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THE INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF

RELIGIOUS SERVICE ATTENDANCE

Abstract

Religious change is often described with aggregate figures on affiliation, practice and belief.
Such studies tell us that secularisation happens because each cohort is less religious than the one
before, and that socialisation in childhood and habits formed in young adulthood are over-
whelmingly responsible for religious decline. In this article we use data from the International
Social Survey Programme to consider the extent and magnitude of religious decline at the level
of families, whether parental influence is greater in more religious countries, and which individ-
ual variables influence the intergenerational transmission of religious practice and whether these
vary between different countries. We find that secularisation happens largely because many peo-
ple are a little less religious than their parents, and relatively few are more religious. We also
find that the patterns of transmission are remarkably stable: parents are no more influential in
religious countries than in nonreligious countries, and there is no indication that they have lost
influence over time.
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Introduction
Across most of the Western world, each generation reaching adulthood is less religious
than the one before. We also know that parents and families are crucial in the process
of religious socialisation: the best predictor of anyone’s religious involvement is how
they were raised (Voas and Crockett 2005). It is easy to assume that religious sociali-
sation in families is less effective now than it was in the past, and less effective in
secular countries than in religious ones. The scope and intensity of exposure to popular
culture, transmitted in ways undreamt of a few decades ago, makes it natural to suppose
that young people are less influenced by their parents than before. Surprisingly, though,
this common hypothesis is not supported by the evidence we will consider.

We are accustomed to seeing religious change described with aggregate figures on
affiliation, practice and belief, but it is interesting to consider how those attributes are
generated from the ground up. We will be focusing on three research questions. The
first relates to secularization at the level of families: does religious decline happen
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because a few people become much less religious than their parents, or because many
people are a little less religious?

The second question concerns the effect of parental religiosity relative to other
determinants of religious involvement. In particular, are parents more influential in
religious countries and less so in secular ones? If the answer is ‘yes’, then secularisa-
tion can be explained at least in part by an erosion of primary socialisation as a stimulus
to religious commitment. If the answer is ‘no’, then the proximal causes of secularisa-
tion must be sought elsewhere. Perhaps it is the general culture that matters, and the
effect of upbringing is merely a given, something that explains a similar amount of var-
iance in all developed societies.

To test the answer to this question while controlling for other factors, we will con-
sider additional attributes of individuals, their parents and the environment. Our third
research question concerns which characteristics promote or impede intergenerational
religious transmission, and whether these effects vary between a relatively secular
country (e.g. Great Britain) and a relatively religious one (e.g. the United States).

Previous studies show interesting cross-national trends of religious stability and
decline, but the aggregate rates tell us little about the role of religious socialisation in
determining the pace and pattern of religious decline, nor do they tell us whether there
are national differences in how religious change takes place at the level of families and
individuals. Since religious decline has been shown to be mainly the result of cohort
differences, we may need to look at how effective parents are at transmitting their reli-
gious behaviours to their children in order to understand the differences between devel-
oped countries.

Research on the intergenerational transmission of religiosity could offer important
insights into past and future trends in religious behaviour as well as national differ-
ences in patterns of secularisation. The first part of the paper discusses ways of study-
ing religious socialisation, the second part summarises respondent and parental attend-
ance from an international dataset of 40 countries, the third part concentrates on the
transmission of self-reported religiosity in four European countries with different reli-
gious profiles (Great Britain, Denmark, the Netherlands and Ireland), and finally we
explore individual characteristics associated with church attendance in Great Britain
and the United States.

Studying religious socialisation using survey data
Socialisation in childhood and adolescence, including observation, participation and
education, is the most important process by which religious beliefs and behaviours are
transmitted from one generation to the next. According to social learning theory, the
strength and consistency of the parents’ behaviour determines the extent to which reli-
gious and political values are transmitted to the next generation (Jennings et al. 2009:
783). Nonetheless, one should take care not to ignore the importance of peer groups,
siblings and social context as children grow older and become more independent. The
direct influence of parents’ behaviour on children’s values and behaviour in adult life
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is a contested topic, and a number of twin and adoption studies in behavioural genetics
finds that a substantial portion of variation in complex behavioural traits is not
accounted for by the effects of either genes or family environment (Turkheimer 2000:
160). However, the influence of parents is also indirect (Jennings et al. 2009: 795) and
affects which other adults and children they encounter, which schools they attend, what
media they consume and in short how likely they are to have religious influences
outside the family. While we can measure parental religiosity, it is very difficult to
measure local or peer group effects using survey data, and many individual character-
istics will be unobserved.

