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ABSTRACT: This study examines questionnaire breakoff – respondents’ early 
survey discontinuation – and its implications for data quality in marketing 
research. Using telephone interviews with three independent random sub-
samples of Hungarian adults (n = 1040; 1028; 988), we applied K-means cluster 
analysis to segment respondents based on prior breakoff experiences and atti-
tudes toward questionnaire characteristics. Chi-square, ANOVA, and Friedman 
tests identify the key drivers of discontinuation. Findings show that question-
naire length, perceived topic irrelevance, and poorly structured items signif-
icantly increase breakoff risk. Based on the results, three distinct respondent 
segments emerged – Discerning Evaluators, Experience Seekers, and Noncha-
lant Responders – each exhibiting different engagement preferences and tol-
erance thresholds. Trust in research, age, and educational attainment further 
shape breakoff propensities across segments. Practically, the results support 
segment-specific survey design strategies that optimize length, structure, and 
topic salience while incorporating trust-building elements. Conceptually, the 
study extends leverage–saliency theory by introducing a segmentation frame-
work that accounts for heterogeneity in survey discontinuation risk and is 
adaptable to multinational research settings.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the pivotal role of data in organizational success has become 
evident (LaValle et al. 2011; Sundström 2019; Awan et al. 2021). Accurate and 
timely data underpin effective decision-making, innovation, and competitive-
ness, while suboptimal or incomplete data can lead to erroneous decisions 
and negatively affect long-term performance (Brynjolfsson et al. 2011; Fehren-
bacher et al. 2023). In marketing research and related behavioral fields, surveys 
remain a core method of data collection; however, data quality is highly sensitive 
to survey errors such as missing responses, sampling issues, and measurement 
inaccuracies (Dillman et al. 2014; Hair et al. 2019). One particularly problematic 
form of error is survey breakoff, in which respondents abandon a questionnaire 
before completion (Barge–Gehlbach 2012). As a type of partial nonresponse, 
breakoff reduces data completeness, increases research costs, and can exacer-
bate nonresponse bias when discontinuers systematically differ from those who 
complete the survey, thereby distorting substantive conclusions (Daikeler et al. 
2020; Becker 2023).

These challenges are particularly salient in marketing research, where survey-
based data collection underpins critical managerial decision-making in areas such 
as customer experience management, brand performance tracking, and advertis-
ing effectiveness assessment. However, high breakoff rates undermine the reli-
ability and applicability of survey insights, leading to misinterpretations of con-
sumer preferences, satisfaction levels, and behavioral trends (Mittereder – West 
2021). Thus, understanding why respondents discontinue surveys is essential for 
improving engagement, reducing data loss, and refining market intelligence.

Despite its importance, survey breakoff remains underexplored. As Kostyk et 
al. (2019) noted, most studies on survey participation were conducted before the 
rise of the internet and social media, which have significantly altered respond-
ents’ attention spans and digital behaviors. The fast-paced nature of contempo-
rary life, characterized by digital distractions, multitasking, and chronic time 
pressure, warrants renewed attention to the drivers of survey breakoff. In Hun-
gary, telephone and online surveys remain the two dominant data-collection 
modes, making it essential to understand breakoff patterns across both modes.

The available literature provides limited information on breakoff rates and 
their determinants, as research firms rarely publish such data. However, based 
on industry insights and previous studies, breakoff rates in telephone surveys 
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typically range between 10% and 20% (Emery et al. 2023). A Hungarian research 
company also reports, in its online panel, that the share of respondents com-
pleting questionnaires reached 71% in 2024 (up from 58% in 2020, reflecting tar-
geted improvements despite the broader decline in survey participation) (NRC 
2025). Breakoff rates vary based on survey methodology, interview techniques, 
questionnaire length, respondent demographics, and topic relevance. Nonethe-
less, the specific influence of these factors, particularly across different survey 
modes (telephone vs. online), remains insufficiently explored.

To address these gaps, our study examines (1) the key drivers of survey 
breakoff and the questionnaire features that most disrupt respondents; (2) per-
ceptions of optimal questionnaire length and the respondent segments that 
differ in this regard; and (3) differences between telephone and online surveys 
in breakoff patterns; and the role of trust in public opinion research in discon-
tinuation.

The study is structured as follows: The next chapter examines data quality and 
key questionnaire design issues, followed by a description of the methodology and 
sample. We then present our analytical results, and finally, the discussion and con-
clusion sections interpret our findings and their practical implications.

2. Data quality and errors in questionnaire surveys

Questionnaire breakoff (mid-interview termination) is not only a methodological 
concern but also a strategic issue: high breakoff rates increase costs, reduce rep-
resentativeness, and bias insights and campaign evaluations (Nunan et al. 2020).

The Total Survey Error (TSE) framework provides a comprehensive map 
of survey errors, distinguishing sampling from non-sampling errors (Groves – 
Lyberg 2010; see also Malhotra 2020). Although both matter, non-sampling com-
ponents – coverage, nonresponse, measurement, and processing – often domi-
nate total error in practice because they arise at multiple stages and are harder 
to standardize (Biemer – Lyberg 2003; Groves 2004). Managing non-sampling 
error is complex: sources are varied, sometimes unpredictable, and shaped by 
contextual and human factors (Groves 2004).

Within nonresponse, it is helpful to distinguish unit nonresponse (sampled 
individuals do not participate at all) from item/partial nonresponse (partici-
pants skip specific questions or terminate early). Breakoff belongs to the latter: 
the respondent initially cooperates but stops before completion (Yan – Curtin 
2010; Reimers et al. 2022; Choumert-Nkolo et al. 2023; Dutwin et al. 2023). While 
total nonresponse is often treated as the more severe threat (Yan – Curtin 2010), 
breakoff can reduce cooperation in subsequent surveys and increase nonre-
sponse (De Leeuw 2012; McGonagle 2013; Steinbrecher et al. 2014). 
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Prior research indicates interdependencies between nonresponse forms. 
Prior item and partial nonresponse increase the likelihood of subsequent unit 
nonresponse and breakoff in later survey waves (Loosveldt et al. 2002; McG-
onagle 2013). Some authors distinguish between “good” and “bad” breakoff: the 
former may screen out unmotivated respondents and reduce measurement 
noise, whereas the latter stems from preventable design flaws and should be 
minimized through careful questionnaire design (Stieger et al. 2007; O’Neil et al. 
2003). From a design perspective, prevention should therefore prioritize elimi-
nating these avoidable forms.

Why do respondents break off? Prior research typically distinguishes between 
researcher-controllable determinants of survey breakoff and contextual or indi-
vidual-level influences. (Nancarrow et al. 2004). On the questionnaire side, recur-
rent triggers include length, topic salience, timing (e.g., near holidays), cognitive 
burden (complex wording, long lists, recall/calculation tasks), logical flow and 
routing, clarity/completeness of response options, sensitive content, and usabil-
ity/presentation in online modes (De Leeuw 2012; Yan – Curtin 2010; Kmetty – 
Stefkovics 2021). Length is consistently linked to higher attrition; monotony and 
abrupt transitions can also act as “exit points” (McGonagle 2013; Daikeler et al. 
2020; Sandelin 2022; Steinbrecher et al. 2014). 

On the respondent side, breakoff likelihood co-varies with demographics 
and life-stage time pressure, psychographic traits and motivation, prior survey 
experience, and trust in research; interviewer behavior can also matter in inter-
viewer-administered modes (Yan – Curtin 2010; Reimers et al. 2022; Bernhardt – 
Wunnava 2023). Although prior research highlights several correlates of survey 
breakoff, less attention has been paid to how these factors may operate differ-
ently across age groups. Given the acceleration of the digitalization of everyday 
life, it is reasonable to expect that tolerance for survey burden may differ across 
age cohorts, making age a theoretically relevant factor in investigating breakoff. 
Topic interest is a consistent driver of cooperation and persistence (Shropshire 
et al. 2009). In telephone contexts, participants who consent differ from refusers 
in terms of trust, attitudes toward surveys, and sociodemographic profiles (Mal-
hotra – Simon 2017). Attitudes toward market research and data privacy further 
limit survey behavior (Grandcolas et al. 2003).

These heterogeneities align with leverage–saliency theory (LST): survey 
attributes differ in leverage (direction/strength of impact on participation) and 
saliency (perceived prominence). The same feature (e.g., length, sensitive item) 
can deter one segment and be tolerated by another, depending on what respond-
ents notice and value (Groves et al. 2000). LST implies that one-size-fits-all design 
rules are suboptimal; instead, designs should balance burdens and benefits for 
distinct respondent segments.
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The literature consistently recommends preventive design to reduce partial 
nonresponse and breakoff. Core practices include concise, unambiguous word-
ing; coherent flow and routing; careful placement of sensitive modules (typi-
cally later); and rigorous pre-testing to identify friction points before fieldwork 
(Stieger et al. 2007; Albaum et al. 2011; De Leeuw 2012; Kmetty – Stefkovics 2021). 
In online modes, attention to device usability and visual presentation is equally 
critical.

Set against this background, our study contributes in three ways. First, we 
quantify the relative importance of disruption drivers reported by respondents, 
with particular attention to length and topic salience. Second, we test whether 
perceptions of ideal questionnaire length differ by mode (telephone vs online), 
addressing an open question in practice. Third, we explicitly model heteroge-
neity via K-means segmentation based on breakoff-related attitudes and expe-
riences, and we examine links to demographics and trust in research. This seg-
mentation lens complements existing nonresponse work by moving beyond 
mean effects to actionable respondent profiles (De Leeuw 2012; McGonagle 2013; 
Steinbrecher et al. 2014; Daikeler et al. 2020).

Finally, we articulate four hypotheses that flow directly from the reviewed 
papers and their tensions:

H1: The primary factor contributing to survey breakoff is questionnaire length
This expectation is grounded in prior findings identifying questionnaire 

length as a central burden and a key correlate of disengagement in fast-paced 
digital contexts.

H2: �Respondents perceive the ideal length of online surveys to be slightly longer 
(+10–20%) but not substantially longer (+30% or more) than that of telephone 
surveys.

Earlier evidence indicates that respondents tolerate substantially longer 
online questionnaires than telephone interviews. For example, Klenovszki 
(2016) reports typical limits of approximately 15 minutes for telephone surveys 
and around 25 minutes for online surveys. Since then, the pace of everyday life 
and the volume of digital content have increased considerably. Building on this 
context and industry experience, we expect the difference in ideal length across 
modes to be more modest today. Accordingly, we hypothesize that respondents 
tolerate slightly longer online questionnaires, but not substantially longer ones, 
than telephone surveys.

H3: �As respondents’ age increases, the likelihood of breakoff decreases, and toler‑
ance for longer questionnaires increases. 

Everyday experience and industry practice suggest that age groups differ in 
how they manage time and digital attentional demands. We therefore expect 
systematic age-related differences in breakoff likelihood and tolerance. Indus-
try evidence aligns with this expectation: NRC (2025) reports that while 10–15-
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minute questionnaires remain broadly acceptable and 20–30-minute surveys are 
feasible with incentives, breakoff increases sharply beyond 30 minutes – driven 
primarily by markedly higher dropout among younger respondents compared 
with older ones. Age and education are therefore treated not as causal determi-
nants but as proxies for life-stage constraints, digital exposure, and survey liter-
acy, which prior research links to persistence and burden tolerance.

H4: �Greater trust in public-opinion research is associated with lower breakoff rates 
and a preference for longer ideal questionnaire length. 

Prior studies show that trust, survey attitudes, and previous positive expe-
riences shape respondents’ willingness to participate and their persistence in 
survey tasks (Yan – Curtin 2010; Reimers et al. 2022; Bernhardt – Wunnava 2023; 
Grandcolas et al. 2003). Building on this pattern, we expect higher trust to reduce 
the likelihood of breakoff and to increase tolerance for length.

