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Introduction

Every religious group strives to preserve the continuity of its faith (in its ortho-
dox form) and practice. However, the way in which modern pluralistic societies 
are organised has made the preservation and reproduction of orthodox forms of 
religion increasingly problematic. Researchers studying religion as a feature of 
modern societies have argued that it is no longer the central element of (modern) 
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life. They have pointed out that religion is no longer an institution in the position 
of the main opinion leader (regardless of whether this means on the individual 
or the national level). However, there is evidence that religion is re-entering the 
public sphere and is growing in importance. The ambivalence of the relationship 
between religion and modern societies has furthermore been confi rmed by other 
important phenomena, such as (religious) pluralism, individualism, consumer-
ism, urbanism and the spreading feeling of uncertainty [cf., e.g., Bauman 2010; 
Beck 2010; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002;  Berger 1997, 1999; Livezey 2000].

The consequences of these phenomena have led us to a situation in which 
no social group is able to develop and implement a view of the world strong 
enough to form the foundations on which to build society. And what is more, 
there is no group that can even create a safe, all-encompassing environment for 
their own members [Berger 1997: 75]. This situation weighs heavily upon every-
body, including various religious groups, which aim to provide their members 
with a universal tool of orientation with which to guide them through this world. 
Orthodox religiosity therefore faces a challenge in modern societies.

This article concentrates on orthodox Christian religiosity in three countries 
(Austria, the Czech Republic, and the Slovak Republic), where we studied how 
primary religious socialisation and adult religious practice contribute to shape 
orthodox Christian beliefs. We chose these three countries because they are cul-
turally similar, but they differ in terms of their religious environment. By ‘reli-
gious environment’ we mean the presence or absence of religious values in the 
public discourse and the perception of such values as being among those that 
the society traditionally adheres to or not. We also believe that religion ‘takes 
different forms in accordance with each country’s history and cultural traditions’ 
[Bréchon 2007: 486].

Our goal is to test what is important for maintaining orthodox beliefs in the 
three national/religious contexts. In particular, we focus on two forces that may 
infl uence whether a person holds orthodox Christian beliefs. The fi rst is religious 
socialisation, whereby a person becomes a member of a religious community. 
The second is religious practice as an adult, which is something that reinforces 
the beliefs held by the church. 

In this paper, we will fi rst explain the processes that are challenging ortho-
dox religiosity in modern societies: secularisation and individualisation. We will 
then discuss the differences between the selected countries in our study in terms 
of their religious environment (different degrees of secularisation and individu-
alisation) and formulate hypotheses about the role of religious socialisation and 
religious practice in adulthood in the different country contexts. These hypoth-
eses are then tested using ISSP 2008 data.
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The factors that challenge and support orthodox religiosity in modern 
societies

Secularisation processes in ‘Western’ countries

There are various research projects, such as the World Values Survey (WVS), the 
European Values Survey (EVS), and the International Social Survey Programme 
(ISSP), that can attest to the fact that religiosity in late modern societies has un-
dergone dynamic changes. The aforementioned studies have also served as a ba-
sis for a number of theories seeking to explain and predict the possible develop-
ment of religiosity worldwide. 

As early as the start of the 1990s, Grace Davie [1994] observed, within the 
European context, the idea of ‘believing without belonging’.1 This idea refl ects 
the principal transformation of the relationship between believers and religious 
institutions in Europe. Individuation-related processes2 are considered to be the 
central feature of this approach, with individuation having a dual impact: on the 
one hand, a believer is free and chooses the forms of his/her identity (religios-
ity) according to his/her own will; on the other hand, doing this (having broken 
with religious institutions) he/she becomes a lonely believer [Berger 1997: 71–90]. 
As forms of faith have become individualised, sociology of religion has turned 
its attention to spirituality [Heelas and Woodhead 2005], though this might not 
be entirely justifi ed: the phenomenon of a religious revival does not concern just 
individuals. 

Since the 1980s there has been an increase in the number of religious groups 
in society. These groups are striving to re-enter the public space, from which they 
have been sidelined as a result of processes related to modernisation. This devel-
opment has been studied and conceptualised by José Casanova [1994]. 

Sociologists of religion in general tend to consider pluralisation and, in 
particular, individualisation processes as a fact. Their effects, however, are inter-
preted in many different ways; this was refl ected in the strong wave of criticism 
that has been directed against secularisation theory and its general signifi cance 
[cf. Bruce 2002, 2011; Dobbelaere 2002; Martin 2005; Turner 2010]. Individualisa-
tion and pluralisation have also been addressed in the debate over the validity of 
an alternative theory (economic market model theory) [Goldstein 2009; Stark and 
Iannaccone 1994: 230–252; Stark and Finke 2000], which some scholars regard as a 
new paradigm in the fi eld of sociology of religion [Warner 1993: 1044–1093]. 

