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ABSTRACT

Using census data from four post-communist periods (1992-2021), this study traces the evolu-
tion of Romania’s religious structure. The analysis shows that, although the country’s confes-
sional composition has remained largely stable, population decline and shifts in the relative size
of certain denominations point to emerging trends. These include the expansion of evangelical
communities, particularly the Pentecostal movement, as well as an increase in the number of
individuals with no religious affiliation. Among Roma communities, a significant shift toward
evangelical churches can be observed. The study situates these developments within broader
demographic, social, and cultural dynamics.
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INTRODUCTION!

The collapse of the socialist regime raised many questions regarding the state of religion in the
country. Following five decades of religious persecution and state-enforced atheism, little was
known about the religiosity of the population in terms of both its forms and its scope. Moreo-
ver, after fifty years of international isolation, it was unclear what had occurred in Romania’s
religious sphere and how new religious movements and transnational influences might affect so-
ciety. In the early post-communist period, following the opening of the country’s borders, fears
among church leaders of an impending “invasion of sects” were heightened (GHEORGHE 2008).
This uncertainty was further compounded by the lack of reliable empirical data: for nearly half
a century, population censuses did not record religious affiliation, and scholarly research on reli-
gion was severely restricted. A more comprehensive picture of the country’s overall confession-
al structure, and of the effects of socialist religious policy, could have been available only within
the State Secretariat for Religious Affairs, an institution operating under the direct control of the
Communist Party (Cucruc, C. — GHEORGHE, M. 1995).

The 1991 census showed that, in the deeper layers of society, religion had survived far better
than previously assumed. The number of individuals identifying as non-religious or atheist was neg-
ligible, with fewer than 35,000 people falling into these categories, meaning that only 0.2% of the
country’s population had completely distanced themselves from religion despite decades of atheist
propaganda — and the proportion of non-religious and atheist individuals has remained similarly low
ever since. Fears regarding competition from new religions, stemming from the increased post-com-
munist religious freedom, also proved to be unfounded. Subsequent censuses showed that the coun-
try’s confessional composition remained stable over the long term (GHEORGHE 2016).

However, this stability in the country’s confessional structure does not imply that the Ro-
manian religious landscape remained unchanged. Against a backdrop of relative stability, clear
shifts in religiosity have occurred and continue to take place, in line with demographic, econom-
ic, and globalization processes. In this study, we aim to capture these developments using data
from the four post-communist population censuses.

THE EVOLUTION OF SELF-DECLARED ADHERENTS OF RELIGIOUS
DENOMINATIONS IN ROMANIA, 1992-2021

The contemporary diverse religious landscape of Romania is the result of several historical
transformations. The scene, historically dominated by Orthodox Christians and Roman Catho-
lics (and Muslims in Dobrogea), underwent its first major transformation in the 16th—17th cen-
turies, when multiple Protestant churches were established and consolidated following the Ref-
ormation. From the late 19th century and into the early 20th century, missionary waves from
North American evangelical churches continued to shape the overall landscape, and during the

' This article is based on a study previously published in Hungarian. The present version has been revised, updated,
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interwar period, several strands of the Pentecostal movement emerged (DoBRINCU 2007). The
new religious movements that emerged in Western countries in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury reached Romania only in the post-communist decades. In addition to historical religious
developments, migrations of various ethnic groups also shaped the religious mosaic. Over the
centuries, ethnic minorities who settled in the country — such as Jews, Armenians and Lipovans
— brought with them the religions specific to their own cultures, further shaping the country’s
confessional structure.

In our study, we analyze changes in the confessional structure using census data. It is im-
portant to clarify that a census is, in fact, an administrative act, in which usually only those
belonging to state-recognized churches are counted separately, while all others are included
in a common residual category. We cannot detail here the history of the legal status of various
religious entities in Romania; we only note that the number of legally recognized churches in-
creased during the period under analysis, which complicates the analysis.

