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Preface 

 

Scope of this report 

The Spirit of Generation Y project has been a three-year investigation of the varieties of spirituality 

among Australian young people.  The third and final of a series of reports on the project has been 

delivered to the sponsors, and this summary, presenting a few highlights from a final report of over 

240 pages, is now publicly released. The first report presented five case studies of the spirituality of 

young people based on early interviews. In the second report, findings from the whole set of first-

round interviews were described. The concluding third report dealt with the findings from the 

national survey and the subsequent round of re-interviews. The first and second reports are posted on 

the project website, and remain recommended reading for all who are interested in young people’s 

personal stories. 

Further publications 

Although the sponsored project formally ended on 30 June 2006, the research team envisages a further 

year of work preparing a number of journal articles and one or more books. Some further re-

interviews of survey participants will be conducted, as well as more extensive analysis of the survey 

data than has been possible within the time constraints governing the production of the third report. 

Elements of all three reports will be integrated into these publications. 
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Executive Summary 

The Spirit of Generation Y project (2003-2006), is a national study of spirituality among Australian 

young people in their teens and twenties, conducted by researchers from Australian Catholic 

University, Monash University and the Christian Research Association. The research consisted of a 

survey of a nationally representative sample of Generation Y (born 1976-1990), with comparison 

groups from ‘Generation X’ (born 1961-75) and the ‘Baby-Boomer’ generation (born 1946-60), 

supplemented by extended, face-to-face interviews.  

The project explored Generation Y’s range of worldviews and values, their sense of meaning and 

purpose in life, the ways in which they find peace and happiness, their involvement in traditional 

religions and alternative spiritualities, how they relate to the society around them, and the influences 

which shape their outlook and lifestyle. 

Key Findings 

� Belief 48% of Generation Y (Gen Y) believe in a God, 20% do not, and 32% are unsure.  Two-

thirds of those who do not believe in God, or are uncertain, do believe in a ‘higher being 

or life-force’. 

� Spirituality There are three main strands in the ‘spirituality’ of Generation Y:      

Christian:  (43% of Gen Y)   Eclectic: (17%)   Humanist: (31%) 

� Christian  Only 19% of Gen Y are actively involved in a church to the extent of attending 

religious services once a month or more; (conservative Protestant denominations—

16% of Gen Y—have by far the highest rates of attendance); but many more believe in 

God and Jesus, and pray regularly.  Religion is seen as a private matter, and there is a 

strong tide of movement among Gen Y Christians away from previous involvement 

or identification with a church, and even from religious belief.   

� Eclectic  17 % of Gen Y have an eclectic spirituality, believing in two or more New Age, 

esoteric or Eastern beliefs (including belief in reincarnation, psychics and fortune 

tellers, ghosts, astrology, practising yoga) and perhaps engaging in one or more 

alternative spiritual practices (yoga, Tarot, tai-chi).  Some of these people attend 

religious services but most do not. Such beliefs and practices are more common 

among young women than young men.  

� Humanist 31 % of Gen Y can be classified as Humanists, rejecting the idea of God, 

although a few believe in a ‘higher being’. Of these secular-minded young people, 

almost half believe that there is very little truth in religion, and less than a quarter 

believe in life after death.  They also largely reject alternative spiritualities.  

� Social concern  Gen Y are not notably more self centred and lacking in altruism than older 

generations. For example, 27% are involved in some kind of volunteer work per month.   

Those who are actively involved in service to the community and have positive civic 

values are far more likely to come from the ranks of those who have spiritual and 

religious beliefs and actively practise them.   

� Influences The significant social forces shaping contemporary religion and spirituality – 

secularisation, the relativism of postmodernity, consumer capitalism, individualism – 

influence more than Generation Y alone, although young people, by virtue of their age 

and life stage, are more subject to their effects. 
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1   What is Spirituality? 

 

The Greek philosophers conceived of all living things as possessing spirit (the breath of life), 

and as having a soul, or life-principle. In humans, soul also showed itself as mind, and was 

able to transcend the material body, to grasp reality in the form of ideas. So the human soul 

was believed to be immaterial, and therefore to survive the death of the body. Spirituality in 

this sense was the basis of the distinctively human attributes: thought, language, reason. 

Spirituality defined what it meant to be human. 

‘Spirit’ and ‘spirituality’ acquired another dimension of meaning from religion. In ancient 

Israel, as in ancient Greece, humans were seen as having the ‘breath of life’; but Israel’s God 

came to be understood as radically transcending the material world of creation, and the 

‘Spirit of the Lord’ was a manifestation of God’s power and wisdom. In the New Testament, 

Paul contrasted the person animated by the indwelling Spirit of God, with the person 

existing on the merely natural level (Schweitzer 1968). 

So through the succeeding centuries of Christianity, ‘spirituality’ implied much more than 

‘humanity’ – it was the attraction to the things of the divine Spirit rather than to earthly 

things, and by the 17th Century, had come to mean the conscious living of a Christian way of 

life – especially its personal, interior dimension, in contrast to public, external, visible 

religious rituals and institutions. 

But now, in late modernity, spirituality, while retaining the sense of a person’s interior life, 

begins to be understood as no longer necessarily linked to institutional religion, sometimes 

even standing in opposition to it. 

When high proportions of the population were active in Christian religious institutions, 

spirituality was the personal dimension of religious faith that shaped people’s 

understanding and action. Now that such active involvement has greatly declined, especially 

among young people, does religion continue to influence their spirituality? Are there 

spiritualities of other kinds?  

Scholarly opinion is deeply divided in its evaluation of ‘spirituality’, ranging from 

enthusiastic advocacy of the ‘new’ spirituality in David Tacey’s (2003) The spirituality 

revolution and Heelas and Woodhead’s (2005) The spiritual revolution: Why religion is giving 

way to spirituality, to spirituality as fraud, sceptically unmasked in Selling spirituality: The 

silent takeover of religion (Carrette & King 2005). 

Major changes in religious practice and belief occurred in Western societies during the 

second half of the 20th Century (Bouma & Mason 1995; Mackay 1997; Roof 1999). In 

Australia, the percentage of the population attending religious services at least monthly has 

fallen from about 39 percent in 1960 (Mol 1985, p. 58) to 20 percent in 1998 (Bellamy et al. 

2002, p. 5). 
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Unlike the Baby-Boomers, those born after 1975 have only ever experienced a society marked 

by the pluralism of the ‘post-traditional social order’, as well as by anxiety about risk, 

rampant consumerism, dislocated families and the emergence of the spiritual marketplace. It 

is likely that this cohort is the first in the last 100 years in which the majority have no 

memory of frequent church attendance (Hughes et al. 2003). 

In this project, ‘spirituality’ is used to encompass the whole range of different ways of life, 

even those based on a materialist outlook that would deny any reality to ‘spirituality’. 

Research method 

‘Generation Y’ refers to the cohort born between 1976 and 1990 following ‘Generation X’ 

(1961-1975) and the ‘Baby Boomers’ (1946-1960).1 The youngest members of Generation Y 

were aged 13 when we began interviewing in 2003, and the oldest were aged 29 at the end of 

2005. 

The objective of The Spirit of Generation Y project was to enable churches and other agencies 

engaged with youth to craft effective policies based on a sound understanding of the 

spirituality of Australian young people. 

The project took place in three stages over three years, between July 2003 and June 2006.  The 

purpose of the multi-stage design was to enable an optimal blend of qualitative and 

quantitative research methods. The first and third stages involved extended interviews; the 

second, a national-sample survey. 

Stage 1: Interviews 

In the first year, 91 interviews2 were conducted.3 The sample was designed to include a 

diverse range of young people, including high school students, tertiary students, young 

workers, the unemployed, and people from both high and low socio-economic backgrounds, 

rural and urban environments. Respondents were recruited through schools, centres for 

higher education, church groups, social groups and places of work located in all eastern 

States and South Australia.  The interviews provided an account of the forms of spirituality 

among Australian young people which is qualitatively far richer than anything obtainable 

from survey research.   

Stage 2: National survey 

In February and March 2005, a national telephone survey was conducted4 with the assistance 

of the Social Research Centre. Respondents from all Australian States and Territories were 

selected randomly using both listed and unlisted telephone numbers, and 1619 completed 

survey interviews were conducted. 

So that Generation Y could be compared with the two generations before it, a control group 

from the age range 30-59 years was selected.  The survey closely matched the population5 on 

key parameters.  The ‘participation rate’ (completed interviews as a percentage of eligible 

respondents [or their parent] contacted) was 80.3 percent – unusually high for telephone 

surveys, and was considered ‘excellent’ by the Survey Research Centre.  
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The demographic characteristics of survey respondents and of the Gen Y population are 

recorded in a series of tables in Appendix III on the project website.6  

Major topics in the survey questionnaire7 

� Demographics 

� Media use 

� Self-development activities 

� Peace and happiness 

� Meaning of life 

� Values 

� Social concern 

� Altruistic behaviour 

� Volunteer activities 

� Decision-making 

� Religious beliefs (traditional) 

� Identification with a religion/denomination 

� Attendance at religious services of self, family, friends 

� Religious practices and experiences 

� Practices specific to a particular religion 

� Alternative spiritualities: beliefs, exploration, involvement 

� Perceived influence on the subject’s spirituality of school, subjects studied, 

religious education 

Stage 3: Re-interviews 

In the third year, a second round of twenty-six personal interviews was conducted – fourteen 

face-to-face, and twelve by telephone. Interviews varied in length from fifteen to forty 

minutes.  All were re-interviews with respondents who had participated in the project at an 

earlier stage: nineteen had been interviewed in Stage 1; seven others had taken part in the 

survey. All had willingly given permission for the researchers to contact them again. Only a 

little more than a year had elapsed since the survey, yet often significant changes had taken 

place during that time, such as the transition from school to university. More than two years 

had gone by since the Stage 1 participants were first interviewed. 

Spirituality types 

The search for a satisfactory classification of the various forms of spirituality encountered 

among Generation Y has preoccupied the research team from the start of the project until the 

most recent analysis phase.  The types of spirituality used in the analysis flow from the 

definition of spirituality as comprising a worldview and an ethos. 

