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Introduction

From the beginning of the Colonial period, religion has been a major factor in shaping the identity 
and values of the American people. Despite predictions that the United States would follow 

Europe’s path toward widespread secularization, the U.S. population remains highly religious in 
its beliefs and practices, and religion continues to play a prominent role in American public life.

In recent decades, much high-quality research has been done on the religious makeup of the 
United States and on the way religion relates to politics and public life. Nevertheless, there are 
still major gaps in our knowledge of the American religious landscape. For instance, estimates of 
the size of religious communities in the U.S. – especially the smaller groups – are often contested, 
basic information on the religious beliefs and practices of many groups is lacking and there is little 
solid data on the demographic characteristics of many of America’s newer faiths. The increasing 
diversity of the American religious landscape, the remarkable dynamism of its faith communities 
and the pervasive presence of religion in the American public square all serve to underscore the 
pressing need for up-to-date, reliable information on these and other questions.

Building on our own work as well as others’ previous research, the Pew Forum on Religion & 
Public Life has conducted a pathbreaking survey on American religion that seeks to address many 
of these important issues. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey includes reliable estimates of the 
size of religious groups in the United States as well as detailed information on their demographic 
characteristics, religious beliefs and practices, and basic social and political values. Based on 
interviews with a representative sample of more than 35,000 Americans, this study will serve as 
the baseline for similar large-scale surveys the Forum plans to conduct periodically.

There are good reasons for the relative absence of authoritative information on American religion. 
Most importantly, the U.S. Census Bureau has been prevented by law or administrative rules 
since the late 1950s from collecting even basic information on religious affiliation from the public 
in its decennial census or other demographic surveys (see Appendix 3), thus excluding religion 
from America’s largest and most authoritative survey instrument. Even when the Census Bureau 
collected such data, however, it was of very limited value for shedding light on Americans’ religious 
beliefs or practices. The absence of such official statistics is not unique to the U.S. (only about 
half of the world’s countries include questions on religion in their censuses), but the omission is 
particularly significant in the U.S. because it is among the most religiously dynamic and diverse 
countries in the world. 

Two types of studies have attempted to fill the void created by the absence of census data on 
American religion. One approach has been to aggregate statistics collected by individual religious 
bodies. Good examples of this include the Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches, produced 
by the National Council of Churches, and Religious Congregations & Membership in the United 
States, produced by the Glenmary Research Center. Some efforts – including the World Christian 



Introduction

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life  /  U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

2

Database – attempt to merge these denominational statistics with other data to produce broader 
estimates of the size of religious groups. 

These collections are quite valuable, but they have their shortcomings. For instance, religious 
groups and denominations use different methods for counting members, some do not share their 
counts publicly and others do not collect membership statistics at all. Moreover, relatively few 
groups collect information on the religious beliefs and practices of their members. In addition, 
there is a sizeable number of Americans who are not affiliated with any particular religious group 
but who nonetheless have religious beliefs or engage in a variety of religious practices.

A second approach to collecting data on American religion has been to measure religion through 
surveys rather than head counts. One kind of survey – such as the General Social Surveys, 
conducted since 1972 by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, and 
numerous surveys conducted by The Gallup Organization – involves administering fairly lengthy 
interviews to a small number of Americans on a wide range of topics, including religion. Other 
surveys – such as the 2001 American Religious Identification Survey, conducted by the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York – go in the other direction; they ask a few questions 
about religion to a large sample of Americans. 

These surveys are also a very valuable source of information on religion in the U.S., but they too 
have their limitations. On the one hand, most in-depth surveys interview relatively few people, 
making it difficult to analyze smaller religious groups. Large-sample surveys, on the other hand, 
usually ask relatively few questions on religion and thus do not delve deeply into the particular 
beliefs and practices of religious groups. 

The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey builds on the foundation of these previous studies by 
combining the advantages of more in-depth surveys based on small samples with the strengths 
of shorter surveys based on large samples. We believe this combination of multiple questions on 
religion and large sample size fills an important niche by providing a new basis for enumerating 
and understanding the country’s increasingly diverse religious landscape.

No matter how rigorous, however, all surveys have their limitations, and the Landscape Survey 
is no exception. We fully acknowledge these and seek to be transparent throughout our analysis. 
These limitations are particularly apparent when it comes to providing definitive figures on 
membership in religious groups.

First, the Landscape Survey, like most surveys, was conducted among people who are age 18 and 
older, so it documents the religious affiliation of adults, who represent only about three-quarters 
of the U.S. public. Moreover, as the Landscape Survey illustrates, a significant percentage of 
Americans have only a vague denominational identification (that is, they tell us they are “just a 
Baptist” or “just a Methodist”). In fact, many Americans are simply unclear about the religious 
group to which they belong, ensuring a degree of ambiguity in any survey-based measure of 
affiliation.
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Another limitation is related to the relatively high number of foreign-born individuals in the U.S. 
who are not fluent in English. According to recent U.S. Census figures, of the approximately 225 
million adults in the U.S., more than 34 million are foreign born, and approximately half of this 
group – around 8 percent of the total number of U.S. adults – is not proficient in English. This 
number is particularly high among Hispanic immigrants, only about one-quarter of whom are 
fluent in English. Since many surveys are conducted only in English, the number and views of 
individuals who are unable to complete a survey in English will not be fully represented.

To help address this shortcoming, the Landscape Survey was conducted in both English and 
Spanish, allowing for a more accurate representation of the religious affiliation of Latinos, who 
constitute nearly half of foreign-born adults in the U.S. It should be kept in mind, however, that 
even the Landscape Survey was not truly bilingual in nature. In other words, most interviewers 
were not able to switch between English and Spanish as necessary. Rather, English-speaking 
interviewers made note of the households they encountered where there was a Spanish-language 
barrier. These households were later called back by Spanish-speaking interviewers and asked to 
participate in the survey. 

Although this represents a significant improvement over surveys conducted solely in English, 
we know from other Pew research that even these efforts fall short of a truly bilingual approach. 
This has consequences for the survey findings. For example, our previous research shows that 
Latinos who are able to complete interviews only in Spanish are more likely to be Catholic as 
compared with Latinos who are fluent in English, and so the Landscape Survey may understate the 
proportion of Catholics among U.S. Latinos. (For a fuller discussion of the challenge of measuring 
religious affiliation among Latinos, see page 41.)

Furthermore, although we know from U.S. Census figures that the number of people who are not 
fluent in English is much lower among non-Latino immigrants, this still means that other religious 
groups that have a large proportion of foreign-born members will also likely be undercounted by 
the Landscape and other surveys. For instance, previous Pew research finds that most English-
only surveys estimate the Muslim share of the U.S. population to be roughly 0.5%. But Pew’s 
2007 survey of Muslim Americans, which was conducted in Arabic, Urdu and Farsi in addition to 
English, estimates the Muslim share of the population to be higher, at 0.6%. Much of this difference 
is likely attributable to the more complete representation of the Muslim community yielded by 
conducting the survey in multiple languages. For this reason, Landscape Survey estimates of the 
size of various religious groups that have disproportionately large numbers of adherents who are 
foreign born (such as Buddhists, Hindus and members of other world religions) should be viewed 
as minimum estimates.

