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Young Catholics:  
Will they come back  
a!er Covid-19?
By Robert David Sullivan

Only 8 percent of young U.S. Catholics (ages 18 to 35) 
said their faith was weakened by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
according to a recently released national survey by the 
Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, but nearly 
one-third expect to attend Mass less often after the 
pandemic than they did before. 

The survey indicated that 13 percent of Catholic 
young adults attended Mass at least once a week before the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and 6 percent of respondents said they 
had been “very” involved with parish activities other than 
attending Mass. Allegations of Catholic clergy sexually 
abusing minors was the most frequently given reason for 
not being more active in parish life.

The CARA national survey, “Faith and Spiritual Life of 
Catholics in the United States,” polled 2,214 young adults 
between July 10 and Aug. 16, 2020. The survey was de-
signed to develop a better understanding of the faith and 
spiritual life of Catholics in the United States, especially 
Hispanics and young adults, and to explore ways to meet 
their needs.

The survey also indicated that more than one-third of 
young Catholics have participated in a faith-related group 
as an adult, with weekly Mass attenders most likely to re-
port such participation, according to the survey. 

Overall, 37 percent of respondents said they had 
participated in at least one Catholic group during their 
lives; these included young adult groups (15 percent of 
the total), religious institute volunteer groups (9 per-
cent), the Knights of Columbus (6 percent) and pro-life 
groups (5 percent). 

Seventy-four percent of those who were active in a 
Catholic group agreed “somewhat” or “very much” that 
they are motivated to participate out of a desire to learn 
from new experiences. Other common motivations were: 
to nourish spiritual life (70 percent), to “reduce negative 
feelings” (69 percent), to act or express important convic-
tions concerning serving others (69 percent), and to devel-
op and strengthen social ties to others (65 percent). 

Thirteen percent of Catholics ages 18 to 35 reported 
to CARA researchers that they attended Mass at least once 
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a week before the Covid-19 pandemic. Another 
21 percent of young Catholics said they attended 
Mass at least once a month, 31 percent attended a 
few times a year, and 36 percent said they rarely or 
never attended Mass. The most common reason 
given for not attending Mass was a lack of time (57 
percent), followed by not believing that missing 
Mass is a sin (55 percent), family responsibilities 
(44 percent), identification as “not a very religious 
person” (43 percent) and a preference to practice 
their faith outside of their parish (43 percent).

Six percent of respondents said they were 
“very” involved with parish activities and minis-
tries, other than attending Mass, prior to the pan-
demic. Thirteen percent said they were “some-
what” involved, and 17 percent were involved “a 
little.” Most (64 percent) said they were not in-
volved “at all” in these ministries and activities.

When Catholic young adults were asked about 
possible reasons that they were not more active in 
parish life, 44 percent said allegations of Catho-
lic clergy sexually abusing minors were “very” or 
“somewhat” important, followed by the church’s 
teachings on homosexuality (42 percent), feeling 
that older generations have too much influence 
in the parish (35 percent), the church’s teachings 
on the use of birth control (34 percent), the roles 
available to women in the church (33 percent), a 

feeling that the church is not open to dialogue with other 
religious faiths (33 percent) and the church’s teachings on 
divorce and remarriage (32 percent).

E!ects of the Pandemic on Catholic Life
Eleven percent of Catholic young adults said they watched 
Mass on television or online “very often” during the 
pandemic. A majority, 54 percent, said they did not watch 
Mass “at all.” Most respondents, 57 percent, said they have 
not changed how often they pray during the pandemic, but 
28 percent said they have prayed more, and 14 percent said 
they have prayed less often.

A majority (51 percent) of respondents said they will 
return to their typical frequency of Mass attendance 
once the pandemic has passed. However, 36 percent said 
they will attend Mass less often, and 14 said they will at-
tend more frequently. Of those who had attended Mass 
weekly, 31 percent said they will attend less frequently 
in the future. 

In an open-ended question about how they practiced 

their faith outside of the parish before the pandemic, 31 
percent indicated they did so by praying; that figure rose to 
42 percent when asked about activities during the pandem-
ic. But 21 percent indicated they were not doing anything to 
practice their faith at home during the pandemic.

Twenty-one percent said experiencing the pandemic 
has strengthened their faith, compared with the 8 percent 
who said their faith has been weakened. Seventy-one per-
cent said experiencing the pandemic has not changed their 
faith. Those ages 18 to 20 were more likely than those ages 
30 to 35 to say the pandemic has weakened their faith (14 
percent vs. 6 percent).

Faith at Home and in Everyday Life
More than a quarter of Catholic young adults (27 percent) 
in the CARA survey said they wear or carry a crucifix 
or cross. Seventeen percent said they wear or carry a 
religious medal or pin of a saint or angel, 12 percent said 
they carry prayer cards or coins, and 4 percent said they 
wear or carry a scapular. Hispanics were more likely than 
non-Hispanics to say they wear or carry a crucifix or cross 
(31 percent vs. 24 percent) or prayer cards or coins (17 
percent vs. 9 percent).

