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Individual-Level Determinants of Religious Intergenerational
Transmission: Evidence from Catholic Europe’

Brian Conway,” Bram Spruyt,® and José Pereira Coutinho*

Although there is a rich body of research on religious transmission, relatively little attention has been given to
studying this within specific religious traditions such as Catholicism, especially in Europe. Using data from
the 2018 round of the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), this study uses regression analysis to
investigate individual-level determinants of religious transmission in 12 European countries with a Catholic
tradition. We find support for the idea that parental religious socialization impacts adults’ religiosity. More
specifically, we find that childhood religiosity has explanatory effects separate from the impact of parental
religiosity and that the religiosity of the father has a greater impact on offspring religiosity than the religiosity
of the mother. We also find that childhood church attendance has a stronger effect in former communist coun-
tries than in western European countries. Overall, this study suggests the religious socialization perspective
should be considered more in religious group-specific terms.
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INTRODUCTION

The topic of religious transmission and its role in understanding dynamic trends
in beliefs and practices has attracted considerable attention from social scientists
(e.g., Denton and Flory 2020; Pearce and Denton 2011; Smith and Snell 2009; Storm
and Voas 2012; Voas and Crockett 2005; Voas and Storm 2012). By religious trans-
mission, we mean the passing on of religious beliefs, practices, and values from one
generation to the next or, in other words, the transmission of parental religiosity to
the offspring.

As religious transmission (or lack thereof) has been posited as a key driver of
religious change more generally (e.g., Kelley and De Graaf 1997; Storm and
Voas 2012; Voas and Doebler 2011), this makes it especially important for under-
standing religiosity nowadays. While the idea that parental religiosity impacts
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childhood religiosity is not novel and is, in fact, state-of-the-art understanding (e.g.,
Smith and Adamczyk 2021; Storm and Voas 2012), the determinants of religious
transmission within single religious traditions (in this case, Catholicism) and how
these may vary across countries have received relatively little attention, especially in
a European context. Where Catholic-specific studies of religious transmission exist
(e.g., Smith et al. 2014), the US tends to be the dominant case. Apart from this
relative neglect, we also chose to focus on a single religious group as past research
suggests that secularization processes can be understood as having religious
tradition-specific effects, including for Catholicism (e.g., Need and Evans 2001). The
Catholic case represents an interesting one for studying religious transmission in
light of the significant erosion in commitment among adherents in advanced Western
societies over the last few decades (Bullivant 2019; Clements and Bullivant 2022).
And the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) represents an ideal dataset
for investigating within-group heterogeneity, providing recent data containing a
range of relevant measures unrivaled by any other dataset.

Thus, drawing on ISSP data, this study asks the following research question: to
what extent does parental religiosity impact childrens’ religiosity in European coun-
tries with a Catholic tradition?

EXTANT RESEARCH ON RELIGIOUS TRANSMISSION

Over the years, a number of very insightful social scientific studies have been
carried out about religious transmission, reflecting a breadth of methodological
approaches (e.g., Bossi and Marraccoli 2022; Hoge et al. 2001; Smith and Adamc-
zyk 2021; Smith et al. 2014; Voas and Storm 2012). More specifically, research on
this topic falls into three basic categories. First, one group of studies employs a quali-
tative, fine-grained approach to understanding religious transmission (e.g., Bossi
and Marraccoli 2022; Kelley et al. 2021; Pusztai and Demeter-Karaszi 2019). Com-
pared to quantitative approaches, research in this tradition allows us to gain a deeper
understanding of religious transmission. For example, in their study of religiously
committed families in Ireland and the UK, Kelley et al. (2021) identified parental
modeling, religious group activities and family religious behavior as significant path-
ways through which parents socialize their children into religiosity.

Another body of research employs a quantitative, big-picture approach (e.g.,
Bengtson et al. 2009; McPhail 2019; Smith 2021), using either national surveys or
cross-national ones. For example, Bengtson et al. (2009) investigated how grandpar-
ents shape religious transmission in the US context using data from the Longitudinal
Study of Generations. They found that grandparents have important impacts on the
religiosity of their grandchildren, net of any impacts their parents may have, even if
these are reducing over time. This may especially be the case with regard to the
impact of grandmothers on their granddaughters. Similarly, Smith (2021) investi-
gated the impact of parental religious ideology on the transmission of beliefs and
practices to offspring using data from the National Study of Youth and Religion,
finding that conservative religious groups are more successful transmitters than their
more liberal counterparts, where religious socialization tends to be weaker. Within
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this category of research, some cross-national research also exists (e.g., Kelley and
De Graaf 1997; Storm and Voas 2012; Voas and Storm 2012). For example, Kelley
and De Graaf (1997) investigate the role of broader social contexts in religious
socialization in a group of 15 mostly European countries, showing how parental
socialization patterns vary between religious national settings and secular ones,
though this work has recently been challenged (e.g., Voas and Storm 2021).