A noteworthy feature of religious socialisation is that it is aimed at reproduction
rather than increase. Unlike health, education and social status, where parents tend to
hope for inter-generational improvement, parents are generally most content when
their children are religiously similar to themselves. The term ‘transmission’ is there-
fore appropriate. Like partisanship and racial identity, religion has high rates of inter-
generational reproduction compared to less affect-laden values and behaviours such as
opinions on particular topical issues, which are more affected by changing political
contexts (Jennings et al. 2009: 785).

Religious service attendance is considered a good measure of religious commit-
ment because it takes time and effort, in contrast to claiming a religious identity or pro-
fessing beliefs. As a collective activity it also signals belonging to a greater extent than
private activities such as prayer. However, measuring churchgoing or other religious
service attendance is not without problems. It is notorious that survey respondents
over-report their own attendance. Chaves suggests that when asked directly how often
they go to services, many people exaggerate their attendance in an attempt to commu-
nicate that they «think of themselves as church people» (Chaves 2011: 44). Social
desirability bias on this matter may of course be stronger in the US than in most of
Europe, since more people in the US are religious. However, as our interest lies not in
the absolute levels of attendance, but in comparing parents and their children, this issue
should not interfere with the analysis. Since the parents’ and the respondent’s attend-
ance are based on responses from the same person, we expect the same response bias
to affect both equally.

One might argue that deriving parental attendance from retrospective questions is
fraught with problems such as recall bias. Ideally we would have long-running house-
hold panel studies to study the relationship between parents and their adult children.
Unfortunately, such surveys are very rare and many have high attrition rates, which
could make them biased. In their absence, retrospective questions such as «when you
were a child, how often did your mother attend religious services?» can serve as a
proxy for longitudinal data collection. Iannaccone (2003) convincingly argues that the
quality of the data is higher than it might seem, and shows with a variety of different
tests that «when the primary goal is to generate a profile of aggregate trends and
turning points … retrospective methods will often yield extremely robust results» (Ian-
naccone 2003: 13). Unlike other childhood events, repeated occurrences such as the
religious service attendance of one’s parents are not likely to be forgotten, even if they
date back 50 or more years. In any event, in the absence of cross-national household
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panel data on church attendance, these retrospective proxy reports are the best indica-
tors of micro-level religious transmission available.

Data and methods
The International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) is a continuing, annual programme
of cross-national collaboration in surveys carried out by research organisations in the
participating countries, often as part of high quality national surveys such as the
General Social Survey in the US and the British Social Attitudes survey in Britain. A
module on religion was included in 1991, 1998 and 2008. The newest dataset from
2008 includes nearly 60 000 respondents from 40 countries. In each of the countries a
representative sample of around 2000 respondents was surveyed about their religious
faith, practices, beliefs, affiliations and traditions in addition to standard sociodemo-
graphic variables. For most of the analyses we use the dataset from 2008. In the mul-
tivariate analysis, we use data pooled from all three years and control for survey year.

The ISSP is the only multi-national survey to include questions about the religiosity
of the respondent’s parents (Iannaccone 2003). The question is «How often do you
attend religious services?» with nine response categories ranging from «Never» to
«Several times a week»1. In addition, the respondents were asked about each of their
parents: «When you were a child, how often did your mother/father attend religious
services?», with the same nine response categories. The average attendance of both
parents is used for most of the analyses2.

We also have data on the religiosity of parents and respondents from four countries
in the sample. In 2008, an extention of 24 questions funded by NORFACE (New
Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Co-operation in Europe) was added to the
ISSP survey in Britain, the Netherlands, Denmark, Ireland and Northern Ireland. Two
of these questions ask about the religiosity of each of the respondent’s parents: «When
you were a child, how religious was your mother / father?» with six response categories
ranging from «Extremely religious» to «Extremely non-religious». The questions cor-
respond to a question put to the respondents themselves in the main questionnaire:
«Would you describe yourself as …», with the same six response categories. As with
the religious attendance variable, the average religiosity of the parents is calculated for
comparison with the respondent’s own religiosity.

