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ABSTRACT Belief and Group Identity:
Participants did not show a decline in religious belief. 4 out of the 5 nonreligious cohort recognized to some degree that a higher power or God 
existed, however their religious experiences left them feeling unwelcome and with unanswered questions. This supports the trend that Americans 
still believe in God at high rates regardless of affiliation. Religious participants had varied definitions and purposes for religion or faith; however 
similar language was used by both age cohorts. When defining religion and faith many religious participants repeated themes of right beliefs, 
relationship with God and community with other believers. 

“The purpose comes out of our understanding of a relationship to God based on Jesus which is not only 
individual but also communal”

The purpose of religion for many participants was having a guide to life through your actions. Your beliefs should manifest in your actions both 
your career intentions and mundane interactions with others. The purpose as not only motivated individuals but bonded their faith community. 

“kind of the whole reason to have like this Christian community is to bring glory to God.”

Sharing a group identity was important for the religious cohort while the nonreligious cohort did not express feelings of belonging in their religious
experiences. Community or the sense of belonging was an important factor that religious participants used to help find a church as well as develop 
their beliefs. Multiple participants discussed finding a welcoming community. While one nonreligious young adult mentioned being welcomed at a 
church event, overall nonreligious did not belong found social support in secular community groups. There was a tension in how they felt they 
should have been welcomed but were not. Furthermore, two participants specified their dissatisfaction at how the church did not accept the Queer 
community, by extension not fully welcoming them.

“Growing up religion specifically like a lot of organized religion has been kind of like a negative thing just all 
like the hate and animosity like towards my family”

METHOD

RELIGIOUS DECLINE

Earning the label “Nones”, people with no religious affiliation have dramatically increased in recent decades. Previous research suggests 
four possible contributing factors: changing beliefs, increasing value of autonomy, conflicting liberal attitudes, and changes in group identity. 
Evidence suggests that this is a generational change, but the ways it influences talk about religion is unknown. This research investigated these 
trends through semi‐structured qualitative interviews exploring people’s reasons for religious identification that quantitative research fails to 
explain. The lead author conducted 17 interviews, 5 socially distanced and 12 via video conferencing. Participants were split for analysis by 
two factors, age cohort and religious identity. Divided among age cohort there were 9 students and 8 older adults whereas among religious 
identity there were 12 religious and 5 nonreligious participants. Across generations autonomy was important to most participants choosing 
their religion and desiring that choice for others. Analysis also suggests major differences in how people define their beliefs and how people 
perceive religion interacting with today’s increasingly secular culture. 

Culture surrounding religion has been evolving since World War II. Beginning in the 1960s, religious participation and identity began to 
decline. Now labeled “Nones,” people with no religious preference have dramatically increased in the last few decades: from 7 percent in 
1991 to 20 percent in 2012 (Hout and Fischer, 2002; 2014). Religious “nones” comprise 22.8% of the American population (Pew, 2014). Today, 
this trend continues as Gallup reports in 2021 that church membership has fallen below 50% for the first time with the younger cohorts 
driving that change. People born between 1981and 1996 have decreased church membership by 15% in the last 10 years while people born 
between 1965 and 1980 have decreased church membership by 12 percent since 1998. This is indicative of generational change as younger 
cohorts are not choosing religion at the same rate as previous cohorts. 

The literature suggests that there are four possible causes of generational change. It is possible that Americans’ beliefs are changing, but 
Americans’ belief in God remains high (Chaves, 2002), and there is a noticeable trend that people crave spirituality, even if they are not 
religious (Ammerman, 2014). People have started valuing autonomy in the decades after WWII. More recently, cultural opinions have shifted 
with liberal attitudes in the age of LGBTQ rights. Lastly, group identity is an important component of religious vitality (Smith, 1998).

Our research asks- How do people talk about religion in an era of religious decline, and what does language surrounding 
religion indicate about declining religious preference?
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CONCLUSIONS
Despite the small sample size, this research indicates strong support for the theory of autonomy and liberal attitudes decreasing 

religiosity in America. Further research could expand upon the connection between generational change and liberal attitudes by probing into 
specific facets of American culture. As someone going into ministry, this research has provided insight into what religious institutions need to 
know for this generation. With autonomy showing greater importance for younger cohorts, it is imperative that churches acknowledge the 
people's right to choose religion. This can be a strength rather than a weakness. Religious leaders should also focus more on building 
community and welcoming visitors as that is a deciding factor for many nonreligious young adults. As liberal attitudes become more prevalent 
in society, our religious institutions need to be clear about their beliefs. This will help the “Nones” gauge if they can belong to specific religious 
communities and help religious members reconcile their beliefs with these cultural attitudes. I hope to be a leader that advances these changes.

The lead author interviewed 17 people following a semi-structured interview guide. 12 of the interviews were conducted virtually over video chat 
platforms. 5 of the interviews were conducted in person, socially distant (in compliance with COVID protocol). Participants were divided into four 
groups, across cohort and religious affiliation. The generational cohorts were split by young adults/ students (age 18-25) and middle-aged 
adults/parents (30-80). The religious affiliation split participants by those without affiliation and those claiming a religious identity. All the religious 
participants were Christian, representing multiple denominations of Christianity. The Interviews ran from July 30 to October 14, 2020. Interviews 
ranged from 54 minutes to 1 hour and 36 minutes. 