In 1992, there were fourteen legally recognized churches in Romania, whose adherents were
recorded in separate categories; Table 1 lists these churches. An exception was made for the Old
Calendar (also known as Old Style) Orthodox Church, which had separated from the Romanian
Orthodox Church in 1924: despite lacking legal recognition, its followers were also recorded in
a separate category. Individuals belonging to other religions or churches not listed above were
included in the category “Other religions.” In addition to these sixteen options, individuals
identifying themselves as atheists, as non-religious, or as having no declared religious affiliation
were recorded in separate categories.

In subsequent censuses, the list of religious denominations was gradually expanded. In the
2002 census, it was extended to include the Romanian Evangelical Church, and in 2011 the Je-
hovah’s Witnesses and the Serbian Orthodox Diocese were added. At the same time, the Old
Calendar Orthodox Church, which did not obtain state recognition, was removed from the list
starting with the 2002 census, and no new data on its adherents have been available since then. As
a result of these changes, the adherents of eighteen denominations were recorded in both the 2011
and 2021 censuses, corresponding to the number of state-recognized churches during this period.

In addition to the increase in the number of categories, the results of the two most recent
censuses were also influenced by changes in data collection methodology. Beginning in 2011,
the census included individuals who were not found at home by enumerators but appeared in
the records of certain public institutions, indicating that they had been in contact with these
institutions during the previous year and were therefore not considered permanent emigrants. In
2011, approximately one million individuals were included in the census on this basis, with their
confessional affiliation remaining unknown.

The 2021 census introduced a further methodological innovation: the possibility of complet-
ing the questionnaire online, an option used by a substantial share of the population. However,
this new method also had a downside: in the online questionnaire, responding to the question
on confessional identity was not mandatory, which resulted in approximately 1.5 million in-
dividuals not providing this information. In addition, as in 2011, approximately one million
individuals were included as census respondents on the basis of official registers. Consequently,
out of the total enumerated population, the confessional affiliation of 2.65 million individuals
remained unknown.
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These individuals, whose confessional affiliation was unknown for methodological reasons,
were included in the same category as those who deliberately chose not to declare their religion.
As a result, beginning in 2011, it is no longer possible to determine the number of individuals
who intentionally refused to declare their confessional affiliation. Compared to these method-
ological changes, another innovation introduced in 2021 may appear minor but is nevertheless
relevant to our analysis: the introduction of a separate category for agnostics alongside atheists.
In the table below, individuals who identified as atheists and agnostics in 2021 are presented
together; however, the total of 82,714 persons consists of 57,229 atheists and 25,485 agnostics.

Table 1: Self-identified religious affiliation in Romania according to the censuses from
1992 to 2021, supplemented with estimated data for 2011 and 2021

1992 2002 2011 2021 2011 2021
estimated |estimated

Orthodox 19802389 | 18 817 975 | 16 307 004 |14 025 064 | 17 396 108 | 16 298 895
Roman 1161942 |1026429 |870774  |741504 |928931 |861 721
Catholics
Greek 223327  |191556 [150593  |115457 |160651 |134176
Catholics
Reformed 802454 701077 |600932 495433 |641067 |575756
Pentecostals  |220 824  |324462 [362314  |404475 [386512 470051
Baptists 109462 126639 [112850  [103213  [120387 |119947
Adventists 77 546 93 670 80 944 65 861 86 350 76 539
Unitarians 76 708 66 944 57 686 47992 61539 |55773
Muslims 55928 67257 64 337 58 347 68 634 67 807
Christians Ac-
cording to the |49 963 44 476 42 495 36 374 45333 42271
Gospel
Old Rite
Christians 28 141 38 147 32558 28 362 34732 32 960
(Lipovans)
Lutherans 21221 27112 20 168 20026  |21515  |23273
Augustan 39 119 8716 5399 3739 5760 4345
Evangelicals
Jews (Mosaic) |9670 6057 3519 2708 3754 3147
Jehovah’s - - 49 820 43 340 53147 |50367
Witnesses
Serbian
Ortbordox - - 14 385 17 159 15346 | 19941
Armenian 2023 687 393 806 419 937
Apostolic
Romanian - 18178 15514 7690 16550 |8937
Evangelicals




