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The Decline of Religious Affiliation among Youths: 

Understanding the Rise of Atheism and Agnosticism in 

Contemporary Era 
 

 

 
This study explores The Decline of Religious Affiliation: Understanding 

Why Younger Generations Are Becoming Less Religious and the Rise of 

Atheism and Agnosticism. Atheism: The belief that there is no deity or 

divine being. Agnosticism: The belief that the existence of God is 

unknowable or undecidable. In recent years, there has been a 

noticeable and widespread reduction in religious commitment among 

youths globally. This trend raises a critical issue: why are younger 

generations increasingly disassociating from organized religion and 

turning towards atheism, agnosticism, or identifying as religiously 

unaffiliated. The research aims to investigate the root causes of this 

shift and its broader implications for religious institutions and society 

at large. A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining surveys, 

interviews, and secondary data analysis from global research 

institutions. The primary data was collected from individuals aged 18–

35 across various cultural and religious backgrounds. Quantitative 

data highlighted the rate and pattern of disaffiliation, while qualitative 

interviews revealed deeper personal, social, and ideological 

motivations. The findings show that the decline is driven by multiple 

factors: increased secularization, disillusionment with religious 

institutions due to scandals and perceived hypocrisy, a growing 

emphasis on personal spirituality and autonomy, conflict between 

religious teachings and progressive values, and the influential role of 

digital technology in shaping beliefs. These trends suggest that 

traditional religious structures are struggling to maintain relevance in 

an increasingly pluralistic and critical-thinking-oriented generation. 

Based on these insights, the study recommends that religious 

institutions adopt more transparent and inclusive practices, actively 

engage with youth through digital platforms, and create space for 

honest dialogue on controversial issues. Embracing reform, ethical 

leadership, and social relevance may help revitalize spiritual 

engagement among younger populations. The decline of religious 

affiliation should not only be viewed as a loss but as an opportunity for 

religious thought and practice to evolve in response to contemporary 

realities. 
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I. Introduction 

Religion has historically been a central pillar of societal identity and moral structure. 

However, in the 21st century, especially among Millennials and Gen Z, there is a marked drift away 

from organized religion. Surveys conducted by Pew Research Center (2021) and the World Values 

Survey reveal that increasing numbers of people—particularly youth—are identifying as "nones": 

those with no religious affiliation. This trend is accompanied by the growth of atheism, agnosticism, 

and alternative spirituality. 

Pius Barinaadaa Kii PhD 

Department of Religious and 

Cultural Studies,  

Faculty of Humanities, 

Rivers State University, 

Nigeria. 

pius.kii@rsu.edu.ng   

 

Olunlade Taiwo Bamiji 

PhD 

Department of Religions, 

Faculty of Arts,  

University of Benin, Nigeria. 

tayebamiji@yahoo.com 

 

 ABSTRACT 



 

 
 

 

104 European Journal of Social Sciences Vol 65 | Issue 3 | July  –  September  2025 

The Decline of Religious Affiliation among Youths: Understanding the Rise of Atheism… RESEARCH ARTICLE 

In recent decades, a significant decline in religious affiliation has been observed globally, 

especially among younger generations. This trend raises critical concerns for religious institutions, 

communities, and scholars who aim to understand the changing dynamics of faith in modern society. 

Despite the historical importance of religion in shaping individual and collective identity, younger 

cohorts increasingly identify as atheists, agnostics, or "nones" (no religious affiliation). The problem 

lies in identifying the key drivers of this shift and its implications for future religious engagement, 

moral development, and societal cohesion. 

This study adopted a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative 

research. Surveys and structured questionnaires were distributed among youths aged 18–35 across 

diverse cultural and religious backgrounds. Additionally, in-depth interviews were conducted with 

both religiously affiliated and non-affiliated young adults to capture nuanced perspectives. Secondary 

data from reputable sources such as Libraries Research Centers, academic books and journals were 

also analyzed to provide a broader context and support the findings. 
 

Understanding the Decline and Generational Shift in Religion 

Younger generations often prioritize different values and activities than their predecessors. 

