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Abstract
What are the consequences of state support for, and official recognition of, one religion or
religious institution over all others in the state? Previous studies have focused on the
impact of a state’s religion policies on overall religiosity in that state. In contrast, I
argue that state support will have markedly different consequences for (1) the favored reli-
gious firm and (2) all other religious institutions. Similar to religious market theory, I
expect that dependence on state support creates disincentives for the favored religious
organization to attract adherents. However, I theorize that the weaknesses that state-
backed favoritism engenders in the favored religion should create opportunities for
other religious firms to compete and thrive. I conduct a multivariate quantitative analysis
of changes in religious affiliation in 174 states between 1990 and 2010, controlling for fac-
tors like existential security, regime type, net migration, post-Communist background, and
major religious traditions. My findings suggest that, consistent with my expectations, reli-
gious institutions that receive favorable treatment from the state lose ground relative to
those that do not.
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Introduction

What are the consequences of state support for, and official recognition of, one reli-
gion or religious institution over all others in the state? Specifically, how does such
support impact affiliation with both (1) the institution that is the recipient of this
privileged status and (2) all other religious institutions?

Although at first glance these appear to be questions which have been extensively
studied, little consensus has emerged on the answers. One approach is to focus on the
“demand” side of the market for religion. According to this view, what determines the
growth or decline of religious belief and participation is largely the values, attitudes,
or rational choice calculations of the citizens of the state. As demand for religion fluc-
tuates, so will membership and participation in religious bodies; what policies the
state adopts toward religion is of limited importance. Those who hold this view are
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often associated with some version of the secularization hypothesis, which holds that
as states proceed on a trajectory of economic and human development, they become
less religious.

This demand-side explanation of religious belief and behavior has been the subject
of criticism since the early 1990s. Skeptical scholars pointed to worldwide growth in
religious belief, as well as the anomalously high rates of religious belief and church
attendance in a highly developed country like the United States. An alternative par-
adigm for explaining diversity in religious engagement emerged that focused on the
supply side of the equation. Under religious market theory, the strength and vitality of
religion can be explained by the level of competition in the religious marketplace.
Some states intervene in the market to create artificial monopolies through a combi-
nation of preferential treatment for one religion and punitive measures against others.
In such cases, we should expect to see low religiosity compared to states with a clear
separation of church and state, where religious “firms” compete for adherents under
genuine market conditions.

While previous approaches to the study of church-state interactions have contrib-
uted to our understanding, they have not provided compelling answers to the ques-
tions posed in this paper. Empirical tests of both the supply- and demand-side
theories of religiosity have produced contradictory findings, at times supporting
and at times challenging each theory. In addition to yielding inconclusive results,
these studies are often methodologically flawed because they tend to examine global
variations in religiosity by making synchronous cross-state comparisons rather than
looking at changes in religiosity over time, ignoring the path-dependent and histori-
cally grounded nature of religious belief. Additionally, most studies have not drawn
a distinction between the effects of state support on (1) the religion that is favored
and (2) all other religions in the state. Instead, they have tended to examine the effect
of state involvement in religion on religiosity within the state as a whole.

In contrast to this approach, I argue that state support for, and official recognition
of, one religion will have markedly different consequences for (1) the favored religious
firm and (2) all other religious institutions. Similar to religious market theory, I
expect that dependence on state support creates disincentives for the favored religious
organization to attract adherents and cultivate participation. Further, the involvement
of the state in the affairs of the favored religion that often goes hand-in-hand with
official status and financial support runs the risk of stripping that institution of its
theological distinctiveness and spiritual vitality by turning it into a soulless, bureau-
cratized branch of government.

However, I depart from religious market theory in recognizing that the weaknesses
that state-backed favoritism engender in the favored religion should create opportu-
nities for other religious firms to step in and provide the types of religious products
lacking on the market. Unless they are prohibited from doing so by overt government
repression, alternative religious bodies should actually benefit from the vacuum in the
market created by an increasingly hollow, complacent, and inefficient church. In
other words, if demand for religion holds fairly constant but the product offered
by the dominant state religion is increasingly unattractive, other religious bodies
should enjoy an opportunity for growth.
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To test my theoretical expectations, I conduct a quantitative analysis of changes in
religious affiliation in 174 states between 1990 and 2010. I compare the way that state
favoritism of one religion affects the growth in adherents (as a percentage of total
population) for both the favored religion and all other religions in the state. I perform
multivariate analyses controlling for a variety of factors that could impact change in
religious affiliation over time, including existential security, regime type, net migra-
tion, post-Communist background, and major religious traditions. My findings sug-
gest that, consistent with my theory, religious institutions that receive favorable
treatment from the state lose ground relative to those that do not.

Theories and findings on variation in religiosity

As stated in the introduction, demand-side explanations of variation in religiosity are
often related to the secularization thesis: the expectation that as societies follow a path
of development from poor, rural, agriculture-based economies to wealthy, urban,
industrial or post-industrial economies, they will decline in their need or desire for
religious belief and institutions. As Norris and Inglehart (2004) point out, there is
no single theory of secularization and no single causal mechanism proposed to
link development and decline in religiosity. The traditional view, originating in the
Enlightenment and espoused by twentieth-century social scientists like Berger
(1967) is that the rise of rationalism and empiricism undermines belief in the super-
natural claims of religion and confidence in the utility of religious institutions. In
essence, growing faith in reason, science, and technology supplants religious belief
and undermines ecclesiastical authority. However, this view is challenged by Norris
and Inglehart’s finding that more religious societies are actually more likely to have
a positive view of science (2004, 68).

A related but distinct theory of secularization based on the work of Durkheim
(2001) and proceeding from the functionalist perspective suggests that the decline
of religion results from the expansion of secular state institutions, which come to per-
form many of the social functions formerly carried out by religious organizations.
The expansion of the welfare state in the provision of social goods like education,
healthcare, and a social safety net for the most vulnerable members of society effec-
tively muscles out churches and faith-based charitable institutions and strips them of
their core functions. While there is a certain logic to this perspective, it seems unnec-
essarily reductive in that it neglects the spiritual and moral leadership role of
churches. Indeed, the advancement of the welfare state has perhaps allowed churches
to maximize their distinctiveness by allowing them to focus on what sets them apart
from other institutions: their ability to give life a sense of meaning and purpose, and
to provide a moral and ethical code by which to live.

The rumors of religion’s demise proved to be greatly exaggerated. With religiosity
increasing globally toward the end of the twentieth century and with the persistence
of “problematic” cases like the United States (high in both development and religios-
ity), the secularization thesis came under considerable criticism. An alternative expla-
nation of variation in religiosity presented by Stark and Iannaccone (1994) placed
primary importance on the supply side of religious markets. The argument posited
that unregulated religious economies tend to be pluralistic, whereas religious
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monopolies generally result from state coercion and regulation. Pluralistic religious
economies entail competition for adherents, leading religious “firms” to specialize
and cater to the specific tastes and needs of different segments of the population.
This diversity of religious firms and their relative effectiveness (stemming from a nec-
essary response to competitive pressures) in turn leads to greater rates of religious
participation. In contrast, as Stark and Finke (2000) further elaborate, the absence
of a clear separation of church and state hampers religiosity due to government’s cor-
rupting influence on state churches by disincentivizing effort among both the clergy
and the laity, and by restricting freedom of religion for minority faiths. Ultimately,
the expectation of religious markets theory, empirically corroborated by some early
studies (e.g., Iannaccone 1991; Chaves and Cann 1992), is that government policy,
rather than inherent demand in the population, is the primary explanation for vari-
ations in religiosity.