2026. 1. BEEVEDERE Studies 47

Old Style

Orthodox 32228 ) ) ) ) )

Other religions |54 306 88 509 30 557 23 956 32 598 27 840
Atheists 10 331 8524 20 743 82714 22128 96 124

No religion 24 314 12 825 18917 71 430 20 180 83011

No response 8139 11734 - - - -
Information | _ ; 1259739 |2658165 |- ;
unavailable

Total . 22 810035 |21 680974 |20 121 641 |19 053 815(20 121 64119 053 815
population

Source: INS (1994, 2004, 2013, 2023)

THE DYNAMICS OF RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION OVER THE THREE
DECADES

One of the most important insights that can be derived from census data concerns the longitudinal
evolution of the number of adherents of different churches. This, however, is considerably complicat-
ed in the case of the last two censuses due to the large number of individuals with unknown religious
affiliation, a category that effectively represents missing data. In order to nevertheless attempt to out-
line these dynamics, it is necessary to address the category of unknown affiliation. Our approach is
based on the consistent findings of numerous representative studies on religiosity, which indicate that
confessional affiliation remains a characteristic of the overwhelming majority of Romania’s popula-
tion (VoIicu — CONSTANTIN 2012. 159; Kiss et al. 2022. 186). At the same time, there are no grounds
to assume that the confessional distribution of individuals enumerated through state administrative
registers differs systematically from that of the population as a whole. Nor do we consider it plausible
that non-response to the question on religious affiliation among online respondents was shaped by
confessional characteristics. On this basis, we assume that individuals with unknown religious affili-
ation are proportionally distributed across the country’s confessions and have therefore redistributed
these cases accordingly. The last two columns of Table 1 present the resulting corrected data, which
are used in the subsequent analysis and should be understood as estimated values.

An analysis of the changes presented in Table 1 reveals a striking initial observation: over the
last two decades covered by the data, the number of adherents declined across all churches, with the
sole exception of the Pentecostal Church. The primary factor underlying this decline is one of the
most significant demographic processes in Romania during this period: overall population decrease.
As shown in the final row of Table 1, between 1992 and 2021 the country’s population fell by 3.75
million, reaching only 83.5% of its 1992 level by 2021. However, in the first decade following the
collapse of communism, the number of adherents in different churches showed considerable varia-
tion, resulting in distinct demographic patterns, as will be discussed in the following sections.

(1) Churches with Declining Membership. For confessions with a longer-standing tradition, of-
ten referred to as “historical” churches, the number of adherents declined steadily over the period
under analysis, and in all cases the decline was slightly more pronounced than the overall population
decrease. In Figure 1, this decline is expressed as a percentage relative to the 1992 baseline. As can
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be seen, the decline in the Orthodox population in 2002 was still comparable to that of the general
population, but subsequently it became somewhat more marked. Since this confession represents the
overwhelming majority of Romania’s population, the difference cannot be explained by emigration
above the national average or by age structure. The cause must be sought, at least in part, in the in-
crease in adherents of other confessions — that is, conversion of Orthodox believers to other confes-
sions —as well as in the growth of the number of atheists and individuals with no religious affiliation.

In the case of the Reformed, Roman Catholic, and Unitarian churches, which have a predomi-
nantly ethnic Hungarian membership, the more pronounced decline compared to the general popu-
lation occurred during the first decade after 1989. In addition to an older demographic structure, the
emigration rate among Hungarians of Romania was above the national average during this period.
Subsequently, the pace of decline stabilized and became similar to that of the total population. While
the current Orthodox population represents 82% of its size immediately after the fall of communism,
the number of adherents in these three predominantly Hungarian churches has decreased to 72-74%
of their initial levels.

