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on people who switch religious affiliations or join new 
religious movements (NRMs) indicates that loyalty to 
a friendship network usually comes first, followed by 
commitment to the meaning and structural systems. 

Religion
Membership 
(in Millions)

Percentage 
of World 

Population

Christian (Total) 2,319.8 33.1

Muslim 1,609.2 22.9

Roman Catholic 1,200.9 17.0

Hindu 967.2 13.8

Nonreligious 679.0 9.7

Buddhist 504.8 7.2

Chinese Folk 437.1 6.2

Protestant 430.6 6.0

Independent 356.7 5.0

Orthodox 277.6 3.8

Other Ethnoreligious 247.5 3.5

Atheist 136.3 1.9

Unaffiliated 110.1 1.6

Sikh 24.8 0.4

Jewish 15.0 0.2

Spiritist 13.7 0.2

Taoist 8.5 0.1

Confucianist 8.2 0.1

Baha’i 7.5 0.1

Jain 5.5 0.1

Shintoist 2.8 a

Zoroastrian 0.2 a

TABLE 11.1  Religious Membership 
Around the Globe

Source: World Almanac (2014). Adapted from “World Adherents of Reli-
gions by Continental Area 2012,” p. 701 in The World Almanac and Book 
of Facts.  Copyright © 2014 by Infobase Learning.

Note: Numbers add up to more than the total world population 
because many people identify themselves with more than one reli-
gious tradition. Thus, the percentages will also add up to more than 
100%. Percentages are rounded.

a = Less than 0.05%.

In many cases, accepting a new meaning system is 
the final stage rather than the initial stage of change 
(Roberts and Yamane 2012).

There is more fluidity in religious membership now 
than at any other time in history. Historically, most peo-
ple remained part of the same religious group for a life-
time. Roughly 28% of U.S. citizens have either left the 
religious group in which they were raised for another 
religion or no longer have any religious affiliation (Pew 
Forum on Religion and Public Life 2012b). Increase in 
interreligious marriages plays a role in changing reli-
gions, as 37% of current marriages involve spouses with 
different religious affiliations. Most often, the change is 
to a different branch of the same umbrella religion (e.g., 
from one form of Christianity to another) (Pew Forum on 
Religion and Public Life 2012b). 

Because changing religious groups occurs most 
often through change of friendship networks or mar-
riage, religious groups frequently try to control the 
boundaries and protect their members from outside 
influences. The Amish in the United States have done 
this by living in their own communities and attempting 
to limit schooling of their children by outside authori-
ties. To help perpetuate religious beliefs and practices, 
most religious groups encourage endogamy, mar-
rying within the group. For example, Orthodox Jews 
have food taboos and food preparation requirements 
that limit the likelihood that they will share a meal with 
“outsiders.” In order to have a wedding in the Catholic 
Church, Catholics who want to marry a non-Catholic 
must receive permission from their local bishop to 
marry “despite the disparity of cult” between them.

Religious groups also try to socialize members to 
make sacrifices of time, energy, and financial resources 
on behalf of their faith. If one has sacrificed and devoted 
one’s resources and energy for a cause, one is likely to 
feel a commitment to the organization—the structural 
system (Kanter 2005; Sherkat and Ellison 1999). Single 
young people in their late teens and early twenties who 
are members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints (Mormons) are strongly encouraged to 
devote two years of their lives to missionary work. They 
must save money in advance to support themselves. 
This sacrifice of other opportunities and investment of 
time, energy, and resources in the church creates an 
intense commitment to the organization. Few of them 
later feel that they wasted those years or that the invest-
ment was unwise. So, commitment to the structural sys-
tem is connected to strong commitment to the meaning 
and belonging systems.




