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Giving a share of one’s income to the church has been a part of European tradition for centuries. 

Today, several countries continue to collect a “church tax” on behalf of officially recognized 

religious organizations, in some cases levying the tax on all registered members.1 These payments 

add up to billions of euros annually and represent the biggest source of revenue for many religious 

institutions.  

But growing numbers of people have been opting out of the tax by formally deregistering from 

their churches, perhaps another sign of secularization in the region. Some European advocates for 

greater distance between church and state argue that church tax systems violate freedom of 

religion and have called for their abolition. This raises a number of questions: Are Europeans 

rushing away from financially supporting organized religion? Why do many people continue to pay 

church taxes even though they rarely partake in religious services? Are church taxes hastening 

secularization in the region? 

To gain insight into these questions, Pew Research Center sought to measure public attitudes 

toward church taxes in several Western European countries where such taxes are collected. 

Researchers posed a few relevant questions to Germans, Swedes and others: Have you ever paid 

church taxes? Do you currently pay them? And if you do, how likely are you to consider opting out 

in the future? These questions were asked of nationally representative groups of respondents by 

telephone (both cellphones and landlines) in 2017 as part of a broader survey of religion in 

Western Europe.  

  

                                                        
1 This report uses the term “church tax” because that is a direct translation of the wording commonly used in many European countries, 

though not every country considers the payments to be a formal tax, and not all religious organizations that participate in the system are 

Christian. For a discussion of the specific terms and mechanisms in each country, see page 15. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/11380968/Compulsory-income-tax-on-Christians-drives-Germans-away-from-Protestant-and-Catholic-churches.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/in-germany-many-believers-balk-at-tweak-to-church-tax-1409710540
https://www.wsj.com/articles/in-germany-many-believers-balk-at-tweak-to-church-tax-1409710540
https://www.ibfd.org/IBFD-Products/Journal-Articles/World-Tax-Journal/collections/wtj/html/wtj_2013_02_int_3.html
https://www.ibfd.org/IBFD-Products/Journal-Articles/World-Tax-Journal/collections/wtj/html/wtj_2013_02_int_3.html
https://www.eldiario.es/zonacritica/IRPF-iglesia-catolica-fines-sociales_6_643645643.html
http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
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Are Europeans rushing away from financially supporting organized religion? 

There is evidence that some 

Europeans are leaving the 

church tax system, but there 

does not appear to be a mass 

exodus. The survey finds that 

between 8% of adults (in 

Switzerland) and 20% (in 

Finland) say they have left 

their church tax system. And, 

in several countries, one-fifth 

or more of current payers 

describe themselves as either 

“somewhat” or “very” likely to 

opt out in the future.  

At the same time, majorities 

still support the tradition of 

paying taxes to religious 

institutions. Indeed, in six 

Western European countries with a mandatory tax on members of major Christian churches (and 

in some cases, other religious groups), most adults say they pay it. The share of self-reported 

church tax payers in these countries ranges from 68% of survey respondents in Sweden to 80% in 

Denmark, while no more than one-in-five in any country say they used to pay but have stopped. 

 

 

 

 

 

Majorities of the public in six Western European 

countries say they pay the church tax 

% who say they … 

Note: Don’t know/refused responses are not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains 

Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In addition, among those who 

say they pay, large majorities 

describe themselves as “not 

too” or “not at all” likely to 

take official steps to avoid 

paying the tax in the future, 

including nearly nine-in-ten in 

Denmark and Finland.  

It should be noted that in 

Germany and Austria, the 

share of adults who say they 

pay the church tax starkly 

contrasts with official 

statistics. In Germany, where 

roughly seven-in-ten people 

surveyed say they pay the 

church tax, government data 

indicates the actual figure is 

only about a quarter of the adult population. And in Austria, 76% of survey respondents say they 

pay the tax, compared with the official estimate of about half (official estimates from Austria are 

for Catholics as reported by the Catholic Church; members of Protestant and Old Catholic 

denominations are also taxed, but these are a small portion of the population). In other countries, 

the gaps between self-reported numbers and official statistics are smaller.2  

After ruling out other potential sources of large measurement error – such as the composition of 

the sample or question wording and translation – it seems likely that respondents answered this 

question on the basis of their eligibility or perceived obligation to pay the church tax. Furthermore, 

analysis of our survey data confirms that respondents who say they pay church taxes are 

attitudinally different from those who do not. At the very least, self-reported church tax payers 

think they are paying the tax or accept a general social obligation to pay such taxes, even if their 

personal circumstances might exempt them (for example, if they are retired, unemployed or earn 

                                                        
2 With the exception of Sweden, all gaps are also in the direction of the survey data overestimating the share of people who pay. In Finland, for 

example, 71% of respondents say they pay the church tax, compared with 63% of adults in official statistics. See Methodology for more 

details. Experts consulted by Pew Research Center offered some possible explanations for the widespread over-reporting of church tax 

payments in Germany and Austria. In both countries, they said, it is widely believed that all registered Catholics and Protestants must pay 

church taxes. But in reality, many officially registered members of churches, including students, retirees and recipients of social welfare, do 

not pay church taxes because they do not earn enough income to be required to pay income taxes.  

Few who pay church tax say they are likely to officially 

opt out in future 

Among those who say they currently pay the church tax, % who say they are 

____ to take official steps in the future to avoid paying the church tax 

Note: Don’t know/refused responses are not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains 

Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://medium.com/pew-research-center-decoded/what-happens-when-a-survey-estimate-doesnt-match-a-known-benchmark-ee4dcc98116c
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low incomes). The perceived civic or religious obligation of paying church tax is a central point of 

debate in the countries surveyed – and a focus of this report. 
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Why do people say they pay 

the church tax even if they 

are not very religious? 

Religious identity is one 

obvious difference between 

people who say they pay the 

church tax and those who do 

not. Large majorities of self-

reported church tax payers – 

including 95% in Austria and 

94% in Switzerland – describe 

themselves as Christians, while 

most nonpayers say they are 

religiously unaffiliated (also 

known as religious “nones,” 

made up of those who describe 

themselves as atheist, agnostic 

or “nothing in particular”).3 

This dovetails with a possible 

explanation for the widespread 

support of church taxes. 

According to one theory, 

formally leaving a church and 

renouncing a part of one’s 

identity involves enough effort 

and symbolism that many 

people are deterred from taking that step, even if they are not religious. In countries with a 

mandatory church tax, people generally enter a church’s rolls at baptism – overwhelming 

majorities of Western European adults say they were baptized – and they must officially deregister 

from their denomination to avoid the fee. Not only is this a dramatic step for some, but it also 

requires knowledge that the option exists and how to exercise it, such as how to obtain and file the 

                                                        
3 In a sense, this is self-evident, since in several countries only people officially registered with a Christian denomination participate in the 

church tax system. But the survey measures religious affiliation differently – asking people about their present religion, rather than looking at 

official church membership rolls. 

Most church tax payers identify as Christian 

 

Note: Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.  

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains 

Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/religious-identity/
https://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/religious-identity/
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necessary forms. Staying on their church’s tax roster is the default status for people who are not 

sufficiently motivated to opt out.4  

Still, not all church tax payers say they are Christians or members of other religious groups that 

benefit from the tax: Fully one-fifth (22%) of self-reported payers in Denmark and nearly a third 

(32%) in Sweden identify as religiously unaffiliated.  

