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Abstract: The social sciences have often claimed the end of religiosity as one explanation for electoral 

behaviour in Europe. Nevertheless, left and right parties still incorporate religious and moral issues on the 

agenda in order to distance themselves from their opponents. This article undertakes a comparative study 

of 34 European democracies and examines the extent to which religious voting has diminished since the 

eighties. Results point to a sharp decline in the levels of religious vote until the nineties, followed by a 

revitalization since that time in a third of the countries included in the sample. The analysis also highlights 

the important role played by the political elite in activating the religious vote. 
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1 Introduction 

In recent decades there has been a substantial drop in levels of religious belief and practices in Europe 

(Norris and Inglehart 2004). At the same time, religion is no longer pivotal in the manifestos of most of the 

mainstream political parties on the continent (Manza and Wright 2003). This parallel reduction has been 

accompanied by a "privatisation" of religiosity (Turner 1983), putting into question the relevance of religion 

in the public sphere in general, and on electoral behaviour in particular (Franklin et al. 1992; Dalton 1998).  

However, this trend towards secularisation and privatisation of religiosity is not so linear (Norris 

and Inglehart 2004), and religiosity is still important in the study of political identifications and behaviours 

despite these trends (Freire 2006; Raymond 2011). European parties -not only Christian Democratic and 

Conservatives, but also left-wing parties- still incorporate issues related to religion into their discourse -

such as secular education, the presence of religious symbols in classrooms, or mosques in towns; or 

establishing their positions on traditional moral issues -such as abortion or same-sex marriage (Dalton 2002: 

330). These elements play an especially relevant role in some Eastern European countries, in which 

religiosity is gaining ground in the public arena (Cordero 2012).  
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Given these factors and having reached the XXI century, it seems necessary to provide an updated 

analysis of the religious vote in Europe. With this purpose the goal of this article is twofold. First, it aims 

to provide a descriptive analysis of the evolution of the religious vote in Europe since 1980. This study 

serves to check the extent to which religiosity and electoral behaviour are still correlated in Europe. Second, 

it analyses the contextual characteristics that explain why religious voting is more prominent today in some 

countries than in others, by analysing Western and Eastern European democracies.  

These goals structure the article as follows. Following a review of the theoretical framework, the 

hypothesis and the data used in the study are presented. Next, a description of the evolution of religious 

voting since 1980 is shown. Finally, the article presents an exploration of some contextual determinants 

that explain why the relevance of religious voting varies today across European countries.   

 

2 Religious vote in the literature 

Among the sociological literature on the study of electoral behaviour in Europe, Party systems and voter 

alignments (Lipset and Rokkan 1967) is probably the best-known contribution. Despite the fact that Lipset 

and Rokkan did not set out to analyse electoral behaviour, since their publication on the theory of cleavages, 

a large number of studies have explored how social structure influences electoral behaviour (Rose and 

Urwin 1969; Lijphart 1979). However, a number of social and political changes have taken place in Europe 

since the publication of their book, affecting some of their assumptions.2 Since then, the social science 

literature has moved from the study of party system stability to an analysis of its changing nature (Dalton 

et al. 1984: 3-4).  

Since the eighties, most work on voting shared the assumption that social characteristics have lost 

their strength as a driver of electoral behaviour in Europe. In 1992, Franklin, Mackie and Valen published 

Electoral Change, in which they argued that citizens were increasingly moving away from the bonds of 

their social characteristics, and to a greater extent employing individual mechanisms to decide their vote. 

This belief has been shared by a significant number of authors working on religious voting since the nineties 

(Dogan 1995; Dalton 1998; Inglehart 1997; Thomassen 2005)   

It was in the late nineties when interest in religious voting was reawakened in Political Science and 

Political Sociology. In part thanks to the use of more sophisticated techniques -previously used in the study 

of class voting-, authors such as Clem Brooks and his colleagues (1997) resumed this subject of analysis, 

and concluded that the religious vote was far from dead. Oddbjørn Knutsen (2004) also argued for a 

reevaluation of the importance of religious denomination on electoral behaviour in Europe, as well as Chris 

Raymond (2011), who again emphasised that religion continues to define citizens’ political preferences.  

One of the aspects on which this new literature focused was the relationship established between 

religiosity, ideology and vote, and its consequent problem of endogeneity in the empirical models of 

electoral behaviour (Inglehart and Rabier 1986: 470; Montero et al. 2008: 32; Raymond 2011). Despite 
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Giacomo Sani arguing that these elements "go together" (1974: 207) in a process of mutual influence, most 

of the literature has considered that they should not be given the same position in the causal chain of the 

electoral decision. As John Bartle (1998) argued, religion and sociodemographic elements precede 

partisanship and ideology in the causal chain; a conception supported in the empirical study of ideology in 

the social sciences (Huber 1989; Fuchs and Klingemann 1990; Knutsen 1997; Freire 2006). 

