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Overview
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• The Knights of Columbus, in partnership with The Marist College Institute for 
Public Opinion, has conducted a survey of Americans, and specifically 
American Millennials, young adults age 18 to 29.  The objective of the 
research is to understand and compare the spirituality of Americans and 
Millennials.  The study examines the moral values, world views, religious 
experiences, and social issues that are important to each of them. 

• This report presents the findings of the questions on religion from a survey 
which interviewed a cross-section of Americans, including an oversample of 
Millennials (Americans between the ages of 18-29) from December 23, 2009 –
January 4, 2010.

Please note that some totals in this report may not add to 100% due to rounding. 



Executive Summary

America’s generations are both distinct and 
diverse - but mostly at both ends of the age 
spectrum.  Millennials, young adults age 18 to 
29, are very different from the Greatest 
generation, adults age 65 and older.  That is, 
grandchildren are very different from their 
grandparents.  

There are also commonalities.  Most Millennials, 
including those who are Catholic, believe in God 
and have volunteered their time to their church 
or community.  In fact, they are just as likely as 
the average American to do so.

Practicing Catholics are particularly 
philanthropic.  Most have donated money and 
volunteered their time in the past year.  More 
than six in ten have participated in a religious 
retreat or service project.

Unlike previous generations which cite starting a 
family as having been their primary life goal in 
their twenties, the plurality of today’s Millennials 
seek to be spiritual or closer to God as their 
primary long-term life goal.

Although not as negative about the decline of 
morals and societal values, many Millennials share 
the view of older Americans that, morally, the 
nation is headed in the wrong direction.

All generations believe the nation comes up short 
in its commitment to social values.  Most believe 
virtues such as obligation to marriage, personal 
responsibility, respect for others, hard work, and 
honesty and integrity are not valued in our 
country.  Millennials share these perceptions and 
concerns.
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Executive Summary (continued)

Most Millennials believe it is immoral to claim 
someone else’s work as their own, make 
business decisions motivated by greed, or 
increase profits by decreasing the quality of a 
product or service.

Millennials, almost without exception, think 
marital infidelity is morally wrong and nearly six 
in ten view abortion in the same way. 

It is a widespread impression that there is a 
different set of moral standards in business 
than there is in people’s personal lives.  Most 
Americans do not think this should be the case.  

Many Americans, including Millennials, believe 
the religious beliefs and values of business 
executives should guide their decisions. Most 
practicing Catholics share this view.

Religion is an important part of daily life for most 
Americans. American Catholics share this 
commitment, including eight in ten practicing 
Catholics, who describe religion as a vital aspect of 
their day-to-day lives.

Most Americans, including Millennials, believe in 
God.  American Catholics, including Catholic 
Millennials, are more likely to believe in God than 
their non-Catholic counterparts.

A plurality of Millennials see themselves as both 
spiritual and religious. Half of Catholic Millennials 
describe themselves in the same way.  Only one in 
seven think of themselves as just spiritual.

A majority of Americans think it is okay to 
practice more than one religion.  In contrast, a 
majority of practicing Catholics believe there 
should be commitment to one religion.
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Executive Summary (continued)

More than six in ten Americans, including 
Millennials,  would like to learn more about 
their religion. This includes nearly two-thirds of 
Catholic Millennials and most practicing 
Catholics.

As noted earlier, Americans are generous with 
their time and money. Religious organizations 
top the list of charitable giving. Nearly three in 
ten Americans and about one in five Millennials 
prefer to give to religious organizations.  
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A Profile of the Generations 
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Millennials
Also known as ‘Generation Y,’ 

Americans between 18-29 
years of age

Generation X 
Americans between 30-44 

years of age

Baby Boom 
Americans between 45-64 

years of age

Greatest 
Also known as the ‘Silent’ 

generation, Americans 65 or 
older

Ideology 
Considers themselves liberal 33% 28% 29% 18%

Religious Observance
Attends religious services at least 

once a month
33% 45% 38% 48% 

Faith
Believes in God 76% 88% 83% 90%

Mission Involvement
Have participated in religious retreats, 

mission teams, religious service 
projects, etc.

30% 35% 40% 43%

Volunteerism
Volunteered their time in the past 12 

months*
67% 66% 65% 71%

Donated money
Donated money to a charity in the 

past 12 months*
56% 62% 70% 82%

* Survey was conducted prior to the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti. 