Asked about a list of possible religious items, 45 per-
cent of respondents said that they have a visible cross or 
crucifix in their homes, followed by a rosary (42 percent), 
art depicting Mary or Jesus (24 percent each), holy water 
(21 percent) and prayer cards (18 percent). 

Twenty-four percent of Catholic young adults said they 
pray individually at least once a day, and another 21 percent 
said they do so at least once a week (outside of Mass). About 
one-quarter said they prayed with family members at least 
once a week, and 11 percent prayed with a group outside of 
their family at least weekly.

Seventy-three percent of respondents agreed “some-
what” or “strongly” that they could be a good Catholic 
without going to Mass every Sunday. Forty-four percent 
agreed “somewhat” or “strongly” that they think of them-
selves as a practicing Catholic. Fifty-seven percent agreed 
“somewhat” or “strongly” that helping the poor and needy 
is a moral obligation for Catholics.

Thirty-nine percent agreed “somewhat” or “strongly” 
that they could never imagine themselves leaving the Cath-
olic Church, 33 percent neither agreed nor disagreed, and 
28 percent disagreed “somewhat” or “strongly.” Seventeen 
“strongly” agreed that there have been times recently when 
they struggled with their faith, and another 29 percent 
“somewhat” agreed. 

Members of the Archdiocese of Washington youth leadership team pray during a Mass for Life  
at the Cathedral of St. Matthew the Apostle in Washington, D.C., on Jan. 29.
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Respondents were most likely to 
say they did the following at least once 
a month before the pandemic: helping 
neighbors (34 percent), volunteering at a 
school (20 percent), assisting a fundrais-
er with donations (20 percent), a com-
munity service project (18 percent), and 
visiting the sick or elderly (18 percent). 

Among those who indicated that 
they do community or volunteer work, 
16 percent said that their Catholic faith 
is “very” important in motivating them 
to do these things. Thirty percent said 
their faith was “somewhat” important 
and 34 percent said this was “only a lit-
tle” important in motivating them. One 
in five said their faith did “not at all” 
motivate them.

CARA conducted the young Catholics 
survey between July 10 and August 16, 
2020, with NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel as 
a sample source (394 respondents) that 
was supplemented by a nonprobability 
online opt-in sample (Dynata; 1,820 
respondents). This study was o!ered 
in English and Spanish and was 
administered as an online web survey 
and telephone interviews. The margin of 
sampling error for the sample is ±3.59 
percent. The full report is available on the 
CARA website (cara.georgetown.edu).

Robert David Sullivan, senior editor.
Twitter: @RobertDSullivan.

CATHOLIC YOUNG PEOPLE IN AMERICA 
AND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
There are 20.1 million Catholic young adults between the ages of 18 
and 35—21% of all U.S. young adults.

Of the young adult respondents, 70% were baptized Catholic before 
the age of one; 18% were baptized as children; 4% as teenagers; 6% 
were baptized or were received into full communion as adults. Among 
those who became Catholic as adults, 41% previously had no other 
religious a!liation, commonly referred to as “nones.”

CHANGES IN FAITH
Those aged 18 to 20 are more likely than those aged 30 to 35 to say the pandemic 
has weakened their faith—14% compared to 6%. The more o!en respondents 
attended Mass before the pandemic, the more likely they are to say the pandemic 
has strengthened their faith—40% of weekly attenders, 30% of monthly 
attenders and 15% of those who attended Mass a few times a year or less o!en.

What keeps them away?
44% of respondents say that allegations of clergy sexually abusing minors has made 
them “somewhat” or “very” much less likely to be active in parish life.

42% say the church’s teachings on homosexuality make them less likely to be 
active in parish life.

35% are “somewhat” or “very” much less likely to be active in parish life because 
of a feeling that older generations have too much influence in their parish.

Other factors: the church’s teachings on birth control (34% “somewhat” or 
“very” much less likely); the roles available to women in the church (33%); a 
feeling that the church is not open to dialogue with other religious faiths (33%); 
and the church’s teachings on divorce and remarriage (32%). 

Source: “Faith and Spiritual Life of Catholics in the United States” from the Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate, Georgetown University
 

When stay at home orders have li!ed and the pandemic has 
passed, do you expect you will return to your typical frequency for 
Mass attendance?

Weekly or more o!en

64% 31% 5%

46% 42% 12%
At least once a month

50% 35% 15%

A few times a year a year or less o!en

Yes, same frequency as before         No, less frequent         No, more frequent
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Prior to the current pandemic and aside from weddings and funerals, 
about how o!en did you attend Mass?