This first report based on the Landscape Survey includes basic information on religious affiliation 
and provides estimates of the size of religious groups that are as small as three-tenths of 1 
percent of the adult population. The report describes and analyzes the relationship between 
religious affiliation and various demographic factors, including age, ethnicity, nativity, educational 
and income levels, gender, family composition and regional distribution – including for these 
smaller groups. The report also examines the sources of the shifts in the religious composition of 
the U.S., including immigration and changes in affiliation. 
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Groups analyzed in this report include specific denominations such as the Church of God in 
Christ (a prominent historically black Pentecostal denomination) and the United Church of Christ 
(the largest Congregationalist denomination) as well as groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and 
Unitarians, each of whom account for between 0.5% and 1% of the total adult population. In 
typical surveys, such groups would be represented by just a few dozen respondents, making it 
impossible to draw any statistically valid conclusions about the characteristics of these groups. 
But the large sample size of the Landscape Survey ensures that even smaller groups than 
these are represented by at least 100 respondents. This provides unprecedented detail on the 
characteristics and views of America’s multitude of religious groups. (For definitions of these and 
other religious groups, we recommend the Religion Newswriters Association’s Religion Stylebook 
and The Associated Press’ Stylebook as starting points.)

Other findings from the Landscape Survey – specifically on Americans’ religious beliefs 
and practices as well as their social and political views – will be released this spring. We will 
extensively probe such topics as belief in God and the afterlife, attitudes toward the authority of 
sacred writings, frequency of worship attendance and prayer, views on abortion, attitudes about 
the proper role of government and opinions on foreign affairs. Using the responses to these 
and other survey questions on a variety of subjects, we will examine the internal diversity that 
exists on these questions within the country’s various religious groups, including people who are 
unaffiliated with any particular religion.

Additionally, the survey findings will serve as the basis for a series of portraits that will provide 
an easily accessible view of the religious and demographic characteristics, beliefs and practices, 
and social and political views of American religious groups, including such smaller groups as 
Buddhists, Hindus, Jews and Muslims. 

In conjunction with the release of this report, the Forum is introducing some new features on its 
website, www.pewforum.org. The online presentation of the findings of the Landscape Survey, 
available directly at religions.pewforum.org, includes interactive mapping, dynamic charts that 
illustrate key findings and a variety of other tools that are designed to help users delve deeper 
into the material. The website will be updated as subsequent analyses are released. 

It is our hope that the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey will contribute to a better understanding 
of the role religion plays in the personal and public lives of most Americans.

Luis Lugo
Director, Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life 
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Summary of Key Findings 

An extensive new survey by the Pew Forum on Religion 
& Public Life details the religious affiliation of the 

American public and explores the shifts taking place in the 
U.S. religious landscape. Based on interviews with more 
than 35,000 Americans age 18 and older, the U.S. Religious 
Landscape Survey finds that religious affiliation in the U.S. 
is both very diverse and extremely fluid. 

More than one-quarter of American adults (28%) have left 
the faith in which they were raised in favor of another religion 
– or no religion at all. If change in affiliation from one type 
of Protestantism to another is included, roughly 44% of 
adults have either switched religious affiliation, moved from 
being unaffiliated with any religion to being affiliated with 
a particular faith, or dropped any connection to a specific 
religious tradition altogether. 

The survey finds that the number of people who say they are 
unaffiliated with any particular faith today (16.1%) is more 
than double the number who say they were not affiliated 
with any particular religion as children. Among Americans 
ages 18-29, one-in-four say they are not currently affiliated 
with any particular religion. 

The Landscape Survey confirms that the United States is 
on the verge of becoming a minority Protestant country; the 
number of Americans who report that they are members 
of Protestant denominations now stands at barely 51%.  
Moreover, the Protestant population is characterized 
by significant internal diversity and fragmentation, 
encompassing hundreds of different denominations loosely 
grouped around three fairly distinct religious traditions – 
evangelical Protestant churches (26.3% of the overall adult 
population), mainline Protestant churches (18.1%) and 
historically black Protestant churches (6.9%). 

While those Americans who are unaffiliated with any 
particular religion have seen the greatest growth in 
numbers as a result of changes in affiliation, Catholicism 

Major Religious Traditions 
in the U.S.
   Among all adults...
   %
Christian 78.4
 Protestant  51.3
  Evangelical churches  26.3
  Mainline churches   18.1
  Hist. black churches   6.9
 Catholic  23.9  
 Mormon  1.7 
 Jehovah’s Witness  0.7 
 Orthodox  0.6  
  Greek Orthodox   <0.3
  Russian Orthodox   <0.3
  Other   <0.3
 Other Christian  0.3 
Other Religions 4.7   
 Jewish  1.7 
  Reform   0.7
  Conservative   0.5
  Orthodox   <0.3
  Other   0.3
 Buddhist  0.7 
  Zen Buddhist   <0.3
  Theravada Buddhist  <0.3
  Tibetan Buddhist   <0.3
  Other   0.3
 Muslim*  0.6
  Sunni   0.3
  Shia   <0.3
  Other   <0.3
 Hindu  0.4 
 Other world relig.  <0.3 
 Other faiths  1.2  
  Unitarians and other   0.7 
      liberal faiths
  New Age   0.4
  Native American relig.  <0.3
Unaffiliated 16.1   
 Atheist  1.6 
 Agnostic  2.4 
 Nothing in particular  12.1  
  Secular unaffiliated   6.3
  Religious unaffiliated  5.8
Don’t Know/Refused 0.8  
            100

* From “Muslim Americans: Middle 
Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew 
Research Center, 2007

Due to rounding, figures may not add 
to 100 and nested figures may not add 
to the subtotal indicated.
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Childhood Versus Current Affi liation of U.S. Adults

 Childhood Religion Current Religion Net  Change

      %  % 
Protestant 53.9  51.3  - 2.6

 Baptist  20.9  17.2  - 3.7
 Methodist  8.3  6.2  - 2.1
 Nondenominational   1.5  4.5  3.0
 Lutheran  5.5  4.6  - 0.9
 Presbyterian  3.4  2.7  - 0.7
 Pentecostal  3.9  4.4  0.5
 Anglican/Episcopal  1.8  1.5  -0.3
 Restorationist  2.3  2.1  - 0.2
 Congregationalist  0.8  0.8  0
 Holiness  0.8  1.2  0.4
 Reformed  0.3  0.3  0
 Adventist  0.4  0.5  0.1
 Anabaptist  0.3  <0.3  N/A
 Pietist  <0.3  <0.3  N/A
 Friends/Quakers  <0.3  <0.3  N/A
 Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist  <0.3  0.3  N/A
 Protestant, nonspecifi c  3.4  4.9  1.5
Catholic 31.4  23.9  - 7.5

Mormon 1.8  1.7  - 0.1

Jehovah’s Witness 0.6  0.7  0.1

Orthodox 0.6  0.6  0

Other Christian <0.3  0.3     N/A

   

Jewish 1.9  1.7  - 0.2

Muslim 0.3    0.4* 0.1

Buddhist 0.4  0.7  0.3

Hindu 0.4  0.4  0

Other world religions <0.3  <0.3     N/A

Other faiths 0.3  1.2  0.9

   

Unaffi liated 7.3  16.1  8.8

 Atheist  0.5  1.6  1.1
 Agnostic  <0.3  2.4  N/A
 Nothing in particular  6.6  12.1  5.5
   
Don’t Know/Refused 0.7  0.8  0.1

Total 100  100 

* This fi gure is from the Landscape Survey and differs from the number used throughout the rest of the report, which is from the May 2007 
Pew survey “Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream” (see page 3 for more details). Because the question on childhood 
religion was not asked in the earlier survey, however, this analysis requires use of the Landscape Survey number.

