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Abstract	
  

	
  
This	
  research	
  study	
  sought	
  to	
  discover	
  what	
  has	
  influenced	
  the	
  faith	
  development	
  
of	
  religiously-­‐active	
  Catholic	
  youth.	
  The	
  sample	
  of	
  over	
  2000	
  youth	
  was	
  part	
  of	
  a	
  
larger	
  population	
  of	
  over	
  20,000	
  youth	
  attending	
  the	
  National	
  Catholic	
  Youth	
  
Conference.	
  The	
  data	
  collection	
  process	
  utilized	
  mobile	
  devices	
  of	
  the	
  youth	
  in	
  
attendance,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  data	
  collection	
  centers.	
  The	
  study	
  found	
  like	
  other	
  national	
  
studies	
  that	
  religious-­‐upbringing	
  has	
  a	
  strong	
  influence	
  on	
  faith	
  development.	
  
However,	
  among	
  those	
  who	
  indicated	
  that	
  their	
  Catholic	
  faith	
  has	
  been	
  important	
  
to	
  them	
  for	
  a	
  long	
  time	
  or	
  recently	
  important,	
  it	
  was	
  found	
  that	
  many	
  youth	
  
ministry	
  activities	
  and	
  events	
  have	
  also	
  been	
  very	
  influential.	
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Introduction 
       
This project was born of a rather simple yet intriguing thought: because we bring so many 
enthusiastic Catholic young people together at the biennial National Catholic Youth Conference 
(NCYC), let us ask them some questions, in order to learn more about them. Specifically, we 
sought to learn what influences their faith. This report tells the story and the results of this 
fascinating endeavor. 
 
Asking engaged and enthusiastic Catholic youth to tell us what has influenced their faith is a new 
inquiry, and represents a fresh and timely direction for quantitative Catholic research.  
Can what we learn from them help us determine the emphasis we should place on specific 
aspects of our ministry? Would the story they tell cause us to reassess where we place our 
energy?  
 
Focusing on the subset of Catholic youth attending a national conference—even if not 
representative of the larger population of Catholic youth—yielded information that strongly and 
clearly substantiates many of the current elements in youth ministry, the prayer life of the 
church, and the findings of previous research.  
 
The idea for this project arose at the 2011 Annual Membership Meeting of the National 
Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry (NFCYM), and was met with immediate support. While 
most of the work on this project was donated, the NFCYM found outside funding to design, 
pilot, and implement a survey instrument that young people could complete electronically, so 
that we could interpret the data using statistical means and methods.  
 
This survey sought to answer two main questions: 
• What do conference-attending youth identify as strong influences on the development of their 

Catholic faith?  
• How do they describe the impact their Catholic faith has on their lives? 

 
And several subsequent questions: 
• Are there differences according to sex, age, or ethnicity regarding the factors that have 

influenced Catholic faith or the impact of that Catholic faith? 
• What glimpses might this give us into the story of their faith development? 
• What implications might these findings have for shaping youth ministry in the future? 
• What are the faith formation interests of youth taking the survey? 
• Why did they choose to attend this conference? 
• How effective is data collection via mobile devices in a gathered event? 
 
These questions became the basis of the survey and the overall research objectives of this study.  
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Research Methodology 
 
Data Collection. We collected data using a survey available via smart phones1, laptop 
computers, and tablets connected wirelessly to the Internet. The electronic nature of this survey 
impacted the wording of the questions, the format of the responses, and the length of the survey 
itself. In addition, to seeking faith influencers, this study also piloted for the field of youth 
ministry the data collection process using mobile devices. This form of data collection has its 
own unique challenges but the researchers believe the use of this type of data collection to be a 
viable option for the field of youth ministry.  
 
Youth were asked to send an SMS text in order to receive a link to complete the survey on a 
smart phone or to type in the survey URL directly into their browsers. Those without Internet 
access were encouraged to complete the survey either in the exhibit area or at the stadium. Those 
completing the survey at one of the booths were offered either Mardi Gras beads or a nylon bag 
in appreciation. Some youth were concerned with the length of the survey and the time it took to 
complete it, but most were very willing to take time to share their responses and contribute to 
youth ministry’s growing understanding about the faith of people their age. It took approximately 
five minutes to complete the survey.  
 
In both pre-conference communication and meetings held during the event, NCYC group leaders 
were reminded to encourage youth participation in the survey. Information about the survey was 
printed in the conference program and displayed on the large screen at stadium gatherings. Many 
groups opted to invite youth to complete the survey while traveling by bus to or from the NCYC. 
The survey remained open only long enough for those in attendance to complete it.  
 
Survey Development. The survey was developed and piloted at two diocesan youth events, in 
Fort Worth and Hartford, using two formats. The pilot survey consisted of 26 questions, 
featuring 74 potential influencers of faith. The final survey included 17 questions, featuring 30 
influencers of faith. The survey questions were grouped together in three categories: influencers 
of faith, impact of Catholicism, and faith formation interests.  
 
The largest section of the survey asked young people to rate the influence of 30 items on their 
Catholic faith. These influencers included people, programs or events, and traditional elements 
of Catholic formation. Youth were asked to rate each of the 30 influencers on a scale of one to 
four (no influence to great influence).  
 
It is important to note that a “no influence” rating in this scale could mean that the item had no 
influence but it could also mean that there was limited exposure to an item. For example, movies 
and television, presumably experienced by most all Catholic youth, showed little influence. On 
the other hand, many youth may have ranked coaches as a low influence because they have not 

                                                
1 Smart phones were less prevalent among young people than we anticipated and many were reluctant to use them, 
fearing they would be charged for data/messaging, drain the battery, anger their parents, or reveal their identity. 
Most youth preferred to take the survey on the devices supplied in both booths. During the first pilot at the youth 
conference in Fort Worth, “survey time” was built into the general assembly: everyone in the audience was given the 
option of taking the survey or listening to the music coming from the stage. Half of the 500 youth in attendance took 
the survey at this time. This seems like the most effective mode. 
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participated in athletics. It should also be noted that items having low influence should not be 
seen as having a negative influence. The survey asked youth to rate the level of influence, not the 
nature of this influence. 
 