1 José Casanova [2007: 334] and David Voas and Alasdier Crockett [2005: 11–28], for exam-
ple, would argue against this idea.
2 Grace Davie was, of course, not the fi rst person to study how individualisation infl u-
ences various forms of religion: Thomas Luckmann [1967] and Daniele Hervieu-Léger 
[2003: 161–175; 2004] are to be counted among the most important representatives of indi-
vidualisation theory.
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To sum up, in order to explain the transformation of religion, the sociology 
of religion uses in most cases one of the following three models: (a) secularisation 
theory (Bruce, Dobbelaere), (b) the economic market model (Finke, Iannaccone, 
Stark), or (c) individualisation theory (Luckmann, Davie, Hervieu-Léger). If we 
wanted to sum up the above in a nutshell, we could say that all three models try 
to answer the key question of the sociology of religion, i.e. what is the relation-
ship between growing religious pluralism on the one hand and the growing or 
decreasing vitality of religion on the other one, which is refl ected through vari-
ous forms of orthodoxy of religious faith and practice. Partisans of the secularisa-
tion theory believe that religious pluralism makes it harder to accept individual 
religions, in this way fuelling further secularisation. This means, in fact, that the 
theory of secularisation assumes a negative correlation between modernisation 
processes and religiosity. Economic market model theorists see things in reverse: 
religious pluralism, according to them, helps to fulfi l religious needs in increas-
ingly pluralised societies. In other words, the economic market theory assumes 
that the diversifi cation of faith options helps to stimulate the vitality of religious 
communities [cf. Young 1997]. And advocates of the individualisation theory pri-
marily strive to conceptualise religion as a specifi c form of conviction infl uenced 
by the kind of bonds that tie individuals to their communities, which, in turn, 
are formed, for example, by the intergenerational (non) transfer of tradition, i.e. 
collective memory [cf. Hervieu-Leger 2000]. In other words, the individualisation 
theory assumes that the process of modernisation will not lead to a decline in the 
social signifi cance of religion, but will change its social forms.

These theories have been tested on data gathered in empirical sociologi-
cal surveys [Müller 2011: 21–37]. The data describing the religious behaviour of 
Europeans seem to be at variance with the assumptions on which the economic 
market model is based [Pollack 2008: 168–186; Aarts et al. 2010: 657–672]. Gener-
ally speaking, it seems that Europe has not developed a religious market that 
refl ects the assumptions of the economic market model (which is what exists in 
the United States of America) [Lechner 2007: 82–85]. Grace Davie has noted that, 
historically, European churches function much more as public services agents, 
available whenever they are needed and not requiring any special involvement 
from their members (unlike in the United States, where religious groups compete 
for the chance to fulfi l the religious yearnings of its members but also expect 
everyday involvement from them). This may also be put as follows: Europeans 
activate their loyalty to churches during key moments, not on a permanent basis, 
which means that it is Europe that has a specifi c approach to religiosity, not the 
rest of the world [see Davie 2002]. Taking this argument into consideration, we 
believe that the secularisation and individualisation theories are more applicable 
to the needs and purpose of this study. 

We would like to compare three countries, two of which rank in the cat-
egory of ‘post-communist’ countries. This raises the question whether it is pos-
sible to compare post-communist countries with a country that has gone through 
processes typical for Western Europe. In other words: ‘Did the erosion of religion, 



J. Váně, M. Štípková: The National Religious Environment and the Orthodoxy of Christian Beliefs

407

nourished systematically by communist regimes, lead to secularisation similar to 
that observed in Western Europe and elsewhere in Central Europe?’ [cf. Borowik 
2002: 239–252; 2006; Gautier 1997: 289–296; Müller 2011: 21–37; Norris and Ingle-
hart 2004: 111–132; Pickel and Sammelt 2012; Pollack 2003: 321–334; Tomka 2011; 
Tomka and Zulehner 1999, 2000] Discussions around this question were initially 
based on the assumption that secularisation processes in post-communist coun-
tries differed signifi cantly from those that went on in the West. This assumption 
was founded on the fact that the role played by the state (political regime) dif-
fered in the two blocs of countries. However, it was challenged as soon as it be-
came clear that no signifi cant revival of religious values could be detected among 
the younger generations in post-communist countries [Zrinščak 2004: 221–234] 
and that these generations’ preferences and behaviour do not refl ect any religious 
values [e.g. Norris and Inglehart 2004: 131; Bréchon 2007: 463–489]. The initial 
assumption was then challenged even further: differences in the religiosity of dif-
ferent countries may be explained by factors other than differing secularisation 
processes. As an example, we can cite the explanations introduced by Pippa Nor-
ris and Ronald Inglehart, who argue that differences in religiosity among coun-
tries both in the former Eastern bloc and Western Europe are due to the degree 
of their development, and they claim that it is the feeling of security (whether 
economic, political or social security) that is the most important factor [Norris 
and Inglehart 2004: 13–17]. 

In other words, traditional institutionalised forms of religion have been 
transforming along with the transformation of societies (agrarian/industrial/
post-industrial economics). This theory, of course does not ignore the role of the 
religious or cultural environment [Inglehart and Baker 2000: 49], but it is one 
that leads us to reconsider the assumption about the existence of a signifi cantly 
different process of secularisation in post-communist countries and in Western 
 Europe, which, in turn, justifi es carrying out a more complex comparison be-
tween post-communist and West European countries. 