A third body of research mixes these two approaches by combining the breadth
of social surveys with the depth of interview-based research (e.g., Denton and
Flory 2020; Smith and Adamczyk 2021; Stolz et al. 2016). Drawing on nationally
representative social survey data alongside interview data regarding parents from a
diverse range of religious groups, Smith and Adamczyk (2021) find that close inter-
personal interactions with children is arguably the most important factor in success-
ful religious socialization. Where these interactions are characterized by conflicting
messages, mismatches between what parents say and what they do, and overreach-
ing, failed socialization is more likely. Similarly, other US-based work shows the
importance of parents in shaping young adults’ religious lives, even if they increas-
ingly distance themselves from their early religiosity (Denton and Flory 2020). In a
European context, Stolz et al. (2016) show how religious socialization in Swiss soci-
ety has been made more challenging by the greater availability of secular lifestyle
options, which tend to crowd out attention to religious transmission.

Overall, prior studies within the quantitative strand of research, the one most
relevant to the present study, tend to focus on religiosity in general rather than spe-
cific religious traditions, reflecting a tension in the literature between developing
large-scale theories that apply across all religious groups versus testing universal the-
ories within specific religious traditions (Conway and Spruyt 2018). This is surprising
as past research suggests that religious transmission does not necessarily occur in
exactly the same way across religious traditions, with some transmission actors being
more significant in some religious groups than others (Vaidyanathan 2011). Also,
although this body of research often looks at the influence of parents separately and
together (e.g., Storm and Voas 2012), it does not commonly attempt to separate out
the relative influence of mothers and fathers in specific religious groups. Similarly,
past quantitative studies seldom consider generational and country differences in
parental transmission within specific confessional traditions.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Religious Socialization Perspective

The basic insight of this perspective, which is strongly inspired by social learn-
ing theory, is that human behavior in general, including religious behavior, may best
be understood as a learned process (Desmond et al. 2010; Petts 2014; Storm and
Voas 2012; see also Gillis and Krull 2019). Thus, this perspective centers the role of
parents as the principal socialization agents of children in fostering their religiosity
(Storm and Voas 2012; Vaidyanathan 2011).

Of course, this perspective should not be overstated either. As children grow
older, parents increasingly compete with a range of secular alternatives to religion,
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such as sport, peer groups, etc. (Baker-Sperry 2001; Kelley and De Graaf 1997; Stolz
et al. 2016). These rival spaces may operate as alternatives to religion as sources of
meaning in young adults’ lives, potentially weakening the internalization of religious
values. Relatedly, the challenge of religious socialization may also vary substantively
between religious versus secular countries (Kelley and De Graaf 1997), tending to be
greater in the latter than the former. In secular contexts, religious parents tend to
exert more effort at crowding out secular competitors, compared to parents in reli-
gious contexts where religion is “in the air” (Kelley and De Graaf 1997). More recent
research, however, challenges the claim that religious socialization depends on the
societal milieu, arguing that parental socializing effects are basically the same across
secular and religious contexts (Voas and Storm 2021).

Regardless of national setting, parents usually exert influence on their off-
spring’s religiosity through three important pathways: modeling, directing, and rela-
tionality (McPhail 2019). For example, modeling involves introducing children to
religion through encouraging religious habits such as prayer, bringing them to reli-
gious services, displaying religious objects in the home, etc. versus directing, which
involves encouraging children to participate in religious groups and institutions.
Relationality has to do with positive parent—child relations that may help to foster
religious transmission (McPhail 2019). Together, these different processes suggest
that parents have a direct role in religious transmission, but also that this can operate
in a mediated way via other social actors (Storm and Voas 2012; Vaidyanathan 2011).

At the same time, the consistency of parental religious messaging is also impor-
tant (Bader and Desmond 2006; Smith and Adamczyk 2021). When one parent is less
religious than another or communicates messages about religion at odds with their
partner or when one parent’s behaviors are unhinged from their attitudes (Bader
and Desmond 2006; Clements and Bullivant 2022), this lowers the costs for children
of giving up their religious identity. An example of this could be one parent regularly
attending religious services and the other sporadically or not at all, or one parent
placing a high value on religion but then disregarding regular practice. As a result,
children may be less likely to internalize its importance (Bader and Desmond 2006;
Smith et al. 2014). Relatedly, when both parents share the same religious preference
and commitment—*religious homophily”’—this is more likely to bolster youth religi-
osity (Bader and Desmond 2006; Clements and Bullivant 2022; Storm and
Voas 2012).

While parents are undoubtedly important in shaping youth religiosity and even
more so when there is a consistency between them, they may not be equally so. Past
research highlights the differential role of mothers versus fathers in religious trans-
mission (Baker-Sperry 2001). As women have traditionally tended to carry a dispro-
portionate share of child care responsibilities (Stolz et al. 2016), they have tended to
play a more active role in socializing the next generation. This means that the mes-
sages mothers communicate about religion may be particularly important for their
children’s religiosity (Baker-Sperry 2001). Even so, the role of fathers should not be
discounted (Baker-Sperry 2001; Smith and Adamczyk 2021). Past studies suggest
that fathers may have stronger effects on formal religious behavior (e.g., attending
religious services) than on how their offspring might apply religiosity in their every-
day lives, where mothers tend to be more influential (Bader and Desmond 2006).
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Regardless of these differences, research has been defending the idea that parents’
religiosity positively influences childrens’ religiosity (e.g., Smith et al. 2014).