NSYR Comparison. The project team chose to include two questions from the National Study 
of Youth and Religion (NSYR) Wave 1 Study of Catholic high school youth in order to compare 
the findings from that ground-breaking research on youth and religion. The type of youth 
surveyed in the NSYR and the methodology used in that study differs greatly from the type of 
youth and the method used in this study. The Appendix to this paper outlines some of the 
similarities and differences between the NCYC teens surveyed and the broader population of 
Catholic adolescents as found in the NSYR research. 
 
Influence of Research Setting. Research has found that the setting in which a survey is 
conducted can significantly influence its findings, producing a “rosy” effect. It is possible that 
some of the NCYC participants described their religious experiences and commitments in ways 
that are more idealized than if the survey had been conducted elsewhere. With this is mind, the 
survey questions were designed to help young people focus more on the history of their faith 
development instead of their aspirations, beliefs, and attitudes. 
 
Sample Description 
 
We heard from high school aged Catholic youth who attend church regularly, have been in 
religious education throughout their lives, participate in youth ministry, attend conferences, and 
whose parents value their Catholicism and talk about religious matters often. Nine out of ten 
youth said being Catholic was important to them; two-thirds said it has been important for a long 
time. 
 
Sample Size. We received 2208 survey responses. The final sample, n = 2011, resulted from the 
elimination of anyone who indicated that they were in junior high or out of high school. Youth 
from 38 states participated in the survey. The usable sample represents approximately 13% the 
15,287 youth who attended the NCYC in Indianapolis, Indiana. 
 
The statistical margin of error in a sample this size is plus or minus two percent, assuming all 
attendees were equally likely to take the survey. Because the data gathering process did not 
follow scientific procedures for a true random sample, a bias in the data is a real possibility. 
However, the gender, geographic, and age distribution of the youth taking the survey closely 
matches the registration data for all NCYC youth, as would be expected in a random sample. 
Absent any indications to the contrary, it can be safely assumed that what we found out about 
these young people provides a reliable portrait of NCYC attending youth as a whole. 
 
The large majority of youth were Caucasian (79%, 1577 youth), with the next largest group 
being Hispanic (10%, 200 youth). Five percent described themselves as multi-ethnic (102 youth), 
slightly fewer than three percent were African-American (2.9%, 57 youth), and fewer than two 
percent were Asian-American (1.8%, 36 youth) and Native-American (1.2%, 23 youth). 
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Sixteen percent were 9th graders, while the number of 10th, 11th, and 12th graders was evenly 
divided, with 25% to 29% in each of these three grades. 
 
In terms of gender, 61% were female and 39% were male, reflective of the NCYC population 
itself (61.5% female, 38.5% male). This ratio of respondent gender was true among all ethnic 
groups except African-American (41% female, 59% male). 
    
In general, the geographic origin of the NCYC survey respondents matched well with the 
registration data from all the participants. Sixty-five percent of registered NCYC youth were 
from the North Central states (Regions 6, 7, 8, and 9). An additional 13.5% were from the South 
Central states (Regions 5 and 10), for a total of 78.5% from the Central states. Almost 18% were 
from the Atlantic states (Regions 2, 3, 4, and 14), but fewer than 4% were from the New 
England, Mountain, and Pacific states combined (Regions 1, 11, 12, and 13).  
 
For comparison, Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution across the 14 NFYCM regions of the 
survey respondents. Only Region 9 had a participation rate in the survey that differed from the 
registration data by more than the survey’s margin of error (2.2%); 31.4% of the registered 
participants were from there. A few other differences are worth noting: Regions 6, 11, and 12 
were slightly overrepresented in the survey, as only 11.1%, 0.9%, and 0.7% of the registered 
participants were from those regions, respectively; and Region 8 was slightly underrepresented 
in the survey, making up 4.6% of the registered attendees.	
  

       Figure 1. Percentage of Survey Respondents by NFCYM Region 

 

*Note: Percentages do not equal 100 because of missing data. 
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In summary, the young people completing this survey are highly engaged Catholics and have 
been so for some time. More than 95% said that being Catholic is important to them. Two out of 
three say that being Catholic has been important to them for a long time. 
• 70% indicated that being Catholic is very important to their parents.  
• 72% have families that talk about religious or spiritual things weekly, with 54% of those 

reporting that their families talk about such things several times a week.  
• 91% attend Mass at least two or three times a month; 76% attend Mass every week. 
• 77% have attended religious education throughout their lives. 
• 85% have received the sacrament of confirmation. 
• 64% have been involved in youth ministry “quite a bit,” while an additional ten percent have 

been involved “somewhat.”  
• 68% attend public school and 29% attend Catholic school. 
 
Findings: Overall Catholic Faith Influencers and Impact 
 
The vast majority of the 2011 youth who participated in this survey tell a story of faith formation 
filled with common elements. And yet there are some sub-groups of young people whose faith 
formation story is different from their peers. 
 
Religious Upbringing. Religious upbringing as a child was among the greatest influencers on 
their Catholic faith. It is important to note that at least 91% of the sample (1831 youth) indicated 
that a family member (mother/stepmother, father/stepfather, or relative) had at least “some 
influence” or “great influence” on their faith development. However, the maternal figure in the 
family (mother/stepmother) typically had a noticeably greater influence on their Catholic faith 
than the paternal figure (father/stepfather). This is especially true for Hispanic youth, who 
indicated a significantly higher amount of influence from mothers or stepmothers.  
 