Religious “nones” make up a growing share of the population in Western Europe, and within this 

group, the percentage who say they pay the church tax ranges from 14% in Switzerland to a clear 

majority (60%) in Denmark. Not only that, but most Christians in the region say they attend 

church no more than a few times a year, yet large majorities say they pay the church tax. All of this 

raises a question: Why do people financially support religious institutions that they rarely – if ever 

– attend?  

There are many reasons for this seeming contradiction, and explanations vary from person to 

person and country to country. However, one school of thought contends that many Europeans 

feel a culturally ingrained obligation to support the common good with taxes – and tend to see 

religious institutions as “public utilities” that help those in need.5 

Indeed, the survey finds that across all six countries with church taxes, people who say they pay 

the tax tend to express more positive feelings about the impact of churches on society. For 

example, many self-reported payers say that churches and other religious institutions strengthen 

morality, bring people together and help the poor; on balance, fewer former church tax payers 

hold these views.6 Moreover, current taxpayers are less likely than former taxpayers to say that 

religion should be kept separate from government policies (see page 19). 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
4 Stolz, Jörg, and Mark Chaves. 2017. “Does disestablishment lead to religious vitality?” The British Journal of Sociology.  
5 Davie, Grace. 2009. “Is Europe an Exceptional Case?” The Hedgehog Review. 
6 In Scandinavia, a collectivist attitude known as Janteloven encourages children not to put their own interests ahead of the community’s 

needs; opting out of the tax could be seen as a form of selfishness that contradicts this traditional value. 

http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
https://www.faithineurope.org.uk/davie.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1468-4446.12268
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10036/87833/Davie.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/ideas/videos/forget-hygge-the-laws-that-really-rule-in-scandina/p06gtkxt
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Church tax payers also tend to be at least marginally more observant and place greater significance 

on religious belief. While most Western Europeans do not go to religious services regularly, those 

who say they pay church taxes are much more likely than former payers to say they at least 

sometimes attend services at a church or other house of worship, and they are also more likely to 

say that they believe in God and that religion is important in their lives. They may also want to 

have their own children baptized or to use a church on other special occasions – such as weddings 

or funerals – even though they are not regular attenders.7  

 

  

                                                        
7 In some cases, people who do not pay the church tax may be denied access to certain church services. In Germany, the Catholic conference 

of bishops has started penalizing tax avoiders by barring people who have left from seeking confession or Holy Communion, even denying 

them a religious burial if they showed no sign of repenting. And Germany’s top administrative court has effectively backed the bishops’ stand, 

ruling that people who refuse to pay the church tax may no longer consider themselves Catholic. See Federal Administrative Court ruling from 

Sept. 26, 2012. 

Self-reported church tax payers more positive about churches’ value to society 

Among current church tax payers and former church tax payers, % who say churches and other religious institutions … 

 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.dw.com/en/no-tax-no-church-perks-german-court-rules/a-16263113
https://www.dbk.de/fileadmin/redaktion/diverse_downloads/presse/2012-145a-Allgemeines-Dekret-Kirchenaustritt_Dekret.pdf
https://www.dbk.de/fileadmin/redaktion/diverse_downloads/presse/2012-145a-Allgemeines-Dekret-Kirchenaustritt_Dekret.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-19737983
https://www.bverwg.de/pm/2012/91
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Is the church tax pushing people away from 

Christian identity? 

In several countries, members of the biggest 

Catholic and Protestant churches (and 

sometimes other religious groups) are subject 

to the tax, but people can avoid it by 

deregistering from their religious group. 

Theoretically, this may give people in these 

countries a financial incentive to disaffiliate. As 

a result, some social scientists have theorized 

that church taxes could be among the factors 

driving people away from religious 

organizations.8 

However, a comparison of responses across 15 

Western European countries surveyed by Pew 

Research Center shows no obvious connection 

between secularization and the existence of a 

church tax.  

Indeed, there is no evidence that church tax 

countries are experiencing more rapid declines 

in Christian identification than other countries 

in Europe. In all 15 Western European 

countries surveyed, fewer people say they are 

currently Christian than say they were raised 

Christian, and, in each case, more people say 

they are currently unaffiliated than say they 

were raised unaffiliated. But the countries with 

                                                        
8 For example, through a previous analysis of age patterns in disaffiliation across multiple birth cohorts in Ireland and Austria, Pew Research 

Center demographers Conrad Hackett and David McClendon found that in both countries, young adulthood is the time people are most likely 

to leave their childhood religion. In Austria, however, disaffiliation continues well into middle adulthood and is tied to income levels: Austrians 

with higher incomes tend to disaffiliate at higher rates, after adjusting for other factors. The authors suggest that higher rates of disaffiliation 

among older and wealthier demographic groups in Austria could be tied to the country’s church tax, because the costs of being religiously 

affiliated rise for high-earning individuals in the prime of their careers. In Ireland, where there is no church tax, disaffiliation rates do not 

appear to be related to income. See McClendon, David, and Conrad Hackett. 2014. “When people shed religious identity in Ireland and 

Austria: Evidence from censuses.” Demographic Research. Separately, researchers Teemu Lyytikäinen and Torsten Santavirta, using Finnish 

data, found that opting out is concentrated toward the end of the year, which may be because people want to avoid paying church tax for the 

following year. The authors conclude that church membership fell when rules were changed to make it easier for members to opt out, and 

that higher church tax rates are associated with a decline in the likelihood of church membership. Lyytikäinen, Teemu, and Torsten Santavirta. 

2012. “The effect of church tax on church membership.” Journal of Population Economics.  

People in church tax countries no less 

likely to identify as Christian, attend 

religious services 

% who … 

 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries.  

See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the 

Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269038439_When_people_shed_religious_identity_in_Ireland_and_Austria_Evidence_from_censuses
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/269038439_When_people_shed_religious_identity_in_Ireland_and_Austria_Evidence_from_censuses
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43738187
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the steepest drops in Christian identification – including Belgium, Norway and the Netherlands – 

do not have church taxes. 

If anything, people in countries with a mandatory church tax are more likely to self-identify as 

Christian than are people in Western European countries that do not have any church tax system. 

In four of the six countries surveyed that have mandatory church taxes for Christians (Austria, 

Finland, Germany and Switzerland), roughly seven-in-ten or more adults identify as Christians. In 

only two of the six countries surveyed that do not have a church tax (Ireland and the UK) does the 

share of Christians exceed seven-in-ten. Across Western Europe, the country with the smallest 

share of Christians (the Netherlands, 41%) does not have a church tax.  

In addition, levels of religious observance are similar in Western European countries that have a 

mandatory church tax and those that do not have a church tax. For example, people in church tax 

countries are just as likely as people in surveyed Western European nations without church taxes 

to say they believe in God, pray daily, attend religious services monthly or consider religion 

important in their lives. 

These are among the findings of Pew Research Center surveys conducted in Western Europe by 

telephone (both cellphones and landlines) in 2017. The Center surveyed 15 countries; this report 

focuses on six, but sometimes includes all 15 for comparison. This is the fourth report on the 

survey results. An initial analysis looked at Catholic-Protestant relations in Europe 500 years after 

the Protestant Reformation. Many further findings appeared in a study of Christian identity and 

secularization in Western Europe, and a follow-up report examined religion and nationalism 

across Europe, comparing countries in the East and West. 