This framework guides our empirical design and the interpretation of results. 
Specifically, if questionnaire length and topic salience are major drivers of attri-
tion and their impact varies across respondent segments, then reducing breakoff 
requires both global design principles (clarity, logical flow, pre-testing) and seg-
ment-aware tailoring, while safeguarding data quality and external validity.

3. Methodology

We fielded an omnibus survey (i.e., a multi-topic survey where independent 
question modules from different clients are fielded within the same question-
naire) with a public-opinion research institute to address our research questions 
and test H1–H4. Fieldwork took place in Q2 2021 (subsample 1, n=1040, and 2, 
n=1028 in April, subsample 3, n=988 in June). In total, 3,056 Hungarian adults 
participated. The findings presented in this study are based on three separately 
conducted surveys, with no overlap in sampling. In all three cases, data were 
collected via telephone surveys conducted using random digit dialing (RDD) 
on mobile networks (any mobile phone user had an equal chance of being 
selected). This approach was chosen because of Hungary’s high mobile phone 
penetration rate (exceeding 100%), which allows for broad population coverage. 
In contrast, due to the country’s digital divide, online surveys in Hungary still 
face significant limitations in terms of representativeness, particularly among 
older individuals and those with lower levels of education. To maintain a bal-
anced sample composition, fieldwork included soft demographic limits, used 
only as upper bounds. To address potential sampling bias, we applied weighting 
adjustments using population benchmarks from the Hungarian Central Statisti-
cal Office (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal, KSH). Weighting was based on the most 
recent census data, with adjustments for gender, age, education level, settle-
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ment type, and region to improve alignment with population benchmarks (Mal-
hotra – Simon 2017). The weights were calculated using an iterative weighting 
procedure, a standard method in survey research to improve representativeness 
and reduce sampling bias (based on Malhotra, 2020). This approach ensured that 
the final weighted dataset more accurately reflected the target population. All 
results are based on the weighted data and are representative of the Hungar-
ian adult population along these dimensions. Key distributions are as follows: 
gender (47% male, 53% female); age (18–29: 17%, 30–39: 16%, 40–49: 19%, 50–59: 
16%, 60+: 32% (0.2% missing)); education (≤ primary: 24%, vocational/technical: 
21%, secondary: 34%, higher education: 21% (0.1% missing)).

Our focal behavior, survey breakoff, was captured through recall: respond-
ents indicated whether they had previously participated in telephone or online 
surveys (the two dominant modes in Hungary) and whether they had discontin-
ued any such survey mid-way. Recall-based measures entail limitations (memory 
inaccuracies and potential social desirability), but they are widely used to study 
motivations and behavioral correlates in survey methodology (Yan – Curtin 2010; 
Reimers et al. 2022; Choumert-Nkolo et al. 2023; Dutwin et al. 2023). We meas-
ured whether respondents had ever discontinued a survey, rather than the fre-
quency of such events, to minimize recall error; future studies could incorporate 
repeated-measures designs or paradata-based indicators of response behavior 
(e.g., item-level timestamps or observed breakoff points) to capture the intensity 
and dynamics of survey breakoff. In line with this tradition, our objective was 
not to estimate the absolute frequency of breakoff but to identify its drivers and 
associations, which cannot be directly observed in survey research and there-
fore require recall-based measurement to capture broader patterns. Accord-
ingly, our analysis focused on determining which attitudinal and demographic 
characteristics exhibit significant associations with the likelihood of breakoff. To 
mitigate bias, we complemented recall items with structured follow-ups and tri-
angulated insights with expert interviews (researchers, interviewers, and a fre-
quent online panelist) and prior literature.

To operationalize ideal questionnaire length, respondents reported (a) a gen-
eral tolerable duration and, in a separate item, (b) preferred durations for tele-
phone and online modes. Trust in public-opinion surveys was measured on an 
ordered scale and linked to both breakoff history and preferred length.

Analytically, we first performed distribution checks (e.g., One-Sample Kol-
mogorov–Smirnov) and then used parametric or non-parametric tests as appro-
priate: chi-square tests for categorical associations; ANOVA or Kruskal–Wallis 
for group differences in continuous/ordered outcomes; Friedman tests for 
within-respondent rankings; and Mann–Whitney / Wilcoxon signed-rank tests 
for pairwise comparisons across modes or subsamples. Statistical significance 
was evaluated at α = 0.05. In addition to bivariate tests, we employed an explora-
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tory classification tree (CHAID) to identify irritation patterns most strongly asso-
ciated with prior breakoff; implementation details and results are reported in 
the corresponding Results subsection.

To capture heterogeneity in perceptions and experiences, we conducted a 
K-means cluster analysis using the breakoff-related attitudes and disruptiveness 
ratings. The resulting segments were subsequently profiled in terms of demo-
graphics and trust in research to support interpretation and practical targeting. 
This segmentation complements mean-difference tests by revealing distinct 
respondent profiles associated with higher or lower attrition risk, consistent 
with the Leverage–Saliency perspective (Groves et al. 2000; Yan – Curtin 2010).

To ensure transparency, detailed distributions of the unweighted and 
weighted samples by key demographic variables are provided in the supplemen-
tary material.

4. Results

We first established respondents’ prior survey experience to construct groups and 
test demographic differences. At contact, 42% reported that this was their first tel-
ephone survey and that they had never completed an online survey.2 A further 7% 
were first-time telephone respondents but had previously taken online surveys. 
In contrast, 23% had only ever taken telephone surveys, and 28% had experience 
with both telephone and online surveys (0.3% gave no substantive answer).

Among those with any prior survey participation, 66% reported never break-
ing off a questionnaire. This proportion was 79% among telephone-only partic-
ipants (n = 705), 61% among online-only participants (n = 222), and 55% among 
those experienced in both modes (n = 846). Group differences were statistically 
significant (chi-square p ≤ 0.05; Cramer’s V = 0.365).

When examining demographic differences, the following differences 
emerged. Patterns varied by age (chi-square p ≤ 0.05; Cramer’s V = 0.211). The 
highest share of first-time respondents occurred among people aged 60+ (48%). 
With age, telephone-only experience became more common (7% at ages 18–29 
versus 35% at 60+). Online-only experience was concentrated among 18–29-year-
olds (21%) versus 3–7% in older groups. Regular participation in both modes 
ranged from 31% to 37% under age 60, but only 14% at 60+. These findings reflect 
well-known communication habits: younger cohorts are more accessible online, 

2	� This high proportion reflects the characteristics of RDD-based telephone sampling, which reaches 
the general population randomly and therefore naturally includes many individuals with no prior 
survey experience. Because respondent panels represent only a limited share of the adult popula-
tion, RDD sampling tends to yield a substantially higher proportion of first-time respondents than 
panel-based approaches.
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while many older adults are less digitally active. Education also differentiated 
experience (chi-square p ≤ 0.05; Cramer’s V = 0.214). As education increased, first-
time participation fell, and dual-mode experience rose. For example, 61% with 
at most primary education were first-time respondents versus 24% among uni-
versity graduates; 11% with primary education had dual-mode experience versus 
51% among graduates. Finally, the share who had never broken off a survey 
varied with age (Cramer’s V = 0.108) and education (Cramer’s V = 0.094; both p ≤ 
0.05): never-breakoff was less likely at younger ages and slightly more likely at 
higher education levels, consistent with expectations for H3. In addition, set-
tlement type also showed a significant association with breakoff (Cramer’s V = 
0.156; p ≤ 0.001), although this likely reflects underlying socio-demographic dif-
ferences between urban and rural areas rather than settlement type itself.

4.1. Reasons for breaking off the questionnaire

The first subsample comprised 175 respondents who had previously discontinued a 
telephone or online survey. On average, they named 1.9 reasons. The most frequent 
reasons were excessive length (39%), lack of logical structure (36%), lack of topic 
interest (32%), personal reasons (25%), boredom (23%), and external interruptions 
(23%); 16% cited other reasons. A Friedman ranking test showed significant differ-
ences (p ≤ 0.05), supporting H1 that length is the principal driver of breakoff.

External interruptions were more often mentioned by women than men 
(27% versus 16%), though this difference was not statistically significant. Age 
differences were more pronounced, with a significant age-related variation in 
the association between questionnaire length and breakoff (chi-square p ≤ 0.05; 
Cramer’s V = 0.387). At ages 18–29, 60% cited length versus 15% at 60+. Respond-
ents under 50 were also more likely to label surveys as boring. These patterns 
reinforce the age-related component of H3: impatience and time constraints are 
more salient among younger adults.

4.2. Confounding factors in the questionnaire

To move beyond post hoc explanations and capture general irritants, the second 
subsample rated 11 questionnaire characteristics on a five-point disturbance 
scale. Internal consistency for the 11-item battery was adequate (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.816), indicating a coherent construct. Table 1 reports the item means.

Uninteresting topics ranked as most disturbing (mean 3.34; 37% rated “very 
disturbing”), closely followed by non-native or unnatural wording (3.29). Com-
plex or lengthy questions and response lists (3.15) and monotony in otherwise 
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acceptable topics (3.08) also scored relatively high. Length, per se, was moder-
ately disturbing (3.07). By contrast, the use of foreign or technical words was less 
problematic on average, and the opening placement of demographics was con-
sidered to be of relatively minimal disturbance. Formal versus informal address-
ing was of least concern overall, although 9% found informal style highly dis-
turbing; 61% regarded both styles as acceptable.

Gender differences favored greater sensitivity among women: 8 of the 11 
items showed higher disturbance means for women than men (ANOVA p ≤ 0.05), 
notably for technical jargon, foreign words, length, and complex items. No item 
was rated as more disturbing by men. These results, together with Section 4.1, 
identify multiple design levers beyond length alone. See Table 1 for details.

Table 1. Factors that bother or would potentially bother participants

Confounding factors Average (1-5)

Boring topic 3.34

Non-Hungarian wording 3.29

Complicated/long questions and answers 3.15

The topic itself is acceptable, but the questions are monotonous and boring 3.08

Length, much time to fill 3.07

There is no suitable answer for me 3.00

Use of foreign words 2.79

Use of technical words 2.61

The questionnaire begins with demographics, such as year of birth, and postal code 2.40

Informal register 1.73

Formal register 1.49
Source: authors.

To examine how irritation factors relate to survey breakoff, we first com-
pared respondents who had ever broken off a questionnaire with those who had 
not using ANOVA and Mann–Whitney U tests. The results showed that respond-
ents with prior breakoff experience were more sensitive to long questionnaires, 
boring topics, and situations where no suitable answer option was available (p < 
0.05). To further explore which irritation patterns are more strongly associated 
with breakoff, we estimated an exploratory classification tree using the CHAID 
method. The dependent variable captured whether respondents had ever broken 
off a questionnaire (yes/no). The eleven irritation items (Table 1) were dichoto-
mized (1–3 = low/no irritation, 4–5 = high irritation). Split selection was based 
on chi-square tests with Bonferroni-adjusted p-values (α = 0.05), and prior prob-
abilities were taken from the sample. The first and strongest splitter was bore-
dom with the topic: respondents who reported high boredom were substantially 
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more likely to have broken off the questionnaire than those who did not. Within 
this broad group, the tree next split on irritation with technical wording: those 
bothered by such wording showed an elevated likelihood of breakoff. Finally, 
among bored respondents who were not irritated by technical wording, breakoff 
was further differentiated by irritation with the lack of suitable answer options: 
those who felt no answer option had fit their opinion were more likely to have 
broken off a questionnaire. These patterns are consistent with the mean irrita-
tion levels reported in Table 1, in which boredom, complex wording, and inade-
quate answer options are among the highest-rated problems.

4.3. Ideal questionnaire length

We measured ideal questionnaire length in general and by mode. Mean pre-
ferred duration times were 8.44 minutes overall (n = 953), 8.33 for telephone (n 
= 933), and 8.49 for online (n = 731). Distributions were non-normal (one-sample 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov p < 0.05), so non-parametric tests were used. Mann–Whit-
ney and Wilcoxon signed-rank tests indicated no significant differences between 
modes, implying that perceived tolerable length is not mode-dependent in this 
context. Therefore, H2 is rejected.