Respondent and parental attendance from the ISSP 2008
Frequency of attendance at religious services is a commonly used measure of religious
involvement and one of the most straightforward yardsticks for comparing parents’ and
children’s religiosity. In the whole international sample, the mean attendance is 3.66
(sd=3.02), which corresponds to a few times a year. Parental attendance3 is generally
higher than that of respondents, with a mean of 4.56 (sd=2.91), which equals a little
less often than monthly. There are of course large individual differences in transmis-
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sion rate, but overall there are many respondents (46.5 %) who attend less than their
parents did and relatively few who attend more (21.9 %).

Figure 1 shows the mean attendance of respondents by each level of parental attend-
ance. The graph shows the religiosity of parents on the horizontal axis and the religi-
osity of children on the vertical axis, and the lines that slopes upward represent the rela-
tionship between the two for men and women respectively. The size of the circles rep-
resents the number of respondents who fall into each category of parental attendance.
Not surprisingly, the more the parents attend religious services, the more their children
attend too, on average. The association is very strong, although behind these averages
there is a good deal of variation.

Respondents are pushed in two directions: by their parents, represented by the
dotted diagonal line of perfect transmission, and by the religious environment, repre-
sented here by the horizontal line. The more there is regression to the national mean,
the flatter the line; the more important the parental influence, the steeper the slope.
ISSP respondents as a whole seem to be right in between, suggesting that parents and
national culture are almost equally important influences. The association is strikingly
linear and there is no indication that parents have more influence in homes where reli-
gion is a more salient issue, as one would expect from social learning theory (Jennings
et al. 2009).

The gap between the lines for men and women shows that gender is an important
variable. In itself this is no surprise, as several studies have shown that with the excep-
tion of Jews and Muslims, women are generally more religiously active than men
(Walter and Davie 1998; Sullins 2006). What is interesting is that the lines are so par-
allel, showing that there is no interaction effect between parental attendance and
gender. Rather, women have a slightly higher religious practice whatever the level of
parental attendance.

There is a slight generational difference as well, with older people being more likely
to attend than younger people. However, this too affects only the intercept and not the
slope. If one compares the youngest cohort (18–29) and the oldest (60+), the two par-
allel lines look very similar to the ones for men and women in Figure 1. This genera-
tional comparison suggests that parents have not declined in importance relative to
other factors. Average attendance has dropped for people of all levels of parental reli-
giosity, but the degree of parental influence (as represented by the slope of the graph)
is unchanged.
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Figure 1. Average attendance by parental attendance

ISSP 2008

While a majority of people in the whole ISSP sample have parents who attend as often
as or more often than themselves, it is reasonable to suppose that there may be signifi-
cant cross-national variation. One useful measure is the difference between the percen-
tage in each country who attend less than their parents and the percentage who attend
more. This is shown in the first column in Table 1. In most Western countries the net gap
is between 25 and 50 percentage points. (Belgium (Flanders) and Ukraine are outliers
on either side.) This gap is substantial, but the overall attendance difference between
respondents and their parents is only one to one and a half points on the 0–10 scale
(shown in the second column). As the categories are fairly close, this means that the
generational decline is fairly slow. There are a few (mainly less developed or non-Wes-
tern) countries with a slight increase, but nowhere in the sample does attendance
increase across the generations by more than half a point on the scale. The answer to the
first question posed at the outset is simple: religious decline is the result of many people
being, on average, a little less religious than their parents. Table 1 also shows, in addition
to the national mean attendance, the bivariate correlations between parents’ and respon-
dent’s attendance. In answer to the second question, there is no clear association
between the values in these two columns, and we have no indication that parents are less
influential in secular countries.
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Table 1. Difference in attendance between parents and respondents by country

Source: ISSP 2008
Notes: R = respondent’s attendance, par = parental attendance
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Respondent and parental religiosity in four European countries
Because religious service attendance only measures one aspect of the multifaceted
concept of religion, a further test of the effect of parental religiosity relative to other
influences uses a different measure of religious commitment. In the countries where
the extended NORFACE questionnaire was used, we can also measure the relationship
between self-reported religiosity and the religiosity of parents. Great Britain, the Neth-
erlands, Denmark and Ireland have very different religious profiles, as can be seen in
the mean national attendance figures in Table 1. The percentage distributions of par-
ents’ and respondents’ religiosity also differ. In Ireland a clear majority of both gener-
ations is at least somewhat religious. The Dutch sample is also fairly religious, at least
in the parental generation, whereas in Denmark and Britain the larger number of non-
religious people makes the distribution more symmetrically bell-shaped.