In their effort to update secularization theory and defend it from its critics, Norris
and Inglehart (2004) offer their own account of the decline of religiosity, focusing on
the concept of existential security. They argue that individuals who grow up in soci-
eties where security is lacking and survival is uncertain are more likely to value the
sense of certainty and safety offered by religion. In contrast, those who grow up in
societies where security and survival are taken for granted will find little use for reli-
gion in their lives. Norris and Inglehart argue that a process of secularization has
indeed taken place in wealthy societies since the middle of the twentieth century,
while religiosity has remained constant in poor societies. They find evidence that
this divergence can primarily be attributed to the security of the former and the vul-
nerability of the latter type of state. Ultimately, Norris and Inglehart conclude that the
global growth of religious affiliation in the twentieth century is explained by higher
birth rates in poorer, more religious countries, and does not in itself undermine
the secularization thesis.

The existential security hypothesis has received support in numerous subsequent
studies. Ruiter and van Tubergen (2009) find that both economic insecurity (mea-
sured at the individual level) and socioeconomic inequality (measured at the state
level) lead to increased religious attendance. Barber’s (2011) empirical analysis con-
cludes that increased economic development, income security, and health security
each result in the decline of the religious belief. Rees (2009) utilizes income inequality
as a proxy for personal security and finds that it has at least as strong of an influence
on religiosity as wealth, urbanization, and government involvement in regulating reli-
gion. Immerzeel and van Tubergen (2013) find that a host of economic and existen-
tial factors related to insecurity are associated with cross-national variations in
religiosity. However, while Höllinger and Muckenhuber (2019) corroborate previous
studies’ macro-level findings regarding the inverse relationship between security and
religiosity, their individual-level, within-states tests of the hypothesis largely fail to
support this linkage.

Returning to the question of church-state relations, several prominent scholars
have critiqued establishment of religion and state interference in the religious sphere.
An-Na’im (2009) argues that the separation of religion and state in the Islamic world
is not only desirable but essential for Islam’s flourishing. He contends that the obser-
vance of Shari’a is only authentic and transformative if it is based on voluntary
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submission rather than state compulsion. While religious values ought to play a role
in shaping laws, the state must remain neutral regarding religious doctrine in order to
allow religious life to thrive. Stone (2008) similarly argues that historical Jewish legal
doctrines have contributed to a modern conception of separation of church and state.
Koppelman (2013) defends the American approach to church-state relations, affirm-
ing First Amendment doctrine which views religion as a societal good and gives legal
protection to religious practice, while simultaneously preserving neutrality so as not
to favor particular religious doctrines over others. He argues that while religious
believers should be able to influence public policy debates, laws adopted by govern-
ment should be defensible on nonreligious terms. Nussbaum (2008) likewise empha-
sizes the importance of government impartiality in the area of religion, but also the
importance of the mutual recognition and tolerance between religions embodied in
the American understanding of secularism. For her, “separation of church and
state” does not mean insulating the state from malign religious influence but protect-
ing religious minorities from discrimination in matters of doctrine and religious
practice.

Other scholars have offered a more positive view of church-state linkages. Miller
(2014) argues that states have the right to intervene in the religious sphere for the
purpose of preserving historical national culture, and the right to require migrant
minorities to integrate within this culture. Miller (2021) further argues for the legit-
imacy of a “liberal establishment” of religion that blends support and recognition of a
national church with a commitment to liberal principles like freedom of conscience.
He believes such establishment may be desirable if the relevant religion has deep his-
torical roots in the state and a majority of the population continues to desire its offi-
cial recognition. However, Miller stresses that the version of establishment he defends
entails the organizational separation of church and state, with no overt meddling by
politicians in ecclesiastical matters. Thus, even in this account friendly to establish-
ment, there is the implicit recognition that state interference in a religious institution’s
affairs can have problematic consequences. Weiler (2010, 2013) challenges the notion
that the absence of religious symbols or language in public spaces, national anthems
or constitutions is any more “neutral” or impartial than their presence. He argues that
religious symbols and notions need not be purged from the public square while their
secular counterparts freely proliferate, and favorably cites the UK-Dutch model of
education that funds secular and religious schools alike. Perez (2020) critiques
views such as Miller and Weiler’s, arguing against the applicability of what he
terms the “religious majoritarian approach.” He holds that this approach presupposes
a religious and cultural homogeneity that rarely obtains in contemporary pluralistic
societies and that its application can threaten both minority rights and the autonomy
of religious bodies.

While the theory behind the benefits of competitive religious markets appears
sound, several empirical studies have produced findings that appear to contradict
its expectations. Norris and Inglehart (2004) find that religious pluralism, religious
freedom, and state regulation of religion are not statistically significant predictors
of religious participation in the United States and Europe and that religious pluralism
is negatively associated with religious participation in post-Communist states.
McCleary and Barro (2006) determine that an established state religion has a
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statistically significant positive effect on religious attendance, belief in hell and the
afterlife, and the share of population describing itself as religious, and that religious
pluralism is not a statistically significant predictor of most measurements of religios-
ity. Driessen (2014) finds that state favoritism of religion is positively and statistically
significantly associated with higher levels of individual religiosity.

On the other hand, a host of studies have also lent credibility to the religious mar-
kets theory. State regulation of religion was found to be a statistically significant neg-
ative predictor of religiosity by both McCleary and Barro (2006) and Ruiter and van
Tubergen (2009). Traunmüller and Freitag (2011) find that a variety of forms of state
support and involvement in religion, including the funding of religion, levying of
church taxes, implementing religious legislation, and favoring one religion over others
are negatively associated with membership in, volunteering for, and financial contri-
butions to religious organizations. In their extensive study of the impact of state reg-
ulation on religion, Fox and Tabory (2008) find that countries with greater separation
of church and state have higher levels of church attendance and a higher proportion
of the population describing itself as religious; however, the authors find less evidence
that religious belief is influenced by state policies.

Moving beyond the impact on religiosity, much of the existing literature on the
consequences of state-favored or established religion has focused on consequences
for religious minorities, religious liberty, and democracy. Fox and Flores (2009) exam-
ine the impact of constitutional clauses that embody religious freedom, protect
against religious discrimination, and establish a separation between religion and
state. They find that none of these clauses is a statistically significant predictor of
decreased religious discrimination. In contrast, Rahman (2013) argues that establish-
ment of religion indirectly leads to decreased religious freedom for minorities because
it creates a market monopoly for the favored religion, which in turn increases that
religion’s political influence. However, the strong association between state establish-
ment of religion and market monopolization could very easily be a case of reverse
causation. Lastly, Driessen (2010) finds that government favoritism toward a partic-
ular religion does not inherently negatively impact democracy and that a variety of
church-state models are compatible with democratic practice.

Another body of research has focused on the effect of state favoritism toward a
particular religion on social attitudes. Analyzing data from Swiss cantons, Helbling
and Traunmüller (2016) find a positive association between higher levels of state sup-
port for religion and negative attitudes toward Muslim migrants. Turning to the atti-
tudes of religious minorities themselves, Perez et al. (2017) determine that contrary to
intuitive expectations, there is no evidence that unequal governmental support for
religion breeds resentment toward the state.

