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This study investigates the remnants and dynamics of religious beliefs and practices among religiously unaffili-
ated youth in Europe, comparing them with the older unaffiliated as well as with the religiously affiliated. Using
EVS 2017–2021 data to test contrasting hypotheses of diffused religion and cohort replacement, the study draws
three main conclusions. First, youth believe more on average and older age groups believe less when it comes to
eschatological beliefs among both the unaffiliated and the affiliated. Second, youth practice less and older age
groups practice more on average among both the unaffiliated and the affiliated. Third, the gaps in levels of religious
beliefs and practices remain between the religiously unaffiliated and the religiously affiliated among younger pop-
ulations, but this gap is now narrower for religious practices. Results confirm both hypotheses (diffused religion
and cohort replacement) depending on the dimensions of religiosity at study.
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Secularization in Europe is one of the most consensual findings in the sociology of reli-
gion today. Almost all agree that organized religion has been declining now for many decades
across most parts of Europe (Molteni and Biolcati 2018, 2023; Voas and Doebler 2011). As Stolz
(2020:300) shows in his recent synthesis of the secularization paradigm, it “is not that differ-
ent from the neoclassical version of secularization theory—but its mechanisms are better spelt
out and many of its elements have been tested empirically”. In other words, the secularization
paradigm is here to stay. In the next years, at least for most of Europe, trends of religious decline
do not show any inclination for change, although it is always difficult to predict exactly what will
happen due notably to the growth of existential insecurity among some parts of the population
(Norris and Inglehart 2004).

One of the key dynamics of the secularization process in Europe at the microlevel is growing
nonreligious populations among younger birth cohorts. Nonreligion has long been a phenomenon
found among some in Europe, but never to the extent that we now find it. Current social envi-
ronments in Europe are less conducive to religious transmission from parent to child, and larger
segments of younger populations are scoring lower on most religiosity indicators than ever before
(such as on religious affiliation, frequency of religious service attendance, of prayer, and belief in
God). Cohort replacement theory argues that less religious younger cohorts are replacing more

The authors contributed equally to this article; as such, author names are listed in alphabetical order.

Correspondence should be addressed to Sarah Wilkins-Laflamme, Sociology and Legal Studies, University of Waterloo,
200 University Av. W., Waterloo, ON N2L 3G1, Canada. E-mail: sarah.wilkins-laflamme@uwaterloo.ca

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion (2023) 00(0):1–23
© 2023 The Authors. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion published byWiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of Society
for the Scientific Study of Religion.
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License,
which permits use and distribution in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial
and no modifications or adaptations are made.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2733-3476
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0355-0481
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fjssr.12901&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-12-12


2 JOURNAL FOR THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF RELIGION

religious older ones, which means that over the long-term people are increasingly less religious
across Europe (Molteni and Biolcati 2018; Stolz, Biolcati, and Molteni 2021; Voas and Crockett
2005; Voas and Doebler 2011). Younger birth cohorts are more individualized and support key
values of personal experience, autonomy, authenticity, and individual authority over and against
institutional, formal, dogmatic, and externally authoritarian forms of religious life (Beck 2010;
Bréchon 2004; Collins-Mayo and Dandelion 2010; Lambert et al. 1997; Taylor 2007).

Yet, there are some real-life complexities about the European religious landscapes that the
secularization paradigm does not always account for, within an overarching trend of religious de-
cline. Despite key trends of growing religiously unaffiliated populations among younger demo-
graphics, remnants of religiosity may still persist for some among these populations. The theory
of diffused religion (Cipriani 1984, 2001, 2017) points to this idea, to the persistence of some
remnants of religion even among atheists in countries with a religious tradition shared by the ma-
jority of individuals. Diffused religion goes beyond secularization and resists modernity, joining
together believers and nonbelievers in a common ground mainly based on shared values such as
a secular or civil religion (Cipriani 2017:247–48). Beliefs and practices tied to Christianity espe-
cially have long been prevalent in European societies, cultures, social institutions, and families,
and some may persist in dispersed forms even among those in younger populations for the most
part removed from regular interaction with religious groups. As Cipriani (2017:247–48) explains,
socialization promotes the persistence of religious parameters beyond religious boundaries, like
an invisible religion. Despite this persistence, diffused religion is not a traditional religion, mean-
ing that only a few religiosity variables would be shared by both the religiously affiliated and
unaffiliated.

Our study examines what the young religiously unaffiliated and affiliated share in terms of
religious beliefs and practices, and the exact differences between them in terms of traditional
religiosity. We also examine how the religiously unaffiliated have changed in terms of their rates
of religious beliefs and practices across generations with the expansion of religious nonaffiliation
among the young. Are the religiously unaffiliated becoming even less believing and less practic-
ing among younger birth cohorts, as cohort replacement theory would argue? Or, as nonaffiliation
has become a more widespread phenomenon among youth, does it encompass more diffused
religious beliefs and behaviors than in prior generations? And are we seeing similar shifts across
cohorts among the religiously affiliated? The overall goal of our study is to investigate the
remnants and dynamics of religious beliefs and practices among religiously unaffiliated youth
populations across Europe, comparing them with older unaffiliated demographics as well as with
trends among the religiously affiliated.

Context

To be able to examine religiosity in younger age groups, we first have to delimit the concept
of youth. Studies have defined youth as age ranges anywhere between 14 and 18 years at the
lower limit to between 24 and 34 years at the upper limit. Probably the most common young
adult age range used is that between 18 and 29 years. However, 34 years is also a useful upper
limit, since the youth and young adult period of life is expanding among recent generations (the
life period before family formation and career stability), mainly due to growing precarious work
and recurrent economic crises as well as the expansion of higher education. These factors often
result in delays in marriage, childbearing, and settling in a home, and have extended the period
of life known as young or emerging adulthood (Arnett 2015).