To increase power in subgroup analyses, we combined overall and telephone 
length into one variable. Age differences were statistically significant but substan-
tively small (ANOVA homogeneity p > 0.10; F p < 0.05; eta squared = 0.07). Respond-
ents aged 40–49 reported the shortest ideal length (mean about 7.7 minutes), fol-
lowed by ages 30–39 and 18–29, while 50–59 and 60+ preferred slightly longer 
durations (about 8.4–8.8 minutes). These differences are consistent with time con-
straints among 40-49-year-olds but are too small to support age-based targeting. 
No gender significant differences emerged. A Kruskal–Wallis test showed a ten-
dency for higher-educated respondents to prefer shorter surveys. However, the 
mean gap between the lowest and highest education categories was modest at 1.28 
minutes and was not consistent across age strata. In practical terms, age- and edu-
cation-related contrasts do not justify different target lengths.

4.4. Confidence in poll results

We assessed whether trust in public-opinion results relates to breakoff and 
ideal length. As expected, higher trust was associated with lower breakoff 
and longer ideal length (both p < 0.05). Breakoff rates nearly halved between 
those who did not trust polls and those who fully trusted them (46% versus 
26%). Ideal length rose from 8.01 to 9.42 minutes across the same trust spec-
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trum. These findings support H4. See Table 2 for the joint distribution of trust, 
breakoff experience, and ideal length.

Table 2. Level of trust in public opinion polls and ideal questionnaire length

How much do you trust the 
results of public opinion polls?

Have you ever broken off a 
questionnaire? (telephone or online) 
n=1142, row%

Ideal 
questionnaire 
length (minutes)

Yes No

Do not trust them 46 54 8.01

Rather than trust them 36 64 8.10

Rather trust them 31 69 8.16

Trust them 26 74 9.42

Do not know/ do not want to 
answer

44 56 8.87

Source: authors.

Summary of hypothesis tests. H1 is accepted: length was the most commonly 
cited driver of breakoff (39%; Friedman p ≤ 0.05). H2 is rejected: preferred length 
did not differ between telephone and online. H3 is partially accepted: age cor-
relates with breakoff-relevant patterns, but tolerance for longer questionnaires 
did not increase with age in a practically meaningful way (ANOVA p < 0.05; eta 
squared = 0.07). H4 is accepted: higher trust was associated with lower breakoff 
(46% versus 26%, p < 0.05) and a longer ideal length (9.42 versus 8.01 minutes).

4.5. Cluster analysis – development of character profiles based 
on the individual confounding factors examined

To capture heterogeneity, we first applied K-means clustering to the original 
item ratings, focusing on tolerance for questionnaire length, perceived topic 
relevance, and response styles (items on formal vs. informal addressing were 
excluded). This analysis yielded three distinct clusters. To validate the robust-
ness, we also ran K-means on the dimensions obtained from multidimensional 
scaling (MDS). The fit indices (Stress = 0.058; D.A.F. = 0.94; Tucker = 0.97) indi-
cated that MDS adequately represented the inter-item structure. Cluster mem-
berships were highly consistent across the two approaches (91%, 82%, and 
100%), supporting the stability of the three-cluster solution. The three-cluster 
solution was retained based on interpretability, stability across specifications, 
and clear separation on key irritation dimensions. Differences across clusters on 
the disturbance items are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3. Distinctions among scrutinized factors within identified clusters

In general, what bothers/annoys 
you about a questionnaire?

Discerning 
Evaluators (n=373)
A

Experience 
Seekers (n=303)
B

Nonchalant 
Responders (n=290)
C

Length, too much time to fill out 3.6 3.9 1.5

Boring topic 4.1 4.1 1.7

The topic itself is acceptable, but 
the questions are monotonous and 
boring

3.7 3.7 1.7

Complicated/long questions and 
answers

3.9 3.5 1.7

The questionnaire begins with 
demographics, such as year of 
birth, and postal code

3.0 2.3 1.8

There is no suitable answer for me 3.8 3.1 2.0

Non-Hungarian wording 4.3 3.2 2.1

Use of technical words 4.0 1.7 1.8

Use of foreign words 4.1 1.8 2.1

Notes: Light gray shading: significantly different from the Discerning Evaluators segment (p < 0.05); Dark 
gray shading: significantly different from both the Discerning Evaluators and the Experience Seekers segments 
(p < 0.05). The deviation of individual averages in the examined clusters was analyzed with ANOVA.
Source: authors.

Discerning Evaluators (n = 373) display the most exacting quality stand-
ards. They are highly sensitive to wording quality, logic, and the completeness 
of response options, but are less affected by length than the other two groups. 
Experience Seekers (n = 303) prioritize the survey experience itself; boring topics 
and monotonous questions are particular pain points, and they show relatively 
low tolerance for long instruments. Nonchalant Responders (n = 290) have the 
lowest expectations and are least bothered by most features, including length.

Table 3 shows transparent gradients: compared with the other segments, 
Nonchalant Responders consistently rate topic boredom, monotony, length, 
complex items, early demographics, and wording issues as much less disturb-
ing. Discerning Evaluators register the highest disturbance for non-native word-
ing, technical and foreign words, and lack of suitable response options; Experi-
ence Seekers resemble Discerning Evaluators in topic boredom and monotony 
but show relatively less sensitivity to technical terminology.

The clusters were subsequently characterized demographically and geograph-
ically and analyzed with respect to behavioral differences. Table 4 summarizes 
these profiles and significant pairwise differences. Discerning Evaluators are more 
often women and appear more in middle-aged and older groups, with a concentra-
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tion in Eastern Hungary. Experience Seekers skew younger and more highly edu-
cated and are overrepresented in Central Hungary, particularly Budapest. Non-
chalant Responders have a mixed age distribution, tend to have medium or lower 
education levels, and are more prevalent in rural areas, small towns, and villages.

Table 4. Cluster profiles

Cluster profiles Discerning 
Evaluators (n=373)

Experience Seekers 
(n=303)

Nonchalant 
Responders (n=290)

Male 41% 54% 58%

Female 59% 46% 42%

18-29 12% 29% 17% (b)

30-39 14% 23% 19%

40-49 21% 21% 20%

50-59 21% 12% 16%

60+ 31% 15% 29%

Primary school or less 24% 14% 32%

Vocational school 22% 11% 31%

High school diploma 35% 40% 25%

University diploma 19% 34% 12%

West-Hungary 27% 23% 36%

Middle-Hungary 34% 54% 28% 

East-Hungary 38% 24% 36%

Budapest 17% 36% 8%

The county seat, a city with 
county rights

23% 16% 19%

City 32% 29% 35%

Village, smaller town, 
homestead

28% 20% 39%

Average questionnaire length 
in minutes

7,71 7,63 10,21

Notes: Light gray shading: significantly different from the Discerning Evaluators segment (p < 0.05); Middle 
gray shading: significantly different from the Experience Seekers segment (p < 0.05); Dark gray shading: sig-
nificantly different from the Nonchalant Responders segment (p < 0.05); Bold font: significantly different 
from both Discerning Evaluators and Experience Seekers (p < 0.05); Italic font: significantly different from 
both Experience Seekers and Nonchalant Responders (p < 0.05); Bold italic font: significantly different from 
both Discerning Evaluators and Nonchalant Responders (p < 0.05). The deviation of individual percentages 
within the clusters was examined using a Z-test.
Source: authors.
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Experience also varied by cluster. Among respondents who had previously 
completed surveys, 75% were Experience Seekers, compared with 59% among Dis-
cerning Evaluators and 50% among Nonchalant Responders. Among those who 
had previously broken off a survey, Experience Seekers were again most common 
(39%), followed by Discerning Evaluators (36%) and Nonchalant Responders (21%). 
Preferred duration differed by cluster: Nonchalant Responders tolerated the long-
est instruments, with an average ideal of 10.2 minutes, whereas Experience Seek-
ers and Discerning Evaluators preferred about 7.6 and 7.7 minutes, respectively. 
The Nonchalant Responders cluster reported a significantly longer average ques-
tionnaire length than both Discerning Evaluators and Experience Seekers.

Taken together, Tables 3 and 4 demonstrate that clusters differ systematically 
in sensitivities, behaviors, and socio-demographics. This heterogeneity explains 
why blanket rules are insufficient. For Discerning Evaluators, professional edit-
ing, clear logic, and complete response options are paramount; length is second-
ary. For Experience Seekers, topic selection and avoiding monotony are critical, 
with tighter time limits advisable. For Nonchalant Responders, moderate length 
is acceptable, but locally relevant content can improve engagement. These pat-
terns provide actionable guidance for tailoring questionnaire profiles while con-
trolling the principal breakoff risks.

To examine whether the three clusters differ in sociodemographic and 
behavioral characteristics beyond the irritation factors used for clustering, we 
estimated a multinomial logistic regression model. Cluster membership served 
as the dependent variable, with the Nonchalant Responders as the reference cat-
egory. Predictors included gender, age, education, settlement type, region, sub-
jective financial situation, prior breakoff experience, and preferred question-
naire length. A stepwise likelihood-ratio procedure was applied (entry criterion 
p = 0.05, removal criterion p = 0.10). Overall model fit was acceptable (model χ² p 
< 0.001; Nagelkerke R² = 0.33; deviance goodness-of-fit p = 0.299).

Relative to the Nonchalant Responders, several factors differentiated mem-
bership in the Discerning Evaluators cluster. Preference for a longer ideal ques-
tionnaire length was associated with a lower likelihood of belonging to this clus-
ter (B = –0.148, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 0.863). Education also played a role: respondents 
with vocational education were significantly less likely to belong to the Discern-
ing Evaluators compared to those with higher education (B = –1.256, p = 0.002, 
Exp(B) = 0.285). A similar negative tendency was observed among respondents 
with primary education, although this association did not reach conventional 
levels of statistical significance (B = –0.812, p = 0.065, Exp(B) = 0.444). Other pre-
dictors showed no clear differentiation, although respondents aged 30–39 exhib-
ited a marginally lower likelihood of belonging to the Discerning Evaluators 
cluster (B = –0.778, p = 0.049, Exp(B) = 0.459).
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A comparable pattern emerged for the Experience Seekers cluster with 
respect to preferred questionnaire length: respondents who considered longer 
questionnaires acceptable were less likely to belong to this group (B = –0.156, p < 
0.001, Exp(B) = 0.856). Education again proved to be a strong differentiating factor. 
Compared to respondents with a university degree, those with secondary educa-
tion (B = –1.081, p = 0.003, Exp(B) = 0.339), vocational education (B = –2.245, p < 
0.001, Exp(B) = 0.106), or primary education (B = –1.552, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 0.212) 
were significantly less likely to belong to the Experience Seekers cluster. Age 
showed a clear positive association: respondents aged 18–29 were significantly 
more likely to belong to the Experience Seekers than to the reference group (B 
= 1.213, p = 0.005, Exp(B) = 3.363). Additional significant differences emerged for 
place of residence: living in Budapest (B = 1.928, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 6.874) or in a 
small town (B = 0.902, p = 0.012, Exp(B) = 2.464) increased the likelihood of Expe-
rience Seeker membership. Regarding subjective financial situation, respond-
ents reporting a medium (rather than good) financial position were more likely 
to belong to this cluster (B = 0.740, p = 0.017, Exp(B) = 2.096), while other catego-
ries showed no significant differences.

When directly comparing the Experience Seekers and Discerning Evaluators 
clusters, education again emerged as a key differentiator. Respondents without a 
university degree were significantly less likely to belong to the Experience Seek-
ers relative to the Discerning Evaluators: this applied to those with secondary edu-
cation (B = –0.786, p = 0.005, Exp(B) = 0.456), vocational education (B = –0.989, p = 
0.014, Exp(B) = 0.372), and primary education (B = –0.740, p = 0.042, Exp(B) = 0.477). 
Age also strongly distinguished the two clusters, with respondents aged 18–29 (B 
= 1.737, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 5.680) and 30–39 (B = 0.772, p = 0.036, Exp(B) = 2.165) 
being substantially more likely to belong to the Experience Seekers. Gender dif-
ferences were also observed: men had a higher likelihood of Experience Seeker 
membership than women (B = 0.677, p = 0.003, Exp(B) = 1.968). With respect to set-
tlement type, respondents living in Budapest (B = 1.238, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 3.447) 
or in small towns (B = 0.828, p = 0.008, Exp(B) = 2.288) were more likely to belong 
to the Experience Seekers compared to the Discerning Evaluators.