The signifi cance of primary religious socialisation and religious practice as predictors 
of orthodoxy

The preservation and reproduction of religious integrity thus seem to be at risk 
or the conditions for doing so substantially modifi ed. No matter what theoreti-
cal approach one adopts, the following question has to be dealt with: How and 
how successfully are institutionalised religious groups able to reproduce the or-
thodoxy of their faith and make their members respect and adhere to religious 
practices? If it is true that religious groups are not able to offer even their own 
members a consistent faith environment, how can they make it possible to repro-
duce and preserve their orthodox values and practices? In other words: if it is true 
that secularisation and individualisation pressures have eaten away at the tools 
that traditional religious groups once wielded and that the church has lost most 
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of its infl uence on the various stages of the individual’s life cycle and is no longer 
able to control it, it must be said that traditional religious groups have no access 
to almost any other tools than primary socialisation if they want to transfer the 
orthodoxy of faith and practice. 

Religious groups enter the public space and there they set the (religious) 
agenda and pursue active or passive forms of religious missions, but researchers 
on religion attach a great importance to primary religious socialisation [Bréchon 
2007: 474–478]. Primary socialisation is perceived as the most important factor in 
preserving not only the orthodoxy of faith [cf. Boyatzis 2003: 213–219; cf. Hoge, 
Petrillo and Smith 1982: 569–580; O´Connor, Hoge and Alexander 2002: 723–732] 
and as a positive factor of physical and emotional health [Regnerus 2003: 394–413]. 
The question, of course, is which of these factors constitute primary religious so-
cialisation and to what extent it is possible to talk about their signifi cance in the 
process of preserving the orthodoxy of faith and practice in adulthood. It needs to 
be said that no consensus exists among researchers when it comes to solving the 
above question. But it is evident that different faith factors do infl uence primary 
socialisation [Marks 2004: 217–231], to which we attach particular attention in this 
study, seeing it as a process determined by the external environment [Kelley and 
Graff 1997: 639–659]. Religious groups and families act in particular religious envi-
ronments characterised by varying levels of secularisation and individualisation.

Taking the above into consideration, we based our work on Inglehart’s and 
Norris’s assumption that when societies evolve into post-industrial economies 
they become more secular when it comes to their value orientations [Norris and 
Inglehart 2004]. We accept this assumption3 and that the signifi cance of tradi-
tional religious institutions (churches) is likely to decline. We assume that it is the 
intensity of religious practice that decides the degree of orthodoxy of its form. 
We consider practice as a factor that makes a person preserve their orthodox faith 
in an environment either unfriendly to religion or strongly individualised. The 
forms of religious orthodoxy are, therefore, infl uenced by both primary socialisa-
tion and religious practice. 

3 We have two reasons to adopt Norris’s and Inglehart’s standpoint. The fi rst one is the 
aforementioned fact that they have proven, on the basis of an analysis of EVS data, that 
secularisation processes do not differ so signifi cantly between the Western and Eastern 
blocs. Secondly, their data analyses [2004], relating to the conditions of existential security 
and religion and population growth models, are of the greatest possible complexity. (Only 
the work of Nienke Moor [2009] might be able to match their work. Nienke Moor, however, 
interpreted forms of religiosity and the position of religion in the world through the level 
of industrialisation in particular countries using EVS/WVS data.) For an assessment of 
the signifi cance of Inglehart’s theory, compare, for example, a monograph evaluating the 
25 years of comparative studies based on the EVS/WVS surveys [Esmer and Pettersson 
2007]. The authors of this collective monograph discuss the fundamental theoretical and 
methodological questions of research, concentrating on some of the most elementary proc-
esses infl uencing value transformations, such as cultural globalisation, individualisation, 
secularisation and democratisation. 
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The religious environment in Austria and the Czech and Slovak Republics

The theoretical explanations presented above as to what supports and what in-
hibits orthodox religiosity may play a different role in different religious environ-
ments.4 In order to confi rm or contest our assumption that the religious environ-
ment infl uences the reproduction of religion, we decided to study and compare 
three countries in Central Europe: the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Austria. 
These countries have distinct religious environments, but they share a similar 
cultural and geographical tradition that stretches back to the era when they were 
all a part of Austria-Hungary (1526–1918). And even more important, in the early 
modern era they all belonged to the same state unit. Although Austria-Hungary 
collapsed in 1918, the three countries remain anchored in a similar cultural con-
text (Central Europe). The 1948 communist coup in Czechoslovakia, however, 
led to the development of an environment dramatically different from that in 
Austria: the regime systematically liquidated religious opposition and strove to 
eradicate any trace of religiosity among the population. But differences are to be 
found not only between Austria and (former) Czechoslovakia (1918–1992): the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia also differ signifi cantly when it comes to religiosity 
[see Kusá and Tížik 2009].

