Many Americans Lying About
Going to Church, Study
Reveals

Did you really go to church on Sunday? Do you go every Sunday?

It seems most Americans are telling little white lies, or at
least exaggerating, their church attendance.

Indeed, according to a new study from the Public Religion
Research Institute called “I Know What You Did Last Sunday:
Measuring Social Desirability Bias in Self-Reported Religious
Behavior, Belief and Belonging,” every subgroup of Americans
inflates its levels of religious participation.

What’s more, in the study that asked random samples of
Americans identical questions about religious attendance,
affiliation, salience and belief in God on two surveys—one via
telephone and the other online—-and compared the results, it
seems young adults, Catholics and white mainline Protestants
particularly 1likely to inflate the frequency of their
attendance at religious services.

Consider the findings:

*Thirty-six percent of Americans report attending
religious services weekly or more, compared to 31
percent on the online survey.

e Compared to 30 percent of telephone respondents, 43
percent of online survey respondents say they attend
religious services seldom or never.

* When interviewed by telephone, fewer than three in 10
(29 percent) white mainline Protestants report that they
seldom or never attend religious services, compared to
45 percent of white mainline Protestants who took the
self-administered online survey.
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 Catholics are less than half as likely to report seldom
or never attending religious services when responding on
the telephone versus online (15 percent versus 33
percent).

* Nine percent of white evangelical Protestants report
they seldom or never attend religious services when
speaking with an interviewer by phone, compared to 17
percent who report the same in a self-administered
online survey.

*Only 14 percent of black Protestants report seldom or
never attending on a telephone survey, compared to
nearly one-quarter (24 percent) on the online survey.

Surprisingly, the social desirability effects are strong among
the religiously unaffiliated. While 73 percent in a telephone
survey say they seldom or never attend religious services,
that number jumps nearly 20 percentage points to 91 percent on
an online survey.

The study also found significant differences between younger
and older Americans, as well as among different regions of the
country, in the degree to which they inflate religious
participation.



