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“Heather [a US crystal healer] says that Brits are particularly openminded. ‘When I visited the UK recently, I noticed this real openness.
There seems to be less stigma, and more and more people are
waking up to different healing possibilities…’
----Heather Askinosie, ‘These Stones will Change your Life’, You
magazine, the Mail on Sunday, 10th Nov 2019, p.24)

This survey presents the main quantitative and survey-based evidence available on ‘no religion’ in
Britain, and gesture towards its significance and further avenues for research.

Part 1: The non-religious population of the UK: overview of the evidence available
There are a number of surveys and censuses that chart religion and non-religion in
contemporary Britain, of which the following are the most notable:
British Social Attitudes Survey
The British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey1 has explored the views and experiences of those
living in Britain, annually since 1983. It asks a question on religious identity every year, and
every ten years dedicates a larger effort to exploring more specific aspects of religious – and
non-religious – beliefs and practices. The BSA is an invaluable source of information for our
present discussion due to its longitudinal nature, robust methodology and sample size
(n=c.3000).
The data shows clearly that non-religious identification has become vastly more common in
Britain over the last 30 years – from 34.1% of the population in 1983 to 52% in 2018. In fact,
if we break the ‘Christian’ affiliates down into their various denominations and compare
levels of identification with that of ‘no religion’, the BSA makes clear that ‘no religion’ has
been Britain’s largest single ‘religious’ grouping for over two decades’.2 It also breaks down
these figures by region, revealing the variety in levels of nonreligious affiliation across Great
Britain – 58% of those in South Eastern England are nonreligious compared to 31% of
Londoners – though most regions have a nonreligious majority.3
BSA data also provides insights into individuals’ upbringing, with data from 2015 showing
that three fifths of the population were brought up Christian – excluding Catholics – and
only 20% nonreligious. However, 92% of individuals raised nonreligious retained this
identification in adulthood, and nonreligion is the only category to have more current
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adherents than individuals who were raised with it; it is ‘sticky in a way that Christianity is
not’.4 Those who had a Christian upbringing have tended to navigate towards nonreligion as
they grow up and start to make their own choices, and although non-Christian religions
generally maintain numbers of adherents, losing far fewer to nonreligion as they age, the
category of non-Christian religious – though growing to around 9% in 20185 – is not large
enough to counter the rise to a majority of the nonreligious.
The last BSA survey, conducted in 2018, contained the in-depth ten-yearly module exploring
more specific aspects of religion and belief. It shows that two-thirds of Britons never attend
religious services except for on special occasions;6 half never pray7; and 46% do not believe
in God - up from 10% in 1998. Nevertheless, it also reveals that attitudes towards religion
are on the whole positive, or at least tolerant.
National censuses
There have been official national censuses of the population every ten years since 1801, but
questions concerning religion have only been included in three censuses – those of 1851 (as
a separate element of the Census), 2001 and 2011 (partly as a result of campaigning by
Muslim organisations). Since 2001 there has been a single religion question that asks about
affiliation and takes a slightly different form on the censuses for England and Wales, for
Scotland, and for Northern Ireland. In 1851, the religion questions mainly explored church
attendance, which was found to be between a quarter and 40% (there is dispute about the
methodology). The 2001 and 2011 censuses consider only religious affiliation. Although they
confirm that nonreligious identification is rising in modern Britain, their figures they differ
from those of the BSA.
According to Census data for England and Wales, British nones increased from 14.5% of the
population in 2001 to 25.1% in 2011 (lower that the BSA data from these years which put
nones at 39.7% and 45.2% of the population respectively). The Censuses also find higher
levels of Christian identification - 71.7% of the population of England and Wales in 2001 and
59.3% in 2011 compared to BSA’s 41% and 45% respectively.
The discrepancies between these surveys appear to be due to different wording and
placement of questions. In addition, censuses are completed by one person on behalf of the
whole household, perhaps imputing affiliation erroneously to others. Nevertheless, the
Census data confirm that the ‘no religion’ is rising extremely rapidly in Great Britain (less in
Northern Ireland, where it was 13.9% in 2011), even if it does not yet constitute the
majority – the findings of the Census planned for 2021 will be interesting.