The case of the Greek-Catholic population is exceptional. After this church was officially banned
in 1948 and re-established in 1990, only a fraction of its former adherents returned to the denomi-
nation. This returning population was older than the national average, which subsequently contrib-
uted to a more pronounced decline. The Greek-Catholic population, which numbered 223,327 in
the immediate post-communist period, has now decreased to 60% of that figure, reaching 134,176
individuals.

Figure 1: The evolution of the number of adherents of denominations with declining
populations, expressed as percentages relative to the 1992 census.
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(2) Churches with Growing or Stagnating Membership. Another group of churches —
largely comprising evangelical denominations — followed a different dynamic in terms of
changes in the number of adherents. As shown in the second figure, the Baptist, Adventist,
and Evangelical Lutheran churches recorded significant growth in the first decade after the
collapse of communism, ranging between 15% and 30%. Subsequently, the number of ad-
herents began to decline; however, in the case of the Baptists and Evangelical Lutherans,
this decline resulted in levels that still represented approximately 110% of their 1992 mem-
bership. For the Adventist Church, the decline brought the number of adherents close to
its initial level. The Pentecostal Church followed an exceptional trajectory in this respect:
its membership increased by 50% during the first post-communist decade and continued to
grow thereafter, reaching more than double its 1992 size by 2021 — equivalent to 213% of
its initial membership. As for the Christian Church According to the Gospel (Brethren), the
evolution of its membership was also distinctive. Immediately after the 1989 revolution, a
sharp decline in the number of members occurred; subsequently, while the country’s popu-
lation decline accelerated, the number of adherents in this church remained nearly constant.

Figure 2: The evolution of the population of churches with growing or stable member-
ship, expressed as percentages relative to 1992.
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Thus, the data suggest that in the first post-communist decade, rather than an “invasion of
sects”, as noted in the opening paragraph of the study, it was the small churches that had already
been present for decades that proved capable of attracting new adherents. Few analyses have
addressed the causes of their success, but the primary reason is likely related to the missionary
activities of these churches and to the impact of the broader social and economic crisis that
followed the disintegration of socialist society. At least this explanation is supported by a case
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study of an Adventist community, which highlights the coincidence of waves of conversion
with major social crises, including the period immediately following the fall of communism
(Kiss 2020). The decline of these churches after the first post-1989 decade can be attributed
partly to the easing of the crisis situation and partly to the increased involvement of members of
evangelical churches in international migration (Bunpuc et al. 2014). Another factor contrib-
uting to the growth of these churches is their particularly successful evangelization among the
Roma population. As illustrated in Table 2, the proportion of Roma among Adventist, Baptist,
and Evangelical Christian adherents is approximately three times higher than their share in the
national population, reaching around ten percent in each of the three cases.

Table 2: Ethnic composition of the adherents of evangelical churches (percentages)

Other
Romanians Hungarians Roma  Germans ethnicities

Pentecostals 73,2 1,4 23,7 0,0 1,7
Baptists 76,9 10,6 11,7 0,1 0,7
Adventists 78,7 10,1 9,0 0,2 2,1
Christians According to the

Gospel 83,3 4.9 9,9 0,5 1,5
Romanian Evangelical Church 80,6 4,5 5,8 7,0 2,1
Total population 89,3 6,0 34 0,1 1,0

Source: INS (2023), population by known religious affiliation

Roma affiliation with evangelical churches, although it may at first glance appear to reflect
conversions from other denominations, should be interpreted differently. As is well known and
demonstrated by several studies, Roma communities have been only weakly integrated into the
historical churches, and their membership was in most cases merely nominal (Pozsony 1993;
Korics 1999). Consequently, in many instances, rather than conversion in the strict sense — im-
plying a transfer from one church to another — it is more appropriate to speak of a transition from
extra-institutional religiosity to organized religious participation.