In short, there seems to have been a reconsideration of the role of religion as an explanatory factor 

for electoral behaviour in Europe (Cordero 2012). Martin Elff (2007), in one of the most important recent 

contributions to the study of the phenomenon has argued that religiosity is still associated with vote, 

especially in those contexts in which it is present in the electoral debate. The author refers in his argument 

to the relevance of polarisation as an enhancer of the religious vote, an aspect in which Maria Oskarson 

(2004) also insisted. The ability of the political elite to activate social divisions, such as the religious ones 

(Chhibber and Torcal 1997; Montero, Calvo and Martinez 2008; Cordero 2012), has also been studied to 

explain why religion is still an explanatory factor for electoral behaviour in Europe (van der Brug, Franklin 

and Toka 2008). According to this view, the political elite is able to "activate", "reactivate" or "disable" 

religious voting by incorporating -or not- issues related to religion and traditional morality in the electoral 

debate.  

 

3 Objectives and hypotheses  

In this article I will consider “religious voting” to be the preference of the religious population3 for parties 

located on the right and centre-right of the ideological scale -and the preference of the non-religious 

population for parties located on the left and centre-left. According to the literature, the correlation between 

religiosity and electoral behaviour has decreased in Europe in recent decades. Thus, the first objective of 

this article is to provide a sketch of the evolution of the vitality of religious voting from 1980 to 2008. As 

will be shown, religious voting has not disappeared in Europe, although its relevance is not the same in 

every country. Therefore, the second objective of this article is to explore the extent to which this conception 

of religious voting is still present in Europe today, by analysing specific elements of the context that 

determine its greater or lesser vitality. These objectives shape the hypothesis guiding the analysis in the 

article.  

In order to explain the diverse relevance of the religious vote in Europe some authors have pointed 

out the importance of party supply, although commonly without empirically testing its effect. One feature 

often highlighted is the polarisation of the party system and its positive effect on the vitality of religious 

voting. The assumption is that parties may insert issues related to secularism and moral values into the 

electoral debate to highlight their ideological distance from their opponents (Dalton 2002). Thus, the 

political elites would be able to polarise the party system by the "activation" of the religious vote (Evans 

and De Graaf 2012:1). This argument is necessarily linked to a problem of endogeneity. However, it is not 

easy to disentangle the causal direction between the presence of religious voting and the activation of moral 
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debates. In this sense, it is unclear whether political elites take an active role in mobilising the religious 

vote, or on the contrary whether society mobilises it. However, the literature has empirically demonstrated 

that is usually the political elite that mobilises public opinion (a good theoretical and empirical examination 

in this regard is provided by Baldassarri and Gelman 2008).  

H1. Ideological polarisation,4 based on the mobilisation of religious and/or moral issues, encourages the 

role of religion as an explanatory variable in electoral behaviour.   

The important role played by national religious elites in recent democratic transitions in Eastern 

European countries (Evans and Whitefield 1993), the relative resurgence of religiosity in some of these 

countries (Gautier,1997; Froese 2001), and the recovery of debates on classical divisions by political elites 

(Van der Brug et al. 2008) have meant that religious voting has gained strength in countries with a recent 

undemocratic communist past. As some authors have shown, in countries with little democratic experience, 

political leaders and voters use images and alternative identities to those that are ideological, such as ethnic 

and religious differences, which were already present in the previous regime (Whitefield 2002).  

H2. The relevance of religion in the process of transition of some new democracies of Central and Eastern 

Europe has led to increasing vitality in religious voting.  

A country's religious characteristics also determine the vote in Europe, since secularisation has 

varying intensity across the continent. Religious indicators began to fall in Protestant countries decades 

before that of Catholic and Mixed countries5 (Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere, 1995: 81). For this reason, a 

more pronounced negative slope in the latter two groups of countries than in the former is expected. For 

the same reason, it is also expected that in countries with high levels of secularisation -as in some countries 

of Central and Eastern Europe, many of them Orthodox, as well as in Scandinavia-, the impact of the 

religious vote is less pronounced, although with a positive slope in the last decades. 

H3. The religious vote is more prominent in Catholic and Mixed countries than in Protestant and Orthodox 

countries.   

 

4 Data and variables 

An additional objective of this work is to overcome two of the most common flaws in previous studies on 

religious voting: the limited geographical and temporal coverage of the analysis, and the inadequate 

operationalisation of religiosity (Cordero 2012). To overcome these shortcomings, I will use the European 

Values Survey (EVS), whose sample is currently made up of 34 countries, and whose temporal coverage 

ranges from 1980 to 2008. This makes this study the broadest undertaken on religious voting, including 

countries with different democratic experiences, party systems and religious realities. Secondly, I will 

perform a complex treatment of the independent variable. Religious voting studies have typically used a 
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similar strategy: they have selected a particular characteristic of religiosity (usually church attendance) and 

analysed the intensity of its relationship with the vote. This practice is especially problematic if one 

considers that forms of religiousness have changed profoundly in recent decades. The dramatic fall in levels 

of attendance of religious services in Europe (Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere 1995) is an indicator of the need 

to discuss alternative ways to measure this complex phenomenon (Dalton 2002: 328). The EVS enables a 

more complex operationalisation of the independent variable, including a wide range of indicators. In the 

following analysis diverse aspects of religiosity will be considered, including religious denomination,6 

religious beliefs, private religiosity,7 confidence in religious institutions,8 and the above mentioned 

religious practice.  

