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A new study finds that Canada's religious landscape has undergone significant changes in recent decades,
including a decline in religious affiliation and a decrease in participation in individual and group religious activities.

The study "Religiosity in Canada and its evolution from 1985 to 2019" uses data from the General Social Survey to
profile different patterns of religiosity in Canada and examine how they have changed since 1985.

A clearer understanding of how Canadians' relationships with religion have evolved provides better insight into the
country's cultural and social history of the country and the diversity of today's population. New data from
the 2021 Census will soon update the portrait of religious diversity in Canada by providing detailed information on
religious affiliations and the people with these affiliations.

Around two-thirds of Canadians report having a religious affiliation

In 2019, just over two-thirds (68%) of the Canadian population reported having a religious affiliation, and over half
(54%) said their religious or spiritual beliefs were somewhat or very important to the way they live their lives.

More than one-third of Canadians (37%) reported engaging in religious or spiritual activities on their own at least
once a month, and almost one-quarter (23%) reported participating in a group religious activity at least once a
month in the previous year.

Women were more likely than men to report having a religious affiliation (72% compared with 64%) or to consider
their religious or spiritual beliefs somewhat or very important to how they live their lives (61% vs. 47%). They were
also more likely than men to participate in religious or spiritual activities on their own at least once a week (36%
vs. 24%) and in group religious activities at least once a month (26% compared with 21%). The same types of
results are found by gender and age. Women are more likely than men to report having a religious affiliation, to
participate in group or individual religious or spiritual activities, and to place a high value on their religious or
spiritual beliefs, regardless of age.

Dynamics vary across regions

The diversity of regional dynamics has long been a fundamental characteristic of Canada's religious landscape. For
example, high proportions of non-affiliation have distinguished British Columbia for several decades and still
characterize the province, with 40% of the population reporting no religious affiliation from 2017 to 2019.

In Quebec, religious affiliation is relatively high. However, more often than elsewhere, it goes hand in hand with low
importance given to religious or spiritual beliefs. From 2017 to 2019, 40% of Quebec residents reported both a
religious affiliation and low importance of religious or spiritual beliefs, compared with 15% to 25% in other
provinces.

Trends in religion in the Atlantic provinces have generally been more stable than in other regions, particularly with
respect to religious affiliation. However, the most recent data show particularly sharp contrasts between
generations, suggesting that significant changes in the religious landscape have begun in these provinces. For
example, from 2017 to 2019, those born between 1940 and 1959 were twice as likely to report both having a
religious affiliation and considering their religious or spiritual beliefs somewhat or very important (74%) than those
born between 1980 and 1999 (37%).

Participation in religious activities varies widely across religious affiliations

Among those who reported having a religious affiliation between 2017 and 2019, nearly one-third (32%) had
participated in group religious activities at least once a month. However, the frequency of participation in religious
activities varied widely across religious affiliations.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/en/catalogue/75-006-X202100100010
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For example, a majority of Jehovah's Witnesses (86%), Latter Day Saints (80%) and Anabaptists (75%) participated
in group religious activities monthly. In contrast, Buddhists (15%), Anglicans (19%) and those affiliated with the
United Church (19%) had proportions of monthly group participation well below average.

There is also some variation in the importance given to religious beliefs by religious affiliation. Nevertheless, a
majority of people of each affiliation reported that their religious or spiritual beliefs were somewhat or very
important, ranging from 62% for Catholics to 98% for Jehovah's Witnesses.

Declines in religious affiliation and participation in religious activities

Both religious affiliation and frequency of participation in group religious activities have trended downward in recent
decades. For example, the share of people who reported having a religious affiliation fell from 90% in 1985 to 68%
in 2019. Meanwhile, the share of those who attended a group religious activity at least once a month fell by almost
half, from 43% to 23% over the same period.

Similar trends were also observed with respect to the practice of individual religious or spiritual activities and the
importance given to religious and spiritual beliefs. For example, in 2003, 71% of people reported that their religious
or spiritual beliefs were somewhat or very important, compared with 54% in 2019. Finally, the proportion of people
who engaged in religious or spiritual activities on their own at least once a week fell from 46% in 2006 to 30%
in 2019.
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Chart 1
Evolution of the different religiosity indicators, 1985 to 2019
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Note(s): There were no GSS cycles in 1987 and 1997, and data from 2002 and 2007 were excluded from the study since these cycles only included people
aged 45 or older. In addition, questions on group and individual religious practice were not asked in 2016. Missing values were replaced with the average of the
preceding and following values.
Source(s): Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1985 to 2019.

Religious affiliation and participation are less common among younger generations

In general, recent generations were less likely than the generations that came before them to report a religious
affiliation, to participate in group or individual religious activities, or to place a high value on religious and spiritual
beliefs in how they live their lives.

For example, at the same age, when they were 20 to 30 years old, those born between 1960 and 1969 were
significantly more likely to report a religious affiliation (82%) than those born between 1990 and 1999 (54%). They
were also more likely to participate in group religious activities (24%) than their counterparts born
between 1990 and 1999 (14%). Similar trends were also observed for participation in individual religious or spiritual
activities and the importance of religious beliefs.

The succession of generations displaying these forms of religiosity less and less often accounts for much of the
decline in religious affiliation, practices and importance among the Canadian population over the past few decades.



The Daily, Thursday, October 28, 2021

Component of Statistics Canada catalogue no. 11-001-X4

In terms of religiosity, people born outside Canada differ more from those born in Canada
among the younger generations

In general, people born outside Canada are more likely than those born in Canada to report a religious affiliation, to
consider their religious and spiritual beliefs important to how they live their lives, and to participate in group or
individual religious activities. However, this difference is more pronounced among members of younger generations.

For example, among those born between 1980 and 1999, those born outside Canada were much more likely than
those born in Canada to report a religious affiliation (71% vs. 59%) or to consider their religious beliefs to be
somewhat or very important (62% compared with 39%). In comparison, those born outside Canada
between 1940 and 1959 were about as likely as their Canadian-born counterparts to report a religious affiliation
(85% vs. 87%) and only slightly more likely to consider their religious beliefs to be somewhat or very important
(74% compared with 66%).

Given that immigration is an important factor in Canada's population growth, these trends could have an impact on
the evolution of the various religiosity indicators examined in this study.

In addition, information from the 2021 Census will soon provide an updated picture of religious diversity in Canada.
This information will provide a more detailed picture of religious affiliations and the people with these affiliations.

Note to readers

The data used are from most cycles of the General Social Survey (GSS). For longitudinal analyses, cycles 1 (1985) to 34 (2019) are
used, with the exception of cycles 16 (2002) and 21 (2007), which covered only those aged 45 years and older. In cycle 27 (2013), the
"Social Identity" version of the survey was used.

The selected GSS cycles have representative samples of the Canadian population aged 15 years and older living in the provinces
(excluding the territories). Sample sizes vary considerably from year to year, but are generally between 10,000 and 30,000.

The article "Religiosity in Canada and its evolution from 1985 to 2019" is now available in Insights on
Canadian Society (75-006-X).

The infographic "Religion in Canada" is now available in the series Statistics Canada – Infographics
(11-627-M).

For more information, or to enquire about the concepts, methods or data quality of this release, contact us
(toll-free 1-800-263-1136; 514-283-8300; STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca) or Media
Relations (613-951-4636; STATCAN.mediahotline-ligneinfomedias.STATCAN@canada.ca).
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