Traditional church services may not align with their lifestyle or interests. This generational shift 

requires churches to adapt to remain relevant. Younger generations have grown up in a world more 

interconnected, technologically advanced, and culturally diverse than ever before. With access to 

global perspectives, they often question traditional doctrines that previous generations accepted 

without scrutiny. As Putnam and Campbell (2010) explain, many young adults associate religion with 

rigidity and conservatism, which contrasts with their values of openness and diversity. The factors 

that enhance such decline include: 
 

Distrust in Institutions 

There has been a widespread decline in trust toward institutions, including religious 

organizations. Scandals—such as sexual abuse in the Catholic Church or financial misappropriations 

in mega-churches—have eroded the moral authority of religious bodies (Djupe & Gilbert, 2019). For 

many youth, religion is seen as part of a broader institutional failure to uphold justice and 

transparency. 
 

Influence of Technology and Social Media 

Social media provides alternative avenues for community and spiritual engagement. Online 

platforms offer inspiration, support, and connection without the need for physical attendance. The 

digital age has amplified exposure to secular and alternative viewpoints. Platforms like YouTube, 

Reddit, and TikTok host influencers who critically engage with religion, offering arguments for 

atheism and agnosticism. According to a study by the American Psychological Association (2020), 

young people who consume more digital media are more likely to question religious beliefs and 

practices. 
 

The Rise of Atheism and Agnosticism 

The noticeable rise of atheism and agnosticism among today’s youth has become a global 

phenomenon. While previous generations often embraced religion as an essential part of their identity, 

many young people now identify as religious "nones"—a term used for those who claim no religious 

affiliation. This generational shift is influenced by various factors including access to information, 

distrust in religious authority, emphasis on individual freedom, and alignment with progressive social 

values. 
 

Factors behind the Rise of Atheism and Agnosticism among Youth in this Generation 

Increased Access to Information and Education 

The internet and widespread access to formal education have empowered youth with tools to 

question long-held beliefs and explore different philosophies. Exposure to secular perspectives, 

science-based explanations, and critical thinking has diminished the exclusive role of religion in 

explaining life and morality.  According to Zuckerman (2015), ―the internet has become a breeding 

ground for secular ideas and communities,‖ enabling youth to access content that challenges 

traditional faith narratives. 
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Distrust in Religious Institutions 

Religious scandals, authoritarian practices, and the politicization of faith have led to 

disillusionment among youth. Many young people see religious institutions as corrupt or out of touch 

with modern realities. The Pew Research Center (2021) reported that a significant number of young 

adults disaffiliate from religion due to ―negative perceptions of religious leaders and institutions,‖ 

rather than rejection of spirituality itself. 
 

Emphasis on Individual Autonomy and Freedom 

Modern culture places strong emphasis on personal liberty, self-expression, and authenticity. 

Many young people reject imposed beliefs and prefer to construct their own moral compass. As 

Taylor (2007) explains, the modern secular shift is largely ―driven by the individual’s desire for self-

definition and rejection of overarching authority.‖ 
 

Influence of Science and Rationalism 

The rise of scientific rationalism has led some to question religious doctrines. Faith-based 

explanations can seem less convincing in the light of scientific understanding. This intellectual shift 

has made traditional religious beliefs less compelling for some. The modern emphasis on scientific 

inquiry and empirical knowledge has contributed to skepticism toward religious claims that are not 

evidence-based. Educated youth are more likely to embrace secular humanism or rationalism over 

supernatural belief systems. The theory of evolution, the Big Bang, and neuroscience explanations for 

consciousness challenge literal interpretations of religious texts (Dawkins, 2006). Scientific 

discoveries and the dominance of empirical reasoning in education have challenged literal 

interpretations of religious texts. Many youths turn to science for answers about existence, evolution, 

and the cosmos.  Barbour (1997) argues that ―science promotes critical inquiry,‖ which naturally leads 

to reassessment or rejection of metaphysical and theological claims. 
 

Social Justice and Inclusivity Concerns 

Young people are often more progressive and deeply concerned with issues like racial 

equality, LGBTQ+ rights, and gender equity. When religious teachings are perceived as opposing 

these values, they tend to disengage from faith traditions.  According to Whitehead and Perry (2020), 

―young adults view religion as an obstacle to inclusivity and equality, especially on issues like 

sexuality and gender roles. 
 

Changing Family Dynamics and Upbringing 

Many youths today grow up in secular or pluralistic households where religious adherence is 

not emphasized. As a result, they are more likely to adopt a neutral or skeptical stance toward 

religion. Smith and Denton (2005) highlight that ―the intergenerational transmission of faith is 

weakening,‖ especially in societies where religious diversity or secularism is the norm. 
 