The following three broad types of worldview emerge from this theoretical approach and the 

findings of previous research: 

� Traditional: grounded in the tradition of a world-religion (Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism); 
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� Eclectic: a collage of themes from disparate sources: traditional and alternative, 

non-traditional religions or spiritual paths (for example, New Age forms such as 

neo-paganism, goddess worship, Wicca, channelling, reiki, crystals); or occult or 

paranormal beliefs and practices (for example, spiritualism, belief in ghosts, 

superstition, astrology); or elements of Eastern or esoteric religious practice 

detached from the tradition to which they belong (for example, yoga, Tai Chi, 

TM); (for many authors, this is the paradigmatic ‘post-traditional’ spirituality); 

and 

� Humanist: a worldview which affirms human experience and human reason, 

rather than adopting religious traditions or ‘spiritual’ paths. 

Within some worldviews, it was discovered that the corresponding ethos varies 

considerably. The worldview is expressed in values and carried into practice at different 

‘levels’ of intensity or commitment, which we coded as high, medium, and low.8 

Table 1.1 shows the distribution of these types of spirituality within Generation Y. 

 
Table 1.1 Gen Y (aged 13-29): Spirituality types (percent of Gen Y) 

SPTYPE % 

Christian Traditional 43 

Eclectic 17 

Humanist 31 

Other 9 

Total 100 

 

Forty-three percent of Gen Y members belonged to the Traditional Christian spirituality 

type. The major groups Eclectics (17 percent) and Humanists (31 percent) make up the 

remainder of Generation Y. 
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2   Spirituality and Tradition 

 

The predominant spirituality type within Generation Y, is that based on Christian tradition.  

It will be analysed first by denomination and age group.  

Religious identification 

Respondents aged 13-29 to The Spirit of Generation Y survey identified with various religions 

or denominations as shown in Table 2.1. Although this question was not asked until well 

into the telephone survey, the issue is considered early in this report because 

religious/denominational identification will be used as a basis for comparing respondents on 

many other survey variables. 

 
Table 2.1 Gen Y (aged 13-29): Current religion/denomination (percent of Gen Y) 

Religion/Denomination      %   Religion/Denomination      % 

Anglican 7.8   Seventh Day Adventist 0.4 

Baptist 1.7   Uniting Church 2.2 

Catholic 17.9   Christian not further defined 2.1 

Churches of Christ 0.4   Buddhist 1.8 

Evangelical 0.5   Hindu 1.2 

Jehovah's Witness 0.2   Jewish 0.4 

Lutheran 1.0   Muslim 2.2 

Mormon 0.8   Sikh 0.2 

Orthodox 3.4   Neopagan 0.2 

Pentecostal 1.8   Other 0.1 

Presbyterian 1.0   No Religious Identification  52.2 

Salvation Army 0.3   Total  100.0 

 

The respondents in the ‘No Religious Identification’ category are those who did not regard 

themselves as identified with any religion or denomination. The common but misleading 

labels for this group: ‘no religion’ or ‘non-religious’, are not used here, since those who do 

not identify with any particular religion or denomination are often found to hold religious 

beliefs and engage in religious practices.  

Comparison of religious identification: Gen Y survey and 2001 Census 

It is illuminating to compare the religious identification of the respondents to the Gen Y 

survey in 2005 with a similar measure in the ABS Australian Census of 2001 (Table 2.2). To 

match the Census and survey figures as closely as possible by age groups, census data for 

those aged 10-24 years in August 2001 were compared with survey data on respondents 

who, three and a half years later, when the survey took place in February 2005, were aged 13-

27 years.  
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Table 2.2 Comparison of religious group by age group in Census 2001 and Gen Y Survey 2005 
(percent of age group) 

Religion/Denomination 

Census 2001 
Age 10-24 

%  

Gen Y Survey 
Age 13-27 

% 

Anglican 16.2 8.2 

Catholic 27.3 19.8 

Uniting 5.6 2.1 

Other Christian 12.7 14.3 

Other Religion 5.8 5.8 

No relig ID/Not stated 32.3 49.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 

Source: Calculated from Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001a, Census Household Sample File ©ABS. 

 

No other individual denominations or religions had sufficient numbers in the survey to 

make comparisons with the Census reliable. 

The percentages of Anglican and Catholic are both 8 percent lower in the survey than in the 

Census, and Uniting Church 4.5 percent lower, while the percentage of ‘No 

identification/Not stated’ is much higher. Since the survey sample matches the population 

closely in other respects, it seems likely that many people, for whom a religious identification 

of Anglican, Catholic or Uniting Church was stated in the Census in 2001, did not state that 

religious identification in the survey. Under these circumstances, it is all the more 

remarkable that the Other Christian category was larger in the survey than in the Census, 

which compels the reverse conclusion: either that some Other Christians did not record their 

denomination in the Census but did so in the survey, or, more plausibly, that some or all of 

the denominations within this group have increased in numbers, and as a proportion of the 

population, in the intervening years. Table 2.3 shows the denominational composition of Gen 

Y. 

Table 2.3 Gen Y (aged 13-29): Denomination (percent) 

Denomination                       % 

Anglican 8 

Catholic 18 

Other Christian* 16 

Other Religion** 6 

No Rel ID 52 

Total 100 

Note: Percentages are slightly different in this table from those in Table 2.2, because this table does not 
include Uniting Church separately, but as a part of Other Christian, and because here the age range is 13-29, 
whereas the previous table, in order to match available Census data, included only those aged 13-27. 

* ‘Other Christian’ includes (amongst survey respondents) Baptist, Churches of Christ, Jehovah's Witness, 
Lutheran, Mormon, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Salvation Army, Seventh Day Adventist, Evangelical and 
‘Christian’ – not further specified. 

** ‘Other Religion’ includes: Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, Neopagan, Other. 
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Gen Y traditional spirituality in various denominations 

Table 2.4 is a summary providing a comprehensive view of the beliefs and practices of each 

denominational group.  

Table 2.4 Summary. Gen Y (aged 13-29): Selected religious beliefs and practices by denomination (percent 
of denomination) 

 Denomination  

Table number/Question Anglican Catholic Oth Xn OthRelig No Rel ID Gen Y 

Proportion of Gen Y 8 18 16 6 52 100 

Former members now No Rel ID 25 29 23 27 95 52 

Belief in God: Unsure 43 25 9 22 41 32 

Belief in God: Yes 57 75 91 77 22 48 

Unb or uncert: higher being 72 90 82 75 57 62 

God relates as a Person 43 61 74 49 11 35 

How close to God: 4 – Close 12 24 36 13 5 15 

How close to God: 5 - Very close 15 9 19 20 2 8 

Only one religion is true 14 10 34 20 4 11 

OK to pick and choose beliefs 62 75 60 59 9 36 

Morals are relative 39 56 40 56 64 57 

Faith (V) important in shaping life 24 35 62 49 6 24 

Jesus was God and rose 45 55 71 NA 13 52 

Definitely believe in:       

 - Miracles 46 59 75 69 11 36 

 - Life after death 45 68 66 80 39 51 

 - Angels 42 54 69 68 25 41 

 - Demons/evil spirits 31 39 55 57 19 32 

Attend svcs once a month/more 19 34 59 23 2 19 

Attenders: ch usually welcoming 82 81 86 92 72 83 

Attenders: svcs usually boring 26 27 15 18 31 23 

Private prayer: 1/mo - few/wk 13 36 30 31 7 18 

Private prayer: 1/day - few/day 22 21 52 42 2 17 

Prayed with family 17 36 40 37 4 19 

Wore religious jewellery, clothing 14 43 50 50 5 22 

Listened to religious CDs/tapes 22 21 54 45 4 19 

Took part in a religious group 22 27 46 20 4 17 

Have ever had experience of:       

 - Spiritual worship 12 26 56 34 6 20 

 - Answer to prayer 26 32 59 41 8 24 

 - Miracle from God 18 20 40 34 6 17 

Personal commitment to God 34 44 62 59 8 28 
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Christian denominations 

Members of Generation Y identified themselves with a religion or denomination in much 

lower proportions than the Census would lead us to expect, and over 50 percent of the Gen Y 

sample indicated that they did not identify with any denomination.  Further, significant 

proportions of former members of each major denomination or group later disassociated 

themselves from membership. Here are some of the main findings that have emerged 

concerning each denomination within Gen Y (and the Other Religion and No Religious 

Identification groups). 

Anglicans 

Anglicans constitute 7.8 percent of Gen Y, which is 8 or 9 percent lower than the Census 

indicated for this denomination within this age group in 2001. Twenty-five percent of former 

Gen Y Anglicans said in the survey that they now had no denominational identification. 

Looking at the collected findings on this denomination in Table 2.4 above, it appears that 

Anglican members of Gen Y are less likely to affirm religious beliefs or engage in religious 

practices than Catholics or members of the larger denominations in the Other Christian 

group. There are some exceptions: Anglicans were less likely than Catholics to say that it is 

okay to pick and choose one’s religious beliefs rather than accept all the teachings of one’s 

church, and less likely to say that ‘morals are relative’. 

Although we did not administer survey questionnaires to the parents of individual Gen Y 

survey respondents, we surveyed a sample from the generation to which most of their 

parents belong – now aged 45-59 years. Strictly speaking, there were no significant 

differences between Anglicans in these two groups.9 However, there were a number of 

trends worth mentioning, with the caution that they are not hard and fast conclusions. 

In comparison with Anglicans in the older group, Gen Y Anglicans tended to be: 

� more uncertain about belief in God; 

� more likely to approve ‘picking and choosing’ religious beliefs; 

� less likely to affirm that Jesus was God and rose from the dead; 

� likely to attend religious services just as often; 

� likely to engage in private prayer somewhat less often; 

� less likely ever to have had a powerful experience of worship; and 

� just as likely to have made a commitment to God. 