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated.
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The Dynamics of Religious Change

As stated above, although there are net winners and losers in the process of religious change, 
no group is simply losing members or simply gaining members. Rather, each religious group is 
simultaneously gaining and losing members. To get the most complete picture of the dynamism 
of the American religious landscape, one must look at the total number of people entering and 
leaving each religion.

The unaffiliated group provides a good example of the high degree of religious movement that 
has taken place in the U.S. Overall, 3.9% of the adult population reports being raised without any 
particular religious affiliation but later affiliating with a religious group. However, more than three 
times as many people (12.7% of the adult population overall) were raised in a particular faith but 
have since become unaffiliated with any religious group. 

A similar dynamic is at work within Catholicism, but with very different results. Overall, 2.6% of 
the U.S. adult population has switched their affiliation to Catholic after being raised in another faith 
or in no faith at all. But nearly four times as many people (10.1% of the adult population overall) 
were raised in the Catholic Church but have since left for another faith or for no faith at all.

Other groups that have experienced high levels of change include Baptists and Methodists. Some 
8.3% of the U.S. adult population was raised Baptist but is no longer Baptist, and 4.4% of the 
adult population was raised Methodist but has since moved away. But Baptists and Methodists 
also have attracted a significant number of new adherents from other faiths. Some 4.5% of the 
adult population was raised as something other than Baptist but is now Baptist; the number for 
Methodists is 2.4%.
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Percentage of Adults Entering and Leaving Each Group

 Childhood Religion Entering Group Leaving Group Current Religion

     %  %  %  %
Protestant 53.9  + 8.4  - 11.0  = 51.3

 Baptist  20.9  + 4.5  - 8.3  = 17.2
 Methodist  8.3  + 2.4  - 4.4  = 6.2
 Nondenominational   1.5  + 3.9  - 0.8  = 4.5
 Lutheran  5.5  + 1.4  - 2.3  = 4.6
 Presbyterian  3.4  + 1.3  - 2.0  = 2.7
 Pentecostal  3.9  + 2.6  - 2.0  = 4.4
 Anglican/Episcopal  1.8  + 0.7  - 1.0  = 1.5
 Restorationist  2.3  + 1.0  - 1.2  = 2.1
 Congregationalist  0.8  + 0.4  - 0.5  = 0.8
 Holiness  0.8  + 0.7  - 0.5  = 1.2
 Reformed  0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = 0.3
 Adventist  0.4  + 0.3  - <0.3  = 0.5
 Anabaptist  0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = <0.3
 Pietist  <0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = <0.3
 Friends/Quakers  <0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = <0.3
 Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist  <0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = 0.3
 Protestant nonspecifi c   3.4  + 3.6  - 2.1  = 4.9
Catholic 31.4  + 2.6  - 10.1  = 23.9

Mormon 1.8  + 0.4  - 0.5  = 1.7

Jehovah’s Witness 0.6  + 0.5  - 0.4  = 0.7

Orthodox 0.6  +<0.3  - <0.3  = 0.6

Other Christian <0.3  + 0.3  - <0.3  = 0.3

Jewish 1.9  + 0.3  - 0.5  = 1.7

Muslim 0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = 0.4

Buddhist 0.4  + 0.5  - <0.3  = 0.7

Hindu 0.4  + <0.3  - <0.3  = 0.4

Other world religions <0.3  + <0.3  - <0.3  = <0.3

Other faiths 0.3  + 1.1  - <0.3  = 1.2

Unaffi liated 7.3  + 12.7  - 3.9  = 16.1

 Atheist  0.5  + 1.4  - 0.3  = 1.6
 Agnostic  <0.3  + 2.3  - <0.3  = 2.4
 Nothing in particular  6.6  + 9.6  - 4.1  = 12.1
    
Don’t Know/Refused 0.7      0.8

      100       100
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Affiliation Patterns: Coming, Going and Staying Put

In addition to documenting the high degree of religious movement in the U.S. population and the 
net winners and losers from changes in affiliation, analysis of the Landscape Survey also details 
which groups are most heavily comprised of people who have changed their affiliation, what 
faiths these people came from and which religious groups are most successful at retaining their 
childhood members.

The religious traditions most heavily comprised of people who have switched affiliation include 
the unaffiliated, Buddhists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, members of the “other faiths” category (e.g., 
Unitarians, members of New Age groups and members of Native American religions) and 
members of the “other Christian” tradition (including metaphysical Christians). For instance, more 
than two-thirds of Jehovah’s Witnesses were raised in some other faith or were not affiliated with 
any particular religion as a child, as were nearly three-quarters of Buddhists. Among people who 
are currently unaffiliated with any particular religion, nearly eight-in-ten were raised as members 
of one religion or another.

Hindus, Catholics and Jews are the groups with the lowest proportion of members who have 
switched affiliation to these respective faiths. Overall, nine-in-ten Hindus were raised Hindu, 89% 
of Catholics were raised Catholic and 85% of Jews were raised Jewish. 

Percentage of People Changing Affi liation Within Major Religious Groups

  Switched Affi liation      Raised as Member 

Current religion… % %
Hindu 10 90          =100

Catholic 11 89          =100

Jewish 15 85          =100

Orthodox 23 77          =100

Mormon 26 74          =100

Muslim 40 60          =100

Jehovah’s Witness 67 33          =100

Buddhist 73 27          =100

Other Christian 90 10          =100

Other Faiths 91 9          =100

Unaffi liated 79 21          =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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Overall, fewer than one-in-five Protestants (16%) were raised outside of Protestantism. This means 
that more than eight-in-ten Protestants were raised either in the same Protestant family (e.g., Baptist, 
Methodist, Lutheran, etc.) with which they are currently affiliated (54%) or have switched from one 
Protestant family to another (29%). About one-third of both evangelical and mainline Protestants 
have switched their affiliation from other Protestant families (31% and 30%, respectively), and 
nearly one-in-five have changed affiliation from outside of Protestantism (18% and 16%). Members 
of historically black Protestant churches, by comparison, are much less likely to have moved either 
from another Protestant family (21%) or from outside Protestantism (10%). 

Percentage of People Changing Affi liation Within Protestant Traditions

                                                    % who switched affi liation from... 
 Outside Protestantism Another Prot. family % raised as member

Protestant 16  29  54  =100

 Evangelical churches  18  31  51 =100

 Mainline churches   16  30  54 =100

 Hist. black churches  10  21  69 =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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Source of New Members

It is also interesting to see which childhood faiths people leave behind. Most people who have 
changed their affiliation to one of the Protestant traditions, for instance, are people who were 
raised in another Protestant denominational family. But overall nearly one-in-ten Protestants were 
raised in the Catholic Church. 

Among those who are currently unaffiliated with any particular religion, nearly half (44%) were 
raised as Protestant and more than one-in-four (27%) were raised as Catholic. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and Buddhists both draw large numbers of people who switch their affiliation from Protestantism 
and Catholicism, as do members of other faiths, including Unitarians and members of New Age 
religions. For example, more than one-in-three of all Jehovah’s Witnesses (33%) were raised 
Protestant, while 26% were raised Catholic; the comparable numbers for Buddhists are 32% and 
22%, respectively. 