Do these differences in national religious culture affect the transmission of religion
and religious practice from parents to children? In Figure 3 the mean levels of respond-
ent religiosity are plotted against the religiosity of their parents for these four countries.
Two hypotheses come to mind. First, the intercept on the graph just described should
be higher in more religious countries: for any given level of parental religiosity, chil-
dren will be more religious in the more religious country. Secondly, the slope might be
steeper: a religious culture will reinforce domestic religious socialisation, and the com-
bination of parental and cultural influences might mean that religious parents are espe-
cially successful at reproducing their faith in nations like Ireland.4

The lines in Figure 2 are remarkably similar, implying that national differences
matter very little to the pattern of religious transmission. Respondents who describe
their parents on average as neither religious nor nonreligious say on average the same
about themselves, whereas those whose parents are both extremely religious are on
average «very religious» themselves regardless of which of the four countries they live
in.
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Figure 2. Self-reported religiosity by average parental religiosity

ISSP 2008 (GB: N=1796; NL: N=1719; DK: N=1762; IRL: N=1939)

The similarities between these countries raises the question of whether the rate of trans-
mission has been constant or has changed over time. If secular environments are less
conducive to religious socialisation than religious ones we should expect that it becomes
increasingly difficult (or perhaps less desirable) for parents to pass on their religious
beliefs and behaviours to their offspring. On the other hand, the potential for decline is
greater the more religious the average parent.

Figure 3 shows the net loss in religiosity between parents (average of mother and
father) and respondents in the four countries by the respondent’s birth year. Values rep-
resent the difference between the percentage of respondents whose parents are more
religious than they are and the percentage whose parents are less religious. As the
graph shows, the generation gap in religiosity is apparent in all four countries even for
people born early in the 20th century, but its exact pattern varies. Religious attendance
appears to have been declining at a faster rate in Ireland and the Netherlands than in
Britain and Denmark, possibly because the starting point was higher. As more of the
population were religious attenders to begin with, there was less opportunity for
increase, and greater potential for loss. The rate of change has been relatively constant
in some countries, like Britain, but less so in the Netherlands, where the decline peaked
for respondents born in the 1950s. This expansion of the Dutch welfare state in the
1960s was associated with a simultaneous decline in the importance of religious insti-
tutions, and the Netherlands went from being one of the most religious countries in
Europe to one of the most secular in just one generation (Van Rooden 2003: 125).
These results indicate that declining parental influence, while being a potential contrib-
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uting factor in some countries, does not represent a general cause of secularisation. It
is thus necessary to look for other causes of religious decline.

Figure 3. Net loss in religiosity (% less religious - % more religious than parents) by
birth year

ISSP 2008 (GB: N=1796; NL: N=1719; DK: N=1762; IRL: N=1939)

Multivariate analysis of religious attendance in US and Great
Britain
There is general agreement that cultural context influences the successful transmission
of church attendance to some extent. However, the patterns of transmission in the Euro-
pean countries that we have examined so far are strikingly similar. An interesting ques-
tion is what happens when we look at the the US, which is known to have an excep-
tionally stable level of religiosity compared to Europe (Putnam and Campbell
2010:75). More than a quarter of Americans from all three ISSP religion surveys report
attending religious services every week or more, whereas the comparable figure for
Britain is 11 per cent. In the following section, a detailed comparison is made between
religious attendance in the US and Great Britain using multivariate models that include
parental influence, denominational affiliation and sociodemographic variables.

In Figure 4 the respondents’ mean church attendance is plotted against the average
church attendance of their parents. As in Figure 1, if parents have more influence, we
would expect the plotted line to be steeper and closer to the diagonal, whereas if influ-
ences outside the family are more important, the line should be flatter and closer to the
national mean.
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In both Britain and the US the lines representing the church attendance of respond-
ents relative to their parents have strong positive slopes, but with a marked regression
towards the mean. In general the lines are very similar and consistent with the other
findings from the whole ISSP sample. People are more likely to attend in the US than
in Great Britain, but the difference in attendance is almost exactly the same between
the two countries whether the parents attend never (1.64) or weekly (1.62).