Catholics 

Catholics make up 17.9 percent of Gen Y, 8 or 9 percent lower than the Census indicated for 

this denomination within this age group in 2001. Twenty-nine percent of Gen Y former 

Catholics said in the survey that they now had no denominational identification. On nearly 

all measures of belief and practice, the denomination was positioned between Anglican and 

Other Christian – closer to the former. Only on belief in life after death did the proportion of 

Catholics accepting the doctrine approach that of Other Christians. On the belief and practice 

scales, Catholics scored significantly lower than Other Christians. 
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Compared with their parents’ generation – those now aged 45-59 years – Gen Y Catholics 

were very similar on most items of belief and practice, with the following exceptions: they 

were: 

� more likely to affirm that God relates to us as a person; 

� less likely to find it ‘okay to pick and choose one’s beliefs’ (both of these 

differences are striking, because they show Gen Y Catholics as more, instead of 

less, orthodox than their parents’ generation, and both are statistically significant; 

the remaining differences were only trends); 

� more likely to agree that ‘morals are relative’; and 

� less likely to claim that faith was important or very important in shaping their 

lives. 

Other Christian 

Members of the Other Christian group of denominations account for 15.9 percent of Gen Y, 

which is about 2 percent higher than the Census indicated for this denomination within this 

age group in 2001. That in itself is exceptional. Twenty-three percent of former Gen Y 

members of Other Christian denominations said that they now had no denominational 

identification. It follows that these losses must have been more than equalled by the 

recruitment of new members. Looking back to Table 2.4, there is not a single measure of 

belief or practice on which this group scored significantly lower than any other;10 indeed on 

most measures, they were markedly higher. Although they constitute only one in seven 

members of Gen Y, the Other Christian group undoubtedly contains the most vigorously 

alive denominations in spiritual terms. 

Compared with Other Christians now aged 45-59 years, there were more significant 

differences than was the case with any other denomination, but all differences were in the 

direction of a higher proportion of Gen Y Other Christians responding positively than the 

older generation. 

Members of the Gen Y group:11 

� attend church services more frequently; 

� are more likely to say they feel close to God (and about as likely as the older 

group to say they feel very close); 

� have a higher proportion of members affirming definitely the divinity and 

resurrection of Jesus; and 

� have a higher proportion praying between once a month and once a week (and 

about the same proportion as their elders praying daily). 

Thus these denominations are unique in another respect: they do show differences from their 

parents’ generation, but all in the reverse direction from what many expect of today’s youth: 

they are more religious. There are a number of possible explanations for this ‘trend-bucking’ 

phenomenon: 

� Is the style of religiosity of these denominations particularly well suited to youth, 

and less so to adherents as they age, and are subjected to secularising influences 

in the realms of work and public life? Recall that 23 percent of former members 
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of Other Christian denominations said they had later ceased to identify with any 

denomination. This was a lower percentage than other denominations, and 

recouped by growth, but still large. If it is true that religious style of these 

denominations suits youth better than older adults, the challenge for these 

churches will be to adapt to the different and more complex religious needs of 

maturing members as they grow older. 

� Alternatively,12 are we seeing the results of effective evangelistic campaigns in 

recent years aimed at Generation Y? 

� Or is there some combination of both sets of influences? 

 

Further exploration of either potential explanation of this intriguing finding lies outside the 

scope of the present study. 

Other Religions 

Followers of religions other than Christian were found to constitute about 6.2 percent of Gen 

Y, which is the same as the Census indicated for this denomination within this age group in 

2001. Although estimates are less reliable for this small grouping, it seems that more than 

one in four former members of religions within the Other Religions group no longer identify 

with any religion. It follows that these losses must have been compensated for by the 

addition of new members. Immigration is one obvious source – the proportion of Muslims, 

Hindus and Buddhists among immigrants is much higher than in the Australian population; 

but there are bound to have been some converts from the local population. 

The religious fervour of the youthful followers of Other Religions (only the three just 

mentioned were present in appreciable numbers in the survey sample) was found to be at a 

very high level. It is inevitable that in a survey, they do not loom large. However, the Census 

records their growing numbers. Because there are smaller numbers of them in the survey 

sample, they can be described in less detail, and often the results are not statistically reliable. 

In Table 2.4, the proportion of followers of Other Religions responding positively to many 

items exceeded the level of Catholics and Anglicans, and often rivalled that of Other 

Christians. On one item, belief in life after death, their pre-eminence soared to such a dizzy 

height (80 percent) that it was statistically significant in surpassing the level both of Catholics 

(68 percent) and Other Christians (66 percent). The 92 percent who found the community at 

their place of worship usually welcoming was apparently the highest across all religions 

/denominations, but not reliably different from its nearest rivals. Of course, in their case, 

meeting for worship fulfils many functions other than the strictly religious. Since most are of 

immigrant stock, religious gatherings also are a convocation of their ethnic group, gathering 

for fellowship and collaboration in what to many is still a strange land. 

Yet these young people also show signs of belonging to their time, to their adopted abode, 

and to the same generation as other young Australians. They favour ‘picking and choosing’ 

among religious beliefs and assert the relativity of morals in about the same proportions as 

the more lackadaisical Christians – almost certainly thereby evoking severe disapproval from 

their elders. 
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Unfortunately, no attempt to chart the relationship between the beliefs and practices of the 

Gen Y followers of Other Religions and 40-59 year-olds from the same religions could 

succeed, because there are practically no representatives of those religions in that older 

generation in our sample, and not many in the Australian population. 

No Religious Identification 

To the surprise of the researchers, 52 percent of Gen Y stated that they did not consider 

themselves to belong to, or be members of, any religion or denomination. This figure is 17-18 

percent higher than indicated in the Census, even if we count those who do not state a 

religion in the Census as belonging to this category. Only 5 percent of those raised without 

any religion, said that they had later joined one; 95 percent stayed as they were. 

Since a high proportion of this group said they had never believed in God, followed any 

religion, or attended religious services (apart from occasions such as weddings or funerals), 

their religious characteristics are, to say the least, muted. Yet they appear to have the most 

effective ‘evangelistic’ campaign of all: their growth rate far outstrips that of all other groups, 

and not content with relying solely on the time-honoured strategy of recruitment by 

procreation, they have successfully converted at least 25 percent or more of each of the last 

three generations of Christians! The churches would surely be pleased to emulate these 

‘children of this world’ in that respect. 

The category ‘No Religious Identification’ held particular interest for this study, and two 

later chapters of this report are devoted to those who belong to it: the chapters on Eclectics 

and Humanists. And in the next chapter, the characteristics and motivation of the large 

number of former Christians who have moved away from identifying with a denomination, 

will be examined. 

Yet notwithstanding all of the above, ‘No religion’ is a misnomer for this group, if it is 

understood to mean they have no religious beliefs. Twenty-two percent of them believe in 

God; 41 percent are unsure; only 35 percent said they did not. Further, when those who were 

unsure or negative were asked whether they believed in some kind of higher being or life-

force, 57 percent said they did; 39 per cent believe in a life after death (although for some, as 

we shall see, that means reincarnation on earth); 13 percent of them even believe in the 

divinity and resurrection of Jesus, and another 16 percent responded ‘Maybe’ to this 

question. On all the measures of religious practice they were of course, very low. 

These respondents show some interesting differences from their parents’ generation, but the 

results of the comparison are a little too complex to be immediately intelligible. Compared 

with the older generation, the Gen Y ‘No Religious Identification’ respondents were 

significantly less likely to deny belief in God; more likely, instead, to be unsure about God’s 

existence and to believe in a higher being; much more likely to believe that morals are 

relative; more likely to believe in life after death; and less likely to believe in Jesus. 

In some ways, they appear more religious than their predecessors, in others, less. This 

strange combination of differences is doubtless a result of combining into a single very large 

cluster several quite different, and much more internally homogeneous groups, which will 

be disentangled in those later chapters. 
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3   Tradition High and Low 

 

Levels of Christian traditional spirituality – a profile 

The spirituality type based on Christian tradition is far from homogeneous. In Generation Y, 

based on level of belief and practice, Christians were classified into the following categories: 

Committed, Active, Marginal and Nominal.  

Table 3.1 Gen Y (aged 13-29): Traditional spirituality types (percent of the whole of Generation Y) 

Spirituality Type % 

Committed 8 

Active 7 

Marginal 10 

Nominal 18 

 

The classification was based on the following criteria: 

� Belief in God and in Jesus Christ; 

� Identification with a Christian denomination (or simply with Christianity); 

� Attendance at religious services; 

� Private prayer; and  

� A low level of involvement in alternative spiritualities: Christians who also 

endorsed a significant number of items from ‘alternative’ belief systems or were 

seriously involved in alternative spiritualities were classed as Eclectic (ECL). 

 

The following table shows these spirituality types across the familiar range of 

denominations:  

Table 3.2 Gen Y Christians & Eclectics: Spirituality type by denomination (percent of denomination) 13 

 Anglican Catholic Other Christian 

Committed 11 15 29 

Active 4 14 24 

Marginal 41 23 12 

Nominal 35 30 26 

Eclectic 9 17 9 

 

53 percent of Other Christians were classified in the Committed or Active categories and had 

the lowest proportion of their members classified as Eclectic, but a quarter were Nominal. 

Higher percentages of Anglicans were in the Marginal and Nominal categories, but they 

were equally unlikely to be Eclectic. Catholics were significantly more likely than either of 

the others to be Eclectic: 17 percent of Catholics fell into this type; a further 53 percent were 

Nominal or Marginal, 29 percent were Committed or Active. 
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Within the Christian group, one subgroup shows the highest levels of all key characteristics; 

they are referred to as ‘Committed’ (8 percent of Gen Y). Here are their defining 

characteristics: they identify with a Christian denomination; believe definitely in God and 

that Jesus was God and rose from the dead; attend religious services weekly or more often; 

pray weekly or more often; and have a low level of Eclecticism: very little belief or 

involvement in alternative spiritualities.  