When it comes to measuring religiosity, since the pioneer studies in France of Gabriel Le
Bras in the 1930s focused on only one of its dimensions (church attendance; Le Bras 1931,
1937), the analysis of individual-level religiosity has come a long way. In the 1950s in the United
States, Joseph Fichter introduced a multidimensional approach of analysis with four dimensions
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(Fichter 1951), further developed mainly by Charles Glock and Rodney Stark (Glock 1959; Glock
e Stark 1965; Stark e Glock 1968). These studies continue to impact research on religiosity to
this day. While Fichter (1951) proposed a model with the dimensions of “creed,” “code,” “cult,”
and “communion,” Glock in turn proposed five dimensions: experiential, ideological, ritualis-
tic, intellectual, and consequential. Both these conceptual models of religiosity share three key
dimensions: ideological (creed), ritualistic (cult), and consequential (code). Still, researchers in-
cluding Stark and Glock (1968:16) long debated whether the consequential dimension is part of
religiosity or instead derives from it. Thus, creed (belief) and cult (practice/behavior) have be-
come the two key dimensions to measuring individual religiosity since the 1960s in the social sci-
ences, and are indicators that may be found at varying levels among the religiously affiliated and
unaffiliated.

Youth’s relationship with religion has changed over time. The growth of income and edu-
cation, digitalization, and the influence of pop culture have been key dynamics among younger
generations. Even among those following a religion, the way the young look at and understand
God reflects this shift. In the concluding book of a longitudinal U.S. study, Denton and Flory
(2020:7) consider that young people conceive of God not as a powerful being or force, but as a
pocket God that they carry with them like a smartphone app—readily accessible, easy to control,
and useful, but only for specific purposes. This desacralization or commodification of God goes
hand in hand with three central values held dear by youth today: autonomy, consumerism, and
experience (Gauthier and Perreault 2008, 2013; González-Anleo 2017; Wuthnow 2007). Auton-
omy, in that the individual is considered the central authority in his/her life, so he/she gradually
detaches from traditional centers of external authority such as churches and religious leaders.
Consumerism, an unavoidable aspect of the current market economy, permeates religiosity in
two main ways: first, by looking at the sacred as an object, not as a person; and second, by pick-
ing and choosing beliefs, practices, and values like in a restaurant buffet (so-called bricolaging,
patchworking, or tinkering). Experience, in that people first and foremost seek out lived “authen-
tic” experiences that give them personal meaning, pleasure, and happiness and which are enabled
by the market economy.

Despite these changes in the ways youth today do religion among those who are part of
religious groups, the more visible trend in Europe has nevertheless been growing nonreligion
among large segments of younger birth cohorts (Molteni and Biolcati 2018; Pew Research Center
2018; Stolz 2020; Zuckerman, Galen, and Pasquale 2016). Saying one has no religion is not a
new phenomenon in many European nations. Nonreligious identities such as freethinkers, secular
humanists, and atheists have a long history on the continent dating some would say all the way
back to the Reformation, but especially back to the 19th century (Berman 2013; Bubík, Remmel,
and Václavík 2020; Hyman 2010). More recently, 26 percent of all respondents 65 years or older
in the fifth wave of the European Values Survey (EVS 2022) indicate they have no religion when
asked about belonging to a religious denomination. What is new among recent cohorts is instead
the size of religiously unaffiliated populations. In Czechia, for example, 83 percent of 18- to 34-
year-olds say they do not belong to a religious denomination in the most recent fifth wave of the
EVS; in France, 65 percent; in the Netherlands, 72 percent; in Spain, 51 percent; in Great Britain,
69 percent.

Religious affiliation is not the only religiosity indicator on the decline among youth. In
Catholic Europe, for example, long seen as a bastion of religiosity compared with the more
Protestant North and West, frequency of attendance at religious services among youth has de-
clined in Slovenia (Flere et al. 2014:204; Dezelan and Lavric 2021:70), Spain (González-Anleo
2017:255), Hungary (Rosta 2013:320), Poland (Boguszewski 2012:6; Glowacki 2017:146), and
has only remained stable in Croatia (Lavric, Tomanovic, and Jusic 2019:40). Belief in God
and/or its importance among youth has declined in Austria (Heinzlmaier and Ikrath 2012:41),
Croatia (Lavric, Tomanovic, and Jusic 2019:41), Slovenia (Flere et al. 2014:203; Dezelan and
Lavric 2021; Lavric, Tomanovic, and Jusic 2019:41:71), and Spain (González-Anleo 2017:261;
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González-Anleo Sánchez et al. 2020:68); while belief in life after death has changed little in Spain
(González-Anleo 2017:261; González-Anleo Sánchez et al. 2020:68).

Younger birth cohorts are being born, raised, and socialized in environments where religion
is much less prevalent now than in the past in most Northern, Western, and Southern European
countries. Even in former Soviet countries in Eastern Europe, which existed under State-imposed
secularism for many decades, younger populations living in the post-Soviet era show few signs
of a large-scale return to religion (Borowik 2007; Müller 2008). Religious socialization is less
common now, and so are the adult religious identities, beliefs, and practices that often stem from
it (Bruce 2017; Crockett and Voas 2006). An exception to this trend in Europe can be found
in nations from the former Yogoslavia (Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia), where
religion continues to play a role in nationalistic turmoil (Voas and Doebler 2011).

There is a large body of literature showing that religiously unaffiliated populations score
lower than more actively religious individuals on a whole variety of religiosity indicators, such
as belief in God as well as frequency of prayer and religious service attendance (Pew Research
Center 2018; Voas 2008; Voas and Crockett 2005). Yet we still know little about shifts across
age groups within nonreligious populations themselves as nonreligion has become more socially
acceptable and has shown wider appeal among the young. Although some assume that, once an
individual states they have no religion in surveys, they are devoid of all forms of religion and spir-
ituality in their lives, in reality there can be vestiges of religious and spiritual beliefs and practices
that remain among some of the unaffiliated. Roberto Cipriani coined the term “diffused religion”
in the 1980s, Grace Davie the term “believing without belonging” in the 1990s, and Robert Fuller
the term “spiritual but not religious” or SBNR in the early 2000s as conceptualizations of this phe-
nomenon (Cipriani 1984; Davie 1994; Fuller 2001).