Thus, we expect:

H1: Catholics who grew up with two Catholic parents should be more likely to
exhibit strong religious commitment compared to Catholics who grew up with one
Catholic parent.

H2: Catholics who grew up with at least one religiously devout parent should be
more likely to exhibit strong religious commitment compared to Catholics who do
not grow up with at least one religiously devout parent.

H3: Catholics should be impacted more by their mothers’ religiosity compared to
their fathers’ religiosity.

Fourth, the parental religiosity transmission effect could be expected to vary
between generations, with younger cohorts being less likely to be impacted by their
parents’ religiosity compared to older cohorts (Molteni and Biolcati 2023). Indeed,
cohort replacement theory argues that as older generations are dying off and being
succeeded by more secular younger cohorts, societies are slowly becoming less reli-
gious (Molteni and Biolcati 2023; Stolz et al. 2021). Thus, we expect:

H4: Catholics who belong to younger cohorts should be impacted less by parental
religiosity compared to older cohorts.

Finally, one might expect the impact of parental religiosity on offspring religios-
ity to vary between countries, depending on their political history. For example, past
research shows that an historical experience of communism helps explain varying
religiosity/secularity levels in different countries (Need and Evans 2001; Pollack and
Rosta 2017; Schwadel 2018). More specifically, former communist countries have
experienced higher levels of state opposition to religion via the educational system
and more broadly as well, leading to greater secularity among the general populace
(Schwadel 2018). This means that parents in these contexts likely need to work
harder to religiously socialize their offspring to partially offset the social world
around them that devalues religion (Kelley and De Graaf 1997). Thus, we expect:

H35 Catholics who grew up in former communist countries should be impacted more
by parental religiosity compared to Catholics who grew up in countries without a
communist history.

DATA AND MEASURES

To answer our research questions, we relied on data from the religion-focused
2018 round of the ISSP (ISSP Research Group 2020). From this dataset we made
two selections. First, we focused on European countries because most of the
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countries in the ISSP dataset are European, and we would only have been able to
investigate a very small number of countries from other world regional contexts if
we opted to study non-European ones. Second, in order to be able to test whether
age moderated the relationships between religiosity of the parents/during late child-
hood and the respondent’s current religious beliefs and practices, we focused only on
countries where the number of Catholics in each age group was sufficiently high
(n > 20). These selections led to data from 12 countries (i.e., Austria, Croatia, Czech
Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain,
and Switzerland’), which represent countries with varying religious trends and pro-
files, but all also have a Catholic tradition, either as a majority or as part of a mix of
traditions.

To increase the sample size, we opted to study countries varying in the numeri-
cal strength of Catholicism rather than focusing only on countries with a Catholic-
majority. The selected countries thus have a Catholic-majority tradition or a mix of
Christian traditions (Catholic/Protestant), with varying religious trends. The
excluded countries were: Bulgaria, Chile, Denmark, Finland, Georgia, Great Brit-
ain, Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea (South), New Zealand, Norway, Philippines, Rus-
sia, South Africa, Suriname, Sweden, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey and the United
States. As 12 is too few a number of countries to use multi-level models (Hox
et al. 2012), we studied the impact of societal context by comparing the results for
two groups of countries, namely Western/Southern European (i.e., Austria, France,
Germany, Italy, Spain and Switzerland) countries versus Eastern European coun-
tries. (i.e., Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania, Slovakia and Slovenia).
More substantively, these two groups of countries differ in terms of their historical
legacies: the latter with a history of communism and the former lacking this history,
with this contextual factor having potentially variable secularizing impacts (Kelley
and De Graaf 1997).

Dependent Variables

Recognizing the multiple expressions of religious identity (e.g., Glock and
Stark 1965; Molteni 2021), in this study we distinguish between four dependent vari-
ables (i.e., religious self-perception, prayer, church attendance, and belief in God).
First, we focused on religious self-perception. Respondents were asked to describe
how religious they were (Q29: Would you describe yourself as...—1: extremely
religious—7: extremely non-religious). We reverse-coded this variable so that higher
scores reflected higher levels of religiosity. Second, we included religious practices
and distinguish between private (i.e., private prayer; 1 variable—Q24: About how
often do you pray?; One item: (1) Never—(11) Several times a day) and public (i.e.,
church attendance; One item: (1) Never—(9) Several times a week) practices. Finally,
we focused on religious beliefs by studying belief in God (3 variables—Q13—Please
indicate which statement below comes closest to expressing what you believe about
God; Ql6a/c: Do you agree or disagree with the following? There is a God who

5 Although based on these criteria data for the United Kingdom could have been included, several vari-
ables that we used in the analysis were not included in the UK questionnaire.
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concerns Himself with every human being personally/To me, life is meaningful only
because God exists; Eigen Value 1st component = 2.091; 0.814 < factor
loadings < 0.870). We used a principal components analysis and used the predicted
factor scores as the dependent variable.