The  ‘Active’ group (7 percent of Gen Y) identify with a Christian denomination; believe 

definitely in God; do not reject the belief that Jesus was God and rose from the dead (but 

some are unsure about it, whereas the Committed group all believe definitely in the divinity 

and resurrection of Jesus); attend church less than weekly, but at least once a month, and also 

pray once a month or more often (whereas all of the Committed group attended and prayed 

weekly or more often); have a low level of eclecticism: very little belief or involvement in 

alternative spirituality.  Active Christians share most of the characteristics of the Committed 

except their dedication to very frequent (weekly) church attendance and prayer.  

The  ‘Marginal’ group (10 percent of Gen Y) identify with a Christian denomination, but lack 

one or more of the characteristics of Active; some, although not identifying with a Christian 

denomination, believe in Jesus’ divinity and resurrection, or attend a Christian worship 

service once a month or more often. Belief in God is not excluded, but most are uncertain; 

many formerly believed in God, but now prefer belief in ‘a spiritual power or life-force’.  

They continue to accept most (sometimes all) of the beliefs of the religion or denomination; 

but sometimes do not accept some core belief(s); belief in Jesus’ divinity and resurrection 

may be affirmed, uncertain, or (in a few cases) denied; attendance at religious services is 

usually less than once a month, but more than once or twice a year, if stated; and private 

prayer or other voluntary devotional practice is only occasional: usually less than once a 

month. 

The  ‘Nominal’ group make up 18 percent of Gen Y. Most of this large group have traditional 

Christian beliefs, but little or no involvement with any denomination. They have had some 

experience of church-style religion and rejected it fairly completely; most still identify with a 

Christian denomination, but not strongly; those who do not identify were raised Christian or 

sometimes attend a Christian church; they still affirm belief in many Christian doctrines: 

most believe in God; a large minority believe also in Jesus; all remain clearly short of 

complete secular rejection of religion/spiritual reality; and although many still pray, 

attendance at services is no more than once or twice a year in most cases.   

Nominal Christians are what Mol (1971) referred to as ‘private believers’. It is their lack of 

active involvement with a community of believers that distinguishes the Nominal group.  In 

these circumstances, ‘belief’ often degenerates into mere opinion on religious topics, making 

little impact on life.   

Factors shaping spirituality 

What are the factors which appear to influence young people to become or remain 

Committed or Active? Mother’s and father’s attendance and commitment, whether the 

family talks about spiritual matters, attendance of friends, family integrity (whether the 

person’s natural parents divorced or died, and if so, at what age of the child). 
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Being male or female makes no difference to the probability of being Committed/Active. 

There is no significant difference in the scores of Gen Y males and females on either the 

Belief or Practice scales. This finding of ‘no influence’ is of major significance because it has 

long been an axiom of sociology of religion that women at all ages were ‘more religious’ on 

most measures than men.14 But in Australia it has been found in recent research that young 

women are no more religious than young men on most measures. Since mothers have long 

been known to have great influence in the religious socialisation of children, (and, as we 

shall see in a moment, this remains true in the present study), it is hard to overestimate the 

importance of this finding and its likely consequences. 

Committed or Active youth more were more often pressured or made fun of at school 

because of their religious beliefs or practices if they were attending or had attended a 

Government of Other Private school (the difference was not significant). A significantly 

smaller proportion of those at Catholic schools reported this experience.  

Moving away from traditional Christian spirituality 

The title of this chapter was ‘Tradition High and Low’. Next to be considered are forms of 

spirituality in which the mainstream Christian tradition, while still present in some way, 

plays a much smaller part.  

The researchers became aware very early in the project that even within the Gen Y age 

group, there were significant numbers who: 

� previously believed conventionally but now did not; 

� previously felt that they belonged to, or identified with a Christian 

denomination, but did so no longer, or only minimally; and 

� previously attended religious services more regularly than when they were 

interviewed. 

These are three broad paths along which significant numbers of young people are moving 

away from traditional Christian spirituality.  

The teenage ‘Questioners’ 

Among those moving away from the Christian traditional path, one group were particularly 

interesting: in early interviews many not yet out of their teens mentioned, in sharing 

something of their journey, that at the end of primary school or earlier in secondary school, 

they believed, identified, attended according to their family’s pattern; but now had changed 

significantly in one or all of these respects.   

Questioner is a transitional form of spirituality in adolescence among those whose spirituality 

type in childhood was traditional; it is characterised by questioning, which impacts by 

significantly reducing or suspending traditional practices, beliefs, and sometimes also 

identification with the former religious denomination/community.  The typical Questioner is 

aged 13-17 and is not Committed or Active, but was previously more committed to 

Christianity in terms of identification, beliefs and practices; identifies with a Christian 

denomination, or now does not, but was raised Christian; previously identified as Christian 

and has changed since the age of 12; believes in God, in the divinity and resurrection of 
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Jesus; or does not believe in either; and may still attend often; but in most cases attends 

religious services seldom or not at all, but previously attended more than once or twice a 

year. 

A special characteristic of the Questioning teens was that often, the status turned out to be 

temporary – transitional, like so many things that are part of teenage life. Several, 

interviewed when in their twenties, recalled that their former faith ‘fell apart’ in their teens. 

Afterwards, a few had picked up the threads of their former faith, and had become 

Committed or Active. Others resumed their identification with a denomination at a medium 

or low level; for those who had, earlier in life, been at least Active, the commonest outcomes 

of the Questioning phase were moving to the Nominal, Humanist or Eclectic types. 

Conclusion 

Spirituality stemming from the Christian tradition is at the centre of a complex and turbulent 

process of change among Generation Y in Australia.  There is a strong upsurge of growth in 

conservative Protestant denominations, and each tradition within Christianity has its nucleus 

of committed and active members.  Youthful spirituality, in its traditional forms, derives its 

support principally from families who share it, and it seems rarely to thrive without support 

from this source. At the other end of the spectrum, there are also many within the generation 

– most likely more than ever before, who have little or no interest in either religion or other 

spiritual matters. 

In between are a large proportion of young people moving between alternatives, especially 

during their teenage years. Most of this movement appears to be away from traditional 

spirituality, either towards eclectic blends of traditional and alternative spiritualities, or more 

frequently in the direction of secular indifference. These two options are the subject of the 

following two chapters. 
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4   The Spiritual Quest 

This section considers the extent to which Australian young people are engaged in a spiritual 

quest, outside the bounds of traditional organised religion. 

A nation of spiritual seekers? Spiritual beliefs and practices in Australia 

We begin this investigation of alternative spiritualities by examining the extent of New Age, 

esoteric and appropriated Eastern religious beliefs and practices among young Australians. 

New Age, esoteric and appropriated Eastern religious practices 

In recent times, various religious practices originating from Asian religions and traditions 

have become popular in the west notably: yoga (originally a Hindu practice); Eastern 

meditation (Hindu and Buddhist); and tai-chi (Chinese martial art). The particular practices 

asked about in the survey were Tarot cards, Eastern mediation, tai-chi, and yoga. 

We chose to ask survey participants about these activities, rather than other well-known 

New Age practices, like reiki, crystals or channelling because of the findings from our Stage 1 

interviews. These interviews provided almost no evidence of the latter kinds of New Age 

practices among young people, whereas a few reported having done yoga, practised 

meditation or read Tarot cards. 

Table 4.1 shows the extent of New Age, esoteric and Eastern religious practices among the 

Australian population, by age groups. In The Spirit of Generation Y survey, participants were 

asked ‘Have you ever got seriously into any of the following activities?’, which required a 

‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. We defined ‘seriously’ to mean ‘regular practice of the activity over an 

extended period of time, study of the activity, meeting with others who practice the activity 

or the purchasing of equipment associated with the activity’. 

Table 4.1 All (aged 13-59): New Age, esoteric and Eastern religious practices by age group  
(percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Practice 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-29 Gen Y 30-44 45-59 All 

Ever got seriously into 
yoga 

6 6 9 16 9 15 17 14 

Ever got seriously into 
Eastern meditation 

3 4 5 8 5 12 10 10 

Ever got seriously into  
tai-chi 

4 3 3 6 4 9 10 7 

Ever got seriously into 
Tarot cards 

4 6 8 6 6 9 8 8 

Never got into any of these 
activities 

88 83 82 76 82 70 68 73 

Note: Survey participants may have done more than one of these activities. 
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The information about New Age, esoteric and Eastern religious practices is cross-tabulated 

by age because age is an important differentiating factor when it comes to these practices. As 

this table shows, the uptake of any of these practices among Generation Y is low; only one in 

five have ever done yoga, Eastern meditation, tai-chi or Tarot. Compared to Generation Y, 

people aged 45-59 years are more likely to have done yoga, while 30-44 year-olds are slightly 

more like to have done meditation, tai-chi or Tarot. 

These age differences are partially explained by the fact that these practices are what 

Bainbridge (1997) describes as New Age ‘client services’ – serious participation typically 

requires disposable income, especially those practices mainly done in classes, namely tai-chi 

and yoga. Those who are older might also have a greater interest in the health and wellbeing 

components of these practices. Within Generation Y, the older a person is the more likely 

they are to have done yoga; 16 percent of 22-29 year-olds have seriously done yoga, 

compared to just 6 percent of 13-15 year-olds. 

Table 4.1 also shows that among Australians the two most popular activities are yoga and 

Eastern meditation. That said, regular yoga practice may not be construed by most 

practitioners as being a discrete spiritual practice, or even about spirituality at all, mostly 

because the spiritual status of yoga is unclear. Lau (2000, cited in Carrette & King 2005, p. 

117) observes that, ‘As first commodified and subsequently practiced in the United States 

and many other countries in the world, yoga and tai-chi are removed from their 

philosophical contexts and largely undertaken as physical exercise regimens, though still 

presented within the context of body-mind integration and spirituality’. Yoga is routinely 

offered at gyms, alongside aerobics classes, while many schools offer yoga as an alternative 

to other after-school sports, part of a broader western trend towards holistic health and 

wellbeing, rather than an activity about spirituality per se (cf. Carrette & King 2005; Heelas & 

Woodhead 2005). 

Almost all of the people we have interviewed across the course of our research declared that 

improved health and wellbeing was the primary goal of their yoga activity.  

