

religion, donation of money and helping strangers yielded significant results. In addition, 

these results are largely only marginally significant (that is on a 10% level). Upon closer 

examination it was found that many of the expected effects were diminished by the presence 

of two outlying country cases: Sierra Leone and Burkina Faso. Both cases would actually be 

prime examples of countries where there is a large incentive to gain benefits from mutual 

support that is produced in religious extremist groups. The levels of human development are 

at the lower bound of the sample range and levels of inequality are high. Yet for both 

countries no positive effect of religiosity or indicators of altruism could be established. I 

assume that the explanation is in the violent past of these conflict-ridden societies. Both 

suffered from long periods of civil war and the established warring parties are not operating 

within any even slightly religiously toned framework. Therefore one condition that we tacitly 

assume for every other country in the sample, that religious extremist entrepreneurs as 

providers of club goods exist, might not hold for these two cases. Also a look at Figure 3 

shows that the issue of Palestine is not salient in Burkina Faso, which leads to overall low 

levels of support regarding the 9/11 question. Nonetheless, this situation is not satisfyingly 

solved at this moment. An updated version of this paper will include more detailed research 

on the cases of Burkina Faso and Sierra Leone.  
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Table 5.4 therefore contains two sets of models for each interaction. The first set 

shows the results that have been obtained using the whole set of countries (including the 

problematic cases). The second set shows the results that were obtained after the omission of 

the two cases. I will interpret the latter set of results. The interaction effects of interest are 

highlighted in bold. As mentioned above, the models contain random slopes for each 

individual variable that is part of the interaction effect. Apart from that, all models contain all 

other control variables that have been included in Model 4.  

Regarding the interaction effects with the HDI variable we observe the following. 

There is indeed a negative HDI X Rel.imp. effect (-.78, p ≤ .01), as predicted by H7.1. 

Religious persons in societies with higher levels of human development are less likely to be 

in favour of the 9/11 attacks. However, religious persons in societies with low development 

levels are more in favour. No other significant interactions with religious attendance or 

indicators of altruism and HDI are found.  
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Table 5.4: Cross-level interaction effects, full and reduced models. 

 

HDI full HDI reduced Gini full Gini reduced 

 

Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. Coeff. S.E. Sign. 
Religion important 

            HDI -0.15  0.43  
 

-0.01  0.40  
       HDIXRel. -0.40  0.25  + -0.78  0.25  ** 

      Gini 
      

-0.00  0.01  
 

0.00  0.01 
 GiniXRel. 

      

0.00  0.01  
 

0.01  0.00  ** 
Religion important 0.07  0.04  + 0.10  0.04  ** 0.06  0.01  

 

0.08  0.04  ** 

             Donated money 
            HDI -0.35 0.42 

 

-0.71 0.35 * 
   

-1.03 0.30 *** 
HDIXDon. -0.30 0.24 

 

-0.42 0.27 
       Gini 

   

0.02 0.01 ** 0.00  0.01 
 

0.01 0.01 
 GiniXDon. 

      

0.01 0.00 
 

0.01 0.01 + 
Donated money 0.12 0.04 ** 0.13 0.05 ** 0.13 0.04 ** 0.14 0.05 ** 

             Helped a stranger 
            HDI -0.42 0.40 

 

-0.67 0.34 * 
   

-0.74  0.33  * 
HDIXHelp -0.02 0.19 

 

-0.17 0.20 
       Gini 

      

0.00 0.01 
 

0.01  0.01  
 GiniXHelp 

      

0.00 0.00 
 

0.01  0.00  + 
Helped a stranger -0.05 0.04 

 

-0.04 0.04 
 

-0.05 0.04 
 

-0.00  0.03  
 N Individuals/countries 23453/25 22483/23 23453/25 22483/23 

+ p≤.10; * p≤.05; ** p≤.01; p≤.001 
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This effect is also significant at the 10% level in the full model. We can take this as a partial 

confirmation of the economic club model explanation. But in fact, the finding would make 

more sense if it were also to hold regarding the indicator of mosque attendance. Mosque 

attendance is a publicly observable signal and should therefore show just the same effect. 

We find more evidence in support of Berman’s club model explanation when taking 

into account the interaction effects with inequality. Firstly, there is a significant positive 

interaction effect of the importance of religion and income inequality (.01, p ≤ .01). 

Furthermore, we also find positive interaction effects with the donation and the help variables 

and the Gini coefficient (donation: .01, p ≤ .10; help: .01, p ≤ .10). Yet they only reach 

marginal significance. Thus we can conclude that hypotheses H7.2 and H7.4 are partially 

confirmed: religiosity and altruism might be converted into support for terrorist agendas 

under conditions of high inequality. The mechanism behind it is the provision of mutual help 

and social support that allows people to accept radical agendas, whereby religiosity and 

altruism serve as signals. It should also be noted that the main effects of HDI become 

statistically significant in the interaction models for donation and help, which is evidence for 

H1.1. 

1.
8

2
2.

2
2.

4
2.

6

9/
11

 A
tti

tu
de

s

.2 .4 .6 .8 1
HDI

Not religious Religious

1.
8

2
2.

2
2.

4
2.

6

9/
11

 A
tti

tu
de

s

30 40 50 60 70
Gini Index

Not donated Donated money

 

Figure 5.4: Conditional effect plots of HDI X Rel. interaction (left) and Gini X Don. interaction 
(right). Based on reduced sample models (Sierra Leone and Burkina Faso omitted). 
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Figure 5.4 shows a graphical depiction of two of the observed interaction effects. The graph 

on the left depicts the HDI X Rel.imp. interaction, the  graph on the right the Gini X 

Donation interaction. Technically these are predicted effects for middle-aged, male 

respondents living in otherwise average Muslim (non-Middle Eastern) societies. It can be 

seen that those respondents that do not regard religion as important in their lives show very 

little support for the 9/11 attacks regardless of the level of development of their society. 

However, religious respondents hold very different views regarding the 9/11 question 

dependent on the living conditions in their society. Only religious respondents in societies 

with low HDI levels are in favour of the 9/11 attacks. Their support decreases as the HDI 

increases. 

A similar effect is found regarding persons that claim to have donated money to a 

cause. We generally find a small positive effect of income inequality for persons that are non-

donors. But persons that have practised charitable giving are much more likely to be 

supportive of 9/11 in those societies with high inequality (see graph on the right). 

5.6 Discussion and conclusion 

The study presented here comprises so far one of the most comprehensive analyses of the 

attitudes that respondents in the Muslim world hold regarding the 9/11 attacks. Several 

hypotheses derived from the existing literature on secularisation processes and attitudes 

towards religion and politics (Norris and Inglehart 2004) research on public attitudes towards 

terrorist attacks (Mousseau 2011; Esposito and Mogahed 2007; Fair and Shepherd 2006) and 

research from the literature on the structural conditions for civil violence (Lia and Skjolberg 

2004; Kitschelt 2004; Paul 2010) were tested on a sample of public opinion data from 25 

predominantly Muslim societies. 

One main finding is that cultural explanations that generally attribute a higher violent 

potential to Islam along the lines of Huntington’s “Clash of Civilization” thesis (Huntington 
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1996), are mistaken. There is a high variance within the Muslim world on the topic of the 

9/11 attacks, with a majority of the population in all societies in strong disfavour of them. 

Only few of the hypotheses regarding structural conditions for civil violence were supported. 

Living conditions and levels of inequality did not show any general effect regarding the 

approval of the 9/11 attacks. Under the specific condition that modernisation levels affect 

different parts of societies differently, we found a negative effect of the HDI. 

Unlike Kitschelt’s theory of “predatory regimes” as being more conducive of terrorist 

violence argues, neither oil-abundance, nor lack of democracy, nor levels of corruption have 

any effect on the approval of 9/11 in the general public. On the contrary we found that higher 

levels of democracy seem to be positively correlated with pro-terrorist attitudes. Yet we are 

reluctant to interpret this effect as “real” support of terrorism. It is more likely that the 9/11 

question is the expression of a populist sentiment that can be expressed more freely in more 

democratic states.88 

There is some evidence that is in line with previous findings from research on profiles 

of suicide attackers (Gambetta 2005; Merari 2010). Women are marginally less likely to 

approve of the 9/11 attacks. There is strong evidence that support is higher among younger 

persons. But no positive effect of higher education levels was found. Individual religiosity, 

measured by mosque attendance and subjective importance of religion, did not have any 

significant correlation with the outcome variable. While there seemed to be some evidence 

that stronger entanglement of religious and political institutions and higher levels of 

religiosity predict higher levels of 9/11 justification, these effects vanished when controlling 

for the general proximity of countries to the Middle East conflict and the overall salience of 

the Palestine issue in a country. Generally, the Middle Eastern societies (or these with an 

Arabic heritage) United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Yemen, Djibouti and 
                                                 
88 As the discussion of Volpi (2004) shows, the phenomenon of democratisation in Muslim societies might be 
driven by other forces than commonly assumed in a liberal democratic framework. Hence other explanations of 
the correlation reported here, might be possible. 
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Palestine show much higher levels of 9/11 approval than all other societies in our sample. 

The “Middle Eastern Effect” cannot be explained by any of the other country-level variables. 

As a new theoretical concept we introduced Berman’s idea of religious extremist 

groups as economic clubs and providers of mutual help and social services under conditions 

of existential insecurity (Iannaccone and Berman 2006; Berman 2009). From this concept we 

derived the counterintuitive hypothesis that individual religiosity and altruistic orientations 

can be converted into support for religious extremist agendas when living conditions are 

harsh and inequality in societies high. Under these conditions, religious and altruistic 

sacrifices serve as signals that provide access to religious economic clubs. With some 

qualifications we can confirm this hypothesis. However, two country cases that should fit 

perfectly were not in line with this explanation: Burkina Faso and Sierra Leone. An updated 

version of this paper will include further research on these cases and confirm whether the 

conditions for the economic club hypothesis are actually valid. These outliers aside, we can 

confirm that religious persons in the Muslim world are more likely to support the 9/11 attacks 

if they live in less developed societies. We also found that the donation of money and having 

helped a stranger predict stronger approval of 9/11 in more unequal societies. But we should 

also note that these results at the present stage of the analysis have a somewhat tentative 

character. Firstly, the results are relativised by the mentioned outlying cases that do not fit 

our explanation; secondly, we cannot provide evidence that would strongly prove the point 

that the observed effects are due to the influence of religious extremist clubs as a direct 

measure of this involvement is lacking; thirdly, the explanatory power of the models 

presented is quite low. Nonetheless we have discovered interesting new evidence that might 

help us understand the phenomenon of religious fundamentalism and terrorist violence from a 

new angle: religious extremists possibly use the weakness of regimes to provide welfare 

resources to their population. They build clubs around the welfare sources in demand, but 
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restrict access to them by using religious signalling as a screening device. While further 

research has to provide stronger evidence for our case, the implications of these findings 

might be far-reaching. Neither the mere formal presence of a democratic regime, nor the 

levels of oil-abundance, nor corruption in societies are the key determinants to explain 

support for terrorism in Muslim countries. A peaceful solution to the Middle East conflict and 

institutions that distribute wealth more equally within societies would drain the mass support 

base of terrorist organisations. These two truths are written easily, yet hard to put into 

practice. The changes underway in the Arab world have to be measured according to this 

yardstick. 
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6 Simple structures or complicated ‘culture’? A defence 

of socio-economic explanations of religious change 

Abstract 

This chapter discusses three types of criticism that can be brought against the structural explanation of religious 

change and Norris and Inglehart’s (2004) research paradigm in particular. The first criticism deals with the 

psychological process that is suggested by the authors for the explanation of higher religiosity under conditions 

of existential insecurity. My own findings regarding religious socialisation effects contradict this mechanism, 

which calls for a (slight) refinement of the existential security approach. The second set of criticism has been 

raised by proponents of some classical comparative research, which regards Inglehart’s socio-economic research 

programme as oversimplified (Haller 2002). A third set of criticism pertains to the universal applicability of 

structural explanations in light of cultural differences. I review the differences that I have found to exist between 

religious faiths and conduct two further empirical analyses. Using Gallup World Poll data from 127 countries, I 

can show that socio-economic indicators (HDI and income inequality) as well as a country’s formerly belonging 

to the Communist bloc explain roughly 76% of cross-national differences in country-level religiosity. The 

belonging of a society to a particular religious tradition does not strongly increase the explanatory power. 

Furthermore an analysis of religiosity levels of religious faiths in different countries shows that members of any 

religious faith are less religious if they live under more secure conditions. Secularisation processes are therefore 

not restricted to particular religious cultures. 

6.1 Introduction 

In this thesis, Norris and Inglehart’s (2004) very simple idea that an increase in existential 

security will lead to a decrease in religious beliefs and behaviours has been adopted more or 

less uncritically so far. The reason for this is simple: the data at hand has so far fairly 

unambiguously confirmed this hypothesis. However, several criticisms can be raised against 

the existential security hypothesis. I want to examine three sorts of criticism in this paper.  

The first criticism is that Norris and Inglehart’s suggested mechanism behind the idea 

of existential security is not fully supported by my own findings. I suggest refining their 

mechanism with regard to how religion gains value when living conditions are poor. The 

second set of criticism has been formulated by proponents of a classical historical 

comparative school of thought, which regards simple socio-economic ideas of social change 
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as oversimplified. I will review Haller’s (2002) fairly comprehensive criticism as an example 

of this strand of argument. However, as his critique is more broadly directed against 

Inglehart’s complete research programme, I will only discuss the criticisms that are relevant 

to the analysis of secularisation. Another objection to structural explanations might be raised 

from scholars that seek to explain differences in religious beliefs and related attitudes with 

reference to ‘culture’. The best example of this kind of explanation is Huntington’s ‘Clash of 

Civilisation’ thesis (Huntington 1996).89 Also Norris and Inglehart include a ‘Cultural 

Traditions Axiom’ in their framework to explain “the path dependence of cultural change” 

(Norris and Inglehart 2004: 220). It obviously makes sense to pay attention to the content of 

different religious belief systems, as they have different sanctions relating to beliefs and 

behaviour. Following a Weberian explanation, different religious beliefs systems will 

(sometimes unintentionally) create different structures and institutions, which will leave a 

lasting imprint for any person that is raised in a particular society. Yet the question remains 

how strongly structural and cultural elements have to be taken into account if we want to 

explain the strength of religious beliefs and behaviours in a very general sense. I will review 

my own findings with regard to cultural effects on religious beliefs and the relation between 

religion and politics. But I will also provide evidence that cultural explanations might not add 

as much predictive power compared to strictly structural explanations, although this depends 

strongly on the scope and level of explanation that one is interested in. 

6.2 What does religion provide? Psychological assurance or social 

support? 

Norris and Inglehart’s main hypothesis is stated as follows: “[A]ll things being equal, the 

experience of growing up in less secure societies will heighten the importance of religious 

                                                 
89 The classical main proponent of this reasoning is of course Max Weber. However, several other scholars have 
invoked cultural explanations to explain the economic success of Western societies (Fukuyama 1995 with 
reference to Weber), the creation of trust and civic social capital (Putnam 1993), or the ‘Conditions of Liberty’ 
(Gellner 1995). 
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values while conversely experience of more secure conditions will lessen it.” (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004: 18; emphasis in original). But they make clear that a disappearance of all 

forms of religion seems unlikely because “residual and symbolic elements often remain” 

(ibid.). The processes by which secure conditions decrease the demand for religion are 

described as follows: 

“Virtually all of the world’s major religious cultures provide reassurance that, even though the 

individual alone can’t understand or predict what lies ahead, a higher power will assure people who 

the universe follows a plan which guarantees that if you follow the rules, everything will turn out 

well, in this world or the next. This belief reduces stress, enabling people to shut out anxiety and 

focus on coping with their immediate problems. Without such a belief system, extreme stress tends to 

produce withdrawal reactions. [...] Individuals experiencing stress have the need for rigid, predictable 

rules. They need to be sure what is going to happen because they are in danger - their margin for error 

is slender and they need maximum predictability. Conversely, people raised under conditions of 

relative security can tolerate more ambiguity and have less need for the absolute and rigidly 

predictable rules that religious sanctions provide” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 19; emphasis added by 

the author, TM). 

Therefore it follows that societies that are able to improve living conditions will also decrease 

immediate risks, which in turn will decrease people’s psychological need for the clear 

predictions that religious values and sanctions provide. They emphasise that their theory is 

only making probabilistic predictions, not deterministic ones. Societies can fall back into a 

state of insecurity through political or economic crises or natural disasters (Norris and 

Inglehart 2004: 16f.).  

Norris and Inglehart’s reasoning seems to be clearly psychological: religion provides 

comfort and inner peace, and therefore it flourishes under insecure circumstances. Their 

description comes very close to Marx’s notion of the “opium of the people” (“Without such a 

belief system, extreme stress tends to produce withdrawal symptoms”, see above). There is 

indeed some support for Norris and Inglehart’s assumption. Scheve and Stasavage (2006b) 

argue that religion acts as a “psychological insurance mechanism”, which decreases the 

demand for social welfare. A wide range of work in the field of clinical psychology has 
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confirmed the stress-reducing effects of religion (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005; Fincher and 

Thornhill 2012; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, and Perez 1998). Nonetheless, the evidence is far 

from conclusive: a meta-study by Ano and Vasconcelles (2005) confirmed that “positive 

religious coping” is correlated with positive psychological adjustment. Positive religious 

coping included “religious reappraisals, collaborative religious coping, seeking spiritual 

support, etc.” (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005: 473). Yet the authors also found evidence for the 

negative effects of “negative religious coping”. This form of coping involves the 

psychological attribution of stressful events either to oneself – because people feel that they 

are punished for their sins – or to “the work of the devil”. In any case, negative religious 

coping was found to increase stress for the subjects under study (ibid.: 14). Therefore, while 

religious coping might exist, it is questionable whether it helps just through providing a 

“belief that everything will turn out well in this world or the next”. 

It might make more sense to view religion as a source of social support and, more 

crucially, as a source of social welfare. Previous research has confirmed that welfare state 

spending and changes in religious welfare subsidies are closely related to religious 

behaviours as well as welfare attitudes (Gill and Lundsgaarde 2004; Gruber 2004; 

Hungerman 2005; Scheve and Stasavage 2006b). My own findings in Chapter 4 were that 

over-time changes in income inequality are strongly related to religiosity and attitudes 

towards religion and politics. If we leave aside the psychological mechanism that is proposed 

by Norris and Inglehart, their idea that the lack of provision of welfare is one main driver 

behind the demand for religion is supported by a vast body of empirical evidence.  

As my examination of the determinants of pro 9/11 attitudes showed, there was some  

evidence in support for Berman’s (2009) idea that religious extremist groups act as providers 

of mutual help and social services under conditions of existential insecurity (Berman 2009; 

Iannaccone and Berman 2006). Individual religiosity and altruistic orientations can be 
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converted into support for religious extremist agendas when living conditions are harsh and 

inequality in societies high. 

Our examination of the contextual factors that determine religious socialisation in 

different societies indicated that high income inequality proved to be most effective in 

creating an environment in which religious beliefs are transmitted most successfully from one 

generation to the next (see Chapter 2). Therefore religion is easily transmitted to younger 

generations because the individual efforts that parents have to undertake are weaker. This 

observation is in line with Norris and Inglehart’s hypothesis because one could argue that 

people who are raised under insecure living conditions will have an increased psychological 

need for predictable rules and hence more easily adopt religious values and beliefs. Yet we 

also observed contradictory results. Societies in which people expressed more strongly 

overall that religion has a strong ‘social value’, i.e. religion serves to make friends and meet 

the right people, were very effective in decreasing parental socialisation effects. In 

comparison, societies in which people only favoured the idea that religion provides peace and 

comfort (‘individual value of religion’) without strongly expressing the social dimension, 

were not as effective in reducing parental socialisation effects. Therefore we were able to 

show that inequality will generally raise the social value of religion and people will take 

advantage of the social capital and mutual help that religious communities provide. Religion 

therefore really is a crucial resource under conditions of insecurity. Norris and Inglehart’s 

intuition was right, but their suggested mechanism – psychological need for structure – seems 

to be too simple.  

Further research should look more closely at the micro-mechanisms of how religion 

creates social welfare under insecure conditions. A simple deprivation approach does not 

seem too promising because Solt et al. (2011) found that there are no differences in 

religiosity between relatively deprived and non-deprived groups in unequal societies. If 
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religion served as a simple source of alleviating stress, we would expect the deprived, poor 

income groups in more unequal societies to be relatively more religious. It seems likely that 

in societies with rudimentary or non-existing welfare systems religion serves as a vehicle to 

create and maintain informal social ties that help to provide basic social services. This 

arrangement is also beneficial to high income strata in unequal societies because it minimises 

the tax burden of these groups (Huber and Stanig 2007; Solt, Habel, and Grant 2011). 

6.3 The existential security hypothesis – “Materialist, unilinear and 

comparatively static”? 

In his 2002 article Max Haller formulated a general critique of Inglehart’s research 

programme on value change (Inglehart 1977; Inglehart and Baker 2000; Inglehart 1997; 

Inglehart and Welzel 2005). Haller’s critique is directed at Inglehart and Baker’s 2000 paper. 

Haller addresses theoretical, conceptual and methodological concerns. However, I will 

mainly focus on the broad theoretical and methodological concerns, since the critique of 

Inglehart’s concept of values and their measurement are of no direct concern to this work. 

Haller evaluates Inglehart’s research programme in the following terms: “Inglehart 

misinterprets the theory and prognoses of Marx. [He] puts forward only rather crude, 

sociologically weak general theses; and [he] is unable to prove empirically the validity of 

these theses” (Haller 2002: 140). Haller’s critique, the monocausality and unilinearity of 

Inglehart’s explanation, is then summed up in three main points: 

“1. The values of any society are complex; value change therefore cannot be conceived of as 

occurring only on one quantitative-linear axis.” 

2. His theory does not include the possibility of a reverse effect, namely of values on economic 

development and even on technological progress and its utilization [...]; 

3. His theory does not take into consideration the relation of values to the situation and the context 

within which they become relevant.” 
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When it comes to the simplifying use of Marxian concepts, Haller has a point. But it 

does not look as if this simplification has drastic implications. (Or, at least, Haller fails to 

demonstrate them.) Obviously Inglehart is not using the complete Marxian concept of 

‘production forces’, production relations’ and ‘cultural superstructure’ – because his analysis 

is not intended to be a Marxist analysis. Inglehart’s intention is to suggest a structuralist 

theory that assumes that a structural cause (living conditions/economic scarcity/existential 

security) will lead to changes in values/beliefs/religiosity. While this process might have 

different cultural aspects, it is a prediction that by and large holds for all societies. The 

important feature of this theory is that causation is running from economic conditions to 

values and beliefs, not vice versa. Not taking into consideration ‘production relations’ and 

elite interests (i.e. the creation of ideologies that justify existing conditions in order to cover 

up the dominating classes interests (Haller 2002: 140)) might not be decisive when 

examining differences in religiosity in terms of economic development. However, when it 

comes to explaining differences in religiosity between equal and unequal societies, 

controlling for economic development, this aspect might play a role as Solt and colleagues’ 

findings show (Solt et al. 2011). Inequality raises the religiosity for all strata of society, 

although it should raise it mostly for the most deprived (poor income groups). Solt et al.’s 

explanation is indeed that religion is used as an ideology by the higher classes to divert the 

poor’s preferences away from redistributive policies. Yet this relationship needs further 

examination. 

Let us examine Haller’s three other points of critique with regard to our analysis of 

religious change. The first point deals with Inglehart’s conceptualisation and measurement of 

values, which is discussed by Haller with regard to Inglehart’s construction of “survival vs. 

self-expression” values and the correlations with national pride. Haller criticises the mixing 

of various very different concepts in the creation of this measurement scale and evaluates the 
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conception of “national pride” as too simple (Haller 2002: 147f.). Since we are not concerned 

with this measurement concept in the analysis of secularisation, I will not discuss this 

criticism further.  

