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5.1 Introduction

W eakening a ttachm ent to  religious institu tions has been regarded as one o f  the 
key challenges to trad itional religious groups. Especially Protestant C hristianity  
has been increasingly losing its position  in the personal lives o f  people in Eu
rope. It is visible in declining m em bership figures an d  declining partic ipation  
rates in m any countries, bu t has no t necessarily m eant decline in believing in 
general. Davie refers to  this phenom enon as »believing w ithout belonging« 
(Davie 1994; 2000). Heelas and  W oodhead (2005) on the o ther hand, argue that 
the cu rren t age is characterised by a massive subjective tu rn  in m odern  culture 
and  they regard it as the greatest change since the C hristianisation  o f  Europe. 
People no longer prim arily  conceive themselves as belonging to  a com m unity  
or as a link in the chain o f a trad ition . Therefore, they are m ore inclined to a life 
defined by their ow n subjective experiences and needs (Heelas/W oodhead 2005, 
2-4). M any studies indicate that especially the younger generations are increas
ingly likely to  be skeptical o f religious institu tions. They cast dou b t on  trad i
tional beliefs and values and do not blindly follow w hat they have learned in 
childhood. They search for deeper personal m eaning bu t not w ithin religious 
institu tions. They prim arily  make individual decisions based 011 their own be
liefs and life-views and  no longer belong to  religious institu tions because of 
trad ition . They no longer belong only because they have been raised to belong, 
b u t increasingly dem and  personal m eaningfulness in o rder to stay m em bers. 
W ith these attitudes, young adults in this age group represent a challenge for 
churches and  religious organisations. (N iem elá 2015; M ikkola et al. 2007)

The decreasing role o f religious institu tions in the lives o f  young people is 
linked to  changes in the family setting. A decreasing num ber o f  young people 
have been raised with a close link to religious institu tions and received a clear 
religious upbringing. Q uantitative data (e.g., ISSP 2008, Religion M onitor, 
W orld Values Survey) show  that religious upbringing in hom es is declining 
especially in highly industrialised countries (e.g., Bucher 2009, 625; Niem elá 
2011 ) .

O ut o f the countries in ou r study, the church m em bership rates have been 
declining especially in the N ordic C ountries. D uring the 21i,t century, the 
church m em bership rates o f  the Lutheran C hurch have declined from  2000 to 
2013 m ost in Sweden (from  83%  to 66% ). In the o ther N ordic cquntries, the
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decline has been slightly m ore m oderate, b u t still faster than  ever before: Fin
land from  85%  to 75% , Iceland from  89%  to 76% , Norway from  86%  to 75%  
and D enm ark from  85%  to 79% . C hurch-leaving is overrepresented am ong 
young people; this is the case especially in Finland where church-leaving just a 
few years after confirm ation has becom e increasingly com m on and as m any as 
one fourth  has left the church in early adulthood  in the beginning o f the 21st 
century. A longitudinal study o f  F innish confirm ands shows that church-leav
ing is not p rim arily  linked to negative church experiences or attitudes, bu t sim 
ply to lack o f  m eaningfulness. Negative confirm ation  experiences do increase 
the likelihood to leave the church, b u t those w ith negative experiences are only a 
m inority  am ong church-leavers. Therefore, the m ajority  o f church-leavers have 
typically experienced confirm ation tim e as fun, however seldom  as personally 
m eaningful in a deeper sense (Niem ela 2015).

Flungary exemplifies a typical post-Socialist trajectory. As H ungarian  sociol
ogist M iklós Tomka has show n, up to the tu rn  o f the m illennium , the elderly 
rural population  used to be the m ost practicing (i.e ., church-going). Ten years 
later, however, in line w ith declining religiosity o f all subgroups o f  the p o p u 
lation, differences between rural and u rban  as well as older and younger p o p u 
lations have been levelled. It is apparen t that the decline o f com m itm ent to 
trad itional institu tionalised  religiosity has been accom panied by a relative sta
bility o f openness to certain  religious values such as belief in God (Tomka 
2010a). As far as younger age groups are concerned, however, changes in de
nom inational com m itm ent, religious practice, religious identity  and belief o f 
younger age-groups have been show ing a declining trend  th rough H ungarian 
Youth survey waves 2000 and  2012. M oreover, in contrast w ith previous theo
retical assum ptions o f  religious individualisation, it is rather falling interest in 
religion which drives this decline (H ám ori/R osta 2014a).