 Societies move along different developmental trajectories (e.g. the infl u-
ence exerted by the communist regime on the religious environment in the Czech 
and Slovak Republics), but their value systems are, in a long-term (historical) per-
spective, built on a religious foundation, whether it be Catholicism, Protestant-
ism, Islam or Confucianism [Davie 2002: 155]. (Catholicism, of course, is the sub-
ject of our study.) Despite this, religious environments vary from place to place. 
A comparison of basic indicators (such as membership in a church, attendance at 
church services, trust in the church) is an established way of assessing what place 
religion occupies in a particular country (these indicators talk about the role and 
position occupied by traditional religions and refl ect the signifi cance of religious 
practice in a particular country [cf., e.g., Pollack and Müller 2006: 22–36; Müller 
2011: 21–37].5 

Let us now look at religiosity in the studied countries through statistical 
data. Table 1 compares the shares of believers (in each country) according to the 

4 Jonathan Kelley and Nan Dirk De Graff [1997: 639–659], for example, are among the 
authors who have tried to analyse the correlations between the religious environment and 
socialisation. 
5 Pollack and Müller used data from PCE—Political Culture in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope to analyse the position of religion in eleven post-communist countries. They then 
divided post-communist countries into three rather different groups: (a) countries where 
traditional religious groups have a strong position and exercise quite a strong infl uence, 
(b) countries where traditional religious groups have a stable position and exercise a sig-
nifi cant infl uence, (c) countries where traditional religious groups have a weak position 
and exercise little infl uence [Pollack and Müller 2006: 22–36].
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2001 census. The Czech Republic has the smallest number of believers at not even 
a third of the population. In Slovakia, 84% of the population claim to belong to 
some kind of religion. In Austria, the number is even higher, with 86% of the 
population declaring they are religious. Christians account for over 90% of all 
believers in all three countries, and more than 80% of all believers in all the coun-
tries profess themselves to be members of the Catholic Church (see Table 1).

We have already said that the studied countries share a historical context, in 
which the Catholic Church plays an important role. At the same time, however, 
we work with the idea that the religious environments of individual countries 
differ. In order to explain in more detail what exactly are the differences, we are 
going to use one of the possible typologies that were created on the basis of the 
data gathered in empirical sociological studies. Most often these studies took 
into consideration the above-mentioned basic indicators. We have already talked 
about Pollack’s and Müller’ typology (see footnote 10), at this point, however, we 
prefer to use Miroslav Tížik’s typology because it works with the latest compari-
sons. 

Tížik6 introduced fi ve basic types of religiosity by combining the levels 
of declared religious affi liation and the frequency of church attendance. These 
levels are: (a) strongly religious countries: a high level of declared religiosity, a 
high rate of church attendance; (b) moderately religious countries: a high lev-
el of declared religiosity, an average rate of church attendance—e.g. Slovakia; 
(c) (performatively) weak religious countries: a high level of declarative religios-

6 Tížik combined levels of declared religious affi liation and frequency of church attend-
ance to compare religiosity in 15 European countries and the USA using ISSP data (1995, 
2003, 2008) [Tížik 2012: 101–123].

Table 1.  Religiosity in Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, 2001 population 
censuses

Austria Czech 
Republic Slovakia

People who belong to some religion or faith 86% 32% 84%

of which:

Christian churches 91% 93% 99%

Roman Catholic Church 86% 83% 82%

Those who are not a member 
of any religion or faith 12% 59% 13%

Refused to answer 2% 9% 3%

N (number of inhabitants) 8 032 926 10 230 060 5 379 455

Source: Czech Statistical Offi ce, Statistical Offi ce of the Slovak Republic, Statistics Austria.
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ity, a low rate of church attendance – e.g. Austria; (d) partly secularised countries: 
an average level of declared religiosity and an average rate of church attendance; 
(e) secularised countries: a low level of declarative religiosity and a low rate of 
church attendance—e.g. the Czech Republic [Tížik 2012: 110–111].

One of the characteristic features of the Czech Republic is that it has the 
highest (declared) level of secularity and indifference to religious affairs and the 
‘process of secularization has even become more advanced’ [Müller 2011: 31]. It 
is one of the countries in which religious groups have little infl uence and occupy 
a weak position [Hamplová and Nešpor 2009: 581–597; Hamplová 2010: 3–8]. In 
Slovakia, on the other hand, religion remained an important factor in the country’s 
environment, despite the communist propaganda, and it ranks with those post-
communist countries where traditional religious groups are still prominent ac-
tors in society [Podolinská 2010: 85–101] and exercise quite a strong infl uence, and 
where the signifi cance of religion as an issue has been growing [Müller 2011: 32].

Out of the countries we studied, Austria has the highest level of religiosity 
but a low level of church attendance. Historical circumstances taken into consid-
eration, it is possible to say that in this country religious socialisation forms part 
of the generally accepted religious environment. While communist propaganda 
did not exercise an infl uence in Austria, the country has been fully exposed to 
the secularisation tendencies associated with the individuation processes typical 
for Western Europe [Zulehner et al. 1993]. This can be seen, for example, when 
we look at the diversity of strategies individual religious groups adopt when it 
comes to fertility, marriage or divorce. These strategies are the source of the ex-
pectations that the traditionally dominant religious group (Catholic Church) will 
lose infl uence in Austria [Goujon et al. 2007: 237–270].