5. Discussion

From a marketing management perspective, our findings translate directly into 
better survey practice. Managers routinely rely on questionnaires for assessing 
customer satisfaction, brand tracking, effectiveness, and pricing; accordingly, 
reducing breakoff improves the reliability and actionability of insights. The 
three respondent segments we identified – Discerning Evaluators, Experience 
Seekers, and Nonchalant Responders – offer a practical basis for tailoring instru-
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ments to segment-specific preferences. Such targeting, alongside attention to 
the major levers we document (length, topic salience, design quality, and trust), 
can reduce attrition, enhance data quality, and strengthen decision support.

Although we did not explicitly estimate breakoff rates by mode, our evidence 
and respondent narratives suggest that online questionnaires may be easier to 
abandon than telephone interviews. Respondents experienced in both modes 
also appear to be more critical and more frequent survey takers, an interaction 
that merits further study, especially as panel research expands, underscoring 
the importance of design vigilance online.

Consistent with prior work (Yan – Curtin 2010; Reimers et al. 2022), age and 
education are associated with item nonresponse: younger and more highly edu-
cated respondents are more likely to discontinue. This aligns with our expecta-
tion of decreasing breakoff with age and implies that studies targeting younger 
audiences should invest in engaging design elements, tighter pacing, and more 
explicit payoff cues.

We probed breakoff antecedents in two ways: reasons reported by confident 
respondents who had discontinued, and perceived disruptiveness of concrete 
questionnaire features. Consistent with prior work, multiple factors emerged as 
key drivers of breakoff, including survey length (Barge – Gehlbach 2011; Stefko-
vics 2022), topic relevance (Shropshire et al. 2009), and instrument quality – such 
as clarity, flow, and completeness (Yan – Curtin 2010; Albaum et al. 2011). While 
surveytainment is not yet common in Hungary and was not tested here, the lit-
erature indicates that it can offset the burden for specific groups; light-touch 
visual cues (e.g., emojis on mobile/web) may also help (Bosch – Revilla 2021). 
Looking ahead, AI offers opportunities to personalize item order, language, and 
examples to respondent profiles (Danó et al. 2025), potentially raising comple-
tion rates among younger cohorts.

Design guidance follows from these patterns. Concise wording, clear 
response options, and coherent routing improve data quality (De Leeuw 2012). 
Sensitive demographics should appear later (Biemer – Lyberg 2003), while the 
early placement of easy questions (Peytchev 2009) or high-interest topics (Plu-
towski – Zechmeister 2024) can build momentum and reduce early exits. Future 
work should quantify how question format and visual presentation trade off 
against completion time and measurement quality, and whether topic mixing 
produces interference effects.

In our context, the ideal survey length for the Hungarian population is 
roughly ten minutes. Length is especially consequential for younger and lower-
educated segments, groups that are both harder to recruit and more attrition-
prone, so parsimony is advisable. Cultural variation likely moderates these 
thresholds; cross-topic and cross-country comparisons of “optimal” durations 
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remain a useful agenda. Device proliferation further motivates examining data 
quality by smartphone versus larger-screen completion.

Trust emerged as a pivotal correlate: respondents with greater trust in 
research were less likely to discontinue and more tolerant of longer question-
naires. Prior positive experiences appear to cultivate trust (Szeitl – Tóth 2020). 
Practically, transparency about objectives, procedures, privacy, and data use – 
paired with visible quality signals – can bolster credibility and reduce drop-off.

5.1. Positioning within Prior Research

Situating our results within prior survey research, we corroborate classic find-
ings on length (Barge – Gehlbach 2011; Stefkovics 2022) and topic relevance 
(Shropshire et al. 2009) as determinants of engagement, and we echo evidence 
linking demographics to nonresponse (Yan – Curtin 2010). However, our results 
challenge the assumption that younger respondents uniformly prefer and better 
tolerate longer online surveys (Bosch – Revilla 2021): we observed no signifi-
cant difference in preferred length by mode, implying that perceived burden is 
mode-invariant under typical conditions. Our segmentation further extends the 
literature (Plutowski – Zechmeister 2024; Kostyk et al. 2019) by offering refined, 
actionable profiles for design targeting.

5.2. Theoretical Contribution

The segmentation refines leverage–saliency theory (Groves et al. 2000) by dem-
onstrating that salience and leverage cluster into stable respondent personas 
with distinct tolerance profiles for length, topic, and design features. Beyond 
feature-by-feature effects, a persona-based lens – bundling multiple attributes 
and preferences – provides a theoretically grounded explanation for heteroge-
neous engagement and an operational bridge to adaptive design. We also show 
that length tolerance is shaped not only by demographics (e.g., age) but by psych-
ographics and prior experiences (notably, trust), enriching LST with an explicit 
credibility component.

5.3. International Relevance and Future Research Directions

Core breakoff mechanisms (length, salience, burden, motivation, trust) are likely 
universal, but thresholds vary culturally (Bosch – Revilla 2021; Daikeler et al. 
2020; Sandelin 2022). As online panels and mobile surveys globalize, cross-cul-
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tural work should test mode-invariance of preferred length, sensitivity to ques-
tion types, and responses to surveytainment across regions (e.g., Europe, North 
America, Asia). Applying our three-persona segmentation internationally can 
reveal whether the same clusters recur or whether culturally specific variants 
emerge, refining best practices for multinational marketing research. Future 
work should (i) validate these segments internationally; (ii) test AI-assisted adap-
tive designs; and (iii) examine device-specific effects for mobile-first surveys. 

6. Conclusion

This study identifies the principal determinants of survey breakoff on both the 
questionnaire and respondent sides. On the questionnaire side, risks cluster 
around: (i) length; (ii) topic salience and timing, for example proximity to holi-
days; (iii) editing and wording quality, including clarity, logical flow, complete-
ness of response options, and absence of errors; (iv) sensitive items; (v) presenta-
tion and usability in online modes; and (vi) selective use of engagement elements, 
often called surveytainment. On the respondent side, breakoff varies with demo-
graphics and life-stage time pressure, psychographic traits and motivation, prior 
survey experience, and trust in research. Together, these factors provide a concise 
design checklist for reducing attrition while safeguarding data quality.

Building on this synthesis, we propose cross-disciplinary best practices that 
are mode agnostic: keep instruments short and tightly scoped, ensure profes-
sional structure and coherent routing, and prioritize the respondent experience, 
including topic relevance, precise wording, and logical flow. Alignment with the 
target audience is essential, and rigorous pre-testing, with feedback integrated 
before fieldwork, remains the most cost-effective safeguard of quality.

A key practical contribution is our three-persona segmentation (Table 5), 
namely Discerning Evaluators, Experience Seekers, and Nonchalant Respond-
ers, which translates heterogeneous tolerance for length, topic, and design into 
actionable targeting. These profiles serve as design-oriented lenses rather than 
a priori targeting tools, highlighting how different respondent groups tend to 
engage with various questionnaire features. Practitioners can use these perso-
nas as design-oriented heuristics when tailoring instruments: concise and pro-
fessionally edited questionnaires for Discerning Evaluators; innovative and 
engaging elements for Experience Seekers; and locally relevant, community-
anchored content for Nonchalant Responders. Across segments, visible trust-
building through transparent purpose, privacy assurances, and credible spon-
sorship can meaningfully reduce drop-off. For marketing applications such as 
customer satisfaction, brand tracking, ad testing, and pricing studies, these 
strategies improve completion and sharpen inference.
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Table 5. Created personas

Persona July Adam Peter

Cluster membership Discerning Evaluators Experience Seekers Nonchalant Responders

Degree of criticality Most critical Moderately critical Low expectations

Expectations A well-edited and carefully 
worded questionnaire; 
length is less salient than 
quality and structure.

Boring topics and 
monotonous questions 
are annoying

Hardly any

Length of 
questionnaire

Secondary to wording 
quality and structural 
coherence

Long questionnaires 
quickly reduce 
engagement if the topic 
is not stimulating

Does not bother him 
at all

Gender Woman Man Man

Age 50 years 28 years 42 years

Education Higher education Higher education Secondary education

Residence East-Hungary Central Hungary 
(Budapest)

Smaller town

Questionnaire topic Intellectual and 
professional topics, e.g., 
surveys on quality

Less common, 
innovative topics, e.g., 
design thinking, 
gamification

Region-specific 
research, e.g., 
measuring satisfaction 
with local services

Family status Family with adult children Lives in a relationship Family with children

Job Intellectual work, 
management position

Holds a managerial 
position

Employed in a local 
business

Hobbies Reading, visiting cultural 
events

Travel, cultural events, 
and entertainment

Visiting local events, 
fishing

Source: authors.

Our findings point to several directions for future research. Methodologi-
cally, adaptive designs and AI-enabled personalization (e.g., dynamic ordering, 
language tuning) could optimize burden and engagement in real time, especially 
for younger cohorts. Recent work also shows that digital interfaces and AI-medi-
ated interactions increasingly shape respondents’ survey experiences (Danó et 
al. 2026), suggesting that future studies should examine how these emerging 
technologies may influence breakoff dynamics and engagement patterns. Cross-
country studies should test cultural differences in survey length tolerance, ques-
tion sensitivity, and engagement features. As mobile use grows, device-specific 
analyses can guide mobile-first design.

Several limitations temper interpretation. First, as the study relied on RDD-
based telephone recruitment across multiple omnibus waves, precise AAPOR 
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response rates are not available. As is common in commercial omnibus surveys, 
contact and cooperation rates are managed by the fieldwork agency and cannot 
be reconstructed ex post.

Second, data were collected in Hungary. While many mechanisms, such as 
length, salience, and trust, are likely general, thresholds and topic sensitivities 
may vary with cultural norms and media environments. Our sampling approach 
offers strong population coverage locally, but panel populations, increasingly 
common in practice, may exhibit different patterns, including higher trust, 
greater tolerance for length, and more critical evaluation of flaws.

Third, the breakoff measures rely on self-reported recall. Memory error 
and social desirability may bias reports of past participation and discontinua-
tion. Future longitudinal or diary studies could reduce recall bias and validate 
the pathways we propose. Because recall captures whether breakoff occurred 
but not its frequency or intensity, future studies should incorporate measures of 
breakoff extent as well. Experimental or longitudinal designs could further clar-
ify mechanisms and reduce reliance on retrospective reports.

Fourth, accurate interpretation assumes a baseline understanding of survey 
research among respondents. In rare cases, commercial interactions may be 
mistaken for research, which could contaminate recall, although this is unlikely 
to be widespread in our context.

Finally, the omnibus design implies that preceding modules on unrelated 
topics could have primed fatigue or interest in ways we cannot fully observe. 
Although such ordering effects reflect real-world survey ecosystems, experi-
mental control over sequence would help isolate pure design impacts. The study 
is associative in nature and does not establish causality.

Despite these constraints, the core message is robust: keep surveys short, 
make them salient, signal quality, build trust, and tailor to segments. Doing so 
can help reduce breakoff, improve data quality, and strengthen the strategic 
value of survey-based insights.
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Appendix

Table A1. Demographic Characteristics

  Unweighted % Weighted %

Gender Male 45 47

Female 55 53

Age 18-29 11 17

30-39 9 16

40-49 17 20

50-59 17 16

60+ 45 32

Refuses to answer 1 0

Education Primary school or less 11 24

Vocational/technical 21 21

Secondary 35 34

Higher education 33 21

Refuses to answer 1 0

Settlement type Budapest 20 18

County seat 18 20

City 35 33

Village 27 30

Refuses to answer 1 0

https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12125
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edq037
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  Unweighted % Weighted %

Region West-Hungary 29 30

Central-Hungary 32 36

East-Hungary 37 35

Refuses to answer 2 0

Table A2. Questions asked in the surveys

Question Answer options Subsample

Have you ever participated in a 
telephone survey (i.e., a survey 
conducted by phone) and/or an 
online survey (i.e., a survey completed 
on an online platform)?