Haller’s second point is that Inglehart does not allow for a reverse causation from 

values to economic conditions, as it is suggested in Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis (Haller 

2002: 141). Indeed, there is a possibility that it is not that economic conditions determine 

religiosity, but that religiosity determines economic performance. This reverse causation has 

been tested by Barro and McCleary (2003) and (2006). In their 2003 paper the authors found 

effects of two specific types of religious beliefs on economic growth: belief in heaven and 

belief in hell were associated with positive economic growth, whereas higher levels of 

religious attendance were related negatively to economic growth. However, in their 2006 

paper the authors used a similar instrumental variable approach and found evidence in favour 

of a negative causal effect of GDP per capita on religious beliefs and behaviours. My own 

research also found mixed effects regarding over-time variations in development levels and 

religious attendance and attitudes towards religion and politics (see Chapter 4). Using mixed-

effects models that take over-time and cross-sectional variation into account, I found strong 

negative effects of levels of human development on religious attendance and strong positive 

effects of inequality. When assessed in a fixed-effects panel approach, only over-time 

changes in inequality and religious institutions exerted an effect on one of the attitude 

dimensions. It should be noted that Barro and McCleary’s analyses do not take into account 

changes in inequality. Yet this is an important structural variable that is potentially related to 

religious beliefs and economic growth alike. Solt et al. (2011) found negative effects of 

economic growth and positive effects of income inequality on religiosity and also established 

that causation was running from the structural variables to religiosity. It seems that the 

evidence regarding the causal impact of socio-economic variables on religiosity points more 
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in a direction that would suggest that socio-economic conditions cause religiosity rather than 

the opposite. 

Haller’s final concern is with the specific historical or cultural context in which values 

become relevant. For this purpose he reviews Inglehart and Baker’s analysis of traditional vs. 

secular-rational values. His main criticism is that economic development obviously is not 

very well suited to explain the traditional vs. secular dimension of societies, as the US, 

Poland and Ireland are as traditional as developing Bangladesh (Haller 2002: 45). Moreover, 

among the very secular societies, there is a strong variance in terms of development levels 

(Estonia vs. Sweden). Haller proposes to analyse traditional-secular values for what they 

really are – indicators of religiosity. An analysis of religiosity should start with an assessment 

of the “situational-institutional context”, namely the “relationship between state and society 

on the one hand and religion and the church on the other” (Haller 2002: 145). He regards 

three factors as important: whether the churches can be considered “people’s churches” in 

which laity and priests have been in close contact historically (strong religiosity), whether 

religion was imposed from above (such “state churches” would lead to low religiosity, see 

also Hoellinger 1996), and lastly whether the state fulfils functions which have been in the 

domain of churches previously. An indicator for this would be the strength of the welfare 

state. But other aspects could also be subsumed there, such as providing political expression, 

or conserving a cultural or ethnic identity (Haller 2002: 145). Haller then suggests a threefold 

scheme according to which all of Inglehart and Baker’s 65 cases could be classified “more or 

less unambiguously” (Haller 2002: 145, Table 1). The scheme comprises “Comprehensive 

welfare states or strongly integrated societies [Scandinavia, Japan, Ex-communist Eastern 

Europe and European welfare states]”, “Weak welfare states with ‘liberal’ welfare state 

regimes [Poland, Ireland, USA, India]” and “Weak states and civil societies [developing 

countries]”.  
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Haller’s scheme indeed provides a good analysis of the institutional, historic and 

cultural determinants that are determining religiosity in every country. Yet there is one 

problem: his main explanatory variable is ‘strength of the welfare state’. All other 

classifications are effectively ad hoc explanations of historic special cases (Japan, Poland, 

Ireland, India). It might be true that Inglehart and Baker’s main explanatory variable, socio-

economic development, was not sufficient to describe the whole variety of religious 

outcomes at that time. (Norris and Inglehart have since then included income inequality as a 

further indicator for existential security.) Still, Haller’s main explanatory variable is the 

extent of the welfare state, and Inglehart certainly would have wholeheartedly agreed.  

I agree with Haller that we cannot explain certain cases without further situational 

knowledge about the specific case. This is especially true for countries like Ireland, Poland or 

Japan. Neither will we be able to explain the religiosity in ex-Communist societies without 

taking into account the anti-religious policies in those societies (see also Chapter 2). Despite 

valid criticisms against Inglehart’s materialist approach, it seems right to assume that the 

“backbone” of religiosity is provided by structural factors like economic development and 

income inequality because these are conditions that broadly define the range of social, 

political or cultural functions that churches (or other religious groups) can fulfil except for 

spiritual or ritual functions. However, especially where religion fulfils an important function 

by preserving an ethnic or national identity against a perceived external threat, we will not be 

able to describe religiosity in terms of socio-economic factors, as Haller and others have 

correctly pointed out (Haller 2002; Bruce 2002, 2003; Martin 1978, 2005).  

In order to demonstrate that socio-economic factors are responsible for a large part of 

the variation in religiosity around the world, I will present a simple analysis of patterns of 

subjective importance of religion and religious service attendance below, using a large 

international sample (Gallup World Poll 2007/08). Before we turn to this analysis, another 
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point, closely related to Haller’s criticism, has to be taken into consideration: what role does 

culture play in an explanation of religiosity? 

6.4 What role does ‘culture’ play? 

The question of culture’s role in the explanation of religiosity is not easy to solve. From a 

strictly “materialist” point of view, one would be likely to say that structural conditions (such 

as socio-economic development) can be treated as exogenous factors that determine 

religiosity. From a historical or cultural point of view, one has to focus on the doctrines of 

religious belief systems, i.e. whether churches are seen as the sole mediator between believers 

and God. This in turn will define the institutional standing of religious bodies and also 

defines the Church-state relations that then define the pathways of secularisation that certain 

societies will take (Martin 1978).  

In this approach, socio-economic factors cannot be treated as exogenous any longer: 

Weber’s Protestant Ethic thesis regards the Protestant culture as determinant of 

modernisation, because only a Protestant ethos was able to shape individuals’ behaviours in 

such a way that capital accumulation was possible, which then led to the emergence of 

modern capitalism (Weber 2006a). Other authors have tried to apply Weber’s reasoning to 

the creation of trust in societies and explain current economic performance by cultural 

dispositions (Fukuyama 1995). Putnam (1993) has juxtaposed civic culture in Northern and 

Southern Italy and identified Catholic clericalism as a barrier to the creation of a civic 

culture. Not only economic performance, but also the emergence of welfare states is seen as 

dependent on the cleavage structure between religion, state and the working class (Esping-

Andersen 1990; Martin 1978; Rokkan 2000).  

It is not unreasonable to expect that certain cultural and historical conditions define 

limits or path-dependencies according to which a development takes place. And yet, one 

should be careful in denying that there are no general processes that apply to all societies 
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independent from their respective culture. Haller (2002) seems to be split about this point. 

One the one hand, he asserts that “the rather low level of religiosity in the Scandinavian 

countries cannot be seen as representing the only ‘modern’ pattern, sooner or later followed 

by all countries of the world” (Haller 2002: 146). On the other hand he apparently does not 

exclude the possibility that countries might develop welfare state systems: “Today, most of 

these [European] countries also have quite well-developed welfare states, leading to a 

considerable decline in religiosity” (Haller 2002: 146). Norris and Inglehart (2004) define 

their theory of existential security as a culturally path-dependent process and define a 

“Cultural Traditions Axiom”: 

“[D]istinctive worldviews that were originally linked with religious traditions have shaped the 

cultures of each tradition in an enduring fashion; today these distinctive values are transmitted to the 

citizens even if they never set a foot in the church, temple or mosque” (Norris and Inglehart 2004: 

17). 

When taking a cultural perspective one could assume that certain individuals, populations of 

countries or even whole “civilisations” share features that make them alike by virtue of the 

religious belief systems that they adhere to. Accordingly, sometimes sweeping 

generalisations about the influence of culture are made, whereby Huntington (1996) seems to 

provide the best (or worst) example. Although each world religion draws from one particular 

source (Protestantism emphasising individual belief and connection to God, Catholicism 

defining the church as the sole legitimate mediator between believers and God, Islam 

focusing on the writings and teaching of the Prophet, Confucianism rather operating on a 

vague ethical level without clearly sanctioned rules, etc.; Riesebrodt 2007) the individual 

interpretations and behaviours vary immensely within religious traditions and sub-traditions. 

It seems to be rather an empirical question how strongly different religious belief systems 

actually shape secularisation (or non-secularisation). From a structural point of view, there is 

nothing inherent to any particular religious belief system that should make a liberalisation of 
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theological doctrines more unlikely or prevent religiosity from declining, given that socio-

economic circumstances change.  

I will briefly review the evidence for persistent cultural effects that I have found in the 

analyses for this thesis. I define ‘cultural’ effects as those results which showed that religious 

beliefs, behaviours or attitudes were still significantly different between adherents of different 

faiths, even while controlling for other explanatory characteristics. An overview is given in 

Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1: Differences between religious faiths. 

Chapter Dep. Var. Indep. Var. Effects 

2. 

Which Societies 
Provide a 
Strong 
Religious 
Socialisation 
Context? 

Religious 
beliefs  
 
Religious 
attendance 

• GDP 
• Ex-

Socialist 
• Religious 

pluralism 
• Gini-Index 
• Group 

norms 
• Parents’ 

rel. att. 
• Sex 
• Age 
• Education 

Faith Beliefs Attendance 

Catholic o o 

Protestant o o 

Orthodox o o 

Muslim ++ ++ 

Other o o 

None -- -- 

4. 

Individual 
Religiosity and 
Attitudes 
Towards the 
Involvement of 
Religious 
Leaders in 
Politics.  

Religious 
Attendance  
 
Religious 
Leadership 
 
Religious 
Influence 

• HDI 
• Gini-Index 
• Ex-

Socialist 
• Religious 

Laws 
• Sex 
• Age 
• Education 
• (Rel. att.) 

Faith Rel. 
Att. 

Rel. 
Lead. 

Rel. 
Infl. 

Catholic o o o 

Protestant + o o 

Orthodox - o - 

Muslim + ++ o 

Other ++ ++ o 

None -- -- -- 

Notes: Symbols indicate strength of differences. o – no/small difference; -/+ negative/positive effects. 

Differences between faiths were only examined in Chapter 2 (“Which Societies Provide a 

Strong Religious Socialisation Context?”) and Chapter 4 (“Individual Religiosity and 

Attitudes Towards the Involvement of Religious Leaders in Politics.”). Chapter 3 (“The Role 

of the State in the Repression and Revival of Religiosity in Central Eastern Europe”) only 

examined institutional and socio-economic conditions, whereas Chapter 5 (“The Dark Side of 

Altruism? Altruistic Orientations and Approval of the 9/11 Attacks in the Muslim World.”) 

only examined Muslims. 
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However, when differences between faiths were taken into account, significant effects 

emerged. The analysis of religious beliefs and religious attendance (Chapter 2) showed that 

after controlling for a wide range of country-level and individual-level variables, Muslims 

reported significantly higher beliefs and higher levels of religious attendance. This effect is 

interesting, because we explicitly controlled for religious socialisation through the parents, 

after which the differences for all other groups (except for non-denominational respondents) 

vanished. The strength of the belief effect for Muslims was on average ca. 15 points higher 

than for all other groups (measured on a 0-100 scale).  

With regard to religious attendance, significant differences for all groups were found; 

however, this is partly due to the fact that a correction of standard errors in the multilevel 

logistic regression was not possible. Expressed in odds-ratios, Protestants were 9% more 

likely to report weekly religious service attendance than Catholics, Orthodox Christians 28% 

less likely, Muslims almost 3 times more likely, others 43% more likely and non-

denominationals 50% less likely. A prediction of the absolute probabilities with all other 

explanatory factors held at their mean showed that the only meaningful differences remained 

for Muslims and persons with no religious affiliation. However, in comparison with the 

structural effects in the model, the cultural effects were smaller and did not provide a large 

share of the overall explanatory power. Yet we can conclude that there seem to be meaningful 

cultural effects between Muslims and members of other faiths.90  

The other analysis that examined differences between faiths was concerned with 

levels of religious attendance (average number of days spent at religious services per year), 

attitudes towards religious political leaders and an external influence of religious leaders on 

politics (Chapter 4). This analysis revealed meaningful differences between faiths as well. 

                                                 
90 Further analyses showed that Muslims, holding religious beliefs and socialisation at their mean, report much 
stronger agreement with the ‘social value’ dimension of religion than members of the other faiths. But they do 
not differ in regard to the ‘individual value’ dimension. This might be a possible explanation for the observed 
differences. 
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Protestants, Muslims and members of the ‘other’ category (which included only few 

members of Eastern faiths, since East Asian countries were excluded from the analysis) 

reported higher levels of religious service attendance than Catholics. While statistically 

significant, the differences were only meaningful for ‘others’ (more religious), Orthodox 

Christians (moderately less religious) and people without religious denomination (much less 

religious). In this analysis the differences between Muslims and the other groups was not as 

pronounced.  

The most striking differences between faiths were found with regard to the attitudes 

towards religious politicians (“Religious leadership”). Even after controlling for individual 

religiosity, it was found that Protestants, Muslims and others overall showed greater 

preference for religious leaders, whereas Catholics and Orthodox Christians expressed less 

preference. But the effects were strongest for Muslims and small denominations. The analysis 

of the second attitude dimension (‘Religious influence’) did not reveal any meaningful effects 

between faiths. The only small significant effect that was found showed Orthodox Christians 

and un-churched respondents to have slightly lower preferences than the other groups. 

Members of all faiths expressed a negative attitude toward the idea that religious leaders 

would influence the political process from outside of the system. 

How surprising are these results in comparison with other findings? They are 

somewhat surprising insofar as the usual ranking order regarding strength of beliefs and 

service attendance usually ranks Muslims, Catholics and Orthodox Christians highest, 

whereas Protestants are usually considered to be less religious (Höllinger et al. 2007, 

Halmans and Draulans 2006, Norris and Inglehart 2004). However, either these effects are 

usually explained by institutional or national characteristics of churches (Höllinger et al. 

2007) or only restricted to a European context (Halman and Draulans 2006). If these results 

are compared to McCleary and Barro’s large-scale analysis (2006), the effects are fairly 
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similar. One has to keep in mind that we controlled for a broad range of country- and 

individual-level characteristics. Especially taking into account religious socialisation effects 

(Chapter 2) explains a great deal of variation between different faiths. In the other analysis 

we included controls for the extensity of religious laws in a country and thereby captured a 

great deal of the institutional characteristics of various nations.  

The results regarding the political attitudes are very much in line with previous work: 

Carlson and Listhaug (2006) report the same pattern of effects. Breznau et al. (2011) 

concentrated more on Christian/Muslim differences in political attitudes. They also found 

Muslims to be more in favour of religious politicians, but a closer inspection of the effect 

sizes revealed that the differences in attitudes between religious and secular Muslims are 

much higher than the differences between Muslims and Christians (Breznau et al. 2011: 681). 

We clearly find that there are differences between faiths that cannot be explained. The most 

pronounced effects in regard to religious beliefs, service attendance and preferences for 

religious politicians are found for Muslims. But, as I will show below, this does not mean that 

Muslim believers are immune to the effects of secularisation. 

6.5 Structure vs. culture: an empirical assessment using Gallup World 

Poll data 

I have made two claims in the above sections, which now deserve empirical validation. The 

first claim was that structural/socio-economic explanations of religiosity fare much better 

than many of their critics often claim. If this claim is true, then we should find the following: 

H1.1: Patterns of religiosity worldwide can to a large extent be predicted by modernisation levels and 

income inequality. 

H1.2: The explanatory power of modernisation levels and income inequality is larger than the share 

of cultural indicators. 
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The second claim was that no religious culture is immune to secularisation processes, despite 

the effects that we have found regarding Muslim religiosity. If this claim is true, we should 

find the following: 

H2.1: On average, members of any religious faith who live in more developed countries are less 

religious than members of the same faith in less developed countries. 

The counter hypothesis is: 

H2.2: Religiosity is a cultural trait that is largely independent of modernisation levels. Members of 

the same faith, who live in countries with different modernisation levels, do not differ in their levels 

of religiosity.  

I will conduct an analysis of subjective religious importance and religious service 

attendance on a sample of 128 societies, whereby I will only focus on cross-national 

differences. This means that I will explain variation in the country-level averages. Data 

comes from the 2007/2008 wave of the Gallup World Poll (Gallup Inc. 2011), a large-scale, 

worldwide opinion survey that was conducted in 136 nations. This is the largest sample of 

countries examined so far in a cross-national comparative context. 

The analysis strategy is simple: I will predict the worldwide variation in importance 

of religion and religious attendance by using only two structural factors – levels of Human 

Development (HDI) and income inequality (Gini Index). I will then assess how strongly the 

explanatory power increases if we take into account the ex-Communist91 status and the 

dominant religious tradition of a country. In a second analysis I will show that respondents 

from all religious faiths have something in common: They are less religious if they live in 

countries with higher development levels. 

 

 

 

                                                 
91 In our data we find Vietnam as a current Communist country. Unfortunately, Cuba is not included in this 
wave, and China lacks the religiosity items.  



 

209 
 

Dependent Variables 

Unfortunately, the survey instruments in the Gallup World Poll are designed in a fairly 

simple fashion, in order to include items on as many various topics as possible. Therefore 

most items are only implemented as ‘yes/no’ questions.  

The first dependent variable asked respondents about the importance of religion: 

“Is religion an important part of your daily life? – Yes (1), No (2), DK (3), Refused (4)” 

The second variable asked respondents whether they had attended religious services in the 

last week or not: 

“Have you attended a place of worship or religious service within the last seven days? – Yes (1), No 

(2), DK (3), Refused (4)” 

We code the variables as dummies and analyse the population share of respondents that 

answered ‘Yes’, treating ‘DK’ and ‘Refused’ as missing. Only 1.7% of respondents did not 

know or refused the answer with regard to ‘importance of religion’; only 0.73% in the case of 

religious services. This item is problematic in some ways. We cannot know whether people 

are regularly attending religious services or whether they only attended for special reasons. It 

is likely that this question overestimates religious attendance. Nonetheless, it serves as a 

sufficient indicator for our question. There is one further caveat with this indicator: Islam 

considers the attendance of the Friday prayer as compulsory for men, but not for women 

(Smits, Ruiter, van Tubergen 2010; Breuilly, O’Brien, and Palmer 1997). Therefore the 

analyses for religious attendance will be conducted for men and women separately. 

Independent variables 

Human Development 

One of the main explanatory variables that I will use are is the Human Development Index 

(HDI). This compound measure takes into account economic development (GDP per capita, 

ppp), life expectancy and school enrolment rates. The indicator ranges from 0 (low 
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development) to 1 (high development). I use the data from the 2009 Human Development 

Report (United Nations Development Programme 2009).  

Income inequality 

The second dimension of existential security is income inequality as measured by the Gini 

Index. It ranges from 0 (total equality) to 100 (total inequality). For the multivariate analyses 

it has been rescaled to a range from 0 to 1. I used Solt’s (2009b) SWIDD database and 

assigned the inequality estimate for 2005 for each country. Where information for particular 

countries was lacking, I used the information that was available from the World Bank (World 

Bank 2007). In this sample there were two countries, where no information on income 

inequality was available: Lebanon and Saudi Arabia. I imputed the average income inequality 

for the Muslim country group in these cases. Both variables are centred around the grand 

mean to make interpretation of the coefficients easier. 

Predominant religious tradition 

In order to assess cultural differences, I grouped countries by their historical or current 

predominant religion. Thereby, I mostly applied Norris and Inglehart’s country classification 

(Norris and Inglehart 2004: 46f.), which uses information about population shares for 

different faiths (Alesina et al. 2003). However, my classification scheme is more detailed. 

Instead of five groups, I used nine different groups: Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox Christian, 

Muslim, Jewish, Eastern (Confucian), Hindu, Buddhist, other. The classification of Christian 

countries was relatively straightforward, but obviously it is debatable how religiously mixed 

societies should be treated. In most cases a decision was made based on population shares. 

Where all religious groups roughly held the same share, and no decision could be made 

according to the historic influence or colonisation history, I coded countries in the ‘other’ 

category. This category is comprised of developing societies only (i.e. Tanzania, Cameroon, 

Togo). Obviously, the ‘Jewish’ group only includes Israel, but a categorisation into the 
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‘other’ category did not seem justified for this world religion. The same holds true for the 

‘Hindu’ category. There are only two Hindu societies: India and Nepal. Nonetheless, just 

classifying all Asian religions into one category would have been too simple. A list of the 

countries included and their grouping into religious cultures can be found in Appendix 4.  

An additional explanatory factor is whether a country was a member of the 

Communist bloc. These countries usually experienced strong anti-religious policies, which on 

average greatly reduced religiosity (see also Chapter 3). The only current Communist country 

in our sample is Vietnam. 

Individual belonging to religious faith 

In order to assess the religiosity of respondents in different settings, the individual belonging 

to a certain faith has to be taken into account. The Gallup data ask respondents to classify 

themselves into religious faiths. However, in some countries, people would only indicate if 

they were Christian instead of the exact denomination. The same holds true for Muslims, 

where sometimes people classified themselves as Shia or Sunni, but more often used the 

general ‘Muslim’ category.  

I coded responses in a simplifying scheme: Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Muslim, 

other, none. Therefore, we cannot make any statements about the members of Eastern faiths 

in this case. The simplification was necessary, because we analyse respondents in their 

majority nations as well as in countries where they constitute a minority. This means that the 

group sizes of religious minorities would become too small if we differentiated between all 

religious groups. Because of this problem, in addition no separate analyses for men and 

women will be conducted in this set up. Table 6.2 shows the descriptive statistics of the data 

used. 
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Table 6.2: Descriptive statistics. 

N Mean S.D. Min Max 
Religion important 128 0.74 0.25 0.17 0.99 
Religious attendance 128 0.50 0.22 0.10 0.90 
HDI 128 0.65 0.19 0.28 0.94 
Gini 128 0.39 0.81 0.23 0.64 
Ex-Socialist 128 0.16 0.36 0.00 1.00 
Religious tradition 
(Country)      
Catholic 128 0.32 0.47 0.00 1.00 
Protestant 128 0.19 0.39 0.00 1.00 
Orthodox 128 0.06 0.24 0.00 1.00 
Muslim 128 0.27 0.44 0.00 1.00 
Jewish 128 0.01 0.09 0.00 1.00 
Eastern 128 0.04 0.19 0.00 1.00 
Hindu 128 0.02 0.12 0.00 1.00 
Buddhist 128 0.05 0.21 0.00 1.00 
Other 128 0.05 0.23 0.00 1.00 
Religious faith 
(individuals)      
Catholic 128 0.32 0.33 0.00 0.98 
Protestant 128 0.18 0.22 0.00 0.89 
Orthodox 128 0.07 0.20 0.00 0.93 
other Christian 128 0.03 0.06 0.00 0.42 
Muslim 128 0.26 0.38 0.00 1.00 
Eastern 128 0.07 0.22 0.00 0.98 
other 128 0.02 0.08 0.00 0.80 
none 128 0.04 0.10 0.00 0.66 

 

6.5.1 Bivariate patterns 

In order to test hypotheses H1.1 and H1.2, that worldwide patterns of religiosity can largely 

be predicted by modernisation levels and income inequality, we can firstly examine how 

pronounced the relationships are, or whether they follow a fairly erratic pattern. Figure 6.1 

plots the population shares of importance of religion and religious service attendance against 

the respective explanatory variables.  
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A clear pattern emerges: As expected, we find that respondents in more highly 

developed countries regard religion as less important to their lives and are much less likely to 

attend religious services.  
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Figure 6.1: Indicators of religiosity and their relationships to development levels and income 
inequality. 

We also find the expected effects with regard to income inequality (right hand graphs). As 

levels of inequality rise, so does subjective religiosity and religious attendance. However, the 

patterns with regard to importance of religion are strongly non-linear. In countries with low 

development levels (HDI < .60) there is basically no effect of modernisation on religiosity 

and the prediction line flattens out. A similar pattern is found for inequality. If countries have 

reached a certain threshold of inequality (roughly at a Gini coefficient of 40), the large 

majority of people is already religious, and further increases are not possible. It should be 

noted that the predictions that we can make from inequality alone are far from perfect. There 

is a large cluster of countries that have high levels of inequality, but only relatively few 

people claim to be religious. The predictions from modernisation levels are more accurate, 
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but we also find several outliers, where the population is overall not very religious despite 

modest development levels. Also, our predictions become much worse the more we look at 

higher developed countries, where we find a considerable variance in religiosity, despite high 

modernisation levels. With regard to levels of religious service attendance, we do not observe 

a ceiling effect as before. Attendance levels can roughly be described by linear patterns of 

modernisation and inequality.  

