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Research on Catholic Generations 
American Catholics Today: New Realities of their Faith and their Church.  

William D’Antonio, James Davidson, Dean Hoge, and Mary Gautier (Rowman & Littlefield, 2007) 
 
 
Every six years since 1987 James Davidson, Dean Hoge, William D’Antonio, and their colleagues have 
been studying American Catholic generations. Their one-of-a-kind research has provided invaluable 
insights into the faith and practice of American Catholics. They are documenting the changing face of 
the four generations of American Catholics.  
 

Demographically Catholics are divided into three broad generations:  
17% Pre-Vatican II Generation (born in or before 1940) 
33% Vatican II Generation (born between 1941-1960) 
49% Post-Vatican II Generation (born since 1961, including Generation X and Millennials) 

 

Overall they report that U.S. Catholics, who exhibited extraordinarily high levels of commitment to the 
Church and compliance with Church teachings in the 1950s, continue to experience God’s presence in 
their lives, but are less attached to the Church, less likely to participate in the sacraments and 
traditional practices, more likely to distinguish between teachings they consider core such as the Real 
Presence and Mary as the Mother of God (and tend to except) and the ones they consider peripheral 
such as birth control (and to tend to disagree with), and show no signs of returning to earlier levels of 
religious orthodoxy.  
 
The research team identified a number of important trends from their studies. They found that among 
American Catholics, there is 

 a persistent sense of being Catholic 
 a continuing belief in core teachings such as trinity, incarnation, resurrection, real presence 

of Christ in the Eucharist 
 declining levels of religious practice, from higher levels among Pre-Vatican II Catholics to 

lower levels of behavioral involvement among young Catholics 
 decreasing levels of attachment to the Church as institution 
 a movement from obedience to personal autonomy 
 increasing emphasis on conscience as the locus of authority regarding sexuality and 

reproductive issues 
 
The research team organized their 2005 findings into several categories. We will briefly examine four 
areas of the research findings and their implications for faith formation: 1) center of Catholic identity, 2) 
boundaries of Catholic identity, and 3) generational differences, and 4) religious literacy. 
 

1. Center of Catholic Identity 
 
When asked what they consider most central, authentic, and important in being Catholic, 84 percent of 
Catholics (18 and older) identified helping the poor and belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, 76% 
sacraments, such as Eucharist, and 74% the Catholic Church’s teaching about Mary as the Mother of 
God. These are clearly at the center of Catholic identify for all generations of Catholics. (See Table 2 for 
more information.) 
 
In a 1997 study of Catholic young adults (20-39), who had been confirmed as teenagers, Dean Hoge and 
his colleagues found very similar findings. When asked, “How essential is each of these elements to 
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your vision of what the Catholic faith is?”, young adults identified very similar elements as the 2005 
study. The most important beliefs included the belief that God is present in the sacraments (65%), the 
belief that Christ is really present in the Eucharist (58%), charitable efforts toward helping the poor 
(58%), devotion to Mary (53%), and belief that God is present in a special way in the poor (52%).  
 
How do these two surveys help us understand Catholic identity today? First, the researchers conclude 
that creedal beliefs are the main boundary markers of the faith: belief in Jesus’ resurrection and belief in 
the presence of God in the sacraments, especially the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. In 
addition, Catholics identify helping the poor and concern for social justice as essential to their Catholic 
identity. 
 
Second, whatever the alienation of Catholics may be on some items of Catholic teaching, such as moral 
teachings, their imagination is still Catholic. In his book, The Catholic Imagination, Andrew Greeley 
identifies the three main streams of Catholic imagination: sacramentality, community, and hierarchy. It 
is clear that the strongest components of Catholic identity for American Catholics, and young adults in 
particular, are sacramental and communal and Marian. In the young adult survey, hierarchy is also 
present, since almost half of the respondents think that having a pope is essential.   
 
In their summary of the research in Young Adult Catholics, Hoge and his colleagues offer this 
assessment:  
 

There are positive signs of young adult Catholic vitality today. Most young adults like being 
Catholic and cannot imagine themselves being anything other than Catholic. The overwhelming 
majority see the sacraments and devotion to Mary as essential to the Catholic faith. Some want 
to play a more active role in the Church. Most consider themselves spiritual, pray regularly, and 
support the Church’s social mission 

 
Young adult Catholics differ from mainline Protestants in that they (especially Latinos) have a 
stronger ethnic identity, a stronger identification with their church, and a more basic feeling 
that Catholicism is the “real thing.” They see Catholicism as the oldest and most central 
expression of Christianity, in continuity with the apostolic tradition and hallowed by the ages. 
Catholics seem to have a “glue” that Protestants do not have. They see Catholicism as a basic 
part of their being. In spite of beliefs and practices that are sometimes divergent, they remain 
“Catholic.” Many young adult Catholics also take pride in the global dimensions of Catholicism 
and in the media visibility of a pope (John Paul II) whose personal integrity and firmness on 
moral and ethical questions are admired and respected even when not always followed 
personally. (Hoge, et al, Young Adult Catholics, p. 218-219) 