Hypotheses

According to the theories and arguments outlined above, we can expect that the 
factors which positively infl uence adherence to orthodox Christian beliefs are 
not equally strong in different religious environments. We expect the relation-
ships depicted in Figure 1 to exist in each of the three countries. We presume that 
people who underwent religious socialisation (went to church regularly during 
childhood) are more likely to continue to practise religion in adulthood. Religious 
socialisation should also have a direct positive infl uence on orthodox beliefs. We 
further expect that practising Christians (regardless of whether they were social-
ised in religion or not) are more inclined to possess orthodox beliefs than other 
believers or non-believers.7

7 We do not claim the relationship between religious practice and orthodox beliefs to be 
strictly causal. There is no way of determining whether regular prayer and church attend-
ance causes orthodox beliefs or vice versa. We rather study the strength of the associa-
tion. 
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We assume these relationships to be valid in all three countries, but the 
strength of the effects should vary by religious environment. We expect that a 
secular environment is more ‘conducive’ to the inter-generational transmission of 
orthodox religious beliefs. In such a context, primary socialisation in the family 
is the main means by which a person can acquire religious values and a religious 
life-style. The religion-free public space does not offer many alternative (i.e. less 
orthodox) religious values to be followed later in adulthood.

Consequently, the effect of religious socialisation on religious practice and, 
thereby, on orthodox beliefs should be stronger in secular countries. On the other 
hand, we expect that in countries where secularisation has not extensively weak-
ened the importance of and public trust in traditional Christian churches (such 
as Slovakia), primary socialisation will have less of an effect on the orthodoxy of 
beliefs. In such a context, bringing up children in a religious manner may have 
further non-religious motivations.

A similar explanation applies to religious practice. We expect that in a secu-
larised environment the decision to practice a faith has much more to do with the 
orthodoxy of beliefs. When someone decides to practice their faith in an orthodox 
fashion (regular church-going, regular prayer), even though there is no social 
pressure and no societal reward for it, this probably refl ects a deep identifi cation 
with the orthodox beliefs of the religion. The expected stronger relationship be-
tween religious practice and orthodox beliefs would be explained by the stronger 
selection of practising believers in secularised countries. Besides selection, the 
practice itself might reinforce orthodox beliefs more effectively if the prevailing 
environment of the country is hostile to manifestations of religion. The reason 
is that a religion-free public environment does not question the orthodoxy of a 

Figure 1. Expected relationships between variables

Practice

Socialisation

Beliefs
Source: Authors.
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person’s beliefs. However the public presence of religious values (not always or-
thodox) may weaken the orthodoxy of a practising believer’s opinions.

We expect to fi nd slightly different effects of individualisation. In indi-
vidualised countries more infl uence is ascribed to religion than in secularised 
countries (see Tížik’s typology), but the individualisation of religiosity in those 
countries results in a transformation of the social meaning of religion within the 
public space. In our study, Austria represents such a case. What this means is that 
in strongly individualised societies the religious environment is likely to posi-
tively infl uence individual religiosity, but, simultaneously, the impact of insti-
tutionalised forms of religiosity (i.e. of the church) is weaker because there are 
multiple forms of religiosity or spirituality. In this environment we expect that 
primary socialisation would have a milder effect on beliefs in adulthood, because 
the orthodoxy is questioned by numerous and easily available alternative religi-
osities. In our view this is because in such an environment people are more likely 
to encounter religious values and ideas during secondary socialisation, which 
may challenge their religiosity obtained through primary socialisation.

Similarly, the relationship between religious practice and the orthodoxy of 
faith should be weaker in individualised countries, compared to those with one 
main church. We assume that people in a country with individualised religion 
are more likely to encounter a plurality of religious notions and interpretations of 
religious doctrines, which may lead to a weaker adherence to orthodox beliefs. 

The most secularised country in our study is the Czech Republic and the 
least secularised is Slovakia. Religious individualisation is most prominent in 
Austria and least prominent in Slovakia. We expect that the relationships between 
religious socialisation and practice on the one hand and orthodox beliefs on the 
other would differ in the following way.
•  The effect of primary religious socialisation and adult practice is stronger in 

more secularised nations (the Czech Republic).
•  The effect of primary religious socialisation and adult practice is weaker in 

more individualised nations (Austria).

The differences between countries can be manifested in three ways: 
1. A direct country-specifi c effect of socialisation upon the orthodoxy of beliefs.
2.  An indirect (operating though practice) country-specifi c effect of socialisation 

upon the orthodoxy of beliefs. In this option, socialisation infl uences the or-
thodoxy of beliefs differently in different religious contexts, because it has a 
varying effect on whether or not people practise religion in adulthood (which 
then infl uences their adherence to orthodox beliefs). 

3.  The effect of religious practice in adulthood itself varies by the level of secu-
larisation/individualisation without regard to the effect of socialisation.

The following analysis will evaluate whether any of these relationships dif-
fers by country.
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Method

To test our hypotheses, we used data collected by the International Social Survey 
Programme’s (ISSP) Religion module in 2008 on the Czech Republic, (N=1472), 
Slovakia (N=1221) and Austria (N=985). Respondents aged 18 and over were iden-
tifi ed in all three countries through stratifi ed random sampling. We constructed 
binary variables for primary religious socialisation, adult religious practice, and 
orthodoxy of beliefs. 

Socialisation

Respondents were coded as having gone through primary religious socialisation 
if they met two conditions: 
(a) claimed to have been brought up in the Christian religion,
(b)  reported that they went to church almost every week or more often at the age 

of 12. 