No, this is the first time I have 
responded to a survey
Yes, telephone surveys only
Yes, online surveys only
Yes, both telephone and 
online surveys
Don’t know / No answer

1, 2, 3

Have you ever discontinued a survey before 
completing it?

Yes, a telephone survey
Yes, an online survey
Yes, both
No
Don’t know / No answer

1, 2, 3 
(If you have previously 
participated in a tele-
phone or online survey)

Why did you 
discontinue this/
these survey(s)? 

It was too long Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

It was boring Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

Something came up Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

The questionnaire was 
illogical 
(questions, response 
options, errors)

Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

Because of personal or 
sensitive 
questions

Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

I did not like the topic Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

Why did you 
discontinue this/
these survey(s)? 

Other, please specify: Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

Don’t know / No 
answer

Mentioned
Not mentioned

1

What do you consider to be the ideal 
questionnaire length (in minutes) in general?

Open-ended question 3
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Question Answer options Subsample

What do you consider to be the ideal 
questionnaire length (in minutes) for a 
telephone survey?

Open-ended question 1

What do you consider to be the ideal 
questionnaire length (in minutes) for an 
online survey?

Open-ended question 1

In general, what 
tends to bother 
or annoy you in a 
questionnaire?

The questionnaire is 
too long / takes too 
much time to complete

2

The topic is boring 2

The topic itself is fine, 
but the questions are 
monotonous or boring

2

The questions or 
response options are 
too complex or too long

2

The questionnaire starts 
with demographic 
questions (e.g., year of 
birth, postal code)

2

There is no response 
option that fits my 
opinion

2

Poor or awkward 
wording

2

Use of technical or pro-
fessional terminology

2

Use of foreign words 2

Use of informal register 
(‘tutoiement’)

2

Use of formal register 2

How much do you trust the results of public 
opinion surveys?

1, 2
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1. Introduction

Freedom of religion, as guaranteed in international human rights instruments, 
emerged from Europe’s sectarian conflicts as a legal principle designed to pro-
tect both belief and non-belief within plural political orders (Díez – Picazo 2021). 
While this right enjoys robust constitutional and judicial protection (Olmedo 
Bustos v. Chile 2001; Leyla Şahin v. Turkey 2005), its institutional realization has 
become increasingly complex under conditions of intensified religious diversity, 
public religious visibility, and the erosion of classical assumptions about reli-
gious privatization.

Across Europe and Latin America, secular democratic states are formally com-
mitted to religious freedom and state neutrality, yet they operate with markedly dif-
ferent historical legacies of church-state relations, nation-building, and religious 
pluralization. Western Europe developed secular governance through gradual 
institutional negotiation, shaped by Christian dominance and later transformed 
by migration-driven diversity. Central and Eastern Europe confronts a distinct 
configuration in which post-communist democratization coincided with religious 
revival and the politicization of confessional identity (Beaumont et al. 2020). Latin 
America assumed another trajectory, combining formally secular constitutional-
ism with historically entrenched Catholic privilege, rapid evangelical expansion, 
and the growing public recognition of indigenous spiritual traditions.

These divergent trajectories have generated distinct challenges for secular 
governance. In Central and Eastern Europe, secular institutions have increas-
ingly been drawn into conflicts where religious nationalism, democratic con-
solidation, and minority protection intersect. In Western Europe, secular gov-
ernance has focused on recalibrating inherited legal frameworks in response to 
visible religious diversity. In Latin America, secular arrangements have evolved 
through layered institutional adjustments accommodating new religious actors 
and, in some cases, epistemological pluralism. Together, these contexts reveal 
that the management of religious diversity is not governed by a single model 
of secularism, but by regionally patterned configurations shaped by historically 
situated struggles over religious authority and public legitimacy.

This article examines how secular democratic states across Western Europe, 
Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin America institutionally manage reli-
gious diversity, and how regional patterns of secular governance structure these 
responses. It asks: What are the primary challenges faced by secular states in 
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these regions in governing religious diversity, and how do historically embedded 
configurations of secular governance shape institutional strategies of accommo-
dation, regulation, and contestation?

The article’s contribution lies in advancing a comparative, regionally 
grounded analysis of secular governance that moves beyond national case stud-
ies and normative typologies. By placing Latin American experiences in sys-
tematic dialogue with Western and Central and Eastern European contexts, the 
study identifies patterned configurations of secular governance and introduces 
the concept of pluri-confessional secularization to capture the adaptive transfor-
mation of secular regulatory frameworks under conditions of intensified reli-
gious and spiritual plurality. Rather than treating secularism as a fixed institu-
tional model or presupposing religious decline, the article approaches secular 
governance as a historically contingent and evolving field of political regulation.

2. Theoretical foundations and methodology

2.1. Theoretical frameworks: secularism, autonomy,  
and intersectionality

State neutrality and democratic principles shape religious governance models 
across Europe and Latin America. This research employs three theoretical 
frameworks:

Political Secularism: Modood and Sealy (2022) identify how states manage 
religious pluralism through political structures, institutional dynamics, and 
social integration methods. Rather than imposing rigid separation, secular 
states often incorporate religious traditions to promote social cohesion while 
maintaining democratic principles (Finke 2013). European states negotiate 
Islamic values within historically Christian frameworks, while Latin American 
states recognize indigenous spiritualities alongside Christian denominations. 
These patterns reveal secularism as a contextual negotiation between religious 
and democratic authority.

Twin Tolerations Theory: Stepan’s (2000) framework establishes that democ-
racy requires reciprocal autonomy, religious institutions cannot control state 
policy, while states must not suppress legitimate religious activities. This bal-
ance faces strain when European democracies accommodate Muslim minorities 
within systems designed for Christian churches, or when Latin American states 
balance Catholic privilege with evangelical growth and indigenous rights. Effec-
tive governance requires negotiating mutually acceptable spheres of influence 
rather than imposing rigid separation.
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Intersectionality: Applying intersectional analysis (Crenshaw 1991; Bilge 
2013) reveals how religious governance compounds multiple marginalizations. 
Religion intersects with ethnicity, migration status, and socioeconomic position 
(d’Urso – Bonilla 2023). In Europe, Muslim women face discrimination that com-
bines religious, gender, and racial dimensions (Cesari 2025). In Latin America, 
indigenous peoples experience marginalization at the intersection of religious, 
ethnic, and colonial categories. 

These frameworks illuminate pluri-confessional secularization synergisti-
cally: political secularism assists in the institutional analysis, twin tolerations 
offer democratic guidelines, and intersectionality reveals how formal arrange-
ments produce lived inequalities.

2.2. Methodology: Comparing Secular Democracies

This study adopts a qualitative comparative research design oriented toward 
identifying patterned configurations of secular governance rather than estab-
lishing deterministic causal relationships. It draws on Mill’s method of differ-
ence, as reformulated in comparative political research through the most similar 
systems design (Mill 1843; Gerring 2007). This guides the structured compari-
son of democratic contexts that share core constitutional commitments to secu-
larism and religious freedom while differing in their historical trajectories and 
contemporary modes of religious accommodation. In this sense, Mill’s method 
functions not as a strict causal-testing device but as a heuristic framework that 
informs the case delimitation and comparative focus.

The comparison is conducted at a regional level, examining Western Europe, 
Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin America as macro-contexts that exhibit 
internally diverse yet structurally comparable challenges. These regions are 
selected because they combine formal secular constitutionalism with contrast-
ing legacies of church–state relations, processes of democratization, and pat-
terns of religious pluralization. Western Europe represents contexts of long-
term secular institutional development shaped by negotiated settlements 
between church and state and by migration-driven diversification. Central and 
Eastern Europe reflect post-communist democracies in which religious revival 
is intersected with nation-building and democratic consolidation. Latin Amer-
ica is characterized by formally secular states historically marked by Catholic 
hegemony and, more recently, by evangelical expansion and the growing public 
recognition of indigenous spiritual traditions.

Empirical material is drawn from a focused selection of countries within 
each region to illustrate how shared analytical dimensions operate under dif-
ferent historical and institutional conditions. Western European cases include 
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France, Germany, the United Kingdom, Spain, and Italy. Central and Eastern 
European cases encompass Poland, Slovakia, Romania, Hungary, and Serbia. 
Latin American cases include Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Peru, 
Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Costa Rica. These cases are not treated as dis-
crete units for paired causal comparison but as analytically situated sites through 
which broader regional configurations of secular governance are traced.

The selection of Central and Eastern European cases is analytically driven 
by their shared experience of post-socialist transformation and religious reinsti-
tutionalization. These contexts converge around four characteristics: the tran-
sition from officially atheist regimes to democratic orders in which religion 
reemerged as a public actor; the symbolic fusion of historically dominant Chris-
tian confessions with national identity narratives; the politicization of religion 
through defensive secularism or religious nationalism; and exposure to Euro-
pean Union normative frameworks, generating tensions between domestic reli-
gious policies and supranational legal standards. This convergence allows for a 
focused examination of how similar post-communist conditions yield divergent 
secular governance arrangements.

Other European contexts frequently cited in debates on secularism and reli-
gious diversity, including the Czech Republic, Albania, and the Baltic states, are 
not examined as focal cases. Their exclusion reflects methodological delimita-
tion rather than analytical irrelevance. The Czech Republic represents an outlier 
of advanced societal secularization characterized by comparatively low levels of 
public religious contestation (Lužný – Navrátilová 2001). Albania’s constitutional 
multiconfessionalism follows a distinct historical trajectory shaped by Ottoman 
legacies and post-atheist reconstruction (Clayer 2003). The Baltic states combine 
post-Soviet religious regulation with pronounced ethno-national dynamics that 
introduce central variables beyond the scope of this analysis (Karpov et al. 2012). 
Including these cases would have expanded the comparative universe in ways 
that would dilute analytical coherence and depth.

The empirical analysis applies thematic content analysis following Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework of familiarization, coding, theme 
development, review, definition, and reporting. The textual corpus consists 
of constitutional texts adopted between 1990 and 2024, jurisprudence from 
national constitutional courts as well as the European Court of Human Rights 
and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, and policy documents includ-
ing concordats, religious freedom legislation, and official regulatory frame-
works. These materials are examined to identify the recurring institutional 
logic, regulatory practices, and discursive constructions shaping secular gov-
ernance across regions.

Six analytical themes structure the empirical sections of the article: con-
cordat arrangements and inherited privileges; migration-driven diversifica-
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tion; religious political mobilization; public space contestation; the accom-
modation of non-Western worldviews; and digital transformation challenges. 
These themes correspond to Sections 4.1 through 4.6 and provide a common 
analytical grid through which regional patterns are traced. The regions are 
compared across six constant analytical dimensions (legal legacies, modes of 
pluralization, political mobilization, public space regulation, epistemological 
accommodation, and digital transformation), while historical trajectories and 
governance responses constitute the primary axes of variation. The typology 
of secular governance models is theoretically anchored in Kuru’s (2007; 2009) 
distinction between assertive and passive secularism and in the multiple sec-
ularities framework developed by Wohlrab-Sahr and Burchardt (2013), which 
emphasizes how societies articulate the religious-secular distinction in rela-
tion to specific reference problems.

From these frameworks, the analysis identifies four operative models of sec-
ular governance: assertive secularism, characterized by strict institutional sep-
aration of religion and state; cooperative neutrality, marked by regulated part-
nership arrangements; transitional secularism, reflecting the recalibration of 
inherited privileges under conditions of pluralization; and defensive secular-
ism, where religious nationalism contests liberal secular principles. 