In summary, we found that for the overwhelming majority of Generation Y, alternative 

religious, esoteric and New Age practices, or even reiki and crystals, are simply not 

important. The same cannot be said, however, of various New Age, esoteric or Eastern 

religious beliefs, which have greater acceptance among this age cohort. 

New Age, esoteric and appropriated Eastern religious beliefs 

The New Age, esoteric or Eastern religious beliefs we considered in our survey were: 

astrology (the belief that stars and planets affect people’s fates); the possibility of 

communicating with the dead directly or in a séance; reincarnation (the belief that people 

have lived previous lives); and the power of psychics or fortune-tellers. Table 4.2 shows how 

widespread New Age, esoteric and Eastern religious beliefs are among the Australian 

population. In the survey, participants had a choice of answering, ‘yes, definitely’, ‘maybe’ 

and ‘no, definitely not’. The table shows only definite responses. 
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Table 4.2 All (aged 13-59): New Age, esoteric and Eastern religious beliefs by age group  
(percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Belief 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-29 Gen Y 30-44 45-59 All 

Definitely believe in 
astrology, that stars and 
planets affect people's 
fates 

25 22 21 26 24 23 20 23 

Definitely believe in the 
possibility of 
communicating with the 
dead directly or in a séance 

23 24 25 26 25 25 16 22 

Definitely believe in 
reincarnation, that people 
have lived previous lives 

31 29 29 27 29 26 21 25 

Definitely believe in the 
power of psychics and 
fortune-tellers 

19 21 18 23 20 25 15 20 

 

Table 4.2 shows a substantial level of belief among Generation Y in reincarnation, the 

possibility of communicating with the dead, and in astrology. Those aged 30-44 hold these 

beliefs in about the same proportions as Gen Y. Levels of belief in astrology and 

reincarnation are still reasonable among those aged 45-59 and fairly close to the other 

cohorts, but the differences in communicating with the dead and fortune-tellers are more 

substantial. The other notable pattern is the 25 percent of 30-44 year-olds who believe in 

psychics and fortune tellers. Several popular women’s magazines pitched at this 

demographic, such as New Idea and Women’s Day, contain sections on astrology, numerology, 

palmistry, psychic readings and carry advertisements for the same. Sixty-seven percent of 

30-44 year-olds who believe in psychics and fortune tellers are women (see below for 

discussion of Eclectic spirituality type). 

The most widely held New Age, esoteric or Eastern religious belief is reincarnation, the idea 

that people have lived previous lives. Where is belief in reincarnation coming from, and how 

salient is this belief for those who hold it? 

23 percent of Generation Y has explored Buddhism, and 16 percent Hinduism, the two world 

religions in which reincarnation is an important part of the belief system. There is no clear 

relationship, however, between belief in reincarnation and knowledge of these two religions. 

Seventy percent of those who believe in reincarnation have never explored Buddhism, while 

84 percent of those who believe in reincarnation have never explored Hinduism. This 

strongly suggests that belief in reincarnation is more like a folk belief that circulates widely 

in the culture – an unsophisticated idea that we have had past lives – than a seriously 

understood article of faith connected to its original Eastern religious heritage. 

Our study found that Generation Y are not looking for meaning among the world’s religions, 

nor are they particularly interested in New Age, esoteric or Eastern religious practices (if 

indeed these practices are mainly about spirituality) and that the widespread belief in 

reincarnation is a popular idea disconnected from its original religious understanding. None 

of this is suggestive of a generation of pickers and choosers, people creating a customised and 
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eclectic worldview from a range of disparate sources. However a reasonable proportion of 

young people do create such a mix of ‘spiritual’ and religious beliefs. We described these 

people as ‘Eclectics’.  

A profile of the Eclectic spirituality type 

The Eclectic spirituality type comprises people who report three or more New Age, esoteric 

or Eastern practices and/or beliefs (up to a total of eight). 48 percent of people in the Eclectic 

group report three New Age beliefs or practices, 43 percent report four to five, while the 

remaining 9 percent report five or more New Age, Eastern or esoteric practices and/or 

beliefs. These respondents also affirm a number of religious or spiritual beliefs (e.g. 78 

percent of Eclectics definitely believe in life after death, and 63 percent definitely believe in 

the existence of angels).   

Profile and influences 

Seventeen percent of Generation Y comprise the Eclectic spirituality type. What is the typical 

Generation Y Eclectic like? This person is more likely to be female (62 percent of Eclectics are 

female compared to 38 percent male). She is most likely to be aged 22-29 years (53 percent of 

Eclectics are in this age group, 24 percent are aged 18-21, 10 percent are 16-17, and 13 percent 

are 13-15). She is also probably going to be Australian born (86 percent), probably with an 

Australian-born mother (54 percent) and father (55 percent), or if not that, then parents are 

likely to come from Western Europe (United Kingdom, Netherlands). Fifty-six percent of 

Eclectics do not identify with any Christian denomination, 18 per cent identify as Catholics, 

and 13 percent with other Christian denominations. 

What are the social and cultural factors associated with being an Eclectic? Controlling for the 

effects of a range of factors, including education, religious upbringing, religious 

identification, rural or urban context and socio-economic status, our analysis found that 

being female, being older and having completed fewer educational years is associated with 

the Eclectic spirituality type. The more education a person has completed (from Year 6 

onwards), the less likely they are to be an Eclectic. The Eclectic spirituality type is the 

spirituality type most clearly gendered female. This is not surprising, given that New Age, 

esoteric and Eastern religious practices are largely seen as feminised practices. Most of the 

weekly magazines pitched at women contain horoscopes, ‘ask the psychic/palm-

reader/numerologist’ columns and advertisements for Tarot readings. Much of the New Age 

is associated with care of the self, or self-development and personal exploration, values not 

commonly associated with Australian notions of manhood. 
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5   The Secular Path 

 

This part of the report deals with the spirituality type we have called ‘Humanist’. 31 percent 

of Gen Y are the Humanist spirituality type. Most of this group do not believe in God now 

(many never have), and do not hold New Age, esoteric or Eastern religious beliefs.  

Gen Y Humanists typically accept non-religious explanations of the world and of life, 

express values and motives that are humanistic rather than religious/spiritual and do not 

identify with a church or other traditional religious organisation or community.  

Understanding the Humanists 

Beliefs 

Fifty-five percent of those in the Humanist type do not believe in God at all now, while 44 

percent say they are unsure. Thirty-six percent say there was a time when they believed in 

God, but now they no longer do or perhaps are unsure. 42 percent believe there is a ‘life 

force’ out there, but more than half of those who believe in this ‘life force’ believe that it does 

not ‘care about us’. 

45 percent believe that there is very little truth in religion, with a further 49 percent believing 

that aspects of many religions may be true. Less than 15 percent of Humanists definitely 

believe in any of the following: astrology, possibility of communicating with the dead; 

reincarnation, the power of psychics, existence of angels, the existence of demons or evil 

spirits. Twenty-two percent of Humanists believe in life after death. 

Profile and influences 

Thirty-one percent of Generation Y are the Humanist type. What is the typical Generation Y 

Humanist like? 17 percent of Humanists are aged 13-15, 13 percent are aged 16-17, 24 percent 

aged 18-21 and 46 percent aged 22-29. Those who once held a belief in God but no longer do 

are more likely to be older.   

Fifty-six percent of those in the Humanist spirituality type are male, 44 percent female. What 

are the social and cultural factors associated with being a Humanist? Controlling for the 

effects of a range of factors, including education, religious upbringing, religious 

identification, rural or urban context and socio-economic status, our analysis found that 

being male and never having been raised in a religion are associated with this spirituality 

type. This is not altogether surprising; in a previous part of this report we noted that females 

were more likely to be Eclectic, and more likely overall to hold New Age, esoteric and 

Eastern religious beliefs. Males appear more prone to accepting totally non-religious 

explanations of the world and of life. 

The typically Gen Y Humanist is also probably Australian born (87 percent), probably with 

an Australian-born mother (73 percent) and father (71 percent), or if not that, then parents 

from Western Europe (United Kingdom, Netherlands, Ireland). 
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Why I don’t believe now 

Almost 60 percent of the Humanist group have never believed in God, but about one-third 

once did. So why don’t they believe now? In The Spirit of Generation Y survey people who 

once believed in God but no longer did had nine chances to tell us why they no longer 

believed – three open-ended questions and six set responses (to which they could add 

further comments if they chose). Table 5.1 shows the age distribution of those who used to 

believe in God and who no longer do (those who provided us with a reason). 

 

Table 5.1 All (aged 13-59) who no longer identify with a religion: Age distribution of those who no longer 
identify (percent of those who no longer identify) 

Age group % 

13-15 4 

16-17 4 

18-21 3 

22-29 17 

30-44 44 

45-59 28 

Total 100 

 

 

We noted more than 250 comments on why people no longer believe. The most common 

reasons for no longer believing include: ‘doing further study, especially science’ (16 percent 

of verbatim responses); ‘no convincing evidence or proof’ (13 percent of verbatim responses); 

‘disillusionment with the churches’ (11 percent of verbatim responses); and a category we 

called ‘couldn’t accept that God allows suffering’ (9 percent of verbatim responses).  

Common themes among Gen Y Humanists include: the belief that science provides better 

explanations, a lack of proof or evidence, doing further study or studying science, and a 

category we called ‘as I got older’. This refers to open-ended survey answers in which 

participants noted that they believed in God when they were children, but this belief 

diminished as they got older. They simply questioned more, were no longer required to go to 

church once they became teens, or declared that religion or a belief in God was a part of their 

childhood, but not now. 