Youth Ministry. Experiences outside the family also have influence on the faith development. 
Respondents indicated that interactions with a youth minister have had more influence on their 
faith development than interactions with a father, stepfather, or relative. Religious 
(priests/nuns/brothers) have a greater influence than relatives and nearly as much as fathers or 
stepfathers. While they were never asked to compare the different sources of influence, the 
number of youth who identified service experiences, retreats, and youth conferences as strong 
influencers was greater than the number of youth that cited a parent or relative. As a group, 
ministry-related experiences of service, worship, prayer, retreats, conferences, talks by guest 
speakers and parish membership seem to have more influence than various relationships and 
interactions with individual adults, relatives, or even peers.  
 
Catholic Practices and Beliefs. Mass attendance, participation in the sacraments, as well as 
Catholic teachings and beliefs all have had a very strong influence on their faith. Those in 11th 
and 12th grade reported that Eucharistic adoration, participation in sacraments, and praying the 
rosary have had a very strong influence on their faith. Eighty percent are influenced by being 
regular members of the parish; 47% said it was a great influence. 
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Table 1. Influencers on Faith                    
Influencers 
Ranked by averages 

Average 
Rating on 
Scale of 

1-4 

Influencers 
Ranked by percentage  

Percentage 
of youth 

who rated 
the item a 4 

Youth conferences 3.58 Youth conferences 73% 
Service experiences 3.46 Service experiences 62% 
Going on retreat 3.43 Going on retreat 65% 
Guest speakers 3.38 Guest speakers 59% 
Mother/stepmother 3.37 Mother/stepmother 58.5% 
Religious upbringing as a child 3.34 Religious upbringing as a child 58% 
Mass/communion 3.34 Mass/communion 54% 
Catholic teachings and beliefs 3.34 Catholic teachings and beliefs 53% 
Joyful times/success 3.31 Youth ministry 

experiences/relationships 
53% 

Youth ministry 
experiences/relationships 

3.27 Joyful times/success 52% 
 

Confession and the sacraments 3.24 Youth Minister 52% 
Youth minister 3.24 Confession and the sacraments 49% 
Regular parish membership 3.22 Regular parish membership 48% 
Difficult times 3.14 Confirmation 48% 
Confirmation 3.13 Difficult times 46% 
Eucharistic adoration, stations of 
the cross, rosary 

3.11 Eucharistic adoration, stations 
of the cross, rosary 

44% 

Praying alone by yourself 3.09 Helping on retreats/religious 
programs 

43% 

Helping on retreats/religious 
programs 

 
3.04 

Father/stepfather 41% 

Church’s emphasis on justice and 
the poor 

2.98 Praying alone by yourself 40% 

Priest/nun/brother 2.98 Priest/nun/brother 40% 
Religious discussions with friends 
or group 

2.96 Religious discussions with 
friends or group 

37% 

Father/stepfather 2.95 Religious conversation with 
adult 

36% 

Religious conversation with adult 2.94 Relative 36% 
Relative 2.92 Religion teacher 36% 
Religion teacher 2.89 Church’s emphasis on justice 

and the poor 
33% 

Learned in religion class 2.78 Pope 32% 
Pope 2.71 Learned in religion class 30% 
Reading the Bible 2.68 Reading the Bible 26% 
Movies/TV 2.48 Movies/TV 21% 
Coach 1.78 Coach 8% 
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Coach Influence. In terms of factors having little or no influence, youth cited a coach (72%) and 
movies/television (52%). However, the difference in the amount of influence coaches had on 
males versus females was significant (t=3.408, p=.001)2, as was the influence of a priest, nun, or 
brother (t=3.408, p=.002).  
 
Contrasting Responses. Some factors, such as the Bible and the pope, were not influential to 
many youth (48% and 42%, respectively) and influential to many others (52% and 58%, 
respectively). There is a similar finding for religious education: 39% said that what they learned 
in religious education had little or no influence on their faith, 60% said it was influential (30% 
said great influence). Similarly, in terms of religious discussions with a friend or group, 30% said 
this was of little or no influence, while 70% said it was influential (37% said great influence). 
  
Positive Impact of Catholic Faith. The overwhelming majority, 95% of those surveyed, agreed 
that their Catholic faith has strengthened their relationship with Christ, motivated them to be a 
good person, and helped them know right from wrong (63% strongly agreed with each of these 
three statements). And 90% agreed that their Catholic faith has helped change some things about 
themselves, gain new insights and awakenings, and get through tough times. The findings show 
that the percentage of youth that recognize the positive impact of their Catholic faith increases 
with each year of high school.  
 
Importance of Being Catholic. Differences exist between young people who say that being 
Catholic has been important to them for a long time versus those who say being Catholic has 
become important to them just recently (see Table 2). Parents and religious upbringing have a 
statistically significant influence among those whose Catholic faith has been important to them 
for a long time. Factors outside of family life seem to have more influence for youth whom being 
Catholic has become important only recently. Those who have regularly participated in religious 
education reported being more influenced by most of the 30 factors listed, compared to those 
who have had little participation. And those who participate in youth ministry reported being 
somewhat or quite a bit more influenced by most of these factors than those who participate very 
little. Approximately 1306 of youth surveyed attend public school while 565 attend Catholic 
school. Those in public school were slightly more influenced by a youth minister and youth 
ministry in general. Other than that, there were no differences in the responses of these two 
groups.  
 