Countries included in the main analysis of this study are those that were surveyed and have a 

church tax. Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Sweden and most cantons of Switzerland have 

mandatory payment systems for registered church members; the systems have similar rules, 

allowing for straightforward comparisons. Spain and Portugal, which have voluntary church fee 

systems, are discussed separately on page 32 and in the sidebar on page 18. Italy, meanwhile, 

combines voluntary and mandatory elements in its “otto per mille” system, and is not included in 

this analysis. Iceland carves a church tax out of all income taxes it receives and passes it on to 

religious organizations based on their member count, but because Iceland was not part of the 2017 

survey it is not part of this analysis. 

In the remaining countries of Western Europe, such as France, the Netherlands and the United 

Kingdom, there are no church taxes, and religious groups receive funding entirely from other 

http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/#europes-changing-religious-landscape-declines-for-christians-gains-for-unaffiliated
http://www.pewforum.org/2017/08/31/five-centuries-after-reformation-catholic-protestant-divide-in-western-europe-has-faded/
http://www.pewforum.org/2017/08/31/five-centuries-after-reformation-catholic-protestant-divide-in-western-europe-has-faded/
http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
http://www.pewforum.org/2018/10/29/eastern-and-western-europeans-differ-on-importance-of-religion-views-of-minorities-and-key-social-issues/
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sources, including direct donations, state subsidies and financial investments.9 In many other 

places around the world, including the United States, tax exemptions for religious institutions also 

amount to a form of state support.  

A prior Pew Research Center study looked at church-state relationships globally, including 

countries that have an official state religion or a preferred religion. This report focuses narrowly on 

church taxes in Western Europe.  

Among the other findings: 

▪ People who have opted out of the church tax in Western Europe are considerably more likely 

than those who say they pay to express support for the separation of church and state. But even 

among self-reported church tax payers, large majorities in some countries say religion should 

be kept separate from government policies. 

 

▪ Although Europeans who say they pay church taxes tend to be more religious (by a variety of 

measures) than those who formerly paid the tax and have opted out, most people who say they 

currently pay the church tax are not regular churchgoers. 

 

▪ Young adults (ages 18 to 34) are less likely to say they pay church taxes than older adults in the 

same countries. This is not because they are more likely than their elders to have opted out, but 

rather because higher shares of young Europeans say they have never paid church taxes in the 

first place, in part because some are students without taxable income. This aligns with the fact 

that young adults in Western Europe are less likely to identify with Christianity; many were 

raised without a religious affiliation and may have never been officially registered with a 

church. 

 

▪ Income is not consistently correlated with proclivity for paying church tax. In Germany and 

Austria, people with higher incomes (greater than or equal to their country’s median income) 

are more likely than those with lower incomes to say they pay church taxes. But the reverse is 

true in Finland.  

 

▪ People who say they are likely to opt out of paying the church tax are often – but not always – 

less religious than people in the same country who intend to keep paying it. The more 

consistent difference is how they regard religious institutions: Those who are considering 

                                                        
9 Religious organizations in countries with a church tax also benefit from a variety of other funding sources, including government subsidies, 

private donations and financial investment income. Research shows that churches with a taxation right tend to have higher revenues than 

churches that rely on other sources. See, for example, Kjems, Sidsel. 2018. “The Significance of the Church Tax.” 

http://www.pewforum.org/2017/10/03/many-countries-favor-specific-religions-officially-or-unofficially/
http://sakasti.evl.fi/sacrista.nsf/0/587AF29D21847E4AC22582F3004D572B/$FILE/The_significance_of_Church_tax-Sidsel_Kjems.pdf
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opting out tend to hold more skeptical views about the impact of churches and other religious 

organizations on society.  
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Sidebar: Church tax systems across Europe 

The rules that govern Western Europe’s church tax systems vary from country to country and sometimes even 

from parish to parish. Nevertheless, there are some commonalities. They typically involve a fee calculated either 

as a percentage of income or as a portion of total income tax owed. The money goes to churches and some other 

religious groups to help cover their costs, including clergy salaries, maintenance of buildings and charitable 

services.  

In Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Sweden and most cantons of Switzerland, the church tax is mandatory for 

all adult members of major churches who meet minimum income criteria. That typically includes the majority of 

Christian taxpayers, but can exclude students, the unemployed, retirees and others with low earnings. Church 

membership usually is determined by baptism. Those who want to avoid the tax must deregister from their 

religious group; in most countries, a letter to the church is necessary, though websites recently have been set up 

(often by organizations advocating against the tax) to facilitate this process.10 In Germany, some states require a 

notarized deregistration form to be filed with local authorities who charge a fee to handle the paperwork.  

In many cases, the tax is the largest source of funding for the country’s dominant church. For example, the 

Danish People’s Church received about 6.6 billion Danish kroner (roughly $1 billion) in church taxes in 2017, 

about three-quarters of its revenue that year. And in Austria, the Catholic Church (the country’s largest religious 

institution), collected 460 million euros in church taxes in 2017, making up a similar share of its revenue. 

For individuals, meanwhile, the church tax typically amounts to less than 2% of taxable income. To give one 

concrete example: In Finland, the median income in 2017 was 23,602 euros, and the median amount paid in 

income taxes was 4,271 euros, including a median church tax of 262 euros (or slightly more than 1% of income) 

assessed on members of the country’s largest denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran Church. Differences in tax 

rates between countries can be hard to compare, because some countries calculate the tax as a percentage of 

taxable income (typically in the neighborhood of 1% or 2%) while other countries calculate it as a percentage of 

income tax owed (typically in the range of 8% to 21%). 

In addition to the six countries mentioned above, Portugal and Spain also collect some taxes that are passed 

along to help support religious institutions. But in those two countries, the payments are voluntary, even for 

church members. Italy has yet another system, known as the otto per mille (eight per thousand). All Italian income 

tax payers contribute to a pool of funds, and they can choose whether their allocation goes to the Roman Catholic 

Church, some other religious institution or the government’s humanitarian efforts. Iceland, meanwhile, carves a 

set “parish fee” for each resident over the age of 16 out of the country’s income tax revenues. These funds are 

then passed on to religious organizations in proportion to how many members they have. 

Sourcing details for this section are available in Appendix B.  

A brief summary of church taxes in these 10 European countries follows. 

  

                                                        
10 See, for example, the Danish Atheist Society’s website or Finland’s Eroakirkosta.fi. 

https://kirchenfinanzierung.katholisch.at/kirchenfinanzen
http://ateist.dk/udmeldelse-af-folkekirken/
https://www.eroakirkosta.fi/dynamic/index.php/


17 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Mandatory church tax systems (with opt-out provisions) 

Austria’s Kirchenbeitrag  

Rate: Roughly 1% of annual gross income after allowable deductions.  

Who pays it: Members of the Austrian Catholic, Old Catholic and Protestant churches. 

Rules: Taxpayers receive a quarterly or annual invoice from their church and make the payment directly to their 

church via bank transfer or online payment; opting out requires deregistering from the church. The payment is 

considered a fee, not a tax. 

Total payers (2017): 3.4 million Catholics out of an estimated Austrian adult population of 7.2 million. Payer 

numbers for Old Catholic Church members and Protestants not available. 

Amount collected (2017): The Catholic Church received 461 million euros from the Kirchenbeitrag, accounting for 

76% of its revenue.  

Denmark’s Kirkeskat 

Rate: Fluctuates annually depending on economic conditions and parish budgets; the 2018 average was 0.87% 

of taxable income. 

Who pays it: Members of the Church of Denmark. 

Rules: Church tax is collected with income tax and redistributed to parishes; opting out requires leaving the 

church. 

Total payers (2016): 3.41 million Danes out of an estimated adult population of 4.5 million.  

Amount collected (2017): The Church of Denmark received 6.6 billion Danish kroner, accounting for roughly 75% 

of its funding. 