A Profile of Americans and Catholics
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Americans American Catholics Practicing Catholics Catholic Millennials

Ideology 
Considers themselves liberal 28% 24% 18% 37%

Religious Observance
Attends religious services at least 

once a month
41% 39% 100% 25% 

Faith
Believes in God 84% 93% 100% 85%

Mission Involvement
Have participated in religious retreats, 

mission teams, religious service 
projects, etc.

37% 33% 62% 29%

Volunteerism
Volunteered their time in the past 12 

months*
67% 68% 86% 71%

Donated money
Donated money to a charity in the 

past 12 months*
67% 67% 82% 52%

* Survey was conducted prior to the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti. 



Millennials’ Top 5 Life Goals 
Compared with Older Generations
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Primary Long-term Life Goal

To be spiritual or close to God

To get married and have a family

To get rich

To be an expert in your field

To have fun

Millennials: Which of the following do you think best captures your top two long-term life goals:
Americans Over 29: Thinking back to when you were 21, which of the following do you think best captures your top two long-term life goals:

Millennials Gen X Baby Boom Greatest

To be spiritual or close to God

To get married and have a 
familyTo get married and have a 

family31%

27%

11%

10%

8%

17%

24%

18%

12%

12%

19%

27%

15%

7%

11%

21%

49%

9%
6%

4%

To get married and have a 
family

Over three in ten Millennials define their 
primary long-term life goal in religious terms.  

This is more than any other age group.



Top Life Goals for Catholic Millennials
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For one-third of Catholic Millennials, their long-term life goal revolves around family.  
Spirituality and a closeness to God is also important for nearly one in five.  

Millennials: Which of the following do you think best captures your top two long-term life goals:

4%

10%

11%

18%

33%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

To have fun 

To get rich 

To be an expert in your field 

To be spiritual or close to God

To get married and have a family

Catholic Millennials



A Balancing Act?
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About three-quarters of Americans and Millennials are confident career success will not come 
at the expense of their family.  Catholics, as well as Catholic Millennials, share this view. 

Americans Millennials

Success in my 
career may, at 
times, come at the 
expense of my 
family 

24% 26% 24% 23%

I will always be able 
to balance family 
and my career and 
still be successful

76% 74% 76% 77%

Which one of the following statements comes closer to your view:

American 
Catholics

Catholic 
Millennials



More than two-thirds of 
Americans feel the 

nation’s moral values are 
headed down the wrong 

path.  Although 
Millennials are the least 

negative, 60% still 
believe the nation’s moral 

compass is pointing in 
the wrong direction.

AmericansGreatest

Baby Boom

Gen X

Millennials

The Moral Compass 
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Wrong Direction

67%
Wrong Direction

72%

Wrong Direction

69%
Wrong Direction

65%

Wrong Direction

60%

In general, do you believe moral values in this country are headed in the right direction or the wrong direction?



Morals: Fixed or Relative?
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For a majority of Americans, morals are relative – that is, they see no definite right and 
wrong for everyone.  This sentiment is strongest among Millennials. 
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Morals are relative; that is, there 
is no definite right and wrong for 
everybody

56% 64% 54% 55% 52%

Morals are fixed and based on 
unchanging standards

44% 37% 46% 45% 48%

Americans Millennials Baby BoomGen X Greatest

Which of the following statements comes closer to your view: 



Morals: Fixed or Relative? (continued)
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While many Catholics, especially Catholic Millennials, feel morals are relative, practicing 
Catholics stand apart.  A majority of this group believes morals are fixed and based on 

unchanging standards.   

13

Morals are relative; that is, there is no definite 
right and wrong for everybody

63% 46% 82%

Morals are fixed and based on unchanging 
standards

37% 54% 18%

American 
Catholics

Practicing 
Catholics

Catholic 
Millennials

Which of the following statements comes closer to your view: 



Perceptions of American Society
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Most Americans believe the nation comes up short in its commitment to social values.  These views are 
largely shared across generations.  Millennials divide over Americans’ commitment to God and religion.