All these factors have clearly been influential, but not all of them have influenced subgroups of 
youth to the same degree. Some items may have rated of little influence due to the fact that youth 
had little or no exposure to that experience. In addition, youth were not asked to compare the 
influence of one item to the influence of another. For these reasons, we did not set up an 
interpretation scale, choosing instead to rank list the items.3 
 

                                                
2 For more information about the meaning of statistical terms and tests, please visit the following websites: 
Understanding Statistical Significance: www.surveysystem.com/signif.htm 
Understanding Averages: math.about.com/od/statistics/a/MeanMedian.htm 
3 Future surveys of this kind should include a response allowing youth to indicate that they have little or no exposure 
or experience with a particular influencer. However, a response such as “Does Not Apply” may not be easily 
understood by all young people, so care should be taken. 
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Table 2. Comparison Ranking of Influencers by Importance of Catholic Faith 
Being Catholic has been  
important a long time 

Being Catholic has become important only 
recently 

Influencers Average 
rating 

Influencers Average 
rating 

Youth conferences 3.6 Youth conferences 3.6 
Religious upbringing 3.55 Retreat 3.45 
Mother/stepmother 3.54 Service experiences 3.41 
Service experiences 3.52 Guest speaker 3.41 

Going to Mass/communion 3.5 Youth ministry 
experiences/relationships 

3.28 

Catholic teachings/beliefs 3.49 Youth minister 3.26 
Retreat 3.46 Joyful times/success 3.26 

Guest speaker 3.42 Going to Mass/communion 3.14 
Confession/sacraments 3.38 Catholic teachings/beliefs 3.13 

Regular parish membership 3.38 Difficult times 3.13 
Joyful times/success 3.37 Confession/sacraments 3.04 

Youth ministry 
experience/relationships 

3.3 Mother/stepmother 3.04 

 
Confirmation 

 
3.26 

Helping with retreats/religious 
programs 

 
3.03 

Youth minister 3.26 Regular parish membership 3.02 
Eucharistic adoration, stations 

of the cross, rosary 
3.24 Religious upbringing 3.0 

Praying alone by yourself  
3.21 

Eucharistic adoration, stations of 
the cross, rosary 

 
2.96 

Difficult times 3.19 Confirmation 2.96 
Priest/nun/brother 3.14 Praying alone by yourself 2.94 
Father/stepfather 3.12 Church’s emphasis on justice 

and the poor 
2.94 

Helping on retreats/religious 
programs 

 
3.10 

Religious conversation with an 
adult 

 
2.87 

Church’s emphasis on justice 
and the poor 

3.04 Religious discussion with a 
friend/group 

2.86 

Religious discussion with a 
friend/group 

3.04 Relative 2.75 

Relative 3.03 Priest/nun/brother 2.73 
Religious conversation with an 

adult 
3.02 Religion teacher 2.73 

Religion teacher 2.99 Father/stepfather 2.66 
Learned in religion class 2.90 Learned in religion class 2.6 

Pope 2.87 Reading the Bible 2.52 
Reading the Bible 2.8 Pope 2.47 

Movies, television, books 2.57 Movies, television, books 2.35 
Coach 1.80 Coach 1.75 
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Gender Difference Findings 
 
Twice as many females took the survey as males, yet the percentage of females and males from 
each grade is the same. This representation of gender reflects that of the NCYC high school 
participants in general. 
 
Regarding influencers on faith. There is no difference between male and female youth 
regarding the importance of being Catholic. Two-thirds (66%) said that being Catholic has been 
important to them for a long time. An additional 30% of each gender said that being Catholic has 
become important to them recently.  
 
However, there does seem to be a gender difference. Youth were asked to weigh in on the 
influence of 30 different people or experiences. Both genders pointed to identical items as 
influencers of the faith. Yet, 24 out of 30 times, a higher percentage of females said those items 
were a great influence, while a greater percentage of males said those items had some influence. 
In fact, the difference of influence in 21 of the 30 items was statistically significant. For 
example, the percentage female youth reporting that Catholic teachings and beliefs had a great 
influence on their faith was 57%. Among males it was 45%. This represents a significantly 
greater influence on females (t=-4.658, p.=.000). 
 
Service experiences are a very strong influence on faith. The majority of both sexes said that it 
was a great influence. However, the percentage that reported a great influence was much higher 
in females (68%) than males (53%) and statistically significant (t=-6.791, p.=.000). Likewise for 
retreats: 68% of females said this was a great influence compared to 57% of males. Both said 
that times of joy and success were a great influence on their faith but the percentage was 
noticeably higher for females (56%) than males (45%) and statistically significant (t=-4.100, 
p.=000). There was a distinct gender difference regarding the influence of difficult times and 
struggle. Over half of the females said this was of great influence (53%) compared to just over 
one-third of the males (35%; t=-6.196, p.=.000). In fact, 30% of males said it had little or no 
influence. 
 
Both genders reported that being a regular member of the parish had a great influence on their 
faith, but once again the percentage was higher in females (51%) than males (41%). The same is 
true regarding the influence of helping out on a retreat or religion program, attending youth 
conferences, and talks by guest speakers. The percentage of females reporting these experiences 
to be a great influence was always higher than for males. 
 
There was a distinct difference between the genders regarding the influence of difficult times and 
struggle. Greater than half of females said this was of great influence (53%) compared to just 
over a third of males (35%). Thirty percent of males said it had little or no influence. 
Religious discussion with friends or a group had greater influence among females (41%) than 
males (30%); however, the influence of a coach, priest, nun, or brother is significantly higher 
among males.  
 
Regarding impact of faith. More than ninety percent of all youth surveyed agreed that their 
Catholic faith has strengthened their relationship with Christ, motivated them to be a good 
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person, helped them through tough times, challenged them to change some things about 
themselves, brought new insights and awakenings, and helped them know what is right and 
wrong. However, the percentage of those who strongly agreed with each of the statements is 
always higher among females, often by ten percent or greater. 
 
Ethnic Difference Findings 
 
Recall that 79% of survey respondents were Caucasian; Hispanic youth accounted for ten percent 
(200 youth). Because of the small sample size of remaining ethnicities, we are unable to make 
many statistically accurate statements about differences among ethnic groups.  
    