As for control variables, this study follows two different strategies. In the next section, which aims 

to quantify the longitudinal vitality of religious voting, the effect of the religious variables has been isolated, 

and no control variable has been introduced in the models, with the aim of not artificially increasing its 

explanatory power. Conscious that this decision can be problematic, models with control variables are 

provided in the Annex.9  

The metric of the dependent variable selected for this article is continuous. This makes the 

implementation of a more comprehensive analysis possible in comparison to other variables with alternative 

metric (that are usually dichotomous). Parties have been placed by experts from the European Values 

Survey on the ideological scale, whose range goes from 1 "left” to 10 "right". As mentioned above, two 

different strategies will be followed to analyse the extent to which this vote is mediated by religiosity. For 

the longitudinal analysis, R2 will be used as an indicator of the evolution of the impact of religion on voting. 

Given that the use of several independent variables is necessary, this statistic is shown as the most suitable 

index summary of model fit and therefore the ability of religious variables to predict the vote.10 For cross-

sectional analysis of the contextual determinants of religious voting, the analysis will focus on the 2008 

wave, given the insufficient number of countries that participated in previous waves.  

Table 1. Description of the variables included in the model 

 N Min. Max. Mean S.D. 

Religious denomination 177,706 0 1 0.76 0.43 

Weekly religious services 182,012 0 1 0.19 0.39 

Religious beliefs (index) 182,012 0 1 0.45 0.38 

Importance of religion in life 161,286 1 4 2.41 1.06 

Importance of God in life 172,144 1 10 6.13 3.28 

Trust in religious institutions 175,235 0 1 0.55 0.50 

Ideology of party voted for 102,548 1 10 5.42 2.07 

Source: Waves 1 to 5 (1980-2008) of the EVS.  

                                                        
6 See Knutsen, 2004.  
7 Following previous works (Jagodzinski and Dobbelaere 1995; Manza and Wright 2003; Norris and Inglehart 2004), this study takes 
into account believing in religious dogmas (God, heaven, hell and life after death), and the importance of God and religion in life.   
8 As some works consider secularisation to be the process of loss of authority of religious institutions, “trust in religious institutions” 
will be considered as a proxy (Chaves 1994).  
9 The correlation between religiosity and ideology causes an effect of overlap in empirical voting models, with the latter "absorbing" 

an important part of the explanatory power of the former (Inglehart and Rabier 1986: 470; Bartle 1998; Montero, Calvo and Martínez 
2008: 32), and "masking" its real effect on vote (Raymond 2011). This effect becomes even more problematic if it is considered that 

this level of collinearity differs in every context (Knutsen 2011). The strategy followed in this article has been not to consider ideology 

as a control variable, following the example of the influential works published by Maria Oskarson in The European Voter (2005), 
Oddbjørn Knutsen (2004), Clem Brooks, Paul Nieuwbeerta and Jeff Manza (2006), and Martin Elff (2007). For further information 

on the magnitude of this "absorption", see Cordero (2012).  
10 Despite the fact that this index is influenced by the number of observations, this effect is minimal in large size samples, such as the 
EVS (Achen 1982). For an alternative approach (using coefficients of the independent variables instead of R Squared as an indicator 

of religious vote) with robust results and findings, see Navarrete, Balaguer and Cordero 2016.  



 

5 Trends of the religious vote in Europe, 1980-2008 

The process of secularisation in Europe makes it necessary to reconsider the extent to which religious 

beliefs, practices and values still determine voting behaviour. With this goal in mind, a coefficient that 

measures how religiosity is able to explain the vote has been computed for every country and year. This 

coefficient, R Square, represents the percentage of variance of the dependent variable explained by a linear 

regression model with a set of religious variables (from 0 -no adjustment- to 1 -full adjustment), commonly 

used as an indicator in the literature (Heath et al. 1997; Freire et al. 2009; Knutsen 2010). The coefficient 

represents a very parsimonious measure of the vitality of the religious vote in Europe. Its summarising 

nature is especially useful if the considerable number of independent variables inserted in the model is 

considered, as well as the large sample of countries included in this article and the time period of the 

analysis. Only the set of religious variables mentioned in the previous section has been included in every 

linear model, to ensure that there is no additional control variable that could artificially increase the 

predictive power of the set of religious variables. Nevertheless, to avoid problems related to the lack of 

specification of the models, the analysis has been replicated with a set of control variables presented, the 

results of which are shown in the annex.  