Adult practice

Respondents were coded as practising religion if they met three conditions:
(a) claimed to be members of a Christian church,
(b) reported attending church services almost every week or more often,
(c) reported praying almost every week or more often. 

We unfortunately do not have any information about the history of respondents’ 
practice during their adult life course; questions were asked concerning the cur-
rent situation only. The results may therefore be biased since respondents were 
not of the same age. 

Orthodoxy of beliefs

Respondents were coded as having orthodox Christian beliefs if they reported 
to believe (options ‘yes, defi nitely’ or ‘yes, probably’ on a four-point scale) in the 
existence of all four of the following: 
(a) a God who cares for every human being
(b) Heaven
(c) Hell
(d) miracles.

Let us also point out that in our research, orthodoxy of beliefs is not equated 
with beliefs in reincarnation, nirvana, or the power of deceased ancestors. There-
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fore, those respondents who indicated one or more of these ‘alternative’ beliefs 
were coded as non-orthodox, regardless of whether or not they believed in God, 
Heaven and Hell, or miracles.

Table 2 presents readers with descriptive statistics. The table shows a trend 
common to all three countries: those who were socialised into a religion are more 
numerous than people practising religion in an orthodox way and orthodox be-
lievers are rather rare. However, the level of religiosity differs in the three coun-
tries. Slovakia is the most religious; there one-half of respondents were brought 
up in a religion in their family and almost one-third of them practise religion as 
adults. Between 6% and 7% of respondents claim to hold orthodox beliefs. On the 
other hand, the least orthodox religiosity is found in the Czech Republic. Only 
less than 15% of respondents were brought up in a religious way. About 5% of 
people meet our criteria of a practising Christian and only 2% hold orthodox 
beliefs. The percentage of people with orthodox beliefs is the same in Austria 
(2%), but this country has more people who were socialised in a religion (almost 
40%) and who practise religion in adulthood (12%). These results are in line with 
what we suggested above. Austria and Slovakia have a large number of people 
who identify themselves as believers (recall Table 1), but strong individualisa-
tion pressures in Austria made the share of orthodox believers as small as in the 
openly non-religious Czech population. 

All the variables we are working with are categorical. We chose to use log-
linear modelling, which is a convenient tool for analysing relationships in this 
kind of data. We focused on logit models and in particular on the modifi ed path 
analysis approach [see Hagenaars 1990: 70–82]. This kind of modelling assesses 
how the odds of belonging to a category of a dependent variable (e.g. odds of 
having orthodox beliefs) change with respect to explanatory variable categories. 
We estimated several models mirroring various options of what the proposed 
relationships between our variables look like and testing which of these models 
fi t the data best. 

Table 2.  Percentage of respondents who underwent religious socialisation 
in childhood, practise religion as an adult and hold orthodox Christian 
beliefs in the three compared countries 

Austria Czech Republic Slovakia

Christian socialisation 38.3 15.0 48.7

Adult practice 11.5 5.0 30.4

Orthodoxy of beliefs 1.7 1.8 6.5

N 985 1472 1221

Source: ISSP 2008; authors’ computations.
Note: N=3678.
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As the outcome variables, orthodox practice and beliefs, have very few posi-
tive outcomes (especially in the Czech Republic), we did not include more control 
variables to keep the number of parameters as low as possible. There are reasons 
to assume that the inclusion of respondents’ individual characteristics, such as 
age, sex, or educational attainment, would not change the results. We performed 
a sensitivity analysis8 with continuous measures of religiosity which included 
also respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics. Inclusion of these variables 
changed the observed relationships only slightly and did not infl uence the statis-
tical signifi cance or interpretation of the results. 

Model selection

Our data can be imagined as a four-way contingency table with three ‘country’ 
categories, two ‘socialisation’ categories, two ‘practice’ categories and two ‘beliefs’ 
categories. The contingency table may be perfectly described by the saturated 
model. As can be seen in Figure 1, two of our variables (practice and beliefs) occur 
in the position of dependent variables; the equation therefore has two parts:

 (Eq. 1), 

where       is a natural logarithm of the conditional odds of practising religion
in a given country and as a result of relevant socialisation. Similarly,      is a 
natural logarithm of the odds of having orthodox beliefs depending on the coun-
try, the form of socialisation and the form of religious practice. The saturated 
model represents a perfect description of a contingency table. In order to test 
our hypotheses, we will assume the relations among variables to be simpler than 
those described by the saturated model and monitor whether these simpler mod-
els are able to describe the data precisely enough. We will compare the models 
with the likelihood ratio test and the BIC (Bayesian Information Criterion).

The fi rst part of the model refers to the relationship between socialisation
and religious practice in adulthood. The (non)signifi cance of the term      will 
help to determine whether the effect of socialisation works directly or indirectly. 
Once the fi rst of the models has been appropriately specifi ed, the second part, 
studying the relationship between orthodox beliefs and all remaining variables, 
is modelled. Table 3 presents all the models along with their goodness of fi t sta-
tistics.