Regarding influencers of faith. We can say that ethnic differences may exist among the items 
that have had great influence on the development of faith, but no significant differences exist 
among the factors that have either great or some influence. This is similar to the pattern we 
noticed with differences between males and females. 
 
Compared to all other ethnic groups, Hispanics reported being greatly influenced by 14 of the 30 
items. And while an average of 80% across ethnicities reported a youth minister having great or 
some influence on their faith, the percentages of Hispanic and African-American youth (66% and 
60%, respectively) that reported great influence by a youth minister turns out to be statistically 
significant, when compared to Caucasian youth (51%; t=-2.328, p.=.020). 
 
The percentage of youth saying that a mother or stepmother had great influence was highest 
among Hispanic youth (75%), compared to 67% among Caucasian, multi- ethnic, and African- 
American youth combined. (Note: 85% of the 20 Asian-American youth who responded to this 
question reported great influence). The percentage of youth reporting that a religion teacher had 
a great influence on them was highest among Hispanic youth (45%), as was the percentage 
reporting being greatly influenced by the pope (55%). 
 
Fifty-six percent of African-American and 47% of Hispanic youth said that their faith was 
greatly influenced by the church’s emphasis on justice and the poor, compared to 38% of 
Caucasian youth. Over half of Hispanic and African-American youth said that conversations 
with adults had a great influence on their faith, compared to a third of the Caucasian youth. 
 
Sixty-nine percent of African-American and 68% of Hispanic youth said that their faith has been 
influenced greatly or somewhat by reading the Bible, compared to 59 % of Caucasian youth and 
48% of the multi-ethnic group. 
 
The percentage of multi-ethnic youth that reported youth ministry as a great influence (40%) is 
much lower than all other ethnicities. This group also had the lowest percentage being greatly 
influenced by religious conversations with a friend or a group (33%). Additionally, 21% of 
multi-ethnic youth reported that times of joy or success had little or no influence on their faith, 
compared to 13% of Caucasian and 11% of Hispanic youth. However, the percentage of multi-
ethnic youth (52%) that said helping out on a retreat or religion program had a great influence on 
them is higher than any of the other ethnic groups. 
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Regarding the impact of their Catholic faith. Nearly 100 % of all youth agree that their 
Catholic faith has helped their relationship with Christ (multi-ethnic, 88%). However, 73% of 
Caucasian youth strongly agreed, compared to 66% of Hispanic youth and 61% of African-
Americans. Nearly 100% of all the youth agreed that their Catholic faith has helped them 
become a better person. Seventy-four percent of Caucasian youth and 69% of multi-ethnic youth 
strongly agreed, while 65% of Hispanic youth and 56% of African-American youth strongly 
agreed.  
 
Ninety-four percent of all youth agreed that that their Catholic faith has helped them get through 
difficult times, 66% of Caucasian and Hispanic youth strongly agreed compared to 51% of 
African-American youth. While 95% of all youth said that their Catholic faith has helped them 
know right from wrong, 69% of Caucasian youth strongly agreed, 63% of Hispanic and African-
American youth, and 59% for multi-ethnic youth strongly agreed. 
 
Age Difference Findings 
 
Regarding the influencers of faith. The influence of parents on their child’s faith changes as 
young people progress through high school. Influence of mothers remains the same throughout 
high school, but the percentage of youth reporting to be greatly influenced by their fathers 
decreases with each year in high school. Throughout high school, 58% of all youth reported 
being greatly influenced by mothers. The percentage that reported being greatly influenced by 
their father was 46% among 9th graders and 40% among seniors. 
 
The influence of the youth minister increases with each year in high school. Forty-eight percent 
of freshmen say that a youth minister is a great influence on their faith. That number increases to 
50%, 54%, and 55% in each of the subsequent years. Service experiences have a much greater 
influence on youth as they progress through high school. Fifty-four percent of freshmen said that 
service has a great influence on their faith. That number increases to 70% among seniors. 
 
Similar findings were reported for retreats and youth ministry experiences/relationships. In 
freshmen year, 59% said that retreats have been a great influence on their faith. That number 
increases to 62%, 65%, and 70% in subsequent years. Forty-nine percent of freshmen reported 
that youth ministry experiences/relationships had a great influence on their faith. That number 
rises to 60% among seniors. Helping out on a retreat or religion program is a great influence on 
faith for 37% of freshmen. The percentage increases to 41%, 45%, and 48% in subsequent years. 
The influence of the remaining 23 people and experiences listed on the survey does not seem to 
increase or decrease as youth progress through high school. 
 
Regarding the impact of their Catholic faith. According to those who took this survey, the 
impact of Catholicism deepens as they progress through high school. Survey participants were 
asked to indicate how much they agreed or disagreed with these statements about their Catholic 
faith: 
• It has strengthened my relationship with Christ. 
• Has motivated me to be a good person. 
• Has helped me through hard times. 
• Has challenged me to change some things about myself. 
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• Has brought me new insights and awakenings. 
• Has helped me know what is right and wrong.  
 
The percentage of youth who strongly agreed with each of these six separate statements 
increased steadily from 9th grade to 12th grade. The biggest increases were among those who 
strongly agreed that their Catholic faith helped them through tough times (54% of freshmen, 
63% of seniors), and those who strongly agreed that their Catholic faith motivated them to be a 
good person (63% of freshmen, 70% of seniors). 
 
Spiritual Interest Findings 
 
Youth were asked, “Spiritually speaking, which of the following would you like to have more of, 
if any?” They were given a list of 11 items and were asked to select all that apply (see Table 3).  
Three out of four youth would like participate in more retreats, two in three want more youth 
ministry activities, and more than half want service experiences, Bible study, and opportunities 
to learn more about the Catholic faith. Learning about the Catholic approach to sexuality 
revealed the least interest (32%). 
 