Gallup polls
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Gallup was once the biggest and most famous polling agency in Britain. Founded in 1937 as
an overseas affiliate with George Gallup’s American Institute of Public Opinion, Gallup Polls
provided insight into public attitudes on a range of topics. Clive Field has helpfully collated
all such data relating to British religion in ‘Religion in Great Britain, 1939-99: A Compendium
of Gallup Poll Data’.8 Topics covered include levels of self-reported religiosity, a variety of
religious and supernatural beliefs, and the extent to which these were perceived as
‘fashionable’ or not.
None of the polls explore non-religion specifically, but in many instances its rising popularity
over recent decades is evident in the increasing proportion of individuals giving negative
answers to questions about attitudes and beliefs. For example, one poll spanning 1981-1993
reveals how the proportion of respondents claiming that God was ‘not at all’ important in
their life increased from 14% to 24%.9 Similarly, the proportion who self-identified as ‘not
religious’ increased from 34% of respondents in 1985 to 46% in 1993, and individuals who
did not believe in God increased from 11% in 1968 to 27% in 1999.10
European Values Study
The European Values Study was created in 1981 to explore the extent to which Europeans
from different countries shared values, and whether these were changing – in particular
they explored whether Christian values still ‘permeated European life and culture’, and if
not, whether a ‘coherent alternative meaning system’ was replacing them.11 The EVS
consists of interviews in a large number of European countries carried out in four waves –
1981, 1990, 1999 and 2000. A fifth wave of interviews was initiated in 2017, the findings of
which are expected to be published later in 2019.12 Although intended as a resource for
comparing various countries, it also reveals trends within individual countries. Britain’s
participation means that the EVS is a useful tool in our exploration of rising non-religion.
Across each wave of this study, belief in God, religious service attendance, and assuredness
that the church could provide answers to issues in modern life decreased among the British
population. The percentage of people identifying as ‘not religious’ increased from 37% in
1981 to 47% in 2008, and the proportion who claimed to ‘get comfort and strength from
religion’ declined from 48% in 1981 to 39% in 2008.
European Social Survey
The other relevant Europe-wide survey is the European Social Survey (ESS). This is an
‘academically driven cross-national survey’ which measures stability and change in
European attitudes, beliefs, and the ‘social, political and moral fabric’. Established in 2001, it
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has interviewed nationally representative samples from over 30 countries – including Britain
– every other year.13
Stephen Bullivant has collated ESS findings pertaining to nonreligion in his article ‘The “No
Religion” Population of Britain’.14 In 2008 four in ten nones said they did not believe in God,
43% said they are ‘not at all religious’, one quarter said that they attend church at some
point throughout the year, and 11% pray with some regularity – 4% on a daily basis.
Linda Woodhead’s YouGov Surveys
In order to drill down deeper into the nature of religion and non-religion in Great Britain
(not Northern Ireland), Linda Woodhead designed and commissioned three YouGov
(internet polling) surveys between 2013 and 2015.15 over sixty questions on religion and
belief were answered by around 4,000 GB adults, providing a richer snapshot of British
nones than has previously been available. The data tables and analyses are available on the
‘Westminster Faith Debates’ website.16 Woodhead used this data combined with that from
surveys and censuses mentioned above to offer an analysis of no religion in Britain in ‘The
rise of “no religion” in Britain: The emergence of a new cultural majority’ in the Journal of
the British Academy (2016).17
This work highlighted the steady rise of ‘no religion’ with each generation, with ‘no religion’
in a minority amongst over 50s and a minority amongst under 40s. Nones are more likely to
be young than old – 60% of 18-24 year-olds say they have ‘no religion’ and 27% say
Christian, but the figures reverse for those aged 60 and above.18 In terms of ethnicity, 93%
of British nones are ‘white British’ compared to 86% of the population in general – though
non-religion is high among Chinese and mixed-race Britons.19 The growth of ‘no religion’ to
become a cultural majority is shown to be chiefly the result of children not adopting their
parents’ Christian commitments. The fact that nonreligious upbringing is more likely to be
maintained into adulthood than Christian means that as these nones age and have their
own children, their nonreligion is likely to be passed on, leading to an apparently inexorable
rise in the proportion of those reporting ‘no religion’.