What Groups are People Switching From?

 % who were raised…
   All other
 Protestant Catholic faiths/DK Unaffi liated Non-converts

Current religion...     
Hindu 2 4 2 2 90        =100

Catholic 8 N/A 1 2 89        =100

Jewish 5 3 2 5 85        =100

Orthodox 12 5 1 4 77        =100

Mormon 13 7 1 5 74        =100   
Muslim 24 4 4 8 60        =100

Jehovah’s Witness 33 26 1 8 33        =100

Buddhist 32 22 6 12 27        =100

Other faiths 50 23 7 11 9         =100

Other Christian 53 23 8 7 10        =100

Unaffi liated 44 27 8 N/A 21        =100

 % who were raised…
 In other  All other   
 Prot. family Catholic faiths/DK Unaffi liated Non-converts

Protestant 29 9 2 6 54         =100

   Evangelical churches 31 11 2 6 51         =100

   Mainline churches 30 9 2 5 54         =100

   Hist. black churches 21 4 1 4 69         =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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Retention of Childhood Members

Finally, the Landscape Survey makes it possible to look at which groups are most successful 
in retaining their childhood members. Hinduism exhibits the highest overall retention rate, with 
more than eight-in-ten (84%) adults who were raised as Hindu still identifying themselves as 
Hindu. The Mormon, Orthodox and Jewish traditions all have retention rates of at least 70%, 
while the retention rate for Catholics is 68%. 

As mentioned previously, the group that has exhibited the strongest growth as a result of 
changes in affiliation is the unaffiliated population. Nevertheless, the overall retention rate of the 
unaffiliated population is relatively low (46%) compared with other groups. This means that more 
than half (54%) of those who were not affiliated with any particular religion as a child now identify 
themselves as members of one religion or another. 

Two of the religious groups with the lowest retention rates are Jehovah’s Witnesses and Buddhists. 
Only slightly more than a third (37%) of adults who were raised as Jehovah’s Witnesses still 
identify themselves as Jehovah’s Witnesses. Half of all of those who were raised as Buddhists 
(50%) are still Buddhists.

Retention of Childhood Members Among Groups

   Converted to 
 Non- another Converted to
 converts  group/DK no religion

 % % % 
Total population 56.5 30.1 13.4        =100

Among those raised...
Hindu 84 8 8          =100

Jewish 76 9 14         =100

Orthodox 73 21 7          =100

Mormon 70 15 14         =100

Catholic 68 18 14         =100

Buddhist 50 22 28         =100

Jehovah’s Witness 37 30 33         =100

Unaffi liated 46 54 N/A         =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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Roughly half of those raised as Protestant (52%) retain their childhood religious affiliation, but 
this comparatively low number relative to other groups is largely due to the fact that the change 
figures reported here include movement between Protestant denominational families. In fact, 
of the 48% of people who were raised Protestant but now belong to something other than the 
denomination in which they were raised, the majority of them now belong to another Protestant 
denomination. Overall, then, 80% of those who were raised as Protestant are still Protestant, 
either within the same denominational family in which they were raised (52%) or within another 
Protestant family (28%). So only one-in-five (20%) adults who were raised as Protestant have left 
Protestantism altogether (7% for a non-Protestant religion and 13% for no religion at all).

Of all of the Protestant families, Baptists, Adventists and Lutherans have the highest retention 
rates, at roughly 60% each. The Holiness, Anabaptist and Congregationalist families, by contrast, 
have much lower retention rates, below 40% each. All Protestant denominational families lose 
a considerable number of childhood adherents to the ranks of the unaffiliated (ranging from 7% 
among those raised Anabaptist to 20% among those raised in Congregationalist and Anglican/
Episcopal churches). 

  

Retention of Childhood Members Among Protestant Religious Groups

    Changed to ...     
  New Evangel- Main- Hist. Non-Prot.  
 Did not Prot. ical line black religion/ No 
 change family churches churches churches DK religion

Among those raised … % % % % % % %
Protestant 52 28 15 10 3 7 13 =100

Largely Evangelical Families
 Baptist 60 23 12   8 4 6 11 =100

 Nondenominational 44 27 16 11 1 10 19 =100

 Pentecostal 47 35 23 8 3 6 12 =100

 Restorationist 46 35 21 13 1 6 13 =100

 Holiness 32  51 36 9 5 4 13 =100

 Adventist 59  23 10 6 6 7 10 =100

 Anabaptist 40 51 29 20 2 2 7 =100

Largely Mainline Families
 Methodist 47   32 19 11 3 8 12 =100

 Lutheran 59   19 10 9 * 9 13 =100

 Presbyterian 40   36 16 18 1 9 14 =100

 Anglican/Episcopal 45   23 10 11 2 12 20 =100

 Congregationalist 37   35 15 17 2 9 20 =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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The data also show that among those who have left largely evangelical denominational families 
for other Protestant families, more have become members of other largely evangelical families 
compared with the number who have become members of largely mainline families. By contrast, 
those leaving largely mainline denominational families are more evenly divided, with approximately 
equal numbers joining other largely mainline families and largely evangelical families.

Who Changes Affiliation?

The most significant demographic differences in rates of affiliation change are found among the 
different racial and ethnic groups in the U.S. For example, about a third (35%) of Latinos and a 

   

Demographic Patterns of Religious Change

   Changed Changed 
 Converts within to another Not
 (NET) tradition tradition Converts

Among … % % % %
Men 45 14 30 55           =100

Women 42 17 25 58           =100

Ages 18-29 42 11 32 58           =100

Ages 30-39 44 13 31 56           =100

Ages 40-49 45 15 29 55           =100

Ages 50-59 45 18 27 55           =100

Ages 60-69 43 19 24 57           =100

Age 70+ 40 22 18 60           =100

Education
High school or less 41 15 26 59           =100

Some college 46 17 30 54           =100

College graduate 45 17 28 55           =100

Post-grad degree 47 16 31 53           =100

Race/Ethnicity
Non-Latino whites 45 17 28 55           =100

Non-Latino blacks 42 20 22 58           =100

Non-Latino Asians 37 9 29 63           =100

Non-Latino mixed/other  54 18 36 46           =100

Latinos 35 4 31 65           =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.
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similar number of Asians (37%) report having changed their religious affiliation from that in which 
they were raised. These rates are significantly lower than those seen for both blacks (42%) and 
whites (45%).

Though the rates of change in affiliation among the different age groups are fairly comparable, 
there are interesting generational differences in the types of affiliation changes people undergo. 
Among people age 70 and older, for instance, more than half of people who have changed 
affiliation have switched affiliation from one family to another within a religious tradition (e.g., 
from one Protestant denominational family to another). Among those under age 30, by contrast, 
roughly three-quarters of those who have changed affiliation left one religious tradition for another 
(e.g., left Protestantism for Catholicism) or for no religion at all.