Table 3. Crosstabs of Spiritual Interests of NCYC Youth 
Spiritual Interest Overall 

Response 
Long time 

importance of 
Catholic faith 

Recent 
importance of 
Catholic faith 

Catholic faith 
not important 

Retreats 72% 71% 77% 40% 
Youth Ministry 
Activities 

66% 67% 67% 50% 

Service Experience 56% 58% 56% 39% 
Learn About Our 
Catholic Faith 

51% 53% 49% 15% 

Skills For Personal 
Growth 

49% 50% 49% 30% 

Prayer Experiences 45% 48% 42% 17% 
Spiritual Growth I 
Can Do On My 
Own 

 
44% 

 
44% 

 
43% 

 
33% 

Answers To 
Religious Questions 

42% 43% 40% 39% 

Quiet Times For 
Reflection 

41% 43% 38% 21% 

Bible Study 34% 36% 31.5% 11% 
Learn More About 
the Catholic 
Approach to 
Sexuality 

 
32% 

 
33% 

 
32% 

 
20% 

 
The interest levels are similar among those reporting that faith has been important for a long time 
and those for whom faith has become recently important. Both are interested in retreats; however 
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there is a greater interest among those who have more recently decided that their faith was 
important. Youth whose faith has been important for a long time show slightly more interest in 
Bible studies, learning about the Catholic faith, and prayer experiences.  
 
The much smaller group of youth who say their Catholic faith is not important is generally less 
interested across the board. Learning about our Catholic faith and Bible study were among their 
areas of least interest, yet 50% of them were interested in more youth ministry activities. 
 
Responses to this question suggest that youth whose faith has been important for a long time are 
more interested in deepening their understanding of faith, while experiences providing 
connections with others are of greatest interest to those whose faith is not yet as important.  
  
Findings Regarding Reasons for NCYC Attendance 
 
The last question on the survey asked the teens to explain why they attended NCYC. They were 
directed to select the top three reasons (see Table 4 for all responses). The top three reasons for 
attending the NCYC were identical for youth whose Catholic faith was important: celebrating 
their Catholic faith with other young people (60%), meeting other Catholic young people (50%), 
and learning more about their Catholic faith (49%). 
 
However, youth whose Catholic faith was not important chose to attend the NCYC for three 
different reasons: being with their friends who were going (39%), meet other Catholic youth 
(37%), and because they heard it was a good experience (33%).  
 
Table 4. Crosstabs of Reasons for Attending the NCYC 
Reason for NCYC Attendance Overall 

Response 
Long time 

importance 
of Catholic 

faith 

Recent 
importance 
of Catholic 

faith 

Catholic 
faith not 

important 

I wanted to celebrate my Catholic faith 
with other young people 

 
59% 

 
63% 

 
57% 

 
21% 

I wanted to meet other Catholic young 
people 

 
49% 

 
48% 

 
51.5% 

 
37% 

I wanted to learn more about my 
Catholic Faith 

 
48% 

 
48% 

 
50% 

 
16% 

I heard it was a great experience from 
people who had gone before 

 
47% 

 
47% 

 
49% 

 
33% 

I wanted to grow spiritually 46% 47% 47% 16% 
I was interested in the speakers and 
workshops 

 
42% 

 
42% 

 
44% 

 
33% 

I wanted to be with my friends who 
were going 

 
25% 

 
23.5% 

 
26% 

 
39% 

My parents wanted me to come 17% 16% 18% 31% 
I wanted to go on a trip without my 
parents 

 
9.5% 

 
9% 

 
11% 

 
20% 

I went to NCYC before 2% 2.5% 2.0 0% 
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Research Summary 
 
We heard from more than 2000 Catholic high school-aged youth that were attending a national 
religious conference. These were youth who attend church regularly, with parents that value their 
Catholicism, and talk about spiritual and religious matters often. These are youth that have been 
in religious education throughout their lives, participate in youth ministry, and attend local 
conferences. More than 90% of them said being Catholic was important to them, two-thirds of 
which said that it has been important for a long time.  
 
What has influenced the development of their faith? Religious upbringing as a child has been 
a great influence as has the maternal figure in their family; this is especially true for Hispanic 
youth. Yet an even higher number of youth reported being greatly influenced by experiences 
accessed through youth ministry and the prayer life of the church. Greater than half said that 
guest speakers, going to Mass, receiving communion, Catholic teachings and beliefs, youth 
ministry experiences and relationships, and the presence of a youth minister greatly influenced 
their faith development.  
 
Additionally, nearly half cited regular parish membership, confession, and other sacraments as 
having great influence. Nearly two-thirds said that service experiences and retreats greatly 
influenced their faith and the majority expressed interest in more of these programs in the future. 
About three-quarters said that youth conferences such as the NCYC have been a great influence 
on their faith.  
 
More than half of these young people said that joyful times were a great influence on their faith. 
These experiences, accessed through youth ministry and the prayer life of the church, may have 
served the purpose of evangelization for those young people for whom being Catholic has 
become important only recently.  
 
All of this is true for both genders, yet the percentage of females describing the influence of 
these factors as great was always higher—and in many cases significantly higher—than their 
male peers. And there was a distinct gender difference regarding the influence of difficult times 
and struggles. More than half of females said that it was a great influence, compared to just over 
one-third of males. And 40% of females found religious discussion with friends or a group to be 
a great influence, while that figure was 30% for males. 
 