Aside from their age, British nones tend not to stand out as a clear and defined group,
separate from wider society. There are no obvious predictors in terms of gender, class,
education, political inclination or geographical location. Like the society around them, nones
tend to possess a ‘liberal spirit’,20 emphasising the importance of individual choice and
consulting their own conscience on moral matters rather than looking to external
authorities – such as God or the Bible – for guidance. They are, however, more likely than
Christians to possess cosmopolitan rather than patriotic or nationalist attitudes.21
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‘No religion’ has become ‘the norm’ in British society – a factor that further contributes to
its success. Woodhead argues that the shift to majority status leads to a deepening of social
influence on the part of non-religion, seeping into practices and expectations that had long
been rooted in Christian traditions – ‘many aspects of a non-religious worldview…have now
become taken for granted in the way Christian teaching used to be’22. For example,
When everyone used to have a Christian funeral…that was just what you did when
someone died; you did not have to choose, you did not even have to think about it.
When non-religious funerals started to occur they were regarded as odd and
deviant; people used to feel uncomfortable and to mock. These days they are the
new normal, and it is religious funerals which have to be justified.23
Woodhead’s surveys confirm that ‘no religion’ cannot be simply equated with atheism. Less
than half (41.5%) of British Nones are sure that God or a higher power does not exist. The
remaining 58.5% either believe or don’t know – but only 5.5% are certain that God exists.24
A quarter of nones take part in regular, at least monthly, personal religious or spiritual
practices such as praying, but hardly any participate in communal practices such as worship.
Only 13% of British nones adopt the sort of secularist beliefs espoused by Richard Dawkins,
and those that do are more likelyt to be male.25 Most Nones are tolerant of organized
religion and its leaders, but pay little attention to anything that they say.26
Spirituality and ‘no religion’
Staying with the theme of ‘spiritual’ or at least ‘post-secular’ belief amongst nones, various
polls attest to the fact that substantial proportions of Britons believe in life after death
(66%), guardian angels (40%) and the ability to communicate with the dead (53%), and that
these numbers have been growing even thought belief in God has been falling. 27 Research
by Theos shows that such beliefs are held by significant minorities of British nones,
concluding that though Britain as a nation is clearly less religious now than in the past, it is
‘no less spiritual’.28 This conclusion should not obscure the fact that atheism is growing
steadily, but a proportion of the nones nevertheless leave room for spiritual experience and
explanations, and reject more dogmatic forms of both belief and unbelief. More research
needs to be done.
Explanations for the rise of ‘no religion’
We know that ‘no religion’ in Britain has grown steadily by inter-generational more than
intra-generational changes, but wider explanations are still under discussion. Here, existing
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secularization theory remains a resource. For example, growing cultural pluralism and
religious diversity in modern British society undermines religious groups’ universal truth
claims and is reflected in nones’ affirmation of respect for diversity as a core value.29
Similarly, the high value placed on individual choice may people to ‘shop around’ for
identification(s) of their choosing rather than accepting ascribed and transmitted
identifications and belongings.30 Woodhead argues that not the British have become more
tolerant of choice in areas like abortion, homosexuality and assisted dying over the same
period (1970s on) that the churches have become more conservative and narrowly
‘religious’, leading to a ‘values gap’ and a plausibility gap: ‘it is not just that Britain has
become less religious but that religion has moved away from [British people]’. 31

Part 2: The rise of ‘no religion’ in the social domains highlighted by the SSHRC grant, and
religion-‘no religion’ relations
We begin with the domain of education and schools, using this as our main case (it’s also
our focus in the Ottawa programme), then offering shorter overviews for the other
domains.
Education
Around a third of state-funded schools in Britain today are faith schools, mainly Christian
(CofE and Catholic in particular) but also some Jewish, Muslim, Hindu and Sikh schools. 32
This is entirely different to the US model of separation, but has historic roots and is strongly
defended by religious groups and government. As ‘no religion’ grows, there are growing
tensions.
Historically, the Anglican and free churches were the main providers of education in Britain,
with Catholic provision growing quickly once toleration was extended in the 19 th century.33
By the latter part of that century the state was increasingly prominent in establishing a
universal system of free compulsory education for children aged 5-13 under the Forster
Education Act (1870). The Education Act of 1944 was a major initiative to bring all schools,
save private (‘public’) schools, under greater state control and in receipt of state funding.
