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For many people, their religious belief system is shared with their parents 

and grandparents. They have been brought up in the tradition that their 
ancestors have practised, which they in turn pass on to their children. 
A study by the Pew Research Center found that, in the USA, a person’s 

current religious affiliation was strongly linked to the religious system of 
their household whilst growing up, and that the more important religion 
was in their house as a child, the more likely it was that they would also 

find religion important as an adult.

How family and culture may influence belief formation

Family as important in religious systems

In many religious traditions, family is seen as central to the way of 
life: 

 Marriage is often seen as sacred, and parents are advised to   
 bring up their children in the religious way of life. 

 In Christian traditions, children or young adults are baptised 
 into the faith. 

 In Judaism, boys have their bar mitzvah at age 13 while girls   
 have their bat mitzvah at age 12 – this is a coming-of-age    
 ceremony that celebrates the child taking on full responsibility   
 as a Jew. 

Rites and rituals such as these involve children and their families in 
the religious tradition from birth all the way through life.
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Dominant forces in culture affecting views on religion

Religions are often embedded in the wider culture around them. 
Many countries have an official state religion which means that that 
country officially accepts and adheres to that religion. For example, 
England is officially Anglican, and Cambodia is officially Buddhist. 
Just as wider cultural customs are passed down to younger 
generations, so too are religious beliefs and traditions.

The culture of a society outside of religion can have a heavy 
impact on religious views too. Popular science in the western world 
has impacted upon many people’s views on religion, as it is often 
promoted as providing answers to big questions that religion is 
thought to give. This has resulted in some people rejecting belief 
in God or adherence to a religion in favour of atheism (no belief in 
God). 

Richard Dawkins is a famous scientist and proponent of atheism 
who claims that advances in scientific knowledge can replace the 
need for religious concepts. 

However, there are also many scientists who are religious (e.g. 
Georges Lemaitre, who formulated the Big Bang theory, was a 
Catholic priest). 

The media can also influence what people think about religion, 
because it may portray religion in a particular light. This may not 
always be fully representative of the whole religion. 

The role that religion has played throughout history can also affect 
how people relate to it. For example, changes in political power 
have seen great swathes of populations change religion in a short 
space of time.