Predictors

A first set of predictors related to the identification with Catholicism among the
parents and the respondents. Because we were interested in the intergenerational
transmission of religiosity among the affiliated and the nonaffiliated, we selected
respondents who had at least one parent who self-identified as Catholic. Regarding
the Catholicism of the parents, we distinguished between three categories: both par-
ents Catholic (85.7%), only mother Catholic (9.3%), and only father Catholic
(5.0%). We entered this into the regression models via two dummy variables, with
both parents Catholic as the reference category. Regarding the respondents, we
entered Catholic self-identification as a dummy variable (0/1). Table Al in the
Appendix presents the relationship between the religious identification of the parents
and the respondent. In general, when both parents were Catholics 78.5% of the
respondents identified as Catholic. Identification as Catholic was considerably lower
when only one parent identified as Catholic. Across all countries, the intergenera-
tional transmission was stronger when only the mother identified as Catholic
(35.9%), relative to the situation where only the father identified as Catholic
(23.9%).

A second set of predictors in our analysis focused on the religious environment
of the respondent during childhood and, more specifically, the church attendance of
the mother, father and the child. Respondents were asked when you were a child,
how often did your mother/father/you (age 11-12) attend religious services?
Response categories ranged from (1) Never to (9) Several times a week. These three
variables were correlated substantially. The correlation between church attendance
of the mother and father equaled .691 (p < .001). Interestingly, the correlation
between the church attendance of the mother and the child (r = .692; p < .001) was
stronger when compared to the one between the father and child (r = .566;
p < .001).

Control Variables

We also included a number of control variables which past research suggests
may be related to dimensions of religiosity (e.g., Molteni 2021; Need and
Evans 2001). Gender was recoded as a dummy variable (0: female; 1: male). Age was
recoded into three age groups (15-34, 35-64, 65, and older, where the last is 0).
Education was recoded into three categories (low: lower secondary or less; medium:
secondary; high: tertiary education; the first is 0). We also included indicators that
referred to whether the respondent had paid work at the time of the survey (variable
recoded as dummy—O0: no; 1: yes), self-assessed subjective social status (1: lowest—
10: highest), and subjective health (variable was reverse coded, with 1 meaning poor
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and 5 excellent). We chose to include self-assessed social status as this captures the
respondents’ personal level of (in)security, which is known to be associated with reli-
giosity, though not in a simple or straightforward way (Molteni 2021; Norris and
Inglehart 2004).

Descriptive statistics of all variables included in the analyses are presented in
the Appendix (Table A2). All continuous variables were mean-centered and re-
scaled to a 0—1 continuum. After deleting cases which had missing values on one of
the variables, our sample comprised 9,319 respondents. We used listwise deletion
because one of the primary objectives of our analyses is to compare the results
between outcomes and models in which we re-estimated the models for different age
groups and groups of countries. Such cross-model comparisons are only possible
when estimated on data from the same respondents.®

Analytical Strategy

As respondents were nested within countries and 12 countries is too few to per-
form multilevel models, we used fixed effect models whereby the countries were
entered as dummies to control for the clustered nature of our data. Because we were
interested in both general patterns as well as whether the results differed across age
groups and countries, we organized the analysis into two parts.

In the first part, we estimated three models for each of the four outcomes based
on the data from the sample as a whole. In Model 1 we entered all the sociodemo-
graphic variables and identification with Catholicism among parents. It provides our
baseline model that describes the situation in which the respondent was “born.” In
model 2, we entered church attendance of the parents and the respondent during
childhood (age 11-12). In substantive terms, this model reflects the religious environ-
ment in which the respondent was “raised.” In Model 3, we added the identification
with Catholicism among respondents “at the time of the survey.” In this way, the
models reflect a time dimension with variables entered in the first models (Model 1
and 2) showing the long-term consequences of religious practice during late child-
hood. This model set-up also enabled us to assess to what extent the influence of reli-
gious practices during childhood was explained by religious identification at the time
of the survey.

One potential drawback of these models, is that we entered variables that were
correlated rather strongly. Therefore, we also tested for possible problems of multi-
collinearity. Inspection of the variance inflation indexes, however, showed that there
were no problems of multicollinearity. One likely reason for this is that due to the
high number of respondents in our sample, our statistical models have a high level of
statistical power. While this is the ideal situation to study and compare effect param-
eters of (strongly) correlated predictors, the drawback is that even small effect
parameters become statistically significant. To avoid discussing statistically

§ While preparing this article, we assessed whether the use of listwise deletion affected our substantive con-
clusions. To that end, we compared our results with those obtained when all available information and
mean missing value imputation techniques were used. As the latter results led to the same substantive
conclusions, we present the results based on the models that allow for a direct comparison of the regres-
sion coeficients.

85UBD1 SUOWILLOD BAITeRID) 3]ced! [dde au Aq peuenob a1 Sa1e YO (SN J0 SN 104 A1 UIIUO 4811 UO (SUORIPUOO-pU.-SWLBY W0 AB | IM AR U |UO//Sd1L) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 3L 89S *[202/60/80] U0 Aiq1T8UIUO A311M ‘EBnliod BURI0D Ad YEEZT JO0S/TTTT OT/I0P/W00" A3 1M ARe1q 1 [Bul uo//SANY WO} PePeojuMaQ ‘€ ‘€202 'TIBLELST



692 Conway et al.

significant effect parameters with negligible effect size, we focus on effect parameters
whose standardized regression coefficient was at least § = .100, corresponding to an
explained level of variance of at least 1%.