We can draw three conclusions from the observed patterns: 1) Religiosity follows a 

trend that can pretty clearly be described in terms of modernisation and inequality. 2) This 

trend is strongly non-linear with regard to importance of religiosity. 3) It seems very likely 

that inequality plays a larger role when modernisation levels are high. This would concur 

with observations that have been made by Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) regarding the effects 

of inequality on a wide range of health-related, psychological and societal outcomes. In less 

developed countries religiosity follows a pattern of absolute deprivation. Everyone is poor 

and religious; the relative distribution of income does not matter. In more developed 

countries, however, absolute levels of basic needs are met, but insecurity is created through 

highly skewed income distributions. We will take these three observations into account in the 

model specification. 

In the second step, I examined particular outliers and the distribution of countries with 

a common religious tradition. Therefore I plotted the relation between importance of religion 

and the HDI in Figure 6.2. The predominant religious tradition of countries is indicated by 

symbols and selected country names are highlighted to provide further orientation. As the 

figure shows, some interesting clusters of countries at different development levels emerge. 

The group of less developed countries is very heterogeneous. We find Muslim, Protestant but 

also Catholic societies. Most of these countries are located in Africa, and modernisation 

increases do not lower the population share that regards religion as important up an HDI of 
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.60 or .70. At the very top of the “secularisation slide”, at HDI-levels around .70, we find a 

big cluster of very devout countries. A lot of Muslim countries are among them, but also most 

Latin American societies. We slip down the slide and find very low levels of religiosity in the 

most developed societies, like Germany, the UK or Scandinavia.  
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Figure 6.2: Relationship between subjective religiosity and modernisation levels. 

Most countries with moderately high development levels (HDI range .70-.85) but fairly low 

levels of religiosity are located just left under the prediction line. Almost all of these societies 

belong to the former Communist bloc. The Central Asian Muslim societies, such as 

Kyrgyzstan or Azerbaijan, are more devout than the other ex-Communist societies, but 

clearly less religious than all other Muslim countries. A particular low outlier is Vietnam, 

which shows very low levels of religiosity, given its low degree of modernisation. In the 

upper range of HDI-levels, we find the usual outliers: Poland, Ireland, and the US. An 

interesting case is Malta, where the population share that regards religion as important is as 

high as in Qatar. Most of the outliers among the highly developed countries (except for the 

US) have in common that religion and national identity are fused together. These countries 

are examples for “ethno-religions”, whereby the ethno-religious identity was created in 

response to nearby countries with differing religious traditions that have historically been 
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perceived as a threat (Bruce 2002; Martin 1978). I would suggest that this is also the case for 

the Middle Eastern societies, where religious identity might constitute a counter-identity 

against the state of Israel. 

6.5.2 Multivariate analysis 

Country-averages as unit of analysis 

Having established the dominant relationships between modernisation and religiosity, we find 

that there is a clearly identifiable pattern: an increase in living conditions will gradually erode 

religiosity, however only after intermediate levels of modernisation are reached. We find 

remarkable outliers, but they probably can be explained by three factors: ex-Socialist 

heritage, a country’s status of strong fusion of religious and ethnic identity (“ethno-religion”) 

and among highly developed countries, levels of income inequality. We did not find other 

evidence for clustering along the cultural dimension.  

In order to test hypotheses H1.1 and H1.2 that predicted a greater explanatory power of 

structural indicators, I will run a set of simple OLS regression models with population shares 

(religion important/religious attendance) as dependent variables. In the first step, I will only 

introduce HDI and Gini Index as predictors, then adjust the model by taking into account the 

quadratic relationship and an interaction term between HDI and Gini because inequality is 

expected to show its effect only among more highly developed countries. The third step will 

also take the ex-Socialist history of societies into account. In the last step, I will introduce the 

religious culture dummies in order to test how strong the cultural differences are that still 

remain. A crucial benchmark will be the assessment of the model-fit after each step, because 

our main question is the explanatory power of socio-economic indicators vs. other cultural 

factors. Table 6.2 contains the results with regard to importance of religion, Table 6.3 the 

results for religious service attendance. Robust standard errors are applied in all models in 
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order to adjust for existing heteroskedasticity. Please note that we divided the Gini Index by 

100 in order to rescale it to a range from 0 to 1 in the following analyses.92 

                                                 
92 Otherwise the regression coefficients would have been too small. 
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Table 6.2: Determinants of importance of religion, country-level OLS regression. 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. 

HDI -0.84*** -0.07 -0.92*** 0.11 -0.98*** 0.25 -0.80*** 0.11 

Gini 0.76*** 0.16 0.66** 0.23 0.35+ 0.20 0.57* 0.22 

HDI2  -1.59*** 0.53 -2.54*** 0.47 -1.81*** 0.46 

Gini2  -2.89* 1.21 -3.10** 0.01 -3.19** 1.08 

HDI X Gini  1.75* 0.76 1.40+ 0.77 1.41+ 0.74 
Ex-Socialist   -0.21*** 0.05 -0.20*** 0.05 

Religious culture     
(Ref.: Catholic)     
  Protestant    -0.05 0.03 
  Orthodox    0.00 0.10 
  Muslim    0.05 0.03 
  Jewish    -0.09** 0.03 
  Eastern    -0.20** 0.07 
  Hindu    -0.05 0.04 
  Buddhist    0.01 0.01 
  other    0.01 0.01 
Constant 0.73*** 0.01 0.82*** 0.02 0.88*** 0.01 0.86*** 0.03 
         
R2 0.59 0.69 0.76 0.80 
BIC -95.68 -114.71 -144.64 -130.50 
N 128 128 128 128 

Notes: The Gini variable was rescaled to a range of 0-1 for the analysis. Standard errors are adjusted 
for clustering within countries. *** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; + p ≤ .10. 

How well can we predict worldwide religiosity only using structural explanatory variables? 

Model 1 only explains the population share of people who regard religion as important in 

their daily lives with two predictors. The expectations from our bivariate analysis are 

confirmed: persons in countries with higher living standards regard religion as less important 

(ß = -.81, p ≤ .001), whereas higher inequality also predicts higher religiosity (ß = .76, p ≤ 

.001). Therefore each 0.01 point increase in human development is associated with an 8 

percentage point decrease in the share of religious people in this cross-sectional model. Since 

the independent variables are centred around the grand mean, the constant can be interpreted 

as the percentage of people in an average society in our sample who regard religion as 
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important: 73%. This model does not take the non-linearity of the relationship into account. 

Yet, these two predictors alone explain 59% in worldwide variation between countries.  

Model 2 adjusts for the non-linearity by including the quadratic terms HDI2 and Gini2. 

Furthermore the HDI X Gini interaction is included to account for a different effect of 

inequality in highly and less developed nations. All added terms are significant, and we can 

confirm that modernisation and inequality are only increasing religiosity up to a certain point 

after which they level off (this is indicated by the negative signs of the quadratic effects). We 

also find evidence that inequality has different effects on religiosity at different 

modernisation levels. The positive interaction term (ß = 1.75, p ≤ .001) shows us that the Gini 

effect is higher when HDI is high as well. The improved model formulation improves our 

explanatory power as well: There is a 10 percentage point increase in the R2. The Bayesian 

Information Criterion (BIC) has been reported as well because it gives us the opportunity to 

compare the explanatory power between the models while taking the parameters that have 

been used into account. More negative BIC values indicate a better model fit. In this case 

(drop from -95.68 to -114.71) the model fit improves. The R2-value is our first important 

finding: without taking into account any cultural, historical or institutional factors, 69% of the 

variation in levels of subjective religiosity between countries can be explained. This result 

clearly supports structural explanations along Norris and Inglehart’s lines. 

Our model-fit improves further if we include the dummy for ex-Socialist countries. 

The population share of people identifying as religious is estimated to be 21 percentage 

points smaller in those societies, owing to their legacies of long-standing anti-religious 

policies. The explained variance now increases to .76 and the BIC (-144.64) confirms this.  

How much variance will now still be explained by cultural factors? In Model 5 we 

include our 9 religious-tradition groups (Catholic countries serve as a reference). Indeed, we 

find that the culture of countries matters, albeit only slightly. From all country-group 
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dummies, only the Israel dummy and the Eastern religious tradition dummy are significant. 

(Countries that are included in the Eastern country-group are, for example, Hong Kong, 

Singapore and Vietnam). The share of people who regard religion as important in these 

countries is still lower than we would predict from all our structural characteristics. The same 

holds to a smaller extent for Israel. But no differences between the other cultural groups 

remain: the differences in religiosity between various cultural groups of countries are due to 

socio-economic factors and depend on whether countries were part of the Communist bloc. 

The R2 in Model 5 is improved by 4 percentage points, which is only a slight increase. 

We observe that the BIC increases from -144.64 to -130.50. This means that the 

improvement in explanatory power does not justify the addition of this many parameters. The 

statistical explanation which takes cultural groupings into account is less parsimonious than 

the previous formulation, which only uses development and inequality levels and the ex-

Socialist dummy. H1.1 and H1.2 can therefore be confirmed when it comes to the 

explanation of subjective importance of religion. The explanatory power of modernisation 

and inequality is higher than that of the cultural variables. 

Can we evaluate the results regarding religious attendance in the same way? The 

results are shown in Table 6.3. I specified the models in the same way as in the previous 

analysis. Looking at Models 1.1 and 1.2, we find that the same effects as in our analysis of 

subjective importance of religion. The higher the HDI-levels, the lower population share of 

service attenders, while increases in inequality raise the share. From the constant term in both 

models, we can see that average religious attendance (in countries with average levels of the 

explanatory variables) is at ca. 50%. People are less likely to show actual religious behaviour 

than just reporting a subjective importance of religion. Moreover, the effects of HDI and Gini 

are lower than in the previous models. The pattern of religious attendance does not follow a 

non-linear trend, as we already established in the bivariate analysis, and the quadratic terms 
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are therefore non-significant. Model 2.1 explains roughly 56% of variation in attendance 

between countries (as compared to 69% in the same model formulation for importance of 

religion). Also in this case we observe that the introduction of the ex-Socialist dummy boost 

our explanatory power. The population share of religious attenders is ca. 25% points lower in 

ex-Socialist countries than in non-Socialist ones. Regarding the variance explanation of the 

model, the results show that Model 3.1 provides the best fit to the data. We are able to explain 

69% of variation, and the BIC is lowest in this case (BIC = -135.76).  

Table 6.3: Determinants of religious attendance, country-level OLS regression. 

Model 1.1 Model 2.1 Model 3.1 Model 4.1 

 Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. 

HDI -0.76*** 0.06 -0.65*** 0.10 -0.72*** 0.09 -0.72*** 0.11 

Gini 0.58*** 0.12 0.76*** 0.22 0.37* 0.18 0.31 0.22 

HDI2   0.79 0.57 -0.43 0.46 -0.34 0.51 

Gini2   -0.62 1.05 -0.92 0.90 -0.23 0.05 

HDI X Gini  1.13 0.80 0.67 0.76 0.43 0.77 
Ex-Socialist    -0.25*** 0.04 -1.11 0.84 

Religious culture     
(Ref.: Catholic)      
  Protestant    -0.08* 0.03 
  Orthodox    -0.09 0.07 
  Muslim    -0.04 0.04 
  Jewish    -0.04 0.04 
  Eastern    -0.12* 0.05 
  Hindu    -0.12 0.07 
  Buddhist    -0.90 0.07 
  other       -0.02 0.03 
Constant 0.50*** 0.01 0.48*** 0.03 0.56*** 0.02 0.60*** 0.03 
         
R2 0.55 0.56 0.69 0.71 
BIC -107.33 -95.73 -135.76 -113.07 
N 128 128 128 128 

Notes: The Gini variable was rescaled to a range of 0-1 for the analysis. Standard errors are adjusted 
for clustering within countries. *** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; + p ≤ .10. 

Adding the cultural variables to the model does not improve the fit significantly. Model 4.1 

explains 71% of the variation, but the BIC lets us evaluate the model as not parsimonious 

enough. Nonetheless we can make an interesting observation: Protestant societies have lower 
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levels of religious attendance than Catholic countries and the effect for inequality becomes 

insignificant. This effect is most likely driven by the Scandinavian countries, and we can 

conclude that one reason for their lower attendance rates is their low levels of inequality. We 

find our hypotheses H1.1 and H1.2 confirmed by this analysis as well. The best-fitting model 

predicts religious attendance by modernisation levels, inequality and the Socialist past of 

societies. The inclusion of religious country groups does not improve our explanatory power 

significantly. 

Table 6.4: Determinants of religious attendance by sex, OLS regression. 

Model 1.2 Model 2.2 Model 3.2 

 Female Male Female Male Female Male 

HDI 
-0.64*** 
(0.07) 

-0.90*** 
(0.07) 

-0.60*** 
(0.07) 

-0.85*** 
(0.07) 

-0.74*** 
(0.07) 

-0.69*** 
(0.09) 

Gini 
0.88*** 
(0.14) 

0.25+ 

(0.13) 
0.71*** 
(0.13) 

0.07 
(0.13) 

0.44** 
(0.14) 

0.20 
(0.13) 

Ex-Socialist 
 

-0.21*** 
(0.04) 

-0.24*** 
(0.04) 

-0.20*** 
(0.05) 

-0.23*** 
(0.04) 

Religious culture    
(Ref.: Catholic)    

  Protestant 
  

-0.09** 
(0.03) 

-0.09** 
(0.03) 

  Orthodox 
  

-0.10 
(0.06) 

-0.08 
(0.06) 

  Muslim 
  

-0.17*** 
(0.04) 

0.12** 
(0.04) 

  Jewish 
  

-0.11*** 
(0.03) 

0.06* 
(0.03) 

  Eastern 
  

-0.13* 
(0.05) 

-0.09* 
(0.04) 

  Hindu 
  

-0.16+ 

(0.08) 
-0.05 
(0.08) 

  Buddhist 
  

-0.09 
(0.07) 

-0.05 
(0.07) 

  other 
    

-0.05+ 

(0.03) 
0.02 
(0.03) 

Constant 
0.50*** 
(0.01) 

0.49*** 
(0.02) 

0.53*** 
(0.01) 

0.53*** 
(0.02) 

0.61*** 
(0.03) 

0.52*** 
(0.02) 

       
R2 0.51 0.51 0.62 0.63 0.69 0.72 
BIC -92.52 -73.85 -120.27 -103.23 -112.41 -105.25 
N 128 128 128 128 128 128 
Notes: The Gini variable was rescaled to a range of 0-1 for the analysis. Standard errors in 
parentheses. *** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; + p ≤ .10. 
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Because we expected that an analysis of religious service attendance could be biased by not 

taking culturally defined gender differences into account (Breuilly, O'Brien, Palmer, and 

Marty 1997; Smits, Ruiter, and Van Tubergen 2010) we performed the analysis again for men 

and women separately (see Table 6.4). The models exclude the quadratic terms, because the 

relationship was found to be linear before. Just looking at Model 3.2 we find that there are 

indeed significant differences in public observance patterns between religious traditions.  

Women in Protestant, Muslim, Jewish and Eastern societies are less likely to attend 

religious services than women in Catholic countries. We also find slight, but non-significant, 

effects for the other cultural groups. Most likely the findings can be explained by the fact that 

attendance at religious services is part of a traditionally male defined role of representation in 

public. However, the differences for Protestant countries were also found in the previous 

model and linked to inequality. For men, the pattern is not an exact mirror-image. We do find 

significantly lower levels of religious attendance in Protestant and Eastern societies. But they 

are more likely to attend religious services in the Muslim and Jewish tradition. Therefore, we 

do underestimate the levels of religious attendance in these societies by not taking gender 

differences into account.  

But do these results change our previous conclusions? The general pattern of 

modernisation-, inequality- and ex-Socialist-effects is the same. (Interestingly, increases in 

inequality lead to higher religious attendance for women, but not for men.) The most 

parsimonious model for women is Model 2.1, which only includes the structural predictors 

(BIC = -120.27). For men, the model that takes cultural effects into account actually works 

better (Model 3.1, BIC = -105.25). Yet again we find that our structural indicators explain 

62% and 63% of the variation for both sexes, and therefore a larger share than the cultural 

effects. 
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Religious sub-populations in different countries as unit of analysis. 

The last part of this paper shall be devoted to hypothesis H2.1, where I stated that members 

of the same faiths in more highly developed societies are less religious than the ones who live 

in less developed countries. In simple words: members of all faiths are subject to 

secularisation processes. While this might sound obvious, this question often spurs heated 

public debates regarding the integration of migrant minorities. Muslim migrants in Europe 

are particularly singled out as culturally different, unwilling to integrate and unusually 

traditional in their religious customs (Bawer 2007; Sarrazin 2010). I want to argue that from 

what we have learned so far about secularisation processes, there are very few indications 

that the same mechanisms should not apply to members of all religious traditions alike.  

A variety of studies using the “origins to destinations” approach have already 

confirmed assimilation patterns regarding language proficiency (Van Tubergen and Kalmijn 

2005), mathematical abilities (Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp 2008) and economic 

inclusion (Van Tubergen, Maas, and Flap 2004). Van Tubergen (2006) was able to show that 

Muslim migrants in their countries of destination are secularising and adapting to the 

religiosity patterns of the host societies. Norris and Inglehart (2012) found that Muslim 

migrants exhibit intermediate levels of religiosity and moral values that lie in the middle 

between origin and destination countries. Unfortunately the data at hand does not allow for 

such an analysis, because we lack information about respondents’ immigration status and 

their respective country of origins. Moreover, while each country sample constitutes a simple 

random sample of the respective society, religious minorities in each country are not well 

represented in the data. Nonetheless, it is possible to apply the following framework, which 

however, will not be primarily focused on religious minorities. 

We run the same models as before, but this time our units of analysis are members of 

the same religious faith in different societies. Obviously, people who are members of the 
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same religion should share similar characteristics. In an extreme case of culturalism (which 

no one would seriously adopt), we would predict that the only thing that matters for 

someone’s religiosity is which faith he or she practises. In an extreme case of structuralism, 

we would think that everything in religious beliefs and practises is due to the socio-economic 

circumstances in the respective societies. Very likely, we will observe something in between 

these extremes. But if core processes of secularisation are at work, then Christians, Muslims 

and members of other faiths will show very different levels of religiosity, depending on 

whether they live in a highly modernised and equal country or in a developing and unequal 

society. 

In order to account for the fact that we are now analysing the average responses for 

religious sub-populations in different societies, we had to use a slightly different form of 

regression analysis.  The reason is, while we were analysing country means before, where the 

sampling error could be considered to be fairly uniform across cases, now we look at 

religious sub-populations. In many countries the sample sizes are therefore very small and the 

sampling error of the sub-population estimate will vary widely between each 

country/religious group combination. Achen (2005) and Lewis and Linzer (2005) suggest to 

use a weighted least squares regression, which assigns smaller weights to observations with 

high sampling errors and to use robust standard errors in order to correct for possible 

heteroskedasticity. I followed their advice, and so the following analysis uses weighted least 

squares, rather than simple OLS.93 I ran separate models for the following groups: Catholics, 

Protestants, Orthodox Christians, and Muslims. All other faiths were coded as ‘other faith’. 

The results for this category are therefore not very representative, but rather serve as a 

general comparison group. The models include HDI, Gini and their respective quadratic 

terms as well as the ex-Socialist dummy. The results are presented in Table 6.5.  

                                                 
93 The Stata-ado “edvreg”, programmed by Lewis (2000). 
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Table 6.5: Religiosity within religious faiths across countries. WLS regression results. 

 Catholic Protestant Orthodox Muslim Other 
 Rel. Imp. Attend. Rel. Imp. Attend. Rel. Imp. Attend. Rel. Imp. Attend. Rel. Imp. Attend. 

HDI 
-0.80*** 
(0.07) 

-1.06*** 
(0.18) 

-0.60*** 
(0.09) 

-0.72*** 
(0.17) 

-0.66*** 
(0.13) 

-0.71*** 
(0.13) 

-0.37*** 
(0.07) 

-0.68*** 
(0.12) 

-0.86*** 
(0.10) 

-0.76*** 
(0.14) 

Gini 
0.15 
(0.22) 

-0.56 
(0.39) 

0.54* 
(0.27) 

0.34 
(0.39) 

0.54+ 
(0.31) 

0.24 
(0.33) 

0.06 
(0.14) 

0.60* 
(0.30) 

0.42+ 
(0.25) 

0.34 
(0.30) 

HDI2 -2.34*** 
(0.32) 

-2.10* 
(0.98) 

-1.43*** 
(0.34) 

-1.06 
(0.79) 

-1.04+ 

(0.58) 
0.50 
(0.78) 

-0.91*** 
(0.20) 

-0.77 
(0.67) 

-2.10*** 
(0.52) 

-0.78 
(0.75) 

Gini2 -2.37+ 

(1.23) 
0.73 
(1.40) 

2.61+ 

(1.38) 
-1.94 
(2.03) 

-4.81* 
(1.84) 

-0.33 
(2.43) 

-3.36* 
(1.30) 

-5.42** 
(1.74) 

-5.11** 
(1.76) 

-1.53 
(1.33) 

Ex-Soc. 
-0.15* 
(0.06) 

-0.13+ 

(0.08) 
-0.06 
(0.06) 

-0.05 
(0.07) 

-0.15* 
(0.07) 

-0.20*** 
(0.05) 

-0.26*** 
(0.03) 

-0.39*** 
(0.05) 

-0.18* 
(0.08) 

-0.23** 
(0.07) 

Constant 
0.92*** 
(0.02) 

0.68*** 
(0.05) 

0.91*** 
(0.01) 

0.68*** 
(0.03) 

0.84*** 
(0.03) 

0.49*** 
(0.05) 

0.95*** 
(0.01) 

0.66*** 
(0.04) 

0.87*** 
(0.03) 

0.54*** 
(0.04) 

           
R2 0.65 0.53 0.61 0.49 0.59 0.56 0.54 0.63 0.59 0.46 
BIC -179.0 -66.9 -160.7 -60.2 -53.9 -28.9 -215.04 -51.3 -135.2 -43.10 
N 110 112 97 105 73 85 88 93 180 201 
Notes: The Gini variable was rescaled to a range of 0-1 for the analysis. Standard errors in parentheses. 
*** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; + p ≤ .10. 
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In short, the results confirm that members of all faiths are subject to secularisation. But 

different faiths are influenced differently by increasing modernisation and inequality. Let us 

first examine how strongly members of the same faith differ regarding the importance of 

religion in high and less developed countries.  

While all of the groups do not differ in regarding religion as important to their lives 

when they live in a society with average modernisation and inequality levels, the effect of 

HDI varies between the groups. The effect is fairly strong for Catholics (-0.80), Orthodox 

Christians (-0.66) and the remaining ‘other’ category. It is slightly weaker for Protestants (-

0.60) and remarkably weaker for Muslims (-0.37). Thus we find that Muslims still regard 

religion as important even if they live in the most developed countries. Nonetheless, it is 

definitely weaker than in the Muslim majority societies. For all faiths we find the 

characteristic U-shaped effect of HDI, as the quadratic terms are all significant (except for 

Orthodox Christians). 

Somewhat surprisingly, increases in inequality do not affect Catholics. But it is 

correlated with higher religiosity for all other groups. But for Orthodox Christians and 

Muslims only the quadratic terms are strong and significant, which indicates that inequality 

matters more either if it is very high or very low. 

Living in an ex-Socialist country does not have an impact on Protestants’ subjective 

religiosity. For all other groups we find that they regard religion as less important if this is the 

case. The effects are particularly strong for Muslims, which can be traced back to the 

Muslims that live in the Balkan region or one of the Central Asian societies. These countries 

exhibit much lower levels of religiosity than other Muslim societies. 

Looking at the effects for religious attendance, we find that all faiths are affected in a 

similar manner. Increases in the standards of living conditions erode religious attendance, 

most strongly for Catholics. The effect sizes in the other groups are very similar. Increases in 
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inequality only matter for Muslim respondents. However, the effect indicates an inverted U, 

which means that attendance is highest at moderate levels of inequality and lowest at either 

very low or very high inequality. Lastly, the ex-Socialist effect can only be found for 

Orthodox Christians, Muslims and ‘others’. Catholics and Protestants do not shower religious 

attendance in ex-Socialist countries. 
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Figure 6.3: Predicted shares of respondents regarding religion as important and attending religious 
services by religious faith and modernisation levels. 