Overall, the theoretical arguments against the religious establishment are broadly
persuasive as they highlight its potential problematic influence on majority and
minority religions alike. However, quantitative empirical studies have found surpris-
ingly little evidence that strict separation of church and state is necessary to protect
minority religious rights or safeguard democracy, and state favoritism toward a par-
ticular religion is not as consequential for the attitudes of minority religion adherents
toward the state as one would expect. The question of whether competitive religious
markets lead to greater religiosity is still an open one, with empirical studies yielding
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contradictory findings. One limitation of existing research is that it has not explored
the possibility that state favoritism can actually improve the ability of minority reli-
gions to grow and flourish, which I propose in the following section.

A Theory of the consequences of state favoritism for religious organizations

What can we make of the conflicting findings regarding the influence of religious
markets on religiosity? First, it should be pointed out that the stories told by the
demand and supply approaches to the question need not be mutually exclusive and
could well be complementary. Thus, although I am primarily concerned with testing
a version of the religious markets theory, I do not discount the possibility that eco-
nomic and human development can produce variation in societal demand for reli-
gion, and consequently in religious belief and participation. Indeed, I include
variables related to development and existential security as necessary controls in
my analysis.

The contradictory findings could in part be explained by methodological limita-
tions in existing studies, which tend to examine global variations in religiosity cross-
sectionally, holding time constant, rather than looking at changes in religiosity over
time. Religious belief and practice are historically grounded and path-dependent to
a significant extent, something which both Norris and Inglehart (2004) and Ruiter
and van Tubergen (2009) affirm. Consequently, much of the variation therein can
be explained by factors other than the level of market competition or the level of
development. Reverse causality can be a serious problem when trying to make infer-
ences about the effect of state favoritism toward religion: if a study finds a positive
correlation between government support for one religion and societal religiosity, it
is at least as plausible that the historically high religiosity of the society has resulted
in such supportive government policies as it is that those policies cause religiosity.
Indeed, the findings of Barro and McCleary (2005) suggest the causal arrow runs
from historic adherence to a religion to official status. Looking at change over time,
however, allows us to control for these historically contextual factors and isolate
the effect of both government policies and economic development.

Equally important, most studies have failed to distinguish between and study sep-
arately the effects that state support has on (1) the religion that is favored and (2) all
other religions in the state. Even proponents of the religious market theory, who place
high importance on the role of government, have tended to look at the effect of state
involvement in religion on religiosity within the state as a whole. The assumption
seems to be that since state support creates disincentives for the favored religious
institution to innovate and attract adherents, religious belief and practice in general
will be negatively impacted. For instance, Stark and Finke (2000) suggest that in
Germany and Scandinavian countries, the government-promoted notion that religion
should be “free” to the people and not require any personal sacrifice disadvantages
competing religious organizations that are dependent on financial contributions.

In contrast to this approach, I argue that state support for, and official recognition
of, one religion will have markedly different consequences for the favored religious
firm compared to all other religious institutions. Similar to religious market theory,
I expect that dependence on state support creates strong disincentives for the favored
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religious organization to attract adherents and cultivate participation. Further, the
involvement of the state in the affairs of the favored religion—which often goes
hand-in-hand with official status and fiscal support—runs the risk of stripping that
institution of its theological distinctiveness and spiritual vitality by essentially turning
it into a branch of government.

However, the weaknesses that state-backed favoritism engenders in the favored
religion should create opportunities for other religious firms to step in and provide
the types of religious products lacking on the market. Unless they are prohibited
from doing so by overt and pervasive government repression, alternative religious
bodies should actually benefit from the vacuum in the market created by an increas-
ingly hollow, complacent, and inefficient church. In other words, if demand for reli-
gion holds constant but the product offered by the dominant state religion is
increasingly unattractive, other religious bodies should enjoy an opportunity for
growth.

Putting together my focus on change in religiosity over time and my theoretical
expectations regarding the divergent consequences of state favoritism for favored
and non-favored religions, I derive the following hypotheses:

H1: The most popular religion in a state will experience less growth (or greater
decline) in the number of adherents as a share of the state’s population over
time if that religion is favored by the state to the exclusion of other religions.

H2: Religions other than the one most popular in the state will experience greater
growth (or lesser decline) in the number of adherents as a share of the state’s pop-
ulation over time if the most popular religion is favored by the state to the exclusion
of other religions.

Finally, if we accept the logic of the of the first two hypotheses, we can expect the
following cumulative effect:

H3: The most popular religion in a state will perform relatively worse compared to
other religions in terms of change in the share of population over time if that reli-
gion receives exclusive favorable treatment from the state.

Data

To test my theoretical expectations, I collected data on 174 sovereign states in the
period 1990–2010, with states serving as both the unit of analysis and unit of obser-
vation. There are three dependent variables: (1) the percentage change in size of the
dominant (most popular) religion in a state1 as a share of population, (2) the percent-
age change in size of all other religions in a state, and (3) the percentage change in
size of the dominant religion relative to all other religions. The first variable is calcu-
lated by taking the percentage of the state’s population belonging to the most popular
religion in 2010 and subtracting the percentage in 1990, dividing the result by the
1990 percentage, and multiplying by 100. Positive values indicate growth while neg-
ative values indicate decline. The second variable is calculated by the same process
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but reflects the percentage change of the population adhering to all religions other
than the dominant religion. For my multivariate analysis, I also calculate this change
in affiliation for two separate periods, 1990 to 2000 and 2000 to 2010. The third var-
iable is calculated by subtracting other religion percentage change from dominant reli-
gion percentage change; positive values indicate that the dominant religion grew at a
faster rate (or declined at a slower rate) than all other religions. The data for the 1990,
2000 and 2010 share of population is from the Religious Characteristics of States data-
set (Brown and James 2017).2 The median growth for the most popular religion in the
state between 1990 and 2010 was 9.8%; for minority religions it was 14.8%.

The selection of 1990, 2000 and 2010 as the years for comparison is driven, in part,
by the availability of data for this period. However, it is a reasonable time period for
analysis for several other reasons. First, it represents a period after the Cold War, the
demise of Communism in Central and Eastern Europe, and the third wave of democ-
ratization. As such, it reflects realities about religion in the current international sys-
tem. Second, two decades is a long enough period to capture genuine and meaningful
change in religious affiliation but not so long a period that it fails to account for sig-
nificant changes in state policies toward religion (which tend to be fairly stable from
year to year).

One possible objection to using religious affiliation as a measure of religiosity is the
significant share of nominal believers in many states (individuals who exhibit little
religious participation or theologically orthodox belief). While this is certainly a prob-
lem when seeking to make cross-national comparisons about religiosity, the fact that
the dependent variable here is percentage change over time somewhat ameliorates this
concern. What this means is that religiosity is measured first relative to the same state
at a previous point in time; only then are cross-national comparisons made. This
serves as a built-in control for states that exhibit high religious affiliation but low par-
ticipation. Whether a state has a high or low share of nominal believers, changes in
the number of religious adherents over time are likely indicative of changes in societal
religiosity. Further, as stated above, the primary advantage of using change over time
as the dependent variable is that it controls for states’ unique historical and cultural
characteristics, making it better able to isolate the effect of government policies on
religiosity.