The trend of this index from 1980 to 2008 is shown in Figure 1. During this period religious voting 

has drastically dropped in Catholic countries without a communist past. In this first group of countries, the 

overall fall in the level of explained variance reaches 20 percent. Following this pronounced trend none of 

the countries included in the group achieves 20 per cent of the total variance explained by the set of 

explanatory variables.11 However, these levels have not changed drastically since 1990, when a general 

stabilisation in the rate of religious voting is perceived. A partial increase in some countries can even be 

observed, with an average recovery of 5 points. This could be due to the insertion of debates regarding 

religion and morality in the political arena, as in the cases of Italy, Portugal and Spain (Freire 1998; Bréchon 

2000; Calvo, Montero and Martinez 2010; Cordero 2014) 

Among the Catholic countries with a recent communist past, two different trends can be identified 

(Markowski 1997; Enyedi 2006). These differences can be also explained by the role played by political 

elites in these countries (Evans and Whitefield 1993; Markowski 1997; Evans and Need 2002; McAllister 

and White 2007; Baldassari and Gelman 2008). Thus, in countries such as the Czech Republic12 and 

Slovakia13 electoral competition takes place around economic debates, with religion not being notable in 

the discourse of its leaders (Markowsi 1997; Enyedi 2006). Although a residual presence of topics related 

to morality (Enyedi 2000) is seen in Hungary, the speeches of the main parties in this country lack 

"coherence" and "consistency”.14 The counterpoint can be seen in Croatia, Poland and Slovenia, all of them 

                                                        
11 Only Italy shows a recovery on the index in 1990. However, the trend after 1990 is in line with the remaining Catholic countries 

(Mackie, Mannheimer and Sani 1992) and with the common wisdom after the fall of religious voting following the demise of Christian 
Democracy in the nineties. 
12 The mainstream parties are the ODS, a Eurosceptic liberal party, and the CSSD, a Social Democratic party. The main issues inserted 

by these parties have been related to economic liberalism and the intervention of the State in the economy.  
13 The Christian Democratic KDH, the fourth party in the country, is the only political formation that makes open references to 

religious morality, polarising the party system. 
14 The FIDESZ (a liberal and anti-communist party), and the main party in the country, was reinvented in the nineties as a conservative 
party. The MSZP, a Social Democratic party successor of the former Hungarian communist party, presents a very liberal programme 

in economic terms, and its Governments have promoted profound political reforms in order to liberalize and privatize the public sector. 



with a relevant conservative and/or Christian Democratic party15, which is the main party responsible for 

inserting religiosity in the electoral campaigns (Markowski 1997; Ka-Lok Chan 2001; Fink-Hafner 2006). 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Explained variance on vote by religious variables in Europe, 1980-2008* 
Source: Waves 1 to 5 (1980-2008) of the EVS.  
Lines represent the trend of the R Squared of linear regression models with a set of religious variables on vote, between 1980 and 
2008. At least three observations between 1980 and 2008 are required to include a country in this figure. Instead of the parties’ location 

being based on survey experts, the mean ideology of each party and year voters (EVS) is used, given the lack of available data for the 

1980-2000 period.  
 

 

                                                        
15 PO and PiS in Poland, SDS in Slovenia, and HDZ in Croatia. 

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.60

1980 1990 2000 2008

Protestant countries

Denmark Finland E. Germany

Iceland Norway Sweden



Among Protestant countries the average index of religious voting is negative, albeit with a less 

pronounced slope, since the decline in religious indicators in these countries began in the middle of the 

twentieth century (Madeley 2000). Nevertheless, as also occurred in the case of Catholic countries, since 

1990 there have been slight increases, but only in Norway and Sweden, where the impact of class voting 

has drastically fallen in recent decades, in favour of a greater presence of moral and religious influence on 

voting (Madeley 2000). Although East Germany has suffered declines on the index, these have not led to 

the disappearance of the phenomenon, which is still able to explain 15 percent of the variability of the vote, 

above the average of the group of Protestant countries. 

Orthodox countries16 have also experienced slight increases in the relevance of religious voting in 

recent years. This is the case in countries where there has been a strong connection between religion and 

nationalism: Macedonia, Montenegro, Ukraine and, to a lesser extent, Bulgaria.17 These divisions are 

clearly reflected in ethnic and nationalist divisions that form a key part of the political debate in these 

countries, which structures their national party systems (Evans and Whitefield 1993; Markowski 1997). In 

any case, the most important feature present in this group of countries is high volatility, which is typical of 

young democracies. Therefore, new temporal observations are needed to provide relevant information on 

the evolution of the indicator.  

Finally, the vitality of the religious vote is also uneven in Mixed countries, precisely because of its 

heterogeneous nature. Despite these marked differences, overall there has been a loss in the weight of 

religious variables on the vote in the last 30 years, a trend widely analysed in previous case studies (Eisinga 

et al. 1994; de Graaf et al. 2001; Nicolet 2009). However, signs of a general recovery in the levels of 

religious voting are also observed in Mixed countries, although it is very mild in this set of countries. 

However, these recoveries specifically do not take place in those countries with the highest levels of 

religious voting -Northern Ireland and the Netherlands, which continue to fall today. 