The casual loyalty to religious tradition is well expressed by the term “fuzzy fidelity,”
named by Voas (2009). Fuzzy forms of fidelity, such as infrequent religious practices and cherry-
picking beliefs are often found among populations who remain affiliated to a religious tradi-
tion, especially Christian traditions in the context of Europe. Few among older living adults
would want to completely break off their family and cultural ties with their religious affilia-
tion, and potentially have to endure the social penalties and stigma in their surrounding en-
vironments that would go along with saying they had no religion. Those who took the extra
step of religious nonaffiliation among older cohorts may thus be those in society who are the
most devoid of all forms of religion and spirituality in their lives and who feel strongly about
their nonreligious identities. Yet, as religious nonaffiliation has expanded in popularity among
youth in Europe, perhaps now these more wide-ranging unaffiliated populations group together
more of those youth with some diffused religious beliefs and practices, as well as hardened
atheists and secular humanists. Here we are using Cipriani’s concept of diffused religion in a
broad sense to encompass not just some shared values in society, but also some remaining dif-
fused Christian beliefs and occasional practices that remain present in pop culture, art, music,
and other areas of European societies (such as references to life after death, occasional forms
of prayer, etc.) and that both religiously affiliated and unaffiliated youth may share to some
degree.

According to this diffused religion framework, religiously unaffiliated youth would thus en-
compass a wider demographic and include more of those who still have certain vestiges of Chris-
tian beliefs and behaviors, compared with older religiously unaffiliated populations who, albeit
smaller in proportional size among their cohorts, would score lower on all religious believing
and behavior indicators. In other words, we might expect a compositional change among the
religiously unaffiliated across birth cohorts: the few older unaffiliated composed more of the self-
consciously secular, whereas the younger unaffiliated containing some with diffused forms of
religious beliefs and behaviors. In this framework, younger religiously unaffiliated individuals
would still pick up some religious beliefs and practices frommembers of their family, their friends
and surrounding culture and society.
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RELIGIOUSLY UNAFFILIATED YOUTH IN EUROPE 5

As diffused religious beliefs and behaviors shift more toward the religiously unaffiliated
among younger cohorts, those fewer youth who remain religiously affiliated would be those who
remain more involved with their religion and so would score higher on religious belief and be-
havior indicators than among older religiously affiliated living cohorts in Europe who were more
prone to fuzzy fidelity. If members of older birth cohorts tend to have a nominal religious iden-
tity by default, whereas only seriously religious younger individuals state an affiliation, then we
might expect young affiliates to be more religious than older affiliates. To summarize, we can
put forward hypothesis 1 (diffused religion): although the religiously unaffiliated remain less re-
ligious than the religiously affiliated overall, younger unaffiliated age groups will score higher on
religious belief and behavior indicators than older unaffiliated age groups, and younger affiliated
age groups will also score higher on religious belief and behavior indicators than older affiliated
age groups.

Alternatively, hypothesis 2 (cohort replacement) based on cohort replacement theory, as
framed in the current existing literature, would by contrast state that the younger religiously unaf-
filiated would be even less believing and participate even less in religious activities than the older
religiously unaffiliated, due to younger cohorts being raised and living their lives in ever more
secular social environments devoid of most forms of conventional religion in day-to-day life.
Although a gap in religious beliefs and behavior would remain between the young religiously un-
affiliated and the young religiously affiliated, both groups would see declines in religious beliefs
and behaviors across birth cohorts.

Data

This study’s main objective is to empirically test these two contrasting hypotheses across
European nations to establish how religious beliefs and practices have shifted across age groups
among both religiously unaffiliated and religiously affiliated populations, and to ultimately de-
velop a more complex understanding of secularization processes. The European Values Study
(EVS) is the ideal data set with which to fulfil this objective. The EVS is a cross-national and
repeated cross-sectional survey research program on individual attitudes, values, and characteris-
tics. The fifth wave of the EVS launched in 2017 and included 36 countries, with data collection
in most countries taking place between 2018 and 2020. In total, just under 60,000 people were
interviewed. Our study focuses on those nations whose histories were dominated by Christianity.
For this reason, we exclude from our analyses three of the EVS countries that do not share such
histories, including Albania, Azerbaijan, as well as Bosnia and Herzegovina. In total then, our
study contains data from 33 European countries.1

The EVS contains random samples of the adult population for each of its member countries.
Sample sizes range from a low of 1003 respondents from Montenegro to a high of 3362 respon-
dents from Denmark in the fifth wave, with average sample size at 1802 respondents for the
33 countries. The main EVS mode of data collection has been face-to-face personal interviewing.
In the latest fifth wave, a few countries also used a parallel mixed mode where respondents were
assigned either to face-to-face or web self-completion.2

To create scales for the dimensions of religious believing and behavior in order to compare
scores between age groups of the religiously unaffiliated and affiliated, six variables from the fifth
wave of the EVS were combined into two scales using principal-factor analysis: belief in God,
belief in life after death, belief in Hell, and belief in Heaven for the believing dimension; and

1For a list of countries included in the analyses, their sample sizes and their rates of religious nonaffiliation, see Table
A.1 in the Supporting Information.
2The final data release in May 2022 of the fifth wave of the EVS were used for this study. More information on how the
EVS data are collected can be found at https://europeanvaluesstudy.eu/
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Table 1: Principal-factor analysis results, believing scale, 2017 EVS

Believing: Original ordinal variables
Factor
loadings Communalities

Do you believe in God? (No; Do not know; Yes) 0.584 0.342
Do you believe in life after death? (No; Do not know; Yes) 0.670 0.449
Do you believe in Hell? (No; Do not know; Yes) 0.802 0.644
Do you believe in Heaven? (No; Do not know; Yes) 0.868 0.754
Valid N 53,081 (missing values rate of

2.6%)
Eigenvalue 2.188
Cronbach’s alpha .830
Total explained variance of model 55%
Range –1.050 (least believing) to

1.280 (most believing)

Table 2: Principal-factor analysis results, religious behavior scale, 2017 EVS

Religious behavior: Original ordinal variables
Factor
loadings Communalities

How often do you attend religious services? (Never, practically
never to more than once a week; seven categories)

0.722 0.521

How often do you pray outside of religious services? (Never to
every day; seven categories)

0.722 0.521

Valid N 52,762 (missing values rate
of 3.2%)

Eigenvalue 1.043
Cronbach’s alpha .778
Total explained variance of model 52%
Range –0.951 (least religious) to

1.550 (most religious)

frequency of religious service attendance and frequency of prayer for the behavior dimension.3

These six variables were those religiosity indicators included in the fifth wave of the EVS, mea-
sured in each EVS country, and best capturing beliefs and practices tied to Christianity that were
once widespread across Europe.