The first independent variable in the analysis is official religion, coded as “1” if the
most popular religion in the state was also constitutionally established as the official
religion of the state for a majority of the years in the period 1990–2010, and “0” oth-
erwise. Data on official establishment of religion was derived from the Official
Religion variable in the Religion and State dataset (Fox 2011). There are a total of
41 countries that had an official religion during this period; a list of these states
and the respective official religion is presented in Table 1. Since some religious insti-
tutions receive preferential treatment without enjoying official status, and since not all
official religions enjoy special access to state resources, I constructed an additional
variable called preferential funding. This variable was derived from the religion fund-
ing exclusivity (vfundingx) variable in the Religion and State dataset. It is coded “1”
for all countries that grant preferential or exclusive funding to a single religion (cor-
responding to categories 4 and 5 on vfundingx) and “0” otherwise. Since I theorize
that the cumulative relationship between official recognition and preferential access
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Table 1. States with established religion

State Official Religion Preferential Funding

Afghanistan Muslim Yes

Algeria Muslim Yes

Argentina Catholic Yes

Bahrain Muslim Yes

Bangladesh Muslim No

Bhutan Buddhist Yes

Bolivia Catholic Yes

Brunei Sunni Muslim Yes

Cambodia Buddhist Yes

Costa Rica Catholic No

Denmark Evangelical Lutheran Church Yes

Djibouti Muslim No

Dominican Republic Catholic Yes

Egypt Muslim Yes

Greece Greek Orthodox Church Yes

Iceland Evangelical Lutheran Church Yes

Iran Shia Muslim Yes

Iraq Muslim No

Israel Orthodox Jewish Yes

Jordan Muslim Yes

Kuwait Muslim Yes

Libya Muslim Yes

Liechtenstein Catholic No

Malaysia Muslim Yes

Maldives Muslim Yes

Malta Catholic Yes

Mauritania Muslim Yes

Morocco Sunni Muslim Yes

Norway Church of Norway (Lutheran) Yes

Oman Muslim Yes

Pakistan Muslim Yes

Qatar Muslim Yes

Saudi Arabia Sunni Muslim Yes

Somalia Muslim No

(Continued )
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to state resources is most likely to produce the expected effect, I also employ an inter-
action term between official religion and preferential funding in my analysis.

In my multivariate analysis, I control for demand-side factors, since changes in
religious affiliation could be driven as much (or more) by societal demand for religion
than by state policies toward religion. Perhaps what impacts changes in religious affil-
iation for dominant and minority religions alike is the perceived need for or utility
derived from religious affiliation, which itself is a function of the level of existential
security enjoyed by the country. I initially sought to incorporate three different var-
iables aiming to capture existential security: (1) the state’s average per capita Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) in the period 1990–2010, based on data from the World
Bank (2020a), (2) state fragility, which I obtained from the Fund for Peace’s
Fragile States Index (2020), and (3) life expectancy within each state, averaged over
the period 1990–2010 (International IDEA 2020). However, the preliminary analysis
indicated that these three variables are highly correlated with each other, with
Pearson’s r ranging between 0.76 and 0.86. In order to avoid the problem of multi-
collinearity but retain the different dimensions of security these variables capture, I
constructed the composite variable existential security. First, I normalized each of
the aforementioned variables to have values ranging from 0 (lowest) to 1 (highest),
and I inverted state fragility so that higher values indicate greater security. Then I
computed the average of the three indicators, resulting in a variable with theoretical
values ranging from 0 (lowest security) to 1 (highest security). The expectation is that
states enjoying greater wealth, longer lifespans, and stable and well-functioning insti-
tutions over this period would be less likely to experience growth in religious
affiliation.

I employed a series of additional control variables in my analysis. Since the change
in religious belief could be influenced by migration as well as by factors internal to the
state, I included net migration as another control variable. I calculated it by measuring
the average net migration as a percentage of population for each country during four
five-year periods (1990–95, 1995–2000, 2000–05, 2005–10) based on data from the
World Bank (2020b). The expectation is that countries with greater positive net
migration are more likely to experience growth in minority religions as a share of
population and are consequently also more likely to see a decline in the share of

Table 1. (Continued.)

State Official Religion Preferential Funding

Sudan Muslim Yes

Sweden Church of Sweden (Lutheran) Yes

Tunisia Muslim Yes

UAE Muslim Yes

UK Church of England Yes

Yemen Muslim Yes

Zambia Christian No
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population subscribing to the most popular religion of the state. Since religious mar-
kets theory seems to presuppose the existence of a somewhat free market for religion,
I incorporated regime characteristics by using states’ average Polity index for the
period 1990–2010. The resulting variable, democracy, ranges from −10 (least demo-
cratic) to 10 (most democratic. The intuition is that in more politically closed and
repressive states, there will be less opportunity for religious affiliations to shift over
time, regardless of whether there is an established religion or not.

I included several dummy variables to account for countries possessing unique
characteristics that may distort results. The first of these, Post-Communist, has a
value of 1 if the state is a former Communist country and 0 otherwise. It accounts
for the historical background of such states, which often experienced a resurgence
in religiosity after the abolition of regimes that sought to suppress religious practice
and belief. Next, I constructed a series of dummy variables to capture the influence of
particular religious traditions as fixed effects. Majority Muslim, Majority Catholic,
Majority Orthodox, and Majority Other Christian each have value of 1 if a majority
of the state’s citizens belong to the respective religion and 0 otherwise. I selected these
categories because they dominate the religious landscape in the dataset; 26% of the
states included are majority Muslim, 23% are majority Catholic, 8% are majority
Orthodox and 27% fall in the Other Christian category.3 The residual category is
comprised primarily of Eastern religions like Buddhism and Hinduism. Finally, I con-
trol for region by utilizing the dummy variables Africa, Asia, Europe, North America
(including Central America and the Caribbean) and South America. The residual cat-
egory is comprised of countries in the Oceania region.

Analysis

I begin the analysis by examining the relative performance of the dominant in religion
in states where that religion is both established and granted preferential funding, dis-
played in Table 2. There are a total of 34 states in the dataset where a single religion or
religious institution is both constitutionally established and has preferential access to
state resources. In only 10 (29.4%) of those states did the favored religion perform
better than other religions in the state (i.e. it gained more adherents or lost fewer
adherents) in the period 1990–2010. The remaining 24 states (70.6%) saw the relative
decline of the favored religion. This is in sharp contrast with the remaining 140 coun-
tries in the dataset, out of which 70 (50%) experienced the relative growth of the dom-
inant religion and 70 (50%) experienced its relative decline.

Next, I move on to some bivariate analysis to examine how this combination of
religious establishment and preferential funding is associated with the three depen-
dent variables in the analysis: dominant religion percentage change, other religions per-
centage change, and relative change in dominant religion. Are there differences in
these variables between the two groups that we would be unlikely to observe by
chance alone? To answer this question, I perform an independent samples t-test,
with results reported in Table 3.