In sum, and although several recent authors have insisted on the persistence of the vitality of 

religious cleavages since the sixties (van der Brug et al, 2008; Elff 2009; Raymond 2011), the results of 

this research is that there has been a widespread fall in the levels of religious vote in Europe, a decline that 

took place during the first half of the twentieth century in most of the Protestant and Mixed countries, and 

during the eighties in the group of Catholic countries. However, this process of marked decline has stalled 

since the nineties, as there have been increases in many of the Catholic and Orthodox countries included in 

the sample, which can be clearly seen in Figure 2.  

  

                                                        
16 All the Orthodox countries in the sample share a recent communist past, as Greece is not included in this analysis due to the lack of 

longitudinal data. 
17 There are divisions between Orthodox Macedonians and the Muslim Albanese; and also between the local Orthodox churches in 
Ukraine and Montenegro and the previously mainstream Russian and Serbian Orthodox churches. However, in Ukraine there is no 

relevant polarization in moral terms among the main parties.  



 
 

Figure 2. Increase in the level of religious vote in Europe between 1990 and 2008. 
Source: Waves 3 and 5 (1990 and 2008) of the EVS.  
Bars represent the increase in the R Squared of linear regression models with a set of religious variables on vote, between 1990 and 
2008.  

 

On the one hand, falls in the levels of religious vote since the nineties have been of greater magnitude 

in countries such as the Netherlands, Northern Ireland and Italy, where the religious cleavage was the 

fundamental structuring element in society and politics, and where the process of secularisation took place 

later. In Slovakia and Hungary such declines are also pronounced, although high electoral volatility in these 

countries could explain a significant part of this change. Despite this widespread and sharp decline since 

1990, there has been an increase in the intensity of the correlation between religiosity and voting in a third 

of the European countries included in this analysis. This increase is widespread among different countries 

and the main denominations, being especially marked in both Western Catholic countries -Spain, France, 

Ireland and Malta- and Eastern countries -Slovenia and Poland. Bulgaria and Ukraine -Orthodox-, as well 

as Britain and Norway have also experienced increases in the levels of religious voting during the last 

decade. Nevertheless, among the Eastern European countries this positive slope seems less clear given the 

youth of their party systems and their recent democratic experience. New waves of the European Values 

Survey could help answer the whether it is producing a revival of the religious vote in the region.  

 

6 Explaining religious voting in Europe 

As described in the previous section, and contrary to a significant part of the literature (Franklin et al. 1992; 

Dalton 1998), the vote of the religious population in Europe is far from being comparable to the vote of the 

nonreligious (Raymond 2011; Cordero 2012), although these differences vary greatly depending on each 

country's characteristics. As seen above, the main religious denomination of the country, as well as its 

recent political past influence the trend of the vitality of the religious vote. It has also been shown that 



ideological polarisation in many European countries could be explaining these processes. However, 

ideological polarisation can be built around different issues. For example, it can be constructed by parties 

around debates focusing on economic issues -such as the intervention of the State in the economy-, or on 

moral and religious issues -such as the relations between the church and the State, the abortion or same-sex 

marriage issues. Those contexts in which parties are far apart on the ideological scale in terms of morals 

and religion represent an ideal scenario for the presence of religious voting.  

Therefore, in the following analysis the relationship between religious voting and two different 

indicators of ideological polarisation are shown: one measuring polarisation based on issues related to the 

free market, economic liberalism and the welfare state (this is called 'economic polarisation' in this article), 

and another based on ‘mentions of moral values, prohibition or censorship of immorality and unseemly 

behaviour, maintaining stability in the family and religion “as well as” opposition to traditional moral 

values, support for divorce, abortion, etc.” (or ‘moral polarisation’; for more details see Laverand Budge, 

1992). Both indicators have been extracted from the Party Manifestos Project to disentangle whether, as 

some authors argue (Calvo, Martinez and Montero 2010; van der Brug, Franklin and Toka 2008; Elff 2009; 

Cordero 2014), the political elite is able to polarise the party system, and thereby increase the vitality of the 

religious vote. To observe how polarisation and religious vote are related, Figure 3 again represents the 

levels of adjustment of religious vote models in each country -R Squared- and how this coefficient varies 

depending on the polarisation on economic and moral issues in 2008.  

By doing this, and despite the magnitude of the relationship not being too intense (Pearson’s r 

between the two variables is -0.29), the left side of the graph shows how as polarisation on economic issues 

increases, the impact of the religious vote decreases. Despite the strength of the correlation, this relationship 

does seem evident in the Nordic countries of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, in which 

there are high levels of polarisation over economic matters and where, as has already been seen, the 

religious vote is not relevant. In contrast, in countries such as Slovenia, where polarisation on economic 

issues is not too evident, the levels of religious vote acquire significant levels.  

 

  
Figure 3. Level of religious voting, by economic (left) and moral polarisation (right) in Europe, 2008.   

Source: Wave 5 (2008) of the EVS and Party Manifestos Project.  
 