The Spirit of Generation Y | Summary Report 

 
 

 22 

6   Spirituality and Social Concern 

 

A facet of The Spirit of Generation Y study focused on exploring the ways in which young 

people’s religious or spiritual life impacts on their immediate family, friends, and the wider 

community. In contrast to previous Australian studies, we are immensely interested in the 

interplay between community involvement and religious and spiritual practices and beliefs 

(cf. Mellor, Kennedy & Greenwood 2002; Brown, Lipsig-Mumme & Zajdow 2003). We 

acknowledge that there are different ways that people can relate positively to their 

community and the wider society and so we sought to find an over-arching term – civic 

orientation – that would allow for such differences. ‘Civic orientation’ covers four 

dimensions, including:  

• Civic knowledge and appreciation;  

• Civic capacities and skills;  

• Civic attitude;  

• Civic participation 

 

There was a strong relationship between young people’s responses to each of these four 

dimensions, with those scoring high on one dimension likely to score high on the others. For 

example, young people with few civic skills tended to also do less volunteering and to show 

less social concern than those who had many skills. Committed Christians performed well in 

each of these areas and outperformed those who did not take their faith seriously. Those 

who were strongly eclectic in the ways in which they believed and practiced their spirituality 

also performed well. 

 

 

Civic participation: Volunteering, altruism and generosity 

This section considers aspects of Gen Y’s civic participation, namely altruism, volunteerism 

and generosity. While Gen Y tended to be willing to help family and friends when required 

there were some gender differences, with females were more likely to have helped someone 

who was sick, helped someone in a crisis, and visited someone in hospital. However, males 

were more likely to have loaned money to someone.  There was no gender difference in the 

likelihood of helping someone in a crisis. 

 

Participants were asked how many hours they spend in a typical month on volunteer or 

community work (see table below). 27 percent of Gen Y do at least one hour of volunteer 

work a month and 12 percent do five or more hours a month. This is consistent with the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics finding (2000) that 27 percent of 18-24 old engaged in 

volunteering (a considerable growth from 1995). There is a significant difference in the 

amount of volunteer work done between young people aged 13-15 and those aged 18-59 

years, with the time commitment to community engagement steadily increasing with age. 

 



The Spirit of Generation Y | Summary Report 

 
 

 23 

 

Table 6.1 All (aged 13-59): Number of hours of volunteer work or community service work in typical 
month by age group (percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Volunteer hours 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-29 30-44 45-59 All 

None in a typical month 69 70 72 72 62 59 68 

5 or less 22 20 16 12 15 13 17 

5hrs or more 8 10 12 15 24 28 14 

 

While young people may be engaged in community service in more individualistic ways 

today, the results from The Spirit of Generation Y study indicate that for Gen Y the main area 

of volunteer work was in fundraising or sales, followed by befriending or counselling and 

then by repairing, maintenance or gardening. A small proportion of young people 

participate actively in their local community in areas such as sports coaching or refereeing. 

Some young people are involved in an extensive range of voluntary activities at local, 

national, and international levels including working on overseas aid programs. Young 

people need a helping hand to move out of their comfort zone and into more demanding 

areas of community service. Church organisations and church-based schools helped in this 

process by providing supported entry points to volunteering opportunities. They also 

encouraged young members to develop confidence and skills through involvement in 

church-related activities. A major finding of the study is that those who actively engage in 

religious or spiritual practices tend to have strong civic values and to translate these values 

into demonstrations of social concern in both personal and community arenas. 

In respect to generosity, the results of the study reveal that 77 percent of Gen Y gave more 

than $10 to charity in the year prior to the survey and 12 percent gave more than $500. 

Considering many of these young people were still at school or at a tertiary institution their 

level of generosity is quite surprising. 47 percent gave more than $10 to the Tsunami appeal. 

Females were more generous than males and donated more money to the Tsunami Appeal 

and other charities. 

An examination of the values of young Australians reveals a complex pattern with young 

people being more concerned about some social issues than others.  They did not show a 

high degree of compassion when it came to refugees in detention centres, the needs of the 

poor and Aboriginal reconciliation. Less than 1 in 5 of Gen Y  care very much about ‘refugees 

in detention centres’ and less than 1 in 3 care very much about ‘the needs of poor people’ or 

about ‘Aboriginal reconciliation’.  However, over two-thirds of Gen Y care very much about 

equal treatment for all Australians, whatever their race, religion or culture. In Christian 

Smith’s study of American teenagers as reported in his book Soul Searching (2005), only 47 

percent said that they personally cared very much about equality between different racial 

groups.  In this respect Australians showed more compassion than their counterparts in the 

United States. 

 

Generally females gave more positive responses than males to questions that related to each 

of the four civic dimensions. For example, females scored higher than males on three of the 
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four compassion items noted above, but they did not score significantly higher on the 

question about Aboriginal reconciliation, as can be seen in the following table.   

 
Table 6.2  Gen Y (aged 13-29 years) and All (aged 13-59 years): Compassion by sex (percent of sex) 

 Gen Y 

Compassion: 
Personally cares about Male Female Gen Y 

Needs of poor people in Australia 
 - Cares very much 
 - Don’t care at all 

 
19 

1 

 
34 

0 

 
26 

0 

Equal treatment for all Australians, whatever their race, 
religion or culture 
 - Cares very much 
 - Don’t care at all 

 
 

67 
1 

 
 

72 
1 

 
 

69 
1 

Refugees in detention centres 
 - Cares very much 
 - Don’t care at all 

 
13 
10 

 
26 

5 

 
19 

7 

Aboriginal reconciliation 
 - Cares very much 
 - Don’t care at all 

 
29 

8 

 
31 

2 

 
30 

5 

 

 

 

 

Civic Orientation and Age  

 

To be older did not necessarily imply that the participant was more likely to score higher on 

civic scales or individual civic items. For example, participants were asked if they won 

$100,000 in a lottery would they give $10,000 or more away. While 78 percent of the total 

population said that they would give their lottery win away, participants aged 30-44 were 

slightly less likely than those aged 45-59 and just as likely as the youngest group aged 13-29, 

to choose this option. In respect to the Civic Values scale on environmental and social issues,  

there was a significant difference in the scores based on age, with those aged 13-15 less likely 

to consider them extremely important than those aged 22-29 or older.  Over 44 percent of 

Gen Xs and Baby Boomers indicated that they considered these to be extremely important 

which is significantly higher than Gen Y (30 percent). 

 
Table 6.3 Gen Y (aged 13-29): Civic values scale by age group (percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Civic Values (environmental & social issues) 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-29 Gen Y 

Unimportant 19 17 17 14 17 

Somewhat important 17 20 13 17 16 

Very Important 36 37 40 27 36 

Extremely important 28 27 30 42 30 
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The Baby Boomers (48 percent) and Gen X (40 percent) were more highly concerned about 

national security than those in Gen Y (29 percent). This is not surprising given that several 

wars have occurred during the older participants’ life-time, some of whom would have 

experience them first hand.  

 

To sum up this section, when looking at young people and civic orientation we found that 

young people in Gen Y are not much different from the Gen Xers and the Baby Boomers in 

their civic responses, and there is every indication that with age, experience and more 

opportunities, they will be equally, if not more, involved in community participation, 

although the form this takes may well be more idiosyncratic and quite different from the 

ways of earlier generations. 
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7   Spirituality in the Context of Life 

 

 

In order to understand the spirituality of young people, one must understand the ways in 

which it relates to other aspects of life. One way of seeking to do this was to ask young 

people a range of questions about life and to see in what ways spirituality emerged in that 

context.  

 
Values 

In the Stage 1 interviews most young people responded to the questions of what was most 

important in life in one of two ways. The largest group told us that their primary 

relationships, their friends and/or their families were very important to them. While there 

are many dysfunctional families in Australia, there are also many families that are 

functioning very well. Young Australians are also very intention about forming relationships 

with friends. Often it was not so much what they did together but the people they were with.  

 

A second theme that emerged in the responses was the enjoyment of life and having exciting 

experiences.  The enjoyment of life is closely associated with ‘having an exciting life’. For 

young people between the ages of 13 and 18, this was the second most highly rated value. In 

interviews, many young people have spoken of the importance of the adrenalin rush of 

special experiences in a theme park, a rock concert or extreme sports. Other young people 

spoke simply of the fun of being with their friends. Excitement was not so much in the 

adrenalin rush but in the relationships. For some young people, excitement involved 

exploring relationships across gender. While there was a high level of unanimity among 

young teenagers in the importance of ‘excitement’, there was less unanimity among older 

teenagers. The importance of excitement was considerably less among older age groups.  

 

Overall, nine values were put to the respondents. They were asked to score the importance 

of each value on a scale of 1 to 5. The following table represents the nine values in rank order 

for each age group. 
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Table 7.1 All (aged 13-59): The importance of various values by age group  
(mean scores between 1 and 5) 

 Age group 

Rank order of 
importance 13-15 16-18 19-24 25-44 45-59 

1. Friends 
4.51 

Friends 
4.57 

Friends 
4.64 

Friends 
4.58 

Friends 
4.53 

2. Excitement 
4.46 

Excitement 
4.44 

Helpfulness 
4.45 

Helpfulness 
4.52 

Peace 
4.52 

3. Peace 
4.34 

Helpfulness 
4.37 

Peace 
4.37 

Peace 
4.45 

Helpfulness 
4.51 

4. Helpfulness 
4.33 

Peace 
4.29 

Excitement 
4.20 

Social justice 
4.35 

Social justice 
4.40 

5. Environment 
3.88 

Social justice 
4.00 

Social justice 
4.11 

Environment 
4.22 

Environment 
4.24 

6. Social justice 
3.88 

Environment 
3.89 

Environment 
4.00 

Security 
3.85 

Security 
4.01 

7. Security 
3.80 

Security 
3.71 

Security 
3.83 

Excitement 
3.80 

Spirituality 
3.42 

8. Money 
3.09 

Spirituality 
3.13 

Spirituality 
3.44 

Spirituality 
3.35 

Excitement 
3.37 

9. Spirituality 
3.07 

Money 
3.09 

Money 
3.11 

Money 
3.03 

Money 
2.73 

 

 

Apart from the value of friends and excitement, the highest ranking is given to values that 

have to do with a cooperative social environment: helping others and world peace. While 

young people have often been accused of being individualistic in their outlook on life, that 

does not necessarily mean that they are self-centred or selfish. They, along with older people, 

believe that helping one each other is of great importance in creating the sort of world in 

which they want to live. While most young people in Australia have not directly experienced 

the turmoil of war, they are well aware of the huge disruption to life that war can cause. A 

peaceful world is highly valued. Most young people also wanted to live in a society in which 

there is justice, security and where there is care for the environment. Younger and older 

people want enough money so that they can enjoy life and so they can have the exciting 

experiences that they desire. However, being wealthy is not, in its own right, high on the list 

of priorities.  