The effects that we found for the different religious faiths are easiest to understand if 

visualised. Figure 6.3 plots the predictions from the models for different levels of human 

development. The left-hand graph confirms that members of all faiths regard religion as less 

important if they live in countries with better living conditions. This holds for Muslims as 

well, and there is no reason to believe that they are immune to secularisation. However, 

religion does indeed play a larger role for them than for all other faiths. The effects on 

religious attendance are much more pronounced and do not significantly differ between the 

religious groups. Members of all faiths are much less likely to attend religious services as 

living conditions improve. We can therefore confirm hypothesis H2.1 as well. 
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6.6 Conclusion 

This paper had several goals. Firstly, it aimed to discuss criticism that can be levelled against 

a structuralist/socio-economic explanation of religious change. Norris and Inglehart’s 

existential security approach and Inglehart’s research programme of value change served as 

exemplary cases, which have been applied successfully in the course of this thesis. Three 

kinds of criticism have been raised: 

1.) Norris and Inglehart’s suggested mechanism – religion as a source of 

psychological coping – seems too simple to account for high rates of religiosity under 

conditions of existential insecurity. Research has shown that religious coping does exist, but 

it can also lead to increased stress (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005). Moreover, Solt et al. (2011) 

found evidence against a simple deprivation mechanism: the most deprived in high inequality 

societies are not more religious than the non-deprived in those societies. Lastly, my own 

findings showed that religious socialisation works most efficiently under conditions of 

existential insecurity. But it is rather explained by a ‘social value’ (religion’s usefulness as a 

source of social capital) that is ascribed to religion, rather than religion’s perceived function 

as a source of comfort and peace. The theory should be adjusted to account for religion as a 

source of supportive social ties and a mechanism to signal trust (Berman 2009). 

2.) Proponents of a classical, historic comparative framework have criticised 

Inglehart’s structuralist research programme as “materialist, unilinear and comparative static” 

(Haller 2012: 141f.). Allegedly it oversimplifies the process of social change, does not take 

its multi-dimensionality into account, does not allow for reverse causation and neglects the 

situational context in which it is occurring (Haller 2002). 

3.) Proponents of strictly culturalist approaches (i.e. Huntington 1996) argue that 

differences in religiosity, values and political conceptions are due to cultural differences 

between religious traditions. A strict reading of this interpretation would predict that the bulk 



 

230 
 

of variation in worldwide religiosity is explained by the belonging of countries to certain 

religious traditions (or “civilisations”), and not structural differences. Moreover, a strict 

insistence on cultural influences would imply that there are certain cultures that are excluded 

from secularisation processes (i.e. Islam). 

While I found that certain aspects of the criticism have merit and have to be 

accounted for, most of the claims can be refuted theoretically and empirically. Theoretically, 

Inglehart’s framework is strong because of its simplicity and parsimony. It does allow for 

cultural differences but formulates a mechanism of social change that can hardly be denied to 

exist for rational human actors: the striving for a secure life. It is true that if we are interested 

in the explanations of religiosity for particular cases or in a particular sub-group of countries, 

structural explanations will not be a “one-size-fits-all” solution. I agree that historical, 

institutional and situational settings have to be accounted for under these circumstances. This 

especially holds if we are confronted with country cases that can be characterised as “ethno-

religions” that fuse national and religious identity together as a reaction to a perceived outside 

threat (Bruce 2002, 2003; Martin 1978).  

Moreover, no one has denied that cultural differences between faiths exist that 

continue to influence levels of religiosity and might shape values and attitudes accordingly. 

Norris and Inglehart thus incorporated a “Cultural Traditions Axiom” in their theory. A 

review of my own findings confirms that we observe differences between members of 

different faiths that are not explained by structural conditions: Muslims tend to be more 

religious and favour religious politicians, even if we control for a wide range of other factors. 

But if we are interested in finding a general mechanism that could be regarded as the 

“backbone of religiosity” in a worldwide context, Norris and Inglehart’s existential security 

approach empirically trumps socio-historical and cultural explanations. 
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I was able to show empirically that countries which achieve high living standards and 

are able to distribute incomes relatively equally will overall have very unreligious 

populations. The opposite is true for countries with low standards of living and unequal 

income distributions: the majority of the population will be religious in this case. These 

findings hold true even if we do not take into account the particular historical or cultural 

context of a country. In a sample of 128 nations drawn from the “Gallup World Poll”, I found 

that 69% to 76% of variation in subjective religiosity and religious attendance between 

countries can be explained by levels of human development, income inequality and a 

country’s historic legacy of belonging to the former Communist bloc. Taking into account the 

religious tradition of a society (i.e. whether it is predominantly Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, 

etc.) did not add any significant explanatory power and resulted in non-parsimonious 

explanations. 

A second analysis, taking sub-populations of different faiths in different countries as 

units of analysis, showed that all religious faiths are subject to secularisation processes. 

Members of all religious groups have in common that they regard religion as less important 

in their lives and attend religious services less often if they live in societies with higher 

standards of living. These findings counter culturalist explanations that would suggest that 

certain religious faiths are immune to secularisation. Nonetheless, cultural differences 

between groups do exist (e.g. gender differences in public observance in different faiths). 

Moreover, Muslim populations living in highly developed societies do regard religion as 

more important than members of other religious faiths, but clearly to a lower extent compared 

to countries with lower development levels. Hardly any cultural differences were found 

regarding attendance at religious services: all faiths show converging and declining trends 

with increasing modernisation levels. The conclusion that can be drawn from these findings 

is: culture complicates things, but structure simply matters more. 
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7 Will secularisation sweep across the globe? Some 

observations on fertility and religiosity 

Abstract 

This chapter explains why we are not going to see a “wave of secularisation” sweeping across the planet anytime 

soon, although we are able to identify the core drivers behind worldwide levels of religiosity (to a large extent 

development levels and income inequality). A third important factor might be fertility, which lets the religious 

population on the planet currently grow, since most of them experience living conditions under which religion 

constitutes a “natural” resource of mutual help and welfare. An examination of longitudinal trends in 

secularisation in 12 European countries since the 1970s reveals two interesting results. Firstly, the effects of past 

levels of fertility still influence religiosity levels today, and secondly, in most countries large drops in religiosity 

only took place after levels of replacement fertility were reached. The future of secularisation is discussed in 

light of these findings. 

The results in this thesis have confirmed certain main drivers of secularisation – 

modernisation levels, inequality, the Socialist past of societies and whether religion is 

strongly coupled with the national identity of a country. One might derive the conclusion that 

we can easily foresee a future wave of secularisation sweeping across the planet, since 

modernisation levels will ultimately increase and inequality fall. But this is not the case. As 

Norris and Inglehart (2004: 235) have already pointed out, we make two apparently 

contradictory observations: 1.) All advanced industrial societies have been secularising over 

the past 50 years, but 2.) the world population as a whole is currently strongly religious, and 

the proportion that is religious is growing strongly. Therefore it remains fairly difficult to 

predict the future development of religious change, especially on a world-wide scale. There 

are various reasons for this:  

1.) Most of the results regarding the effect of structural determinants on religiosity are 

based on cross-sectional analyses. However, religious change is hypothesised to take place 

through cohort change. Yet reliable longitudinal data that would help us to trace these cohort 

changes outside of Europe and the US is rare. Therefore determining the rate of secularisation 

or persistent religiosity for a wide range of cases is not possible at the moment.  
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2.) Future changes in religiosity will to a certain extent be governed by the fertility 

rates of religious populations. Yet the relationships between fertility changes, religiosity, 

GDP growth and inequality are currently still a matter of debate.  

Norris and Inglehart (2004: 235f.) assume that fertility is governed by modernisation 

levels as well as “pro-natalist” values, which are influenced by current levels of religiosity. 

They expect that fertility and traditionalist values will decline in the course of modernisation, 

but only in the long run. As long as large cohorts are born into an insecure and religious 

environment, the world population is expected to grow more religious in the near future. 

Kaufmann (2008) argues that fertility rates are largely determined culturally. According to 

his position, future religiosity is not predictable by increases in modernisation but only by 

countries’ specific fertility regimes. Caldwell (1980) discusses fertility changes in the 

developing world and argues that high fertility is rooted in traditional production regimes, 

which regard the family as an economic unit and important welfare provider. Large fertility 

rates and family sizes are therefore rational under a traditional production regime. Values that 

encourage childbearing and support the economic exchange between generations are unlikely 

to change as long as societies rely on families as the main provider of welfare. However, 

Caldwell finds educational expansion to be a driving force behind declining fertility, as mass 

educational attainment transforms traditional economic relationships. Hence the value of 

large families decreases as the costs of raising children increase and children stop 

contributing economically to the family. 

With regard to other factors that we have found to be important for levels of 

religiosity and related attitudes, no simple predictions can be made either. Economic growth, 

income inequality and fertility rates are strongly interdependent (De La Croix and Doepke 

2003). Growth might be hampered by high levels of income inequality, whereby inequality is 

partly determined by fertility decisions (Higgins and Williamson 1999; Leigh 2006). Our 
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findings indicate that inequality in turn is conducive to the transmission of religious beliefs 

(see Chapter 2).  

In sum, the development paths that societies might take are not as simple as we might 

assume. Since this topic is highly complex, it can only be touched upon briefly here. What 

can be achieved in this chapter is to take a quick glance at the development of demographic 

change and secularisation processes in the European context during the second demographic 

transition (SDT), and to draw some tentative conclusions about how fertility changes might 

influence religious change in the future. The main questions to be answered are: can we 

detect an effect of modernisation indicators on church attendance rates? And how strong is 

the impact of a country’s past fertility history in the process? 

I will deal with Kaufmann’s (2008) claim that the recent decline in religiosity in 

Europe cannot be explained by advances in modernisation (economic growth and educational 

expansion), but rather by country-specific (and culturally determined) fertility decline. This 

allows him to draw the conclusion that secularisation is reversible in developed societies, 

mainly due to a fertility differential between secular and religious (sub-) populations. 

7.1 Fertility change and secularisation in Europe 

Kaufmann bases his conclusion on a longitudinal analysis of three waves of EVS/WVS data. 

His general argument is that Norris and Inglehart (2004) are wrong in assuming that changes 

in religiosity and fertility are both determined by modernisation. He posits that these effects 

might hold for countries at the early onset of modernisation, but developed societies are 

largely unaffected by further modernisation processes (Kaufmann 2008: 32). Kaufmann 

proposes that as societies secularise, they become more open and tolerant towards religious 

populations, but these religious minorities potentially might reverse secularisation in the 

future because of their “fertility advantage” (Kaufmann 2008: 33). I will not test the author’s 

latter claims, but instead refer to the findings in Chapter 6: members of all religious faiths 
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show a decline in religiosity and religious attendance if they live in societies with improved 

living conditions. Moreover, between the lines, it seems Kaufmann is suggesting that in fact 

Muslim immigration to Europe (and Muslims’ higher fertility rates) will put Europe’s secular 

future at risk. Yet a recent study suggests dramatically declining Muslim growth rates outside 

as well as inside of Europe (Pew Research Centre 2011a). I will thus only test his claim that 

religiosity in developed societies is largely unaffected by modernisation processes but rather 

driven by different rates of fertility decline. 

7.1.1 The longitudinal development of modernisation, fertility and church 

attendance in Europe 

In order to examine the effect of past fertility rates on current levels of religiosity I used 

Eurobarometer (EB) survey data, which lets us track changes in church attendance in selected 

European countries back to the early 1970s. The dependent variable is a country’s church 

attendance rate at a given year. Norris and Inglehart (2004) have analysed the same dataset, 

without, however, applying any sort of panel regression analysis that would control for 

changes in various determinants over time. The sample that I looked at consists of the 

following 12 countries: France, Belgium, the Netherlands, West Germany, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Denmark, Ireland, Great Britain, Greece, Spain and Portugal. These cases are 

selected because they cover the longest time span of church attendance rates. I examined the 

changes in church attendance in the period from 1970 (earliest EB wave) to 2006. For this I 

used the Mannheim Eurobarometer Trendfile (Schmitt and Scholz 2005), which covers the 

period 1970-1999. I further added the EB wave EB 65.1 from 2006 (Papacostas 2010) in 

order to extend the time line a bit further. Although more countries are included in the 

sample, I did not use Northern Ireland because I was not able to find data on crucial 

independent variables for the whole period. I also omitted Sweden, Norway, Finland, East 
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Germany and Austria because these countries were only included fairly late in the 

Eurobarometer series so that the time period for those countries is too short. 

As independent variables I included logged annual GDP per capita in constant 1995 

US Dollars taken from the Penn World Table (Heston, Summers, and Aten 2006), as this 

traces GDP development back as far as the 1950s. The second modernisation indicator is the 

average duration of secondary schooling in each country and year in order to assess if there 

has been any effect of educational expansion on religiosity. I use the education dataset of 

Barro and Lee, who constructed a timeline back to 1950 as well (Barro and Lee 2010).94 And 

lastly, I will take into account a country’s total fertility rate for each year in order to assess 

how strongly secularisation was driven (or hampered) by past fertility rates. Data comes from 

the World Bank, whereby I used the database access that is provided by the Stata statistical 

package (Azevedo 2011). The timeline reaches back as far as 1960. I visually inspected the 

trends in fertility rates and religiosity and ran panel-corrected longitudinal models as they 

have been applied in Kaufmann (2008) and previously been suggested for the analysis of 

time-series cross-section data before (Beck and Katz 1995). 
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Figure 7.1: Relationships of past fertility and church attendance rates on recent levels of religiosity. 

                                                 
94 Barro and Lee only constructed their measure in 5-year intervals. In order to fill the gaps, I interpolated the 3-
year moving average of the education variable. 
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Norris and Inglehart (2004: 235) have already pointed out that we can predict current levels 

of religiosity by past levels of population growth. This observation is confirmed for the 

European case as well, as Figure 7.1 shows. Our sample is small and the relationships are 

strongly driven by the Irish case, but we see that a country’s average fertility rate in the 

period 1960-1970 is predictive of current levels of religiosity (left graph). The higher past 

fertility has been, the higher a population’s current church attendance rates. Looking at the 

right-hand graph we also find that past levels of religiosity predict current church attendance 

rates. Ireland experienced a total fertility rate (TFT) of 4 children per woman in the 1960s 

and high levels of church attendance in the 1970s (almost 99%). According to Kelley and de 

Graaf’s (1997) findings it is not surprising to observe such high levels of religiosity at present 

because we can assume that large cohorts back then were socialised religiously. They are still 

shaping current Irish religiosity as they make up a sizeable proportion of the society. 

Secularisation mostly happens as new cohorts gradually replace older, more religious cohorts 

(Voas and Doebler 2011). We can infer from this that cohort replacement in societies that 

have a high share of religiously socialised people will inevitably take longer because the 

sheer numbers of persons.  
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Figure 7.2: Longitudinal trends of total fertility rates and church attendance. 

Yet the Irish decline in religiosity is very remarkable: from the 1970s to 2006 church 

attendance dropped from almost 99% to 50% in 2006, as we can see in Figure 7.1 and Figure 

7.2. This would speak in favour of Voas (2009: 166) suggestion that secularisation 

accelerates as the proportion of non-believers rises because the growth in non-religiously 

raised children increases exponentially.95 It is, however, possible that the strong decline in 

Irish church attendance was not only driven by between-cohort change but also a change of 

behaviour within cohorts that reduced church attendance despite their religious upbringing.  

Looking at the other societies in our sample (Figure 7.2), we find that all Catholic 

societies (as well as Orthodox Greece) experienced strong declines in religiosity. In most 

cases church attendance was roughly cut in half with attendance rates dropping from 60-70% 

                                                 
95 Voas suggests a logistic growth pattern for the growth of “fuzzy believers”. The trend that follows for the rise 
in the “secular” population is exponential after the “fuzzy” group has reached its maximum. See Voas (2009), 
Figure 3, p. 166. 
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at the beginning of the 1970s to only 20-30% in 2006. Nonetheless, Figure 7.2 reflects 

another important regularity: Religiosity levels only declined only after drastic drops in 

fertility rates took place. Exceptions are France, Britain and Denmark, where fertility and 

religiosity declined simultaneously or religiosity was very low even before that (Denmark). 

Moreover, the church attendance rates in the following decades mirror the drop in fertility 

fairly closely. In the cases of Belgium and the Netherlands the decline in church attendance 

succeeded the decline in fertility by roughly 10 years, whereas the lag is larger in Ireland, 

Spain and Portugal. In any case, the largest drops in religiosity occur after fertility rates have 

reached the replacement rate of 2.1 children per woman.  

From this simple examination of fertility and church attendance trends we can already 

infer that, at least in the European case, declines in fertility rates were a precondition of 

subsequent decline of religiosity. This in turn means that women (or couples) seem to have 

made their decisions to reduce fertility relatively independently from the traditional values 

that they were exposed to at that time. The question that now remains is, whether 

secularisation was really only driven by country-specific fertility trends, as suggested by 

Kaufmann (2008), or whether we find that we can explain the decline in religiosity by rising 

levels of economic development and educational expansion.  

Like Kaufmann (2008), I applied a regression to the longitudinal trends, using panel 

corrected standard error models (PCSE). The differences with Kaufmann’s analysis are that 

he analyses EVS/WVS data from the 1981, 1999, 2002 waves and uses a different 

demographic variable in his model (population share of over 65 year old persons). One of his 

main findings is that there is no effect of economic growth or educational expansion on 

religiosity after controlling for the demographic factor. I included a country’s current fertility 

rate as well as the 20-year lagged fertility rate in my models, as we have seen that church 

attendance declines only after fertility drops. Two different standard error correction models 
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were used. The first specification assumes the AR1 residuals to be serially correlated, but that 

this serial correlation is common to all countries.96 The PSAR1 specification assumes 

different autocorrelation for each country-case. I first included only GDP and education 

measurements and then added the fertility variables in the second step. The results are 

presented in Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1: Time-series models of church attendance rates. 

 AR1 PSAR1 
 Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b 
 Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. 

Log GDP -0.21*** 0.05 -0.12* 0.05 -0.19*** 0.05 -0.24*** 0.06 
Sec. schooling  0.01 0.03 -0.01 0.02 -0.02 0.03 -0.03+ 0.02 
TFRj   -0.00 0.06   -0.09 0.30 
TFRj-20   0.16*** 0.04   -0.01 0.05 
Constant -2.43*** 0.57 1.23*  2.40***  2.93*** 0.61 
         
N countries 12 12 12 12 
N x T 216 216 216 216 
R2 0.50 0.47 0.80 0.73 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001. Results are from a time series linear regression with 
panel-corrected standard errors. 

The findings confirm that the secularisation process in Europe can be partially explained by 

increases in economic development. The coefficients for Log-GDP are negative and 

significant in all models. We can thereby counter contradictory findings by Kaufmann 

(2008), who only finds a demographic secularisation effect. Furthermore, there is no 

significant effect of a population’s increase in secondary schooling. Only Model 2b indicates 

a slight negative effect, significant at the 10%-level. The results differ with regard to the 

influence of the demographic component. While we observe a strong and significant positive 

effect of the total fertility rate 20 years before the actual point of measurement (Model 1b), 

we do not find the effect in the panel model, which assumes the autocorrelation to be specific 

for each country-case (PSA1, Model 2b). But these findings should be evaluated with 

                                                 
96 This means that church attendance levels can be predicted from previous levels of church attendance and that 
the error that arises is the same for all countries. A panel-specific autocorrelation assumes that previous levels of 
church attendance predict current levels differently in each country. Therefore the error that arises will be 
calculated for each case separately. 



 

241 
 

caution: Beck and Katz (1995) made a case against the use of such model specifications. Also 

the results of Model 1b are more in line with the visual inspection of the trends. Furthermore, 

if Model 2b is recalculated without the modernisation indicators, we do find an effect of past 

fertility rates. I would thus interpret the findings in such a way that fertility rates might 

indeed exert an independent effect on secularisation, but it is certainly not so crucial (and 

culturally determined) that it would call the entire idea of universal development trends into 

question. Certainly our earlier observation is more important in evaluating the effect of 

fertility on religious change: church attendance rates in 8 of the 12 examined cases only 

started a notable decline after fertility dropped to the replacement level of 2.1 births per 

woman. 

The results have certainly to be evaluated in the context of rising economic 

opportunities for all cohorts that have been born in this era. They might only be generalisable 

to contexts outside of Europe where rising economic development as well as decreasing 

levels of inequality can be taken for granted. Another discussion point might be how rapidly 

the decline in Catholic societies occurred. It is possible that large birth cohorts that were born 

in the 1960s accelerated the secularisation process as they grew older and held a larger 

proportion of the population share.  

7.2 So what about the future of secularisation? 

We had previously identified three main factors that make high levels of religiosity unlikely 

(although not impossible): high levels of economic development/secure living conditions, 

relatively equal income distributions and whether a country experienced a Socialist past. 

Based on the current findings we are now able to add a fourth condition to that list: low 

fertility levels. From this list only three variables are going to change in the future: 

development, inequality and fertility. Is there anything to be said about future developments? 

The following quote has been attributed to the physicist Niels Bohr: “Prediction is very 
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difficult, especially about the future.” And one might agree with him. We cannot easily 

predict the future, but we can fairly well describe the present. Figure 7.3 visualises in a very 

simplified way how the world currently looks like. 

MA

MX

DE

US

PL IE
GB

CO

HK

IR RUTR

DO

PK

QA

EG

ZA

IN

NGZM

MW

RW

20
30

40
50

60
G

in
i-I

nd
ex

.2 .4 .6 .8 1
HDI

More than 50% religious Less than 50% religious

 

Figure 7.3: Human development, inequality, fertility and religiosity. 
 

Figure 7.3 depicts the following: on the x-axis we denote the HDI-Index of a country, on the 

y-axis we denote the income inequality in a society. The size of the dots is weighted 

according to current total fertility rates of each country. Therefore large dots represent high 

fertility, whereas small dots indicate countries that are close or below to the replacement 

fertility (2.1 children per woman). And finally, the colour of a dot shows whether a country 

can be regarded as fairly secularised or not. This indicator is taken from the Gallup World 

Poll data (Wave 2007/2008), which has been analysed in the previous chapter. Dark grey dots 

are countries in which a majority of the population (50% and more) agrees that religion is an 

important part of their daily life. In countries with light grey dots less than 50% agree to this 
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question. These societies are regarded as “secular”. Obviously, this is a very strong 

simplification: societies in which 51% of the population are religious are still very different 

from societies in which only 10% feel the same way. But, in a worldwide context, this 

simplification seems justified. 

So, what can we learn from this structural map of religiosity? First of all: secularity is 

almost a rare event at the current conditions. Only 31 dots out of 128 qualify as secular 

according to our definition. This means that roughly three quarters of countries in the world 

have religious populations. The next observation is that those 31 dots are mostly located in 

the bottom right corner. If we define that corner to range from an HDI of at least .80 and a 

Gini not higher than 40, then certainly not every country can be regarded as secular. In that 

corner the outliers are the US, Italy, Poland, Greece, Austria, Ireland, Malta and Portugal (8 

countries). All other societies in that range are secular (24 countries).  

Another feature of the map is obvious: as we move from the left bottom corner to the 

right bottom corner, the dots become smaller. Secular societies are most of the time societies 

in which fertility levels are close to replacement fertility. A notable exception is Israel. But 

the general rule of thumb is as modernisation increases and inequality decreases, countries 

become less fertile. Or possibly, only if fertility decreases will modernisation and 

equalisation follow. The left-hand side of the graph represents the less developed countries, 

mostly located in Africa and parts of Asia. In the middle part we find India and South East 

Asia. The further we move right we enter the Middle East and Latin America. The secular 

countries outside of the bottom right corner are all ex-Socialist countries with exception of 

Uruguay. And finally, the least crowded, light grey bottom right corner is (mostly) Europe. 

Our predictions about the future of religion or secularity depend strongly on how much 

faith we have that the rest of the world will follow suit. If we assume that societies really start 

at the bottom left corner (low development, low inequality, high fertility), then more or less 
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follow the U-shaped curve (which incidentally indicates a Kuznets curve; see Kuznets 

(1955)), whereby they gradually develop, become less fertile but also more unequal, and 

finally head towards the bottom right, with high levels of development, low fertility and low 

inequality – how good are the chances that they will also stay strongly religious?97 At present 

we have not observed many societies that would provide secure living conditions, low levels 

of inequality and fertility and at the same time display strong levels of religiosity. 

By this I do not mean to imply that countries will take this path in any deterministic 

fashion. Sometimes they might fall back and experience decreases in development (Russia in 

the 1990s might be such a case). Even if they have made considerable progress in escaping 

the harshest levels of poverty, they still might encounter significant rises in inequality. In any 

case, the hurdles that countries have to overcome in order to secularise are many. And so that 

prediction can already be made: secularisation will not sweep the entire planet any time soon. 

We will rather see in an increase in religiosity in the near future, because the opportunities for 

religion to act as a provider of welfare or to create relational social capital are plenty. And a 

majority of people will currently be born and socialised into conditions where religion seems 

to be a rather natural thing.  