Models 1 and 2 refer to the relationships between socialisation and country 
context on the one hand and adult religious practice on the other hand. Model 1 is 

8 Not presented. The authors can provide it on request.

      CSP–          P–         CP–         SP–          CSP–  ij   =  + i  + j  + ij  
      CSPB–          B–         CB–         SB–          PB–          CSB–         CPB–         SPB–        CSPB– ij     =  + i  + j  + k  + ij   + ik  + jk + ijk   

      CSP–   ij 
      CSPB–   ij 

      CSP–   ij 
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more parsimonious. It assumes that there is a relationship between socialisation 
and adult practice (‘SP’), and that countries have different amounts of practis-
ing believers (‘CP’), but there is no interaction between country and the strength 
of the relationship between socialisation and adult practice. Such interaction 
(‘CSP’) is included in Model 2. A comparison of Models 1 and 2 suggests that 
this interaction is not signifi cant and can be thus omitted from the fi rst part of the 
model. Model 1’s p-value of 0.4 indicates that it is not signifi cantly different from 
the saturated model (Model 2) and a negative value of BIC adds support for the 
more parsimonious Model 1. Model 1 is used in all subsequent models to defi ne 
the relationships between country context, socialisation, and adult practice. The 
preference for Model 1 indicates that the relationship between socialisation in 
childhood and practising religion in adulthood is very similar (strictly speaking, 
equal) in all three countries under study. This means that if the countries differ in 
the strength of the relationship between socialisation in childhood and orthodox 
beliefs in adulthood, it is not because socialisation has a different infl uence on 
religious practice. 

As for the infl uences affecting the orthodoxy of beliefs, we start modelling 
them with Model 3, which is a quite simple model of just two-way interactions, 
i.e. country context, religious socialisation and adult religious practice, assumed 
to have an independent effect on orthodox beliefs. This model does not fi t the 
data well. The BIC supports this model because of its parsimony, but the stand-
ard L-squared criterion suggests that the saturated model is signifi cantly (p-val-
ue 0.018) better than Model 3. We then have to look for a more complex model. 
Model 4 assumes that countries differ in terms of how strong the relationship 
between socialisation and beliefs is (the CSB interaction is added). Model 5 as-
sumes cross-country differences in the effect of practice on orthodox beliefs. Both 
interactions improve the model fi t, but Model 5 fi ts the data best. It is signifi cantly 
better than the saturated model (unlike Model 4) and it has lower BIC than Mod-

Table 3. Goodness of fi t of the estimated models

Model L2 DF p-value Δ BIC

M1: P|CS {SP CP} 1.96 2 0.375 0.5% –14.41

M2: P|CS {CSP} 0 0 x 0% 0

M3: M1+B|CSP {SB CB PB} 19.95 9 0.018 1.0% –53.70

M4: M1+B|CSP {CSB PB} 15.41 7 0.031 0.7% –41.87

M5: M1+B|CSP {CPB SB} 12.54 7 0.084 0.8% –44.73

Source: ISSP 2008; authors’ computations.
Note: C=country, S=religious socialisation, P=orthodox religious practice, B=orthodox 
religious beliefs; N=3678.
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el 4. The countries then do not differ in the strength of the direct effect of religious 
socialisation on orthodox beliefs. We will see below that socialisation has an im-
portant and signifi cant effect on the orthodoxy of religious beliefs in adulthood, 
but this effect does not seem to be related to the religious environment in the 
given country. On the other hand, the good fi t of Model 5 supports the possibility 
that the effect of being a practising believer on the orthodoxy of beliefs varies by 
a country’s religious environment. 

Results

The results of Model 5 are shown in Table 4. The coeffi cients are presented in 
exponentiated form so that they refer directly to odds and not to logged odds. 
We estimated the models using dummy coding with ‘Austria’ as the reference 
category of country, ‘not religious’ as the reference category of socialisation, ‘not 
practising’ as the reference category of practice, and ‘non-orthodox’ as the refer-
ence category of beliefs.

Marginal coeffi cients and their country/country-specifi c interactions mir-
ror the distribution of our variables of interest in the three compared populations. 
We thus focus on higher-level coeffi cients that produce more interesting fi ndings. 
In order to make our results as clear as possible, the strength of the relationships 
we studied in individual countries is presented in Figure 2. As expected, people 
who experienced religious socialisation in childhood tend to show more ortho-
dox religiosity in adulthood with respect to both practise and beliefs. 

If a person underwent religious socialisation as a child, the odds that 
he/she will practise religion in adulthood increase. This increase is more than 

Figure 2. Effects estimated by Model 5

Austria: 23.8
   Czech Rep.: 23.5
        Slovakia: 6.5

Practice

Socialisation

Beliefs

21.6

2.9

Source: Authors.
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twenty-fold, irrespective of the national context. Religious socialisation also has 
a positive effect on orthodox beliefs, although much weaker. Those who were 
socialised into religion have almost three times higher odds of having orthodox 
beliefs in adulthood than those who did not have such socialisation. However, the 
most important factor that infl uences orthodoxy of beliefs is religious practice in 
adulthood and its effect is country-specifi c. It is very strong in Austria and the 
Czech Republic (where the odds are almost twenty-four times higher) and much 
weaker, although still relatively strong, in Slovakia (‘only’ a seven-fold increase of 
the odds of having orthodox beliefs). 

Table 4. Parameters estimated by Model 5

CSP CSPB

Practice Beliefs

Practising (Austria) 0.017 Orthodox beliefs (Austria) 0.002

Not practising reference cat. Other beliefs reference cat.