 

2. Boundaries of Catholic Identity 
 
A second question that researchers have asked American Catholic since 1987 concerns the boundaries 
of what is necessary to be a good Catholic. The findings are remarkably consistent since the first survey 
in 1987. The most essential requirements for being a good Catholic include believing that Jesus 
physically rose from the dead, believing that in the Mass—the bread and wine become the body and 
blood of Jesus, and donating time or money to help the poor. Obeying the church’s teachings on 
abortion, birth control, and divorce and remarriage are among the least imperative requirements for 
being a good Catholic. 76 percent of American Catholics agree that you can be a good Catholic without 
going to church every Sunday. (See Table 4 for more information.) 
 
Two other questions in the 2005 survey described how Catholic perceive boundaries. The first question 
concerns the truth of Catholicism: 56 percent agreed with the statement that “Catholicism contains a 
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great share of truth than other religions do.” This tells us that about half of American Catholics are 
uncertain about the greater truth of Catholicism as a defining boundary. Older persons tended to agree 
more—61 percent of Catholics 65 or over did so, compared to 43 percent of those 26 or younger.  
 
The second question explores the belief-practice issue: 88 percent agree that “How a person lives is 
more important than whether he or she is a Catholic.” This tells us that the vast majority of Catholics 
take more seriously a person’s behavior than his or her professed creed or church membership. In 
effect a Catholic’s behavior is actually a more consequential boundary. On this statement, young and 
old agreed. (Source: Dean Hoge, “Center of Catholic Identity,” National Catholic Reporter, September 
30, 2005) 
 
These survey findings contribute to an understanding of how American Catholics view Catholic 
identity today. They are not statements of theology, only of people’s view of Catholic identity. In the 
words of Dean Hoge, “All we can say is that we have tried to measure the current reality. Knowing the 
actual situation on the ground is useful, since it tells us what is empowering and nourishing about the 
lived faith.”  
 
He continues, “This research also gives a hint about change. From the research we have seen, the center 
is not shifting. The main change is in the boundaries—they are now fairly vague and porous, and they 
are slowly becoming more so over time. Boundaries that make no sense to young adults cannot be 
maintained over the long haul. More meaningful boundaries need to be defined and explained.”  
 

3. Generational Differences 
 
On the core elements of the creed and Catholic beliefs that have been part of the Catholic tradition for 
centuries there is broad agreement across the generations. These core elements of Catholic beliefs are 
the single most important basis of Catholic unity. They are the glue that holds Catholics together. They 
are the reason why Catholic remain loyal to the Church, even when they disagree with it on other 
matters. Social teachings represent another area of common ground. Most Catholics embrace the 
principle of concern for the poor and helping the needy. Parishioners may disagree on specific social 
policies, but very few reject the Church’s emphasis on a “preferential option for the poor” and Church 
involvement in social justice. The differences across generations occur over the level of commitment to 
the church and on moral teachings, especially in the areas of sexuality and gender. Overall, we can say 
that parishioners’ views of faith and morals form a rather loosely integrated Catholic worldview. 
 
William D’Antonio analyzes the generational differences in this way,  
 

Our surveys suggest that people are adrift in different degrees across the generations. The 
young and middle-aged are different from the older pre-Vatican II generation in being less 
committed to parish life and church involvement, and in emphasizing much more the role of 
individual conscience in the face of moral issues. In addition, the 2005 survey found a split in 
the youngest generation in that the very youngest (ages 18-26) were even less church-involved 
and more oriented to conscience than older young adults.  

 
These generational differences occur not because people change as they age but because young 
adults enter the adult population at a different place. They are already different when pollsters 
first encounter them at age 18, 20, or 22. Sociologists call this pattern “cohort replacement,” 
which means that older people are replaced in the total population by young cohorts whose life 
history is necessarily different from the outgoing cohort or generation. This produces change 
overall even though the great majority of individuals within the cohort don’t change much 
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during their adult lives. Each generation is relatively constant, yet each is distinctive. (William 
D’Antonio, “Generational Differences, National Catholic Reporter, September 30, 2005) 

 
In short, any hope for a natural “rebound” or “U-shape” effect, with younger Catholics embracing 
views and practices similar to their grandparents’ generation (pre-Vatican II), is not justified by the 
research. Rather, it appears that there is a linear trend away from conventional religious sensibilities, 
with the youngest Catholics being the least inclined to maintain traditional faith practices and morals.  
 