Religious 
observance

50%

Concern for 
the less 

fortunate

64%

76% Gen X 73% Gen X 77% Gen X 69% Gen X 75% Gen X 63% Gen X 64% Gen X 60% Gen X 68% Gen X 66% Gen X 58% Gen X 56% Gen X

73% Baby Boom 78% Baby Boom 76% Baby Boom 72% Baby Boom 73% Baby Boom 62% Baby Boom 64% Baby Boom 65% Baby Boom 69% Baby Boom 69% Baby Boom 56% Baby Boom 53% Baby Boom

82% Greatest 78% Greatest 77% Greatest 63% Greatest 73% Greatest 57% Greatest 63% Greatest 73% Greatest 72% Greatest 71% Greatest 62 % Greatest 59% Greatest

Millennials Who Believe These Virtues Are Not Valued Enough in American Society

Belief 
in God

51%

Personal 
responsibility

75%

Respect for 
other people

74%

Respect for a 
person's hard 

work

71%

Honesty and 
integrity

71%

Tolerance of 
people who 
are different

62%

Respect for 
the law

61%

Respect for 
authority

61%

A work 
ethic

61%

In this country, do you think that each of the following is generally valued or not valued enough?

Commitment 
to marriage

77%



Perceptions of 
American Society (continued)
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Catholics across all generations are concerned about how little society is committed to 
many social virtues.

Religious 
observance

43%

Concern for 
the less 

fortunate

63%

79% Gen X 74% Gen X 80% Gen X 72% Gen X 74% Gen X 55% Gen X 65% Gen X 62% Gen X 66% Gen X 73% Gen X 62% Gen X 47% Gen X

77% Baby Boom 75% Baby Boom 75% Baby Boom 70% Baby Boom 70% Baby Boom 60% Baby Boom 66% Baby Boom 68% Baby Boom 66% Baby Boom 66% Baby Boom 59% Baby Boom 51% Baby Boom

89% Greatest 73% Greatest 70% Greatest 56% Greatest 59% Greatest 59% Greatest 57% Greatest 75% Greatest 69% Greatest 64% Greatest 58% Greatest 52% Greatest

Catholic Millennials Who Believe These Virtues Are Not Valued Enough in American Society

Belief 
in God

51%

Personal 
responsibility

69%

Respect for 
other people

68%

Respect for a 
person's hard 

work

75%

Honesty and 
integrity

75%

Tolerance of 
people who 
are different

58%

Respect for 
the law

57%

Respect for 
authority

58%

A work 
ethic

58%

In this country, do you think that each of the following is generally valued or not valued enough?

Commitment 
to marriage

82%

*All proportions represent Catholics within each generation



Moral Choices?
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Three of the top five issues most Americans, as well as Millennials, describe as morally wrong 
relate to business practices.  Marital infidelity and abortion are also seen as morally unacceptable.

Morally 
Acceptable

Morally 
Wrong

Not a 
Moral Issue

Morally 
Acceptable

Morally 
Wrong

Not a 
Moral Issue

Claiming someone else’s work as your own 2% 92% 6% 3% 91% 7%

Marital infidelity, that is, having an affair outside of 
marriage

3% 90% 7% 4% 89% 8%

Business decisions motivated by greed 6% 74% 20% 9% 77% 15%

Increasing profits by decreasing the quality of a product or 
service

4% 70% 26% 7% 68% 26%

Abortion 19% 57% 25% 20% 58% 23%

Medical testing on animals 23% 42% 35% 18% 55% 28%

Economic development at the expense of the environment 5% 52% 43% 7% 55% 38%

Drug use 4% 59% 37% 7% 55% 38%

Euthanasia, that is, assisted suicide 25% 50% 25% 23% 52% 25%

Same sex marriage 23% 54% 23% 28% 47% 25%

Gay and lesbian relations 22% 51% 27% 27% 44% 30%

Having a baby outside of marriage 28% 46% 26% 31% 40% 29%

Divorce 33% 29% 38% 29% 35% 36%

Medical research using stem cells obtained from human 
embryos

38% 32% 30% 37% 33% 30%

Sex between an unmarried man and a woman 34% 39% 27% 35% 33% 32%

Gambling 26% 25% 48% 27% 27% 46%

Regardless of whether or not you think it should be legal, do you believe that, in general, each one of the following issues is 
morally acceptable or morally wrong?