How has Catholicism has an effect on their lives? Catholicism has had a clear effect on these 
young people. Nine out of ten agreed that their Catholic faith has strengthened their relationship 
with Christ, motivated them to be a good person, and helped them know right from wrong. Two-
thirds strongly agreed with these statements. Additionally, nine of ten agreed that their Catholic 
faith has helped them change some things about themselves, gain new insights and awakenings, 
and get through tough times. Half of participants strongly agreed. While this is true for all youth, 
the percentage of youth strongly agreeing with each of these statements varies from one ethnic 
group to another. Likewise, a higher percentage of females than males strongly agreed with these 
statements. 
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The responses offered by these young people may offer insights into a distinct process of faith 
development. It is interesting to note that the percentage of youth strongly agreeing with each of 
these impact statements increased with each grade level. This suggests that as youth progress 
through high school, the number of those who see the impact of their Catholic faith increases. 
This is also true regarding the factors influencing their faith. The percentage of youth who say 
that service, retreats, youth ministry experiences and relationships greatly influences their faith 
increases with each year of high school. These observations suggest that the process of faith 
formation among high school youth is happening in real time; that they are very much in the 
midst of formation. 
 
Catholicism is truly important to more than nine out of the ten youth who attend the NCYC. 
They come wanting to celebrate their Catholic faith with other young people, to meet other 
Catholic young people, and to learn more about their Catholic faith. The small percentage of 
youth whose Catholic faith is not yet important come because they want to be with friends, meet 
other Catholics, and because they have heard good things about the event. 
 
What spiritual activities are they interested in? Those who say being Catholic is important to 
them want more retreats, youth ministry activities, service experiences, Bible study, and 
opportunities to learn more about the Catholic faith. Most of the youth who do not feel their 
Catholic faith is important to them report having little or no spiritual interests except for youth 
ministry activities, which half of them expressed interest in. 
  
Research Conclusions 
 
The following conclusions are based on the responses given by the conference-attending youth 
participating in this survey. As such, they do not apply to the broader population of Catholic 
young people, rather those who attend the NCYC.  
 
1. Stand-alone events have strongly influenced the faith of these young people. The formative 

nature of specific experiences should not be underestimated. While this and other studies 
have documented the influence of family life and a religious upbringing4, the 2000 youth 
who participated in this survey told us that specific experiences outside the family also have 
a great influence on their faith. Retreats, service experiences, youth conferences, and guest 
speakers are among the strongest influencers.  

 
2. These findings strongly substantiate in a quantitative way that which the field of youth 

ministry has maintained and believed to be the true in the past. For example, three of the five 
“high impact practices” described in the qualitative research in Effective Practices for 
Dynamic Youth Ministry5 are validated by the responses of youth in this survey:  

                                                
4 The National Study of Youth and Religion as described in Soul Searching (Smith and Denton, 2005) lists parents 
as the most influential factor determining the faith development of young people. The follow-up study, reported in 
Souls in Transition (Smith and Snell, 2009), reveals an even stronger correlation among the faith of parents, 
religious practices of family life, and the faith formation of young people even into emerging adulthood. 
5 Effective Practices for Dynamic Youth Ministry (East, Eckert, Kurtz, and Singer-Towns, 2004), pp. 12-13, 43-56. 
See also Spirit and Culture of Youth Ministry (Martinson, Wesley Black, Roberto, 2010). 
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• Extended trips such as the National Catholic Youth Conference, leadership camps, 
service trips, and World Youth Day. 

• Participation in retreats. 
• Service involvement. 

 
3. Participation in Mass, communion, the sacraments, and the teachings of the church have 

greatly influenced the faith development of these young people. 
 
4. These youth show a history of engagement with the church; her teachings and beliefs, her 

prayer life, and her ministry with them. And they tell us—in their own voice—that these 
experiences and individuals have been very influential.  

 
5. Catholicism has helped them. They told us that their Catholic faith has strengthened their 

relationship with Christ, motivated them to be a good person, challenged them to change 
some things, brought new insights and awakenings, helped them to know right from wrong, 
and helped them through hard times.  

 
6. Adolescents are in the process of faith formation. Many of the strong influencers they 

identified are experiences that occur in high school. In addition, the level of these influencers 
increases with each year in high school. This also suggests that spiritual awareness deepens 
with each year in high school and/or that the influence of these experiences deepens the 
longer one participates in them. 

 
7. While the composition of the youth in this survey is not representative of the larger 

population of Catholic young people in the United States, the consistent gender and ethnic 
differences remind us that the story of what influenced these young people is not exactly the 
same for all groups. These differences once again affirm gender and ethnic awareness. It is 
unfortunate that the small sample size of various ethnicities prohibited us from further 
analysis.  

 
8. Similar research needs to be directed toward young people who do not access the influential 

dynamics offered by youth ministry and the prayer life of the church. We are left to wonder 
how their Catholic faith is influenced, progresses through high school, or impacts their lives. 

 
Research Implications 
 
Those who care about the faith formation of young people should make concerted and intentional 
efforts in encouraging youth to attend the influential spiritual experiences identified by the youth 
in this survey. With all that is being written and discussed about evangelization and faith 
formation, the story told by these young people suggests that even the small step of participation 
in a one-time event holds promise.  
 
When young people are gathered for spiritual purposes, adult leaders should make it a practice to 
ask them about the workings of their spiritual lives. Investing in Internet-based youth surveys at 
these gatherings enables the field to listen to large numbers of young people in a short amount of 
time. This project has helped develop a method of doing so. Similar efforts should be made to 
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survey, and learn from, the majority of Catholic youth that does not regularly participate in 
spiritual gatherings. 
 