Figure 4. Average attendance by parental attendance in Britain and the US

ISSP 2008 (US: N=1313, GB: N=1573)

Aside from being brought up in a religious home and being affiliated with a religion,
there are other sociodemographic factors that influence a person’s religious attendance
habits in adult life. In examining the relative influence of parents, we must consider the
different factors that contribute to the religious behaviours of individuals in a multiva-
riate analysis.

Firstly, a consistent finding across the Western world is that women are generally
more religious than men on a wide range of measures (Walter and Davie 1998; Sullins
2006). Moreover, there may be a difference in the way mothers and fathers transmit
religiosity to their offspring. In an American panel study Willits and Crider (1989: 74)
found that mother’s attendance was a better predictor of church attendance in young
adulthood than father’s attendance. Francis and Brown (1991: 115) found the same
result in a study of adolescents in England.

Structural location should also be taken into account, however. DeVaus and McAl-
lister (1987) found that lower female workforce participation is an important explana-
tory factor for the gender gap. Education is an even more consistent predictor, and is
associated with religious service attendance in both the US and the UK (Sacerdote and
Glaeser 2001). People are also more likely to attend if they are married or have children
(Chaves 2011: 52).
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Several studies show that two parents attending religious services are more likely
to have churchgoing children than if only one parent attends (Francis and Brown 1991;
Voas and Crockett 2005; Voas and Storm 2012). Moreover, agreement between the
parents (Hoge et al. 1982; Myers 1996), and consistency of beliefs and behaviours
(Bader and Desmond 2006) are important predictors of successful transmission of reli-
gious involvement. Children whose parents have the same religious affiliation are more
likely than children of «mixed marriages» to continue attending religious services as
adults (Putnam and Campbell 2010: 142).

According to Willits and Crider (1989: 79), the influence of parents in childhood is
not as important as the church attendance of one’s spouse. Even if the causal direction
is almost impossible to disentangle without detailed panel data, it is an interesting
measure of the respondent’s current social influences and habits.

Another important feature of the current social environment is the church itself.
Hoge et al. (1982) point out that religious socialisation takes place within denomina-
tional subgroups, and these should be expected to have different rates of intergenera-
tional transmission. For example, conservative evangelical Protestant denominations
in America have been more successful than mainline denominations in retaining young
people in the church (Chaves 2011: 10).

The question about denominational affiliation was worded differently in the two
countries. In Britain the respondents were asked «Do you regard yourself as belonging
to any particular religion? [if ‘yes’:] Which?», whereas in the US they were asked what
their religious preference was. In the US model the Protestant denominations have
been divided into Mainline, Evangelical and Black Protestants. In Britain the Protes-
tant category includes Church of England, Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians. All
other non-Catholic denominations are in the «Other Christian» category. The distribu-
tion of religious affiliation is considerably different in Britain and the United States. In
the British ISSP data pooled from 1991, 1998 and 2008, 39 per cent stated that they do
not regard themselves as belonging to a religion. By contrast only 11 per cent of the
American sample has no religion.

Nonetheless, denominational categories often include people who are not very
committed to or interested in the religion, and thus do not necessarily reflect the
meaning of the religion for the individual adherent (Ploch and Hastings 1998: 309–
310). For religion to have personal salience and motivational power beyond social con-
ventions, religious beliefs must also be present, and thus we include the respondent’s
belief in God.

All the variables mentioned above were included in a linear regression model with
the 9-point scale of respondent’s religious service attendance as the dependent varia-
ble. The independent variables were introduced in three steps. The first model only
controls for sociodemographic variables, the second introduces the main variables of
interest, namely the attendance and religiosity of parents and spouses, and finally the
third model tests how these associations hold up when belief in God and denomination
are introduced. The results for Britain are shown in Table 2 and for the US in Table 3.