But, of course, ambitious social scientists love making predictions, even if they turn out 

to be wrong. At least as far as demographic changes are concerned, these predictions tend to 

be fairly accurate. Alkema et al. (2011) have recently predicted the demographic 

development of all countries in the world using Bayesian forecasting methods. The authors 

estimate that most countries in the world will have reached the level of replacement fertility 

(2.1 children per woman) by 2045-2050. Therefore, if we really buy into the findings from 

our 12 European cases, which is a shaky assumption, we might start thinking about any 

                                                 
97 The shape of the relationship between development and inequality indeed looks like a Kuznets curve, but we 
cannot infer from this cross-sectional relationship that countries really follow such a pattern over time. 
However, for the argument presented, it does not matter if countries become more unequal as they develop. It 
matters more if they eventually reach a state of low inequality and high Human Development. 
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secularisation occurring in the far left corner of our map only from 2045 onwards. But one 

should also note that North African Muslim societies are currently fairly close to replacement 

fertility (2.7 births per woman by current UN predictions, Alkema et al. 2011: 833). 

However, fertility is just one part of the equation. Other authors have tried to forecast 

how countries’ human development trends might develop in the future (Asher and Osborne 

Daponte 2010). But these estimations seem less accurate than predictions of fertility decline. 

The authors note that countries at the lower end of the development scale in particular do not 

experience a constant rise in modernisation and, in cases of  unexpected shocks, like natural 

disasters or the outbreak of conflicts, even tend to experience declines in modernisation levels 

(Asher and Osborne Deponte 2010: 14). Their predictions indicate that by 2030 not many 

countries will have moved very far from the left to the right. A skeptical outlook on declining 

religiosity in the near future seems therefore warranted. 

If we did want to make predictions about the future, it would be most promising to 

observe the countries that are already in the bottom right corner of our graph or coming close 

to it. Even outlying cases like Ireland or Portugal have experienced secularisation in the past, 

which we were able to explain by a limited set of explanatory variables. It is not yet 

conceivable why these processes should suddenly stop or even be reversed in the future. For 

all countries that are catching up on modernisation it is safe to assume that at least they 

develop a certain potential for secularisation. I can currently see no strong argument that 

would prevent countries like Iran or Turkey from eventually following the footsteps of 

Southern European countries, even though the conditions might not yet be ripe for it. I 

conclude with a quotation from Voas and Doebler (2011), who have summarised this 

generally optimistic outlook:  

“Development is driven by rational choice, which is to say by people seeking to satisfy their 

preferences with the means available. These preferences are shared by most human beings. We all 

want to be healthy, to live longer, to live in greater comfort, and to have more resources at our 
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disposal. [...] [W]e all tend to want a measure of control or at least influence in our societies, to feel 

that we are at no one else’s mercy and are not inferior to any other person. We do not want our 

personal interests subordinated to the group’s without very good reason. To a considerable extent 

these more or less universal human desires determine the course of development in such a way that 

there are not, in fact, multiple modernities” (Voas and Doebler 2011: 59). 

Secularisation is not a myth. We can describe it very well. But the chances of a sweeping 

wave of secularisation in the near future are very slim. 
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8 Conclusion 

This thesis dealt with the topic of individual secularisation: “[The] decline in the extent to 

which people engage in religious98 practices, display beliefs of a religious kind, and conduct 

other aspects of their lives in a manner informed of such beliefs” (Bruce 2002: 3). It asked 

whether the mechanisms which have been described by classical secularisation theory and 

Norris and Inglehart’s existential security framework are true, or if we have to carry the idea 

of secularization “to the graveyard of failed theories” (Stark 1999: 270). 

Steve Bruce described the main tenet of the secularisation framework like this: 

“[R]eligion diminishes in social significance, becomes increasingly privatised, and loses 

personal salience except where it finds work to do other than relating individuals to the 

supernatural” (Bruce 2002: 30). In short, this sentence can be confirmed by my results. 

However, religion is currently far from being “unemployed”. It finds plenty of work to do 

other than relating individuals to the supernatural. In order to explain why it finds other work 

to do, Norris and Inglehart (2004) formulated the existential security hypothesis: as long as 

people are facing existential threats and risks, they will use religion as a survival strategy.  

I do not fully agree with the particular psychological mechanism that they suggest, but in 

general I was able to support their hypothesis. The two determinants that were consistently 

related to religious beliefs, behaviours and religio-political attitudes were the general living 

conditions of societies as well as their levels of inequality. Not only do people tend to be less 

believing and attend religious services less often in societies with better living conditions and 

more equal income distributions (Chp. 2, 4, 5, 6); they also disagree that politicians have to 

                                                 
98 According to Bruce’s (2002) definition: “[B]eliefs, actions and institutions predicated on the existence of 
entities with powers of agency (that is, gods) or impersonal powers or processes possessed of moral purpose (the 
Hindu notion of Karma, for example), which can set the conditions of, or intervene in, human affairs” (Bruce 
2002:2). 
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be religious in order to hold office (Chp. 4). Furthermore, inequality could be shown to be 

very conducive to the socialisation of religious beliefs (Chp. 2). People will become more 

religious regardless of their parents’ socialisation efforts if they grew up in high-inequality 

societies. Another crucial finding is that religious extremists are able to convert religiosity or 

even altruistic orientations into support for terroristic acts if living conditions are poor and 

inequality high (Chp. 5). All these findings underscore the importance of religion as a means 

of dealing with the often dire circumstances that people are facing.  

Religion might act as a source of comfort, but other mechanisms seem to outweigh these 

psychological effects. Most notably, the effectiveness of religious socialisation in unequal 

societies seems to be explainable by its role as a source of relational social capital: religion is 

then regarded as helpful in order to make friends and meet the “right” people, rather than as 

just a source of comfort. Also the support for the 9/11 attacks can be explained better if we 

assume that religious extremists provide social welfare, which is distributed according to 

mechanisms of economic clubs (Berman 2009; Iannaccone and Berman 2006), rather than 

just assuming that religious belief systems relieve people from anxiety and stress (Chp. 5). 

An update of Norris and Inglehart’s existential security framework to include the creation of 

social support seems therefore warranted. 

While the evidence in support of socio-economic factors was strong, their impact could 

not be confirmed in all longitudinal analyses that were conducted and proved less helpful in 

specific geographical and historical settings. The longitudinal analysis of religio-political 

attitudes did support the hypothesis that changes in inequality and religious laws will increase 

individuals’ preferences for religious politicians (see Chp. 4). But there was no effect of 

changes in human development levels; and changes in religious attendance seemed to be 

largely unaffected. Nonetheless, we found evidence that secularisation processes in Europe 
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are robustly related to socio-economic development from a longitudinal point of view (see 

Chp. 7).  

In general the hypotheses that were formulated by the supply-side theory could not be 

confirmed. Rather, the opposite predictions, derived from the secularisation framework, held 

true. Increases in religious laws in a country show positive rather than negative effects on 

religiosity (Chp. 4), and religious pluralism did not positively affect religious beliefs or 

religious attendance (Chp. 2). People who grow up under the conditions of a “sacred 

canopy”, in societies where everyone else is religious, will be more religious themselves 

(Chp. 2). If the idea of religious markets is applied in a simple fashion, as it has been done by 

many supply-side theorists, it is not a very powerful explanation of religious change (see also 

Chp. 3). However the idea of sects and extremists that act as “religious clubs” which use 

religious signalling as a device to prevent free-riding (Berman 2009) seems very fruitful and 

should be applied more often, as it could provide a link between Norris and Inglehart’s 

existential security framework and rational choice approaches in the field. 

Cultural and historical factors were found to play a significant role in the development of 

religiosity as well. Chapter 3 confirmed the tremendous impact that anti-religious policies 

had on people in Socialist countries. Birth cohorts that were raised in Eastern Europe during 

the Cold War era were found to hold much weaker religious beliefs than the same cohorts 

that were raised in Western Europe during that time. However, notable exceptions were 

found: Polish and Slovenian people were able to hold on to their strong religious beliefs and 

thus preserved their national identities in the face of the anti-religious threat that they were 

facing (cultural defence, cf. Bruce 2002). An analysis of developments after the end of the 

Cold War showed that indeed a slight religious revival followed. But this could not be 

explained by the de-regulation of religious markets as had been theorised by proponents of 

the supply-side theory of religion (Finke 1997; Froese 2001; Froese 2004a; Iannaccone 1998; 
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Stark and Bainbridge 1996). Rather our evidence showed that some East European societies 

engaged in a rebuilding of religious plausibility structures (Berger 1969) by tightening the 

link between church and state. Therefore, the interplay between religion, state and national 

identity should not be underestimated (Bruce 2003; Martin 1978). In the Eastern European 

context this ‘re-making’ of religion seemed to be more important than changes in socio-

economic conditions. 

Chapter 6 provided a more detailed overview of cultural effects between members of 

religious faiths that could not be explained by structural conditions. I found that Muslims 

generally hold stronger religious beliefs, attend religious services more often, and prefer 

religious political leaders more than members of other faiths. However, further analyses also 

revealed that they are not immune to the effects of secularisation. I did not find that Muslim 

societies differ in the importance that they ascribe to religion once we control for 

development levels and inequality. Moreover, Muslim respondents that live in societies with 

better living conditions regard religion as less important and decrease their attendance of 

religious services just as do members of other faiths.  

Cultural and historical conditions should be taken into account if we are interested in 

specific explanations about a particular geographical area or time period, which was 

exemplified in the East European case, but also with regard to the explanation of 9/11 

attitudes in Muslim countries (Chp. 5). While there are important effects that arise from 

socio-economic factors, predictions with regard to oil abundance, corruption and 

democratisation were not fruitful. Modernisation and inequality did not explain pro-9/11 

attitudes in a simple manner. It became clear that the particular position of countries in the 

Middle East and the salience of the Palestine issue could not be neglected.  

Although socio-economic explanations sometimes fail if they are applied to a narrowly 

defined cultural or historical context, Chapter 6 showed that they are nonetheless very 
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powerful in explaining the differences in religiosity on a worldwide scale. Human 

development, income inequality and a country’s former membership of the Communist bloc 

explain ca. 75% of country-level variance in religiosity around the globe. This figure comes 

close to results that have been reported by Ruiter and van Tubergen (2009) in their cross-

national analysis of religious attendance. We also discovered that the effects of modernisation 

and inequality are strongly non-linear: among less developed countries, increases in 

development did not show any effect on religiosity levels. Decreases in religiosity were only 

observed after a certain threshold of development was reached. Furthermore, the effect of 

inequality seemed to be stronger among countries with higher levels of socio-economic 

development.  

Lastly, Chapter 7 dealt with the role of fertility rates on secularisation processes. I found 

notable effects of previous fertility rates on current levels of religious attendance in European 

countries. More importantly, it seems as if strong phases of religious decline only took place 

after countries reached the level of replacement fertility. If these results were applicable 

outside of the European context, this would mean that religion cannot be expected to lose 

significance any time soon. However, the mechanisms that exist between fertility, inequality 

and religiosity demand further research in the future.  

Although we can identify “the backbone of religiosity” – development levels, inequality, 

and possibly fertility rates – our potential to make predictions about the future remains 

limited. In this regard Martin’s (1978) seminal analysis of secularisation patterns in Europe 

and the US gains certain significance. Societies’ struggle for better living conditions and the 

distribution of welfare eventually ended in the outcome that we observe in Europe today: 

relatively widespread secularisation. However, each country took a different path to this 

outcome. In some societies, religion sided with the forces that proposed egalitarianism (e.g. 

Sweden), in some societies it sided with the right-wing establishment that opposed 
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egalitarianism and became an oppressive force (e.g. Spain during Franco’s dictatorship). In 

other cases it became a refuge of freedom and national identity (e.g. Poland). Religion played 

a significant role while this struggle was ongoing. Right now many countries in the world are 

facing this struggle too. Religion again takes different sides: sometimes it is the voice of the 

voiceless, and sometimes the force that silences opposition. Yet it remains significant as long 

as hardship, inequality, and discrimination persist. But the exact paths that developments take 

cannot be predicted by us. In any case, sociologists of religion will not be unemployed in the 

near future, just as religion will not be. 
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9 Appendices 

9.1 Appendix 1 

9.1.1 A1.1 -Testing the equivalence of meaning of the religious orthodoxy 

scale over time and countries  

Please note that the MGCFA and the interpretation of its results is not the original work of 

the first author (Tim Müller). This analysis has been performed by the co-author Peter 

Schmidt.  

For our tests of the propositions we have to assure that the equivalence of meaning of the 

three items for measuring religious belief over all countries and time points is given (Billiet 

2003; Davidov, Schmidt, and Billiet 2010; Vandenberg and Lance 2000). In most 

international comparative multi-level analyses this equivalence of meaning has implicitly 

been assumed but not tested. If this assumption is not fulfilled, the parameters of the 

multilevel model may be severely biased (Muthen 1994).  

The procedure we use for the test of equivalence of meaning of the three items over 

time and over countries is a Multiple Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MGCFA). We 

used the programme AMOS version 18 for this purpose (Arbuckle 2007). As the number of 

countries changed over time (see Table A-1.1) we had to perform 4 multiple group factor 

analyses with differing number of countries. One multi-group confirmatory factor analysis for 

the countries involved in 1991 and 1998, one for those taking part in the ISSP in 1991 and 

2008, one for the countries participating 1998 and 2008 and one for the countries in 1991, 

1998 and 2008. For our purpose we test whether all the factor loadings of each of the items 

are equal in the four sets of countries just mentioned and over time besides random 

fluctuations. This type of equivalence – called metric equivalence – gives a necessary but not 
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sufficient condition for the equality of meaning of items over different nations and time 

points. Furthermore it is a prerequisite for comparing regression coefficients over countries 

(Meredith 1993; Vandenberg and Lance 2000).  

The procedure was performed according to Vandenberg and Lance’s suggestion 

(2000). Firstly we set up an unconstrained model for all countries and time points. This 

implies that we postulate that the three items are explained in all countries by one factor and 

that these items have no error correlations (configural invariance). In the second step we test 

for metric invariance, that is whether the loadings are equal beside random fluctuations. Full 

metric invariance was not fitting the data adequately. Only partial metric invariance was 

reached as the factor loadings of first two items were invariant over time and countries, 

whereas the loading of the third item varied systematically between the countries.  

Figure A-1.1: Graphical representation of the performed MGCFA. 

Partial invariance is, however, sufficient to establish equal meaning over time and countries 

(Byrne, Shavelson, and Muthén 1989). Finally, for a small subset of countries, we had to 

introduce error correlations between the residual of item 1 and the residual of item 3 to get an 
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adequate fit. This was only necessary for USA, Russia and Philippines. At all three time 

points we observed that in these countries the meaning of the items 1 and 3 were more 

closely related to each other than in the majority of countries (see Brown 2006: 181-186). 

Given the large sample size we prefer using the Comparative Fit Index (CFI>0.01) for model 

selection instead of the chi square difference test (Cheng 2007).  

The graphical model with the unstandardised coefficients for all countries taking part 

in all three points can be found in Figure A-1.1. The Comparative Fit Measures (CFI) and the 

Aikaike Fit Measures for the saturated and the specified model are given in Table A-1.1. The 

results show that the CFI values are without exception very good. Values >.95 indicate a very 

good fit of the model. Given these results and taking into account that the factor loadings 

within countries are rather similar, it is legitimate to use composite scores for this construct in 

the multi-level analyses presented later (Steinmetz 2010). 

Table A-1.1: Fit Measures of the Final Model of the MGCFA. 

 
Sample waves 

 
1991 - 1998 1991 - 2008 1998 - 2008 

1991 – 1998 - 
2008 

Comparative Fit 
Index 

.997 .998 .997 .998 

 
The additional test for scalar invariance showed, that this assumption was falsified. Therefore 

no mean comparisons for the latent underlying construct ‘belief’ in the strict sense can be 

performed. (However, this is not relevant for our paper as were are not interested in mean 

comparisons but higher order interactions.) 
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9.1.2 A1.2 – Countries included in the analyses  

Table A-1.2.1: Countries included in the total sample. 

Year of survey 
Country 1991 1998 2008 Total 

AUS-Australia 2,115 1,250 0 3,365 
D-W-Germany-West 1,312 915 1,079 3,306 
D-E-Germany-East 1,471 886 480 2,837 
GB-Great Britain 1,184 758 1,878 3,820 
NIRL-Northern Ireland 798 0 0 798 
USA-United States 1,287 1,187 1,342 3,816 
A-Austria 977 976 988 2,941 
H-Hungary 985 984 904 2,873 
I-Italy 901 889 1,009 2,799 
IRL-Ireland 1,002 895 1,859 3,756 
NL-Netherlands 1,590 1,830 1,797 5,217 
N-Norway 1,328 1,304 1,008 3,640 
S-Sweden 0 1,040 1,077 2,117 
CZ-Czech Republic 0 1,150 1,344 2,494 
SLO-Slovenia 1,994 920 897 3,811 
PL-Poland 944 1,015 1,148 3,107 
BG-Bulgaria 0 1,034 0 1,034 
RUS-Russia 2,636 1,325 806 4,767 
NZ-New Zealand 972 930 956 2,858 
CDN-Canada 0 882 0 882 
RP-Philippines 1,130 1,136 1,164 3,430 
IL-Israel Jews Arabs 891 1,167 1,138 3,196 
E-Spain 0 1,835 2,071 3,906 
LV-Latvia 0 1,032 890 1,922 
SK-Slovak Republic 0 1,149 1,009 2,158 
F-France 0 1,042 2,219 3,261 
CY-Cyprus 0 888 888 1,776 
P-Portugal 0 1,029 942 1,971 
RCH-Chile 0 1,421 1,427 2,848 
D-Denmark 0 1,087 1,583 2,670 
CH-Switzerland 0 1,094 1,164 2,258 
B-Belgium 0 0 1,130 1,130 
HR-Croatia 0 0 2,668 2,668 
FIN-Finland 0 0 838 838 
TR-Turkey 0 0 1,379 1,379 
DO-Dominican Republic 0 0 2,056 2,056 
MX-Mexico 0 0 1,082 1,082 
ZA-South Africa 0 0 2,648 2,648 
UA-Ukraine 0 0 1,794 1,794 
UY-Uruguay 0 0 1,001 1,001 
VZ-Venezuela 0 0 857 857 

Total 23,517 33,050 48,520 105,087 
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9.1.3 A1.3 – Analysis of country-specific socialisation effects and their 

impact on age/cohort effects 

 
Table A-1.3.1: Multilevel models of religious beliefs. Effects of religious socialisation and birth year 
interaction (full results). 

 Model A Model B Model C 
 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country level       

Country effect P. Church   -3.14*** 0.46 -2.59*** 0.41 

Cross-level interactions       

C.eff. P. Church X Birth year   -0.03*** 0.01 -0.02*** 0.01 
C.eff. P. Church X B.year2   0.00*** 0.00 0.00*** 0.00 
       
Individual level        

Parents’ rel. att. 6.35*** 0.49   6.56*** 0.07 
Birth year -0.08*** 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.07 0.04 
Birth year2   0.00*** 0.00 0.00*** 0.00 

Education years -0.74*** 0.02 -0.71*** 0.03 -0.73*** -0.02 
Female 8.27*** 0.16 8.28*** 0.17 8.26*** 0.16 
Rel. denom. raised (Ref. Cath.)       
   Protestant -1.29*** 0.27 -6.14*** 0.28 -2.26*** 0.27 
   Orthodox 1.77** 0.68 -3.62*** -0.70 0.81 0.68 
   Muslim 14.08*** 0.82 12.93*** 0.87 13.07*** 0.83 
   Other 1.21** 0.49 -0.74 -0.51 1.27** 0.49 
   None -17.93*** 0.35 -31.70*** 0.33 -19.39*** 0.34 

Constant 63.63*** 1.88 85.54*** 3.29 77.21*** 2.80 
       
Var. random intercept (countries) 136.78*** 76.09*** 58.46*** 
Var. random intercept (years) 10.46*** 9.76*** 8.84*** 
Residual variance 645.79*** 711.73*** 653.99*** 
Var. random slope P. Church 9.72***   
Slope-Intercept covar. P. Church -27.06***   
Var. random slope birth year  0.01 0.01 
Slope-Intercept cov. birth year  0.06 0.00 

N countries 41 41 41 
N individuals 105,087 105,087 105,087 
Deviance 978707.64 1036820.6 1027804.0 

+ p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001 
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9.1.4 A1.4 – Summary statistics and full results of the mediation analysis in 

the 2008 sample  

 
Table A-1.4.1: Summary statistics of the 2008 sample. 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. Min  Max 

Countrylevel      
GDP per capita/1000 44,968 21.20 11.17 2.75 42.24 
Ex-Socialist Country (no = ref.) 44,968 0.23 0.42 0 1 
National devoutness 44,968 3.18 0.74 1.46 4.70 
Religious fractionalisation 44,968 0.44 0.23 0.00 0.86 
Gini Index 44,968 34.99 9.41 23.45 60.61 
Individual value of religion (avg.) 44,968 3.48 0.36 2.88 4.41 
Social Value of religion (avg.) 44,968 4.05 0.22 3.59 4.65 

Individual level      
Religious Belief  44,968 66.71 32.57 0 100 
Parents’ rel. attendance at resp. age 12 44,968 3.17 1.49 1 5 
Individual value of religion (ind.) 44,968 3.49 0.99 1 5 
Social value of religion (ind.) 44,968 4.06 0.83 1 5 
Sex (female) 44,968 0.55 0.50 0 1 
Age 44,968 47.15 16.67 16 98 
Education (years) 44,968 11.66 4.11 0 19 

Religion resp. was raised in      
   Catholic 44,968 0.50 0.50 0 1 
   Protestant 44,968 0.24 0.43 0 1 
   Orthodox 44,968 0.06 0.23 0 1 
   Muslim 44,968 0.04 0.20 0 1 
   Other  44,968 0.04 0.20 0 1 
   None 44,968 0.12 0.32 0 1 
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Table A-1.4.2: Mediation effects of social and individual value of religion. Results of multilevel analysis, ISSP 2008 only.  

IA Gini IA Soc. Val. I IA Soc. Val. II  IA Soc. Val . III IA Ind. Val. I IA Ind. Val. II IA Ind. Val. I II 
Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country-level main effects          

Ex-Socialist -6.23 4.66 -5.17 4.30 -5.83 4.21 -4.97 3.91 -2.02 4.11 -2.74 3.93 -2.86 3.81 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.43 0.29 -0.37* 0.26 -0.37 0.25 -0.34 0.22 -0.32 0.23 -0.31+ 0.21 -0.31 0.21 

Gini-Index 0.81* 0.35 0.45 0.30 0.43 0.29 0.43 0.28 0.61* 0.29 0.47+ 0.27 0.54* 0.27 
Social value (avg.)   14.01** 5.30 8.23 5.20 9.64* 4.71       
Individual value (avg.)         22.39** 6.74 20.01*** 5.47 15.60** 5.95 

Cross-level interactions               

Gini X P. rel. att. -0.34*** 0.05 -0.26*** 0.06 -0.27*** 0.06 -0.27*** 0.06 -0.31*** 0.05 -0.30*** 0.05 -0.30*** 0.05 
Soc. val. X P. rel. att.   -2.50** 0.97 -2.12* 0.95 -1.67+ 0.93       
Ind. val. X P. rel. att.         -2.24 1.33 -1.96 1.34 -1.45 1.42 

Table continued on next page. 
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Table A-1.4.2 (continued). 