 

The importance of spirituality negative correlates with the importance of money. It reflects 

the fact that those for whom spirituality is importance tend to give less importance to 

material things. On the other hand, spirituality correlates positively with those values that 

have to do with the social and interpersonal environment, the importance of helping others, 

social justice and protecting the environment.  

 

There was greater variation in the responses to the value of spirituality than to any other 

value item. In every age bracket there was a wide spread of responses. With young age 
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groups, there was a higher tendency to affirm a moderate importance to spirituality. Among 

older people, there was a great tendency to affirm its importance strongly, or to affirm 

strongly that it had no importance at all. These results are shown in the following table.  

 

Table 7.2 All (aged 13-59): The importance of spirituality by age group (percent of age group) 

 Age group 

 13-15 16-18 19-24 25-44 45-59 Total 

1. Not at all important 11 12 10 11 14 12 

2. 20 19 14 16 11 15 

3. 34 29 25 25 29 27 

4. 22 23 24 22 12 19 

5. Very important 13 17 27 26 34 27 

 

 

There are several possible explanations for the fact that relatively few teenagers felt that 

spirituality was ‘very important’. It is possible that it has to do with life-stage and the fact 

that most younger people are focussed on excitement and the enjoyment of life. The deeper 

aspects of life such as spirituality and wisdom are found more at stages of greater maturity.  

 

Another possible explanation is that the culture is changing. There appears to be a significant 

gap between the importance of spirituality among those in the 45 to 59 age group and those 

in the 25 to 44  age group. This gap may be linked to historical changes. Those who grew up 

prior to the 1960s generally have a higher appreciation of spirituality than those who grew 

up later.  

 

In recent decades, religious faith and spirituality have been seen very much as personal 

options about which individuals make their own choices. The attitude of many young 

people, apparent in many interviews, was that spirituality was fine for those who were 

interested. Few young people suggested that spirituality was a bad thing, but many 

indicated they had little interest in it. Whatever its meaning for them, only for a few young 

people does spirituality dominate life and provide the foundation for how life is brought 

together. 

 

Purpose and Meaning 

A few questions were asked respondents in the survey about their sense of purpose and 

whether they saw their lives as fitting into a large scheme of things or not. Among all age 

groups, close to 93 percent of the respondents affirmed that their lives had a sense of 

purpose. The affirmation of purpose in life was a little stronger among those aged between 

19 and 44, but a little less among older people. 

 

Responses to two other questions had quite a strong relationship with sense of purpose. The 

first was whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘My life fits into some sort of 

great scheme of things’. The second statement was ‘I feel that I don’t really belong 

anywhere’. The responses to these two questions are provided below. Most people felt that 
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their lives fitted into some sort of great scheme of things. Most people strongly rejected the 

statement ‘I feel I don’t really belong anywhere’.  

 

The patterns reflect, to a large extent, involvement in family life. Young people find their 

sense of belonging mostly in their families. The sense of belonging and the nature of family 

relationships were shown to have some relationship in the survey. While 10 percent of 

young people (under 25) living with both parents felt they did not belong anywhere, this 

was true of 18 percent of those living with a father as a sole parent, although only about 10 

percent of those who were living with a mother as sole parent. It was also true of 14 percent 

of those who were living with a biological mother and a stepfather. 

 

Another factor that can contribute to the sense of not belonging anywhere is immigration. 

Among those born in Australia, 9 percent said they felt they did not belong anywhere. 

Among those born overseas, 15 percent indicated they felt they did not belong anywhere. 

 

The sense of belonging was also related to religious belief and involvement: 

 

� 7 percent of those who went to church monthly or more often lacked a sense of belonging; 

� 8 percent of those who attended occasionally; and 

� 12. percent of those who never attended church services.  

 

These figures show that, while religious communities can help to provide a sense of 

belonging, they do not guarantee it. It is also true that many people who do not attend 

church and who have no commitment to religious faith feel a strong sense of belonging, 

often through their relationships.  In a similar way, religious faith can help a person feel that 

their life fits into a larger scheme of things, but it is does not guarantee that sense.  

 

One other question went a little deeper in terms of how the respondent felt about life. The 

respondents were asked to respond to the statement ‘Deep inside I’m hurting and nothing 

seems to help’. The responses to this question were strongly related to the statement ‘I feel I 

don’t really belong anywhere’, and, to a lesser extent, with the sense of purpose in life. The 

results show that approximately 16 percent of young people between the ages of 13 and 15 

affirmed that they were hurting deep inside. The proportions were slightly higher in the 19 

to 24 age group (18  percent). There was less hurt among 25 to 44 year olds, but a lot more 

among those aged 45 to 59.  

 

The age patterns in the response to this question are similar to those observed in relation to 

the sense of belonging. It is likely that in many cases the hurt has developed from broken 

relationships. The affirming that they were hurting was found more frequently among those 

in single parent and blended families. The statement that they were hurting was affirmed a 

little more by immigrants than by those born in Australia.  

 

The relationship between the affirmation of hurt and belief in God was noteworthy: 

� 18 percent of those who said they believed in God said they were hurting, compared with 

only 

� 8 percent of those who did not believe in God, but 

� 22 percent of those who were unsure whether they believed in God or not. 
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It would appear that belief in God does not necessarily counteract the hurt. Rather, having 

something to believe in is important. The people who were unsure what to think had the 

highest levels of hurt.  

 
Finding a sense of peace and happiness 

How do people seek a sense of peace and happiness? Building strong relationships with 

family and friends is a major part of the answer for most people. In the list of the seven items 

presented to young people in the survey, listening to music received the highest mean score 

for importance in attaining a sense of peace and happiness.  The appeal of music is not 

universal, but it is widespread.  

 

Older age groups, in general, find being in nature more important to their sense of peace and 

happiness than do younger people. Nineteen percent of teenagers said that being in nature 

was very important to them.  

 

Most people enjoy meaningful activities and final a sense of achievement in 

accomplishments. Some find such pleasures through study and work. For some people, that 

sense of creativity and achievement comes through creative or artistic activities. Close to 25 

percent of the respondents to the survey indicated that such activities was very important to 

them as means to peace and happiness.  

 

Shopping is another way in which people seek peace and happiness, particularly for females. 

‘Retail therapy’, as it is sometimes described, has become part of the way of life of our 

consumeristic world.  

 

Of considerably less importance in finding a sense of peace and happiness was meditation. 

Just three percent of teenagers said that this was very important to them.  The final item in 

the question about the means of finding a sense of peace and happiness was drinking alcohol 

or taking recreational drugs. While many young people do drink alcohol and take other 

recreational drugs, many of them do not see such activities as being means to peace and 

happiness. Some like to experiment. Some take them for the experiences and the excitement. 

However, only 2 percent of young people between 13 and 18 and 5 percent between 19 and 

24 said such activities were very important for their peace and happiness.  

 

Other means of self development 

Another set of questions asked about a few other activities which people might undertake to 

enhance their personal lives. Among younger people, one of the most popular activity in the 

table above was joining a gym or undertaking some fitness activities. This reflects the great 

emphasis on body image and on health and fitness in contemporary society.  

 

Around half of all young people under 25 had changed their image or fashion style within 

the last two years. This was not nearly as common among older people. The difference may 

reflect the greater stability of patterns among older people, and the differences between older 

and younger people a pattern that has to do with life-stage. On the other hand, it is also 

possible that the propensity to change one’s image and one’s fashion style is associated with 

the sense that one can create oneself reflexively, as Anthony Giddens (1991) has put it. It is a 
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reflection of our contemporary era in Western society that people feel that they can create, 

and can re-create, who they want to be. The ‘self’ is not seen so much as something given, 

but as something that is created by the individual and can be re-created at will.  

 

Another popular concept in contemporary society is that of personal growth, the idea that 

one can develop one’s self, perhaps by reading self-help books or taking courses in personal 

growth. Both of these were more popular among people of 26 years and over, than among 

the younger generations. Perhaps the significance of the personal growth movement is 

greater for older people than for younger people. It assumes that there is a self that is 

developed. To some extent, that concept contrasts with idea of recreating the self through the 

activities of changing one’s image or style which does not necessarily assume there is 

development or that there is a self to be developed, only a self to be created. 

 

Conclusions 

The dominant focus of life that comes through the responses to these questions has to do 

with personal relationships. The most important aspect of life for Australians of all age-

groups are close relationship with family and friends. Particularly for young people, 

alongside relationships are the importance of fun and the excitement of life. These two foci 

are not clearly separated. Exciting experiences are often enjoyed in the company of one’s 

friends. Indeed, part of the excitement may be the experience of those relationships.  

 

Most people have a sense of purpose in life. A minority feel that they have nowhere where 

they belong and no larger scheme of which they are a part. Among them is a group of 

around 16 percent of young people and more of older people, who say that they are hurting 

deep inside and nothing seems to help. In the demands of our society for reflexivity and self-

invention or self-development, they have become lost. For many of them, the hurt is 

associated with a loss of primary relationships, with brokenness in marriage, in parental 

relationships or perhaps in close friendships.  

 

It is within this world of relationships, excitement, and the formation of the self that 

spirituality must be located. At one level, it may be argued that within these foci of life are to 

be found what is truly the nature of contemporary spirituality. Here is the essence of the 

worldview, the ethos and the associated practices that dominate contemporary Australian 

society.  

 

However, we have noted that in the variety of ways that spirituality is understood by the 

majority of Australians, it is somewhat peripheral to the rest of life. Half of the Australian 

population sees it as having little or no importance. Half of the Australian population 

considers that the major spiritual practices of meditation are of no importance at all in 

seeking to attain a life of peace and happiness.  