 



On the right side of the graph, a positive and stronger relationship is established between polarisation 

on moral issues and religious voting (Pearson’s is 0.56). This relationship is clearly shown in Poland, 

Slovenia, and Spain, with high levels of religious vote, and where parties are very distant on religious and 

moral issues. Following this same hypothesis, in European countries such as Moldova and Romania, where 

the parties are very similar on these issues, the presence of the religious vote is scarce. 

In sum, the results presented in this article suggest that despite the decline in vitality, the levels of 

religious voting during the nineties have been partially recovered across a significant part of Europe. 

Although the data does not point to a causal mechanism to explain this upturn, this article has shown that 

the political elite could be playing an important role in this activation. The analysis suggests that despite 

the secularisation process, polarisation of the political debate on issues related to religion and traditional 

morals could mean that religion has an increasing role to play in the electoral decisions of Europeans. 

 

7 Conclusions  

The process of secularisation in Europe is not comparable to that of other regions in the world. Nowhere 

have religious indicators shown more negative trends and such increasing trends in laicisation. These 

processes are in line with an evolution towards more private ways of living religiosity; away from the public 

sphere and therefore from the political arena. As a result, much of the literature has sought to highlight the 

supposedly less relevant role that religion plays in the electoral behaviour of Europeans.  

However, the results in this article show that the evolution of the vitality of the religious vote has 

not been linear in recent decades, nor do the trends point to a disappearance of religion as an explanatory 

voting factor. In every group of countries, especially among Catholic and Orthodox, there are many 

examples of a recovery in the impact of religion on vote since the nineties. Such a recovery extends to a 

third of the countries included in the sample.  

As has been discussed, the vitality of the religious vote varies among European countries; 

differences that can largely be explained by the contextual characteristics of the country. Some authors have 

pointed out that ideologically polarised contexts present high levels of religious vote. However, the analysis 

provided in this article stresses that ideological polarisation per se does not explain the vitality of religious 

voting. This vitality depends on the subject on which such polarisation is built around. In countries where 

polarisation takes place through economic debates, the vitality of the religious vote is limited. Conversely, 

where parties use discussions related to religious and moral values to polarise the debate, is where there is 

a greater presence of the phenomenon. Thus, the role of political leaders is highlighted, demonstrating their 

ability to "activate" and "reactivate" a factor explaining electoral behaviour that seemed destined to 

disappear in Europe. 
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Appendix 
 

Table A.1. Country-level characteristics.  

 

  

Economic 

polarization a 

Moral 

polarization a 

Main religious 

denomination b 
Austria 0.9 9.1 Catholic 
Belgium 12.9 11.4 Catholic 
Bulgaria 13.6 9.6 Orthodox 
Croatia 7.6 8.4 Catholic 
Czech Republic 19.4 5.9 Catholic 
Denmark 14.4 9.6 Protestant 
Estonia 3.9 7.6 Mixed 
Finland 18.5 7.3 Protestant 
France 14.8 8.1 Catholic 
East Germany - - Protestant 
West Germany 12.1 10.8 Mixed 
Great Britain 9.8 4.1 Mixed 
Greece 12.9 7.5 Orthodox 
Hungary 9.1 5.3 Catholic 
Iceland 17.1 1.7 Protestant 
Ireland 11.7 9.9 Catholic 
Italy 31.3 9.4 Catholic 
Latvia 5.6 8.6 Mixed 
Lithuania 6.6 9 Catholic 
Macedonia 8.1 10 Orthodox 
Malta 16.2 10 Catholic 
Moldova 8.1 4.5 Orthodox 
Montenegro 3.6 10 Orthodox 
Netherlands 10 9.3 Mixed 
Northern Ireland - - Mixed 
Norway 26.4 8.5 Protestant 
Poland 6.5 11.8 Catholic 
Portugal 8.5 17.4 Catholic 
Romania 8.8 6 Orthodox 
Russia 4.4 8.3 Orthodox 
Serbia 9 9.9 Orthodox 
Slovak Republic 21.2 10.4 Catholic 
Slovenia 9 14 Catholic 
Spain 13.9 10.4 Catholic 
Sweden 20.9 8 Protestant 
Switzerland 33.3 16.2 Mixed 
Ukraine 8.1 4.6 Orthodox 

a. Source: Party Manifestos Project. See Laver and Budge (1992) for more details.  

b. Source: EVS (2008).  



 

Table A.2. Linear regression on the ideology of the party voted (with control variables), by country, 2008.  

 

 

Source: EVS (2008).  

* Statistically significant at 0.05.  ** Statistically significant at 0.05.  

Standard errors not included for the lack of simplicity. Results upon request.  