Without ever planning to do so, the story of faith formation told by these engaged young 
Catholics affirms and substantiates core elements in youth ministry. It is hoped that future 
surveys can continue to help the field take stock of its approaches, assumptions, and 
programmatic emphasis.  
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Appendix: Comparisons with the National Study of Youth and Religion 
Ken Johnson-Mondragón 

 
Introduction. In 2002, the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) began a nationally 
representative longitudinal study of a cohort of adolescent Americans, ages 13 to 17. Because a 
major focus of the NSYR has to do with the religious beliefs and practices of young Americans, 
its findings provide an excellent benchmark for analyzing how the young Catholics at the 2011 
National Catholic Youth Conference (NCYC) compare to the broader population of Catholic 
adolescents—assuming that the general demographic and religious characteristics of young 
Catholics today are not drastically different from those of the 2002 cohort. Although the new 
2011NCYC survey and the NSYR research differed in scope, target population, methodology, 
and purpose, comparisons between the NCYC registration/survey data and the NSYR findings 
regarding Catholic youth reveal the following: 
• Gender. Slightly more than three out of every five respondents to the NCYC survey were 

female. This matches almost exactly with the overall registration data, which suggests that 
the survey respondents constitute a pretty good statistical sample of the NCYC participants. 
However, the NSYR found about 51% of all young Catholics to be male, dropping to 47.5% 
among Catholic youth ministry participants. 

• Geography. When comparing all NCYC registrations 
(not just the survey responses) with the geographic 
distribution of young Catholics according to the NSYR, 
it is clear that the regions closest to the event had greater 
representation—especially Region 9. In fact, NCYC 
attendees from Region 9 were nearly a third of all 
participants, despite the fact that only two and one-half 
percent of the young Catholics in the U.S. live there. The 
percentage of high school-age Catholics attending the 
NCYC by region, based on the NSYR estimates of the 
young Catholic population, is shown in the graph to the right. The eight regions with 
participation rates of less than 0.2% are currently home to about 75% of the adolescent 
Catholics in the country. 

• Race and ethnicity. Nearly four of every five NCYC survey participants were 
white/Caucasian; all other racial/ethnic groups were underrepresented at NCYC when 
compared to the NSYR data (see Sample Description above for the actual percentages for each 
group). This was true both with respect to young Catholics in general and young Catholics who 
were members of a religious youth group or ministry. Hispanics were especially 
underrepresented, accounting for only ten percent of NCYC survey respondents, compared to 
about 45% of the overall population of U.S. Catholic teens (same as whites) in 2011, based on 
Census estimates and NSYR ratios. Perhaps this “diversity gap” can be partly explained by the 
NSYR finding that 88% of the Catholic teens from USCCB Regions 6, 7, and 9 were white, 
and those regions together accounted for 60% of the 2011 NCYC attendees. 

• School. Compared to the broader population of young Catholics, the NCYC survey 
respondents were much more likely to attend Catholic schools—nearly 30% versus just nine 
percent among NSYR Catholics. When limiting the NSYR Catholics to just those 
participating in a youth group, the proportion attending Catholic schools actually drops. 
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• Importance of Being Catholic. The NCYC survey question regarding the importance of 
being Catholic has no parallel question in the NSYR survey. However, when compared to 
NSYR measures on the salience of religious faith and participation at church or in a religious 
youth group, it becomes apparent that NCYC respondents attach significantly greater 
importance to their Catholic faith and identity than the average young Catholic.  

• Parish Faith Formation Programs. The NCYC survey included three questions related to 
the respondent’s participation in parish faith formation programs: religious education, youth 
ministry, and confirmation. The NSYR data clearly show that NCYC participants as a group 
are much more engaged in various faith formation programs than Catholic adolescents as a 
whole, or even Catholic youth group participants.  

• Parents and Family. The NCYC respondents reported that their mothers were significantly 
more influential than their fathers. A similar pattern can be seen in the NSYR data, but the 
differences found there between mothers and fathers diminished greatly when looking only at 
two-parent, married households. Also, the NCYC survey included an NSYR question about 
how often the respondent’s family talks about God or other religious/spiritual things; on that 
measure, the families of teens at NCYC appear to be even more religiously engaged than 
Catholic families with teens in a youth group. Nearly three out of every four NCYC families 
talk about religious things at least once a week, compared to one-third of Catholic families 
overall, and about three out of every seven families (42%) with a teen in a youth group. 
Similarly, 21% of the NCYC families talk about their faith daily, versus six and eight percent 
of their general Catholic and youth group counterparts, respectively. The NSYR researchers 
found that teens’ response to this question was the most reliable predictor of how religiously 
active they would be as young adults.  

• Youth minister. The NCYC survey affirmed the importance of youth ministers in shaping 
the faith of young Catholics. The NSYR adds some additional light by showing that nearly 
40% of youth group participants had gone to talk to their youth minister about a personal 
question or problem, and 96% of them had a good experience when they did so. 

• Mass. The NSYR question about how frequently teens attended religious services was 
repeated in the NCYC survey. Based on their survey responses, NCYC respondents were 
much more likely to be regular Mass-attenders than young Catholics in general, with nearly 
twice as many of them going to Mass once a week or more (77% vs. 39%). The NSYR youth 
group participants were more likely than other young Catholics to attend weekly Mass, but 
still less likely than NCYC attendees (65% vs. 77%).  

• Retreats and youth conferences. NCYC respondents reported a high level of influence for 
retreats and youth conferences, with 85% and 90% rating them a 3 or 4, respectively. In 
contrast, most young Catholics had never attended a conference or retreat according to the 
NSYR. Even among Catholic youth group participants, only 60% had ever attended a retreat 
or conference.  

Conclusion. The 2011 NCYC survey findings provide important new insights from Catholic 
youth regarding the people and activities influencing the development of their faith. However, 
care must be taken to avoid drawing unwarranted conclusions by extrapolating the findings to the 
broader population of Catholic teens. By comparing the NCYC survey results to the findings of 
the National Study of Youth and Religion, it becomes clear that the NCYC participants come 
from families that are considerably more engaged in Catholic parishes, schools, and spirituality 
than the average Catholic family, or even those whose adolescent children are involved in some 
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kind of youth ministry. Furthermore, the 2011 NCYC participants were much more likely to be 
female, white/Caucasian, enrolled in a Catholic high school, and living in the central part of the 
country, than the general population of Catholic teens in the United States.  
 