W hile the youth need an ideology on the cognitive level, they em otionally 
search for a com m unity. There is always a com m unity  to which the adolescents 
w ant to  belong. This com m unity  could be a peer-group, a clique, o r a church 
com m unity  as well (N ipkow  1997, 43). O ne o f  the central aim s o f  confirm ation 
tim e in m ost countries is linked to strengthening young people’s com m itm ent 
to their church and parish. For exam ple, in Austria one o f the key aims is to 
help young people »to find a hom e w ithin their congregation«, in Finland and 
Norway, that the young people w ould live their life in the com m unity  o f  the 
parish (Innanen/K rupka 2010b).

C om m itm en t to the church can be viewed from  different perspectives. The 
church com m itm ent can be divided in to  three levels: 1) institu tional com m it
m ent which refers to the com m itm ent to belong to the church as a m em ber,
2) practical com m itm ent which refers to  the com m itm en t to attend and to 
practice religion, and 3) theoretical com m itm en t which refers to the com m it
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m ent to the faith and  doctrine o f the church (see H äkkinen 2010, 39). This 
chapter considers the com m itm en t related to the first category: to w hat extent 
are confirm ands com m itted  to church m em bership  and to w hat extent can con
firm ation  w ork strengthen  this com m itm ent?

T he following questions will be asked:
1. How  does the im portance o f  church m em bership  differ in the beginning o f 

confirm ation  tim e in the different contexts studied?
2. How does the im portance o f  church m em bership change during  confirm a

tion time? How does confirm ation tim e influence young people’s attitudes 
tow ards baptising the ir future children?

3. W hat explains the com m itm ent to church m em bership and changes in it 
du ring  confirm ation tim e in different contexts?

Results give insight to the future developm ent o f church m em bership o f the 
countries and  contexts studied.

5.2 Attachment to the Church in the Beginning of Confirmation Time

The general attachm ent to  the church differs notably between the countries and 
in the churches studied. The a ttachm ent is strongest am ong the Lutheran co n 
firm ands in Poland, am ong M ethodist confirm ands in G erm any and  am ong 
the Reform ed and L utheran confirm ands in Hungary. All o f  these groups are 
in a m inority  position in their country. 83%  o f confirm ands in Poland, 70%  
am ong M ethodist confirm ands in G erm any and 63%  o f H ungarian  confir
m ands already regard belonging to the church as im p o rtan t to  them  in the 
beginning o f confirm ation tim e.

G erm an (EKD) and  A ustrian confirm ands are also above the average in their 
attachm ent. As m any as 41 % o f the G erm an (EKD) confirm ands and 43%  of 
the A ustrian confirm ands regard it im p o rtan t to belong to  the church in the 
beginning o f  confirm ation  tim e. The Swedish confirm ands are on  the low 
end: less than one fifth o f  the confirm ands in Sweden regard belonging to the 
church as im portan t. In the o ther N ordic countries and  in Switzerland the share 
is between 26 and  32% .

W om en in general regard church m em bership as m ore im portan t than m ale 
confirm ands. However, Polish and A ustrian confirm ands do not follow this 
pattern; in these countries male confirm ands are m ore likely to regard church 
m em bership as m ore im portan t.

The im portance o f  church m em bership  am ong the confirm ands in different 
contexts is linked to  the general m em bership rate o f the exam ined church in the 
country. In countries in which the church is in a clear m ajority  position, the



confirm ands do not typically regard church m em bership as im portan t. This is 
the case in the N ordic countries. In these countries 65 to 78%  o f the population  
belong to the Lutheran church, b u t only 18 to 32%  o f the confirm ands regard 
church m em bership as im portan t. The cases in which the studied church is in a 
m inority  position, the im portance o f  church m em bership  is notably higher.