Romania and Serbia are analytically positioned between cooperative neu-
trality and defensive secularism, reflecting the political salience of Orthodox 
revival since 1989, exemplified by extensive state-supported church construc-
tion and symbolic claims linking Orthodoxy to national identity. Bolivia is 
treated as an extension of cooperative neutrality toward epistemological plu-
ralism through the constitutional recognition of indigenous worldviews (Con-
stitute Project 2009 Art. 4), while Peru illustrates the coexistence of inherited 
Catholic privileges and constitutional protection of indigenous communities 
(Republic of Peru 1993 Art. 50).

Religious accommodation patterns are thus analyzed through six analyt-
ical constructs corresponding to the article’s structure: concordat regimes 
and inherited privileges examined through political secularism frame-
works (Modood – Sealy 2022); migration-driven diversification analyzed via 
the theory of twin tolerations (Stepan 2000); religious political mobilization; 
public space contestation and symbolic governance; the accommodation of 
non-Western worldviews examined through intersectional analysis (Crenshaw 
1991; Bilge 2013); and emerging challenges linked to digital religious mobili-
zation. Across these constructs, constitutional documents, judicial decisions, 
policy frameworks, and scholarly analyses provide the empirical basis for trac-
ing how divergent historical trajectories generate distinct but comparable con-
figurations of secular governance.
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3. Secular models in context: concepts  
and historical evolution

3.1. From secularization to laicity: clarifying key concepts

This analysis differentiates three related concepts. Secular denotes an epis-
temic category, involving modern spheres operating independently from reli-
gious authority. Secularization describes sociological processes through which 
religion’s social significance transforms, including functional differentiation, 
the decline of practice, and the privatization of beliefs. Secularism constitutes a 
political doctrine that advocates particular religion-state arrangements. 

This study examines secular governance, the institutional and policy frame-
works through which states manage religious pluralism, rather than secularism 
as ideology or secularization as process, though all three intersect empirically. 
As Wohlrab-Sahr (2012) argue, understanding “multiple secularities” requires 
attention to the cultural meanings underlying distinctions between religious 
and non-religious domains in specific contexts. 

Secularization thus represents a social evolutionary path through which reli-
gion evolves to compete against multiple fields in society rather than retain its 
dominant position (Casanova 2009). Public space thus experiences religious plu-
ralism, where various traditions function simultaneously. Laicity governance 
promotes complete religious separation between state institutions and poli-
tics (Setton – Blancarte 2010), functioning to develop an unbiased public sector 
upholding religious tolerance while excluding faith-based input in state deci-
sion-making.

In practice, secularization and laicity intersect. Finke (1990) explains how 
U.S. Constitutional laicism established a religious marketplace that has stimu-
lated competition among religious groups. Religious institutions often consider 
secularization as threatening national identity (Alcalá 2018), while public life fea-
tures religious discourse campaigning for traditional morality and national prin-
ciples (Boas et al. 2019). This tension shapes the divergent institutional responses 
examined below.

3.2. Historical divergence in Europe and Latin America

Secularism took divergent paths in Latin America and Europe because historical 
experiences combined with contemporary political issues. The Catholic Church 
has historically wielded both political and religious authority across Latin Amer-
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ica since colonization. Despite secular constitutions, practical church-state sep-
aration remained limited, with the Church maintaining significant influence 
over politics, education, healthcare, and social welfare in countries like Mexico, 
Brazil, and Colombia (Hernández 2009). This relationship evolved through agree-
ments including concordats and religious conflicts such as the Reform War and 
the Cristero War, which defined the region’s approach to church-state interac-
tions (Alcalá 2018; Jaksic 2011).

European secularization followed different timelines: France’s 1905 laïcité 
legislation established strict separation after revolutionary anti-clericalism 
(Weisse 2016), while Germany maintained state-church financial partnerships 
for social service delivery (Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor 
2008). Post-war ecumenical movements and the Second Vatican Council (1962-
1965) reshaped interdenominational relations without eliminating religion from 
political activity (Greenberg 2019).

These historical trajectories have crystallized into four contemporary chal-
lenges that test the adaptability of secular frameworks in both regions: the 
legacy of concordats, migration-driven religious diversity, the political mobiliza-
tion of religious groups, and contested religious visibility in public spaces. Thus, 
while Latin America’s secularism evolved within a framework of contested Cath-
olic dominance, Europe’s trajectory reflects the gradual legal formalization of 
religious plurality within state structures.

4. Comparative challenges in secular governance

4.1. Concordats and religious institutions:  
legacy and legal ambiguity

European states face a paradox, with religious institutions that vary across the 
continent’s different regions. In CEE, Poland’s 1993 concordat with the Vatican, 
negotiated during early democratization, granted the Catholic Church exten-
sive privileges in education, military chaplaincy, and tax collection, creating 
a confessional state in secular clothing (Ramet 2014; Grzymała – Busse 2015; Kru-
kowski 2014). Hungary followed similar patterns under Viktor Orbán’s govern-
ment, increasingly blurring the lines between state policy and Christian identity, 
while Slovakia’s concordat negotiations have stalled precisely because of con-
cerns about democratic compatibility (Vékony – Račius 2023).

Western European states inherited different but equally complex concordat 
arrangements. Germany’s concordat-legitimized church tax system effectively 
transforms the state into a tax collector for Christianity, while Muslim com-
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munities must rely entirely on voluntary contributions (Bureau of Democracy, 
Human Rights and Labor 2008). Italy’s 1984 concordat revisions marked a stra-
tegic retreat, shifting from establishing Catholicism as the state religion to pre-
serving its role as cultural patrimony. Spain’s 1979 concordat survived the entire 
transition to democracy precisely because its treaty status insulated it from leg-
islative reform (Cesari 2025; Díez-Picazo 2021).

How can secular states sign privileged agreements while maintaining neu-
trality? As international treaties, concordats occupy a peculiar position, above 
ordinary legislation yet below constitutional principles. European concordats 
reveal a pattern of selective secularization; states maintain strict secular policies 
for minority religions while preserving historical Catholic privileges (Andersen 
– Jensen 2019; Ragazzi 2009).

Latin American experiences offer instructive contrasts. Despite facing sim-
ilar Catholic dominance, countries like Mexico and Brazil developed different 
strategies. Mexico’s radical anticlerical history, including the Cristero War, ulti-
mately produced pragmatic accommodation where the Church maintains social 
influence without formal political power (Alcalá 2018). Brazil demonstrates 
another path: maintaining formal separation while allowing extensive Church 
involvement in social services, creating relative laicities that adapt to local con-
texts rather than imposing rigid separation (Esquivel 2008).

The persistence of concordats reveals how path dependence shapes contem-
porary religious governance. Historical agreements create institutional lega-
cies that constrain present policy options. Yet Latin America’s longer experience 
suggests concordats need not be immutable. Chile’s gradual reform of its con-
cordat system, involving moving from Catholic monopoly toward recognition 
of religious plurality, provides a model for incremental change that European 
states might consider (López 2016). The key insight is that formal agreements 
can evolve through reinterpretation rather than confrontation, allowing states 
to maintain stability while expanding religious freedom. These institutional leg-
acies profoundly shape how states respond to contemporary challenges, par-
ticularly the religious diversity migration creates.

4.2 Migration, religious diversity, and national identity

Europe’s response to migration-driven religious diversity reveals regional dif-
ferences, illuminating challenges. Central and Eastern European governments 
frame religious diversity as a threat to national identity. Hungary’s construction 
of border fences and Prime Minister Orbán’s 2018 declaration that “We don’t see 
these people as Muslim refugees. We see them as Muslim invaders” epitomizes 
this defensive posture (Barry 2019). Poland presents an even starker contrast: 
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while welcoming over 1.5 million Ukrainian refugees following Russia’s 2022 
invasion, Polish authorities maintain strict opposition to migrants from predom-
inantly Muslim regions. During the 2021 Belarus border crisis, Poland deployed 
military forces to prevent Middle Eastern asylum seekers from entering, despite 
international humanitarian concerns (Zdanowicz 2023; Friedman 2024).

Slovakia follows similar patterns, with former Prime Minister Robert 
Fico’s 2016 declaration that Islam has no place in Slovakia, reflecting widespread 
regional attitudes (Lorenz – Anders 2021). These policies stem from understand-
ing national identity as intrinsically tied to Christian heritage, where religious 
diversity represents an existential threat rather than social enrichment (Hel-
bling – Kalkum 2017; Balsam 2023).

Western European states, while generally more accepting, struggle with dif-
ferent aspects of religious diversity. Between 2010 and 2017, Muslim popula-
tions grew significantly, from 4.5% to approximately 7.7% (Pew Research Center 
2017). France exemplifies Europe’s most rigorous approach through its sequen-
tial restrictions: the 2004 Islamic headscarf ban in schools, the 2010 full-face 
covering prohibition, and the 2021 anti-separatism law, which intensified the 
oversight of religious organizations. These measures produced tangible socio-
economic consequences: The Trajectoires et Origines 2 study revealed that only 
26% of hijab-wearing women living with partners and children were participat-
ing in the labor market, compared to 48% of those without hijabs (Beauchemin 
et al. 2016).

Latin America approaches religious diversity through migration differently 
via two mechanisms. First, rural-to-urban migration creates religious markets 
where evangelical churches compete with Catholicism by offering migrants spir-
itual and material support. Brazil’s trajectory illustrates this dynamic: Catholic 
affiliation declined from 92% (1970) to 65% (2010), coinciding with exponential 
Pentecostal growth, transforming the religious landscape without the collapse 
of religious influence in politics (Pew Research Center 2013; 2014). This pattern, 
evident in tri-border cities such as Foz do Iguaçu, facilitates integration rather 
than division (Queiroz 2019). Second, emigration creates transnational religious 
networks. Brazilian evangelicals in the US and Europe maintain connections, 
generating circular flows of religious ideas and resources, strengthening social 
cohesion (Sheringham 2013). The contrast with Europe becomes stark in Chile: 
Santería, introduced by Afro-Caribbean migrants, has become the country’s fast-
est-growing religion without generating the existential anxieties characterizing 
European responses to Islam, absent the civilizational narratives that frame the 
Muslim presence as incompatible with European identity (Orellana 2024).

The difference lies not in the religions themselves but in how states frame 
religious diversity: as enrichment or invasion, and as normal market competi-
tion or civilizational conflict? The Brazilian case demonstrates how initial Cath-
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olic institutional resistance to evangelical growth in the 1970s and 1980s gave way 
to pragmatic coexistence by the 2000s, with both traditions competing through 
democratic mobilization rather than seeking state suppression. These trajecto-
ries suggest that states can move beyond defensive postures through sustained 
institutional adaptation. As religious communities establish themselves through 
migration, they inevitably seek a political voice and representation.

4.3. Religion in the political arena

Religious groups’ political mobilization presents European democracies with 
challenges shaped by their distinct histories (Grzymała – Busse 2015). In CEE, 
after decades of suppressing religious political expressions under communism, 
states now face religious movements that view political engagement as both a 
right and a duty (Stan – Turcescu 2007). Poland’s Radio Maryja and associated 
movements created a Catholic-nationalist media empire that has significantly 
influenced electoral outcomes (Wysocka 2008). Hungary’s Fidesz party has mas-
terfully instrumentalized Christian identity, transforming religious symbols into 
political weapons while claiming to defend Christian Europe against secularist 
threats (Vékony 2023). In Romania, the Orthodox Church influences debates 
on social policies and family issues (Stănescu 2022). In Serbia, the Orthodox 
Church aligns with nationalist narratives, shaping identity politics (Radić 2025). 
A Pew Research Center (2017) survey substantiates these patterns: majorities in 
Poland (64%), Hungary (57%), and Romania (74%) view their religion as central 
to national identity.