The aim was universal education of a more consistent and higher standard for all children.
The Protestant churches acceded, but secured safeguards for Christian provision in all state
schools: a daily Christian act of worship, compulsory religious education, and the right of
some schools to select on the basis of faith. The Catholic church also accepted state funding,
but secured a greater degree of control over its schools. All the provisions of the 1944 Act
are still in force, fuelling growing criticism, partly from nonreligious groups, but also from RE
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professionals and some politicians. There is an ongoing national debate around the topic.
Former Secretary for Education.34
Faith schools
The third of state schools that have a religious character are popularly termed ‘faith
schools’. They must adhere to all education legislation just like non-faith schools (often
termed ‘community schools’) but when selecting pupils to attend, and some staff, they can
discriminate the basis of parental religious affiliation and practice. Opponents, both
religious and nonreligious, argue that this increases religious segregation and reduces social
mobility.35 But the continued existence of faith schools is justified as increasing choice for
parents and respecting the rights of minority and majority faiths. In fact, faith schools may
prioritise pupil applicants with any religious belief over those with none meaning that as it
currently stands, poorer children from nonreligious families are often at a significant
disadvantage in terms of gaining admission to faith schools. 36
Religious Education
According to the 1944 Education Act, all schools must offer religious education. Unlike all
other academic subjects, there is no national curriculum that all schools must follow,
instead some schools are free to create their own, and others are encouraged to follow
locally-agreed syllabuses. This often leads to inconsistency in RE quality and content
between schools. Many religious as well as nonreligious groups are unhappy with this,37
though most agree that when taught well, RE is important in preparing children for life in a
multi-cultural and multi-faith society. (include non-religion being included in the curriculum)
Collective Worship
Under the 1944 Act, modified but still in force, schools are expected to further pupils’
spiritual, moral and cultural development by gathering them daily for a ‘collective act of
worship’ that is ‘wholly or mainly of a broadly Christian character’.38 This is often fulfilled in
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the form of an assembly, though the out-datedness of the duty and lack of practical advice
from the government means that many schools do not comply. 39
That schools – including those with no faith designation – are duty-bound to offer Christian
worship to all pupils is, according to many non-religious voices, inappropriate given that
only a minority of individuals in Britain now identify as religious. It is worth noting that
parents have the right to withdraw their children from collective worship if they desire, but
few do for fear that their children will feel excluded. Humanists UK (HUK) 40 and the National
Secular Society (NSS) 41 both campaign for the statutory duty regarding collective worship
to be abolished on these grounds.
An interesting current legal case:
Humanists UK (which now claims to speak for Britain’s non-religious majority) is in the
process of bringing a test case against a community primary school in the town of Burford,
Oxfordshire.42 Lee and Lizanne Harris’ two children attend Burford Primary School and were
withdrawn from attending school assemblies after voicing discomfort with witnessing reenactments of Bible stories such as the crucifixion. Rather than provide them with
alternative education provision during daily assemblies, the Harris’ children were left to play
with iPads. At a later date, the children were forced to attend an assembly led by TV
‘Gladiator’ turned conservative evangelist, ‘Ace’.43 The grounds for the action are that as the
school does not have a faith designation, that the explicitly religious assemblies it has
provided as part of the legally imposed ‘collective worship’ go against their children’s rights
to receive ‘an education free from religious interference’, and that the lack of alternative
provision is unacceptable.
This case will be heard in the High Court on 29th November 2019 and has the potential to be
a pivotal moment, with the future of statutory collective Christian worship in English schools
hanging in the balance. It serves as an example of how the new majority ‘no religion’ comes
into conflict with the old Christian majority, especially where the latter takes a more
conservative religious form. It is a good example of a situation where religion was
traditionally central, but its place is increasingly questioned.
Law
The UK’s Equality Act (2010) prohibits discrimination on the basis of a range of ‘protected
characteristics:
39
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Marriage and civil partnership
Pregnancy and maternity
Race
Religion or belief
Sex
Sexual orientation.