Tables 1 and 2 contain the results from these two factor analyses.4 For the believing scale, all
of the four belief variables load onto a single factor, and higher values on the single-factor scale
represent more believing respondents. Model fit statistics are very good for this single-factor
solution, with an eigenvalue above 2, a Cronbach’s alpha score of .83, and 55 percent of model
variance explained by the one factor. For the behavior scale, both religious behavior variables load
onto a single factor, and higher values on the single-factor scale represent more religiously active

3Tables A.2 and A.3 in the Supporting Information contain country rates for each of these six variables and the two factor
scales among those who do not belong to a religious denomination (religiously unaffiliated) and those who do belong to
a religious denomination (religiously affiliated).
4Similar one-factor solutions are reached for each European nation included in this study when these two principal-factor
analyses are run separately for each country.
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RELIGIOUSLY UNAFFILIATED YOUTH IN EUROPE 7

respondents. Model fit statistics are good for this single-factor solution, with an eigenvalue above
1, a Cronbach’s alpha score of .78, and 52 percent of model variance explained by the one factor.

As much previous literature has already indicated and as illustrated by the results in Tables
A.2 and A.3 in the Supporting Information, religiously affiliated respondents score higher on
both believing and behavior scales compared with the religiously unaffiliated in every European
country included in this study.

Models

To compare levels of believing and religious behavior across age groups and across European
countries among both the religiously unaffiliated and affiliated, we generated a series of mixed-
effects hierarchical linear models (HLMs). In these models, individual respondents are nested
within 33 European countries, and the believing and behavior factor scales are the dependent
variables. Three age groups are compared, each as a binary dummy variable, representing differ-
ent life stages: young adults 18–34 years; middle-aged adults 35–64 years; and senior citizens
65 years and older. As well as capturing different life stages, these age group binary variables
capture differences between living generations at the time of data collection in 2017–2020: Mil-
lennials (18–34), Gen X and younger Boomers (35–64), as well as older Boomers and members
of the Silent Generation (65+). The age groups binary variables are included as fixed and random
effects in the HLMs.

To better isolate differences in levels of believing and religious behavior tied to age group
specifically, we also included the following individual-level controls in the HLMs: gender, level
of education, household income (binary variables for quartiles of monthly income levels as well
as a binary variable for respondents with missing income data), place of birth, frequency of reli-
gious service attendance when the respondent was aged 12 (level of religious socialization) and
religious tradition (for religiously affiliated respondents and models only). We also included in
the HLMs the country-level covariates of GDP per capita, country rate of foreign birth, country
rate of religious nonaffiliation, and country religious composition (strong majority Catholic coun-
tries where 60 percent or more of religiously affiliated respondents are Catholic; strong majority
Orthodox Christian countries where 60 percent or more of religiously affiliated respondents are
Orthodox Christian; strong majority Protestant countries where 60 percent or more of religiously
affiliated respondents are Protestant; and mixed religious countries where no single religious tra-
dition groups 60 percent or more of religiously affiliated respondents). These country-level co-
variates have been shown in past research to impact levels of believing and religious behavior in
European populations (Stolz 2020).5 As an example, Model 3 for believing among the religiously
unaffiliated can be written as follows:

BELIEVINGi j = β0 + β1AGE35 − 64i j + β2AGE65 − 82i j + β3FEMALEi j + β4LEVELOFEDUCATIONi j

+β5FOREIGNBORNi j + β6MONTHLYHHINCOMEMISSINGi j

+β7MONTHLYHHINCOMEQUARTILE1i j + β8MONTHLYHHINCOMEQUARTILE2i j

+β9MONTHLYHHINCOMEQUARTILE3i j + β10RELIGIOUSSOCIALIZATIONi j

+β11GDPj + β12RATEFOREIGNBIRTHj + β13RATENORELIGIONj

+β14ORTHODOXMAJORITYj + β15MIXEDRELIGIOUSCOMPOSIT IONj

+β16PROTESTANTMAJORITYj + u1 jAGE35 − 64i j + u2 jAGE65 − 82i j + u j + ei j,

where i = religiously unaffiliated individuals within country j, and j = countries.

5Table A.4 in the Supporting Information contains descriptive statistics for each of these covariates.
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Results

Believing

Table 3 contains the results from the first series of HLMsmeasuring rates of belief among the
religiously unaffiliated. Overall, religiously unaffiliated youth are more believing on average than
the older religiously unaffiliated 65–82 age group. When combining samples from all European
countries, respondents who do not belong to a religious denomination and who are 65 years or
older score on average .165 points lower on the believing scale than religiously unaffiliated re-
spondents aged between 18 and 34 (see Model 3 in Table 3), once sociodemographics, religious
socialization, and country characteristics are controlled for. There is no statistically significant
difference in average believing scores between the religiously unaffiliated 18–34 and 35–64 age
groups.

The gap between youths and seniors when it comes to beliefs among the religiously un-
affiliated also varies significantly between European nations, as indicated by the random ef-
fects included in Models 1–3. Figure A.1 in the Supporting Information contains the esti-
mated coefficients by country for 18- to 34-year-olds, as compared with 65- to 82-year-olds,
among the religiously unaffiliated. The results show that all European nations included in
the 2017 EVS are characterized by higher rates of belief among younger religiously unaffili-
ated respondents as compared with older religiously unaffiliated respondents. This positive co-
efficient is statistically significant in all countries except for Finland and North Macedonia.
The effect is strongest (coefficient above .25) in Croatia, Czechia, France, Montenegro, and
Ukraine.

Higher rates of belief among the religiously unaffiliated can also be found among women,
the lower educated, those who are foreign born, most of the lower (and missing values) income
groups, those who were religiously socialized as children, and those living in majority Orthodox
Christian countries (where individuals affiliated with Orthodox Christianity represent 60 percent
or more of the religiously affiliated population).