Western European states are witnessing varied religious and political mobi-
lization, reflecting path-dependent institutional arrangements. Germany’s 
churches maintain influence through social service provision partnerships 
(Becker 2018), while the UK’s moderate secularism permits advocacy within 
formal separation (Nistor 2019). France’s model of strict laïcité faces challenges 
from increasingly assertive religious communities, prompting the 2021 anti-sep-
aratism law to limit religious political influence (Yeung 2021). Southern Europe 
presents distinct patterns shaped by transitions from authoritarian rule: Ita-
ly’s concordat enables Catholic influence through formal and cultural channels 
(Ascoli – Artoli 2019), while Spain navigates post-Franco democratization, trans-
forming from church-state fusion to contemporary debates over religious sym-
bols (Astor – Mayrl 2022).

In Latin America, Brazil’s Evangelical Parliamentary Front expanded from 
73 seats in 2014 to 191 in 2022, representing 32% of lawmakers (Alves 2022). This 
growth occurred through pragmatic coalition-building and constituent mobi-
lization rather than civilizational defense rhetoric. During the 2022 elections, 
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evangelical churches operated as political machines, campaigning from pulpits 
and distributing materials through religious networks (Barros – Tavares 2024).

When Argentina debated abortion legalization in 2018, evangelical and Cath-
olic lawmakers formed effective partnerships despite the historical tensions, 
demonstrating that religious political action need not be sectarian (Gudiño 
2022). Costa Rica’s 2018 presidential election saw support for evangelical candi-
date Fabricio Alvarado surge from 2% to 24.8% after campaigning against same-
sex marriage, yet this occurred through democratic mobilization rather than 
authoritarian appeals (Pignataro – Treminio 2019).

The comparative evidence suggests that Latin American religious politics 
operates through different logics than CEE patterns. While Hungarian Fidesz 
and Polish PiS frame religious politics as civilizational defense, Brazilian evan-
gelical parties pursue concrete material interests through coalition bargaining. 
This difference reflects institutional context: Latin American religious markets 
emerged through domestic competition, whereas CEE religious nationalism 
developed in response to perceived external pressures from the EU and migra-
tion. Guatemala’s 2023 election, where evangelical networks supported progres-
sive candidate Bernardo Arévalo against establishment parties, demonstrates 
that religious political engagement can transcend conservative-progressive 
binaries precisely because competitive religious markets produce pragmatic 
political actors rather than ideologically rigid blocs (OpenDemocracy 2023).

The economic dimensions of religious political power also differ signifi-
cantly. Brazilian evangelical churches leveraged political influence for con-
crete material benefits: tax exemptions, debt forgiveness totaling $190 million, 
and protective legislation (Página 12 2022). This transactional approach, while 
raising questions about corruption, operates within normal democratic inter-
est group politics. In contrast, European religious politics often focuses on sym-
bolic issues like crosses in public spaces or Christian preambles in constitutions, 
offering emotional satisfaction but limited material benefit to religious commu-
nities. This political mobilization extends beyond electoral politics into struggles 
over religious visibility in public spaces.

4.4. Public spaces and religious symbols:  
comparative visibility conflicts

Religious symbol management varies across Europe and Latin America. In Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, particularly Poland and Hungary, Christian symbols in 
government buildings, schools, and public squares are defended as cultural her-
itage integral to national identity. Poland maintains crucifixes in courtrooms and 
schools, with the Constitutional Tribunal framing them as consistent with cul-
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tural traditions, while Hungary’s Fundamental Law explicitly affirms the Chris-
tian heritage of the nation regarding religious expression (Vékony 2023). When 
EU institutions question these practices, responses frame resistance as defend-
ing sovereignty. Sites like Częstochowa in Poland illustrate why such resistance 
resonates: pilgrimage centers function as spaces where national and religious 
identity fuse, making EU criticism of religious symbols appear as attacks on 
national existence itself (Liro et al. 2022; Topidi 2019).

In Slovakia, debates over religious symbols in public schools echo such 
dynamics, with courts often ruling in favor of maintaining Christian symbols as 
part of national heritage (Vladár 2021). Likewise, in Romania, religious proces-
sions and icons are visibly integrated into public ceremonies, reflecting a model 
where religion and nationalism are intertwined within the public sphere (Stan 
– Turcescu 2021).

Romania and Serbia present distinctive patterns of religious symbol prolif-
eration, illustrating the post-communist fusion between national and Ortho-
dox identity. Romania has witnessed extensive Orthodox church construction 
since 1989, culminating in the People’s Salvation Cathedral in Bucharest, at 127 
meters, the world’s tallest Orthodox church. Partially consecrated in 2018, coin-
ciding with the centenary of the modern Romanian state, and fully consecrated 
in 2025, the cathedral has cost approximately €270 million, the majority coming 
from public funds. The Romanian Orthodox Church calls it a “symbol of national 
identity” and a post-communist “spiritual rebirth” (Associated Press 2025). As 
anthropologist Giuseppe Tateo (2020) documents, no fewer than 34 Orthodox 
cathedrals have been constructed in the past three decades in Romania. These 
cases demonstrate how the politics of religious symbols in CEE are interwoven 
with ethno-national assertions in ways distinct from heritage debates in West-
ern Europe.

Western European approaches create multiple secularities (Wohlrab-Sahr – 
Burchardt 2013). France’s assertive laïcité generates recurring conflicts: from 
removing crosses from public monuments to restricting mothers wearing head-
scarves on school trips (Agence France-Presse 2018; Teeple 2015). Germany’s open 
neutrality, affirmed in the 2021 ruling permitting teachers’ headscarves, explic-
itly rejects the French model (H’Madoun 2020). The UK’s moderate secularism 
enables greater religious visibility, even overseeing Sharia-compliant banking 
through financial authorities (Cattelan 2023; Modood 2019). Spain exemplifies 
transitional secularization where religious symbols increasingly represent cul-
tural heritage rather than living faith, a culturalized religion that maintains pres-
ence while diluting meaning (Astor – Mayrl 2022).

Latin America offers a radically different model. Despite constitutional secu-
larism, religious symbolism saturates public life without generating European-
style conflicts because states approach religious visibility pragmatically rather 
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than ideologically. Mexico hosts millions at the Basilica of Guadalupe, reflecting 
lived religion in an enchanted modernity where modernity transforms rather 
than eliminates religion (Da Costa et al. 2021). Brazil’s debates focus on practical 
funding for religious monuments rather than principled opposition to visibil-
ity. Argentina negotiates crucifix placement through democratic dialogue rather 
than civilizational conflict (Vives 2018).

The key difference lies in how societies understand relationships between 
religious visibility and state neutrality. European states often operate with zero-
sum logic: religious symbols either dominate or face exclusion. Latin America 
suggests a third option where religious symbols can be simultaneously sacred 
for believers and cultural for others, though this model comes with its own 
challenges around authentic religious freedom versus cultural reduction. Yet 
beneath these visible conflicts lies a deeper challenge: accommodating world-
views that reject Western secular categories entirely.

4.5. Indigenous spiritualities and postcolonial secularism in 
Latin America

While Western, Central, and Eastern Europe lack significant indigenous pop-
ulations, the challenges that indigenous spiritualities pose to secular govern-
ance illuminate the structural tensions inherent in modern secular frameworks. 
The core issue is not simply the accommodation of additional religious groups, 
but the encounter between secular legal categories and worldviews that do not 
conform to Western distinctions between religion, culture, politics, and knowl-
edge. Indigenous ontologies often integrate spirituality with territorial belong-
ing, communal authority, and cosmological order, thereby challenging regula-
tory systems built upon the separation of belief from social and political life (De 
la Cadena 2010).

Across Latin America, constitutional reforms and judicial developments 
increasingly recognize indigenous spiritual traditions as collective systems of 
meaning and practice rather than as privatized beliefs. Bolivia’s 2009 Constitu-
tion explicitly acknowledges indigenous cosmovisions within a plurinational 
framework, expanding secular governance toward epistemological pluralism 
(Constitute Project 2009 Art. 4). Colombia’s Constitutional Court has recognized 
rivers and territories as rights-bearing entities grounded in indigenous spirit-
ual worldviews, incorporating relational ontologies into secular legal reasoning 
(Cano 2018). In Guatemala, the state recognition of Maya spiritual authorities in 
family law reflects the emergence of legally plural arrangements in which indig-
enous religious practices acquire formal institutional standing (Sieder 2020). 
Mexico’s post-San Andrés frameworks, Peru’s protection of sacred sites, Ecua-
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dor’s incorporation of Buen Vivir, and Bolivia’s inclusion of yatiris in state cere-
monies further illustrate how Latin American states have begun to negotiate the 
limits of secular categories when confronted with indigenous spiritual claims 
(Díaz 2019; Caria – Domínguez 2016; Schilling-Vacaflor – Flemmer 2020; De la 
Cadena 2020).

These developments demonstrate that indigenous spiritualities challenge 
not only the neutrality of the secular state but also the epistemological founda-
tions through which religion becomes legally intelligible. Indigenous claims fre-
quently enter public institutions framed as cultural heritage, environmental pro-
tection, or collective rights rather than as matters of religious freedom, revealing 
the selective recognition produced by secular governance regimes (De la Cadena 
2015). This translation process exposes how secular law privileges certain forms 
of religion shaped by Christian and European historical experience while mar-
ginalizing relational, territorial, and cosmological forms of spirituality.

From a comparative perspective, the analytical value of indigenous cases 
does not lie in their social equivalence to European minority religions, which 
emerge from fundamentally different historical and political conditions. Rather, 
they highlight the shared epistemological tensions that arise when secular gov-
ernance encounters worldviews that resist the privatization of religion and the 
functional separation of spiritual authority from communal life (Tym 2024). In 
this sense, indigenous experiences illuminate the structural limits of secular 
regulatory frameworks without implying comparable social positions or policy 
prescriptions.

Processes of pluri-confessional secularization are visible here in an expanded 
form. Secular governance increasingly extends beyond the management of 
denominational plurality toward experimental accommodations of epistemo-
logical diversity. Indigenous claims compel states to renegotiate the conceptual 
boundaries of religion itself, prompting institutional responses that blur inher-
ited distinctions between religion, culture, law, and politics. Rather than adding 
another confessional layer to plural societies, indigenous spiritual revitalization 
reveals a deeper transformation in which secular governance confronts ontolog-
ical pluralism as a political and legal problem.

At the same time, these dynamics unfold within complex religious fields 
marked by internal contestation. The rapid expansion of evangelical move-
ments within indigenous communities has generated conflicts over spiritual 
authority and social organization, as traditional practices are sometimes delegit-
imized as incompatible with Christian doctrine (Garrard – Burnett 2016). Latin 
American states have generally addressed these tensions through pluralistic 
legal frameworks that seek to protect competing religious claims without privi-
leging a single religious actor, further illustrating the adaptive character of secu-
lar governance under conditions of intensified diversity.
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Indigenous movements’ refusal to separate spiritual, political, and ecological 
domains thus points to alternative configurations of governance in which rela-
tionships with land, non-human entities, and ancestral authority occupy a cen-
tral place (De la Cadena 2015). Within the framework of pluri-confessional secu-
larization, these cases foreground a dimension of secular governance in which 
the challenge is not only to accommodate multiple religions, but to recalibrate 
the epistemic terms through which religion is recognized, regulated, and gov-
erned in democratic legal orders.

4.6. Digital religion: transnational challenges beyond borders

The digital transformation presents European states with religious governance 
challenges that legal frameworks cannot adequately address. Traditional tools 
of concordats, registration requirements, and public space regulations become 
largely irrelevant when religious authority flows through Instagram stories and 
TikTok videos. This challenge affects all European states but manifests differ-
ently across regions.

In Central and Eastern Europe, digital platforms have amplified existing reli-
gious-political movements. Poland’s Radio Maryja expanded the Church’s influ-
ence exponentially through digital channels, spreading ultraconservative Catho-
lic-nationalist messaging to Polish diaspora communities across Europe despite 
regulatory attempts in multiple jurisdictions (Wysocka 2008). Beyond radio, 
Radio Maryja TV and YouTube channels broadcast political sermons and reli-
gious commentary, reinforcing conservative positions on abortion and LGBTQ+ 
issues while mobilizing voters during elections (Płachecka 2022). In Hungary, 
religious content creators such as 777blog.hu and YouTube channels linked 
to Fidesz-aligned Catholic groups reach audiences far beyond national bor-
ders with content that blends faith and nationalist narratives, actively shaping 
debates about migration and family policy (Andok et al. 2023). 