The inclusion of ‘religion or belief’ in this list is important for our current discussion. In
theory it prohibits discrimination against both religious and non-religious beliefs, though
there are limits on what qualifies – judges recently ruled that vegetarianism does not
constitute a protected belief44 and a tribunal is yet to decide on veganism.45 However,
environmentalism was counted as a belief in another ruling.46
Some limited exemptions from the law are granted to religious groups where their religious
beliefs give a legitimate reason to discriminate, for example in not ordaining women and not
conducting same-sex marriages. Non-religious organisations lobby against this. The Church
of England (and in some ways the Church of Scotland) are still legally established churches,
with 26 Bishops still sitting in the House of Lords.47 Research by Theos found that most
Britons want future coronations to remain Christian; identifying as non-religious and
favouring the expulsion of religion from the public sphere – at least in relation to centuriesold traditions – are not synonymous.48
However, in some instances, British law has begun to take non-religion and non-religious
views more seriously. Legislation outlawing blasphemy was repealed in England and Wales
in 2008 (though it remains in Scotland and Northern Ireland),49 humanist marriage
ceremonies became legally recognised in Northern Ireland in 2018 (though they are not yet
recognised in England and Wales),50 and non-religious beliefs were included in the Religious
Education GCSE curriculum from 2015.51 Another interesting progression concerns the
granting of ‘religious asylum’ to atheist refugees, demonstrating the growing tendency to
perceive non-religion as a ‘thoughtful and seriously-held philosophical position’.52
These changes fuel fears of unfair treatment and even persecution among some religious
groups. Woodhead and Catto note a sense among participants in their research that ‘to be
actively religious is to be in a minority position [in modern Britain]…some religious people
view the [Equality and Human Rights] Commission and the ‘equality and human rights
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industry’ in general with suspicion, and believe that far from protecting religion, it has a bias
against it’.53 Some cases in recent years where individuals have been fired for expressing
their faith at work do little to quell such concerns. Christian Concern is a conservative
evangelical organisation with a Legal Centre that aids Christians facing these issues. Their
website contains a list of past and current legal cases of this sort.54 The cases include:




Eweida v British Airways plc [2010] and Chaplin v Royal Devon & Exeter Hospital NHS
Foundation [2010]; both claimants lost their jobs for refusing to remove crucifix
necklaces in customer/patient-facing jobs.55
London Borough of Islington v Ladele [2009] and McFarlane v Relate Avon Ltd [2009];
individuals were fired for refusing to provide services to homosexual couples. Ladele
was a Christian registrar who refused to conduct same sex marriages and McFarlane
a relationships counsellor who refused to counsel same-sex couples.56

Each of these individuals lodged claims of unfair dismissal based on religious discrimination
– invoking the Equality Act 2010 – but only one was upheld. For Chaplin [2010] it was
decided that the crucifix necklace breached health and safety regulations in the hospital
setting and she should not be permitted to wear it, and for Ladele [2009] and McFarlane
[2009] protecting the rights of the homosexual individuals to express their sexuality was
considered more important than protecting the claimants’ rights to manifest their religious
beliefs. For Eweida [2010], British Airway’s argument that the crucifix negatively impacted
their image was deemed insufficient and therefore her claim was upheld. These cases and
their outcomes are discussed in depth in this government report.57 A more recent case
worthy of attention is S Kuteh v Dartford and Gravesham NHS Trust [2017]; the claimant, a
nurse, lost her job because she prayed with patients though they had asked her not to.58
Her claim of unfair dismissal based on discrimination against her religion or belief was
dismissed, as was her appeal earlier this year.59
Tensions ultimately arise when more than one of the Equality Act’s ‘protected
characteristics’ clash. Where ‘religion and belief’ is involved, it is sometimes deemed less
worthy of protection than other characteristics such as sexual orientation. Cases brought on
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grounds of discrimination against religious beliefs have very low success rates – lower, in
fact, than discrimination cases brought on other protected characteristics.60
For comprehensive explorations of the tensions between religion and non-religion in British
law see Woodhead and Catto’s ‘Religion or belief’: identifying issues and priorities61 and
Edge and Vickers’ Review of equality and human rights law relating to religion or belief. 62
Migration
Inward migration to Britain increased considerably after the Second World War – huge war
damage and high mortality rates among soldiers meant that many industries were severely
understaffed – and as a result, society rapidly diversified culturally, ethnically and
religiously. Most migrants entering Britain in this period were Christians from the former
British Empire.63 A second phase of high migration from within the EU has continued to see
Christianity – particularly Catholicism continue to be the most common migrant religion.