MillennialsAmericans



Moral Choices? (continued)
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There is general consensus among Catholic Millennials when it comes to ethics in business.  About two-
thirds of this group also believe abortion, using animals for medical testing, and euthanasia are morally 

wrong.  The issue of same-sex marriage divides Catholic Millennials. 

Morally 
Acceptable

Morally 
Wrong

Not a 
Moral Issue

Morally 
Acceptable

Morally 
Wrong

Not a 
Moral Issue

Claiming someone else’s work as your own 2% 91% 7% 2% 91% 7%

Marital infidelity, that is, having an affair outside of 
marriage

2% 89% 9% 4% 87% 9%

Business decisions motivated by greed 7% 73% 20% 5% 76% 19%

Increasing profits by decreasing the quality of a product or 
service

4% 70% 27% 5% 65% 30%

Abortion 19% 61% 20% 21% 66% 13%
Medical testing on animals 21% 44% 34% 15% 65% 20%
Economic development at the expense of the environment 5% 52% 43% 5% 62% 33%
Drug use 3% 59% 38% 6% 47% 47%
Euthanasia, that is, assisted suicide 25% 54% 21% 20% 63% 17%
Same sex marriage 23% 48% 29% 35% 37% 28%
Gay and lesbian relations 24% 45% 31% 37% 35% 28%
Having a baby outside of marriage 30% 42% 28% 33% 35% 31%

Divorce 28% 29% 44% 24% 35% 41%

Medical research using stem cells obtained from human 
embryos

37% 32% 31% 37% 33% 30%

Sex between an unmarried man and a woman 39% 29% 31% 38% 20% 42%

Gambling 24% 20% 57% 25% 27% 48%

Catholic MillennialsAmerican Catholics

Regardless of whether or not you think it should be legal, do you believe that, in general, each one of the following issues is 
morally acceptable or morally wrong?



Business vs. Personal Ethics
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In general, Americans think people’s ethical standards are different in business than their 
personal lives.  Most people do not believe this should be the case. 

Americans

Do you think people have a different set 
of ethical standards in business than in 
their personal lives?

Do you think people should have a 
different set of ethical standards in 
business than in their personal lives?

81% Yes

19% No

25% Yes

75% No



Business vs. Personal Ethics (continued)
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Approximately nine out of ten Millennials, as well as Catholic Millennials, think people’s ethical 
standards are different in business than their personal lives.  Although about one-third of 

Millennials believes this is acceptable, Catholic Millennials divide. 

Catholic MillennialsMillennials

Do you think people have a 
different set of ethical 
standards in business than in 
their personal lives?

Do you think people should
have a different set of ethical 
standards in business than in 
their personal lives?

50% Yes

50% No

88% Yes

12% No

34% Yes

66% No

90% Yes

10% No



Business vs. Personal Ethics (continued)
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American Catholics mirror the opinion of Americans, overall, that people have a different set of 
ethical standards in business than their personal lives.  However, a distinguishing view is whether 
this is acceptable.  Most Catholics, especially those who practice their religion, think this should 

not be the case.  

American Catholics Practicing Catholics

Do you think people have a 
different set of ethical 
standards in business than 
in their personal lives?

Do you think people should
have a different set of 
ethical standards in 
business than in their 
personal lives?

28% Yes

72% No

79% Yes

21% No

21% Yes

79% No

84% Yes

16% No



Religion in the workplace 
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Many Americans believe the religious beliefs and values of a business executive should 
influence their business decisions at least somewhat.

Americans

Do you think the religious beliefs and values of a business executive should influence their business decisions:

27%

38%

14%

22%

A great deal 

Somewhat 

Not at all

Not very much



Religion in the workplace (continued)
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Six in ten Millennials, and a similar proportion of Catholic Millennials, share the view that 
religious beliefs and values should influence a business executive’s decision-making.

Catholic MillennialsMillennials

Do you think the religious beliefs and values of a business executive should influence their business decisions:

14%

41%23%

22%
A great deal 

Somewhat 

Not at all

Not very much

19%

41%
18%

22%
A great deal 

Somewhat 

Not at all

Not very much



Religion in the workplace (continued)
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Many American Catholics believe there is a place for personal religious values in the 
workplace.  This is largely led by the three-quarters of practicing Catholics who 

share this view. 