The analysis reveals some striking differences between states with and without pol-
icies favoring a single religion. In states with an established and preferentially funded
religion, the dominant religion of the state declined as a share of population by 3.4%
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Table 2. Religious Affiliation Change in States With Official And Preferentially Funded Religions, 1990–
2010

Country
Favored
Religion

Dominant
Religion %
Change

Other
Religions %
Change

Dominant
Religion Relative

Change

States With Relative Gains For Dominant Religion (10 of 34, 29.4%)

Afghanistan Muslim 0.27 −28.53 28.80

Algeria Muslim −0.43 −25.06 24.63

Bhutan Buddhist 10.53 −34.10 44.63

Brunei Sunni Muslim 4.82 −10.39 15.21

Jordan Muslim 1.41 −32.46 33.87

Libya Muslim −0.20 −0.62 0.42

Malaysia Muslim 5.18 −6.22 11.40

Mauritania Muslim 0.06 −12.56 12.62

Tunisia Muslim 0.14 −38.17 38.31

UK Church of
England

−11.55 −15.28 3.73

States With Relative Losses For Dominant Religion (24 of 34, 70.6%)

Argentina Catholic −6.21 21.13 −27.34

Bahrain Muslim −14.47 39.64 −54.11

Bolivia Catholic −5.62 35.74 −41.36

Cambodia Buddhist −2.33 22.81 −25.14

Denmark Evangelical
Lutheran
Church

−9.41 66.84 −76.25

Dominican
Republic

Catholic −1.49 36.60 −38.09

Egypt Muslim −0.69 4.53 −5.22

Greece Greek Orthodox
Church

−8.85 146.38 −155.23

Iceland Evangelical
Lutheran
Church

−11.58 94.62 −106.20

Iran Shia Muslim −0.42 2.03 −2.45

Israel Orthodox
Jewish

−10.43 9.99 −20.42

Kuwait Muslim −3.24 197.03 −200.27

Maldives Muslim −0.42 49.29 −49.71

Malta Catholic −2.37 27.98 −30.35

Morocco Sunni Muslim −0.08 34.69 −34.77

(Continued )
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on average in the period 1990–2010. In contrast, in states without such religious
favoritism, the share of the population belonging to the most popular religion grew
by 13%. Combining these numbers, the difference of the two means is 16.4. The asso-
ciated t-test reveals a t-statistic of 2.69, which is significant at the p < 0.01 level.

The corresponding analysis for other religions’ percentage change is less conclusive.
Once again, there is a notable difference in the means of the variable between the two
categories of states, and it manifests itself in the predicted direction. In states with an
official and preferentially funded religion, the share of population adhering to other
(non-dominant) religions grew by 26.9% on average, while other states witnessed only
11.9% growth in the same category. Thus, there is a similar-sized difference between
the two means as the one observed for dominant religion percentage change. However,
the larger standard error of the difference in this case yields a smaller t-statistic
(−1.58) with a corresponding p-value of 0.12.

However, when we examine the performance of the dominant religion relative to
its rivals, strong differences between the two categories are once again evident. In
states with an official and preferentially funded religion, minority religions performed
substantially better than the established one. In the remaining states, the dominant
religion slightly outperformed its rivals. Here the difference in means (31.5) is statisti-
cally significant with a p-value of 0.01. The overall picture presented by these bivariate
analyses supports the proposed expectations: on average, enjoying an official status
and special access to state resources negatively impacts the growth of a religion,
both as a share of total population and relative to other religions in the state.

In order to isolate the effect of the independent variables and control for a host of
potentially influential factors, I next move on to a multivariate analysis of my theo-
retical expectations. I utilize three ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models cor-
responding to the three operationalizations of my independent variable. Model 1

Table 2. (Continued.)

Country Favored
Religion

Dominant
Religion %
Change

Other
Religions %
Change

Dominant
Religion Relative

Change

Norway Lutheran −9.90 49.23 −59.13

Oman Muslim −2.09 17.62 −19.71

Pakistan Muslim −2.46 10.42 −12.88

Qatar Muslim −10.22 54.39 −64.61

Saudi
Arabia

Sunni Muslim −2.84 19.79 −22.63

Sudan Muslim 1.31 1.35 −0.04

Sweden Church of
Sweden
(Lutheran)

−9.07 15.11 −24.18

UAE Muslim −12.75 96.37 −109.12

Yemen Muslim −0.25 65.83 −66.08
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Table 3. Independent samples t-tests for change in religious affiliation, 1990–2010

Official Religion × Preferential Funding N Mean SD SE Mean difference SE of difference t Sig.

Dominant Religion % Change As Dependent Variable

No 140 13.03 69.75 5.89 16.43 5.98 2.75 0.007

Yes 34 −3.4 5.73 0.98

Other Religions % Change As Dependent Variable

No 140 11.88 47.09 3.98 −15.06 9.54 −1.58 0.121

Yes 34 26.94 50.57 8.67

Dominant Religion Relative Change As Dependent Variable

No 140 1.15 89.65 7.58 31.49 11.91 2.65 0.01

Yes 34 −30.34 53.57 9.19
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examines the influence of official religion, Model 2 of preferential funding and Model
3 looks at the interaction between these two variables. Each of these models also
accounts for the host of control variables described above. The three models are uti-
lized to explain variation in the three operationalizations of the dependent variable:
dominant religion percentage change, other religion percentage change and dominant
religion relative performance. To account for the possibility of temporal variation, I
run the analysis on two different subsets of the data—one that measures change in
religious affiliation in the period 1990–2000, and one in the period 2000–2010.

Tables 4 and 5 explore the influence of state favoritism on change in affiliation
with the dominant religion of the state in the periods 1990–2000 and 2000–2010,
respectively. The coefficients for each of the three variables that capture state support
exhibit the predicted negative sign, indicating favoritism is associated with decline in
the largest religion. However, these coefficients are not statistically significant in
either of the two time periods examined. Among the control variables, two stand
out. Post-Communist has a positive and statistically significant ( p < 0.05) effect on
the dependent variable in the 1990–2000 data, while existential security has a negative
and statistically significant ( p < 0.05) effect in the 2000–2010 data. These results sug-
gest that the period immediately following the collapse of Communism was favorable
to the growth of the largest religion, while existential security can negatively impact
affiliation with that religion.

Tables 6 and 7 explore the influence of state favoritism on change in affiliation with
all religions other than the largest one in the periods 1990–2000 and 2000–2010,
respectively. Once again, the coefficients for each of the three variables that capture
state support exhibit the predicted sign—state favoritism toward the largest religion
is associated with stronger performance for other religions. While these coefficients
are not statistically significant in the 1990–2000 data, each of the three operationaliza-
tions of state support reach significance in the 2000–2010 data. Official religion and
preferential funding are both significant predictors at the p < 0.05 level, while the inter-
active term between them is significant at p < 0.01. These results suggest that the com-
bination of official status and special access to funding for the favored religion may be
especially powerful in boosting affiliation with non-favored religions. Existential security
is also a consistently statistically significant predictor, this time with a positive sign. It
appears that while greater security may hinder the growth of dominant religions, it is
favorable to affiliation with minority religions in the state.