The exceptional growth of Pentecostal church membership can be attributed to the three
factors discussed above; however, the most prominent among them is the particularly successful
appeal to the Roma population. As shown in Table 2, nearly one quarter of Pentecostal adherents
are Roma. Roma conversion to Evangelical churches, along with the social and emancipatory
effects of religious conversion and integration, has become a widely researched topic in recent
decades. Existing analyses highlight the complexity and multilevel nature of this phenomenon:
at the individual level, the impact of religious conversion on personality and life trajectories
(FoszTo 2007); at the community level, the profound reorganization of Roma—non-Roma rela-
tions (TESFAY 2006); and, at the demographic level, the effect of higher fertility rates among the
Roma population on church growth (Kiss 2009).

The case of the Evangelical Lutheran Church constitutes an exception among the church-
es discussed here. In this case, there is no evidence of significant missionary activity, and
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the proportion of Roma among its adherents is below the national average. We have no ex-
planation for the growth observed in the first post-communist decade, nor for the increase
between 2011 and 2021, which runs entirely counter to national trends. However, changes
in these figures are not determined solely by social processes; encouragement to participate
in the census, attention to declaring religious affiliation, and mobilization in this regard can
significantly affect the results — particularly for small churches, where a relatively modest
numerical increase can translate into a substantial rise in proportional terms.

(3) Churches of small ethnic communities. The religious landscape in Romania is largely
composed of churches that define themselves as belonging to a particular ethnic group. In the
case of large ethnic groups, an exclusive link between ethnicity and a single religion is diffi-
cult to maintain, as the emergence of religious diversity is inevitable. Consequently, signif-
icant religious pluralism is observed among the Romanian and Hungarian ethnic groups. In
contrast, for smaller ethnic groups, affiliation with a particular church is more typical, which
has specific implications for the demographic dynamics of the members of that church. An
ethnic church does not engage in missionary activity beyond its own ethnic boundaries, nor
is it required to do so, as membership is largely ensured through ethno-identitarian policies,
in which the ethnic church itself is typically involved. As a result, the sociodemographic
characteristics of the members of these churches, as well as their dynamics, are closely
linked to changes occurring within the respective ethnic population. Despite this exclusive
link between a church and an ethnic group, this does not necessarily mean that all its mem-
bers belong to that ethnic group; as a result of assimilation or migration, the proportion of
members from other ethnic backgrounds may also be significant.

The Evangelical Augustan Church was originally the church of the Saxons. In the 1970s,
its membership still numbered in the hundreds of thousands, but following the massive mi-
gration that began in the 1980s, the 1992 census recorded just over 39,000 adherents, of
whom 70% were of German ethnicity. By 2021, the number of Evangelical Augustans had
fallen to 3,739, representing just over 10% of the population from thirty years earlier (Figure
4). The ethnic composition of this diminished church has also changed: currently, 52% of
members are German, 31% are Romanian, 13% are Hungarian and 2% are Roma.

The Jewish population that survived the Second World War had already declined significant-
ly by the 1960s. In 1992, Jewish communities in Romania numbered 9,670 members. By 2021,
this figure had fallen to approximately 30% of its 1992 level. The effects of assimilation are also
clearly visible: in 1992, 78% of those who identified as Jewish by religion also declared Jewish
ethnicity, whereas by 2021 this proportion had declined to 60%.