American Catholics Practicing Catholics

Do you think the religious beliefs and values of a business executive should influence their business decisions:

18%

43%
17%

22%
A great deal 

Somewhat 

Not at all

Not very much

27%

48%

12%
13%

A great deal 

Somewhat 

Not at all

Not very much



Religion in Daily Life 
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For nearly eight in ten Americans, religion is an important aspect of their lives.  This includes 
51% who say it is extremely or very important to them.  

Americans

How important or unimportant would you say religion is in your own life:

29%

22%27%

11%
12%

Extremely important

Very important

Not at all 
important

Somewhat 
important

Not very 
important



Religion in Daily Life (continued)
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Millennials agree that religion is an important aspect of their lives, including 44% of these young 
adults and 49% of Catholic Millennials, who see religion as a quintessential component of their life.  

Millennials Catholic Millennials

How important or unimportant would you say religion is in your own life:

21%

28%31%

7%
13%

Extremely important

Very important

Not at all 
important

Somewhat 
important

Not very 
important

Extremely important

Very importantSomewhat 
important

Not very 
important

Not at all 
important

25%

19%
26%

14%

17%



Religion in Daily Life (continued)
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For most American Catholics, religion is a major part of their day-to-day lives.  80% of 
practicing Catholics describe religion as either extremely or very important in their lives. 

American Catholics Practicing Catholics

How important or unimportant would you say religion is in your own life:

34%

46%

18%
2%

19%

28%39%

8% 6%

Extremely important

Very important

Not at all 
important

Somewhat 
important

Not very 
important

Extremely important

Very important

Somewhat 
important

Not very 
important



Guiding Light
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Most Americans believe in God while one in ten struggle to answer this important question.

Americans

84%

6%

10%

Do you believe in 
God, or not, or are 

you unsure?

23%

40%

37% Some people say 
they are spiritual but 

not religious. How 
true or not would 
you say that is of 

you?

Yes

No

Unsure

Very true

Somewhat true

Not true at all



Guiding Light (continued)
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Most Millennials, as well as Catholic Millennials, believe in God.  However, many struggle to 
define themselves as spiritual or religious.  

Catholic MillennialsMillennials

85%

3%
13%

Do you believe in 
God, or not, or 

are you unsure?
14%

50%

36% Some people say 
they are spiritual 
but not religious. 
How true or not 
would you say 
that is of you?

76%

8%

16%

Do you believe in 
God, or not, or 

are you unsure? 25%

41%

33%Some people say 
they are spiritual 
but not religious. 
How true or not 
would you say 
that is of you?

YesNo

Unsure

Very true

Somewhat true

Not true at all

Yes
No

Unsure

Very true

Somewhat true

Not true at all



Guiding Light (continued)
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Nearly all Catholics, including practicing Catholics, believe in God.  A majority of practicing 
Catholics think of themselves as religious, not spiritual.    

American Catholics Practicing Catholics

93%

5%

Do you believe in 
God, or not, or 

are you unsure?
18%

48%

34%Some people say 
they are spiritual 
but not religious. 
How true or not 
would you say 
that is of you?

100%

Do you believe in 
God, or not, or 

are you unsure? 9%

36%55%

Some people say 
they are spiritual 
but not religious. 
How true or not 
would you say 
that is of you?

Yes

No:  1% Unsure

Very true

Somewhat true

Not true at all

Yes

Very true

Somewhat 
true

Not true at all



Crossing Lines of Faith
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A majority of Americans, as a whole, believe observing more than one religion is okay. 

Americans

Which one of the following comes closer to your view:

54% 

46%

It is okay for someone of 
your religion to also 

practice other religions

People should only 
practice one religion



Crossing Lines of Faith (continued)
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Overall, Millennials divide over whether it is acceptable for people to practice multiple 
religions .  More than six in ten Catholic Millennials share this view. 

Millennials

Which one of the following comes closer to your view:

Catholic Millennials

61% 

39%

It is okay for someone of 
your religion to also 

practice other religions

People should only 
practice one religion

50% 

50%



Crossing Lines of Faith (continued)
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While many American Catholics believe it is acceptable for someone to practice more than 
one religion, a majority of practicing Catholics think people should show commitment 

to their faith. 