With respect to other demographic characteristics, the Landscape Survey reveals few major 
demographic differences in the rates of religious change. For instance, men are only slightly more 
likely to switch affiliation than women (45% vs. 42%). Similarly, there are few differences among 
adults with different educational backgrounds. Americans with a high school education or less are 
only somewhat less likely to have switched affiliation from the religion in which they were raised 
(41%) than people with at least some college education, college graduates and people with a 
post-graduate education (46%, 45% and 47%, respectively).
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Religiously Mixed Marriages and Changes in Affiliation

The Landscape Survey finds that 27% of married people are in religiously mixed marriages. 
If marriages between people of different Protestant denominational families are included, the 
number of married people in religiously mixed marriages is nearly four-in-ten (37%). Among 
married couples, young people are more likely to be in religiously mixed marriages as compared 
with their older counterparts.

Among all the major religious traditions, Hindus and Mormons are most likely to have a spouse 
with the same religion (90% and 83%, respectively). Nearly four-in-five Catholics (78%) and seven-
in-ten Jews (69%) are also married to someone with the same religious affiliation. By contrast, 
majorities of the unaffiliated population, members of the “other faiths” category and Buddhists 
are married to someone of a different religious background than their own. For example, only four-
in-ten (41%) unaffiliated adults are married to a spouse who is also unaffiliated. 

  

Intermarriage Patterns

    Spouse is…
 Same Different   All other/ Unaffi l- 
 religion religion Protestant Catholic DK/REF iated 

Among married… % % % % % %
Hindus 90 10 1 2 3 3 =100

Mormons 83 17 5 5 2 5 =100

Catholics 78 22 14 N/A 3 5 =100

Jews 69 31 7 12 3 8 =100

Orthodox 65 35 12 16 4 3 =100

Jehovah’s Witnesses 65 35 9 6 5 15 =100

Buddhists 45 55 15 7 6 27 =100

Other faiths 33 67 28 11 8 19 =100

Unaffi liated 41 59 28 22 9 N/A =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.

Note: See table on page 35 for intermarriage patterns within Protestantism.

About six-in-ten married Protestants (63%) are affiliated with the same Protestant denominational 
family as their spouse, and an additional 18% have a spouse who belongs to a Protestant family 
different from their own. In total, 81% of all married Protestants are married to other Protestants, 
while 10% are married to Catholics, 6% to spouses who are not affiliated with any religion and 
3% to people who belong to other religious groups. 
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These patterns vary significantly among the three Protestant traditions, however. Members 
of evangelical Protestant churches (68%) and historically black Protestant churches (69%) are 
more likely than members of mainline Protestant churches (55%) to have the same affiliation 
as their spouse. Among married members of evangelical and historically black churches, only 
15% and 12%, respectively, are married to non-Protestants. By contrast, more than one-in-four 
(26%) married members of mainline churches are married to non-Protestants. Of these, 15% are 
married to Catholics, 8% to people not affiliated with any particular religion and 3% to members 
of other religious groups. 

 The Landscape Survey findings also make it possible to gauge, at least indirectly, the importance 
of marriage in changes in religious affiliation. 

To the extent that people change their religious affiliation to match that of their spouse, one 
would expect to find lower rates of religiously mixed marriages among people who have changed 
affiliation than among those who have not switched. In fact, the survey finds just the opposite 
to be true: The incidence of religiously mixed marriages is much higher among people who have 
switched affiliation (50%) than among married people who have retained the religious affiliation 
of their youth (28%). 

  

Intermarriage Patterns Within Protestantism

     Spouse is…
  Same Different Different  All other/ Unaffi l- 
  religion religion Prot. family Catholic DK/REF iated 

Among married… % % % % % %
Protestants 63 37 18 10 3 6 =100

 Evangelical churches 68 32 17 8 2 5 =100

 Mainline churches 55 45 19 15 3 8 =100

 Historically black churches 69 31 19 5 3 4 =100

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.

Intermarriage and Change in Affi liation

                                                  Spouse has…
  Same Religion Different Religion

Among… % %
All married people 63 37 =100 
 Married, has not changed religion  72  28     =100

 Married, has changed religion  50  50    =100
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Chapter 3: 

Religious Affiliation and Demographic Groups

Change in religious affiliation is not the only factor shaping the contours of the American religious 
landscape. Important demographic factors such as immigration and generational replacement 

are also contributing in a major way to this dynamic process. The Landscape Survey finds, for 
example, that immigrants and young adults are significantly less Protestant than are native-born and 
older Americans. But while immigrants are much more likely to be Catholic, young adults are much 
more likely to be unaffiliated with any particular religion. If these patterns continue, the decline of 
Protestantism and the increase in the size of the unaffiliated population are likely to persist.

The Landscape Survey finds significant variation in the religious affiliation of these and other U.S. 
demographic groups. The religious affiliation of immigrants, for instance, differs markedly from the 
affiliation of those born in the U.S.; nearly half of all immigrants are Catholic, more than twice the 
rate seen among the native born. Similarly, there are major differences in the religious affiliation 
of various racial and ethnic groups. More than three-quarters (78%) of blacks are Protestant, for 
example, compared with just over half of whites (53%) and about a quarter of Asians (27%) and 
Latinos (23%). 

Important generational differences in religious affiliation are also evident. For example, one-
quarter of all adults under age 30 are not affiliated with any particular religion, which is more than 
three times the number of unaffiliated adults who are age 70 and older, and nine percentage 
points higher than in the overall adult population. The ethnic composition of religious groups also 
varies across generations. While about half of all Catholics under age 30 are Hispanic (45%), for 
instance, the vast majority of Catholics age 70 and older (85%) are white.

This chapter examines the complex relationship between religion and other demographic 
characteristics. Each section first looks at the religious composition of major demographic groups, 
from age and ethnicity to family composition and geographic location. Each section then looks at 
the relationship from the opposite direction, breaking down and examining the key demographic 
features of the major religious traditions. 
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Age Differences

The survey finds significant differences between the religious affiliation of younger and older 
Americans. Overall, younger Americans tend to be considerably less Protestant and far less religiously 
affiliated than older Americans; older groups are both more affiliated and more Protestant. 

   

Religious Composition of Age Groups

   Total
   Pop. 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

   % % % % % % %
Christian 78   68   76   80   80   84   88

 Protestant   51   43   47   52   54   57   62
  Evangelical churches     26   22   26   28   27   29   30
  Mainline churches      18   12   16   17   20   21   26
  Historically black churches      7   8   6   7   7   7   6
 Catholic  24   22   25   25   23   24   23
 Mormon  2   2   2   2   1   2   1
 Jehovah’s Witness  1   1   1   1   1   1   1
 Orthodox  1   1   1   1   1   <0.5   1
 Other Christian  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   1   <0.5
       
Other Religions 5   6   5   4   5   5   4

 Jewish  2   2   1   1   2   2   2
 Muslim  1   1   1   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5
 Buddhist  1   1   1   1   1   1   <0.5
 Hindu  <0.5   <0.5   1   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5
 Other world religions  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5
 Other faiths  1   2   1   1   1   1   1
       
Unaffi liated 16   25   19   15   14   10   8

  Atheist  2   3   2   1   1   1   1
 Agnostic  2   4   2   2   2   2   1
 Secular unaffi liated  6   9   7   6   6   4   3
 Religious unaffi liated  6   9   7   6   5   3   3

Don’t Know/Refused 1   1   1   1   1   1   1

  100 100 100 100 100 100 100

       
Share of Total Population (100%)  (20%)  (19% )  (20%)  (18%)  (12%)  (12%)
       
Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated.
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While a majority of Americans age 70 and older (62%) are Protestant, only 43% of young adults 
ages 18-29 are Protestant, a 19-point difference; the overall population is somewhere in the 
middle, at 51% Protestant. Middle-aged Americans also fall toward the middle: Approximately 
half (52%) of Americans in their 40s are Protestant. This is about 9 points higher than adults under 
age 30, but 10 points lower than Americans age 70 and older. These differences are especially 
pronounced among members of mainline Protestant churches.