In separate analyses, we analyzed each type of belief independently with generalized linear
models (GLMs) and found that it is especially higher rates of belief in life after death and in
Heaven and Hell that are driving the higher believing scores overall among religiously unaffil-
iated youth as compared with religiously unaffiliated seniors (see Table A.5 in the Supporting
Information for these results). For example, in France 38 percent of religiously unaffiliated re-
spondents 18–34 years old believe in life after death, comparedwith 16 percent among unaffiliated
respondents 65 years or older.

Among the religiously affiliated (see Table 4), youth are also more believing on average than
older religiously affiliated age groups. This includes both 35- to 64-year-olds (score on average
.06 lower on the believing scale than 18- to 34-year-olds in Model 3) and 65- to 82-year-olds
(score on average .1 lower on the believing scale than 18- to 34-year-olds in Model 3). Once the
covariate for religious socialization is added in Model 2, this addition increases the 65–82 age
group coefficient (larger differences with 18–34 age group) and decreases the 35–64 age group
coefficient (smaller differences with 18–34 age group).

Like with the religiously unaffiliated, it is especially higher rates of belief in life after death
and in Heaven and Hell that are driving the higher believing scores overall among religiously
affiliated youth as compared with religiously affiliated seniors (see Table A.6 in the Supporting
Information for these results). In the Netherlands, for example, 75 percent of religiously affiliated
18- to 34-year-old respondents believe in life after death, compared with 54 percent among reli-
giously affiliated respondents 65 years or older. By contrast, affiliated seniors score significantly
higher on average across all European nations when it comes to belief in God than affiliated 18-
to 34-year-olds.
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The 18–34 age group coefficient on the overall believing scale, with the 65–82 age group
as the reference category, also varies significantly between countries among the religiously affili-
ated (see Figure A.2 in the Supporting Information). Only in 14 of the 33 countries are religiously
affiliated youths more believing than religiously affiliated seniors, with the strongest statistically
significant positive coefficients found in Croatia, Czechia, France, and the Netherlands (coeffi-
cients above .3). In Denmark, Iceland, Lithuania, Portugal, and Slovakia, the opposite effect is
present and statistically significant: religiously affiliated youth are less believing on average than
older religiously affiliated respondents in these countries.

Overall, the believing gap between the religiously unaffiliated and affiliated does not change
much between age groups (see results in Table A.7 in the Supporting Information). The rate of
lower beliefs among the unaffiliated as compared with the affiliated is not statistically different
between the 18–34 and 65–82 age groups (as indicated by the interaction terms between reli-
gious (non)affiliation and age group in Model 2 in Table A.7 in the Supporting Information). The
believing gap between unaffiliated and affiliated is only slightly narrower among the 35–64 age
group compared with the 18–34 age group.

To summarize so far, there seems to be a wider trend of increased believing among youths,
driven especially by a small resurgence in the beliefs in life after death and in Heaven and Hell
especially. Although the religiously unaffiliated remain less believing overall than the religiously
affiliated, age differences in rates of belief are present among both affiliated and unaffiliated pop-
ulations alike. This said, the age gap is more prevalent across European countries among the re-
ligiously unaffiliated. Although larger secularization processes are at play in Europe, with many
religiosity indicators declining across age groups, these specific belief indicators seem to be some-
what resistant to this decline among current younger age groups and are part of a certain kind of
diffused religion among European youth today.

Religious Behavior

Turning to the HLMs for religious behavior among the religiously unaffiliated (see Table 5),
older age groups score slightly higher on the behavior scale than the 18–34 age group (.07 point
higher for the 35- to 64-year-olds and .05 point higher for the 65- to 82-year-olds in Model 3). We
find this age difference especially for frequency of prayer when separate HLMs are run for each
of the two religious practice indicators (see Table A.8 in the Supporting Information for these
results). For example, 8 percent of religiously unaffiliated respondents 18–34 in Finland pray at
least several times a year, compared with 36 percent among religiously unaffiliated respondents
65 years or older. Age differences for the overall religious behavior scale are reduced when the
religious socialization covariate is added in Model 2, but grow slightly again once country char-
acteristics are added in Model 3 (notably country’s religious composition).

Higher rates of religious behavior among the religiously unaffiliated can also be found among
women, the lower educated, those who are foreign born, most of the lower (and missing values)
income groups, those who were religiously socialized as children, and those living in majority
Orthodox Christian countries, majority Protestant countries and mixed religious countries (com-
pared with majority Catholic countries).

Age differences among the religiously unaffiliated when it comes to religious behavior also
vary significantly between countries (see Figure A.3 in the Supporting Information). In 17 of the
33 countries, religiously unaffiliated youth score significantly lower on the behavior scale than
religiously unaffiliated seniors. This negative coefficient for the 18–34 age group is strongest in
North Macedonia and Finland. However, in Armenia, France, Georgia, and the Netherlands, 18-
to 34-year-olds who are religiously unaffiliated score significantly higher on the behavior scale
than their senior-citizen counterparts, going against the overall observed trend.

Among the religiously affiliated, youth also score lower on the religious behavior scale on
average comparedwith older religiously affiliated age groups (35- to 64-year-olds score .13 higher

 14685906, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jssr.12901 by C

ochrane Portugal, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/12/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



14 JOURNAL FOR THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF RELIGION

Ta
bl
e
5:

Fi
xe
d
an
d
ra
nd
om

ef
fe
ct
s
on

re
lig

io
us

be
ha
vi
or
,a
m
on
g
th
e
re
lig

io
us
ly

un
af
fil
ia
te
d,

H
L
M
s

M
od
el
0

M
od
el
1

M
od
el
2

M
od
el
3

β
SE

β
SE

β
SE

β
SE

A
ge

gr
ou
p
35
–6
4
ye
ar
s;
re
f.
ag
e
gr
ou
p

18
–3
4

.0
68

**
*

.0
16

.0
60

**
*

.0
18

.0
67

**
*

.0
19

A
ge

gr
ou
p
64
–8
2
ye
ar
s;
re
f.
ag
e
gr
ou
p

18
–3
4

.1
00

**
*

.0
21

.0
47

*
.0
23

.0
52

*
.0
23

Fe
m
al
e

.1
37

**
*

.0
24

.1
25

**
*

.0
19

.1
25

**
*

.0
19

L
ev
el
of

ed
uc
at
io
n
(n
in
e
ca
te
go
ri
es
)