The im portance o f church m em bership am ong confirm ands is linked to  par
ents’ interest in religion (r = .39***). If parents are interested in religion, the 
young people are likely to  regard m em bership  as im portan t. The linkage is sta
tistically very significant in all countries and the C hurches studied.
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Table 17: The share o f confirm ands regarding church m em bership as im portan t in the be
ginning o f confirm ation tim e ( t |)  and the share o f church m em bers and the share o f  parents 
interested in religion in the different countries (%)

Share o f m em 
bers o f  this 

Church in the 
country

Church m em 
bership im por

tant in the 
beginning of 
confirmation 
time (CG01)

Parents very or 
quite interested 

in religion 
(CJ01)

N >

G erm any EKD 31 (EKD) 41 25 9847

Austria 4 (Lutheran and 
Reformed)

43 31 481

Switzerland 30 (Reformed) 27 17 7003

D enm ark 78 (Lutheran) 27 25 1940

Finland 75 (Lutheran) 28 20 2278

Norway 75 (Lutheran) 32 22 2202

Sweden 66 (Lutheran) 19 23 1320

Poland < 1 (Lutheran) 83 75 354

Hungary 12 (Reformed) 
2 (Lutheran)

63 69 755

Germ any EmK < 1 (Methodist) 70 77 739

5.3 To What Extent Can Confirmation Work Strengthen the Commitment 
to Church Membership?

The im portance o f  church m em bership changes in m ost countries to m ore po 
sitive during  the confirm ation  tim e. W hen the responses o f  only those who 
have replied to  both  t| and  t2 are taken in to  account, the change in the im por
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tance o f m em bership  is statistically significant in all countries. Also in Austria 
the change is tow ards positive, but it does no t reach statistical significance due 
to a low num ber o f  paired questionnaires.

Table 18: Change in the im portance o f church m em bership during  confirm ation time. 
Mean values (t| and t2) and the average change (paired sample t-test)

Total DE
EKD

AT CH DK FI NO SE PL HU DE
EmK

CC.01: It is 
important for 
me to belong 
to the Church.

3.97 4.23 4.29 3.52 3.64 3.66 3.73 3.28 5.84 5.17 5.35

KG01: It is 
important for 
me to belong 
to the Church.

4.13 4.33 4.46 3.71 3.81 3.89 4.04 3.60 5.69 5.54 5.35

Average
change

0.16 0.10 0.17 0.19 0.17 0.23 0.31 0.32 -0.15 0.37 0.00

Paired sample 
t-test

Sig. of t-test

-12.40

* **

-5.44 -1.80 8.08

***

-2.85

*

-5.81 -5.60 -4.05

** *

1.07 -3.31 -.06

N 16344 7281 335 4862 708 1664 1187 471 166 236 522

Scale: 1 = not applicable at all; 7 = totally applicable; only the responses o f those replying to 
both 11 and t, are presented. The *, **, *** show a significant differences at the .05, .01, and .001 
level.

O ne o f the crucial questions about the fu ture o f  the church is related to the 
parents’ w illingness to baptise their children. In the beginning o f  confirm ation 
time, the share o f  confirm ands who are p lanning to  baptise the ir future chil
dren  ranges from  75%  am ong G erm an M ethodist confirm ands to 93%  am ong 
Danish confirm ands. These figures do no t rise in any o f  the countries bu t tend 
to decline (see Figure 14). The decline is clearest in Norway (from  86%  to 77% ) 
and in D enm ark  (from  93%  to 87% ).