Tables 8 and 9 explore the influence of state favoritism on the relative performance
of the largest religion in the state in the periods 1990–2000 and 2000–2010, respec-
tively. The coefficients for the three operationalizations of state support are consis-
tently negative, indicating that such support tends to lead to worse performance
for the state’s largest religion vis-à-vis others. While these coefficients are not statisti-
cally significant for the 1990–2000 data, official religion and preferential funding are
both significant at p < 0.05 in the 2000–2010 data, while the interactive term between
them is significant at p < 0.01. Once again, the strongest effect seems to be produced
by the presence of both forms of state favoritism working in conjunction. Existential
security is consistently negatively associated with the dependent variable, and this
relationship is statistically significant in both examined time frames. This strong rela-
tionship indicates that greater material and physical security may cause dominant
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Table 4. OLS regression of state favoritism on change in dominant religion affiliation, 1990–2000

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion −6.799 (6.209) (−19.063, 5.466)

Preferential Funding −3.751 (5.097) (−13.820, 6.318)

Official Religion × Pref.
Funding

−6.942 (6.584) (−19.948, 6.064)

Existential Security −15.372
(17.976)

(−50.881,
20.137)

−18.223
(17.789)

(−53.363,
16.917)

−15.436
(17.989)

(−50.970,
20.099)

Democracy (Polity) 0.318 (0.549) (−0.766, 1.401) 0.287 (0.555) (−0.810, 1.384) 0.309 (0.549) (−0.776, 1.394)

Post- Communist 15.047 * (6.536) (2.135, 27.958) 15.955 * (6.508) (3.100, 28.811) 15.045 * (6.541) (2.123, 27.967)

Maj. Catholic −11.780 (7.620) (−26.833, 3.273) −10.426 (7.901) (−26.033, 5.182) −12.184 (7.625) (−27.247, 2.880)

Maj. Muslim −1.183 (7.115) (−15.237,
12.872)

−2.879 (6.816) (−16.343,
10.585)

−1.765 (6.960) (−15.515,
11.984)

Maj. Orthodox 11.692 (11.370) (−10.768,
34.153)

12.898 (11.574) (−9.965, 35.761) 11.637 (11.372) (−10.828,
34.101)

Maj. Other Christian −2.817 (7.583) (−17.796,
12.162)

−3.025 (7.595) (−18.027,
11.977)

−2.939 (7.580) (−17.912,
12.035)

Africa 11.895 (18.070) (−23.801,
47.591)

10.290 (18.134) (−25.531,
46.110)

11.693 (18.070) (−24.002,
47.388)

Asia 16.133 (18.136) (−19.693,
51.959)

15.098 (18.143) (−20.741,
50.937)

16.105 (18.142) (−19.732,
51.943)

Europe 18.328 (18.988) (−19.180,
55.836)

17.215 (19.010) (−20.336,
54.767)

18.380 (18.997) (−19.146,
55.906)

North America 7.321 (18.938) (−30.088,
44.731)

6.535 (18.974) (−30.946,
44.015)

7.109 (18.939) (−30.304,
44.521)
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Table 4. (Continued.)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

South America 16.304 (20.210) (−23.619,
56.227)

15.353 (20.229 (−24.608,
55.313)

16.653 (20.238) (−23.324,
56.630)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.152 0.149 0.152

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
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Table 5. OLS regression of state favoritism on change in dominant religion affiliation, 2000–2010

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion −2.059 (2.221) (−6.447, 2.329)

Preferential Funding −2.260 (1.816) (−5.846, 1.327)

Official Religion × Pref. Funding −2.014 (2.356) (−6.668, 2.640)

Existential Security −15.478 * (6.431) (−28.182, −2.774) −16.259 * (6.337) (−28.777, −3.742) −15.537 * (6.436) (−28.251, −2.822)

Democracy (Polity) 0.138 (0.196) (−0.249, 0.526) 0.110 (0.198) (−0.280, 0.501) 0.136 (0.197) (−0.252, 0.524)

Post- Communist 2.303 (2.338) (−2.316, 6.922) 2.605 (2.318) (−1.975, 7.184) 2.313 (2.341) (−2.311, 6.937)

Maj. Catholic −0.841 (2.726) (−6.227, 4.544) 0.017 (2.814) (−5.543, 5.576) −0.960 (2.728) (−6.350, 4.429)

Maj. Muslim 3.943 (2.545) (−1.085, 8.971) 3.796 (2.428) (−1.000, 8.592) 3.737 (2.490) (−1.183, 8.657)

Maj. Orthodox 2.718 (4.068) (−5.318, 10.753) 3.535 (4.123) (−4.609, 11.679) 2.698 (4.069) (−5.341, 10.736)

Maj. Other Christian 2.840 (2.713) (−2.519, 8.198) 2.848 (2.705) (−2.496, 8.192) 2.799 (2.712) (−2.559, 8.156)

Africa 5.711 (6.465) (−7.059, 18.482) 4.967 (6.460) (−7.793, 17.727) 5.643 (6.466) (−7.129, 18.415)

Asia 5.505 (6.488) (−7.312, 18.322) 5.239 (6.463) (−7.528, 18.005) 5.482 (6.491) (−7.341, 18.305)

Europe 6.824 (6.793) (−6.595, 20.243) 6.436 (6.772) (−6.941, 19.812) 6.827 (6.797) (−6.600, 20.254)

North America 0.110 (6.775) (−13.274, 13.493) −0.200 (6.759) (−13.551, 13.152) 0.041 (6.777) (−13.345, 13.427)

South America 5.736 (7.230) (−8.547, 20.019) 5.490 (7.206) (−8.745, 19.725) 5.824 (7.241) (−8.480, 20.128)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.158 0.162 0.158

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
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Table 6. OLS regression of state favoritism on change in other religions affiliation, 1990–2000

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion 3.086 (6.256) (−9.271, 15.443)

Preferential Funding 0.878 (5.128) (−9.253, 11.008)

Official Religion × Pref.
Funding

6.811 (6.615) (−6.255, 19.877)

Existential Security 46.407 *
(18.111)

(10.631, 82.184) 47.762 **
(17.898)

(12.408, 83.117) 44.823 *
(18.071)

(9.124, 80.521)

Democracy (Polity) 0.503 (0.553) (−0.588, 1.595) 0.504 (0.559) (−0.600, 1.607) 0.528 (0.552) (−0.562, 1.618)

Post- Communist −10.258 (6.585) (−23.267, 2.750) −10.651 (6.548) (−23.585, 2.283) −9.824 (6.572) (−22.806, 3.157)

Maj. Catholic 5.646 (7.678) (−9.521, 20.812) 5.359 (7.949) (−10.343,
21.062)

5.968 (7.661) (−9.165, 21.100)

Maj. Muslim 2.158 (7.168) (−12.002,
16.318)

3.197 (6.857) (−10.349,
16.743)

1.190 (6.992) (−12.623,
15.003)

Maj. Orthodox −3.320 (11.456) (−25.949,
19.310)

−3.535 (11.644) (−26.537,
19.467)

−3.425 (11.425) (−25.993,
19.143)

Maj. Other Christian −7.164 (7.640) (−22.255, 7.928) −7.017 (7.641) (−22.110, 8.077) −7.280 (7.615) (−22.322, 7.763)

Africa −26.427
(18.206)

(−62.391, 9.538) −25.888 (18.244) (−61.927,
10.152)

−26.621
(18.153)

(−62.480, 9.239)

Asia −24.141
(18.273)

(−60.236,
11.955)

−23.636 (18.254) (−59.694,
12.422)

−24.742
(18.226)

(−60.745,
11.261)

Europe −23.110
(19.131)

(−60.900,
14.680)

−22.642 (19.126) (−60.423,
15.138)

−23.657
(19.084)

(−61.357,
14.042)
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North America −1.833 (19.080) (−39.524,
35.858)

−1.528 (19.090) (−39.237,
36.181)

−1.914 (19.026) (−39.499,
35.671)

South America −18.580
(20.362)

(−58.804,
21.643)

−18.118 (20.353) (−58.322,
22.086)

−19.499
(20.331)

(−59.660,
20.662)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.270 0.269 0.274

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
** = statistically significant at p≤ 0.01 level.

