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IMAGE PROJECT STUDY REVEALS 78% OF YOUNG CATHOLICS FIND RELIGIOUS LIFE “INSPIRING”

(Silver Spring, MD – January 18, 2002) - The lives of sisters, priests and brothers are inspiring to a large majority of young adult Catholics, yet elements of religious life are not well understood, are two important findings of the Image Project Study, set to be released January 29. This release comes just prior to the World Day for Consecrated Life, February 3, 2002. 

Co-sponsored by the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR) and the Conference of Major Superiors of Men (CMSM), the study of young adult Catholics’ perceptions of religious life was commissioned as part of the Conferences’ goals to promote a realistic, positive and vibrant image of religious life. “LCWR and CMSM needed to know what perceptions exist out there so we can support accurate assumptions and address misconceptions,” stated Judy Cannon, RSM, LCWR Interim Executive Director. “We are both surprised and challenged by the results of the survey, and will be using the findings to guide us in raising public awareness of the reality of religious life today,” indicated Ted Keating, SM, CMSM Executive Director. 

The study was conducted by sociologist Dean Hoge, Ph.D, of Catholic University. Research was done with a target group of young adult Catholics ages 18-39. The findings were gathered using both a telephone survey of 750 individuals and a series of focus groups in the Washington, DC area and in the Midwest. 

Important findings of the study include:

Young Catholics have an exceptionally high opinion of religious life (78%)

While there is a very positive perception of religious life, young Catholics are not very knowledgeable about the life. For example, only 57% believed you must to be Catholics to join religious life, 18% believed you must have a college degree to be a religious man or women, 25% believed you must be a virgin to be a priest, sister or brother and only 47% said a person needed to be single to join religious life

Young adult Catholics see religious men and women as living lives of service and there is a good understanding of the mission and works done by religious men and women: e.g. 93% believe that religious work for the poor; 89% believe that sisters, priests and brothers are committed to social justice issues (89%)

Those who personally know religious men and women, either through school, church or as a family member, have a much better understanding of religious life (62% of the nationwide sample)

Young adults are not picking up negative images of religious life from the media. In fact, entertainment media enforces a positive image of religious life for young people, even if the program does not reflect The reality of religious life e.g. the Sister Act movies

Only 15% of women surveyed and 23% of men surveyed have ever been asked by a religious man or Women to consider joining religious life 

The Image Project Study is the initial phase of the multi-year Image Project, which, in cooperation with Project founding partners the National Communicators Network for Women Religious (NCNWR) and the National Religious Vocation Conference (NRVC), will endeavor to increase understanding of religious life for both Catholics and the general public through a variety of public awareness efforts currently under development. 

For more information on the Image Project, please contact Marita Eddy, CMSM, (301) 588-4030 or Sheila George, LCWR, (301) 588-4955.

IMAGE PROJECT FOUNDING PARTNERS

The Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR) has more than 1,000 members who are the elected leaders of their religious orders, representing 75,000 U.S. Catholic sisters. The Conference develops leadership, promotes collaboration within church and society and serves as a voice for systemic change.

The Conference of Major Superiors of Men (CMSM) serves the leadership of the Catholic orders and congregations representing 21,000 vowed U.S. religious priests and brothers, 10 percent of who are missionaries. CMSM provides a voice for these communities in U.S. church and society, collaborates with the U.S. bishops and other key groups and organizations that serve church and society. 

The National Communicators Network for Women Religious  (NCNWR) is a professional association for personnel responsible for communications with Catholic religious congregations of women. NCNWR has a two-fold purpose: to promote understanding of women religious and to enhance their image and advance their mission; to provide a network of professional support and education for its members. 

The National Religious Vocation Conference (NRVC) is an organization of men and women committed to the fostering and discernment of vocations, particularly to religious life.  The organization provides support, resources, and in-service opportunities for those in vocation ministry.  NRVC proclaims the gift of religious life as a creative, life-giving force in today's Church and models an inclusive and collaborative style of ministry and leadership. 