−.
00
6

.0
04

−.
00
8*

.0
03

−.
00
8*

.0
03

Fo
re
ig
n
bo
rn

.1
32

**
*

.0
41

.1
05

**
.0
39

.1
06

**
.0
39

M
on
th
ly

in
co
m
e—

m
is
si
ng
;r
ef
.c
at
.4
th

qu
ar
ti
le

.0
33

**
.0
12

.0
52

**
*

.0
10

.0
52

**
*

.0
10

M
on
th
ly

in
co
m
e—

1s
tq

ua
rt
ile
;r
ef
.c
at
.4
th

qu
ar
ti
le

.0
24

.0
37

.0
42

.0
28

.0
41

.0
28

M
on
th
ly

in
co
m
e—

2n
d
qu
ar
til
e;
re
f.
ca
t.

4t
h
qu
ar
ti
le

.0
24

.0
20

.0
37

**
.0
14

.0
37

**
.0
14

M
on
th
ly

in
co
m
e—

3r
d
qu
ar
til
e;
re
f.
ca
t.
4t
h

qu
ar
ti
le

.0
14

.0
15

.0
25

*
.0
11

.0
25

*
.0
11

Fr
eq
ue
nc
y
of

re
lig

io
us

se
rv
ic
e
at
te
nd
an
ce

at
12

ye
ar
s
ol
d
(s
ev
en

ca
te
go
ri
es
)

.0
79

**
*

.0
25

.0
79

**
*

.0
25

G
D
P
pe
r
ca
pi
ta
,P

PP
.0
00

.0
00

C
ou
nt
ry

ra
te
of

fo
re
ig
n
bi
rt
h

−.
47
6

.4
24

C
ou
nt
ry

ra
te
of

no
re
lig

io
n

−.
09
9

.1
23

M
aj
or
ity

O
rt
ho
do
x
co
un
tr
y;
re
f.
ca
t.
m
aj
.

C
at
ho
li
c

.4
31

**
*

.0
87

(C
on
ti
nu
ed
)

 14685906, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jssr.12901 by C

ochrane Portugal, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/12/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



RELIGIOUSLY UNAFFILIATED YOUTH IN EUROPE 15

Ta
bl
e
5:

(C
on
tin

ue
d)

M
od
el
0

M
od
el
1

M
od
el
2

M
od
el
3

β
SE

β
SE

β
SE

β
SE

M
ix
ed

re
lig

io
n
co
un
tr
y;
re
f.
ca
t.
m
aj
,

C
at
ho
li
c

.1
15

*
.0
51

M
aj
or
ity

Pr
ot
es
ta
nt

co
un
tr
y;
re
f.
ca
t.
m
aj
.

C
at
ho
li
c

.1
37

*
.0
56

C
on
st
an
t

−.
55
6*

**
.0
46

−.
68
0*

**
.0
49

−.
87
8*

**
.0
58

−.
96
1*

**
.1
00

B
et
w
ee
n-
co
un
tr
y
va
ri
an
ce

V
ar
.

SE
V
ar
.

SE
V
ar
.

SE
V
ar
.

SE

A
ge

gr
ou
p
35
–6
4
ye
ar
s;
re
f.
ca
t.
ag
e
gr
ou
p

18
–3
4

.0
03

**
.0
02

.0
05

**
*

.0
03

.0
06

**
.0
04

A
ge

gr
ou
p
64
–8
2
ye
ar
s;
re
f.
ca
t.
ag
e
gr
ou
p

18
–3
4

.0
05

**
.0
04

.0
08

**
*

.0
04

.0
08

**
*

.0
04

C
ou
nt
ry

in
te
rc
ep
tv

ar
ia
nc
e

.0
63

**
*

.0
30

.0
58

**
*

.0
27

.0
55

**
*

.0
20

.0
09

**
*

.0
04

C
ou
nt
ry

in
tr
ac
la
ss

co
rr
el
at
io
n

22
.7
%

22
.0
%

23
.1
%

4.
8%

R
es
id
ua
lv

ar
ia
nc
e

.2
13

**
*

.0
29

.2
05

**
*

.0
28

.1
83

**
*

.0
18

.1
83

**
*

.0
18

A
IC

26
,4
91
.1
0

25
,7
72
.8
3

23
,4
16
.9
7

23
,3
81
.9
9

B
IC

26
,5
14
.2
3

25
,8
80
.7
7

23
,5
32
.6
2

23
,5
43
.9
0

N
ot
e:
N

=
16

,4
87

.N
co
un

tr
ie
s
=

33
.M

ax
im

um
lik

el
ih
oo
d
es
tim

at
io
n.

W
ei
gh
te
d
fo
r
po
pu
la
tio

n
si
ze

(p
w
ei
gh
t)
.M

is
si
ng

va
lu
es

ra
te
of

6.
0%

fr
om

fu
ll
re
lig

io
us
ly

un
af
fil
ia
te
d
sa
m
pl
e.

*p
≤

.0
5;

**
p

≤
.0
1;

**
*p

≤
.0
01

.

 14685906, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jssr.12901 by C

ochrane Portugal, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/12/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



16 JOURNAL FOR THE SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF RELIGION

on the behavior scale; and 65- to 82-year-olds score .24 higher in Model 3 of Table 6). So, we find
the same trend overall among the religiously affiliated as among the religiously unaffiliated: older
age groups take part in religious behaviors more frequently on average. Yet, these age differences
are larger among the religiously affiliated population than among the religiously unaffiliated, and
they affect both frequency of religious service attendance and frequency of prayer among the
religiously affiliated (see Table A.9 in the Supporting Information). The statistically significant
negative youth effect on religious behavior among the religiously affiliated can be found in most
countries (see Figure A.4 in the Supporting Information), except in Armenia, Croatia, France,
Great Britain, Montenegro, and the Netherlands. In Armenia, France, and Great Britain, there
is even a statistically significant positive youth effect among the religiously affiliated when it
comes to religious behavior, 18- to 34 year-olds scoring higher on the behavior scale than 65- to
82-year-olds. By contrast, the negative youth effect is strongest in Portugal and Lithuania.