In Slovakia, digital platforms have become central to the efforts of Marian 
pilgrimage sites to promote religious-national identity during political cam-
paigns (Bielicki 2019). Meanwhile, foreign religious influencers, such as Amer-
ican evangelical YouTube preachers, shape domestic discourse in Romania by 
promoting conservative social values, despite having no physical presence (Stan 
– Turcescu 2021).

Western European states face different digital challenges. While CEE gov-
ernments leverage digital platforms to amplify religious nationalism, Western 
states confront the opposite problem: regulating religious content they per-
ceive as threatening secular values. France’s 2021 anti-separatism law repre-
sents Europe’s first major attempt to apply laïcité principles to online spaces, 
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monitoring religious content to combat separatism, yet complicating distinc-
tions between legitimate religious expression and extremism (Yeung 2021; 
Robert – Kaya 2023). Germany and the UK face analogous dilemmas, struggling 
to regulate online hate speech that claims religious justification while protect-
ing legitimate religious expression without clear criteria for distinguishing 
between them.

Latin America’s earlier encounter with digital religion provides both warn-
ings and models. Brazil’s digital pastors, with millions of followers but no institu-
tional affiliation, created a religious authority entirely outside traditional struc-
tures. Pastor André Valadão’s 6 million Instagram followers make him more 
influential than many denominational leaders, yet when his sermons faced a 
hate speech investigation, authorities struggled to apply frameworks designed 
for physical pulpits to virtual platforms (Andrade – Dib 2024).

The Vatican’s social media outreach connects millions across Latin Amer-
ica. Pope Francis’s 2020 documentary statements expressed an openness to civil 
union legal protections for same sex couples (comments that emerged from a 
2019 interview initially edited by Vatican communications), yet did not repre-
sent formal Church teaching, and were subsequently clarified by Vatican offi-
cials, nonetheless demonstrating how digital circulation may transform papal 
remarks into global political discourse instantaneously (Lynch 2018; Winfield – 
Verza 2020; Vatican Secretariat of State 2020).

Digital spaces also offer opportunities for marginalized religious communi-
ties. Mapuche communities in Chile use platforms to preserve sacred traditions 
while building global support. The #MachiLibertad campaign simultaneously 
defended imprisoned spiritual leaders and educated worldwide audiences about 
Mapuche cosmology (Schlosberg – Carruthers 2010; Millaleo 2020). Similarly, 
European minority religious communities (from British Muslims to Romanian 
Pentecostals) use digital platforms to maintain their identity and resist assimila-
tionist pressures.

The emergence of religious influencers, new authorities operating outside tra-
ditional oversight, is the greatest challenge. Unlike institutional religious lead-
ers subject to registration, taxation, and regulation, digital religious entrepre-
neurs operate in regulatory gray zones between protected religious expression 
and commercial activity (Campbell – Evolvi 2020). Their hybrid commercial-reli-
gious activities, selling courses, merchandise, and blessings, defy classification 
within frameworks designed to operate with clear institutional boundaries.

European attempts at regulation reveal the complexity of applying territorial 
secular principles to de-territorialized religious expression. The questions mul-
tiply: How can France maintain laïcité when French citizens receive religious 
instruction from global sources? How can Germany’s church tax system func-
tion when believers increasingly follow online rather than institutional authori-
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ties? How can Poland defend Catholic national identity when young Poles engage 
with globalized religious content?

Latin America’s struggle offers no easy solutions but suggests that adaptation 
rather than resistance may be the only viable path. Attempts to strictly control 
digital religious expression often prove both ineffective and counterproductive. 
Instead, states might need new categories, thereby acknowledging how digital 
transformation is fundamentally altering religious authority and community. 
For European states (whether defending traditional arrangements in the East 
or managing pluralism in the West), this represents an uncomfortable reality: 
the digital era has already transformed religious landscapes in ways no border 
fence, concordat, or laïcité law can reverse. Collectively, these challenges, from 
concordats to cyberspace, reveal the inadequacy of classical secularization 
theory and demand new paradigms.

5. Pluri-confessional secularization: toward a new 
governance paradigm

5.1. Secularism beyond decline: redefining the religious  
presence in democracy

“Pluri-confessional secularization” emerges as an analytical framework for syn-
thesizing three theoretical perspectives. First, Modood and Sealy’s (2022) politi-
cal secularism emphasizes the pragmatic accommodation of religious diversity 
within state frameworks. Second, Stepan’s (2000) twin tolerations establish that 
consolidated democracy requires religious and political institutions to main-
tain minimum boundaries of mutual freedom of action. Third, the intersec-
tional perspective (Crenshaw 1991; Bilge 2013) reveals how religious identities 
interweave with gender, ethnicity, and class in specific power configurations. 
Unlike French assertive secularism, pluri-confessional secularization does not 
seek religious exclusion from public spaces. Unlike German cooperative neu-
trality, it does not presuppose established national churches. Unlike British mul-
ticulturalism, it attends specifically to religious dimensions of diversity beyond 
ethnic cultural categories. The framework proposes five requirements for effec-
tive governance: (1) institutional separation without hostility toward religion; (2) 
the equitable recognition of multiple religious traditions; (3) the protection of 
individual rights within religious communities; (4) spaces for religious participa-
tion in public deliberation; and (5) mechanisms for managing conflicts between 
religious rights and other fundamental rights. 
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Classical secularization theory expected religion to fade from public life, 
but contemporary evidence challenges this linear narrative. Historical secular-
ization, driven by capitalism and technological development, reshaped but did 
not eliminate religion’s interaction with human rights and government systems 
(Mallimaci 2017). Religious institutions, once politically neutral to preserve their 
influence (Vallier 1970), now engage directly in political processes. Liberation 
theology pioneered this shift by linking faith to social justice activism (Levine 
2009). While Catholic politics oscillated between collaboration and confronta-
tion, Protestant and Pentecostal churches pursued increasingly direct political 
engagement (Boas et al. 2019; Freston – Cooper 2024).

This transformation manifests through religious activism that shapes politics 
and society across Latin America and Europe through three key mechanisms. 
First, democratic transitions have opened up spaces for religious pluralism, 
as seen in the rise of Pentecostalism in the Netherlands (Vermeer – Scheepers 
2021), Hungary (Lavrič – Flere 2015), and Poland (Vékony 2023), forcing the Cath-
olic Church to compete with other denominations (Hale 2017). Second, religious 
organizations have become strategic partners in social service provision, filling 
gaps in Germany (Becker 2018), the UK (Nistor 2019), France (Boudreaux 2006), 
Italy (Ascoli – Artoli 2019), and Sweden (Nordgren – Richert 2023). Third, they 
have gained moral authority through peacebuilding efforts in Peru, Colombia, 
Nicaragua, and Brazil, translating this into political capital (Alcalá 2018).

5.2. Balancing religious legitimacy and democratic authority

The growing involvement of religious institutions across the public domain cre-
ates hurdles for maintaining democratic legitimacy. While democratic legiti-
macy derives from electoral mandates, religious organizations base their legit-
imacy on divine command, sometimes leading to tensions in rational policy 
discussions (Gullco 2016). This tension becomes particularly acute when reli-
gious actors claim authority over legislative matters in which democratic delib-
eration requires openness to changing social consensus. Religious participation 
in civil life must find its equilibrium by upholding democratic standards.

European states are adopting divergent institutional approaches to handle 
these difficulties. Germany works with churches through its partnership system, 
while Sweden authorizes registered faith groups and France regulates public 
religious expression through its assertive laïcité framework. However, Fidesz in 
Hungary exemplifies the drawbacks of political power using Christian identity 
as an instrument for political objectives (Vékony 2023).

An alternative model, citizenship-centered secularism, is gaining traction. 
Inspired by the Universal Declaration for Laicity (2003), this paradigm prior-
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itizes freedom of conscience as a fundamental value, the independence of insti-
tutional bodies from religious directives in policy formation, and equal rights for 
all citizens belonging to different religious groups.

Such an arrangement would support Latin American freedom of religion 
equality while adapting to European religious diversity (Roberts 2023; Esquivel 
2008). However, implementation challenges persist. Kolenc (2018) critiques 
European secularism, suggesting that strict government control over religious 
expression risks undermining pluralism, particularly affecting minority com-
munities seeking public recognition.

6. Conclusion: toward inclusive and adaptive secular 
governance
This comparative analysis has examined religious governance across Western, 
Central, Eastern Europe, and Latin America, revealing both regionally specific 
configurations and cross-regional patterns of secular regulation. Rather than 
proposing unidirectional policy transfer, the analysis identifies structural simi-
larities and divergences that illuminate institutional options available to secular 
democracies confronting sustained religious pluralization.

For Latin America, the findings indicate that pluri-confessional seculariza-
tion constitutes not merely a theoretical construct but an emergent governance 
reality. The region demonstrates how formally secular states have developed 
adaptive arrangements capable of accommodating rapid religious diversification 
without abandoning constitutional commitments to neutrality. Brazil’s manage-
ment of evangelical–Catholic competition through democratic channels, Chile’s 
incorporation of Afro-Caribbean religious diversity, and Bolivia’s constitutional 
recognition of indigenous cosmovisions illustrate how secular governance is 
being recalibrated in practice. At the same time, these cases expose persistent 
tensions, including the commodification of religion through digital platforms, 
conflicts between indigenous spiritualities and expanding evangelical move-
ments, and the enduring institutional weight of historical Catholic privileges. 
Pluri-confessional arrangements thus appear less as settled constitutional end-
points than as ongoing processes of institutional negotiation.

Situated comparatively, the Latin American cases highlight patterns of rele-
vance across European contexts. For Western Europe, the analysis points to four 
dynamics: religious expansion managed through competitive fields rather than 
regulatory exclusion; the challenge of extending historical concordat regimes to 
new religious actors, particularly Muslim communities arriving through migra-
tion; growing strain on rigid laïcité models under conditions of visible plural-
ity; and digitalization’s destabilizing effects on territorially anchored regulatory 
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frameworks. Latin American trajectories thus function less as transferable solu-
tions than as comparative indicators of emerging governance dilemmas.

The concept of pluri-confessional secularization provides a relevant ana-
lytical framework for Central and Eastern Europe, where secular governance 
remains entangled with post-communist nation-building, religious revival, and 
contested national identities. Defensive secularism grounded in Christian civi-
lizational narratives risks eroding democratic legitimacy by recasting religious 
diversity as an existential threat. Comparative evidence suggests that concordat 
regimes sustain institutional stability when progressively recalibrated to include 
additional faith communities rather than mobilized as instruments of exclusion.

The accelerating digital transformation of religious life further intensifies 
these challenges. As authority and mobilization increasingly circulate through 
digital infrastructures rather than established ecclesiastical channels, secular 
states confront expanding tensions between protecting religious freedom and 
the politicization of faith. Perhaps most significantly, the constitutional incor-
poration of indigenous spiritualities in Latin America highlights that contempo-
rary secular governance increasingly encounters epistemological limits embed-
ded in European-derived models of religion and politics.

Taken together, these findings suggest that effective secular governance 
in plural societies depends less on rigid institutional formulas than on adap-
tive frameworks capable of mediating between historical religious establish-
ments, migration-driven diversification, hybrid religious–political mobiliza-
tions, and challenges to secular categories posed by non-Western worldviews. 
For European democracies, the path forward lies neither in inflexible secular-
ism that alienates religious majorities nor in religious nationalism that mar-
ginalizes minorities. The model of pluri-confessional secularization advanced 
here captures a dynamic equilibrium oriented towards protecting freedom of 
conscience, preserving institutional neutrality, and sustaining a plural public 
sphere in which diverse religious actors may participate without domination.
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