In their 1997 book, The Search for Common Ground, James Davidson and his colleagues underscored 
these generational differences and the clear trend that the Post-Vatican II Catholics will not return to 
traditional levels of religious belief and practice on their own.  
 

While some of the differences are due to age, to an even greater extent, these differences reflect 
the different experiences that age groups have during their formative years. Catholics raised in 
the 1930s and ‘40s, 1950s and ‘60s, and 1970s and ‘80s were raised in very different societal 
conditions. While the oldest cohort experienced economic depression and World War II during 
its formative years, the middle cohort experienced the prosperity of the post-war years and the 
social movements of the 1960s; the youngest cohort experienced the economic polarization and 
social dilemmas of the last 20 years. The cohorts also experienced three very different types of 
Catholicism: the pre-Vatican II Church, the Vatican II Church, and the post-Vatican II Church. 
As a result, they learned very different approaches to religion in their lives. Other research on 
cohort effects also suggests that learning experiences during people’s formative years affect 
their religious outlooks through their lives. When and if today’s young Catholics become more 
involved in the Church, they will bring with them the social and religious outlooks they learned 
during their formative years. Their approaches to faith and morals will never be the same as 
those currently held by their parents and grandparents.  
 
These cohort differences point to declining levels of childhood religiosity, closeness to God, and 
commitment to the Church. Young Catholics are less religious in childhood than their parents 
and grandparents; they report few experiences of God’s presence in their lives; and they are less 
committed to the Church. Unless steps are taken, these trends portend a future of dwindling 
faithfulness among young Catholics, diminishing awareness of God’s presence in the lives of 
Catholic adults, further erosion of Catholic identity, and a declining sense that the Church is 
worth supporting. These trends, in turn, signal a continuation of recent tendencies to disagree 
with traditional faith and morals and to embrace religious ideas that are incompatible with 
Church teachings.  
(Davidson, et al., The Search for Common Ground, p. 203-204) 

 

4. Religious Literacy 
 
To see how widespread religious illiteracy is in today’s church, the research team asked American 
Catholics to agree or disagree with the following statement: “You often feel that you cannot explain 
your faith to others.” James Davidson reports that while this item is only one of many possible 
indicators of illiteracy, the responses are instructive. 49 percent of American Catholics said that cannot 
explain their faith to other people, while 51% disagreed and said they could explain their faith to 
others. Those who are better educated, such as college graduates, and more involved in the church, 
such as those who attend Mass two to three times a month, are least likely to say they cannot explain 
their faith to others.  
 
Are there generational differences among those who cannot explain their faith to others? The percent 
who cannot explain their faith to others actually decreases as you move from the Pre-Vatican II 
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generation to the Post Vatican II generation: Pre-Vatican II—59 percent, Vatican II—49%, Post-Vatican 
II (Gen X)—44%, and Post-Vatican II (Millennial)—47%.  “Religious illiteracy is highest among pre-
Vatican II Catholics. It is the older, not the younger, Catholics who have the hardest time explaining 
their faith to others. (James Davidson, “Challenging Assumptions about Young Catholics,” American 
Catholics Survey, National Catholic Reporter, September 30, 2005) 
 
What are we to make of these findings? Religious illiteracy appears to be rather widespread and affects 
all four generations. It is not a youth or young adult problem. Religious literacy is an ongoing concern, 
and efforts to increase religious literacy should be oriented to Catholics of all ages, not just young 
adults. 
 

Conclusions 
 
What can we conclude from these research findings? The 2005 research, supported by the prior three 
studies (1987, 1993, and 1999), raise critical issues of Catholic identity and Catholic practice that the 
Church and faith formation need to address. These conclusions form an agenda for faith formation 
today and in the future.  
 
1. The center of Catholic identity is creedal beliefs and helping the poor/concern for social justice. 

Catholics are more likely to distinguish between teachings they consider core (and tend to accept) 
and ones they view as peripheral (and tend to disagree with). 

2. The boundaries of Catholic identity are now fairly vague and porous, and they are slowly 
becoming more so over time. Boundaries that make no sense to the Post-Vatican II generations 
cannot be maintained over the long haul. 

3. There has been an uncoupling of faith and church life, also Catholic identity and attachment to the 
Church. Catholics are more likely to identify with the Catholic faith than the institutional Church. 
For many, Catholicism is less a matter of core identity and more a matter of personal option, it is 
more individualistic. We see this especially within the Post-Vatican II generations.  

4. Catholics, especially young adults, are less attached to the Church and less likely to participate in 
sacraments and traditional devotional practices. 

5. The Vatican II and Post-Vatican II generations of Catholics show no signs of returning to early 
levels of religious orthodoxy and practice as demonstrated by the Pre-Vatican II generation.  