Major differences are also apparent in the proportion of each age group that has no formal religious 
affiliation. Adults under age 30 are more than three times as likely as those age 70 and older to 
be unaffiliated with any particular religion (25% vs. 8%). The younger group is also more likely 
than the adult population as a whole to be atheist or agnostic (7% vs. 4%). It is important to note, 
however, that more than a third (35%) of young adults who have no particular religious affiliation 
are in the “religious unaffiliated” category, that is, they say that religion is somewhat important 
or very important in their lives.
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Age Distribution of Major Religious Traditions

             18-29 30-49 50-64 65+ 

  %  %  %  % 

Total Population 20  39  25  16   =100

Protestant 17  38  26  20   =100

 Evangelical churches  17  39  26  19    =100

 Mainline churches  14  36  28  23  =100

 Historically black churches  24  36  24  15  =100

Catholic 18  41  24  16   =100

Mormon 24  42  19  15   =100

Jehovah’s Witness 21  39  25  14   =100

Orthodox 18  38  27  17   =100

Jewish 20  29  29  22   =100

Muslim* 23  40  30  7   =100

Buddhist 23  40  30  7   =100

Hindu 18  58  19  5   =100

Unaffi liated 31  40  20  8   =100

 Atheist  37  36  16  12  =100

 Agnostic  34   34  22  9  =100

 Secular unaffi liated  29     41  21  8  =100

 Religious unaffi liated  30     43  20  7  =100

* From “Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew Research Center, 2007

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated. Results have been repercentaged to 
exclude nonresponse.

Age Distribution of Religious Traditions

The relatively older makeup of the membership of mainline Protestant churches becomes even 
clearer when the survey looks at the age distribution within Protestantism compared with the 
overall adult population. Approximately half (51%) of the members of mainline Protestant churches 
are age 50 and older.  Among the population as a whole, by contrast, only 41% fall in this age 
group. Jews, too, tend to be older than other religious groups, with 51% age 50 and older.  

At the other end of the spectrum, the unaffiliated tend to be younger than other groups. Nearly 
one-in-three (31%) are under age 30, and the large majority (71%) are under age 50.
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Race and Ethnicity

Of all the major racial and ethnic groups in the U.S., blacks are the most likely to report a formal 
religious affiliation. Even among black adults who are unaffiliated (12%), more than two-thirds 

   

Religious Affi liation of Racial and Ethnic Groups

 Non-Latino  
   Total    Other/
   Pop. White Black Asian Mixed Race Latino

   % % % % % %
Christian 78   78   85   45   69   84

 Protestant   51   53   78   27   51   23
  Evangelical churches    26   30   15   17   34   16
  Mainline churches   18   23   4   9   15   5
  Hist. black churches    7   <0.5   59   <0.5   2   3
 Catholic  24   22   5   17   14   58
  Mormon  2   2   <0.5   1   2   1
  Jehovah’s Witness  1   <0.5   1   <0.5   1   1
 Orthodox  1   1   <0.5   <0.5   1   <0.5
  Other Christian  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   1   <0.5
      
Other Religions 5   5   2   30   9   2

 Jewish  2   2   <0.5   <0.5   1   <0.5
 Muslim  1   <0.5   1   4   1   <0.5
 Buddhist  1   1   <0.5   9   1   <0.5
 Hindu  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   14   1   <0.5
 Other world religions  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   2   <0.5   <0.5
 Other faiths  1   1   <0.5   1   5   <0.5
      
Unaffi liated 16   16   12   23   20   14

 Atheist  2   2   <0.5   3   1   1
 Agnostic  2   3   1   4   3   1
 Secular unaffi liated  6   7   3   11   7   4
 Religious unaffi liated  6   5   8   5   9   8
       
Don’t Know/Refused 1   1   1   2   2   1

   100 100 100 100 100 100

      
Share of Total Population (100%) (70%) (11%) (2%) (3%) (12%)
      
Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated.
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(70%) say that religion is somewhat or very important in their lives and, thus, are classified in the 
“religious unaffiliated” group; only 1% of blacks identify as atheist or agnostic. About six-in-ten 
(59%) black adults are affiliated with historically black Protestant churches; however, only about 
two-in-ten are members of predominantly white evangelical (15%) and mainline (4%) Protestant 
churches.

Asians are the ethnic group most likely to be unaffiliated. Roughly a quarter (23%) of Asians 
have no religious affiliation, and more than three-in-four of these are either secular (11% overall), 
atheist (3% overall) or agnostic (4% overall). Catholics and members of evangelical churches are 
equally well represented among Asians, with 17% identifying with each group; 14% of Asians 
identify as Hindu.

In the Landscape Survey, a solid majority of Hispanics (58%) identify as Catholic, but nearly one-
in-four are members of evangelical (16%) or other (8%) Protestant churches. Hispanics are about 
as likely as blacks to say they have no religious affiliation, and very few (2%) say they are atheist 
or agnostic. (See the section below on Measuring Religious Affiliation Among Latinos for more 
analysis.)

Nearly a third (30%) of all whites are members of evangelical churches, almost twice the number 
who identify as unaffiliated (16%). About one-in-five (22%) whites are Catholic and a similar 
number (23%) are members of mainline Protestant churches.

Measuring Religious Affiliation Among Latinos 

The number of Latinos in the Landscape Survey who identify themselves as Catholic (58%) 
is considerably lower than in a major survey of Latinos the Forum conducted in 2006 with the 
Pew Hispanic Center (PHC), where more than two-thirds (68%) identified as Catholic. In the 
Landscape Survey, most of the corresponding increase takes place among unaffiliated Latinos 
(14% vs. 8%) and, to a lesser extent, Latino Protestants (26% vs. 22%). What accounts for 
this discrepancy?

Further analysis by the Forum shows that there are two likely explanations for these different 
results: variation in wording of the religious affiliation question in the two surveys, and 
differences between the two samples. Interestingly, question wording primarily seems to 
account for the higher percentage of unaffiliated Latinos in the Landscape Survey compared 
with the earlier Forum/PHC survey. But it is sampling differences that apparently account for 
the significant variation in the percentage identifying as Catholic in the two surveys.

To assess the relative impact of each of these explanations, in January 2008 the Forum 
included the Landscape Survey’s religious affiliation question on a monthly bilingual omnibus
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survey of Latinos conducted by International Communications Research (ICR), which fielded 
the earlier Forum/PHC survey. Telephone interviews were conducted between Jan. 8 and Jan. 
21, 2008, among a representative sample of 1,009 Latinos in the United States. 

The findings suggest that the way the affiliation question is worded has a major effect on the 
number of Latinos who say they are unaffiliated with any particular religion. The Forum/PHC 
survey did not explicitly offer respondents specific choices associated with being unaffiliated 
with any particular religion. The Landscape Survey, which sought to obtain as accurate a 
measure as possible of the U.S. population that is unaffiliated with any particular religion, 
explicitly asked respondents: “What is your present religion, if any? Are you Protestant, Roman 
Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, 
Hindu, atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular?” It is not surprising that 
respondents, whether Latinos or other members of the general public, are more likely to 
select answers when they are explicitly offered as opposed to when they have to volunteer 
the answers.