 IA Gini IA Soc. Val. I IA Soc. Val. II  IA Soc. Val . III IA Ind. Val. I IA Ind. Val. II IA Ind. Val. I II 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Individual level effects               

Parents' rel. attendance 6.82*** 0.34 6.73*** 0.32 6.02*** 0.33 5.46*** 0.33 6.80*** 0.33 6.07*** 0.34 5.50*** 0.34 

Social value of religion     6.70*** 0.59 2.34*** 0.38   6.70*** 0.59 2.35*** 0.38 

Individual value of 
religion    

 

  9.10*** 0.48 

  

  9.10*** 0.48 
Female 7.72*** 0.71 7.72*** 0.71 7.18*** 0.69 6.04*** 0.63 7.72*** 0.71 7.17*** 0.69 6.04*** 0.63 
Education years -0.63*** 0.11 -0.63*** 0.11 -0.56*** 0.11 -0.62*** 0.11 -0.63*** 0.11 -0.56*** 0.11 -0.62*** 0.11 
Age 0.09*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.08*** 0.02 0.07*** 0.02 0.09*** 0.02 0.08*** 0.02 0.07*** 0.02 
Rel. denomination (ref. Cath.)               
  Protestant -1.17 1.02 -1.17 1.01 -1.48 0.94 -1.37 0.87 -1.19 1.01 -1.50 0.93 -1.38 0.86 
  Orthodox 3.11 1.92 3.21+ 1.93 2.85 1.81 2.92 1.70 3.25+ 1.91 2.94 1.80 2.93+ 1.69 
  Muslim 11.32*** 3.31 11.41*** 3.32 9.61*** 3.05 9.09*** 2.76 11.06*** 3.24 9.36*** 2.98 8.85*** 2.72 
  Other 0.91 1.34 0.96 1.35 0.35 1.32 0.07 1.18 0.90 1.34 0.32 1.31 0.03 1.16 
  None -15.71*** 2.18 -15.68*** 2.18 -14.74*** 1.97 -13.12*** 1.92 -15.69*** 2.17 -14.74*** 1.97 -13.13*** 1.92 

Constant 65.51*** 2.79 65.37*** 2.52 66.25*** 2.49 66.26*** 2.28 63.93*** 2.46 64.94*** 2.30 65.29*** 2.27 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001; robust SEs, corrected for clustering in countries. 
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Table A-1.4.3: Mediation effects of social and individual value of religion. Variance components and measures of fit. ISSP 2008 only. 

 Model 0 
(2008) IA Gini IA Soc. Val. I IA Soc. Val. II  IA Soc. Val. 

III IA Ind. Val. I IA Ind. Val. II IA Ind. Val. 
III 

Var(uj0) – Random 
Intercept countries 

304.20*** 51.17*** 41.52*** 42.50*** 36.98*** 36.74*** 34.27*** 34.57*** 

Var(eijk)  
– Residual variance 

764.70*** 598.39*** 589.39*** 562.03*** 528.77*** 598.39*** 562.03*** 528.77*** 

Var(uj1) 
 – Random slope P. 
rel. att. 

 2.89*** 2.56*** 2.56*** 2.57*** 2.70*** 2.66*** 2. 64*** 

Cov(uj0, uj1) P. Church, 
Random intercept 
countries 

 -1.40 0.14 -.49 -.84 -.41 -.36 -1.09 

N countries 37 37 37 37 37 37 37 37 
N individuals 44968 44968 44968 44968 44968 44968 44968 44968 
Log likelihood -213202.1 -207701.8 -207696.4 -206289.4 -204917.5 -207695.1 -206286.2 -204916.7 
Deviance 426404.2 415403.6 415392.8 412578.8 409835.0 415390.2 412572.4 409833.4 
ICC(countries) .29 0.08 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.07 
BIC 426436.2 415596.5 415607.0 412803.9 410070.7 415604.5 412797.4 410069.1 
Number of parameters 3 18 20 21 22 20 21 22 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001; robust SEs, corrected for clustering in countries. 
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9.1.5 A1.5 – Do the effects hold for religious attendance as well? 

Because our main argument is that religion acts as a source of social capital under conditions 

of inequality, one could justifiably argue that all the effects that we observed so far should 

also hold for religious attendance. At the end of the day, social capital is only created in face-

to-face interactions. If religion mainly serves to make friends and “meet the right people”, as 

we hypothesise is the case in unequal societies, this should be observable in peoples’ 

behaviour. Also those who have only been socialised weakly by their parents should attend 

religious services for the benefits of social contacts or signalling trustworthiness. Moreover, 

all other hypotheses regarding the national religious context, the influence of economic 

development, living in an ex-Socialist society and religious pluralism can be applied to 

religious behaviour as well. We therefore estimated all the previous models also with ‘weekly 

religious attendance’ as the dependent variable. The survey question asks respondents about 

their attendance at religious services apart from special occasions such as weddings, funerals 

and baptisms. We created a binary outcome variable that indicated whether the respondent 

reported attending religious services at least once a week or not.99  

We are using multilevel logistic regression models (Snijders and Bosker 2011) for 

hypothesis testing, whereby the setup is the same as in the previous models. The coefficients 

in the tables (Tables A-1.5.1 – A-1.5.5) represent logarithmic odds for the binary outcome to 

be present or not. We also include an extra level for survey years in order to take into account 

over-time changes. Please note that we only report the variance components for the between-

country and between-years variation, as the individual-level variance is restricted to π2/3 

(Snijders and Bosker 2011). The models include the same individual-level controls (sex, 

education, age, religious denomination) as in the analysis of religious beliefs. 

                                                 
99 The answering scales show minor variations over the survey waves. The 1991 wave includes two items asking 
about religious service attendance, one 10pt. scale and one 6pt. scale. In very few cases, information on one 
scale was lacking. We then imputed the information from the other scale. The 1998 survey includes a 6pt scale, 
the 2008 survey a 9pt scale. Comparisons between the survey waves show a high consistency, however. 
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 As before, we also include a random slope for parents’ religious attendance and allow 

for co-variation between random intercepts and random slopes. One further difference with 

regard to the religious belief models is that we also included a quadratic term for parents’ 

religious attendance (‘Parents’ religious attendance2’). Inspection of the within-country 

models showed that a simple linear relationship would underestimate the chances of religious 

attendance for the weakly religiously socialised. Hence the models with the quadratic term 

provide a better fit to the data. We will keep the discussion of these models short, as the main 

point is to show that our reasoning also holds with regard to respondents’ religious 

attendance. 
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Table A-1.5.1: Country-level and individual-level determinants of religious attendance. Results of logistic multilevel analysis, ISSP 1991-2008). 
  Attendance 1 Attendance 2 Attendance 3 Attendance 4 Attendance 5 Attendance 6 

  Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country-level main effects   
        

Ex-Socialist -0.30+ 0.17 -0.44* 0.17 -0.44** 0.17 -0.44** 0.17 -0.31+ 0.16 -0.23 0.19 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.03*** 0.01 -0.03*** 0.01 -0.03*** 0.01 -0.03*** 0.01 -0.02** 0.01 -0.03*** 0.01 
National religiosity 0.69*** 0.09 0.67*** 0.10 0.68*** 0.10 0.68*** 0.10 0.59** 0.09 0.55** 0.10 
Religious pluralism 0.16 0.29 0.16 0.29 0.37 0.31 0.37 0.31 0.29 0.27 0.39 0.33 
Gini-Index         0.04*** 0.01   
Social value (avg.)          0.37 0.32 
Individual value (avg.)  

        1.11** 0.43 
Cross-level interactions  

          
Nat. Rel. X P. rel. att. -0.11* 0.05 -0.08+ 0.05 -0.10* 0.05 -0.10* 0.05 -0.04 0.03 0.00 0.05 
Ex-Soc. X P. rel. att.   0.14+ 0.08 0.14+ 0.08 0.14+ 0.08 0.09 0.06   
Rel. Pl. X P. rel. att.     -0.22 0.14 -0.22 0.14 -0.17+ 0.10   
GDP X P. rel. att.       0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00   
Gini X P. rel. att.         -0.02*** 0.00   
Soc. val. X P. rel. att.          -0.33** 0.12 
Ind. val. X P. rel. att.          -0.26 0.18 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001, Model ‘Attendance 6’ has been estimated on 2008 data only. 
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Table A-1.5.1 (continued). 

  Attendance 1 Attendance 2 Attendance 3 Attendance 4 Attendance 5 Attendance 6 
  Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Individual level effects     
        

Parents' rel. attendance 0.61*** 0.03 0.57*** 0.04 0.56*** 0.04 0.56*** 0.04 0.59*** 0.03 0.62*** 0.03 
Parents’ rel. att.2 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 
Female 0.43*** 0.02 0.43*** 0.02 0.43*** 0.02 0.43*** 0.02 0.42*** 0.02 0.38*** 0.03 
Education years 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.01* 0.00 
Age 0.02** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 
Rel. denomination (ref. Cath.)            
  Protestant -0.09** 0.03 -0.09** 0.03 -0.09** 0.03 -0.09** 0.03 -0.09** 0.03 0.10* 0.05 
  Orthodox -0.33** 0.11 -0.33** 0.11 -0.33** 0.11 -0.33** 0.11 -0.33** 0.11 -0.29* 0.13 
  Muslim 1.03*** 0.09 1.04*** 0.09 1.03*** 0.09 1.03*** 0.09 1.03*** 0.09 1.05*** 0.11 
  Other 0.37*** 0.06 0.37*** 0.06 0.37*** 0.06 0.37*** 0.06 0.36*** 0.06 0.34*** 0.09 
  None -0.54*** 0.07 -0.53*** 0.07 -0.54*** 0.07 -0.54*** 0.07 -0.54*** 0.07 -0.30*** 0.09 
Constant -2.60*** 0.09 -2.60*** 0.09 -2.57*** 0.09 -2.57*** 0.09 -2.60*** 0.08 -2.54*** 0.11 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001. Model ‘Attendance 6’ has been estimated on 2008 data only. 
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Table A-1.5.2: Multilevel logistic regression, variance components. 

  Attendance 0 Attendance 1 Attendance 2 Attendance 3 Attendance 4 Attendance 5 Attendance 6 
Var(uj0 – Random intercept 
countries 0.96*** 0.09*** 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.08*** 0.05*** 0.11*** 
Var(uk0) – Random 
intercept years 0.18*** 0.17*** 0.17*** 0.17*** 0.17*** 0.15*** n.a. 
Var(uj1) 
 – Random slope P. 
Church n.a. 0.04*** 0.04*** 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.02*** 0.02*** 
Cov(uj0, uj1) P. Church, 
Random intercept 
countries n.a. -0.04* -0.04* -0.03* -0.03* -0.00 0.00 
N countries 40 40 40 40 40 40 37 
N x T 81 81 81 81 81 81 37 
N individuals 96,330 96,330 96,330 96,330 96,330 96,330 43,247 
Log likelihood -40507.81 -35105.02 -35103.50 -35102.34 -35102.33 -35084.72 -16709.10 
Deviance 81015.62 70210.04 70207.00 70204.68 70204.66 70169.44 33418.20 
ICC(countries) 0.22 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.04 
ICC(years) 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.04 n.a. 
BIC 81050.04 70439.55 70447.98 70457.13 70468.6 70456.33 33663.72 
Number of parameters 3 20 21 22 23 25 23 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001. Model ‘Attendance 6’ has been estimated on 2008 data only. 
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Looking at model Attendance I (Table A-1.5.1), we are able to confirm Kelley and De Graaf’s 

original contextual effect of national religiosity on the chance of respondents attending 

religious services. Each step increase on our measure of national religiosity increases the 

chances of attending religious services by the factor 1.99 (national religiosity: 

exp(0.69)=1.99). As expected, the effect of parents’ religious attendance is smaller in more 

religious societies (Nat. rel. X P. rel. att. = -0.11, p ≤ .05). The negative effect of economic 

development on religious attendance is confirmed (β = -0.03, p ≤ 0.001). Moreover we find 

that religious attendance is lower in ex-Socialist societies, whereby the effect appears mostly 

under control of the other interaction effects (models Attendance 2-4).  

The introduction of the interaction terms for ex-Socialist countries, economic 

development and religious pluralism does not explain the contextual effect of national 

religiosity on religious attendance. There is a slight indication that our hypothesis H5 also 

applies to socialisation effects on religious attendance. The negative Ex-Soc. X P. rel. att. 

interaction effect (-0.14, ≤ .10) reveals higher socialisation costs in ex-Socialist countries. But 

it fails to reach significance at the 5%-level. Just like in the models for religious beliefs, we 

observe smaller socialisation effects in religiously plural societies (β = -.22, n.s., Models 3 

and 4), indicating that religious sub-cultures are better able to socialise children religiously. 

But neither the main effect nor the interaction effects of religious pluralism reach statistical 

significance. We find no evidence for decreases in socialisation effects as economic 

development increases. The GDP interaction term is 0, while controlling for all other 

independent variables and interactions. 

Mirroring the effects that we observed regarding religious beliefs, model Attendance 5 

turns out to increase our explanatory power significantly. The introduction of income 

inequality as explanatory variable decreases the strength of the effects of all other country 

level variables. This is a sign that the effects of Socialism, GDP, pluralism and national 
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religiosity on levels of religious attendance are mediated by income inequality. The Gini 

effect is positive and strong (β = .04, p ≤ .001). Each point increase in inequality makes 

weekly religious attendance 4% more likely (exp(.04) = 1.04)). The drop in the ex-Socialist 

coefficient shows us that a part of the successful anti-religious campaign in Socialist 

countries was due to decreases in inequality. Also the effect of national religiosity drops 

markedly from .68 in model Attendance 4 to .59 in model Attendance 5. In contrast to the 

religious belief models, the main effect of national religiosity is not fully mediated by the 

Gini effect. The religiosity of the parental generation still influences the religious behaviour 

of the current generations, independently from individual socialisation efforts. However, the 

crucial finding of this model is that income inequality once again proves to be the factor that 

minimises parental socialisation effects strongest, as the negative Gini X P. rel. att. term (-

0.02 , p ≤ .001) shows. The Nat. rel. X P. rel. att. effect becomes insignificant. Therefore we 

can confirm hypothesis H8.2 also with respect to individuals’ religious attendance. 

Taking into account the group norms of religion as a source of comfort and religion as 

a source of relational social capital simultaneously, we find confirmatory evidence for H10.1 

and H10.2. There is a negative and significant effect of the Soc. Val X rel. att. interaction (β 

= -0.33, p ≤ .001), indicating that the group norm of religion as social capital reduces 

socialisation effects in a similar manner to inequality. In contrast, we do not find that parental 

socialisation effects are reduced in societies that emphasise religion’s capacity to act as a 

source of peace and comfort. The respective coefficient is not significant (β = -0.26, n.s.). 

Regarding the main effects of the group norms on religious attendance, we only find a 

strong, positive effect for the individual value group norm (Social value = 0.37, n.s.; 

Individual value = 1.11, p ≤ .01). Therefore, the levels of religious attendance are generally 

higher, if societies ascribe positive individual effects to religion. As predicted by H10.2, the 

interaction effect of national religiosity vanishes (β = .00, n.s.). Therefore the decrease in 



 

269 
 

socialisation effects can be explained by the stronger group norms regarding the social value 

of religion in societies with a high density of religious networks. In this model formulation, 

we observe that the main effect of national religiosity remains positive and significant (β = 

0.55, p ≤ .01), after controlling for the group norms. Therefore, the chances of attending 

religious services are still significantly increased in societies with strong religious networks.  

Mediation analysis – religious attendance 

According to our social capital explanation, individuals’ religious attendance should be 

guided by the same processes as their development of religious beliefs. We therefore expect 

that the effects of inequality on socialisation effects are mediated by the group norm of 

religion as a social value. Therefore we conducted the same analyses for the outcome ‘weekly 

religious attendance’. If we apply the same three steps as in the mediation analysis of 

inequality and religious beliefs, the conclusion that the ‘individual value of religion’ cannot 

act as a mediator does not change: levels of inequality and the group norm ‘individual value’ 

are not significantly related on the country level (see step two). Nonetheless we calculated 

multilevel logistic regression models, testing the potential mediation effects of each group 

norm separately (see Table A-1.5.3). 

However, we had to make some changes in comparison to the religious belief models. 

Firstly, we included further country-level controls because some of the main effects remained 

significant even after controlling for inequality (i.e. national religiosity). Secondly, we 

modelled the relationship between religious attendance and parents’ religious attendance as a 

quadratic relationship because the model fit is improved by this. Thirdly, a closer inspection 

of outlying cases revealed that all countries followed our hypothesised pattern except for one 

case: the Dominican Republic. This is fairly surprising because in terms of socialisation of 

religious beliefs the Dominican Republic turned out to be the country with the smallest (even 

slightly negative) country-specific socialisation effect. Therefore religious beliefs are 
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transmitted to individuals completely independent from their religious upbringing. We 

expected this effect to emerge for religious attendance as well. Yet, this is not the case: the 

socialisation effect with regard to religious attendance is much higher than expected and has a 

size that would be expected for an average country in our sample. We don’t know the reason 

for this outlying position, but have to conclude that our social capital explanation does not 

hold for the Dominican Republic. Further research on this case is clearly warranted. 

Nonetheless, the explanation seems to hold for the rest of our sample. We included a dummy 

variable for the Dominican Republic, as well as the respective interaction terms in order to 

model the religious socialisation effects for this case separately. Table A-1.5.3 shows the 

results of the mediation analysis for religious attendance. The full results, including the effect 

for individual-level controls, can be found in Table A-1.5.5. The variance components and 

measures of model fit are presented in A-1.5.6. 
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Table A-1.5.3: Mediation effects of group norms on religious socialisation effects of 
religious attendance. 

Att. IA Gini Att. IA Soc. Val.  Att. IA Ind. Val.  
Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country-level main effects     

Ex-Socialist -0.29 0.24 -0.27 0.23 -0.22 0.23 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.04** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 
National religiosity 0.68*** 0.10 0.60*** 0.11 0.60*** 0.10 
Religious pluralism 0.24 0.36 0.17 0.35 0.24 0.35 
Gini Index 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 -0.00 0.01 
Social value (avg.)   0.70* 0.33   
Individual value (avg.)     1.14*** 0.40 

Cross-level interactions       

Gini X P. rel. att. -0.02*** 0.00 -0.01** 0.00 -0.02** 0.00 
Soc. val. X P. rel. att.   -0.28** 0.11   
Ind. val. X P. rel. att.     -0.28* 0.14 

Individual level effects       

Parents’ rel. attendance 1.32*** 0.11 1.99*** 0.28 2.28*** 0.50 

Parents’ rel. attendance2 0.16*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.16*** 0.01 

Constant -3.70*** 0.73 -5.65*** 1.18 -8.56** 1.62 

Notes: + p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .00; Models are using ISSP 2008 data 
only. The full models include also sex, education, age and denomination as individual 
level controls. The socialisation effect for one case (Dom. Rep.) has been modelled 
separately. Furthermore, additional models have been estimated that also control for 
‘individual value of religion’ and ‘social value of religion’ on the individual level. Full 
results, additional models and variance components can be found in Tables A-1.5.5 and 
A-1.5.6. 

Model Att. IA Gini confirms that income inequality significantly reduces socialisation effects 

on individuals’ religious attendance (Gini X P. rel. att. = -.02, p ≤ .001). After inclusion of the 

Soc. val. X P. rel. att. interaction we find that the Gini effect is reduced to -0.01, also losing 

some of its statistical significance. The social value interaction term shows the expected 

negative sign and is significant at the 1% level. Thus we can confirm that the effect of 

inequality is partially mediated by the group norm ‘social value’.  

But a look at model Att. IA Ind. Val. shows us that the same seems to be true 

regarding the group norm ‘individual value of religion’. The included interaction term is also 

negative and remains statistically significant while controlling for levels of inequality. Is this 
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a sign that the effects of inequality are actually mediated by the individual value group norm? 

We think not, because several arguments speak against it. If this were to be a genuine 

mediation effect, the Gini interaction term should be weakened. But this is not the case: the 

effect does not change after the inclusion of ‘individual value’. Further evidence comes from 

model Attendance 6 (Table A-1.5.1), where we entered both group norms in the model 

simultaneously. It was found that under control of the ‘social value of religion’ no significant 

interaction effect for the individual value occurs. And lastly, while income inequality is a 

predictor for the levels of the social value group norm, this is not true for the individual value 

of religion (see step two above).  

Nonetheless it should be pointed out that the main effect of the individual value group 

norm on religious attendance is stronger than the social value effect (social value: 0.70 vs. 

individual value: 1.14). Therefore the general effect of the individual value group norm on 

religious attendance cannot be dismissed. Persons in societies where religion is seen as a 

source of comfort are much more likely to attend church than in societies where this is not the 

case. However, our evidence also proves that these societies are not the ones where religious 

socialisation takes places most effectively. This tends to happen in societies where religion 

generates strong religious networks and social ties and where the belief is shared that religion 

is a means of achieving this. 
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Table A-1.5.4: Variance components of mediation models (religious beliefs). 
 Model 0 

(2008) IA Gini IA Soc. Val. I IA Ind. Val. I 

Var(uj0) – Random Intercept 
countries 

1.28*** 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.11*** 

Var(uj1) – Random slope P. 
rel.  

 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 

Cov(uj0, uj1) P. Church, 
Random intercept countries 

 -0.01 -0.00 -0.00 

N countries 37 37 37 37 
N individuals 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 
Log likelihood -19117.03 -16709.47 -16704.98 -16703.42 
Deviance 38234.06 33418.94 33409.96 33406.84 
ICC(countries) 0.28 0.05 0.04 0.04 
BIC 38255.41 33664.46 33676.83 33673.71 
Number of parameters 2 23 25 25 
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Table A-1.5.5: Mediation analyses of religious attendance, multilevel logistic regression, 2008 sample. 

Att. IA Gini Att. IA Soc. Val.  
I 

Att. IA Soc. Val. 
II  

Att. IA Soc. Val. 
III 

Att. IA Ind. Val.  
I 

Att. IA Ind. Val. 
II 

Att. IA Ind. Val. 
III 

Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Country-level main effects             

Ex-Socialist -0.29 0.24 -0.27 0.23 -0.33 0.25 -0.30 0.24 -0.16 0.22 -0.22 0.23 -0.23 0.23 
GDP p.c./1000 -0.04** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 -0.03** 0.01 
National religiosity 0.68*** 0.10 0.60*** 0.11 0.67*** 0.12 0.67*** 0.11 0.59*** 0.10 0.60*** 0.10 0.65*** 0.10 
Religious pluralism 0.24 0.36 0.17 0.35 0.08 0.38 0.13 0.36 0.37 0.33 0.24 0.35 0.26 0.35 
Gini Index 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.01 -0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 
Social value (avg.)   0.70* 0.33 0.22 0.36 0.26 0.34       
Individual value (avg.)         1.26*** 0.38 1.14*** 0.40 0.85* 0.41 
Dom. Rep. 0.16 0.41 -0.04 0.41 -0.02 0.44 0.09 0.42 0.23 0.36 0.11 0.39 0.21 0.39 

Cross-level interactions               

Gini X P. rel. att. -0.02*** 0.00 -0.01** 0.00 -0.01** 0.00 -0.01** 0.00 -0.02** 0.00 -0.02** 0.00 -0.02** 0.00 
Soc. val. X P. rel. att.   -0.28** 0.11 -0.26** 0.10 -0.25** 0.10       
Ind. val. X P. rel. att.         -0.28* 0.14 -0.25+ 0.13 -0.25* 0.13 

Dom. Rep. X P. rel. att. 0.28* 0.14 0.37** 0.13 0.38** 0.12 0.38** 0.12 0.28* 0.14 0.29* 0.13 0.30* 0.13 
Dom. Rep. X P. rel. att.2 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.04 

Table continued on next page. 
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Table A-1.5.5 (continued) 

 
Att. IA Gini Att. IA Soc. Val. I Att. IA Soc. Val. 

II  
Att. IA Soc. Val. 