Religious Non-Religious

Young 6 3

Old 6 2

Autonomy:
The Theory of Autonomy is supported in the language choices of 
participants. The majority of participants recognized they chose their 
belief for themselves. The language of choice was persistent when 
discussing themselves, their children, and others. They recognized that 
before children are able to make the decision, parents select for them, but 
when the time comes the child can make it. 

“It’s a choice later in life to be able to chose whether or 
not you follow something”

All 12 religious participants acknowledge that they consciously made the 
decision to subscribe to their religious beliefs. Many explicitly 
recognizing that as a kid they followed the beliefs of their parents, but 
when they grew up, they chose to believe in their religion for themselves. 
A few of the adults shared about their own children’s choices to join or 
leave religion as well. 

“I also respect my children's desire to find a way right”

Of the non-religious cohort, the younger participants easily recalled the 
choice their parents gave them while the older participants implied their 
choice by describing their frustrations with religion. Of the 9 young 
participants, 8 valued autonomy. They would raise their future children 
with a choice. The 1 young participant who did not seem to value 
autonomy as highly was determined to raise their children Catholic, 
regardless of other influences. While the young nonreligious participants 
expressed not knowing how to raise their children to know religion, they 
still felt having a choice was important. 

“I’m not going to force Christianity on my kids because 
it is a choice” 

Theory Background Interview Questions 

Decreased 
Belief in God

This would easily explain the decline we see in religiosity. However, we 
have not seen a decline in the belief in God or supernatural powers. Pew 
Research found that 49% of nonreligious people are certain to some degree 
that a God exists (Pew, 2014). Overall, Americans still believe in God and 
engage in spiritual practices, yet they aren’t choosing to belong to a 
religious group. 

➢ How do you define church/religion?

➢ What is the purpose for your beliefs?

Autonomy

An increase in the value of choice or autonomy over obedience to 
authority, especially in cohorts born after World War II. The younger 
cohort simply isn't blindly following anymore; they are questioning. Hout
and Fisher note that autonomy is reflected not only in the abandonment of 
organized religion but also party politics, marriage, and other institutions; 
thus, it may contribute to the decline in religious affiliation (2014).

➢ Was being religious a choice that was 
presented to you?

➢ Would you raise your children with 
religion?

Liberal 
Attitudes

Opinions concerning marijuana/drug usage, homosexuality, and 
premarital sex “are now predictive of cohort differences in religious 
preference,” such that people holding such liberal attitudes are less likely 
to be religious (Hout and Fischer, 2014). Since the 1990s, churches became 
places that were associated with conservatives’ ideals, often leaving out 
more left leaning political beliefs. Party affiliation among “nones” is 23% 
Republican, 22% no lean, and 54% Democrat (Pew, 2014). 

➢ Do you see any conflicts between 
religion and society?

➢ Do you think that political candidates 
have twisted religion for their own 
gain?

Group 
Identity

People need to find themselves in distinct social groups with clear 
boundaries that satisfy their need for belonging. Stronger group 
boundaries help religion thrive but also can cultivate greater opposition 
with out-groups (Smith 1998). Thus, the decline in religious affiliation may 
have to do with young Americans feeling as though they don’t belong with 
religious groups defined by strong cultural boundaries.

➢ What identity groups do you belong to?

➢ Do you disclose your religious identity 
to others?

PARTICIPANTS
➢ There were 9 females and 8 males. 
➢ Ages ranged from 19 to 80.
➢ All participants identified racially as white and grew up in the Midwest for part of childhood.
➢ The religious group included Roman Catholics, non-denominational Christians, Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter Dy Saints,
➢ The non-religious group included agnostics, atheists, and secular humanists.

Liberal Attitudes: 
The liberal attitudes in contemporary culture were perceived by majority 
of participants as clashing with more conservative religious viewpoints. 
Though each cohort had different perspectives of the conflicts, the 
younger participants were much more influenced by the conflict between 
religion and society over issues of politics, abortion, LGBTQ rights, and 
science. 

“There is definitely clashes between society and 
religious beliefs”

People acknowledge conflict between their religious views and liberal 
attitudes of modern society. The nonreligious cohort was able to see the 
conflict from an outsider perspective while the religious cohort felt 
personally attacked by cultural attitudes. The religious cohort was not 
surprised by the conflict they saw, often using Biblical references to 
contextualize their experiences. Multiple religious participants 
mentioned their disapproval for the hyper sexualized lifestyle and the 
practice of abortion that the media portrays as acceptable. 

“I believe God hates abortion because I believe it is 
murder of an innocent [person]” 

Regardless of political beliefs, people noted a tension between religion 
and politics overlapping more than participants desired. 
Furthermore, the political issues that participants noticed were all 
supported by the rhetoric of our founding fathers, “separation of Church 
and State”. Religious and nonreligious found issue in the practice of 
swearing in political leaders on a Bible and extending your religious 
beliefs onto others who don’t subscribe to the same beliefs.

“No one should be legislated by someone else’s 
religion”