Although question wording 
seems to matter most 
in explaining the higher 
number of Latinos in the 
Landscape Survey who say 
they are unaffiliated with any 
particular religion, the main 
explanation for the different 
results with respect  to  
the lower number  of 
Catholics appears to lie 
elsewhere. After all, the 
omnibus survey using 
the Landscape’s affiliation 
question found only slightly 
fewer Catholics than the 
Forum/PHC survey (65% 
vs. 68%). The main reason 
for the difference between 
the two estimates (from 
the Forum/PHC survey and 
the Landscape Survey) of the proportion of Latinos who are Catholic seems to be that the 
respective surveys reached a somewhat different sample of Latinos due to the language 
options in which they were conducted.

The Forum/PHC survey and omnibus survey were conducted with fully bilingual interviewers 
who could switch between English and Spanish on the spot, while the Landscape Survey 

Religious Affi liation Among Latinos

   
  2006 Pew   
 Forum/Pew  
 Hispanic 2008 Landscape
 Center1 ICR Omnibus2 Survey2

 % % %
Catholic 68 65 58
Protestant/Other Christian 22 19 26
Unaffi liated 8 15 14
Other/Don’t Know 2 1 2
 100 100 100

N (4,016) (1,009) (3,151)

1 Question: “What is your religion – Catholic, evangelical or Protestant Christian, Jehovah’s 

Witness, Mormon, Jewish, Muslim, or an Orthodox church such as the Greek or Russian 

Orthodox Church?”

2 Question: “What is your present religion, if any?  Are you Protestant, Roman Catholic, 

Mormon, Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, 

atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in particular?”
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was conducted in English with a Spanish option. This means that when a Spanish-speaking 
respondent was encountered in the Landscape Survey, the interviewer arranged for a Spanish-
speaking interviewer to recontact that household. Although this approach is preferable to 
English-only surveys, it falls short of a truly bilingual approach. In particular, samples obtained 
with fully bilingual interviewers typically include more recently arrived immigrants and 
respondents who are not proficient in English.

The impact of language on measuring the religious affiliation of Latinos can be seen by 
comparing the pattern of religious affiliation that results from these three types of surveys. 
The Landscape Survey, conducted in English with a Spanish option, yields significantly fewer 
Latino Catholics (58%) and more Latino Protestants (26%) than the fully bilingual survey 
using the same question (65% Catholic and 19% Protestant). An analysis of Pew Research 
Center surveys that were conducted in late 2007 finds that English-only interviewing using 
the identical question produces an even smaller percentage of Latinos identifying as Catholic 
(49%) and a noticeably higher percentage identifying as Protestant (33%). 

Which estimates are the most accurate? English-only surveys, and even English surveys 
with a Spanish option, are likely biased in that their samples do not sufficiently represent the 
full spectrum of Latinos, many of whom are recent immigrants and are unable to complete a 
telephone survey in English. Thus, estimates derived from truly bilingual surveys, which find 
that roughly two-thirds of Latinos are Catholic, are probably the most accurate. This means 
that the Landscape Survey underestimates the proportion of Latinos who are Catholic. By 
extension, it may also slightly underestimate the proportion of the U.S. Catholic population 
that is Latino and marginally underestimate the proportion of the U.S. population that is 
Catholic.

This suggests that caution is also in order when estimating the number of adherents of 
other religious groups that are disproportionately composed of immigrants, such as Hindus, 
Muslims, Buddhists and members of other world religions. Although the percentage among 
these groups that is not fluent in English is much lower compared with Latinos, these other 
groups also have many members who are unable to complete telephone surveys in English. 
So just as utilizing anything other than fully bilingual interviewers may understate the 
degree of Catholicism within the Latino community (and the number of Catholics in the U.S. 
population overall), estimates of the size of other religious groups many of whose adherents 
may not be able to complete interviews in English may be low as well.



Chapter 3: Religious Affi liation and Demographic Groups

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life  /  U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

44

Racial and Ethnic Distribution of Religious Traditions

When the survey breaks down the major religious traditions by race and ethnicity, rather than 
vice versa, it finds that Jews and members of mainline Protestant churches are the groups most 
heavily comprised of whites (95% and 91%, respectively), followed closely by Orthodox Christians 
(87%) and Mormons (86%). 

Muslims are the most racially diverse group in the U.S. Approximately one-in-three (37%) are 
white, roughly one-in-four (24%) are black, one-in-five (20%) are Asian and 19% are of other races. 

   

Racial and Ethnic Distribution of Religious Traditions

 Non-Latino
     Other/ 

  White Black Asian Mixed Race Latino 

  %  %  %  %  % 
Total Population 71  11  3  3  12  =100

Protestant 74  16  1  3  5  =100

      Evangelical churches  81  6  2  4  7    =100

      Mainline churches  91  2  1  3  3    =100

      Historically black churches  2  92  0  1  4    =100

Catholic 65  2  2  2  29  =100

Mormon 86  3  1  3  7  =100

Jehovah’s Witness 48  22  0  5  24  =100

Orthodox 87  6  2  3  1  =100

Other Christian 77  11  0  8  4  =100

Jewish 95  1  0  2  3  =100

Muslim* 37  24  20  15  4  =100

Buddhist 53  4  32  5  6  =100

Hindu 5  1  88  4  2  =100

Other faiths 80  2  1  13  5  =100

Unaffi liated 73  8  4  4  11  =100

 Atheist  86  3  4  2  5    =100

 Agnostic  84   2  4  4  6    =100

 Secular unaffi liated  79  5  4  4  8    =100

 Religious unaffi liated  60  16  2  5  17    =100

   
* From “Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew Research Center, 2007

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated. Results have been repercentaged to 
exclude nonresponse.



Chapter 3: Religious Affi liation and Demographic Groups

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life  /  U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

45

Hindus are predominantly Asian (88%). But, surprisingly, only about a third (32%) of Buddhists in 
the U.S. are Asian; a majority (53%) are white, and, as noted in Chapter 2, most are converts to 
Buddhism. 

The survey also shows that nearly a third (29%) of Catholics are Hispanic, the largest Latino 
proportion of any tradition. Hispanics also make up a significant proportion of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
(24%); blacks comprise nearly a quarter (22%) of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The unaffiliated population more closely resembles the racial composition of the general public 
than do most other religious groups. More than seven-in-ten unaffiliated adults are white (73%), 
and nearly a fifth of the group is Hispanic (11%) or black (8%). However, there are significant racial 
and ethnic differences among the unaffiliated subgroups. For instance, a vast majority of atheists 
and agnostics are white (86% and 84% respectively), but whites represent a smaller share (60%) 
of the “religious unaffiliated” population. Roughly a third of this religious unaffiliated group is 
comprised of Hispanics (17%) and blacks (16%).

Looking at the intersection of age, ethnicity and religion among the country’s two largest religious 
groups, the survey finds that close to half of all adult Catholics under age 40 are Hispanic. Among 
older cohorts, the overwhelming majority of Catholics are white (85% of those age 70 and older). 
As noted previously, the stability in the proportion of Catholics among the general public obscures 
the significant ethnic shift that is occurring among younger Catholics. 