III Att. IA Ind. Val. I Att. IA Ind. Val. 
II 

Att. IA Ind. Val. 
III 

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Individual level effects               

Parents’ rel. attendance 1.32*** 0.11 1.99*** 0.28 1.87*** 0.27 0.92*** 0.13 2.28*** 0.50 2.11*** 0.48 2.06*** 0.46 

Parents’ rel. attendance2 0.16*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.16*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 0.17*** 0.01 

Social value of religion     0.58*** 0.02 0.36*** 0.02   0.58*** 0.02 0.36*** 0.02 

Ind. value of religion       0.57*** 0.03     0.57*** 0.03 
Female 0.38*** 0.03 0.38*** 0.03 0.36*** 0.03 0.31*** 0.03 0.38*** 0.03 0.36*** 0.03 0.31*** 0.03 
Education years -0.01* 0.00 -0.01* 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.01* 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 
Age 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 0.02*** 0.00 
Rel. denomination (ref. Cath.)               
  Protestant 0.12* 0.05 0.11* 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.10* 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.06 0.05 
  Orthodox -0.27* 0.13 -0.27* 0.13 -0.29* 0.13 -0.29* 0.13 -0.27* 0.13 -0.29* 0.13 -0.29* 0.13 
  Muslim 1.10*** 0.10 1.10*** 0.10 1.00*** 0.11 0.98*** 0.11 1.05*** 0.11 0.97*** 0.11 0.96*** 0.11 
  Other 0.35*** 0.09 0.35*** 0.09 0.31*** 0.09 0.29*** 0.09 0.33*** 0.09 0.29*** 0.09 0.28*** 0.09 
  None -0.31** 0.09 -0.31** 0.09 -0.25** 0.09 -0.19** 0.09 -0.31** 0.09 -0.25** 0.09 -0.19* 0.09 

Constant -3.70*** 0.73 -5.65*** 1.18 -3.98*** 1.26 -3.22*** 0.76 -8.56** 1.62 -7.79*** 1.70 -6.67*** 1.73 

+ p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001 
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Table A-1.5.6: Mediation analysis of religious attendance; variance components. ISSP 2008 only. 
 Att. Model 0 

(2008) Att. IA Gini Att. IA Soc. 
Val. I 

Att. IA Soc. 
Val. II  

Att. IA Soc. 
Val. III 

Att. IA Ind. 
Val. I 

Att. IA Ind. 
Val. II  

Att. IA Ind. 
Val. III 

Var(uj0) – Random 
Intercept countries 

1.28*** 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.15*** 0.14*** 0.11*** 0.1 2*** 0.13*** 

Var(uj1) 
 – Random slope P. 
Church 

 0.02*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0. 01*** 

Cov(uj0, uj1) P. 
Church, Random 
intercept countries 

 -0.01 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 

N countries 37 37 37 37 37 37 37 37 
N individuals 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 43,247 
Log likelihood -19117.03 -16709.47 -16704.98 -16078.35 -15839.05 -16703.42 -16076.39 -15838.41 
Deviance 38234.06 33418.94 33409.96 32156.70 31678.10 33406.84 32152.78 31676.82 
ICC(countries) 0.28 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.04 
BIC 38255.41 33664.46 33676.83 32434.24 31966.33 33673.71 32430.32 31965.05 
Number of 
parameters 2 23 25 26 27 25 26 27 

+ p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ .001 

 

 



 

277 
 

9.1.6 A1.6 – On the relationship between the ‘social’ and ‘individual value 

of religion’ and indicators of relational social capital 

In order to prove that our group norms ‘social value of religion’ and ‘individual value of 

religion’ are meaningfully related to indicators of relational social capital, we have to use a 

different dataset because we need measurements of relational social capital and informal ties. 

These indicators are available in the ISSP wave 2001 (ISSP Research Group 2001). 

As indicators for relational social capital and the reliance on informal ties, we used 

two sub-scales that asked respondents about who they would turn to for help in specific 

situations. The questions were related to respondents’ help-seeking in four different 

situations: help under the condition that one was ill and needed help in the household, seeking 

someone to talk to if the respondent felt depressed, borrowing a large sum of money and 

getting information regarding new job positions. We are only examining the last two 

questionnaire items here. Respondents could choose from 19 (11 for the job question) 

different persons, groups of persons or institutions that they would ask for help first, or which 

would keep them informed about job offers.100  

It was possible to sort the different choices into 4 large groups for each question. 

Either people would turn to 1.) family members (close or extended family/in-laws), 2.) 

friends, acquaintances or colleagues, 3.) institutions of various kinds (borrowing money: i.e. 

banks or moneylenders; jobs: i.e. educational institutions, job centres, advertisements), 4.) No 

one (this option was only available for the borrowing question). In order to keep the 

presentation short and to prove only our main point, we chose to recode the responses only in 

two groups, disregarding those respondents who answered “No one”. When respondents 

reported that they would seek help/get information from family members or 

                                                 
100 The exact wording of the questions, the different choices, as well as our recodings can be found in Appendix 
A-1.7. 
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friends/acquaintances, we coded this as ‘informal tie’. When they reported that they would 

borrow money from a bank or similar institution or get job information from official 

institution, we coded this as ‘formal tie’.101 

We performed simple correlational analyses between country-level variables and the 

aggregated indicators of relational social capital in order to clarify the relationships that exist 

between the constructs of interest as well as between income inequality.  

We stated that in societies where people view religion as a source of relational social 

capital, they will also rely more strongly on other forms of relational social capital or 

informal ties. And, secondly, both phenomena, the view that religion serves as a particular 

form of social capital and the reliance on any form of relational social capital are caused by 

one common factor. This common factor is income inequality. 

Table A-1.6: Relationships between relational social capital, religious and structural indicators. Country-
level correlations. 

1. 
Borrow 

2. 
Job 

3. 
Soc. 
val. 

4. 
Ind. 
val. 

5. 
Rel. 
att. 

6. 
Ex-
Soc. 

7. 
Gini 

8. 
GDP 

1. Borrow informal 1.00 
2. Job informal 0.56* 1.00 
3. Social value of religion 0.41* 0.59* 1.00 
4. Ind. value of religion 0.25 0.39* 0.85* 1.00 
5. Religious attendance 0.25 0.55* 0.72* 0.61* 1.00 
6. Ex-Socialist 0.22 0.06 -0.27 -0.44* -0.27 1.00 
7. Gini Index 0.48* 0.63* 0.75* 0.55 0.53* -0.17 1.00 
8. GDP p.c. -0.46* -0.72* -0.39* -0.15 -0.40* -0.41  -0.59* 1.00 

Notes: N = 30; calculations are based on ISSP 2001 and 2008 data. Values on soc. and ind. value of 
religion for Canada and Brazil have been imputed. * p ≤. .05 

 

As Table A-1.6 shows, we find that there is a positive correlation between our two indicators 

of relational social capital and the social norm that religion serves as a form of social capital. 

                                                 
101 We merged the country-level information about the shared norm of religion as an individual/social value 
from the ISSP 2008 with the ISSP 2001 data. For two countries that are included in the 2001 wave, no 
information was available in 2008. These countries are Canada and Brazil. We used single imputation based on 
the country-values of GDP, Gini Index, rates of religious attendance and ex-Socialist societies to predict the 
respective country-level values. Our results do not significantly change if we omit these two cases from our 
analyses. Results are available upon request. 
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In societies with this shared norm, people are also more likely to borrow money (r = .41) 

informally or receive job information via informal ties (r = .59). In addition we also find a 

moderate positive correlation between the borrowing and job indicator (r = .56). In contrast, 

the correlations with the shared norm of religion as an individual value are smaller (rborrow = 

.25; rjob = .39). If we turn to income inequality and economic development as predictor 

variables for the general reliance on informal ties we find that the Gini Index is a good 

predictor for both sources of informal social capital (rborrow = .48; rjob = .63). However, getting 

job information via informal ties seems to be driven rather by levels of economic 

development than by levels of inequality. The correlations with GDP are rborrow = -.46 and rjob 

= -.72. Lastly, we find that the best predictors for the shared norm that religion has a high 

social value are aggregate levels of church attendance and income inequality. 
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Alternative measures of relational social capital as predictors of decreased socialisation 

effects

 

Figure A-1.6.1: Country-specific socialisation effects and relational social capital. 

As a further argument for our social capital explanation we show that alternative measures of 

relational social capital are predicting decreased parental socialisation effects as well. Our 

alternative indicators of relational social capital are the share of people in a society that report 

borrowing money informally (from family and friends) and the share of persons that receive 

information about new jobs via informal channels. We used data from the ISSP 2001 for this 

purpose. Please see appendix A1.7 for further information about the construction of these 

alternative measures.  

  We refrained from fitting yet another model because the country samples between the 

ISSP 2001 and the other ISSP waves are fairly different.102 But, for those countries that have 

information on the socialisation effects and the use of relational social capital, we have 

plotted the relationship in Figure A-1.6.1. The Y-axis shows the country-specific socialisation 

effects as obtained from Model A, the left graph shows the bivariate relationship with the 

                                                 
102 We only have 29 country cases with information on socialisation effects and relational social capital. ‘Israel-
Arabs’ is treated as a single case here, while Israel was treated as one case in the other models. 
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percentage of people reporting that friends or family would be the first ones  to turn to in 

order to borrow money. The right-hand graph shows the relationship with % of people 

reporting that they obtain job information from friends or family. In both cases we find that 

parental socialisation effects are smaller in societies where everyone relies stronger on friends 

or family, either to borrow money (correlation r = -.53) or to find a job (correlation r = -

.58).103 

 

On the high intercorrelation between the group norms of ‘social value of religion’ and 

‘individual value of religion’. 

Our paper rests heavily on the idea that societies fundamentally differ in their views on the 

function or norms that people ascribe to religion. Societies that emphasise the ‘individual 

value of religion’ regard religion as a source of individual peace and comfort. Yet in other 

societies most people share the view that religion is serving a role to make friends and meet 

the ‘right’ people, thereby stressing the social capital character of religion. We hypothesise 

that these differences are caused by varying levels of income inequality, which lead to a 

higher appreciation of relational social capital and therefore ‘social’ group norms are much 

more prevalent in unequal societies. But, from the correlational analysis presented above 

(Table A-1.6), one might argue that societies do not actually differ fundamentally in their 

views on religion. After all we find that these group norms are correlated to r = .85 on the 

country level. Would this not mean that societies in which religion’s capacities to bring peace 

and comfort are valued are also societies in which religion is seen as a crucial social force 

and vice versa?  

                                                 
103 The relationship with the borrowing indicator seems to be more robust, whereas the relationship with the job 
variable is influenced by the Philippines’ outlying position. If this case is dropped, the relationship is weaker, 
but still existent (r = -.48). 
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The observation that those group norms are highly correlated is correct. But, firstly, 

this correlation has been calculated only for the cases that had indicators on group norms and 

other forms of relational social capital. This means countries that were present in ISSP 2001 

and ISSP 2008. We only have 30 cases here, but in the 2008 analysis there are 37 cases. If the 

correlation is calculated in the 2008 sample, it is only r = .73. This is still very high. 

Nonetheless, concluding from the high intercorrelation that those countries do not differ 

much in regard to their group norms means falling prey to a fallacy. One has to take into 

account that those societies still differ remarkably in their levels of inequality. The correlation 

between the social value norm and the Gini coefficient is .75 (p<.05), the correlation between 

‘individual value’ and the Gini is .55 (n.s.). 

Thus the mistake is to underestimate the confounding effect of inequality (on which 

the mediation effect regarding socialisation effects is actually based). Countries’ support for 

religion as a source of peace and comfort does not vary remarkably by inequality levels. But 

what does vary is their support for religion as a source of social capital. If we use ‘individual 

value of religion’ as a predictor for ‘social value of religion’, controlling for inequality, then 

the partial correlation between individual value and social value is only r = .45. Two figures 

can illustrate this point. Figure A-1.6.2 describes the relationship between group norms and 

inequality. 
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Figure A-1.6.2: Country-level averages of group norms ordered by inequality levels. 

These are the country cases with their respective levels of group norms. The darker bars 

represent the ‘individual value’; the light bars show the ‘social value’ scores. The cases are 

ordered according to their inequality levels. On the left-hand side we have low inequality 

levels, on the right high inequality levels. One can see that countries are not very different in 

their evaluation of the individual value of religion, taking inequality into account (indicated 

by the upper solid trend line). But they are different regarding their evaluation of the social 

value of religion. Low inequality countries do not value it as much as high inequality 

countries (indicated by the lower dashed trend line). 

The second graph (Figure A-1.6.3) shows the support for each of the scale items in 

low and high inequality societies. The individual value scale comprises the items ‘peace’ and 

‘comfort’. The social value scale comprises ‘friends’ and ‘right people’. 
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Figure A-1.6.3: Share of respondents agreeing with the sub-items of the group norms in low- and 
high-inequality societies. 

Roughly 80% in the 4 lowest ranking inequality countries agree that religion brings peace and 

comfort. This is almost the same as the share in the 4 highest ranking inequality societies: 

85% to 90% of respondents agree with those scale items. The difference in agreement only 

shows if we look at the social value items. In low inequality societies 60% agree that religion 

helps to make friends. Only 30% agree that it helps to meet the right people. But in high 

inequality societies 80% agree with each item. Therefore we can conclude that even though 

there is a high correlation between both group norms on the country level, societies still differ 

markedly in their emphasis on one of the respective group norms. 



 

285 
 

 

9.1.7 A1.7 – Analysis of relational social capital items (ISSP 2001 data), 

question wordings and country-specific information 

The question wording for the items that asked respondents about the persons or institutions 

that they would rely on if they needed help (borrowing money/getting job information) was 

the following: 

Borrowing money: 

“Q24: Now we would like to ask you how you would get help in situations that anyone could find 

herself or himself in. Now, suppose you needed to borrow a large sum of money. Who would you 

turn to first for help? [Please tick one box only.]” 

Response options (our simplified recoding is shown in parenthesis): 

• husband, wife, partner (Family) 

• mother (Family) 

• father (Family) 

• daughter (Family) 

• son (Family) 

• sister (Family) 

• brother (Family) 

• other blood relative (Family) 

• in-law relative (Family) 

• god-parent (Family) 

• close friend (Friends) 

• neighbour (Friends) 

• someone you work with (Friends) 

• employer (Friends) 

• government or social services agency (Institution) 

• a bank or credit union (Institution) 

• a private money lender (Institution) 

• someone else (Friends) 

• no one (No one/missing) 
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Getting information about jobs 

“Q29: There are many ways people hear about jobs – from other people, from advertisements 

or employment agencies, and so on. Please indicate how you first found out about work at 

your present employer. [IF YOU ARE NOT CURRENTLY WORKING FOR PAY, 

PLEASE ANSWER THIS QUESTION FOR YOUR LAST JOB. Please tick one box only.]” 

 
Response options (recoding in parentheses): 

• I have never worked for pay (Missing) 

• From parents, brothers or sisters (Family) 

• From other relatives (Family) 

• From a close friend (Friends) 

• From an acquaintance (Friends) 

• From a public employment agency or service (Institution) 

• From a private employment agency (Institution) 

• From a school or university placement office (Institution) 

• From an advertisement or a sign (Institution) 

• The employer contacted me about a job (Institution) 

• I just called them or went there to ask for work (Institution) 
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Table A-1.7.1: Sources of borrowing money by country (ISSP 2001). 

 Borrowing money 

Country No one Family Friends Institution Informal 

Australia 0.06 0.66 0.03 0.26 0.73 
Germany-West 0.07 0.52 0.04 0.37 0.60 
Germany-East 0.15 0.51 0.03 0.30 0.64 
Great Britain 0.11 0.53 0.02 0.33 0.63 
Northern Ireland 0.13 0.50 0.03 0.34 0.60 
United States 0.12 0.66 0.13 0.09 0.90 
Austria 0.13 0.52 0.04 0.31 0.65 
Hungary 0.21 0.49 0.08 0.23 0.71 
Italy 0.05 0.66 0.04 0.24 0.74 
Norway 0.02 0.52 0.03 0.43 0.57 
Czech Republic 0.12 0.60 0.10 0.18 0.79 
Slovenia 0.09 0.62 0.11 0.18 0.80 
Poland 0.12 0.61 0.12 0.16 0.82 
Russia 0.14 0.57 0.29 0.00 1.00 
New Zealand 0.06 0.46 0.02 0.46 0.51 
Canada 0.05 0.45 0.02 0.48 0.49 
Philippines 0.09 0.69 0.16 0.05 0.94 
Israel Jews 0.12 0.54 0.10 0.24 0.73 
Israel Arabs 0.03 0.72 0.10 0.15 0.85 
Japan 0.05 0.69 0.03 0.24 0.75 
Spain 0.04 0.71 0.03 0.21 0.78 
Latvia 0.18 0.45 0.27 0.10 0.88 
France 0.06 0.53 0.04 0.37 0.61 
Cyprus 0.00 0.46 0.03 0.51 0.49 
Chile 0.14 0.58 0.12 0.15 0.83 
Denmark 0.06 0.40 0.02 0.52 0.45 
Switzerland 0.07 0.61 0.09 0.23 0.75 
Brazil 0.16 0.52 0.13 0.18 0.78 
South Africa 0.12 0.50 0.22 0.15 0.82 
Finland 0.06 0.54 0.02 0.38 0.59 
Note: Last column (“Informal”) is the total share of resp. that report friends 
or family as sources, counting “no one” as missing. 
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Table A-1.7.2: Sources of job information by country (ISSP 
2001). 

 Getting job information 
Country Friends Family Institution  Informal 
Australia 0.09 0.22 0.69 0.31 
Germany-West 0.13 0.21 0.66 0.34 
Germany-East 0.13 0.21 0.66 0.34 
Great Britain 0.12 0.22 0.66 0.34 
Northern Ireland 0.11 0.21 0.68 0.32 
United States 0.11 0.34 0.56 0.44 
Austria 0.19 0.08 0.74 0.26 
Hungary 0.16 0.44 0.39 0.61 
Italy 0.26 0.31 0.42 0.58 
Norway 0.10 0.19 0.72 0.28 
Czech Republic 0.15 0.32 0.53 0.47 
Slovenia 0.16 0.31 0.53 0.47 
Poland 0.16 0.36 0.48 0.52 
Russia 0.16 0.34 0.50 0.50 
New Zealand 0.10 0.21 0.69 0.31 
Canada 0.13 0.23 0.64 0.36 
Philippines 0.47 0.36 0.17 0.83 
Israel Jews 0.17 0.30 0.53 0.47 
Israel Arabs 0.36 0.32 0.32 0.68 
Japan 0.16 0.25 0.59 0.41 
Spain 0.27 0.35 0.38 0.62 
Latvia 0.11 0.35 0.54 0.46 
France 0.16 0.21 0.63 0.37 
Cyprus 0.28 0.34 0.38 0.62 
Chile 0.26 0.42 0.32 0.68 
Denmark 0.09 0.19 0.72 0.28 
Switzerland 0.12 0.27 0.61 0.39 
Brazil 0.40 0.45 0.15 0.85 
South Africa 0.26 0.25 0.49 0.51 
Finland 0.09 0.17 0.74 0.26 
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9.2 Appendix 2  

9.2.1 A2.1 – Illustration of a latent variable model 

 

The figure above illustrates a latent class model, where η symbolises a latent variable – such 

as ‘religiosity’. Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh (2004: 1) define a ‘latent variable’ as a “random 

variable whose realisation are hidden from us”. y1 to y5 are our observed indicators (A), (B), 

and others. Each of these indicators is linked to this latent construct via conditional 

probabilities, which are comparable to factor loadings in traditional factor analysis. These are 

illustrated by arrows pointing from η to the observed indicators yi – the conditional 

probabilities of the latent class factor ‘religiosity’ on indicator variables are reported below in 

Appendix IV. Notice another characteristic of this model, namely the error terms εi.  

This brings us to the issue of measurement error. As we cannot directly observe 

whether or how religious a person is, we need to utilise manifest or observed variables that 

help us to approximate the “true” belief. However, these indicator variables yi are not 

perfectly reflecting the underlying latent variable they are supposed to measure. Hence, 

responses to these are attached with some measurement error, which have an expected mean 

of zero and are uncorrelated with each other and the latent variable. As the aim of LCA in 

this context is to classify respondents into “true” believers or “true’” atheists, the error of 
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such a latent class model can also be understood as a form of misclassification. A typical 

latent class model can then be expressed as (McCutcheon 1987; Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh 

2004): 

 

 

where P(yj | x) is the conditional probability of a specific response pattern of the indicator 

variables, yj  = (y1j,..., yIj), πjc represents the probability of respondent j being in one of the 

discrete latent classes C (c=1,...,C), and the local independence assumption is met by P(yj | x), 

as the specific response to yij solely depends on the latent class a respondent is classified once 

measurement error is taken into account. The model estimated below is conditioned on x – 

the country a respondent is from and the cohort she belongs to. 

 

9.2.2 A2.2 – Question wording and coding 

“Please tick one box below to show which statement comes closest to expressing what you 

believe about God.” [Express]  

 

•     (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 I have no doubts about it.  

• (8) Can’t choose, don’t know; (9) NA.  

(1) is coded as ‘atheist’; (2)-(3) and (8) ‘agnostic’; (4)-(6) ‘religious’ response; (9) are set to missing.  
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“Which best describes your beliefs about God? ” [Describe]  

 

• (1) I don’t believe in God now and I never have.  

• (2) I don’t believe in God now, but I used to.  

• (3) I believe in God now, but I didn’t used to.  

• (4) I believe in God now and I always have.  

• (8) Can’t choose, don’t know; (9) NA, refused.  

(1) is coded as ‘atheist’; (2) and (8) ‘agnostic’; (3)-(4) ‘religious’ response; (9) are set to missing.  

 

“How much do you agree or disagree with each one of the following?  There is a God who 

concerns Himself with every human being personally.” [Concern]  

  

• (1) Strongly agree.  

• (2) Agree.  

• (3) Neither agree or disagree.  

• (4) Disagree.  

• (5) Strongly disagree.  

• (8) Can’t choose, don’t know; (9) NA, refused.  

(4)-(5) is coded as ‘atheist’; (3) and (8) ‘agnostic’; (1)-(2) ‘religious’ response; (9) are set to missing.  
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9.2.3 A2.3 – Conditional probabilities on indicator variables 

  1991  1998  2008 

LATENT CLASS Ath. Agno. Reli.  Ath. Agno. Reli.  Ath. Agno. Reli. 

 (Size)  (0.26) (0.27) (0.47)  (0.20) (0.28) (0.53)  (0.18) (0.28) (0.54) 

   

Item Response     

   

Express atheist 0.53 0.01 0.01  0.65 0.02 0.01  0.63 0.02 0.01 

 agnostic 0.45 0.58 0.04  0.34 0.62 0.03  0.37 0.61 0.04 

 religious 0.02 0.41 0.96  0.01 0.36 0.96  0.01 0.37 0.95 

             

Describe atheist 0.83 0.05 0.00  0.85 0.02 0.00  0.77 0.03 0.00 

 agnostic 0.17 0.35 0.00  0.15 0.70 0.02  0.23 0.74 0.02 

 religious 0.00 0.60 1.00  0.00 0.28 0.98  0.00 0.24 0.97 

          

Concern atheist 0.84 0.47 0.10  0.84 0.52 0.09  0.91 0.46 0.09 

 agnostic 0.14 0.45 0.23  0.14 0.43 0.22  0.08 0.47 0.21 

 religious 0.01 0.08 0.68  0.01 0.05 0.69  0.01 0.07 0.70 
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9.2.4 A2.4 – Model fit of latent class models 

 

 MODEL 

 1991 1998 2008 

N (cases) 18,128 15,042 16,296 

N (parameter) 72 96 96 

    

Log-likelihood -37,343.8 -32,887.8 -35,254.4 

BIC 75,393.6 66,698.9 71,439.9 

AIC 74,831.7 65,967.6 70,700.9 

    

Classif. errors 0.11 0.07 0.08 

Entropy R2 0.75 0.81 0.79 
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9.2.5 A2.5 – Religious legislation 

 1991 1998 2002 
 Rel. Status Domains No. Rel. Status Domains changed No. Rel. Status Domains changed No. 
Austria Co- 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 6 Co- None 6 Co- None 6 
 operation   operation   operation   
East Germany Co- 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 7 Co- None 7 Co- None 7 
 operation   operation   operation   
Hungary Co- 1, 2, 3, 5, 9, 10 6 Co- None 6 Co- (6) 7 
 operation   operation   operation added  
Ireland Civil 1, 2, 9, 11, 12, 13 6 Civil None 6 Civil None 6 
 Religion   Religion   Religion   
Italy Co- 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 14 6 Co- None 6 Co- None 6 
 operation   operation   operation   
Netherlands Accomo- 2, 8 2 Accomo- None 2 Accomo- None 2 
 dation   dation   dation   
Norway Official 1, 2, 4, 14, 15, 9 Official (1) 8 Official None 8 
 Religion 16, 17, 18, 19  Religion abolished  Religion   
Poland Civil 1, 2, 4, 5 4 Civil (12) 5 Civil None 5 
 Religion   Religion added  Religion   
Russia Co- 2, 5 2 Civil (1), (4) 4 Civil None 4 
 operation   Religion added  Religion   
Slovenia Co- 2, 4, 5 3 Co- (1) 4 Co- (21) 5 
 operation   operation added  operation added  
Great Britain Official 1, 2, 4, 8, 9, 14, 10 Official None 10 Official None 10 
 Religion 15, 16, 17, 20  Religion   Religion   
West Germany Cooperation 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 7 Cooperation None 7 Cooperation None 7 
List of religious laws coded in the `Religion and State’ dataset: (1) Religious education in public schools; (2) Government funding of religious education; (3) Religious tax collected by the state; 
(4) Government department or ministry for religious affairs; (5) Government registration necessary for official recognition; (6) Government monitors sects or minority religions; (7) Restrictions 
in public dress; (8) Government funding of religious charitable organisations; (9) Blasphemy laws or any other restriction on speech about religion or religious figures; (10) Funding for religious 
organisations or activities other than clergy; (11) Mandatory closing of some or all businesses during religious holidays including the Sabbat or its equivalent; (12) Prohibitive restrictions on 
abortion; (13) Other religious prohibitions or practices that are mandatory; (14) Official government positions, salaries or other funding for clergy; (15) Some official clerical positions made by 
government appointment; (16) Certain government officials are also given an official position in the state Church by virtue of their political office; (17) Some or all government officials must 
meet certain religious requirements in order to hold office (18) Seats in legislative branch and/or cabinet are by law or custom granted, at least in part, along religious lines; (19) The presence of 
religious symbols on the state’s flag; (20) Certain religious officials become government officials by virtue of their religious position; (21) Restrictions on women other than abortion. (i.e. 
restrictions on education, jobs that they can hold, or on appearing in public without a chaperon. 
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9.3 Appendix 3  

9.3.1 A3.1 – Recodings ‘religious attendance, days per year’ 

 
Table A-3.1.1: Conversion of religious attendance categories into 
‘attendance, days per year’ 

ISSP 91 ISSP 1998 WVS 95-2008 
Days  
per 
year 

Never Never 
Never/practically 
never 

0 

Less than once a 
year 

Less than once a 
year 

Less frequent than 
a year 

0.5 

  Once a year 1 
About once or 
twice a year 

  1.5 

Several times a 
year 

Several times a 
year 

On other special 
holidays than 
Easter/Christmas 

4 

  
Only on special 
holidays 
(Easter/Christmas) 

About once a 
month 

Once a month Once month 12 

2-3 times a month 2-3 times a month  28 
Nearly every week   40 

Every week 
Once a week or 
more 

Once a week 52 

Several times a 
week 

 
More than once a 
week 

104 

Once a day   
365 Several times a day   
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9.3.2 A3.2 – Country samples for the different analyses  

Religious attendance (days): Albania (alb), Argentina (arg), Australia (aus), Austria (a), 

Bangladesh (bd), Armenia (arm), Belgium (be), Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Brazil (bra), 

Bulgaria (bul), Belarus (bel), Canada (cda), Chile (ch), Columbia (col), Croatia (cro), Czech 

Republic (cze), Denmark (den), Dominican Republic (dom rep.), El Salvador (el s), Estonia 

(est), Finland (fin), France (fra), Greece (gre), Hungary (hu), Indonesia (ind), Iran (ira), 

Ireland (ire), Italy (ita), Jordan (jo), Latvia (ltv), Lithuania (lt), Luxembourg (lux), Mexico 

(mex), Moldavia (mol), Netherlands (nl), New Zealand (nz), Nigeria (nig), Norway (nor), 

Pakistan (pak), Peru (per), Philippines (phi), Poland (pol), Portugal (por), Romania (ro), 

Slovakia (sk), Slovenia (slo), South Africa (rsa), Spain (esp), Sweden (swe), Switzerland 

(swi), Tanzania (tan), Turkey (tur), Uganda (ug), Ukraine (ukr), Macedonia (mac), Egypt 

(egy), Great Britain (gb), USA (usa), Uruguay (urg), Venezuela (ven), West Germany (Ger-

W), East Germany (Ger-E), Northern Ireland (nir).  