W hat explains the attitudes tow ards church m em bership  in the end o f con
firm ation and the changes in attitudes during  confirm ation time? Regression 
analysis was used to test which background factors or factors related to confir
m ation experiences influenced the confirm ands’ com m itm en t to church m em 
bership (KG01: It is im p o rtan t for me to belong to the C hurch) and  changes in 
it du ring  confirm ation  tim e (diff_CG01: KG01 m inus CGOI). As to indepen
den t variables, item CJ01 (»How interested are your parents in religion?«) m ea
sured confirm ands’ perception o f  the religiosity o f their family background. 
Five item s (KB02, KK03, KK37, KK56, KN07, see question w ordings in the ta
bles) m easured com m unity  and  personal relational aspects o f the confirm ation 
tim e. Four item s (K1503, KK04, KK11, KK57) m easured, either directly or in-
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Figure 14: The share of those regarding church m em bership as im portan t and those plan
ning to baptise their future children in the beginning (t 1 ) and in the end (t2) o f confirm a- 
tion tim e in different countries (%)

] CG01: Regards church membership as important in the beginning of confirmation time
| KG01: Regards church membership as important in the end of confirmation time 
| CG03: If I will have children, I want to have them baptised.
| KG03: If I will have children, I want to have them baptised.
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N (total) = 26626 (t, 2012), 22459 (t2 2013); N (countries) = 358-10074 (t, 2012), 293-8964 
(t2 2013).

directly, perceived group involvement and oppo rtu n ity  for dem ocratic partici
pation in the confirm ation group. Two items m easured general satisfaction 
(KK05, KN01). Since a wide range o f scholarly literature so far evidenced the 
significance o f  gender in religious com m itm ent and behaviour that was also 
included in the analysis.

Table 19 and Table 20 show that variables included in the regression models 
significantly influenced both  the level o f com m itm en t at the end o f confirm ation 
tim e and the extent o f change during  confirm ation tim e in m ost participating 
countries. However, explanative power o f the m odel was considerably higher in 
the case o f outcom e com m itm ent than in the case o f change during  confirm ation 
time. This probably can be explained partly by the higher variance o f  diff_CG01 
to KG01 as well as that the change caused by these contextual variables was in any 
case smaller. T hat is, for m any confirm ands, the com m itm ent to the church was 
higher already at the beginning o f confirm ation tim e, provided that they were 
interested in faith-related issues or com ing from  a religious background.
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Table 19: Factors explaining the im portance of church m em bership in the end of confirm a
tion tim e (KG01) am ong confirm ands in different countries (Linear regression)

Total DE
EKD

CH DK FI NO SE HU DE
EmK

(Constant) »*» * * * **» ** *** »»» » - ***
Sex of the confirmand .02** .03** .06*** .13*** .05* .10* .12**
(combination of
CM01 & KM01)

CJ01: How interested are .32*** .23*** .25*** .21*** .21*** .19*** .25*** .19** .19***
your parents in religion?a

KB02: I have experienced -.03*** -.08*** .09**
good community in the
confirmation group.

KB03: I have been enabled .10*** .13*** .12*** .10* .08** .14** .24*** .23***
to come to my own deci
sion about my faith.

KK03: I came into good -.02 .05*** .05**
personal contact with the
leaders and workers.

KK04: We could influence -.03*** .11**
the decisions about the to
pics.

KK05: I had a lot of fun. .05*** .09*** .09*** .13** .09*
KK11: My questions con .06*** .11*** .10*** .09* .06* .14*** .18**
cerning faith were ad
dressed.

KK37: In our parish 1 feel .07*** .20*** .18*** .11** .13*** .16*** .16* .18***
welcome and accepted.

KK56: I made new friends -.01 -.02* .05*** -.06* .25**
within the group.

KK57: I was given the .06*** .07*** .12*** .09* .08*** .06* .20**
chance to try out volun
tary work.

KN01: I am satisfied with .06*** .08*** io*** .08** .09** .18**
the whole confirmation
time.

KN07: I am satisfied with .01 -.04* .07*
the minister primarily re
sponsible for confirmation
work.