After having studied the results for the sample as a whole, we assessed whether
the results varied across subgroups of respondents. Two comparisons were made.
First, we re-estimated the final models for each age group. Although we cannot
strictly separate age from cohort differences, these models provide a glimpse of
whether the intergenerational transmission process varies across age groups. Second,
we re-estimated the final models for two groups of countries.

To compare effect parameters, we used the procedure as described by Paternos-
ter et al. (1998), which allows one to test whether two regression coefficients derived
from two populations are statistically different from each other. This procedure cal-
culates a z-score whereby z = (b — by)/ \/ (SE% + SE%), with b’s being the unstan-
dardized regression coefficients and SE their associated standard errors.

RESULTS

Control Variables

Table I reports the results for the general part of the analysis. We first discuss
the results for the control variables (Model 1). The first variable is gender. We found
for all outcomes a negative effect parameter indicating that men see themselves as
less religious, pray less, go less to church, and believe less in God, a finding shared
with more general work indicating higher levels of religiosity among women (e.g.,
Collett and Lizardo 2009; Trzebiatowska and Bruce 2014). In terms of the strength
of the association, gender matters most for prayer and religious self-perception
(p = —.178 and —.142, respectively) and substantially less when compared to church
attendance (f = —.119). Regarding age, younger cohorts are considerably less reli-
gious when compared to their older counterparts. We found an almost linear pattern
with each age group being less religious than its predecessor.

Education is often presented as an “enlightening force” and, as such, a driver of
secularization (Molteni 2021). However, although we found some educational differ-
ences and they were all running in the expected direction (i.e., higher educated are
less religious), the general strength of these relationships was weak (i.e., clearly below
the # = .10 threshold that we specified earlier) and differences were often statistically
nonsignificant.

People who face stressful life situations often find strength through religiosity
(Molteni 2021; Norris and Inglehart 2004). For that reason, one could expect that
indicators of social position and health situation are inversely correlated with reli-
gious outcomes. Such a pattern was most clear for employment status, whereby we
found that people who have no paid work are more religious (in terms of religious
self-perception, prayer, church attendance, and belief in God), but even then the size
of the effect parameters was very small. For subjective social status, only very small
effect parameters were found. For most outcomes these were negative. Only for
church attendance did we find a significant positive effect parameter, suggesting that
higher social status was associated with more church attendance. However, in the
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Religious Intergenerational Transmission 695

final model this effect parameter disappeared. People who had better health were less
likely to describe themselves as strongly religious, pray less, and showed less belief in
God. No relationship was found for church attendance. Overall, these results indi-
cate that for the four outcomes studied here, there were only very small sociodemo-
graphic differences, with gender being the exception.

Predictor Variables

After having described the relationship between the sociodemographic and our
outcomes, we focus on the relevance of the predictors. In terms of the religious iden-
tification of the parents (Model 1), it is clear that when both parents identified as
Catholic, the religiosity of the respondent (defined here in terms of religious self-
perception, frequency of prayer, church attendance and belief in God) was highest.
When only one parent was Catholic, religiosity was consistently lowest (i.e., the dif-
ference with the reference group [both parents were Catholic] was negative). Religi-
osity was lowest when it was only the mother who identified as Catholic. In later
models (Model 2 and 3), however, this pattern disappeared and even reversed.
Indeed, in Model 3 we found that after taking into account all other variables,
respondents for which only the father was Catholic were more likely to describe
themselves as strongly religious, pray more, attend church more and more strongly
believe in God when compared to families where both parents were Catholic. The
differences were, however, small.

In the second model, we added church attendance of the father, mother and
child during childhood (age 11-12). A few observations can be made. First, for all
actors we found a significant effect parameter indicating that every actor counts. For
all actors, secondly, the relationship between church attendance and the indicator of
religiosity ran in the same direction. The higher the level of church attendance of the
father, mother or child during late childhood, the higher the religiosity of the respon-
dent regardless of the specific outcome one focuses on. Indeed, the strength of the
relationships did not differ much across the different outcomes. Third, it is clear that
although all actors matter, some matter more than others. Not surprisingly, we
found that church attendance of the child was the strongest predictor (all #’s > .200)
when compared to church attendance of the father and mother. Regarding the latter,
for every outcome, church attendance of the father had a stronger effect parameter
when compared to the church attendance of the mother. This observation corrobo-
rates the findings for religious identification observed in Model 1.