Finland’s Kirkollisvero  

Rate: Varies by location and parish budgets; in 2018 ranged from 1% to 2% of taxable income.  

Who pays it: Members of the Evangelical Lutheran, Orthodox, German Evangelical Lutheran and Olaus Petri 

churches. 

Rules: Church tax is collected with payroll tax and redistributed to parishes; opting out requires leaving the 

church. 

Total payers (2016): 2.8 million taxpayers out of an estimated Finnish adult population of 4.4 million   

Amount collected (2016): Finnish taxpayers paid 905 million euros to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 2016, 

accounting for roughly 75% of its funding.  

Germany’s Kirchensteuer  

Rate: Most German states charge 9% of income tax; two states, including Bavaria, charge 8% of income tax. 

Who pays it: Members of the Catholic and Protestant churches, in addition to members of some Jewish groups 

and Humanist groups. Other registered religious organizations – including those representing Mennonites, 

Jehovah’s Witnesses and a Muslim group – also are legally permitted to collect the tax, but do not do so. 

Rules: Church tax is automatically collected along with income tax; the government manages the collection on 

behalf of religious organizations, which pay a fee to outsource this process. Opting out requires leaving the 

church. 

Total payers (2014): 18.5 million people out of an estimated German adult population of 68.5 million.  

Amount collected (2017): Germany’s Catholic and Protestant churches collected roughly 11.7 billion euros 

combined, accounting for almost half of their revenue.  

https://www.katholisch.at/aktuelles/124272/kirchenbeitragseinnahmen-auf-461-millionen-euro-gestiegen
http://vero2.stat.fi/PXWeb/pxweb/en/Vero/?rxid=10bc359f-d459-460b-8ee0-7689236a8373
https://dbk.de/themen/kirche-und-geld/kirchensteuer/
https://archiv.ekd.de/download/gezaehlt_zahlen_und_fakten_2018.pdf
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Sweden’s Kyrkoavgift 

Rate: Ranges between 0.8% and 1.5% of taxable income for Church of Sweden members depending on parish.  

Who pays it: Members of the Church of Sweden; members of 15 other groups including the Roman Catholic 

Church and Muslim organizations may participate in a parallel fee system known as avgift till trossamfund (fee to 

religious communities).  

Rules: Payments are collected with income tax; opting out requires leaving the church. The payment is considered 

a fee, not a tax. 

Total payers (2017): 6.2 million people out of an estimated adult population of 7.8 million contributed to the 

Church of Sweden. 

Amount collected (2017): The Church of Sweden received 13.6 billion Swedish kronor ($1.7 billion), accounting 

for about 80% of its funding. 

Switzerland’s Kirchensteuer 

Rate: Varies by parish, canton and church. In the Swiss capital Bern, for example, it is 20.7% of income tax for 

Catholics and 18.4% of income tax for Protestants. 

Who pays it: In most cantons, obligatory for members of the Catholic and Protestant churches who meet 

minimum income requirements. 

Rules: Due to Switzerland’s highly decentralized federal structure, each of the country’s 26 cantons has a 

different tax system, some with relatively high church taxes and some with none at all. Many cantons also require 

businesses to pay the church tax. 

Total payers: Not available. 

Amount collected (2016): The Catholic and Protestant churches estimate that roughly 1.4 billion Swiss francs 

(about $1.4 billion) were collected from individuals. This is an estimate; official countrywide data is not available. 

Other types of church tax systems 

Iceland’s Sóknargjöld 

Rate: A fixed amount is set annually depending on parish fee needs. In 2018, the monthly payment was 931 

kronur (roughly $7.76) per person.  

Who pays it: The government carves the payment out of its total income tax revenue on behalf of members of the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Iceland and dozens of other officially recognized religious or philosophy groups. 

These include Christian, Muslim and Buddhist groups, among others.  

Rules: All Icelandic residents are automatically added to the Sóknargjöld roster at age 16 and assigned to their 

parents’ religious group unless they switch to another affiliation. The fee of Icelanders who declare themselves 

religiously unaffiliated is allocated to the national treasury.  

Total members of the Church of Iceland with Sóknargjöld allocation (2018): 186,477 people out of an estimated 

adult population of 259,906. 

Amount allocated to the Church of Iceland (2018): 2.1 billion Icelandic kronur (roughly $17.5 million). 

Italy’s Otto Per Mille 

Rate: 0.8% of the government’s total income tax revenue.  

Who pays it: All Italian income taxpayers contribute to the otto per mille pool. 

Rules: While the otto per mille (0.8%) is automatically carved out of the government’s income tax proceeds, 

taxpayers may choose how the funds are distributed. Choices include the Catholic Church, which receives the 
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vast majority of otto per mille proceeds; about a dozen other religious organizations, including the Union of Italian 

Jewish Communities and the Italian Buddhist Union; and the state, which typically spends the proceeds on 

humanitarian efforts in Italy and overseas. The allocations of taxpayers who do not choose a destination are 

added into the wider otto per mille pool and divided according to the choices made by the taxpayers who did 

choose a destination.  

Amount collected (2017): The Catholic Church received 986 million euros from the otto per mille mechanism, 

with about 80% of taxpayers (13.9 million) choosing this option. 

Portugal  

Rate: 0.5% of income tax. 

Who pays it: Voluntary. 

Rules: Taxpayers may assign 0.5% of their personal income tax liability to benefit an eligible church, charity or 

public interest entity.  

Total payers: Not available. 

Amount collected: Not available. 

Spain’s Casilla de la Iglesia  

Rate: 0.7% of income taxes owed. 

Who pays it: Voluntary for anyone who files an income tax return. 

Rules: Taxpayers may choose to contribute to the Catholic Church, to a fund for activities of general social 

interest, to both, or to neither. Organizations that receive money from the charity fund are chosen via a grant 

competition; they typically include international poverty alleviation groups as well as church-related charities such 

as Cáritas.  

Amount collected (2017): 7.1 million taxpayers chose to give 0.7% of their income tax to the Catholic Church, 

amounting to nearly 260 million euros.  
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Within the six countries with mandatory church 

taxes for members, people who have opted out 

of the tax are more likely than those who say 

they currently pay to take the position that 

religion should be kept separate from 

government policies. And in each case, current 

payers are more likely to say that government 

policies should support religious values and 

beliefs. In some countries, the gaps are 

particularly stark: For example, the vast 

majority of Austrians who have opted out of the 

church tax (82%) say religion and government 

policies should be separate, while only half of 

those in Austria who say they pay the church 

tax take that position. 

In Austria as well as Germany and Switzerland, 

self-reported church tax payers are about 

evenly split between those who say religion 

should be kept separate from government 

policies and those who say government policies should support religion. But in a few cases, even 

among payers, large majorities say religion should be kept separate from government policies. 

This includes about three-quarters of church tax payers in Sweden (77%), Denmark (75%) and 

Finland (74%), suggesting that for many residents of these countries, there is little tension 

between paying a church tax and, simultaneously, supporting the idea of church-state separation. 

It may seem strange to Americans, accustomed to the principles of the U.S. Constitution, that 

people in Europe could favor separation of church and state while simultaneously paying church 

taxes. In fact, church-state separation is ingrained in the history of the church tax, which was 

introduced as an independent source of funding when many European governments began to scale 

back their financial support of clergy in the 19th century. And some Europeans argue that the 

church tax enhances the separation of church and state by creating a separate pool of funds for 

People who have opted out of the 

church tax more likely to say religion, 

government policies should be separate 

% who say religion should be kept separate from 

government policies 

 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries.  