Politics
and

R
eligion

149

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048322000153 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048322000153


Table 7. OLS regression of state favoritism on change in other religions affiliation, 2000–2010

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion 6.790 * (3.373) (0.127, 13.453)

Preferential Funding 6.661 * (2.747) (1.233, 12.088)

Official Religion × Pref.
Funding

10.208 ** (3.528) (3.238, 17.177)

Existential Security 27.067 ** (9.765) (7.777, 46.357) 29.701 ** (9.589) (10.760, 48.642) 25.686 ** (9.639) (6.645, 44.728)

Democracy (Polity) 0.332 (0.298) (−0.256, 0.921) 0.411 (0.299) (−0.180, 1.003) 0.359 (0.294) (−0.222, 0.941)

Post- Communist 0.817 (3.551) (−6.197, 7.831) −0.160 (3.508) (−7.089, 6.770) 1.206 (3.505) (−5.718, 8.130)

Maj. Catholic 4.422 (4.140) (−3.756, 12.599) 1.908 (4.259) (−6.505, 10.320) 4.949 (4.086) (−3.123, 13.021)

Maj. Muslim −5.734 (3.865) (−13.369, 1.901) −4.990 (3.674) (−12.247, 2.268) −6.254 (3.730) (−13.622, 1.114)

Maj. Orthodox 1.838 (6.177) (−10.364,
14.039)

−0.539 (6.238) (−12.862,
11.785)

1.776 (6.094) (−10.262,
13.815)

Maj. Other Christian −4.434 (4.119) (−12.571, 3.703) −4.411 (4.094) (−12.498, 3.675) −4.466 (4.062) (−12.489, 3.558)

Africa −15.044 (9.817) (−34.435, 4.348) −12.770 (9.774) (−32.078, 6.537) −15.097 (9.683) (−34.225, 4.030)

Asia −21.299 *
(9.852)

(−40.761,
−1.836)

−20.387 *
(9.779)

(−39.705,
−1.069)

−21.820 *
(9.722)

(−41.024,
−2.616)

Europe −23.987 *
(10.315)

(−44.363,
−3.611)

−22.743 *
(10.246)

(−42.984,
−2.503)

−24.508 *
(10.180)

(−44.617,
−4.399)

North America −4.988 (10.288) (−25.310,
15.335)

−4.018 (10.227) (−24.221,
16.185)

−4.934 (10.149) (−24.982,
15.114)
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South America −11.804 (10.979) (−33.492, 9.884) −10.963 (10.904) (−32.502,
10.577)

−12.832 (10.845) (−34.255, 8.590)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.294 0.302 0.313

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
** = statistically significant at p≤ 0.01 level.
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Table 8. OLS regression of state favoritism on relative change in dominant religion, 1990–2000

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion −9.885 (8.892) (−27.450, 7.681)

Preferential Funding −4.628 (7.304) (−19.057, 9.800)

Official Religion × Pref.
Funding

−13.753 (9.400) (−32.322, 4.816)

Existential Security −61.779 *
(25.745)

(−112.635,
−10.923)

−65.985 *
(25.492)

(−116.342,
−15.628)

−60.258 *
(25.682)

(−110.990,
−9.527)

Democracy (Polity) −0.186 (0.786) (−1.738, 1.366) −0.217 (0.796) (−1.789, 1.355) −0.219 (0.784) (−1.768, 1.330)

Post- Communist 25.305 **
(9.361)

(6.813, 43.797) 26.607 **
(9.326)

(8.185, 45.029) 24.870 **
(9.339)

(6.421, 43.318)

Maj. Catholic −17.425
(10.914)

(−38.984, 4.134) −15.785
(11.322)

(−38.150, 6.580) −18.151
(10.887)

(−39.657, 3.354)

Maj. Muslim −3.340 (10.190) (−23.469, 16.788) −6.076 (9.767) (−25.370, 13.218) −2.955 (9.937) (−22.585,
16.674)

Maj. Orthodox 15.012 (16.284) (−17.156, 47.180) 16.433 (16.586) (−16.330, 49.196) 15.062 (16.236) (−17.011,
47.134)

Maj. Other Christian 4.347 (10.860) (−17.106, 25.799) 3.992 (10.883) (−17.507, 25.490) 4.341 (10.822) (−17.037,
25.718)

Africa 38.322 (25.880) (−12.802, 89.446) 36.177 (25.986) (−15.155, 87.509) 38.314 (25.798) (−12.647,
89.275)

Asia 40.274 (25.975) (−11.036, 91.584) 38.734 (25.999) (−12.624, 90.092) 40.847 (25.901) (−10.317,
92.012)

Europe 41.438 (27.194) (−12.281, 95.158) 39.858 (27.241) (−13.954, 93.670) 42.037 (27.121) (−11.538,
95.613)
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North America 9.154 (27.123) (−44.424, 62.732) 8.063 (27.190) (−45.648, 61.773) 9.023 (27.039) (−44.390,
62.435)

South America 34.884 (28.945) (−22.294, 92.062) 33.470 (28.989) (−23.794, 90.735) 36.152 (28.893) (−20.922,
93.226)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.294 0.291 0.298

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
** = statistically significant at p≤ 0.01 level.
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Table 9. OLS regression of state favoritism on relative change in dominant religion, 2000–2010

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI B (Std. error) 95% CI

Official Religion −8.849 * (4.273) (−17.290,
−0.407)

Preferential Funding −8.920 * (3.476) (−15.786,
−2.054)

Official Religion × Pref.
Funding

−12.222 **
(4.487)

(−21.085,
−3.359)

Existential Security −42.545 **
(12.372)

(−66.985,
−18.105)

−45.960 ***
(12.131)

(−69.923,
−21.998)

−41.223 **
(12.258)

(−65.436,
−17.010)

Democracy (Polity) −0.194 (0.378) (−0.940, 0.551) −0.301 (0.379) (−1.049, 0.447) −0.223 (0.374) (−0.963, 0.516)

Post- Communist 1.486 (4.499) (−7.400, 10.372) 2.764 (4.438) (−6.002, 11.531) 1.107 (4.457) (−7.698, 9.912)

Maj. Catholic −5.263 (5.245) (−15.624, 5.098) −1.891 (5.388) (−12.534, 8.751) −5.910 (5.196) (−16.174, 4.355)

Maj. Muslim 9.677 (4.897) (0.004, 19.350) 8.785 (4.648) (−0.396, 17.967) 9.991 * (4.743) (0.622, 19.360)

Maj. Orthodox 0.880 (7.826) (−14.579,
16.338)

4.074 (7.892) (−11.517,
19.664)

0.921 (7.749) (−14.387,
16.229)