Although both the religiously unaffiliated and affiliated have seen declines in religious be-
havior among their youth, these declines have for the most part been steeper for the religiously
affiliated. This has led to a significantly narrower gap in religious behavior overall between the
unaffiliated and affiliated among younger respondents 18- to 34-year-olds than among the 35–64
and 65–82 age groups (see results in Table A.10 in the Supporting Information).

Although we observed higher rates of believing among religiously unaffiliated youth as com-
pared with religiously unaffiliated seniors in the previous section of results, by contrast here we
see lower rates of religious behavior among the younger unaffiliated as compared with the older
unaffiliated. This negative youth effect on religious behavior also extends to the religiously af-
filiated, despite levels of religious behavior still remaining higher across age groups among the
religiously affiliated than among the unaffiliated. Cohort replacement and religious decline across
birth cohorts are well at play among both the affiliated and unaffiliated when it comes to religious
behaviors.

Discussion

These results support the diffused religion hypothesis (hypothesis 1) when it comes to some
religious believing. Youth believe more especially in life after death, Hell, and Heaven than older
age groups (65+) among both the unaffiliated and affiliated in many European countries. In other
words, overall levels of belief in life after death, in Heaven, and in Hell are slightly higher among
18- to 34-year-olds in many European nations than among those 65 years and older. For example,
38 percent of 18- to 34-year-olds who were born and live in Denmark believe in life after death,
compared with 29 percent among those 65 years or older. As another example, 34 percent of 18-
to 34-year-olds who were born and live in France believe in Heaven, compared with 29 percent
among French residents 65 years or older. Yet, when it comes to religious behavior, as well as
to belief in God, more support is found for the contrasting cohort replacement hypothesis (hy-
pothesis 2). Youth believe less in God, go less to religious services, and pray less than older age
groups (35–64 and 65+) among the affiliated in most European countries. Unaffiliated youth in
turn believe less in God on average than the unaffiliated 35–64 age group, and pray less in most
European countries than older unaffiliated age groups. Consequently, we find support for both the
diffused religion and cohort replacement frameworks in our study, depending on the dimensions
of religious beliefs and practices analyzed. Diffused religion seems to be the better explanation
among youth overall for eschatological beliefs, and cohort replacement the better explanation
among youth overall for belief in God and religious behavior.

Looking at each belief and behavior indicator in more detail, belief in God is not solely a
Christian belief. In fact, God can be regarded as a personal Christian God, or He/She/They can
instead be understood as a supreme architect of the universe, a superior being or force, or even
nature itself. As worded in the EVS, it is a very broad concept that does not only characterize
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the degree of believing in a Christian God. Despite this broadness, religiously affiliated older
age groups in traditionally Christian European countries believe more in God than religiously
affiliated youth, supporting cohort replacement theory in that social environments now are less
conducive to the transmission of this belief among younger cohorts even when they remain affil-
iated to a religion. Previous studies have shown mixed findings on this topic: either small differ-
ences between cohorts or slightly higher values among older cohorts when it comes to the belief
in God (Boguszewski 2015:12; Duque 2014:119; IFOP 2021:13) or even higher values among
youth (Senèze and Vaillant 2015). A contribution of our study is to disentangle these age trends
between the religiously affiliated and unaffiliated, and between European nations.

The other three beliefs included in this study, in life after death, in Heaven, and in Hell, are a
set of eschatological beliefs. Generally, European youth today have higher levels of eschatological
beliefs than older age groups whether they are religiously affiliated or unaffiliated, although the
exact vision of what life after death, Heaven, and Hell look like may have shifted across cohorts as
well (if so, this would not be captured with this study’s data). This seems to corroborate hypoth-
esis 1 that young people are more influenced by diffused religion when it comes specifically to
eschatological beliefs. Rates of eschatological beliefs still remain lower overall than rates of be-
lief in God among youth in most European countries, but this gap is narrowing. A vehicle for this
could be secondary socialization from various forms of pop culture, including series and movies
(live action and animated), books, music, podcasts, games, and comics, where representations
of various forms of the afterlife are common and which have become even more readily avail-
able since the 1990s due to the expansion of information communications technology (Campbell
2013). The fact that these beliefs and representations of the afterlife are somewhat elastic, inter-
preted by each according to his/her own views and needs, and potentially more removed from ties
with Churches and organized religion (compared with the belief in God), may be factors driving
their growing popularity among youth.

Frequency of service attendance is probably the oldest variable used in Europe to measure
religiosity since Le Bras’ seminal studies in the 1930s. It has long been used to measure the degree
of Christian religiosity, as it is a more time-, effort- and resource-demanding practice carried out
by those who are more involved with their church. The data in our study show that frequency
of religious service attendance has declined among younger age groups, especially among the
religiously affiliated, confirming cohort replacement theory and findings from previous studies
(CIS 2022; Duque 2022:50; Molteni and Biolcati 2018:426; Senèze and Vaillant 2015; Stolz
et al. 2021:355; Vezzoni and Biolcati-Rinaldi 2015:115). While eschatological beliefs are more
elastic and do not imply much effort and sacrifice to be held, religious service attendance requires
the existence of strong religious convictions, something that the religiously unaffiliated do not
necessarily have, and investment of time in something that the religiously unaffiliated do not
necessarily want to perform, regardless of age.

Finally, prayer is a different type of religious practice. Contrary to religious service atten-
dance, prayer is a personal practice that can be performed quietly or loudly, alone or in a group,
whenever, wherever and about whatever one wants. In terms of religious behaviors, prayer is the
most flexible practice. Still, even this flexibility does not seem to be enough to attract more youth
to the behavior, since we see lower frequency of prayer among both religiously unaffiliated and
affiliated youth. This also supports cohort replacement theory. Prayer’s flexibility seems to be less
important than its Christian character of communication with God, angels, and the saints, a type
of communication that has not been passed on intergenerationally to as many youths today. In
the fifth wave of the EVS, the Spearman correlation coefficient between belief in God and fre-
quency prayer is very strong at 0.655 overall, indicating there is a correspondence between level
of prayer and belief in God among individuals, since prayer is most often directed to God or a
higher power: less belief in God, less prayer.