See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the 

Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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religious institutions to use as they see fit, without relying on government appropriations.11 (For 

more on the history of church taxes and church-state relations, see sidebar on page 21.) 

  

                                                        
11 De Wall, Heinrich. 2015. “Church Tax, Subsidies and State Aid – Church Funding in Germany.” In Messner, Francis, ed. “Public Funding of 

Religions in Europe.” 



22 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Sidebar: Origins of the church tax and the challenges it faces  

Church taxes were introduced to help separate religion from government amid a wave of secularization that 

swept Europe in the 19th and early 20th centuries, and the system has survived many challenges – legal and 

otherwise – since that time. 

Prior to Europe’s industrialization, the region’s religious and political leaders were closely connected. In some 

countries, senior clerics oversaw vast territories and held powerful political positions. Churches also held income-

generating farmland, collected tithes from parishes and received other payments related to religious holidays and 

rites such as marriage. These revenue streams formed the basis of churches’ immense wealth.12 

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, several economic and political shifts began to weaken the churches’ 

sovereignty. Some Enlightenment philosophers questioned traditional religious doctrine and spread new ideas 

about deism, while others argued for freedom of conscience. By the late 18th century, industrialization began to 

shift jobs away from farms to factories. Millions of Europeans moved out of tightly knit parishes to cities, where 

people were exposed to new ways of thinking about many things, including religion. 

Meanwhile, following a series of military conflicts and territorial exchanges, churches in several European 

countries were forced to hand over much of their property to state entities, making them dependent on 

government funding.13  

German states were among the first in Western Europe to introduce the church tax in the mid-1800s, after 

principalities were no longer able to uphold agreements to fund churches in exchange for land they had 

expropriated. Denmark and Sweden followed in the early 1900s, after agricultural reforms aimed at more 

equitable land ownership curbed churches’ tithing rights. In Austria, the church tax was introduced in 1939 by the 

Nazis. As part of a wider campaign to restrict church powers, the Nazi-led government confiscated the country’s 

existing “religion fund,” which had previously financed the clergy. Spain and Italy continued to support the 

Catholic Church out of government budgets until the late 1970s and mid-1980s, respectively, when both 

countries independently signed agreements with the Vatican curtailing the church’s privileges.  

As Western European societies have become more religiously diverse in recent decades, governments have faced 

pressure to extend the tax option to a wider range of religious groups and even to nonreligious charities. In 

Sweden, for example, the government now allows more than a dozen religious organizations to participate in the 

system, though their fee is known as the “fee to religious communities” as opposed to the more widely known 

“church fee” that goes to the Church of Sweden.  

In Germany, some humanist groups also collect the church tax, as do many Jewish organizations. Muslim groups 

in Germany do not take advantage of their right to levy a tax on their members, but some German politicians 

                                                        
12 The Catholic Church’s wealth – its large property holdings, tax-exempt status and right to collect tithes – was among French citizens’ 

grievances that were presented to Parisian lawmakers on the eve of the French Revolution. 
13 In territories that today make up Germany, for example, dozens of ecclesiastical states previously governed by the Holy Roman Empire were 

absorbed in the early 1800s by nearby secular principalities in the wake of a war with France. In Italy, meanwhile, the process of unification in 

the mid-1800s stripped the Catholic Church of many of its holdings and shifted church monopolies over certain services – such as marriage 

and welfare – into the hands of the state. Around the same time, tithing was legally abolished in Denmark and Sweden, and by the middle of 

the 20th century their churches were dependent on state support. 

https://www.katholisch.de/aktuelles/dossiers/kirchensteuer-was-passiert-mit-dem-geld/schuld-war-eigentlich-napoleon
https://www.iclrs.org/content/blurb/files/Spain.2a.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/06/04/world/italy-and-pope-ratify-a-new-concordat.html
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recently have called for the introduction of a new “mosque tax” to counter the influence of foreign funders in 

countries such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey who may seek to promote more radical interpretations of Islam. 

Churches in countries that have a church tax depend heavily on it, but the arrangement is frequently challenged. 

For example, the Danish Atheist Society in 2016 ran an ad campaign, including ads on buses and online, calling 

for Danes to question their belief in God and urging them to visit a website that included simple instructions for 

deregistering from the national church. The campaign contributed to a surge in deregistrations in 2016, 

according to the Church of Denmark, which said that 24,728 people officially exited their faith in 2016, compared 

with only 9,979 the year prior.  

And in Germany, the church tax has faced legal challenges – both from taxpayers who do not want their faith tied 

to a payment, and from expatriates who question churches’ jurisdiction over their religious identity.14 In 2012, 

Germany’s top administrative court ruled against Hartmut Zapp, a retired professor of church law, who had 

argued that he could continue to be a Catholic and participate in his congregation, even though he had officially 

deregistered from the legal statutory body that constituted the Catholic Church in Germany. The court, however, 

equated deregistration with an exit from the church itself, effectively siding with the German bishops conference, 

which says that Catholics who have deregistered from the church no longer qualify to receive services such as 

confession and Holy Communion. 

Expatriates in Germany are often caught off guard by the tax, sometimes discovering that they owe it after they 

have received their tax bill. In 2015, Italian soccer player Luca Toni won a court case against the German 

accountants who managed his taxes while he played for Bayern Munich, arguing they had not adequately 

informed him about his obligation to pay the church tax and blaming them for a huge bill that had piled up as a 

result. A German court ruled in his favor and awarded him 1.25 million of the 1.7 million euros he owed. “If I'd 

have known how much it costs to be Catholic here (in Germany), I would have immediately left the church,” Toni 

reportedly said. 

In Switzerland, which often settles national debates with referendums, voters in 1980 overwhelmingly rejected a 

constitutional amendment that would have eliminated churches’ authority to collect taxes and formally separated 

church and state. Today, one of the biggest controversies about the Swiss church tax revolves around some 

cantons (the Swiss equivalent of states or provinces) requiring corporations, foundations and other legal entities 

to pay it. Critics argue that the practice is unfair because these organizations cannot opt out. 

And in Spain, the left-leaning prime minister Pedro Sánchez, who took office in 2018, has said he wants to cancel 

an agreement signed with the Vatican that guarantees funding to the church through the tax, in addition to 

scaling back other church privileges, such as tax exemption and state subsidies. 

Although these debates raise questions about the long-term future of the church tax in Western Europe, millions 

of people pay it and, as this report shows, many say they plan to continue doing so.  

 

                                                        
14 The European Court of Human Rights in 2017 ruled against five complainants in Germany who had argued that their obligation to pay the 

tax for their religiously affiliated spouse as part of jointly filed tax returns was a violation of their religious freedom.  

https://www.dw.com/en/germany-mulls-introducing-mosque-tax-for-muslims/a-46866041
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/atheist-adverts-denmark-religion-christians-blamed-record-numbers-church-danish-a7230156.html
https://www.dw.com/en/no-tax-no-church-perks-german-court-rules/a-16263113
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-catholic-churchtax/german-bishops-get-tough-on-catholics-who-opt-out-of-church-tax-idUSBRE88K0LX20120921
https://sports.yahoo.com/news/toni-awarded-1-25-mn-euros-over-religious-174727089--sow.html
https://sports.yahoo.com/news/toni-awarded-1-25-mn-euros-over-religious-174727089--sow.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/06/02/socialist-pedro-sanchez-sworn-new-spanish-pm/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/06/02/socialist-pedro-sanchez-sworn-new-spanish-pm/
http://www.humanrightseurope.org/2017/04/courttaxes-and-fees-imposed-by-german-churches-did-not-violate-religious-freedom/
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While countries that do not have a church tax 

resemble those that have a church tax on many 

indicators of religious observance, there is a 

difference within church tax countries between 

people who report paying the tax and people 

who have opted out. 