VARIANCE EXPLAINED 17.7% 32.0% 29.3% 22.5% 21.7% 25.6% 20.1% 43.0% 24.5%

a item CJ01 was changed into reverse order where 1 = not interested at all, 4 = very interested. 
N (total) = 14254; N (countries) = 670-8685; the results for Austria and Poland are not pre
sented due to the low num ber of respondents.
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Table 20: Factors explaining the change in im portance o f church m em bership in the end o f 
confirm ation tim e (diff_CG01) am ong confirm ands in different countries (Linear regres
sion)

Total DE
EKD

CH DK FI NO SE HU DE
EmK

(Constant)

Sex of the confirmand 
(combination CM01 & 
KM01)

.02* .12**

*** *** *** 

-.07*

**

CJ01: How interested are -.09*** -.09*** -.07*** -.09* 13*** -.08** -.19*
your parents in religion?3 

KB02: I have experienced 
good community in the 
confirmation group.

KB03: I have been enabled 
to come to my own deci
sion about my faith.

KK03: I came into good 
personal contact with the 
leaders and workers.

KK04: We could influence 
the decisions about the to
pics.

KK05: I had a lot of fun. 

KK11: My questions con
cerning faith were ad
dressed.

KK37: In our parish I feel 
welcome and accepted. 

KK56: I made new friends 
within the group.

KK57: I was given the 
chance to try out volun
tary work.
KN01: I am satisfied with 
the whole confirmation 
time.

KN07:1 am satisfied with 
the minister primarily re
sponsible for confirmation 
work.

VARIANCE EXPLAINED

.02

.01

.04**

.02*

.04*'

.05**

.09*

-.00

.02

.02

.01

.04**

.03*

.04*
.04**

. 11*

-.05**

.05*

.05* . 1 1 *

- . 12* * .08*

.07*

.05*

.06*

.06* .09*

.21*

4.5% 4.1% 3.0% 7.0% 5.0% 4.6% 6.6% 6.9 % not sig.

a item CJ01 was changed into reverse order where 1 = not interested at all, 4 = very interested. 
N (total) = 14183; N (countries) = 668-8653; the results for Austria and Poland are not pre
sented due to the low num ber o f respondents.
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The m odels show that the parents’ interest in religion is by far the m ost 
m eaningful factor in determ in ing  bo th  the confirm ands relationship to the 
church m em bership and the possible change in it du ring  confirm ation time. 
Thus, it can be assum ed that a) the lower the parents’ interest in religion, the 
lower the com m itm ent to the church m em bership am ong confirm ands at the 
end o f  confirm ation time, and  b) the lower the parents’ interest in religion, the 
higher positive change can be observed du rin g  -  and, presum ably, as a conse
quence o f -  confirm ation time. This is partly linked to the fact tha t m any of 
those whose parents are religious, are already in the beginning o f confirm ation  
tim e strongly com m itted  to their church m em bership, so w ithin the lim its o f  a 
1 to 7 scale, there is no  possibility to m easure increase.

O ther im p o rtan t factors in both  m odels are related to  the feeling o f being 
welcome in the parish, and  the feeling that one’s own questions were addressed 
and  that one has been able to have fun. In the first m odel (im portance o f church 
m em bership in the end) also the feeling o f  com m unity, ability to influence the 
decision abou t the topics, the chance to com e to one’s ow n decision abou t faith, 
the chance to try  ou t vo luntary  w ork are statistically very significant. In the 
second m odel (the change in the im portance o f church m em bership) the good 
personal contact with leaders and  workers was also statistically significant.

At the sam e time, there are revealing differences between countries. The ef
fect o f  the religious interest o f parents on the im portance o f church m em ber
ship (CG09) was significant in m ost (9) contexts and even the m ost im portan t 
in m any (e.g., EKD in G erm any, Switzerland and  all N ordic countries).