Motivations behind Disaffiliation 

Common reasons cited for leaving religion include: 

Intellectual dissatisfaction with religious explanations. Negative experiences within religious 

communities. Perceived incompatibility between religion and personal values (e.g., gender equality, 

LGBTQ+rights). Some former believers report a sense of liberation and authenticity upon 

disaffiliation (Zuckerman, 2011). Church attendance is declining, with many people skipping services 

for reasons ranging from changing values to the rise of new spiritual practices. To stay relevant, 

religious institutions need to change how they do things. Further reasons why people are leaving the 

church are: 
 

Lack of Relevance 

Many people feel that church services no longer address the issues and challenges they face in 

modern life. Sermons can seem disconnected from everyday experiences. This perceived lack of 

relevance makes attending church feel like a chore rather than a meaningful activity. 
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Judgment 

Church environments can sometimes feel judgmental or unwelcoming, particularly to those 

who feel different or marginalized. Stories of exclusion and criticism can discourage people from 

participating. 
 

Busyness 

With increasingly busy lives, many find it difficult to allocate time for church attendance. 

Work, family, and personal activities leave little room for regular worship. Convenience often dictates 

priorities and church attendance can fall by the wayside. 
 

Hypocrisy 

Incidents of hypocrisy within religious institutions have left many disillusioned. High-profile 

scandals involving clergy can severely damage trust. This perception of hypocrisy undermines the 

church’s moral authority and alienates followers. 
 

Changing Beliefs 

As society becomes more diverse in its belief systems, traditional religious practices may no 

longer resonate. People are exploring spirituality in various forms outside the church. This shift 

reflects a broader search for personal meaning and connection. 
 

Past Experiences 

Personal negative experiences with church or religious figures can lead to lasting aversion. 

Feelings of betrayal or hurt can discourage future participation. Healing from these experiences often 

involves finding alternative forms of spiritual support. 
 

Authenticity 

Many seek authenticity in their spiritual practices and feel traditional churches do not provide 

it. The formality of services can seem disconnected from genuine spiritual expression. People crave a 

more personal and authentic connection to their faith. 
 

Engagement 

Some people find church services uninspiring or boring. The repetitive nature of rituals can 

fail to engage them intellectually or emotionally. Churches must find ways to make services more 

dynamic and relevant to their congregations. 
 

Politics 

The intersection of politics and religion can be off-putting for many. When churches take 

strong political stances, it can alienate those with differing views. This politicization can lead to a 

decline in attendance among those seeking a purely spiritual experience. 
 

Economics 

Economic pressures and financial instability can make it difficult for individuals to justify 

spending time at church. The need to work multiple jobs or long hours reduces available leisure time. 

Financial stress often takes precedence over religious observance. 
 

Spirituality 

People are increasingly turning to alternative spiritual practices such as meditation, yoga, and 

mindfulness. These practices offer personal spiritual fulfillment without the formal structure of the 

church. They provide a flexible approach to spirituality that many find appealing. 
 

Family 

Family dynamics and differing beliefs within families can complicate church attendance. 

Conflicting schedules and priorities can make regular churchgoing challenging. Harmony within the 

family unit often takes precedence over attending services. 
 

Education 

With greater emphasis on education, people often prioritize studying and academic 

commitments over church. Weekend classes, homework, and school activities can conflict with 
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service times. Education is seen as a critical path to success, sometimes at the expense of religious 

practices. 
 

Health 

Health issues, including physical disabilities and chronic illnesses, can hinder church 

attendance. For many, the effort required to attend services is too great. Churches need to find ways to 

support these individuals spiritually without requiring physical presence. 
 

Perception 

Community perceptions of the church can significantly influence individual attendance. If a 

church is seen as outdated or irrelevant, it will struggle to attract new members. Churches must work 

to improve their image and outreach efforts. 
 

Burnout 

Intense religious involvement in the past can lead to spiritual burnout. People may feel 

exhausted and disengaged from continuous religious activities. A period of rest and personal 

reflection is often needed to rekindle their spiritual interest. 
 

Moving 

Increased mobility and frequent relocations can disrupt regular church attendance. Moving to 

a new area requires finding a new church community, which can be daunting. The transient nature of 

modern life makes consistent attendance challenging. 
 

Individualism 

Modern society places a high value on individualism and personal freedom. This focus on 

self-reliance can make communal worship less appealing. People prefer to explore their spirituality 

independently rather than within a structured group. 
 

