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First ever religious knowledge poll conducted in Northern Ireland

Poll upsets stereotype that NI is more religious than the South. 
Low levels of religious knowledge in both communities.

However, levels of knowledge among NI Protestants/Evangelicals markedly lower than among NI Catholics

Levels of religious knowledge in Northern Ireland are even lower than in the Republic according to a new opinion poll conducted by Millward Brown Ulster on behalf of The Iona Institute, the Evangelical Alliance of Ireland (EAI) and the Evangelical Alliance (Northern Ireland). 

The poll, the first ever conducted on this subject in Northern Ireland, is the follow-up to a religious knowledge poll conducted in the Republic of Ireland on behalf of The Iona Institute and the EAI which was released in April and widely covered at the time. This found lows levels of basic religious knowledge in the population, especially among young people.
This latest poll allows a comparison between levels of religious knowledge in the North and South, and between Northern Catholics and Northern Protestants.

It finds that, contrary to popular belief, Northern Ireland may be less religious than the South. For example, we already know that Church attendance figures in the North are lower than in the South (see note five below), and now we know that levels of religious knowledge are also lower.

The poll finds that levels of religious knowledge among Northern and Southern Catholics are roughly the same (see note six below). However, in general, levels of religious knowledge among Northern Protestants are lower than among Northern Catholics.
Some of the key findings of the new Northern Ireland poll are: 

· Only 42pc of respondents in the North can say there are four Gospels. (Catholics: 52pc. Protestants 36pc)
· Only 54pc of respondents can name the Holy Trinity. (Catholics: 65pc.  Protestants: 45pc).
· Just 60pc of respondents can name the first book of the Bible. (Catholics: 54pc. Protestants: 68pc. This is the one question where Protestants were considerably more likely to know the answer than Catholics).

· Only 31pc of respondents could say the First Commandment. (Catholics: 39pc. Protestants: 26pc).

· Only 31pc of respondents could identify Martin Luther as the man who started the Reformation. (Catholics: 30pc. Protestants: 32pc).
The poll also found a marked difference between the levels of knowledge found among younger and older age groups. This means religious knowledge is in decline.

For example:

· Just 21pc of NI respondents aged 16-24 could say there are four Gospels versus 54pc of the over 65s.

· Only 33pc of respondents aged 16-24 could name the Holy Trinity versus 67pc of the over 65s.

· Just 17pc of respondents in the younger age group could say the First Commandment versus 46pc of the older age group.

Responding to the opinion poll, Mr Stephen Cave of Evangelical Alliance (Northern Ireland), said: “The results of this poll throw serious doubt on the claim that we are a 'Christian country'. Overall the figures are not good but the drop in knowledge, almost halved within a generation, indicates that the Christian faith is becoming less meaningful to those under 25 years of age. The findings present a serious challenge to the church and those involved in religious education but it is all too easy to point the finger. Older people of faith must seriously consider how they are passing on what they know to future generations”
Mr David Quinn of The Iona Institute commented: “It’s likely that many people will find the Northern Ireland results surprising in that the general impression is that the North is more religious than the South. Judged by both religious practice and religious knowledge this is definitely not the case. It’s time to consign that notion to the dust-bin.”
He continued: “As with the poll conducted in the South, we find that levels of religious knowledge in the North are very low, especially among young people. It shows that knowledge of Christianity, both North and South, is disappearing from general knowledge.”

Mr Seán Mullan of the Evangelical Alliance commented: “Following our poll at Easter, this poll again shows that the notion of Ireland, both North and South, being a Christian culture is becoming a thing of the past. The notion that Christianity can be transmitted through the culture from one generation to the next is clearly no longer valid. These findings present a challenge to all those who believe that the message of Jesus Christ needs to be heard in Irish society. Communicating that message is not primarily the job of schools or state institutions. It is the job of those who still believe the message.”
ENDS

Notes.
1. The findings of the poll can be downloaded from www.ionainstitute.ie 
2. The poll is based on a national representative sample of 1018 people and was conducted by Millward Brown Ulster in October. The interviews were face-to-face. The margin of error is plus or minus 3pc.

3. The Iona Institute is a new pro-marriage, pro-religion organization.
4. The Evangelical Alliance in both the Republic of Ireland and the North is a movement of evangelical Christians that seeks to relate the Christian gospel to modern life.

5. According to a Prime Time poll released last year 67pc of people in the South attend church at least monthly. Tearfund, a Christian charity in the UK, found in a recent poll that the equivalent figure for Northern Ireland is 45pc.

6. The results for Northern Catholics are almost identical with the results from the Republic of Ireland poll in April. As almost 90pc of people in the South are Catholic, it is reasonable to assume that respondents in the April poll are overwhelmingly Catholic and therefore it is reasonable to directly compare the answers of Northern Catholics with those of all respondents in the South. 
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