In the final model (Model 3) we added whether the respondent was Catholic or
not at the time of the survey to the regression model. For all outcomes, this was the
single best predictor in the model but the strength of the relationships clearly varied
across the different outcomes. It was strongest for religious self-perception
(B = .418), slightly weaker for belief in God (f = .383) and weakest for the two out-
comes that referred to concrete religious practices (Prayer, f = .288; Church atten-
dance, p = .292). Entering Catholic identification into the regression model
decreased the strength of all other predictors. This makes sense as it is self-evident
that part of the relationship between church attendance of the father, mother, and
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696 Conway et al.

child and the outcomes runs via Catholic identification. But rather than completely
explaining these relationships, entering Catholic identification only partially explains
the initial relationships. Indeed, one of the most interesting observations that can be
derived from a comparison between Model 2 and 3 is that the church attendance of
the father, mother, and child during childhood remains an important predictor of
religiosity independently of respondents’ Catholic self-identification. This hints at the
existence of prolonged socialization effects.

In the first part of the analysis we focused on the general results. There are, how-
ever, good reasons to expect that some of these general relationships might vary
between specific age groups and countries. Thus, the second part of the analysis
involved focusing on differences across these categories. First, we look at age differ-
ences and assess whether the relations found among young people differ from older
age groups. As mentioned, the cohort replacement perspective argues that more reli-
gious older cohorts are gradually being succeeded by less religious young cohorts
(Stolz et al. 2021). In this article we are less interested in variation in the /evels of reli-
giosity between age groups than in assessing whether the predictors of our four out-
comes varied between age groups/cohorts.

Second, whereas age groups refer to intra-country differences we also want to
explore inter-country differences. Given the relatively small number of countries in
the analysis, we chose to distinguish between Eastern European and non-Eastern
European countries, countries which are differentiated by whether or not they have
experienced communism.

Age Differences

Table II reports the results whereby we re-estimated Model 3 (Table I) for each
age group. We added two columns that reflect the pairwise comparisons (i.e., young
vs. middle aged—middle aged vs. older) of the difference between the regression coef-
ficients using the formula proposed by Paternoster et al. (1998). It should be stressed,
however, that given the high statistical power of these data even relatively small dif-
ferences can become statistically significant. Therefore, as explained earlier when dis-
cussing the results, one must take into account both the statistical significance and
the differences in effect strength and patterns across different outcomes.

Two observations stand out. First, among the younger age groups, church
attendance during childhood is much more important when compared to the oldest
age group. We found this for every outcome. When interpreting this result some cau-
tion is warranted as two mechanisms might be responsible for this pattern which we
cannot disentangle with our data. From a cohort perspective, this finding aligns with
the individualization of religion perspective, which suggests that religiosity is becom-
ing more individualized, that is, a matter of deliberate personal choice (Pollack and
Pickel 2007; Stolz et al. 2016). Such a pattern can explain why among younger age
groups one’s personal church attendance during childhood is more important for
predicting aspects of religiosity when compared to older age groups. However, in
that case one would also expect that self-identification as Catholic would be a stron-
ger predictor among the younger age group and such a pattern is not observed (for
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Religious Intergenerational Transmission 699

three outcomes we observed the opposite pattern: Catholic identification is more
important among the oldest age group). From a life-course perspective (e.g.,
Voas 2015), one could argue that church attendance during childhood is more
important among the youngest age group because the time-lag with the studied out-
comes is considerably smaller relative to the older age groups. There is, however, no
reason to assume that such a difference in time-lag would impact the relevance of
church attendance of the three actors (child, mother, father) in a different way. In
other words, if a life course perspective would be the only explanation for the
observed difference in the predictive power of church attendance during childhood,
one has to observe the same for church attendance of the father and mother. The lat-
ter is not the case. So, while our data do not enable us to disentangle both mecha-
nisms, we can conclude that it is highly unlikely that one of them totally explains the
observed pattern.

Second, for older age groups, the church attendance of the father is consider-
ably more important when compared to younger age groups. For the church atten-
dance of the mother, we found the opposite pattern (more important for younger
age groups, less important for older age groups) but the pattern is less strong.

Country Differences

Table I1I reports the result of the country comparisons. The procedure is identi-
cal to the one followed for the comparison between age groups. A number of obser-
vations are worth highlighting. To begin with, the general level of explained variance
for all outcomes studied is clearly higher in Eastern European countries. Except for
self-described religiosity, for all outcomes the difference is substantial and varies
between 8 and 12 percentage points.

Second, it is clear that church attendance during the childhood of the respon-
dent is much more predictive (the regression coefficients are twice as high) for our
outcomes in Eastern European countries when compared to Western and Southern
European countries. In line with previous research (e.g., Kelley and De Graaf 1997),
this finding suggests that the national context is impactful for family socializing
effects, the relevant distinction here being the presence or absence of a communist
past. When religiosity in the wider social world is weakly supported or even sup-
pressed, a higher burden falls on parents to secure their offspring’s religious upbring-
ing (Kelley and De Graaf 1997). Interestingly, however, self-identifying as Catholic
at the time of the survey is more strongly related to all outcome variables in Western
European countries.

Regarding the religiosity of the parents, church attendance of the mother is con-
sistently more important in Eastern European countries when compared to Western
and Southern European countries.