As one might expect, people who say they pay 

the church tax are more religious than former 

payers on a variety of measures. They are more 

likely to say they attend church and pray 

regularly, believe in God, and view religion as 

important in their lives. In Austria, for example, 

60% of church tax payers say religion is at least 

somewhat important in their lives, compared 

with just 19% of former payers who say this. 

And in Germany, 77% of payers say they believe 

in God, compared with just 19% among those 

who have opted out of the tax. 

At the same time, however, it is notable in some countries how relatively few self-reported church 

tax payers are highly religious in conventional ways. For example, among those who say they pay 

the tax, only about three-in-ten in Denmark and Sweden (28% and 29%, respectively) say religion 

is at least somewhat important to them – meaning that about seven-in-ten report paying the 

church tax even though they consider religion to be either “not too” or “not at all” important in 

their lives. 

Similarly, current church tax payers are more likely than former payers to say they attend church 

at least monthly. But, in several countries, most people who say they pay church taxes do not 

attend church regularly. For example, in Switzerland, the majority of church tax payers – 64% – 

say they go to church less than once a month. Just 36% of Swiss church tax payers report attending 

church monthly or more. Former payers tend to go even less often; in Switzerland, just 4% of 

former payers say they go to church on a monthly basis.  

More church tax payers than former 

payers say religion is important in their 

lives 

% who say religion is very or somewhat important in 

their lives, among those who say they are … 

 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries.  

See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the 

Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Another important difference between current church tax payers and former payers is the 

percentage who say they never attend church. Compared with the shares who say they go to 

church at least sometimes, relatively few self-reported church tax payers in the countries surveyed 

say they never go to religious services. This suggests that for many people who pay church taxes, 

going to church is still something they do occasionally – even if just once or twice a year, perhaps 

at Christmas or Easter. Many people who have opted out of the tax, on the other hand, say they 

never go to church, including the vast majority of such people in Switzerland (90%) and Germany 

(73%). 

 

People who say they pay church taxes tend to be infrequent churchgoers, but few 

say they never go 

% who say they attend religious services ____ among those who say they are … 

 

Note: Don’t know/refused responses not shown.  

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Generally, across Western Europe, gender and education are not consistently correlated with 

people’s likelihood of paying a church tax. Even income levels do not have a clear relationship with 

people’s decisions about whether to pay the church tax. In Finland, for example, people with lower 

incomes (that is, those with income lower than the median) are more likely to pay the church tax, 

while in Germany and Austria those with higher incomes (those with incomes at the national 

median or higher) are more likely to pay. And while church tax payment varies by region in each 

country, most people across regions say they pay the tax. 

But there is at least one overarching demographic pattern across the continent: Older people (ages 

35 and older) are more likely than younger adults (ages 18 to 34) to say they pay church tax. This is 

mainly because young adults are more likely than older adults to say they have never paid the tax, 

reflecting lower rates of Christian affiliation among young Europeans. And it’s worth noting that in 

most of the countries surveyed, young adults are about as likely as older people in the same 

countries to be former church tax payers, even though presumably they have had fewer years in 

the tax system and, hence, less time to drop out. 

There may also be a life cycle effect at work. Young people generally are less likely to ever have 

paid income taxes at all, perhaps because many are still students or have very low incomes at the 

beginning of their careers. As they get older, some may start to pay church taxes along with income 

taxes. However, the evidence suggests that a surge of young adults starting to pay church taxes is 

unlikely: In countries where the adequate sample sizes of young nonpayers are available, most are 

religiously unaffiliated. Far fewer (for example, 29% in Austria, 20% in Switzerland and 16% in 

Germany) identify as Christians.  

As a single snapshot in time, the survey cannot conclusively determine whether the percentage of 

Europeans who pay church taxes has decreased, increased or stayed about the same in recent 

years. However, churches in countries including Finland, Germany and Sweden have asserted that 

the number of church tax payers has declined; it will probably continue to do so. The survey data 

suggests that the change may result not only from people opting out of the tax but also from 

generational replacement: Young people in Western Europe are less likely to have been baptized, 

and many are entering adulthood without a religious affiliation and without paying church taxes, 

replacing older generations of more heavily Christian church tax payers.  

Indeed, being Christian is another – perhaps obvious – characteristic that is strongly correlated 

with paying the church tax.  

http://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
https://www.kirkontilastot.fi/viz?id=84
https://www.ekd.de/ekd-statistik-2018-36432.htm
https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/filer/Final_SK18156_ar_2017_engelsk(1).pdf
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The survey finds that self-identified Christians are much more likely to say they pay the tax, while 

religiously unaffiliated people are considerably more likely to say they have opted out of paying. 

And in a statistical model built on the survey data that controls for religious affiliation and other 

personal characteristics, Christian identity, much more than any other demographic indicator, 

goes hand in hand with whether a person pays the church tax or not. While age does have a 

modest independent correlation with paying the church tax – that is, young people are less likely 

to pay, even when controlling for religious affiliation – the statistical link between paying the tax 

and being Christian is several times more powerful. 15 

  

                                                        
15 This logistic regression analysis predicted the probability that a survey respondent is a current church tax payer using a variety of factors. 

The independent variables in the model included religious identification (Christian or not); church attendance (at least monthly versus less 

than monthly); positive or negative views of religious organizations; views of government support of religion; agreement that their country’s 

people “are not perfect, but our culture is superior to others”; agreement that being Christian is important to being “truly” of their nationality; 

and overall satisfaction with their life. The model controlled for age, gender, level of education, income, political ideology and country of 

residence. The probability of being a church tax payer increases by 55 percentage points when a respondent is Christian, while it decreases by 

6 percentage points if the respondent is young (ages 18 to 34). 
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Older adults are more likely to say they pay the church tax 

% in each demographic group who say they are former/current church tax payers 

 

Note: “Lower income” refers to those with household incomes below their country’s median income. “Higher income” refers to those with 

incomes that are greater than or equal to their country’s median. 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Not all people who say they pay the church tax intend to continue doing so in the future. While 

most self-reported church tax payers say they are unlikely to take official steps to opt out of the 

tax, substantial minorities say they are “very likely” or “somewhat likely” to do so (see page 29). 

Who are the church tax payers most likely to opt out of paying in the future? Just as there are few 

demographic differences between current church tax payers and those who have already opted out, 

the patterns that distinguish ambivalent church tax payers from those who have no plans to stop 

paying vary by country. 

In the three Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland and Sweden), for example, young church tax 

payers (ages 18 to 34) are more likely than others to say they plan to opt out. This pattern is 

particularly stark in Sweden; four-in-ten young Swedish church tax payers (40%) say they are at 

least somewhat likely to opt out, compared with 18% of those ages 35 to 54 and 11% of those 55 

and older.  

Meanwhile, in Austria, Germany and Switzerland, church tax payers under 35 are no more likely 

than those ages 35 to 54 to say they plan to opt out, although both of these age groups are more 

likely than the oldest cohort (ages 55 and older) to consider formally deregistering from their 

church or other religious organization. 