Islam is the second largest migrant religion, and has become the second largest religious
affiliation in Britain (around 5% of the population).
As discussed above, religion has dramatically declined in recent decades. Generally
speaking, where this narrative is challenged, migrant communities are often involved:
African Christians with thriving versions of Christianity, Eastern European Catholics with
regular worship attendance, and adherents of non-Christian religions – particularly Islam –
whose numbers are growing due to successful inter-generational transmission of religious
identities, youthfulness of the population and higher average birth rates.
Non-Christian forms of religion have not always been welcomed by British society, with antiSemitism being a longstanding problem, and Islamophobia a new one. 64 Although many
studies explore issues such as Islamophobia and multi-culturalism in British society as a
whole, there is little work on relations with ‘no religion’ as such.
Health
Healthcare in the UK is provided, in the main, by the National Health Service (NHS).
Established in 1948, the NHS is publicly funded and provides free, comprehensive health
care for UK citizens. Religion, particularly Christianity, has been entwined with healthcare
for centuries. The advent of the NHS altered this, though religious elements were not
completely removed. For example, chaplains continue to be employed by the NHS to
provide spiritual and religious support to patients, their families and staff. As Britain’s
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religious landscape changed, chaplains’ jobs have had to adapt accordingly65 and they now
minister to individuals of many different faiths, or none, providing pastoral as well as
specifically spiritual religious support.66
NHS nurses are expected to care for patients’ spiritual needs in their endeavour to provide
‘holistic, person-centred’ care.67 Use of the term ‘spiritual’ evidences a conscious step away
from language of ‘religion’. In a ‘no religion’ majority society where many are sympathetic
to spiritual beliefs,68 and in environments like hospitals where individuals are forced to face
their own mortality, this language of spirituality is essential for ensuring that this element of
care is accessible to a wide range of patients: Swift claims that ‘spirituality often functions as
a neutral territory for exploring existential concerns’.69
Some non-religious groups oppose the NHS’ employment of chaplains, claiming that it is
inappropriate given that ‘no religion’ is currently the majority identification in Britain.70
More commonly, however, it is chaplains themselves who complain about the current
system, claiming that hospital trusts downplay the importance of their work by ignoring
their requirements in planning decisions,71 under-funding them,72 and in some cases trying
to get rid of them altogether.73
Conclusion
‘No religion’ is generally well evidenced and documented in Britain. Besides the datasets
and analysis presented here, there are a number of important qualitative, conceptual and
theoretical studies. Although time-series data on ‘no religion’ affiliation/self-identification
only goes back to the 1980s, there is a good deal of evidence to suggest that it has been
growing steadily for over a century. The fact that it has recently overtaken Christianity gives
it heightened importance, and is leading to tension in a number of areas of society between
‘minority’ religion and ‘majority’ no-religion. In some instances, the privileges and
‘establishment’ of Christianity and the churches remains, even though the number of
followers is now small – we have mentioned schools as a particularly clear example.
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Although it is now a commonplace, it bears repeating that ‘no religion’ is mainly (though not
entirely) a survey artefact rather than a living term, and that it hides as much as it reveals.
The fact that there is no simple relationship between no-religion, atheism and secularism
means that there is a lot of work still to be done in forging better concepts for talking about
how non-religious people make meaning, locate themselves in the cosmos, articulate what
is sacred, and engage – or not – with supernatural entities, powers and forms of healing.
There is clearly a great deal of scope to research (a) the growth (or not) of non-religion
amongst the children of Muslims, Jews, Sikhs, and other religious minorities in Britain (b)
religion-‘no religion’ tensions in all the social domains listed above (c) the lack of religion‘no religion’ tension in these same domains, despite the growth of ‘no religion’ – or, to put it
another way, how and why religious and non-religious people get along in practice (d) the
growth of beliefs and practices that might seem incompatible with ‘no religion’ but which
have been rising since the 1950s in Britain: belief in ghosts, angels, the soul, an afterlife and
(more recently) astrology, tarot and crystal healing. What sort of worldview(s) and lived
practices are implied?
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