Finally, there are some notable age differences for specific outcomes. Age (or
cohort) differences are much larger in non-Eastern European countries relative to
Eastern European countries, but only for prayer and church attendance (and to a
lesser extent for belief in God).
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702 Conway et al.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study analyzed the transmission of religiosity in Catholic populations in
Europe, testing five hypotheses. Our first hypothesis tested the impact of parental
religious homophily on the religiosity of their offspring. Data from model 1 confirms
this hypothesis that respondents with two Catholic parents are more religious.
Where there was only one Catholic parent, having a Catholic mother mattered more
for religious transmission than having a Catholic father. Theoretically, this finding
makes sense as lack of similarity among parents regarding self-identification is likely
to make successful religious transmission more difficult (Bader and Desmond 2006;
Voas and Storm 2012). At the same time, caution is warranted because in the final
model this pattern disappeared (or even reversed).

While in Hypothesis 1 we tested the impact of religious homophily, in Hypothe-
sis 2 we tested parental religious devoutness. Our results show stronger socializing
effects in the case of devout parents compared to nondevout ones (confirming
Hypothesis 2). This affirms the relevance of Credibility-Enhancing Displays
highlighted in previous research (e.g., Clements and Bullivant 2022; Turpin 2022),
whereby the socializing effects of parental religiosity are bolstered by behaviors
matching intentions. In other words, when parents accompany their pro-religious
messaging with pro-religious actions this is more likely to matter for their offsprings’
socialization, as compared to a situation where there is a mismatch between parental
pleadings and their concrete practices.

At the same time, childhood religiosity has strong effects independent of paren-
tal religiosity, one of the most innovative findings of this study. As mentioned, this
brings out the significance of early family socialization in explaining positive reli-
gious transmission, a finding corroborated by previous research on Catholic trans-
mission (e.g., Clements and Bullivant 2022). We also found that childhood and
parental religiosity have strong effect parameters independent of Catholic self-
identification, highlighting the stickiness of religious socialization.

Regarding our third hypothesis about the independent predictive power of
mother/father’s practices on respondents’ religiosity, Model 2 showed that the
church attendance of the father had a stronger relationship with the offsprings’ reli-
giosity relative to the church attendance of the mother. This confirms the different
socialization impacts of mothers versus fathers reported in other studies (e.g., Bader
and Desmond 2006), but not in the expected way. Even so, it is a finding shared with
some Catholic-specific studies of religious transmission (e.g., Baker-Sperry 2001).
This result revealing the strong socializing effects of the father (disconfirming
Hypothesis 3) was one of the most surprising findings of the study. Perhaps this
reflects the impact of fathers on their offsprings’ formal religious behaviors as dis-
tinct from its effect on whether or not religion suffuses their day-to-day lives (Bader
and Desmond 2006). Another explanation could be related to shifts in gender
dynamics. As fathers carry more of a family caregiving role than before, this may
help to foster closer father-child relations and, in turn, stronger socializing effects
(Baker-Sperry 2001). Relatedly, it could also reflect increasing labor force participa-
tion rates among women, to varying degrees, in European countries (Matysiak and
Steinmetz 2008; Guetto, Luijkx and Scherer 2015), which may result in mothers
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having less involvement in their offspring’s religious socialization as the competing
demands of earning a living and developing a career become more dominant in their
lives than previously. Regardless of the reasons for this result, it challenges the con-
ventional wisdom that mothers have stronger socializing effects on offspring religios-
ity than fathers.

Hypothesis 4 tested the impact of parental religiosity on different cohorts. On
the one hand, we found that younger generations are less religious than older genera-
tions, consistent with declining socialization across cohorts found some in some
research (e.g., Stolz et al. 2021), but not in line with some country-specific studies of
Catholics (e.g., Clements and Bullivant 2022). On the other hand, we found that
childhood religiosity has stronger effects for younger cohorts compared to older
cohorts. So, Hypothesis 4 is partially supported. The separate effect for childhood
attendance from parent attendance may be due to differences of perception since
youth still live mostly with their parents. In other words, probably youth could
remember better if their parents attended religious services when they were children
than the other cohorts. This likely results from the lingering influence of parental
socialization in the former case.

Our fifth hypothesis tested the impact of parental religiosity on offspring religi-
osity across different countries. We found that childhood attendance has stronger
effects in former communist countries in Eastern Europe relative to Western Euro-
peans ones (confirming Hypothesis 5). This supports a well-established contrast
between religiosity in Eastern and Western European countries (e.g., Pollack and
Rosta 2017), but brings additional evidence for this from the specifically Catholic
case. It suggests that in contexts where religion’s role in the broader society is eroded,
the imprint of parental socialization on the offspring will likely be greater (Kelley
and De Graaf 1997).

Overall, this study confirms past research showing that parental religiosity
impacts adults’ religiosity and the relevance of religious transmission studies (e.g.,
Storm and Voas 2012) for understanding the determinants of high religiosity at the
micro-level in modern societies nowadays. Put differently, individuals whose parents
were religious when they were children are more likely to be religious as adults com-
pared to individuals who grow up with nonreligious parents.