Most of the categorical variables are dummy variables. However, Belief in God is
coded on a scale from 1) «I don’t believe in God» to 5)«I know God exists and have
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no doubts about it»5. Education is also treated as a continuous variable with categories
ranging from 0) «No qualification» to 5) «Degree» in Britain and from 0) «Less than
high school» to 4) «Graduate degree» in the US6. There are some other minor differ-
ences in the variables between the two countries. In Britain the respondents were asked
about the religion of their partners regardless of their marital status, whereas in the US
they were only asked about their spouse. The variable labelled «Children in house-
hold» was recoded from different variables. In Britain it measures whether any other
people in the household are sons or daughters of the respondents, whereas in the US it
measures whether any household members are under 18 years old. The «Parents same
religion» variable is coded «1» when the parents had the same religion (not including
‘none’) as each other when the respondent was a child. «Parents different religion»
applies when one parent had no religion or a different religion from the other. The ref-
erence category is that neither parent had a religious affiliation. Collinearity should not
be a problem in these models, as the only Pearson’s correlations above 0.6 are the cor-
relations between father’s attendance and mother’s attendance (GB: 0.706, US: 0.633).

The results are very similar in Britain and the US. In particular the influence of
parents seems almost identical. Attendance was somewhat higher in 1991, but this
effect is wholly mediated by affiliation and so is not significant in either country in the
third model. In both countries, people born before 1940 are more likely to attend
church than those born later, even controlling for parental religious activity. While an
age effect might be responsible, previous studies indicate that it is primarily a cohort
effect (King-Hele 2011). The magnitude of these effects seems similar in the two coun-
tries, despite the greater secularisation in Britain. A possible explanation is that
because churchgoing in Britain is already low even among older respondents, the
potential for decline is likewise reduced.

Women are more likely than men to attend in both countries, if slightly more so in
Britain, but the effectiveness of intergenerational transmission does not appear influ-
enced by the gender of the parent. Married people are also more likely to attend, espe-
cially if their spouse or partner share their religious affiliation. Education and non-
white ethnicity also significant increases attendance in both countries, as does employ-
ment, if less so when controlling for religiosity. As one would expect, belief in God has
a positive association with church attendance in both countries, and all the religious
affiliations are highly positively associated. There are some differences between the
denominations and the highest coefficient in the US is for Evangelical Protestants, who
are well known to be more active church attenders than Mainline Protestants and Cath-
olics (Greeley and Hout 2006). In general, however, the models appear very similar
despite the differences between the religious landscape in these two countries.

The final model for Britain is slightly more powerful, accounting for 41 per cent of
the variance in church attendance, compared to the US model’s 35 per cent. These are
high values for social science, though of course they are achieved by explaining one
form of religious involvement (attendance) with the help of others (belief and affilia-
tion). Nevertheless, more than half of the variance in church attendance remains unex-
plained. What the remaining factors are is difficult to say, but geographical differences,
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schooling, friendships and other social networks seem likely candidates (Kelley and de
Graaf 1997).

The hypothesis that parents in the US are more successful in transmitting their
churchgoing than they are in Britain is supported in one sense but not another. It is true
that American children are more similar to their parents in terms of religious practice
than their British counterparts. That said, there does not appear to be anything excep-
tional about the intergenerational transmission of churchgoing in the US. The influence
of parents is similar in the two countries. Any differences in retention rates must thus
be due to aspects of the cultural environment not controlled for in this model.
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Table 2. Regression: Religious service attendance in Britain
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Table 3. Regression: Religious service attendance in the US
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Discussion
Previous research has shown that change and continuity of religious affiliation and
behaviour in the Western world are in large part a result of cohort differences, and age
and period effects play only a very small role in influencing religiosity (King-Hele
2011; Voas and Crockett 2005). Identities, beliefs and practices are remarkably stable
(on average) over the adult life course, indicating that individual religious involvement
is substantially determined in childhood and adolescence by parents, peer groups and
the cultural environment. Since religious decline has been shown to be mainly the
result of cohort differences, we need to look at how effective parents are at transmitting
their religious behaviours to their children in order to fully understand different levels
of religiosity such as that between men and women, and different trends of religious
decline, such as the discrepancy between the US and other Western countries. Three
questions about the nature of intergenerational religious decline were posed in the
introduction. The first concerned how widespread and how large religious decline is at
the level of families, the second asked whether parental influence is greater in more
religious countries, and the third asked which individual variables influence intergen-
erational transmission of religion and whether these vary between different countries.