American Catholics

Which one of the following comes closer to your view:

Practicing Catholics

60% 

40%

It is okay for someone of 
your religion to also 

practice other religions

People should only 
practice one religion

43% 

57%



30%

34%

21%

15%

A Desire to Learn
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Many Americans are interested in learning more about their religion. 

Americans

How interested or not are you in learning more about your religion:

Very 
interested

Somewhat 
interested

Not very 
interested

Not at all 
interested



28%

37%

24%

12%

30%

31%

21%

18%

A Desire to Learn (continued)
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Millennials, including Catholic Millennials, yearn for more education about their religion.

Millennials Catholic Millennials

How interested or not are you in learning more about your religion:

Somewhat 
interested

Not very 
interested

Not at all 
interested

Very 
interested

Somewhat 
interested

Not very 
interested

Not at all 
interested

Very 
interested



19%

41%

29%

11%

32%

52%

14%
2%

A Desire to Learn (continued)
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While American Catholics reflect the sentiment of Americans overall regarding their desire to 
learn more about their religion, 84% of practicing Catholics seek more information. 

American Catholics Practicing Catholics

How interested or not are you in learning more about your religion:

Very 
interested

Somewhat 
interested

Not very 
interested

Not at all 
interested

Very 
interested

Somewhat 
interested

Not very 
interested

Not at all 
interested



Prefer to Contribute
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Donate Money Volunteer Donate Money Volunteer

Religious Organization 28% 24% 21% 18%

Social and community service group 11% 10% 8% 8%

Children’s educational, sports, or recreation programs 9% 12% 14% 16%

Health research or health education organization 8% 2% 10% 2%

Environmental or animal care organization 8% 6% 8% 7%

Troops or veterans organization 7% 4% 4% 2%

Hospital, clinic, or health care organization 4% 4% 5% 6%

Youth services organization 4% 4% 5% 6%

Sports or hobby group 1% 2% 1% 4%

Other 7% 8% 9% 10%

I prefer not to donate money/time to charities or organizations 12% 23% 15% 19%

Americans Millennials

About one in four Americans prefer to donate money or volunteer their time* to religious 
organizations.  It is the largest single group of charitable giving for Millennials, as well. 

In general, to which type of charity or organization do you most prefer to donate money/volunteer your time:

*Survey was conducted prior to the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti. 



Study Methodology



How the Survey was Conducted

• This study was undertaken by The Knights of Columbus in partnership 
with The Marist Institute for Public Opinion at Marist College in 
Poughkeepsie, New York. 

• This report presents the findings from a survey of 2,243 Americans –
including an oversample of 1,006 Millennials.  Reports for Americans 
have a margin of error of +/- 2% and for Millennials it is +/- 3%.  

• Data were collected from December 23, 2009 through January 4, 2010 
using an online, probability-based panel from Knowledge Networks, Inc.

• Analysis of sub-groups is included when noteworthy and/or statistically 
different.

Please note that some totals may not add to 100% due to rounding. 
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Contact Information 

Founded in 1978, The Marist College Institute for Public Opinion (MIPO) is 
a survey research center at Marist College in Poughkeepsie, New York.  
The Marist Poll has conducted independent research on public priorities, 
elections, and a wide variety of social issues.  Through the regular public 
release of surveys, MIPO has built a legacy of independence, reliability, 
and accuracy. Its results are featured in print and electronic media 
throughout the world.

Marist College 
Institute for Public 
Opinion
Dr. Lee M. Miringoff, Director, Marist 
Institute for Public Opinion

Dr. Barbara L. Carvalho, Director, 
Marist Poll

Marist College 
3399 North Road
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601
(845) 575-5050

39

Knights of 
Columbus
Headquarters
Mr. Carl Anderson, Supreme Knight

Mr. Andrew Walther, Vice President, 
Media, Research and Development

1 Columbus Plaza
New Haven, CT 06510
(203) 752-4253

The Knights of Columbus is a Catholic men's fraternal benefit society that 
was formed to render financial aid to members and their families. Mutual 
aid and assistance are offered to sick, disabled and needy members and 
their families. Social and intellectual fellowship is promoted among 
members and their families through educational, charitable, religious, 
social welfare, war relief and public relief works. The Knights of Columbus 
has grown from several members in one council to more than 13,000 
councils and 1.7 million members. 
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