At the same time, our study adds novelty to the literature in two important
respects. First, to the best of our knowledge, this research represents the first study
to investigate the factors associated with religious transmission in Europe within the
world’s largest Christian religious group (Allen 2014). More specifically, we examine
the socializing effects of multiple predictors including (1) childhood attendance, (2)
mother’s attendance, (3) father’s attendance, and (4) parental religious self-
identification on four different religious outcomes. As such, it makes an important
empirical contribution to extant research by considering the Catholic subgroup
beyond the dominant US one, which itself has a Protestant-heavy emphasis (Smith
et al. 2014). Additionally, by comparing countries with and without an historical
experience of communism we show that socializing effects differ across these con-
texts, highlighting an important situational conditioning factor for religious trans-
mission. Second, although we show that general factors associated with religious
transmission also apply within this specific confessional tradition (e.g., religious
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homophily), it is also the case that there seem to be some Catholic-specific transmis-
sion influences. This suggests that the religious socialization perspective should be
understood more in religious tradition-specific terms. More specifically, we show
that both dimensions of prior religiosity (own religiosity as a child and parental reli-
giosity) have independent explanatory effects. In other words, religiosity as a child
helps predict adults’ religiosity separate from the impact of parental religiosity.
Additionally, we show that the religiosity of the father has a greater impact on off-
spring religiosity than the religiosity of the mother and provide support for this inter-
esting finding beyond the US-specific context of past research on Catholic fathers’
socializing effects (e.g., Baker-Sperry 2001). Having both Catholic parents also
increases the chances of positive religious transmission relative to having only one
Catholic parent.

Even so, the study also has some shortcomings that invite further research.
First, although the ISSP data provides several transmission-specific measures not
available in other datasets, our data are cross-sectional and thus we are unable to
tease out the possibility of reverse causal effects. Additionally, the study relies on ret-
rospective data, which may suffer from recall issues (Smith et al. 2014). Second, while
this study reveals that transmission factors within Catholicism are potentially similar
to and different from other religious traditions, future work could investigate this
further by comparing the Catholic case with other religious groups. Third, future
research could pay more attention to better understanding changing family dynam-
ics that might contribute to increasing the socializing effects of fathers on their off-
springs’ religiosity than before.
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APPENDIX

This appendix accompanies the article “Individual-Level Determinants of Reli-
gious Intergenerational Transmission: Evidence from Catholic Europe.” It presents
additional analysis concerning the religious identification of the parents and the
descriptives of the variables used in the analyses.

All data regarding sampling procedures, field work and response rates can be
found in the ISSP 2018 Study Monitoring Report (see https://www.gesis.org/en/issp/
modules/issp-modules-by-topic/religion/2018).

Table Al presents the relationship between the religious identification of the
parents and the self-identification with Catholicism (0/1) of the respondent.

In general, if both parents identified as Catholic, a respondent has a 78.5%
chance of self-identifying as Catholic. There are, however, interesting country differ-
ences to this pattern. In Croatia, for example, nearly all respondents whose both par-
ents identified as Catholics, identify themselves as Catholic, compared to only
55.5% in France. In most countries, if only one parents was Catholic, the chance
that the respondent identified as Catholic is higher when the mother rather than the
father is/was Catholic. Croatia and Slovenia are exceptions to this pattern.
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Table Al. Relationship Between Respondent’s Identification as Catholic and the Religious Identifica-

tion of the Parents

% Catholic for three conditions

Country Both parents are Catholic Mother Catholic Father Catholic
France 55.5 34.8 28.6
Czech Republic 61.0 21.3 10.0
Switzerland 68.5 21.8 8.9
Austria 72.5 28.1 26.9
Spain 74.6 41.8 20.7
Slovenia 76.8 29.3 37.9
Slovak Republic 81.4 37.5 27.3
Germany 83.3 39.8 23.7
Italy 84.8 432 429
Hungary 88.4 51.6 27.8
Lithuania 92.9 62.2 20.0
Croatia 95.8 60.0 70.4
Total sample (N = 9,319) 78.5 35.9 23.9

Table A2. Descriptive Statistics for the Variables Included in the Analysis (N = 9,319)

Categorical variables % %
Gender Education

Female 53.9 Lower secondary or less 61.0

Male 46.1 Secondary 14.0
Age Tertiary 25.0

15-34 20.8 Work status

35-64 54.2 Does not work 443

65 or older 25.0 Works 55.7
Religious identification

Both parents Catholic 85.7

Only mother Catholic 9.3

Only father Catholic 5.0
Continuous variables® Min. Max. Mean SD
Subjective health 1 5 2.691 1.016
Subjective social status 1 10 5.506 1.621
Religious self-perception® 1 7 3.990 1.583
Prayer 1 11 4.800 3.553
Church attendance now 1 9 3.396 2.383
Church attendance during late childhood 1 9 5.526 2.458
Church attendance mother 1 9 5.318 2.485
Church attendance father 1 9 4.501 2.625
Factor scales (based on PCA)
Belief in God (three items) —1.582 1.915 0 1

:All continuous variables were mean-centered and rescaled to a 0—1 continuum.
For the analysis, we reverse coded this variable so that higher values reflect higher levels of religiosity.

Abbreviation: PCA, principal component analysis.
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