The effect o f  item KK37 (»In ou r parish I feel welcome and  accepted.«) was 
significant in 9 countries and  also positively influenced change in com m itm ent 
in 4 countries showing tha t perception o f  an open atm osphere was an im por
tan t com ponen t o f becom ing a m em ber. F urtherm ore, significant positive ef
fect o f  item  KB03 (»1 have been enabled to com e to my own decision about my 
faith.«) in 7 countries on  KG01 b u t only in one (!) on the difference in the 
im portance o f  church m em bership  (diff_CG01) showed that probably only 
those confirm ands had  the need to be enabled to make their ow n decision 
abou t faith who were already interested in this issue.

5.4 Conclusion

I11 this chapter we have been analysing the relationship to church m em bership 
and  changes in it during  confirm ation  tim e: can confirm ation  w ork strengthen 
the relationship to church m em bership? The results show  that in m ost co u n 
tries confirm ation w ork strengthens confirm ands’ com m itm en t to church 
m em bership. Furtherm ore, the results show  that the com m itm en t to church
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m em bership differs notably between the countries: it is highest in contexts 
where the C hurch is in a m inority  position and lowest in the N ordic countries 
where the church m em bership rate is high bu t has been clearly declining during  
the 21st century. W hen it com es to confirm ands’ willingness to baptise their 
future children, confirm ation tim e does not seem to have any influence or if it 
has, the share o f  those planning to  baptise their children tends to decline during  
confirm ation tim e.

C oncerning com m itm ent to church m em bership  and personal religiosity in 
general, it is not only the a ttitude itself which has to  be taken in to  consideration 
but also the social env ironm ent and atm osphere, i.e., the role models, the h is
torical tim e period in which people arc living, and various unpredictable events 
tha t may occur th roughou t their lives. Firstly, earlier research shows that the 
family as the m ost im portan t agent o f socialisation has a long-term  influence 
on  faith developm ent, m oral judgem ent and  values (H orvath-Szabo 1998). Par
ents give the first patterns o f  representation o f G od and religion (or the lack of 
religion). O ur results show that parents are m ost m eaningful also in determ ining 
the attitude tow ards church m em bership still at the end o f confirm ation time. 
Secondly, it should be underlined that personal religiosity is linked to com m u
nity also m ore broadly than just to p rim ary  socialisation w ith in  the family. As 
children grow older the effects o f  secondary sociological factors (extended fa
mily, neighbours, friends, m edia) increase in their lives. Thirdly, am ong these, 
church com m unity  can play a crucial role in religious developm ent and sociali
sation since children gain knowledge and experience on  religion there and m eet 
various religious lifestyles. These factors can help to tu rn  the »me« religion into 
»we« religion (Sunden 1982, 50). The results confirm  the im portance o f com 
m unity: the significant effect o f experiencing a good com m unity  in the confir
m ation group  in som e and feeling accepted in the parish in alm ost all partic ipa t
ing countries underline this positive relationship. Fourthly, concerning the 
attachm ent to the C hurch, it is significant w hether the confirm and encounters 
role m odels o r m entors who conduct their life according to their Christian faith 
in an au thentic  and desirable m anner for the young people (Sm ith/D enton 2005, 
243 raise this issue in an A m erican context). This, even if indirectly, is m irrored  
in som e countries by the significant positive effect o f com ing in to  a good perso
nal contact w ith  leaders o f the confirm ation group. Fifthly, it is also im portan t 
that the m ethod  and topics o f  teaching correspond to the confirm ands’ personal 
needs bo th  o f participation  and  individual identity  questions. The youth need 
suppo rt and encouragem ent, paying atten tion  to them  and attracting  their a t
tention  to the topic o f learning. From this po in t o f view confirm ation w ork is not 
only teaching o f  basics o f the C hristian faith and  trad ition , but giving space for 
personal reflection o f their spiritual quest. Based on the results this space for 
personal reflection was one o f  tne key factors in explaining the com m itm en t to



the C hurch at the end o f  confirm ation  tim e and  its developm ent du ring  confir
m ation time. The extent to which confirm ands perceived how  m uch they »have 
been enabled to com e to  their ow n decision about faith« and  how  m uch »their 
questions concerning faith were addressed« presents a relatively strong predictor 
o f  their com m itm en t to  church m em bership  in several countries.
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