Maj. Other Christian 7.273 (5.219) (−3.036, 17.583) 7.259 (5.179) (−2.971, 17.490) 7.264 (5.165) (−2.939, 17.467)

Africa 20.755 (12.437) (−3.813, 45.323) 17.737 (12.366) (−6.689, 42.164) 20.741 (12.313) (−3.582, 45.064)

Asia 26.804 * (12.483) (2.146, 51.461) 25.626 * (12.372) (1.187, 50.065) 27.302 * (12.362) (2.882, 51.722)

Europe 30.811 * (13.069) (4.996, 56.627) 29.179 * (12.963) (3.572, 54.786) 31.335 * (12.945) (5.764, 56.905)

North America 5.097 (13.034) (−20.651,
30.845)

3.818 (12.939) (−21.740,
29.377)

4.975 (12.905) (−20.518,
30.468)
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South America 17.540 (13.910) (−9.938, 45.018) 16.453 (13.795) (−10.797,
43.702)

18.656 (13.790) (−8.584, 45.897)

N 174 174 174

R2 0.336 0.346 0.349

* = statistically significant at p≤ 0.05 level.
** = statistically significant at p≤ 0.01 level.
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religions to lose ground relative to their competitors. Lastly, Post-Communist has a
positive effect on the dependent variable, but it is statistically significant ( p < 0.01)
only in the 1990–2000 dataset.

Based on the findings of these multivariate analyses, it appears that there is insuf-
ficient evidence to support Hypothesis 1, which proposed that the most popular reli-
gion in a state will experience less growth (or greater decline) if that religion is favored
by the state to the exclusion of other religions. However, while the lack of statistical
significance for official religion appears at first glance to be a null finding, it does bear
some importance. The concept of official state recognition and sponsorship of a reli-
gious institution is predicated on the idea that such government actions will be ben-
eficial to that institution. The fact that official recognition seems to exert a negative
(though not statistically significant) influence on that religious firm’s ability to attract
adherents undermines the basis for offering such support.

Moreover, the analysis presented in Tables 7 and 9 presents evidence that while
state support may not directly decrease affiliation with the favored religion, it can
cause that religion to lose ground relative to its competitors in the religious market-
place. The findings suggest that in the period 2000–2010, minority religions tended to
thrive in countries in which the largest religion was the official state religion and
received preferential access to funds. The strongest effect appears to be produced
by these two factors (official status and special access to state resources) working
in conjunction. Thus, there is some evidence in support of Hypotheses 2 and 3.

Greater existential security appears to be broadly favorable to the growth of minor-
ity religions but unfavorable to the growth of the largest religion in the state. Perhaps
under conditions of low material and physical security, people tend to be less willing
to deviate from the societal norm and tend to continue to affiliate themselves with the
predominant religion of their state. However, conditions of greater security seem to
encourage the growth of association with minority religions. A post-Communist
background exerts the opposite effect, favoring the dominant religion over its compet-
itors. However, this effect seems to be limited to the first decade following the tran-
sition away from Communism.

Conclusion

Existing research on the consequences of state involvement in religion has not been
able to provide a clear answer to the question of how state favoritism toward one reli-
gion to the exclusion of others affects both (1) the favored religion and (2) all other
religions in the state. Building on religious market theory, I have argued that state
favoritism should both disincentivize favored religious organizations from actively
recruiting adherents and also decrease the effectiveness and efficiency with which
such organizations meet their members’ needs. The cumulative effect of such compla-
cency and ineffectiveness should, over time, result in declining membership and reli-
gious participation. This decline will leave a vacuum in the supply side of the market
for religious services, and, if demand for religion remains constant, create opportuni-
ties for other religious firms to attract followers. Thus, I proposed that preferential
treatment will hurt the very institutions it is meant to support, creating the conditions
for them to be displaced by rival religious organizations.
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The empirical tests of my theory partly support its expectations. The negative
impact of establishment of religion and preferential funding on affiliation with the
largest religion was substantial in bivariate analysis but did not prove statistically sig-
nificant in multivariate analyses. However, the presence of an officially recognized
and preferentially funded religion seems to be beneficial for the growth of other reli-
gions over time and consequently results in the dominant religion losing ground rel-
ative to its competitors. These findings are statistically significant in multiple
regression analyses in the 2000–2010 period when controlling for existential security,
regime type, net migration, former Communist background, religious tradition and
region. The two distinct factors (establishment of religion and preferential funding)
appear to each exert an independent influence on religious affiliation, but they are
most impactful when working in conjunction. Overall, these findings suggest that,
when it comes to religious affiliation, official state recognition and state funding
may harm institutions it is meant to support and protect.

While the primary focus of this paper was on testing my reformulation of religious
markets theory, the analysis also yielded other intriguing findings. Contrary to the
expectations of commonly articulated demand-side theories of religiosity, greater
existential security was not associated with decreases in affiliation with all religions
over time. In fact, greater security was positively associated with change in minority
religious affiliation, both in absolute terms and relative to the majority religion of
the state. These findings were strongly statistically significant and suggest that
improved life conditions may encourage the citizens of a state to become more
fluid in their religious identities and affiliations, while insecurity may cause popula-
tions to “hunker down” and stick with familiar and socially pervasive religious insti-
tutions. Among other control variables, a post-Communist background was an
influential predictor of strong performance for the largest religion, both in absolute
terms and relative to other religions in the state, but only for the 1990–2000 period.
It appears that the transition away from Communism was favorable to the religious
institution most closely associated with the respective nation, but this effect did
not last beyond the first decade following political reform.

Ultimately, this paper has demonstrated that supply-side factors like state support
for religion and demand-side factors like existential security may produce dramati-
cally different effects when we examine majority and minority religions separately.
This is a distinction that has generally been overlooked in the greater scholarly debate
between the secularization thesis and religious markets theory, and the failure to take
it into account could be contributing to the contradictory findings in the literature.
Going beyond religiosity as the dependent variable, the existing literature on the con-
sequences of state favoritism toward a single religion has tended to focus on potential
negative consequences for minority religions, religious liberty, and democracy. My
theory and findings suggest that such favoritism could actually benefit minority reli-
gious institutions by undermining the competitiveness of the majority religion. Going
forward, a rigorous comparative examination of the effects of state favoritism on the
two types of religious organizations (majority and minority) could illuminate the
complex ways in which it influences the religious affiliation, practice, and belief of
the citizens of the state. Similarly, future demand-side analyses that prioritize the
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importance of existential security would do well to parse out its effect on majority and
minority religions.

Financial support. The research presented in this paper has not received any outside funding. Replication
data available from author upon request.

Notes
1. In cases where a single religious organization (e.g. the Catholic Church in Italy, Greek Orthodox Church
in Greece, or Church of Sweden in Sweden) accounted for a majority of religious adherents in a country,
I considered that institution to be the dominant religion of the state. In the absence of the preeminence of
one religious institution, I defined “most popular religion” in the broadest sense possible (e.g. Christian,
Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, etc.).
2. For states in the data that became independent after 1990 but before 2010, the closest year to 1990 is
used to calculate the percentage change in religious adherents.
3. This category is a combination of those states in which a majority of the population identifies with a
specific Protestant denomination and states in which a majority of the population identifies as
Christian, but no single denomination predominates.
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