   

Age and Racial Composition of Catholicism and Protestantism

   All   Among Catholics ages…
   Catholics 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

% who are… % % % % % % %
White 65 47 51 68 75 78 85
Black  2 3 2 2 2 3 1
Latino 29 45 44 26 20 17 12
Other/Mixed 4 5 3 4 4 2 2
   100 100 100 100 100 100 100  
   All   Among Protestants ages…
   Protestants 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70+

% who are… % % % % % % %
White 74 61 71 73 77 80 83
Black  16 23 16 16 16 14 12
Latino 5 10 9 6 3 3 2
Other/Mixed 4 6 5 5 4 3 2
   100 100 100 100 100 100 100

       
Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100.  Results have been repercentaged to exclude nonresponse.
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Although not nearly as pronounced, a similar racial and ethnic shift is happening among Protestants 
as well. For instance, among Protestants age 50 and older, more than three-in-four are white 
(including 83% of Protestants age 70 and older). Among Protestants under age 30, by contrast, 
only six-in-ten (61%) are white, while nearly four-in-ten (39%) are non-white. 
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Religion and Immigration

As discussed briefly in Chapter 1, the starkly different religious composition of immigrants and the 
native born is contributing in a major way to the changes in the American religious landscape.

   

Religious Composition of the Native Born and Foreign Born

         Born in
   Total Population Born in U.S. Foreign Country*

   %   %   %
Christian 78   79   74

 Protestant   51   55    24
  Evangelical churches      26   28   15
  Mainline  churches   18   20   7
  Historically black churches         7   8   2
 Catholic  24      21      46
 Mormon  1.7     1.8      0.9
 Jehovah’s Witness  0.7     0.7      1.0
 Orthodox  0.6     0.4      1.8
 Other Christian   0.3     0.4      <0.3
   
Other Religions 5   4   9

 Jewish  1.7   1.8   1.5
 Muslim  0.6   0.3   1.7
 Buddhist  0.7   0.6   1.6
 Hindu  0.4   <0.3   3.0
 Other world religions  <0.3   <0.3   <0.3
 Other faiths  1.2   1.3   0.5
   
Unaffi liated 16   16   16

 Atheist  2   2   1
 Agnostic  2   2   2
 Secular unaffi liated  6   6   5
 Religious unaffi liated  6   6   7
 
Don’t Know/Refused 1   1   1

     100        100       100

   
Share of Total Population (100%)  (88% )  (12%)

* Includes respondents who were born in U.S. territories  (Guam, U.S. Virgin Islands, etc.) and Puerto Rico

Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated.



Chapter 3: Religious Affi liation and Demographic Groups

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life  /  U.S. Religious Landscape Survey

48

Like the U.S. population as a whole, the large majority (74%) of immigrants are Christian.  But 
the internal composition of this group is markedly different. Nearly half (46%) of immigrants are 
Catholic, more than twice the proportion of adult Catholics who were born in the U.S. (21%). 
By contrast, foreign-born adults are only about half as likely to be Protestant (25%) as U.S.-born 
adults (55%). 

Not surprisingly, members of several non-Western religions, including Islam, Buddhism and 
Hinduism, are much more highly represented among the foreign-born population than among the 
native-born population. Interestingly, the proportion of unaffiliated Americans is the same (16%) 
for both groups.

In the Landscape Survey, more than six-in-ten (61%) adult immigrants to the United States say 
they are from Latin America (including the Caribbean), with more than half of this group (34% of 
all immigrants) coming from just one country – Mexico. In fact, Mexico accounts for a plurality 
(34%) of all immigrants coming to the United States. Nearly three-quarters (72%) of Mexican 
immigrants are Catholic; among immigrants from the other Latin American countries, only half 
(51%) are Catholic. Immigrants from Mexico and other Latin American countries are also the least 
likely to be atheist or agnostic; only 1% of all Latin American immigrants describe themselves in 
these terms.
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Catholics also represent a significant percentage of immigrants who come from outside Latin 
America. For instance, about one-in-five immigrants from Canada (19%) are Catholic, as are roughly 
a quarter of immigrants from Western Europe (28%), Eastern Europe (27%) and East Asia (27%). 

   

Religious Affi liation of Immigrants by Region of Origin

       Other    South- N. Africa/
     Latin Western Eastern East Central Middle
   Canada Mexico America Europe Europe Asia Asia East

   %   %   %   %   %   %   %   %
Christian 65   88   82   70   65   57   16   43

 Protestant   41   14   29   37   18   29   11   12
  Evang. churches   19   11   19   15   13   18   9   3
  Mainline churches  19   2   5   22   5   11   2   9
  Hist. black  churches 3   1   5   1   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5
 Catholic  19   72   51   28   27   27   3   9
 Mormon  3   1   1   2   <0.5   1   <0.5   <0.5
 Jehovah’s Witness  <0.5   1   1   1   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5
 Orthodox  2   <0.5   <0.5   3   19   <0.5   2   21
 Other Christian  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   1
        
Other Religions 10   <0.5   2   8   15   15   71   43

 Jewish  4   <0.5   <0.5   3   12   <0.5   1   18
 Muslim  2   <0.5   <0.5   1   2   <0.5   12   24
 Buddhist  <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   1   1   14   1   1
 Hindu  <0.5   <0.5   1   1   <0.5   1   55   <0.5
 Other world rel.  1   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   <0.5   3   <0.5
 Other faiths  3   <0.5   <0.5   2   <0.5   1   <0.5   1
        
Unaffi liated 24   11   15   21   19   27   11   14

 Atheist  6   <0.5   <0.5   4   4   2   2   4
 Agnostic  7   <0.5   1   4   3   5   2   1
 Secular unaffi liated  7   3   3   8   7   13   7   6
 Religious unaffi liated 5   8   10   5   5   7       <0.5   3
                  
Don’t Know/Ref. 1   1   <0.5   1   <0.5   1   1   1

   100   100   100   100   100   100   100   100

        
Share of Immigrant (3%) (34%) (28%) (11%) (4%) (9%) (4%) (2%)
 Population
N   N=134 N=881 N=702 N=488 N=165 N=315 N=256 N=105
        
Due to rounding, fi gures may not add to 100 and nested fi gures may not add to the subtotal indicated.
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Immigrants from Canada are the group with the highest proportion of atheists and agnostics 
(13%).  Nearly one-in-ten immigrants from Western Europe (8%) and Eastern Europe (7%) 
also describe themselves as atheist or agnostic. Meanwhile, about four-in-ten immigrants from 
Canada and Western Europe are Protestant, as are nearly one-in-five immigrants from Eastern 
Europe. 

Of the immigrants coming from North Africa and the Middle East, about one-in-ten (12%) are 
Protestant and one-in-three are either Orthodox (21%) or Catholic (9%). Muslims represent 24% 
of this group, Jews are 18% and the unaffiliated population accounts for 14%.

The majority (57%) of immigrants from East Asia are Christian, with 27% identifying as Catholic, 
18% as members of evangelical Protestant churches and 11% as members of mainline Protestant 
churches. Buddhists account for 14%; roughly a quarter of immigrants from this region are not 
affiliated with any particular religion. By comparison, more than half (55%) of all immigrants from 
South-Central Asia identify as Hindu, while an additional 12% are Muslim.