At the level of families, the overall difference between respondents and their
parents is not very large. In answer to the first question posed in the introduction, inter-
generational decline in religiosity takes place because many people are a little less reli-
gious than their parents. The decline is on average slow. There are exceptions, such as
the unusually rapid religious decline in the Netherlands, but in the vast majority of the
countries, there is a consistent loss in religiosity from one generation to the next. The
differences we observe in the general levels of religiosity between men and women,
and between different countries, are thus likely to be maintained for some time.

At the country level, there was no indication that parents are more influential in reli-
gious countries than in secular countries. Our results show that parental influence on
religion is remarkably consistent, and the findings are similar when using different
measures of religious committment. While the general success of intergenerational
transmission varies across different countries and cohorts and between men and
women, the impact of parental religiosity relative to other sources of influence is fairly
similar across a wide range of countries, and the relationship between the religiosity of
parents and children appears linear. Contrary to social learning theory (Jennings et al.
2009: 783), the salience of the behaviour and values to the parents, and the consistency
between mother’s and father’s religion, does not appear to affect transmission rates in
a positive way.

In addition to parental levels of religiosity and attendance, there are other individual
level variables that influence both religious service attendance and the intergenera-
tional transmisson of religiosity, most notably gender and denominational affiliation.
Women are on average more likely than men to be religious and also more likely to
inherit their parents’ religiosity. Still, the effect of mother’s and father’s attendance on
the respondent appeared to be the same. There are significant associations between
religious attendance and denominational affiliation in general, with mainline Protes-



148

Nordic Journal of Religion and Society 25:2

tants being less likely to attend frequently than Evangelicals, Catholics and non-Chris-
tians.

There is little difference between the US and Great Britain in how religion is trans-
mitted from parents to children, whether or not we control for sociodemographic vari-
ables or religious denomination. Moreover, it is not only the parental influence that is
similar. In both countries, age, gender, ethnicity and marriage to someone of the same
religion have strong associations with religious attendance. The only important observ-
able difference is the baseline level of religious attendance. The obvious hypothesis is
that the religious environment promotes more religious behaviour in the US and more
non-attendance in Britain, whatever the religiosity of the parents. To summarise, the
generation gap is larger in Britain than the US but the average difference between chil-
dren of religious parents and children of nonreligious parents is the same in the two
countries.

The results suggest that parents, sociodemographic and contextual variables are
important influences on church attendance, but there is no indication that these varia-
bles interact. Religious socialisation within families is not any less efficient than it was
in the less secular past or in contemporary religious societies. Parents’ religiosity is a
powerful predictor of individual levels of church attendance, and it has similar effects
in very different countries.

Notes
1 The original variable had 9 categories from 1) Never to 9) Several times a week. The scale

has been slightly stretched at both ends by giving ‘Never’ the value 0 and ‘Several times a
week’ the value 10. There are two reasons for this adjustment. First, the ordinal values do
not form an ideal scale. Because most of the middle categories are fairly close together there
are good theoretical reasons for acknowledging a more substantial difference between deny-
ing any religious attendance and going rarely. It is also worth differentiating between attend-
ing several times a week, which in most countries is a sign of very high commitment, and
more conventional weekly attendance. Secondly, re-numbering the categories as described
causes the relationships to be almost perfectly linear rather than slightly curvilinear, making
the graphs easier to read.

2 Respondents whose parents were not present in childhood are treated as missing in the anal-
ysis.

3 «Parental attendance» refers to the mean of mother’s and father’s religious attendance.
When only one parent was present in childhood, it is the attendance of this parent.

4 Kelley and De Graaf (1997) offer an alternative hypothesis, that the slope will be steeper in
more secular countries. They argue that religious parents work harder to instil religious com-
mitment in places where the religious environment is unfavourable.

5 The original variable had 6 categories: 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. Categories 3 and 4 were combined as
it is not evident that one or the other is more strongly theistic.
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6 In Britain the other categories are 1) CSE or equivalent, 2) O level or equivalent, 3) A level
or equivalent, 4) Higher education below degree. In the US they are 1) High School, 2) Jun-
ior College, 3) Bachelor’s degree.
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