Technology 

The proliferation of technology provides constant entertainment and engagement, distracting 

from traditional church activities. Streaming services, social media, and gaming can fill the time once 

dedicated to church. This digital competition is a significant factor in declining attendance. 
 

Changing Morals 

Societal shifts in moral perspectives have led some to view church teachings as outdated or 

restrictive. Issues such as LGBTQ+ rights, gender equality, and reproductive health often clash with 

traditional church doctrines. This misalignment can drive people away in search of more progressive 

communities. 
 

Rituals 

An overemphasis on rituals and formalities can alienate those seeking a more straightforward 

spiritual connection. The repetitive nature of religious ceremonies might seem empty or monotonous. 
 

Impacts of the Decline of Religious Affiliations on Society and Religious Institutions 

Redefinition of Spirituality 

Not all who leave religion reject spirituality. Many identify as "spiritual but not religious" 

(SBNR), engaging in meditation, mindfulness, or nature-based spirituality. This reflects a shift from 

institutional religion to personal meaning-making (Fuller, 2001). 
 

Declining Church Attendance and Donations 

In many countries, church attendance and financial contributions are shrinking. This affects 

the ability of religious institutions to maintain their services, such as education, healthcare, and social 

support (Bruce, 2011). 
 

Political and Cultural Consequences 

In places where religion is deeply tied to national identity, disaffiliation can cause cultural 

tension. However, it also fosters pluralism and may reduce religious extremism and dogmatism 

(Norris & Inglehart, 2011). 
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Responses by Religious Communities 

Religious institutions are not passive in the face of this trend. Some have responded by 

modernizing worship formats (e.g., using contemporary music, digital outreach). 

Emphasizing social justice and inclusivity, encouraging open dialogue rather than doctrinal 

rigidity, Pope Francis, for instance, has championed environmental issues and compassion over 

judgment, appealing to broader audiences, including the religiously disenchanted (Francis, 2015). 
 

Summary of Findings 

The research identified several interrelated factors contributing to the decline of religious 

affiliation among younger generations: 
Secularization and Rational Thinking: Education and scientific advancement have promoted critical 

thinking, leading many young people to question traditional religious beliefs. 

Perceived Hypocrisy and Scandals: Scandals involving religious leaders and perceived moral failures 

have eroded trust in religious institutions. 

Individualism and Personal Spirituality: Modern youth prioritize personal freedom, self-expression, 

and individualized spirituality over organized religion. 

Cultural Shifts and Inclusivity: Religion is often viewed as incompatible with progressive values such 

as gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights. 

Technological Influence: Digital media provides access to diverse worldviews and fosters communities 

that support secular or alternative beliefs. 
 

II. Conclusion 

The decline of religious affiliation among younger generations reflects broader societal 

transformations. While the rise of atheism and agnosticism poses challenges, it also provides an 

opportunity for religious institutions to evolve and respond constructively. By understanding the 

underlying causes and adopting inclusive, innovative approaches, it is possible to foster meaningful 

spiritual engagement in a rapidly changing world. The decline is a complex phenomenon driven by a 

mix of intellectual, cultural, technological, and institutional factors. While the rise of atheism and 

agnosticism signals a shift in worldview, it also challenges religious communities to reevaluate their 

relevance and approach.  The increase in atheism and agnosticism among youth reflects a broader 

cultural and intellectual transformation. Rather than signifying moral decline, it often represents a 

search for personal meaning, critical reflection, and ethical autonomy. Religious institutions and 

leaders seeking to connect with young people must understand and adapt to these shifts, promoting 

dialogue that respects individual inquiry while staying relevant in a rapidly changing world. The 

future may not be wholly secular, but it is likely to be more diverse, individualized, and open-ended in 

expressions of belief and meaning. 
 

III. Recommendations 

To address the decline in religious affiliation, the study recommends the following: 
Reformation of Religious Institutions: Religious bodies should embrace transparency, accountability, 

and reform to regain public trust. 

Youth Engagement Strategies: Develop programs that align with youth interests, including social 

justice, mental health, and community service. 

Open Dialogue and Inclusivity: Promote inclusive theological interpretations and engage in interfaith 

and philosophical dialogues to address controversial issues. 

Integration of Technology: Utilize social media and digital platforms to communicate religious values 

in ways that resonate with the younger generation. 

Holistic Education: Encourage religious education that integrates critical thinking, ethics, and 

contemporary relevance without coercion. 
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