Education makes a clear difference in Austria, Germany and Switzerland, in that payers with a 

college education are substantially more likely to say they intend to opt out. In Switzerland, for 

instance, 43% of college-educated adults say they are very or somewhat likely to stop paying the 

church tax, compared with 19% of those with a secondary education and only 9% of those with a 

primary education. This pattern is not seen in the Nordic countries. 

In some countries, men are somewhat more likely than women to say they plan to opt out of the 

tax, but, overall, most men and women say they plan to keep paying in the future. Differences by 

income are similarly modest; the only exceptions are in Germany and Switzerland, where payers 

with higher incomes are more likely than others to say they plan on opting out.  
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Who is most likely to opt out of the chuch tax? 

Among those who say they pay the church tax, % who say they are very/somewhat likely to opt out of paying  

 

Note: “Lower income” refers to those with household incomes below their country’s median income. “Higher income” refers to those with 

incomes that are greater than or equal to their country’s median. 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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People who intend to opt out of paying church taxes are less likely to view churches as 

playing a positive role in society 

As previously noted, current church tax payers generally hold more positive views of the impact of 

churches on society than former payers do. (See chart, page 10.) Similarly, the survey finds that 

Europeans who say they are likely to opt out of paying the church tax are considerably less likely to 

express positive views of churches’ contributions to society than are those who say they plan to 

keep paying the tax. 

For example, in Denmark, people who intend to continue paying the tax overwhelmingly say 

churches “play an important role in helping the poor and needy” (78%), a view that is less common 

among current payers who are considering steps to opt out (53%). The same is true in Switzerland, 

where church tax payers who intend to opt out are about half as likely as those who intend to keep 

paying the tax to say churches and other religious institutions play an important role in helping 

the poor and needy (34% vs. 62%). 

There is also a gap between these two groups on negatively worded questions about churches and 

religious institutions. In Austria, for instance, people who say they may stop paying the church tax 

are more likely than those who intend to keep paying it to say churches “focus too much on rules” 

(41% vs. 28%). 

Those who intend to opt out of the church tax are less likely to say churches play an 

important role in helping the poor 

% of current church tax payers who … 

 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 
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Further, in most countries, people who are considering opting out of church taxes are less likely to 

support government involvement in religion. In Germany, for example, 42% of those who intend 

to opt out of the tax say the state should support religious values, compared with 50% of taxpayers 

who do not plan to opt out.  

When it comes to religious observance, however, those who intend to opt out are not necessarily 

less likely to go to church or to say religion is important in their lives. In Germany, similar shares 

of both groups say they attend church on a monthly basis (31% vs. 30%). The same is true for the 

shares who say religion is important in their lives (56% vs. 60%) or that they believe in God (74% 

vs. 79%).  

Still, those who intend to opt out of paying church taxes are less likely to see themselves as a 

“religious person.” A majority of Germans (56%) who say they will continue to pay the tax say they 

would describe themselves as religious, compared with 38% among those who say they may stop 

paying in the future.  

 
  



33 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Unlike countries where paying the church tax is mandatory for 

members of religious groups, Spain and Portugal give people the 

option of donating a share of their income tax to support 

churches or other charitable organizations. Although the 

systems are similar, the share who say they pay the tax is 

considerably higher in Spain (27%) than in Portugal (14%). 

This is true even though by standard measures of religious 

observance, Portugal is a more religious country. For example, 

more than a third (36%) of people in Portugal say they attend 

church monthly, compared with 23% in Spain.  

One possible explanation for this pattern could 

be that despite their higher levels of religious 

observance, people in Portugal are more critical 

of churches and other religious institutions 

than are Spaniards. While they see some 

positive contributions of these institutions to 

society, majorities of adults in Portugal say 

churches and other religious institutions “focus 

too much on rules” (74%) and that they “are too 

concerned with money and power” (66%). And 

about half (52%) of Portuguese adults say 

churches and other religious institutions “are 

too involved in politics.”  

In Spain, fewer people agree with these 

negative statements about religious institutions, 

while Spaniards are considerably more likely to 

say religious institutions play an important role 

in helping the poor and needy (81% vs. 67% in 

Portugal). 

Even among adults in both countries who do pay church taxes, the Portuguese are more likely to 

express criticism toward religious institutions. For example, a slim majority (56%) of church tax 

Roughly one-in-four 

people in Spain say they 

pay voluntary church tax 

% who say they currently pay church 

tax 

Spain 27% 

Portugal 14 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 

in 15 countries. See Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With 

Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition 

Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

More people hold negative views of 

churches in Portugal than in Spain 

% who say churches and other religious organizations … 

 Portugal Spain 

---Negative views--- Total 

Among 
church 

tax 
payers Total 

Among 
church 

tax 
payers 

… focus too much on rules 74% 66% 48% 50% 

… are too concerned with 
money and power 66 56 41 26 

… are too involved with 
politics 52 41 37 28 

---Positive views---     

… strengthen morality 67 81 54 74 

… strengthen community 
bonds 71 81 68 86 

… play an important role in 
helping poor 67 74 81 94 

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. See 

Methodology for details. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the 

Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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payers in Portugal say churches and other religious institutions are too concerned with money and 

power, compared with 26% among Spanish church tax payers. And Spaniards who pay the church 

tax overwhelmingly say religious institutions play an important role in helping the poor and needy 

(94%), compared with a smaller majority of those in Portugal (74%). 
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Appendix A: Methodology 

The study, funded by The 

Pew Charitable Trusts and 

the John Templeton 

Foundation, is part of a 

larger effort by Pew 

Research Center to 

understand religious change 

and its impact on societies 

around the world. The 

Center previously has 

conducted religion-focused 

surveys across sub-Saharan 

Africa; the Middle East-

North Africa region and 

many other countries with 

large Muslim populations; 

Latin America and the 

Caribbean; Israel; Central and Eastern Europe; and the United States. 

Pew Research Center conducted surveys among 24,599 adults (ages 18 and older) across 15 

countries in Western Europe. This report includes analysis of a subset of six countries that levy a 

mandatory church tax on registered members of officially recognized religious groups, as well as 

two countries that have a voluntary, opt-in option.  

Interviews were carried out under the direction of GfK Belgium by cellphones and landlines from 

April to August 2017. The questionnaire administered by survey interviewers was designed by Pew 

Research Center staff in consultation with subject matter experts and advisers to the project. The 

full survey questionnaire was pretested in all countries prior to fieldwork.  

The nationally representative surveys included samples of about 1,500 or more respondents in 

each country, allowing researchers to analyze the opinions of current and former church tax 

payers. A combination of landline and cellphone random-digit-dial samples was used. 

Respondents in the landline sample were randomly selected by asking for the adult who has the 

next birthday. Interviews in the cellphone sample were conducted with the person who answered 

the phone, if that person was 18 years or older. 

Margins of error and sample sizes 

 General population Church tax payers Former payers 

 

Margin of 
error 

(% pts.) Total 

Margin of 
error 

(% pts.) Total 

Margin of 
error 

(% pts.) Total 

Austria ±3.1 1,791 ±3.6 1359 ±10.8 151 

Denmark ±2.9 1,493 ±3.3 1202 ±8.8 166 

Finland ±3.0 1,498 ±3.4 1104 ±6.6 305 

Germany ±2.7 2,211 ±3.3 1526 ±8.1 254 

Portugal ±3.3 1,501 ±10 167 NA NA 

Spain ±3.3 1,499 ±6.1 444 ±9.1 201 

Sweden ±3.1 1,493 ±3.7 1029 ±6.9 292 

Switzerland ±3.4 1,686 ±4 1266 ±11.9 140 

Note: NA indicates adequate sample size is not available for analysis.  