 
  

 

West 
Germany 

East 
Germany Austria Belgium Bulgaria Croatia Denmark 

Slovak 
Republic Slovenia Spain Estonia Finland 

Sociodemographic variables                                                 
    Gender (ref: man) 0.15  0.40 * 0.49 ** 0.35 ** 0.22  0.38 ** 0.65 ** -0.13  0.03  0,37 ** 0,06  0,21  
    Age 0.01 ** -0.01 ** 0.01 ** 0.01  -0.02 ** -0.01 * 0.00  -0.01 ** 0.00 ** 0,00  0,00  0,00  
    Education 0.00  -0.03 * -0.03 * -0.01  0.03  -0.10 * -0.04 ** 0.03  0.00  0,03 ** 0,04 * 0,08 ** 
Religious practice                         
    Weekly church attendance -0.35  0.30  0.12  -0.01  0.49  0.37 * 0.45  0.20  0.37 ** 0,16  0,32  -0,14  
    Praying frequency 0.09  0.24  -0.32  -0.30 * -0.45 * -0.08  -0.06  0.49 * -0.1  -0,27 * 0,48 ** -0,01  
Religious denomination                         
    Catholic 0.63 ** 0.92  0.38  0.36 * 0.75 ** 0.45 * -0.20  -0.07  0.28 ** 0,10  0,73  -1,64  
    Orthodox 0.23    -0.64  1.47        -0.85  0.03    -1,47 ** 0,46  
    Protestant 0.34  0.44  0.46  -0.72  -0.28  -2.55  0.63 ** 0.06  0.10  2,65  0,38  0,56 ** 
    Others 0.27  0.18  0.34  0.45  -1.46 * -0.08  0.43  -0.77  0.03  -0,19  -0,26  1,13  
Believing                         
    God 0.37 * -0.04  -0.47 * 0.01  -0.03  0.38  0.43 * 0.47  0.07  0,48 ** -0,12  0,28  
    Life after death 0.07  0.54  -0.25  0.12  0.37  0.08  0.09  -0.03  0.01  0,11  -0,12  -0,01  
    Hell -0.06  -0.24  0.81 ** 0.02  0.14  -0.01  0.26  -0.01  0.14  -0,02  0,09  -0,05  
    Heaven 0.22  1.25 ** -0.10  -0.02  -0.50  0.20  -0.04  0.00  0.05  0,08  0,13  0,26  
Individual religiosity                         
    Importance of God in life 0.02  0.03  0.11 ** -0.10 ** 0.01  0.06  -0.02  -0.06  0.01  -0,02  -0,02  0,00  
    Importance of religion in life 0.02  0.15  0.56 ** -0.28  0.37  0.47 ** -0.02  0.04  0.17  0,27  0,04  0,02  
Trust in religious institutions 0.17  0.39  -0.27  0.27  0.01  0.58 ** 0.24 * 0.06  0.47 ** 0,81 ** -0,02  -0,02  
Constant 3.83 ** 5.22 ** 4.89 ** 5.12 ** 5.51 ** 3.86 ** 5.24 ** 5.25 ** 4.35 ** 3,34 ** 4,46 ** 2,90 ** 
R2 0.15 0.17 0.10 0.05 0.10   0.21   0.05   0.06 0.24 0.22 0.14   0.06   
N 630 540 790 1.196 652   805   1,224   641 695 739 746   634   



 

 

 

Table A.2 (cont.) 
 

 

Source: EVS (2008).  

* Statistically significant at 0.05.  ** Statistically significant at 0.05.  

Standard errors not included for the lack of simplicity. Results upon request 
 
  

             

 France Greece Hungary Ireland Iceland Italy Latvia Lithuania Macedonia Malta Moldova Montenegro 

Sociodemographic variables                                                 

    Gender (ref: man) 0.10  0.56 ** -0.04  -0.15  0.66 ** 0.31 ** -0.04  -0.09  0.55 * 0.07  -0.20  -0.14  
    Age 0.00  0.01  -0.02 ** 0.02 ** -0.01  0.00  0.01  0.01  -0.0 * -0.01 ** -0.02 ** -0.01  
    Education 0.00  -0.01  -0.04 * 0.02  -0.02  0.00  0.03  0.03 * -0.0  -0.07 ** 0.06 ** 0.00  
Religious practice                         
    Weekly church attendance 0.50 * 0.39 * 0.22  0.29 * 0.54  0.02  -0.05  0.33  0.09  -0.12  -0.13  0.46 * 

