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Ward-Level Variation in Affiliation/Non-Affiliation 



• Between 1.9% (Bastwell, Blackburn with Darwen) 
and 42.4% (St Peter’s and North Laine, Brighton) 
report no religion across England’s 7,969 wards 
(population average c.5000)   

• On the face of it, some parts of the country are as 
religious as Ireland, where 94% reported a religious 
affiliation in the 2006 census. Others approach the 
secularity of Eastern Europe (e.g. East Germany, 
where 74% reported no religious affiliation in 2008)   

• These contrasts are not obvious to observers. 



• Higher % of ‘nones’ 
in the south: 
dividing line runs 
from Severn to the 
Wash. 

• Critical fault line 
for many social and 
economic 
indicators. 

 

Secularity in 
England 



Visualising spatial clustering 

• Scatter plot to examine the association between the values in 
one area (ward, district authority etc) on the x-axis with 
values of the same variable in neighbouring areas on the y-
axis.  

• Moran’s I provides a measure of overall spatial clustering in 
the dataset.  

• This data corresponds to mapping of the Local Index of Spatial 
Autocorrelation (LISA), where we can also see which clusters 
and outliers are statistically significant compared to spatial 
randomness. 

 



 



 



Spatial Patterns 

• Apparent English Bible Belt, particularly 
outside largest cities in the North West and 
North East 

• Higher secularity in the South, particularly 
commuter routes around London and most 
notably Brighton 

• Why? 



Modelling area-level 
affiliation/non-affiliation 

• Socio-economic factors likely to influence 
area-level proportions of religious nones 
– Levels of education 

– Age structure 

– Levels of economic activity 

– Proportion of full-time students 

– Religious or ethnic diversity.  

 



Ordinary Least Squares and Spatial 
Lag Models 

• All coefficients are 
statistically significant, 
except for ‘no qualifications’ 
in the spatial lag model (p = 
0.058). 
 

• The spatial lag model 
adjusts for the weighted 
average of the population of 
non-affiliates among 
neighbouring wards 
 

• We find that neighbouring 
areas are similar – the 
spatial lag term is positive 
and substantial. 

 
 
 



 What do the results show? (I) 

• The spatial lag model accounts for three 
quarters of the variance in the proportion of 
the ward population that has no religion 
– But why are neighbouring areas similar?  

– Similar kinds of people? Lifestyle preferences 

– ‘Supply effects’? 

– Composition and context may be interdependent.  



 What do the results show? (II) 

• North-South gap because relatively fewer people in the North 
have degrees or professional jobs, while more are 
economically inactive 

• The south draws the young and highly-skilled from elsewhere 

• Neighbouring areas tend to have similar characteristics, with 
the proportion affiliated being one of the similarities  

• But some areas remain distinctive even after taking both the 
composition of the population and the character of 
neighbouring areas into account: Brighton, parts of Bristol, 
the Calder Valley, and Norwich. Genuine local cultures that 
are both the cause and consequence of selective migration. 



 What do the results show? (III) 

• Appears likely that combination of economic and 
‘like near like’ influences work to create a ‘British 
Bible Belt’ in the North West and North East  

• Furthermore, these regions attracted Irish 
Catholics in the nineteenth century and in the 
post-war period 

• But Census and Labour Force Survey do not ask 
questions about denomination, while other 
surveys do not have the requisite spatial detail. 

 



Surveys sponsored by religious 
organisations 

• Peter Brierley and Christian Research, 2005: 
English Church Census 
– 8 May 2005, questionnaires sent to all 37,501 

Christian churches in England. 18,720 (50.02%) 
completing the form 

– Different spatial scale (district rather than ward) 

• Tony Spencer and Pastoral Research Centre, 
1957: Young Christian Workers survey. Target 
group: 15-24 year olds in English cities. 5,848 
returns still available. 



 





1957 youth survey: no clear North/South 
divide in generational transmission 



But transmission of Catholicism 
looked higher 



Legacy of Irish Immigration? 

• Plausible mechanisms: 

– Catholicism is more sticky than Anglicanism 
because of its ‘bright lines’ – differential 
transmission 

– Catholics may have a spillover effect on other 
people’s tendency to affiliate and practice 

– Children and grandchildren of immigrants have 
exchanged Irish ethnic/national identity for ethnic 
nominalism – which shows up in the Census data. 



• Higher affiliation 
partly associated 
with minority 
religious affiliation. 

• Non-Christians 
predominantly in 
urban centres: 
London and the eight 
‘core cities’ 

• Hinge of 1.5 (data points 1.5 times 
the interquartile range above and 
below first/third quartiles). 
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