6. Religious literacy is a problem across all generations. Across generations, but especially among 
Post-Vatican II generations, people have a difficult time articulating a coherent sense of Catholic 
identity. While young adults like being Catholic, they are not sure what is distinctive about 
Catholicism, what Catholic heritage actually means, and what is Catholicism’s core narratives.  

 
The summary by Dean Hoge and his colleagues in Young Adult Catholics captures the urgency of our 
present situation. The trends within the Post Vatican II generations of Catholics are clear and urgent. 
 

For many young adults, Catholic identity is weak, focused outside the institutional church, and 
only moderately central to their lives. The implications are portentous. If many young adults 
now believe that Catholicism is simply another denomination, that it “doesn’t really matter that 
much whether you’re Catholic or not,” that there is nothing unique or distinctive about 
Catholicism, or that all that really counts is a generic Christian lifestyle, Catholicism’s 
institutional vitality, public witness, and capacity to retain its young are in jeopardy. Weak 
centrality of Catholic identity will have a snowballing effect on a variety of behaviors adversely 
impacting the Church, including moral choices, choices about marriage partners, child rearing 
practices, Catholic schooling, church attendance, and others. Nor can one assume that marriage 
will continue to serve as a port of entry (or reentry) into the Church. Young adult Catholics are 
waiting later to marry and therefore experiencing longer periods of disconnectedness from the 
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Church. 50 percent of all non-Latino Catholic marriages are now to non-Catholics. Increasing 
numbers of Catholics marrying non-Catholics are doing so outside the Church. These trends 
will have serious ramifications for the future. (Hoge, et al., Young Adult Catholics, p. 228-229) 
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Table 1. Attend Mass Weekly or More 
 

 Pre-Vatican II 
Generation 
(born in or before 1940) 

Vatican II 
Generation 
(born 1941-1960) 

Post-Vatican II 
Generation 
(born 1961-1979) 

Millennial 
Generation 
(18-26 year olds only) 

1987 58 40 30  

1993 63 42 27  

1999 64 42 27  

2005 60 35 26 15 

 
(American Catholics Survey, National Catholic Reporter, September 30, 2005) 
 
 

Table 2. Center of Catholic Identity 
 
What is most central, authentic, and important in being Catholic? (very important responses) 
 
84% Helping the poor 
84% Belief in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead 
76% Sacraments, such as Eucharist 
74% The Catholic church’s teaching about Mary as Mother of God 
54% Having a regular daily prayer life  
50% Participation in devotions, such as Eucharistic adoration or praying the Rosary 
47% The Catholic church’s teachings that oppose same-sex marriage 
47% Church involvement in activities directed towards social justice 
44% The Catholic church’s teachings that oppose abortion 
42% The teaching authority claimed by the Vatican 
35% The Catholic church’s teachings that oppose the death penalty 
29% A celibate male clergy 
 
(American Catholics Survey, National Catholic Reporter, September 30, 2005) 
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Table 3. Catholic Young Adults  
 
How essential is each of these elements to your vision of what the Catholic faith is? (very important) 
 
65% Belief that God is present in the sacraments 
58% Belief that Christ is really present in the Eucharist 
58% Charitable efforts toward helping the poor 
53% Devotion to Mary 
52% Belief that God is present in a special way in the poor 
48% Having religious orders of priests, sisters, brothers, and monks 
48% Necessity of having a pope  
45% Being a universal church through the world 
42% Efforts toward eliminating social causes of poverty, such as unequal wages and discrimination 
42% The teaching that Christ established the authority of the bishops by choosing Peter 
41% Having a regular daily prayer life  
41% Devotion to the saints 
37% Obligation to attend Mass once a week 
32% Private confession to a priest 
31% Teachings which oppose abortion  
27% Belief that priests must be celibate 
22% Teachings which oppose the death penalty 
17% Belief that only men can be priests 
14% Church’s traditional support of the right of workers to unionize 
 
(Dean Hoge, William Dinges, Mary Johnson, and Juan Gonzales. Young Adult Catholics, University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1997, p. 201) 
 

Table 4. Boundaries of Catholic Identity 
 
Can you be a good Catholic without this? (percent saying yes)  
 
23% Without believing that Jesus physically rose from the dead 
36% Without believing that in the Mass, the bread and wine become the body and blood of Jesus 
44% Without donating time or money to help the poor 
58% Without obeying the church hierarchy’s teaching regarding abortion 
58% Without donating time or money to help the parish 
65%  Without obeying the church hierarchy’s teaching on divorce and remarriage 
67% Without their marriage being approved by the Catholic Church 
75% Without obeying the church hierarchy’s teaching on birth control 
76% Without going to church every Sunday 
 
(American Catholics Survey, National Catholic Reporter, September 30, 2005) 
 


