
Atlas of Religion 

Understanding demographics and 
numbers in religion!

!
by Dr. Debra L. Mason!
Director, Religion Newswriters!!

When writing about religion, facts and numbers help us steer clear of some 
problems. There remain are a number of challenges in understanding 
demographics and surveys about belief.!!

In order to assure that very small religious groups are represented, 
voluntary surveys must be conducted on large groups. (In the U.S. 
that is 35,000 people.) !
Such large surveys are very expensive. In the United States, for 
example, the government does not collect religious demographic 
information in its census. As a result, this information is gathered 
by private organizations or universities that receive NGO money to 
do it. For this reason, they are often only done every 10 years. !
In places where the government collects this information, there are 
worries that numbers are not always accurate or are manipulated 
in whatever way the government wants. !
In places where there is an official or dominant religion, people 
might be afraid to say they belong to a minority religion. !
Scholars and academics care a lot about these kinds of numbers 
and they work together to try to make sure we have accurate ones. !
Even though this book was published in 2007, it is still the most 
recent information we have of its kind. These kinds of numbers are 
not updated all the time and mostly, it does not matter because 
large demographic changes in religion happen rather slowly.!
It is important when looking at numbers to make sure you are 
comparing apples to apples. That is, there are many questions you 
need to ask to understand numbers, such as “Who is counted,” 
because sometimes children are counted and sometimes they are 
not; “Who gathered the data” because sometimes there is a 
political motivation involved; “What numbers are missing”; “What is 
the age of adult member of the faith group? etc. 
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These maps are from the book below, which remains the best one 
for showing religious trends and patterns across the globe. There are 
additional maps in the actual book. We are providing you with the  
most pertinent for our short time together. The book is only in English 
and was published in 2007, but the numbers remain valid. Naturally, 
it is just a global overview and not intended to provide very specific 
data on a micro level. 










































