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The Religion Paradox
BY FR ANK NE WPORT

We are seeing an interesting paradox in our recent data on religion in the age of the
coronavirus. Americans have become significantly more likely to say that religion is
increasing its influence on American life, but there is no actual evidence of an uptick in
religiosity at the individual level.

Specifically, the percentage of Americans who say religion is increasing its influence on
American life has jumped from 19% last December to 38% in Gallup's latest April 14-28
survey.

The results of this change are not dramatic in an absolute sense. The 38% who now say
that religion is increasing its influence is still less than a majority -- and by way of
comparison much lower than measured by Gallup after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In
December 2001, 71% of Americans said that religion was increasing its influence on
American life, the highest ever recorded across Gallup's six-decade trend.

But the current "increasing its influence" figure is double what we recorded last year and
the highest since 2006, when in September of that year 40% said the influence of
religion was increasing. The all-time low in response to this question, which Gallup first
asked in 1957, was 14% in 1969 and 1970.

Measures of Americans' Personal Religiosity Very Stable

Despite the uptick in views that religion is increasing its influence in society, we don't find
evidence -- yet -- of an actual increase in the influence of religion at the individual level.
In other words, while more Americans perceive that religion is increasing its influence,
the reality does not appear to match those perceptions.

I recently reviewed new Gallup data on self-reported church attendance and prayer, and
concluded that while worship has largely shifted to virtual venues, it isn't any more or any
less prevalent now than it was pre-virus. The same goes for our estimate of prayer
behavior.

Other Gallup trends from our April 14-28 update show similar stability. There is no
change in Americans' reporting that religion is very important in their personal lives, no
significant increase in the percentage of Americans who have a religious identity (as
opposed to being a "none" with no self-reported religious affiliation) and no change in
the percentage of Americans who say that religion can answer all or most of society's
problems.

What's Behind the Rise in Those Saying Religion's Influence Is
Increasing?

Gallup's trend measure of religion's influence on society ("At the present time, do you
think religion as a whole is increasing its influence on American life or losing its
influence?") asks Americans to speculate about what is happening across the country,
rather than in their own personal lives and in their own personal beliefs.

Americans don't have an available and accurate way of assessing the influence of
religion across the entire country. So respondents in our survey, we can assume, are
either relying on what they have read, seen or heard from others (including news
coverage), or they're making assumptions about what they think could or should be
happening.

We didn't ask Americans directly if religion is increasing or decreasing its influence on
their own lives. But a recent survey by Pew Research did ask Americans a variant of this:
"As a result of the coronavirus outbreak, has your own religious faith become stronger,
weaker, or hasn't changed much?" The results show that 24% say their faith has become
stronger, 2% weaker -- with the rest saying there has been no change or that the
question wasn't applicable because they weren't religious to begin with. In short, almost
four in 10 Americans assume that religion is increasing its influence in general, and
about a quarter report an increase in personal religious faith. That's despite the fact that
our Gallup data show no actual increase in religiosity across several trend measures.

How is this the case? I think a primary explanation is provided by an analysis showing
that the majority of those who say that religion is increasing its influence, both nationally
and personally, are those who were already religious.

A detailed look at our Gallup data shows that Americans who themselves are personally
religious are most likely to have increased their perceptions that religion is becoming
more influential in American life. This is based on a comparison of the results of our
question among groups defined by their religiosity in our December 2019 survey and in
the current April survey.

The percentage saying religion is increasing its influence went from 23% in December
to 49% today among Americans who say religion is very important in their personal
lives. But among those who say that religion is not important in their daily lives, the
jump has been much more modest, from 19% to 25%.
Similarly, among Americans who report attending church frequently in each survey,
the "increasing its influence" figure has gone from 23% to 45%, compared with a
smaller 21% to 31% uptick among those who never attend church.

Pew's analysis, similarly, found that the increase in those who said their religious faith had
become stronger was mostly among those who -- based on previous measures of
church attendance -- were already religious. Thus, the crisis apparently has reinforced
faith among the already faithful, and they -- perhaps naturally enough -- assume that this
means religion is having a greater influence nationwide as well, as reflected in Gallup's
trend.

Yet, as I've discussed, when it comes to direct questions about personal religiosity, we
have seen no change between last year and the current survey. This most likely reflects
two factors. First, even if the personal faith of already religious Americans has deepened
in recent months due to the virus situation, it can't be reflected in our normal trend
measures because these people were already at the top of the scales used to measure
religiosity. Second, there apparently has been no appreciable uptick in religiosity among
the less religious -- those who could have, in theory, responded in more positive ways to
the religious trend questions, but did not.

There still may be other explanations for the difference in views of religiosity across the
country and actual trends of religious behavior measured at the individual level.
Americans who say that religion is increasing its influence on American life could be
referring to religion's impact on political leaders (rather than on individuals), or its
influence in other ways not measured by our standard religion trends.

Same Relationships After 9/11

It is important to note that we saw the same differences in perceptions of changes in
religion across the country and reports of personal religiosity after the 2001 terrorist
attacks. By December of that year, some three months after the attacks, 71% of
Americans said that religion was increasing its influence on American life. This, as noted,
was the highest in Gallup history and may have in part reflected the many public
references to God and prayer that occurred after 9/11. Yet, as I reviewed then, the actual
individual-level evidence, as is the case in the current situation, showed no significant
increase in self-reports of church attendance or in reports of the importance of religion
in one's daily life.

In sum, national crises such as 9/11 and coronavirus may deepen the faith of the already
faithful, but there is no evidence that they widen the impact of religious faith on the
population as a whole.

AUTHOR(S)

Frank Newport, Ph.D., is a Gallup Senior Scientist. He is the author of Polling
Matters: Why Leaders Must Listen to the Wisdom of the People and God Is
Alive and Well. Twitter: @Frank_Newport

REL ATED TOPIC S INCLUDE : USA,  ALL GALLUP HE ADLINES,  COVID -19,  POLLING MAT TERS,  RELIGION,  RELIGION AND

SOCIAL TRENDS

Subscribe to the Gallup News brief and real time alerts.

Stay up to date with our latest insights.

SIGN UP

RECOMMENDED

!"# $ %

Leading the Post-Pandemic Workplace
Explore insights for leaders looking to prepare their teams for the future

of work.

LE ARN MORE

POLLING MAT TERS MAY 1,  2020

Update on Virtual
Worship in the U.S.
During COVID-19
New data show little evidence of major
change in the percentage of Americans
worshipping during the virus situation,
although most now worship virtually.

POLITIC S MAY 1,  2020

Health Institutions
Still Rated Best for
COVID-19 Response
Americans continue to rate medical
professionals and health experts highest
for their handling of the COVID-19
situation and media lowest.

POLITIC S MAY 1,  2020

As Curve Flattens,
Americans See Progress
but Longer Battle
Recent shifts in Americans' views on the
coronavirus situation align logically with
the very recent flattening of the U.S.
infection curve.

GALLUP BLOG

Roundup of Gallup
COVID-19 Coverage
Get the short version of Gallup's latest
research on the coronavirus in this
frequently updated summary, including
links to all prior content.

Methodology Center
Senior Scientists
Trends A-Z
George Gallup

About Us
Careers
Locations
News
Store

Media Inquiries
Gallup Speakers
Customer Support

CONTACT US

    

Subscribe to Our Latest Insights

Your Email Address SIGN UP

&

!" # ' (

Privacy Statement Cookie Preferences Legal Do Not Sell My Personal Information

Copyright © 2021 Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved.

)

& *

12/4/21, 3:44 PM
Page 1 of 1