Source: Survey conducted April-August 2017 in 15 countries. 

“In Western European Countries With Church Taxes, Support for the Tradition Remains Strong” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/
http://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/08/israels-religiously-divided-society/
http://www.pewforum.org/2017/05/10/religious-belief-and-national-belonging-in-central-and-eastern-europe/
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The combined landline and cellphone sample was weighted using an iterative technique that 

matches age, gender, education and regional population distributions to parameters from the 

latest census data available for the adult population in each country. In the absence of census data, 

large government surveys were used as benchmarks. The weighting procedure accounts for the 

fact that respondents who have both a landline and a cellphone have a greater probability of being 

included in the combined sample; it also adjusts for household size among respondents with a 

landline phone. The reported margins of error and statistical tests of significance are adjusted to 

account for the survey’s design effect, a measure of how much efficiency is lost from the weighting 

procedures. 

More details about this project’s methodology, including country-specific sample designs for this 

study, are available here. More general information on international survey research at Pew 

Research Center is available here. 

Self-reported tax payment versus official statistics 

Even though this survey asks respondents whether they pay the church tax, their responses should 

be understood as statements of attitude as opposed to statements of fact. To be sure, many people 

who say they pay the tax do pay it. But some may feel a social desirability pressure to answer that 

they pay the tax when they do not, and others may mistakenly recall whether they pay the tax.  

For these reasons, the shares of payers reported in this study should not be mistaken for official 

numbers of church tax payers in a country. Rather, they should be only be interpreted as how 

many people report paying the church tax. 

Separately, some churches and governments maintain records of how many people paid the 

church tax each year and how many have deregistered and no longer pay. These figures, when 

available, can be used to measure the actual number of people who pay the tax. 

To get a sense of how people’s self-reported church tax payment compares to official statistics, Pew 

Research Center researchers collected data on church tax payment by contacting government 

agencies and church authorities in all six countries with mandatory systems. With the exception of 

Switzerland, researchers were able to calculate payment rates in all countries. In Denmark, 

Sweden and Finland, there are modest gaps between the share who say they pay and figures 

provided by the government. However, in Austria and Germany, significantly more people 

reported paying the tax than what is officially reported. For more details on how researchers 

evaluated the validity of the survey findings see “What happens when a survey estimate doesn’t 

match a known benchmark.” 

http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/international-methodology/
http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/
https://medium.com/pew-research-center-decoded/what-happens-when-a-survey-estimate-doesnt-match-a-known-benchmark-ee4dcc98116c
https://medium.com/pew-research-center-decoded/what-happens-when-a-survey-estimate-doesnt-match-a-known-benchmark-ee4dcc98116c
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Appendix B: Data sources by country 

This list provides bibliographical information for sources used to research church-tax history, 

rules and payment data in the 10 countries covered in this report. In some countries, the data was 

available on official government or church websites, in which case the relevant webpages are 

included below. In other countries, Pew Research Center researchers contacted the relevant 

officials at the organizations and obtained the information by email. 

Messner, Francis, ed. 2015. “Public Funding of Religions in Europe.” 

Doe, Norman, ed. 2011. “Law and Religion in Europe: A Comparative Introduction.” 

Hope, Nicholas. 1995. “German and Scandinavian Protestantism, 1700-1918.” 

Austria 

Catholic Church: Katholische Kirche in Österreich  

Protestant Church: Evangelische Kirche in Österreich  

Austrian Finance Ministry: Bundesministerium für Finanzen  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Austria)  

Denmark 

Church of Denmark: Folkekirken 

Ministry of Ecclesiastical Affairs: Kirkeministeriet  

Ministry of Taxation: Skatteministeriet 

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Denmark) 

Finland 

Finnish Tax Administration: Verohallinto 

Finnish Finance Ministry: Valtiovarainministeriö  

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland – Suomen Evankelis-Luterilainen Kirkko  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Finland)  

Germany 

Evangelical Church in Germany: Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland 

German Bishops’ Conference: Deutsche Bischofskonferenz  

Federal Statistics Office: Destasis  

https://kirchenfinanzierung.katholisch.at/
https://www.gerecht.at/warum-diese-homepage.html
https://www.bmf.gv.at/aktuelles/Kirchenbeitrag.html
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281124.pdf
https://www.folkekirken.dk/om-folkekirken/oekonomi/kirkeskat
http://www.km.dk/folkekirken/oekonomi/kirkeskat/
https://www.skm.dk/
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281144.pdf
http://vero2.stat.fi/PXWeb/pxweb/en/Vero/?rxid=10bc359f-d459-460b-8ee0-7689236a8373
https://vm.fi/en/taxation-of-earned-income
https://evl.fi/our-work/our-finances
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281148.pdf
https://www.ekd.de/Kirchensteuer-11475.htm
https://www.dbk.de/themen/kirche-und-geld/kirchensteuer/
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Home/_node.html
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U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Germany)  

Petersen, Jens. 2017. “Kirchensteuer Kompakt.”  

Iceland 

State Accounting Office: Fjársýsla ríkisins  

National Church of Iceland: Þjóðkirkjan  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Iceland)  

Italy 

Italian Bishops’ Conference: Conferenza Episcopale Italiana  

Finance Ministry: Dipartimento delle Finanze 

Presidency of the Council of Ministers: La Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Italy)  

Portugal 

Ernst & Young Portugal: EY  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Portugal)  

Spain 

Ministry of Finance: Ministerio de Hacienda  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Spain)  

Sweden 

Swedish Tax Agency: Skatteverket 

Church of Sweden: Svenska kyrkan   

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Sweden)   

 

Switzerland 

Roman Catholic Central Conference of Switzerland: Römisch-Katholische Zentralkonferenz der 

Schweiz  

Federation of Swiss Protestant Churches: Schweizerischer Evangelischer Kirchenbund  

Federal Tax Administration: Eidgenössische Steuerverwaltung  

U.S. State Department: 2017 International Religious Freedom Report (Switzerland)  

Kosch, Daniel. 2013. “Die öffentliche Finanzierung der katholischen Kirche in der Schweiz.” 

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281154.pdf
https://www.fjs.is/utgefid-efni/soknargjold/
https://www.kirkjan.is/kirkjan/fjarmal-og-sjodir/arsreikningar-form/
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281160.pdf
https://www.8xmille.it/rendiconto
http://www1.finanze.gov.it/finanze3/stat_8xMilleSerie/index.php?&req_classe=01
http://presidenza.governo.it/DICA/OTTO_X_MILLE_2014/cosa_ottopermille.html
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281164.pdf
https://www.ey.com/pt/en/home
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281192.pdf
http://www.hacienda.gob.es/
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281206.pdf
https://skatteverket.se/privat/skatter/arbeteochinkomst/skattetabeller/kyrkoavgift
https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/economyandfinance
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281208.pdf
https://www.rkz.ch/nc/kirche-und-geld/zum-thema/
https://www.rkz.ch/nc/kirche-und-geld/zum-thema/
https://www.kirchenbund.ch/en
https://www.estv.admin.ch/dam/estv/de/dokumente/allgemein/Dokumentation/Publikationen/dossier_steuerinformationen/d/Die%20Kirchensteuern.pdf.download.pdf/d_kirchensteuern_d.pdf
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/281210.pdf
https://www.rkz.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/Dokumente/4._Kirche_und_Geld/4.3_Referate_Artikel/4.3.20120914_Kirchenfinanzierung_CH_d.pdf