    Praying frequency -0.09  -0.32  0.13  -0.33  -0.26  -0.01  -0.48 ** 0.12  -0.2  0.01  0.23  -0.04  
Religious denomination                         
    Catholic 0.86 **   -0.03  0.52 * 0.18  0.09  -0.01  -0.30  0.24  0.52  0.44  -0.30  
    Orthodox 0.68  -0.27          -1.28 ** -0.36  -1.4 ** -0.44  -0.52  -0.18  
    Protestant 0.42    -0.13  0.74  0.84  -0.20  0.63 ** -1.05    0.90  -2.64    
    Others 0.35  0.42  -1.48 * 0.20  0.61  -1.45 * 0.71  -1.20  -0.0    -1.25  0.27  
Believing                         
    God 0.19  0.70  -0.02  0.32  -0.44  0.23  -0.13  0.08  1.41 ** 0.14  0.18  -0.17  
    Life after death 0.02  0.23  -0.11  0.36 * -0.07  0.12  -0.16  0.15  -0.0  -0.19  0.71 ** -0.11  
    Hell 0.49 * 0.16  0.59 ** -0.34 * 0.26  0.19  -0.03  -0.56  0.31  0.15  0.12  -0.08  
    Heaven -0.10  -0.17  -0.53 * -0.20  0.15  -0.17  0.02  0.53  0.08  -0.17  -0.25  0.34  
Individual religiosity                         
    Importance of God in life -0.04  0.08  0.02  0.08  -0.01  -0.07 * 0.05  0.05  0.02  -0.01  0.07  -0.01  
    Importance of religion in life 0.00  0.23  0.01  -0.14  -0.23  0.40 * 0.02  -0.20  0.35  0.18  -0.41  0.10  
Trust in religious institutions 0.20  0.78 ** 0.27 * 0.13  0.34  0.14  0.26  -0.22  -0.2  -0.67 ** -0.39  0.04  
Constant 4.37 ** 3.64 ** 7.53 ** 3.47 ** 4.98 ** 3.74 ** 4.97 ** 4.91 ** 6.56 ** 6.52 ** 3.65 ** 6.36 ** 

R2 0.09   0.13   0.06   0.17   0.06   0.08   0.18   0.04   0.12   0.15   0.09   0.03   

N 1,011   768   763   496   459   684   554   577   437   744   675   635   



 

 

 

Table A.2 (cont.) 
 

 

Source: EVS (2008).  

* Statistically significant at 0.05.  ** Statistically significant at 0.05.  

Standard errors not included for the lack of simplicity. Results upon request  

 

 Norway Netherl. Poland Portugal 
Czech 

Republic 
Great 

Britain Romania Russia Serbia Sweden Switzerl. Ukraine 

Sociodemographic variables                                                 

    Gender (ref: man) 0.95 ** 0.33 ** -0.09  0.04  -0.17  0.15  -0.04  -0.56 ** 0.36  0.42 * 0.80 ** 0,01  
    Age 0.01  -0.01  -0.01 ** 0.00 ** -0.02 ** 0.00  -0.01  -0.03 ** 0.01  0.00  0.01  -0,02 ** 

    Education -0.04  -0.04 * 0.00  0.02  0.29 ** -0.03 * 0.02  -0.01  -0.0  0.02  0.00  -0,03  
Religious practice                         
    Weekly church attendance -0.22  0.01  0.17  0.38  0.31  -0.12  0.01  -0.05  0.03  -0.14  -0.06  0,23  
    Praying frequency -0.46  -0.45 ** -0.20  0.33  -0.06  -0.14  0.42  0.00  -0.2  -0.18  0.01  -0,16  
Religious denomination                         
    Catholic 1.61  0.60 ** 0.64  0.92 * -0.16  -0.05  0.11  0.28  -0.8  1.05  0.45  0,00  
    Orthodox 0.13    -3.24 **   -2.49    -0.45  -0.03  0.35  -0.05  0.01  -0,23  
    Protestant 0.68 * 1.10 ** 0.94  0.30  -0.31  0.51 ** 0.04  1.04  -1.7  0.13  0.74 ** -0,37  
    Others 1.10  0.79 **   1.19  -0.64  -0.48  -0.07  1.91    1.74 ** 0.51  -0,34  
Believing                         
    God -0.57  0.16  -0.44  0.16  0.14  -0.19  -0.75  -0.01  -0.5  -0.03  0.22  0,16  
    Life after death 0.56 * -0.09  0.31  0.09  0.12  0.11  -0.19  -0.36  -0.1  -0.20  -0.17  -0,17  
    Hell 0.49  0.32  0.20  0.29  0.23  0.23  -0.17  -0.01  0.05  0.11  0.43  -0,65 * 

    Heaven 0.00  0.15  0.20  -0.17  -0.70 * -0.11  0.09  0.22  -0.6  0.31  0.10  0,94 ** 

Individual religiosity                         
    Importance of God in life 0.07  -0.02  0.09  0.13 ** -0.03  -0.09 ** -0.02  0.06  0.09  -0.06  0.03  -0,03  
    Importance of religion in life -0.57  -0.20  -0.25  -0.37  0.30  0.14  0.24  -0.19  0.41  -0.43  -0.11  -0,22  
Trust in religious institutions 0.28  0.21  0.53 ** 0.54 * 0.04  -0.10  0.03  -0.08  0.47 * 0.45 * -0.16  0,11  
Constant 5.72 ** 6.01 ** 6.14 ** 2.11 ** 4.98 ** 5.59 ** 6.71 ** 7.78 ** 4.23 ** 4.63 ** 3.95 ** 6,43 ** 

R2 0.06   0.07   0.12   0.11   0.09   0.07   0.04   0.09   0.06   0.05   0.11 0.06 

N 827   1,200   587   546   807   791   615   804   774   652   554 728 