 

A little less than one quarter of younger people do think that spirituality is important. Most 

young people have not rejected the possibility of the spiritual or replaced it with an explicitly 

secular worldview. Rather the spiritual is peripheral to their main foci of life. Only 3 percent 

of them rate the spiritual practice of meditation as very important, with another 9 percent 

giving them a rating of 4 out of 5.  
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8   Spirituality, Culture and Society 

 

This section of the report examines the ways in which young people engage with technology 

and the impact that popular culture has on spirituality. In the estimation of many 

commentators, the two most important technological developments impacting on the lives of 

Generation Y are mobile phones and the Internet. Huntley (2006, p. 16) describes the mobile 

phone as ‘an icon for this generation … for [Gen Y] their phones symbolise freedom and 

flexibility’. According to Aapola et al. (2005, p. 116) young people are using their mobile 

phones to ‘facilitate new forms of sociality’. This involves new ways of communicating, 

alternative ways of managing relationships, and new spaces in which friendships are 

conducted. (In an earlier age, the motor vehicle was accorded the same transformative 

powers and was viewed as a radical new means for teens and young adults to enjoy 

freedom, flexibility and new social spaces.) 

Like the mobile phone, the Internet has also altered the ways in which people access 

information, organise relationships and educate themselves. With this technology in 

particular, the dissemination of information can proceed unchecked and unregulated in 

ways hitherto impossible. Smith (2005, p. 180) notes that ‘Authority over standards of 

knowledge thus becomes radically democratised and decentralised, filling the open market 

with a congestion of ideas and information that have not been reviewed, judged, and sorted 

by evaluating authorities’. 

While access to technology is not necessarily the preserve of young people, in the public 

mind they are seen to be the ones most adept at using it. According to Facer and Furlong 

(2001, p. 452), ‘Young people, like technologies, are constructed within popular discourse as 

the natural inheritors of future societies, and young people’s mastery of technologies is read 

off as inevitable’. A Sydney-based educator remarked recently that ‘Thousands of hours 

watching TV, playing video games, using integrated technologies have morphed their brains 

into digital data processors’ (Doherty 2005). Irrespective of how competent young people are 

in using technology, comments like these demonstrate that the normative standard placed on 

members of Generation Y is that they that will be both technologically savvy and immersed 

in popular culture. 

In our own Spirit of Generation Y survey we asked participants aged 13-24 the number of 

hours in a typical week they would spend using the Internet, playing video games (including 

Xbox, Game Boy, computer games) and watching television. Video games turned out not to 

be as important as we had thought, with 53 percent of those aged 13-24 never playing them, 

and 41 percent playing less than ten hours per week. Those playing video games the most 

are 13-15 year-old males. The following two tables show television and Internet use by age 

group. 
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Table 8.1 Gen Y (aged 13-24): Number of hours of TV watched per week by age group  
(percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Number of hours watched per week 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-24 
All Gen Y 

(13-24) 

None 1 2 3 2 2 

10 hours or less 59 62 59 61 60 

>10-20 hours 24 23 24 28 24 

>20-50 hours 15 10 13 8 12 

>50 hours 1 1 1 1 1 

 

  

 

Table 8.1 shows that the majority of people aged 13-24 are watching ten or less hours per 

week of television, with 24 percent watching eleven to twenty-four hours. These figures are 

estimates based on what survey participants told us, so it is possible that many might have 

conservatively guessed the amount. However, TV ratings figures over the past five years 

suggest that young people are watching television less than previously. Males and females 

are watching in almost identical proportions. 

 

Table 8.2 Gen Y (aged 13-24): Number of hours spent on the internet per week by age group  
(percent of age group) 

 Age group 

Number of hours watched per week 13-15 16-17 18-21 22-24 
All Gen Y 

(13-24) 

None 10 10 16 16 13 

10 hours or less 75 69 54 58 63 

>10-20 hours 9 15 16 12 13 

>20-50 hours 4 6 13 13 9 

>50 hours 0 0 1 2 1 

 

Table 8.2 shows the number of hours spent on the Internet each week. 63 percent of young 

people are using the Internet ten or less hours per week, with the heavy users (twenty plus 

hours per week) being aged 18-24. These heavy users are equally likely to be male or female, 

and equally likely to be at school or university or working. Given the multiple uses of the 

Internet, it is not possible to declare what our survey participants are doing when on the 

web. 
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A question of interest is the relationship between information technology, the popular 

culture produced by and disseminated on this technology, and spirituality. Time and 

financial constraints meant that it was not possible for us to ask survey participants what 

they were doing on the Internet or what types of television shows they watch, and whether 

what they consume makes any difference to their worldviews, or spiritual/religious beliefs 

and practices.  

In the interviews conducted as part of the Stage 1 of this project, we found that rather than 

exerting any powerful influence on young people’s spirituality, popular culture products 

mainly served as forms of entertainment. More in-depth questions were asked about popular 

culture and the meaning it has for members of Generation Y in the second round interviews. 

Again, these confirmed our impression that music, television, or even books are not directly 

influencing their spiritualities. That said, there is a popular appetite for TV shows and 

movies which feature the paranormal and the occult (Medium, Buffy, Charmed, Ghost 

Whisperer to name but a few recent examples). Arguably these shows reflect the interests, 

tastes and beliefs of many of those who watch, rather than actually persuading audience 

members to believe in ghosts, psychics or vampire-slayers. 
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9   Conclusions 

 

Generation Y are what their parents and Australian culture have made them.  They have 

taken strongly to two ‘late modern’ principles: that an individual’s views and preferences, 

provided they harm no-one else, should not be questioned or constrained, and that 

spiritual/religious beliefs and practices are purely personal lifestyle choices—in no way 

necessary.  Despite moving away in large numbers from traditional religious sources of 

meaning, they seem to have a strong sense of purpose in their lives.  There is no evidence 

from this project of a widespread plague of meaninglessness or social alienation among 

Generation Y, nor of a critical lack of social support.   

Although broader support structures such as church and local community have grown 

weaker over the last century, families appear to have compensated by increasing the 

intimacy of family life, and young people also rely more heavily on friendship networks. By 

these means, Generation Y appear to be successful, for now, in holding at bay the threats to 

personal security inherent in the much more isolated status of the individual within society.  

Much has been written and theorised about the changing spiritual landscape in late modern 

societies: the rise of alternative spiritualities, the increasing popularity of the New Age, the 

attraction of Eastern religions, the development of eclectic ‘mix and match’ spiritualities and 

the emergence of nature religions and Neo-Paganism. This study did not find that Gen Y are 

a generation of spiritual seekers; less than one-fifth of Gen Y have a ‘mix and match’ 

spirituality, while few are seriously exploring alternatives like Buddhism or Wicca.  

Many young people in Australia are what we have called Humanists—following an 

avowedly secular path in life, rejecting belief in God and declaring that there is little truth in 

any religion, affirming instead human experience, human reason and scientific explanations. 

Some are angry at or disenchanted with organised religion, but most simply do not care or 

are not interested. This is not unique to Generation Y; their parents are the ‘Baby Boomer’ 

generation, 23 percent of whom are Humanists, while a further 24 percent are nominal 

Christians – people who might maintain a residual belief in God and identify with a 

denomination, but little more than that. Non-religious young people simply reflect the 

broader secular context and the spirituality of their own parents. 
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� Sections 4, 5 and 8 Andrew Singleton 

� Section 6 Ruth Webber 

� Section 7 Philip Hughes 
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NOTES   

 

1 The precise age boundaries of these ‘generations’ are debated (Rosen 2001; Vromen 2003). 

2 Twenty interviews were conducted during pilot testing, and a further seventy-one usable interviews were 

obtained in Stage 1. 

3 The sample selected, and the qualitative methods employed in Stage 1, are fully documented in the first 

progress report of the project, and in a published article (Singleton, Mason and Webber 2004). 

4 To be able to draw conclusions with confidence about the whole Australian population of Generation Y, a 

‘probability sample’ is required. A random sample of phone numbers across all States and the Northern 

Territory was drawn by means of the ‘random digit dialling’ technique. Obviously, households without 

telephones were not included. Respondents were stratified by age, gender and capital-city/rest of State. At 

the same time, a ‘control group’ aged 30-59 was more lightly sampled so that Generation Y could be 

compared with the rest of the population up to age sixty. 

A full account of the technical details of the survey will be found in: 

� Appendix II: Technical report on the survey, which deals with sampling and weighting, and 

the conduct of the survey; 

� Appendix III: Demographic characteristics of the sample and of the population of Generation 

Y; 

� Appendix IV: Survey questionnaire. 

To avoid greatly increasing the length of the printed report, these appendices have been placed on the 

project website. 

5 Demographic characteristics of the Gen Y population were able to be calculated from the 2001 Australian 

Census conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

6 http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/research/ccls/spir/sppub/sppub.htm 

7 This summary does not reflect the order of questions in the questionnaire. The project questionnaire is 

Appendix IV on the website http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/research/ccls/spir/spir.htm 

8 High, medium and low are descriptive terms, not marks of approval or moral evaluations of the content of 

an ethos: there is no implication that ‘high’ is automatically ‘better’. 

9 Statistical significance depends very much on sample size; since some ‘trends’ in the data were observed 

which could well have attained significance in a larger sample from the control group, it is possible to offer 

some cautious remarks about possible differences indicated by trends in the data. 

10 The apparent exception is the item on belief in a higher being, but this was only asked of those who were 

uncertain in their belief in God, and so few Other Christians fell into this category that the percentage is not 

reliable. 

11 All of the following differences were statistically significant at < .05. 

12 Sociologists refer to the first explanation as an ‘age effect’, experienced by successive generations at that 

age; the second explanation invokes a ‘cohort effect’ – not a result of age, but of an experience that this age 

group have had because of something that uniquely affected them. 

13 All differences between denominations in the table are statistically significant except those on the 

Nominal row. 

14 Australia is by no means the only exception; similar results have been obtained for some highly 

secularised European countries over the last thirty years. 