Religious Leadership and Religious Influence: Albania (alb), Algeria (alg), Argentina (arg), 

Austria (a), Bangladesh (bd), Belgium, (be), Bosnia & Herzegovina (BiH), Bulgaria (bul), 

Belarus (bel), Canada (cda), Chile (ch), Croatia (cro), Czech Republic (cze), Denmark (den), 

Estonia (est), Finland (fin), France (fra), Greece (gre), Hungary (hu), Iceland (ice), Indonesia 

(ind), Ireland (ire), Italy (ita), Jordan (jo), Latvia (ltv), Lithuania (lt), Luxembourg (lux), 

Malta (mta), Mexico (mex), Morocco (mor), Netherlands (nl), Nigeria (nig), Pakistan (pak), 

Philippines (phi), Poland (pol), Romania (ro), Russia (rus), Slovakia (sk), South Africa (rsa), 

Zimbabwe (zim), Spain (esp), Sweden (swe), Turkey (tur), Uganda (ug), Ukraine (ukr), 

Macedonia (mac), Egypt (egy), Great Britain (gb), Tanzania (tan), USA (usa), Venezuela 

(ven), East Germany (ger-e), West Germany (ger-w), Northern Ireland (nir). 
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Table A-3.2.1 contains the descriptive statistics of all dependent and independent variables. 

Because the samples vary for each analysis, the statistics are each given separately. 

Table A-3.2.1: Descriptive statistics for independent and dependent variables in different samples of analysis. 

Religious attendance Religious Leadership Religious Influence 
Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max 

Rel. Att. (days) 22.33 32.64 0 365 24.35 34.93 0 365 22.13 32.62 0 365 
Religious Leadership 2.85 1.20 1 5 
Religious Influence 2.14 1.03 1 5 
Macro-Level 
HDI 83.85 11.28 46.61 96.65 82.77 12.19 46.61 96.65 0.77 0.14 0.41 0.94 
Gini Index 34.60 8.90 22.28 60.62 33.94 8.20 22.40 60.61 0.36 0.09 0.25 0.57 
Religious Laws 7.75 4.66 0 25 7.07 4.69 0 25 8.02 5.38 0 25 
Ex. Socialist Society 0.24 0.43 0 1 0.27 0.44 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Micro-Level 
Education 1.89 0.76 1 3 1.85 0.75 1 3 1.80 0.74 1 3 
Age 43.16 16.83 15 101 42.91 16.69 15 98 41.76 16.18 15 98 
Female 0.53 0.50 0 1 0.53 0.50 0 1 0.51 0.50 0 1 
Denomination 
Protestant 0.26 0.44 0 1 0.20 0.40 0 1 0.15 0.35 0 1 
Catholic 0.35 0.48 0 1 0.34 0.48 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Muslim 0.12 0.33 0 1 0.16 0.36 0 1 0.24 0.43 0 1 
Orthodox 0.08 0.29 0 1 0.09 0.29 0 1 0.09 0.28 0 1 
other 0.04 0.19 0 1 0.04 0.20 0 1 0.04 0.20 0 1 
none 0.16 0.37 0 1 0.16 0.37 0 1 0.19 0.40 0 1 
N Countries 62 55 56 
N Individuals 154301 101457 128032 
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9.3.3 A3.3 – Alternative results from earlier version (Müller 2009) 

Table A-3.3.1: Correlation of macro-level variables and country-means of dependent variables 

 HDI Gini Democr. 
Rel. 

Plural. 
Rel. 
Laws 

Imp. of 
God 

Rel. 
Lead. 

Rel. 
Infl. 

HDI 1.00        

Gini Index -0.37* 1.00       

Democratisation 0.73* -0.28* 1.00      

Rel. Pluralism -0.01 -0.01 0.10 1.00     

Rel. Laws -0.23* -0.14 -0.42* -0.46* 1.00    

Importance of God -0.67* 0.60* -0.60* -0.28* 0.28* 1.00   
Religious 
Leadership 

-0.77* 0.48* -0.71* -0.10 0.43* 0.85* 1.00  

Religious Influence -0.30* 0.49* -0.33* 0.12 0.19 0.40* 0.37* 1.00 

N=56; * p < 0.05 
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Table A-3.3.2: Multilevel regression of macro- and micro-level variables on individual religiosity, 
attitudes towards Religious Leadership and Religious Influence.104 

Importance of God Religious Leadership Religious Influence 
Coeff. beta Sign. Coeff. beta Sign. Coeff. beta Sign. 

Macro-Level 
HDI -4.919 -0.207 *** -1.769 -0.204 *** 0.079 0.011 
Gini Index 7.595 0.211 *** 2.139 0.151 ** 1.079 0.093 * 
Religious Laws -0.017 -0.031 0.035 0.156 ** 0.003 0.016 
Rel. Pluralism -1.460 -0.116 ** 0.179 0.036 0.236 0.058 
Democratisation -0.241 -0.127 * -0.049 -0.065 0.011 0.017 
Ex-Socialist Society -0.520 -0.076 0.252 0.093 * -0.026 -0.012 

Micro-Level 
Income -0.052 -0.041 *** -0.021 -0.042 *** -0.001 -0.001 
Education -0.118 -0.028 *** -0.096 -0.058 *** -0.025 -0.019 *** 
Age 0.011 0.060 *** 0.003 0.041 *** 0.000 -0.007 + 
Female 0.522 0.084 *** 0.013 0.005 + 0.011 0.005 

Rel. Denomination 
(Ref.: Protestant) 
   Catholic 0.286 0.042 *** -0.121 -0.045 *** -0.018 -0.008 
   Muslim 0.329 0.045 *** 0.016 0.006 -0.005 -0.002 
   Orthodox 0.191 0.017 *** -0.129 -0.029 *** -0.103 -0.028 *** 
   other 0.589 0.036 *** -0.017 -0.003 -0.047 -0.009 * 
   none -2.468 -0.302 *** -0.283 -0.091 *** -0.121 -0.048 *** 
Imp. God 0.123 0.315 *** 0.045 0.142 *** 
Constant 7.714 *** 3.100 *** 2.244 *** 

Level-2-Variance 0.857 0.106 0.050 
Level-1-Variance 4.918 0.805 0.938 

Var. Random Slope 
Imp. God 0.002 0.002 
R12  0.42 0.38 0.03 
R22 0.78 0.78 0.15 
ICC 0.148 0.116 0.051 
N 
Individ./Countries 82298/68 63548/55 63055/55 
log likelihood -182528.34 -83537.35 -87646.22 

+ p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
 

                                                 
104 Note: R12 and R22 indicate the amount of variance explained at the individual (R12) and the macro-level 
(R12) in comparison to an empty model. Calculations are based on Snijders and Boskers (1999). The intraclass 
correlations (ICC) for the empty models are 0.39, 0.33 and 0.06.  
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9.3.4 A3.3 – Country samples for the different analyses (earlier version) 

Importance of God: Albania (alb), Algeria (alg), Azerbaijan (aze), Argentina (arg), Australia, 
(aus), Austria (a), Bangladesh (bd), Armenia (arm), Belgium, (be), Bosnia & Herzegovina 
(BiH), Brazil (bra), Bulgaria (bul), Belarus (bel), Canada (cda), Chile (ch), Croatia (cro), 
Czech Republic (cze), Denmark (den), Dominican Republic (dom rep.), El Salvador (el s), 
Estonia (est), Finland (fin), France (fra), Georgia (geo), Greece (gre), Hungary (hu), Iceland 
(ice), Indonesia (ind), Italy (ita), Jordan (jo), Latvia (ltv), Lithuania (lt), Luxembourg (lux), 
Malta (mta), Mexico (mex), Morocco (mor), Netherlands (nl), New Zealand (nz), Nigeria 
(nig), Norway (nor), Pakistan (pak), Peru (per), Philippines (phi), Poland (pol), Romania (ro), 
Russia (rus), Slovakia (sk), Slovenia (slo), South Africa (rsa), Zimbabwe (zim), Spain (esp), 
Sweden (swe), Turkey (tur), Uganda (ug), Ukraine (ukr), Macedonia (mac), Egypt (egy), 
Great Britain (gb), Tanzania (tan), USA (usa), Uruguay (urg), Venezuela (ven), East 
Germany (ger-e), West Germany (ger-w), Northern Ireland (nir). [Still needs to be changed!]  

Religious Leadership and Religious Influence: Albania (alb), Algeria (alg), Argentina (arg), 
Austria (a), Bangladesh (bd), Belgium, (be), Bosnia & Herzegovina (BiH), Bulgaria (bul), 
Belarus (bel), Canada (cda), Chile (ch), Croatia (cro), Czech Republic (cze), Denmark (den), 
Estonia (est), Finland (fin), France (fra), Greece (gre), Hungary (hu), Iceland (ice), Indonesia 
(ind), Ireland (ire), Italy (ita), Jordan (jo), Latvia (ltv), Lithuania (lt), Luxembourg (lux), 
Malta (mta), Mexico (mex), Morocco (mor), Netherlands (nl), Nigeria (nig), Pakistan (pak), 
Philippines (phi), Poland (pol), Romania (ro), Russia (rus), Slovakia (sk), South Africa (rsa), 
Zimbabwe (zim), Spain (esp), Sweden (swe), Turkey (tur), Uganda (ug), Ukraine (ukr), 
Macedonia (mac), Egypt (egy), Great Britain (gb), Tanzania (tan), USA (usa), Venezuela 
(ven), East Germany (ger-e), West Germany (ger-w), Northern Ireland (nir). 
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Table A-3.4.1 contains the descriptive statistics of all dependent and independent variables. 

Because the samples vary for each analysis, the statistics are each given separately.  

Table A-3.4.1: Descriptive statistics for independent and dependent variables in different samples of analysis. 

Importance of God Religious Leadership Religious Influence 
Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max 

Importance of God 7.56 3.12 1 10 7.53 3.15 1 10 7.51 3.15 1 10 
Religious Leadership 3.03 1.23 1 5 
Religious Influence 2.15 1.01 1 5 
Macro-Level 
HDI 0.77 0.13 0.41 0.94 0.77 0.14 0.41 0.94 0.77 0.14 0.41 0.94 
Gini Index 0.37 0.09 0.25 0.59 0.36 0.09 0.25 0.57 0.36 0.09 0.25 0.57 
Religious Laws 7.81 5.76 0 25 8.07 5.43 0 25 8.02 5.38 0 25 
Religious Pluralism 0.41 0.25 0.00 0.86 0.40 0.25 0.00 0.86 0.40 0.25 0.00 0.86 
Democratisation 5.07 1.65 2 7 5.16 1.62 2 7 5.17 1.62 2 7 
Ex. Socialist Society 0.30 0.46 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Micro-Level 
Income 4.59 2.46 1 10 4.70 2.45 1 10 4.71 2.45 1 10 
Education 1.83 0.74 1 3 1.79 0.74 1 3 1.80 0.74 1 3 
Age 41.37 16.28 15 98 41.77 16.20 15 98 41.76 16.18 15 98 
Female 0.52 0.50 0 1 0.51 0.50 0 1 0.51 0.50 0 1 
Denomination 
Protestant 0.15 0.36 0 1 0.15 0.35 0 1 0.15 0.35 0 1 
Catholic 0.30 0.46 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Muslim 0.24 0.43 0 1 0.25 0.43 0 1 0.24 0.43 0 1 
Orthodox 0.09 0.29 0 1 0.09 0.28 0 1 0.09 0.28 0 1 
other 0.04 0.19 0 1 0.04 0.20 0 1 0.04 0.20 0 1 
none 0.18 0.38 0 1 0.19 0.40 0 1 0.19 0.40 0 1 
N Countries 68 55 55 
N Individuals 82298 63548 63055 
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9.3.5 A3.4 – Measurement of religious laws in countries 

The following checklist has been used by Fox (2006) for the measurement of religious laws 

in a country. One point was added for the existence of the respective law. The variable used 

in this paper contains each country’s total score; the original variable is called k1998. 

Fox’s data and further documentation can be found at the homepage of the Religion and State 

Project: http://www.biu.ac.il/soc/po/ras/. 

 

� Dietary laws (restrictions on the production, import, selling, or consumption of 

specific foods). 

� Restrictions or prohibitions on the sale of alcoholic beverages. 

� Personal status defined by clergy (i.e. marriage, divorce, and/or burial can only occur 

under religious auspices.) 

� Laws of inheritance defined by religion. 

� Restrictions on conversions away from the dominant religion. 

� Restrictions on interfaith marriages. 

� Restrictions on public dress. 

� Blasphemy laws, or any other restriction on speech about religion or religious figures. 

� Censorship of press or other publications on grounds of being anti-religious. 

� Mandatory closing of some or all businesses during religious holidays including the 

� Sabbath or its equivalent. 

� Other restrictions on activities during religious holidays including the Sabbath or its 

equivalent. (“blue laws”). 

� Religious education is standard in public schools but it is possible to opt out of this 

portion of the education. 



 

303 
 

� Mandatory religious education in public schools. 

� Government funding of religious schools or religious educational programmes in 

secular schools. 

� Government funding of religious charitable organisations. 

� Government collects taxes on behalf of religious organisations (religious taxes). 

� Official government positions, salaries or other funding for clergy. 

� Funding for religious organisations or activities other than those listed above. 

� Clergy and/or speeches in places of worship require government approval. 

� Some official clerical positions made by government appointment. 

� Presence of an official government ministry or department dealing with religious 

affairs. 

� Certain government officials are also given an official position in the state church by 

virtue of their political office (i.e. the Queen of England is also head of the Anglican 

Church.) 

� Certain religious officials become government officials by virtue of their religious 

position (i.e. as in Iran). 

� Some or all government officials must meet certain religious requirements in order to 

hold office. 

� Presence of religious courts which have jurisdiction over some matters of law. 

� Seats in legislative branch and/or cabinet are by law or custom granted, at least in 

part, along religious lines. 

� Prohibitive restrictions on abortion. 

� The presence of religious symbols on the state’s flag. 

� Religion listed on state identity cards. 

� Religious organisations must register with government in order to obtain official 
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status. 

� Presence of an official government body which monitors ‘sects’ or minority religions. 

� Restrictions on women other than those listed above. ( i.e. restrictions on education, 

jobs that they can hold, or on appearing in public without a chaperon.) 

� Other religious prohibitions or practices that are mandatory. 
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9.4 Appendix 4 

9.4.1 A4.1 – List of countries included 

Table A-4.1: Countries included in the analysis of Chapter 6. 

Country Abbreviation Religious 
Culture 

Religion 
Important 

Rel. 
Attendance 

United States US Protestant 0.60 0.45 
Egypt EG Muslim 0.99 0.61 
Morocco MA Muslim 0.98 0.51 
Lebanon LB Muslim 0.87 0.49 
Saudi Arabia SA Muslim 0.98 0.67 
Jordan JO Muslim 0.96 . 
Syria SY Muslim 0.85 0.54 
Turkey TR Muslim 0.83 0.51 
Pakistan PK Muslim 0.97 0.59 
Indonesia ID Muslim 0.99 0.82 
Bangladesh BD Muslim 0.99 0.82 
United Kingdom GB Protestant 0.34 0.23 
France FR Catholic 0.24 0.19 
Germany DE Protestant 0.38 0.28 
Netherlands NL Protestant 0.31 0.23 
Belgium BE Catholic 0.38 0.23 
Spain ES Catholic 0.41 0.29 
Italy IT Catholic 0.68 0.49 
Poland PL Catholic 0.76 0.65 
Hungary HU Catholic 0.39 0.20 
Czech Republic CZ Catholic 0.23 0.12 
Romania RO Orthodox 0.82 0.37 
Sweden SE Protestant 0.16 0.13 
Greece GR Orthodox 0.70 0.30 
Denmark DK Protestant 0.18 0.16 
Iran IR Muslim 0.82 0.46 
Hong Kong HK Eastern 0.22 0.21 
Singapore SG Eastern 0.54 0.40 
Japan JP Buddhist 0.23 0.22 
India IN Hindu 0.84 0.66 
Venezuela VE Catholic 0.75 0.43 
Brazil BR Catholic 0.90 0.50 
Mexico MX Catholic 0.74 0.63 
Nigeria NG Muslim 0.97 0.89 
Kenya KE Protestant 0.96 0.75 
Tanzania TZ other/mixed 0.97 0.80 
Israel IL Jewish 0.47 0.37 
Palestinian Territories PS Muslim 0.89 0.57 

Table continued on next page. 
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Country Abbreviation Religious 
Culture 

Religion 
Important 

Rel. 
Attendance 

Ghana GH Protestant 0.95 0.79 
Uganda UG Catholic 0.94 0.78 
Benin BJ other/mixed 0.94 0.70 
Madagascar MG other/mixed 0.95 0.67 
Malawi MW Protestant 0.98 0.77 
South Africa ZA Protestant 0.87 0.59 
Canada CA Catholic 0.41 0.24 
Australia AU Protestant 0.31 0.21 
Philippines PH Catholic 0.96 0.66 
Sri Lanka LK Buddhist 0.98 0.71 
Vietnam VN Eastern 0.36 0.25 
Thailand TH Buddhist 0.95 0.66 
Cambodia KH Buddhist 0.88 0.46 
Laos LA Buddhist 0.97 0.59 
New Zealand NZ Protestant 0.32 0.26 
Angola AO Catholic 0.91 0.75 
Botswana BW Protestant 0.79 0.54 
Ethiopia ET Protestant 0.90 0.78 
Mali ML Muslim 0.94 0.71 
Mauritania MR Muslim 0.97 0.69 
Mozambique MZ Muslim 0.90 0.64 
Niger NE Muslim 0.97 0.72 
Rwanda RW Catholic 0.90 0.74 
Senegal SN Muslim 0.98 0.71 
Zambia ZM other/mixed 0.96 0.77 
South Korea KR Eastern 0.43 0.37 
Taiwan TW Eastern 0.44 0.23 
Afghanistan AF Muslim 0.98 0.65 
Belarus BY Orthodox 0.29 0.14 
Georgia GE Orthodox 0.77 0.26 
Kazakhstan KZ Muslim 0.50 0.20 
Kyrgyzstan KG Muslim 0.67 0.20 
Moldova MD Orthodox 0.72 0.20 
Russia RU Orthodox 0.34 0.17 
Ukraine UA Orthodox 0.35 0.20 
Burkina Faso BF Muslim 0.91 0.70 
Cameroon CM other/mixed 0.94 0.74 
Sierra Leone SL Muslim 0.98 0.89 
Zimbabwe ZW Protestant 0.82 0.55 
Costa Rica CR Catholic 0.86 0.62 
Algeria DZ Muslim 0.91 0.58 
Argentina AR Catholic 0.62 0.30 
Armenia AM Orthodox 0.67 0.29 

Table continued on next page. 
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Country Abbreviation Religious 
Culture 

Religion 
Important 

Rel. 
Attendance 

Austria AT Catholic 0.51 0.37 
Azerbaijan AZ Muslim 0.54 0.26 
Belize BZ Catholic 0.66 0.67 
Bolivia BO Catholic 0.88 0.61 
Burundi BI Catholic 0.92 0.85 
Central African 
Republic CF Protestant 0.95 0.84 
Chad TD Muslim 0.92 0.82 
Chile CL Catholic 0.71 0.31 
Colombia CO Catholic 0.87 0.64 
Congo Brazzaville CG Catholic 0.96 0.80 
Djibouti DJ Muslim 0.97 0.87 
Dominican Republic DO Catholic 0.86 0.50 
Ecuador EC Catholic 0.84 0.64 
El Salvador SV Catholic 0.87 0.67 
Estonia EE Protestant 0.15 0.10 
Finland FI Protestant 0.27 0.12 
Guatemala GT Catholic 0.88 0.72 
Guinea GN Catholic 0.97 0.79 
Guyana GY Protestant 0.89 0.58 
Haiti HT Catholic 0.78 0.73 
Honduras HN Catholic 0.89 0.67 
Iceland IS Protestant 0.38 0.19 
Iraq IQ Muslim 0.82 0.59 
Ireland IE Catholic 0.56 0.59 
Latvia LV Protestant 0.34 0.16 
Liberia LR Protestant 0.97 0.82 
Lithuania LT Catholic 0.37 0.20 
Luxembourg LU Catholic 0.35 0.25 
Malaysia MY Muslim 0.90 0.68 
Malta MT Catholic 0.89 0.76 

Table continued on next page. 
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Country Abbreviation Religious 
Culture 

Religion 
Important 

Rel. 
Attendance 

Namibia NA other/mixed 0.93 0.63 
Nepal NP Hindu 0.94 0.55 
Nicaragua NI Catholic 0.86 0.61 
Norway NO Protestant 0.21 0.13 
Panama PA Catholic 0.90 0.62 
Paraguay PY Catholic 0.91 0.57 
Peru PE Catholic 0.86 0.56 
Portugal PT Catholic 0.69 0.37 
Qatar QA Muslim 0.93 0.71 
Sudan SD Muslim 0.97 0.66 
Tajikistan TJ Muslim 0.82 0.24 
Togo TG other/mixed 0.87 0.66 
Trinidad and Tobago TT Protestant 0.91 0.48 
Tunisia TN Muslim 0.91 0.30 
Uruguay UY Catholic 0.41 0.15 
Uzbekistan UZ Muslim 0.64 0.19 
Kosovo XK Muslim 0.71 0.39 
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