CONTRIBUTING PARTNER

The Center for the Study of Religious Life (CSRL), a research center established by LCWR and CMSM, conducts interdisciplinary and intercultural reflection on the life of Catholic religious sisters, brother and priests in the United States. It serves as a resource to religious congregations and their leadership in promoting the vitality and mission of religious life. 

THE IMAGE PROJECT:  RESEARCH FINDINGS

The Image Project, begun in October 1999, is a Catholic leadership-inspired initiative with a threefold purpose: 1) to conduct a study of young adult Catholics’ perception of religious life; 2) to create a public relations campaign to promote the findings and create awareness of religious life; and 3) to create a venue for scholars and leaders to review the study and reflect on the implications for leaders. Founding partners of this study are the Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR), the Conference of Major Superiors of Men (CMSM), the National Communicators Network of Women Religious (NCNWR) and the National Religious Vocation Conference (NRVC).

Phase 1 of the Image Project – Images of Religious Life Held by Young Adult Catholics, commissioned by LCWR and CMSM – was completed in June 2001. The goal of the study was to answer the question of how young Catholics, age 18-39, viewed people in religious life. The study was conducted by Dean R. Hoge, from Catholic University.

The answers, gathered through hundreds of interviews and dozens of hours of focus groups, was  

overwhelmingly positive. This new research revealed 12 important findings: 

1) 78 percent of the respondents said that "the lives of priests, brothers and sisters are inspiring to me."

2) Young Catholics are not well versed about the facts of religious life. While the majority know a priest, brother, or sister personally, and a majority have watched one at work, only 33 percent are clear about the  

difference between a diocesan priest and a religious order priest, and only 52 percent said that to be a member a person needs to be Catholic, and only 47 percent said that person needed to be single. Eighteen percent (erroneously) said that a person needed to have a college degree. 

3) Differences between men's and women's attitudes are very small. The woman reported going to church and praying more often than men, but their attitudes about religious life were no different from men's. 

4) Persons who went to Catholic school or know a priest, sister, or brother personally have better information about religious life. 

5) Catholics who attend Mass weekly have a more positive image of religious life. 86 percent of these people (versus 74 percent of others) said that the lives of priests, brothers and sisters are inspiring to them. 

6) Latinos are clearly different from other Catholics. Over 300 Latinos were part of this survey (out of a total of 750 respondents). Latinos see themselves as more religious, have less contact with religious, and are more conservative than non-Latinos. 

7) Young adults who feel disaffected by the institutional Church are slightly more negative in their attitudes. Thirty-seven percent of the survey agreed with the statement, "Catholic church leaders are out of touch with the laity," and these people were more in favor of having married priests than  

others - 69 percent versus 51 percent. 

8) While the overwhelming majority of people have positive images of religious life, less than one-fourth of the men and less than one-sixth of the women have ever been asked to consider joining a religious order or community. 

9) Television programs and movies had little impact on these young adults. Any impact was to reinforce a positive image of priests, brothers and sisters. A negative impression of religious is not derived from these forms of media.

10) Young adults prefer priests, brothers, and sisters who are outgoing and approachable. They dislike ones who are remote or stern. In general, they find younger priests, brothers, and sisters to be easier to relate to than older ones. 

11) Focus group participants often spontaneously mentioned the importance of retreats they had been on. 

The telephone poll, conducted in January 2001, surveyed 302 Latinos and 448 non-Latinos of self-identified Catholics aged 18-39 for a quantifiable study. For a qualitative view, eight focus groups were held in January and February 2001. Men and women of different ethnic groups - European-American, Latino, African-American and Asian American - were represented. 

The national survey on the perceptions of young adult Catholics originated as one of the recommendations of the CMSM-LCWR Public Relations Task Force. The Task Force (1997-1999) objectives were to develop a public relations strategy to portray a realistic and vibrant image of religious life and create an action plan that builds on collaboration among men and women religious and current vocation efforts of these groups and the U.S. bishops. 

For more information about the Image Project, contact Marita Eddy, CMSM, 301-588-4030, meddy@cmsm.or or Sheila George, LCWR, 301-588-4955, sgeorge@lcwr.org 
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