Country x practising Country x orthodox beliefs

Austria reference cat. Austria reference cat.

Czech Rep. 0.772 Czech Rep. 2.372

Slovakia 2.973 Slovakia 5.347

Socialisation x practising Practice x orthodox beliefs

Socialised (all countries) 21.596 Practising (Austria) 23.814

Not socialised reference cat. Not practising reference cat.

Country x practising x 
orthodox beliefs

Austria reference cat.

Czech Rep. 0.988

Slovakia 0.273

Socialisation x orthodox 
beliefs

Socialised (all countries) 2.913

   Not socialised reference cat.

Source: ISSP 2008; authors’ computations.
Note: N=3678.
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The effect of religious socialisation on both religious practice and orthodox 
belief in adulthood has the same strength in all three countries. The effect of 
practice on orthodox belief is stronger in more secularised countries (the Czech 
Republic and Austria), which supports our fi rst hypothesis. There is no evidence 
to support the second hypothesis, which assumed a stronger association of ortho-
dox beliefs with religious practice in less individualised religious environments. 
Slovakia, the least individualised of the three countries, has the lowest value of 
the association. 

Conclusion

In this study, we analysed what infl uence primary religious socialisation has on 
the orthodoxy of a person’s religious faith and practices and to what extent reli-
gious practice strengthens the orthodoxy of faith during adulthood. We analysed 
ISSP 2008 data, comparing three selected countries (the Czech and Slovak Re-
publics and Austria). These countries have a similar cultural tradition, but dif-
ferent religious environments. We expected that these countries would differ in 
the extent to which religious socialisation in childhood and religious practice in 
adulthood infl uence the orthodoxy of Christian beliefs. 

This expectation was only partly confi rmed by our results. It has been prov-
en that socialisation has a substantially and statistically signifi cantly infl uence 
on the religious practice and orthodoxy of beliefs in adulthood in all countries. 
However, this effect was not found to differ across countries. On the other hand, 
there are signifi cant differences in the effect of religious practice on orthodox 
beliefs (when socialisation is controlled for). We found that the positive infl uence 
of regular church-going and prayer on adherence to orthodox beliefs is strongest 
in the most secularised religious environments (Austria and the Czech Republic) 
and weaker in the less secularised Slovakia. This is in line with our assumption 
that religious communities in a secular environment act as a block to the emer-
gence of a religion-free public space by sticking to the orthodox doctrines. Inter-
estingly, the two more secularised countries, Austria and the Czech Republic, are 
more similar to each other in this regard than the Czech Republic and Slovakia, 
despite their common history of forced secularisation by the communist regime. 

We also had an alternative expectation related to the level of religious indi-
vidualisation in the given country. Growing individualisation was hypothesised 
to attenuate orthodoxy of beliefs among practising believers. However, this was 
not confi rmed by our data. Either the individualisation does not work in the ex-
pected way at all or its effect is much weaker than the effect of secularisation. Our 
sample of only three countries does not provide the necessary variability to test 
which of these explanations is valid. If individualisation does not weaken the 
association between religious practice and orthodox beliefs an alternative mecha-
nism would be required. Peter Berger argues that believers in an individualised 
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and pluralised religious environment have the need to repeatedly reaffi rm their 
faith. Those who regularly practise religion are more likely to reaffi rm orthodox 
beliefs. 

A very surprising result is that the effect of primary religious socialisation 
is the same in countries where the religious environments are different. We do 
not have any explanation for this fi nding. A tentative explanation is that the effect 
of religious socialisation on religious outcomes in adulthood may be universal 
within the shared cultural context of our three countries. A comparison with an-
other cultural tradition (e.g. a protestant one) could lead to a different result.

Our results confi rm that primary religious socialisation exerts a strong infl u-
ence on religious practice and beliefs in adulthood. It is thus crucial for maintain-
ing orthodox religiosity. However, we could not explain the causal mechanism 
that relates religious socialisation in childhood to adult religious outcomes and 
only relied on a few variables in the analysis. The impact of religious socialisation 
and its consequences deserves more specifi c attention in future research. Soci-
ologists of religion have shown that the process of religious socialisation and its 
outcomes are infl uenced by further variables. Researchers have tried to identify 
stages in the life course that are critical for retaining religious beliefs and relate 
them to the educational trajectory [see Gunnoe and Moore 2002: 613–622; Need 
and Graf 1996: 87–99; Tilley 2003: 269–278; Voas and Deobler 2011: 39–62]. 

Another factor that needs to be introduced in the context of primary re-
ligious socialisation and its impact on the form of faith and practice a person 
adopts in adulthood is the role of gender or the infl uence of gender-specifi c so-
cialisation strategies [Freese 2004: 88–91; Stark 2002: 495–507]. The last factor we 
suggest for consideration in future research are the changes of religious socialisa-
tion and its adult outcomes in time. An analysis of cohorts would help to provide 
an understanding of how a personal affi liation with institutionalised forms of 
religiosity is transformed and what mechanisms are behind the preservation of 
orthodoxy of beliefs and practice. These considerations should be taken into ac-
count in future research to reach a fuller understanding of the reproduction of 
orthodox religiosity. 
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