Looking at differences between countries in terms of their religious composition, there are
two types of countries that seem to stand out in this study’s results: Orthodox-majority countries
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and Protestant-majority countries. Religiously unaffiliated respondents living in majority Ortho-
dox Christian countries score higher on both religious believing and behavior scales than those
unaffiliated living elsewhere in Europe (in Catholic-majority, Protestant-majority, and mixed re-
ligion countries). Among the religiously affiliated, those in Protestant-majority countries have
lower levels of religious beliefs than religiously affiliated respondents in all other types of coun-
tries (Orthodox-majority, Catholic-majority, and mixed). The higher importance of beliefs and
practices in majority Orthodox Christian countries even among the religiously unaffiliated may
be due to the links between Orthodox churches and national identities. In fact, after the fall of
the Soviet Union, Orthodox churches became spiritual refuges and channels of identity, serving
as key institutions that assured a safe haven in the midst of the social changes caused by the
fall of communism (Bogomilova 2005:1–2). Another possible explanation is the generally lower
degree of development of Orthodox-majority countries compared with Protestant-majority and
Catholic-majority countries, confirming the theory of existential security (Norris and Inglehart
2004). Muller and Neundorf (2012:578) argue that “as democracies consolidate, the questions
of national identity and the state–church relations will gradually be settled and the demand for
religion gradually decline with further increases in living conditions”.

By contrast, the lower degree of believing in Protestant-majority (Scandinavian) countries
among the religiously affiliated has been found in a number of previous studies where it is
commonly referred to as “belonging without believing” or cultural religion (Astor and Mayrl
2020; Kasselstrand 2015; Lundmark and Mauritsen 2022). Many remain part of State Protestant
Churches in these countries, even if removed from religion in most other ways. Religious affil-
iation is then the key aspect of diffused religion in these majority-Protestant countries, more so
than religious beliefs. Contrary to Orthodox-majority countries, Protestant-majority countries are
generally more developed with strong welfare states, which may also explain their lower levels
of religiosity.

These findings allow us to add more nuance and complexity to Cipriani’s diffused religion
theory. This theory is not only applicable to some religiosity indicators more than others among
youth (believing in different forms of the afterlife especially), but the indicators showing signs of
diffused religion may vary depending on which majority Christian tradition is present in a given
context (religious beliefs and practices being more prevalent among the unaffiliated in Orthodox
Christian countries; and affiliation with less belief being more prevalent in Protestant-majority
countries).

Conclusion

The overall goal of our study was to analyze the remnants of religious beliefs and practices
among religiously unaffiliated youth in Europe, comparing them with the older unaffiliated and
with the affiliated while testing diffused religion and cohort replacement theories. This article
shows three things. First, youth believe more on average and older age groups believe less when
it comes to eschatological beliefs among both the unaffiliated and the affiliated. Second, youth
practice less, and older age groups practice more on average among both the unaffiliated and
the affiliated. Third, the gaps in religious beliefs and practices remain between the religiously
unaffiliated and the religiously affiliated among younger populations, but this gap is now narrower
for religious practices.

These results confirm both hypotheses (diffused religion and cohort replacement) depend-
ing on the variables. Consequently, our study adds complexity to basic secularization and cohort
replacement frameworks of religious decline by showing that both diffused religion and cohort
replacement theories can be useful for explaining different aspects of the current religious land-
scapes in Europe. On the one hand, diffused religion theory is applicable especially for eschato-
logical beliefs among the indicators we measured in our study, and especially among younger age
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groups across most European nations, with the influence of popular culture most likely playing a
role. On the other hand, cohort replacement theory, the weakening of religious socialization pro-
cesses across birth cohorts driving secularization, seems to hold especially for religious practice
among youth. Our study does not disprove secularization theories with these findings, but rather
complexifies them and deepens our understanding of some of the nuances of developments in
contexts where religion has been on the decline for some time.

Of course, every study is limited by the data and indicators available to measure and to ana-
lyze, ours being no exception. For example, we were not able to measure less conventional spiri-
tuality indicators distinct from Christianity and potentially commonly found among youth (yoga
and meditation practices, etc.) which are not systematically measured yet in the EVS. In fact, the
complexity of the concept of religiosity, with its different dimensions (e.g., Fichter 1951), makes
us cautious in our conclusions. Ideally, a deeper study on all dimensions with a few variables each
would provide us with an even better understanding of the landscape. Yet, as many scholars have
argued for some time, beliefs and practices are the two main dimensions of religiosity, which
were used here.

Based on this, our study does make some important contributions to our understanding of
European religious landscapes. We provide a much more extensive analysis of youth religiosity
than ever before across 33 nations and two religiosity dimensions, with age group comparisons
and for both religiously affiliated and unaffiliated groups. Our findings show that not all religiosity
indicators follow a linear path of continued decline, even in more secularized contexts. Social life
is more complex than that, and we believe that we have reached a stage in the development of the
secularization framework that we can begin to model some of this complexity. To go theoretically
further, new studies, with more dimensions, variables and empirical referents will be necessary
to better refine the underlying theories.

It is important to keep in mind that overall levels of eschatological beliefs in Europe, despite
seeing a bit of a rebound among youth in many European nations, still remain lower than levels of
belief in God. The question also remains about how important these eschatological beliefs are for
everyday decision-making and behavior among individuals. Yet, it is important to understand that,
while many religiosity indicators decline among youth without the institutionalized socialization
support of regular religious group activity in Europe, some indicators do not. Eschatological be-
liefs, which may have declined in the past prior to the data we analyzed here and among older
birth cohorts as European societies came out of dominant Christian imaginaries, seem neverthe-
less able to survive and to even rebound among certain segments of youth populations with more
diffused socialization through family members, friends and popular culture.
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