Members of the Armenian minority belong to two churches. Armenians in the south and
east of Romania are members of the Armenian Apostolic Church Diocese in Romania, whereas
the majority of Armenians in Transylvania belong to the Armenian Ordinariate of the Roman
Catholic Church (VERESS 2022; HORVATH — VERESs 2016). In 1992, 2,023 individuals identified
as members of the Armenian Apostolic Church. Their number subsequently declined signifi-
cantly, reaching only 20% of the 1992 figure within the first two decades. However, rather than
disappearing completely, between 2011 and 2021 the number of adherents of the Armenian
Apostolic Church increased again, from 393 to 806—more than doubling. This growth is partly due
to the self-identification of Catholic Armenians with the Apostolic Church. For these individuals,



52 Studies BEEVEDERE 2026.1.

Figure 4: The evolution of the population of smaller ethnic churches, expressed as per-
centages relative to 1992.
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precise self-identification was not possible: membership in the Armenian Ordinariate of the Catholic
Church could not be registered, forcing them to choose between registering as Roman Catholic or as
Armenian Apostolic. According to locality-level data, many chose the latter option. This is further
indicated by the fact that a significant proportion (17%) of those who registered as belonging to the
Armenian religion identified as ethnically Hungarian, even though it is known that Hungarian Arme-
nians are almost exclusively Catholic.

The dynamics of the members of the Old Rite Christian Church, which primarily gathers the
Lipovans in Dobrogea, differ from those of the ethnic churches discussed previously. Membership in
this church increased by 35% between 1992 and 2002 and then gradually declined, although by 2021
it still exceeded the 1992 level. The post-communist growth is likely linked to the fact that, unlike
Armenians and Jews, the majority of Lipovans live in rural areas (68%), making them less affected
by the emigration wave of that period, and their age structure is favorable, roughly aligning with the
national profile.

However, the growth observed in the first decade raises questions, given that in 1992, 85% of the
church members were Lipovan, a proportion that declined to 67% over the following ten years, while
the share of Romanians increased to 25%. Additionally, a significant number of members were of
Serbian ethnicity (over one thousand), suggesting that some Serbs, who also follow the Old Calen-
dar, may have mistakenly identified themselves as members of the Old Rite Church. Similar factors
may explain the presence of 25% Romanians among the members. In their case, it is very likely that
some members of the Old Style Orthodox Church, which no longer appears in census questionnaires,
either mistakenly or intentionally declared themselves as members of the Old Rite Christian Church.
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This phenomenon may have continued, which could explain why the decline in membership was rel-
atively modest and why Lipovans are now at risk of losing their majority in the church, representing
only 53% of the total adherents.

The Muslim Muftiate does not consider itself an ethnic church; rather, regardless of ethnicity or
nationality, it represents the church of all Muslims in Romania. Nevertheless, for historical reasons,
in practice it has functioned to the present day as the ethnic church of the Turkish and Tatar minori-
ties in Dobrogea. In 1992, 95% of Muslims in Romania were Turks and Tatars, while the remaining
5% consisted of Romanians, Roma, and other nationalities in roughly equal proportions. By 2021,
the two original Muslim ethnic groups accounted for only 64% of the country’s Muslim population,
alongside which 16% were Romanians, 13% belonged to other nationalities, and 7% were Roma.
Muslim Roma can also be considered a historical Muslim group in Romania, having lived alongside
Turks and Tatars in the country for centuries (CupCeA 2020). Their increase is undoubtedly due to
higher fertility rates. A new trend is the significant growth of Muslims of other nationalities, primarily
immigrants from various Muslim countries. This group is culturally and ethnically heterogeneous
and resides mainly in the country’s largest cities, in contrast to the indigenous Muslim population,
which lives predominantly in rural areas. Detailed information about Romanian Muslims is lacking,
but a plausible hypothesis is that they are mainly Romanian women married to Muslim men.

Finally, the Serbian Orthodox Diocese of Timisoara serves as the church of the ethnic Serbs, a
minority whose members predominantly live in the Banat region, near the border with Serbia. This
church was officially recognized by the state only in 2011, so data on its number of adherents are
available only for 2011 and 2021. At the first registration, 14,385 individuals identified as members
of this church, and by 2021 their number had increased to 17,159. Against the backdrop of the gen-
eral population decline, such an increase is, however, difficult to explain. Certain data regarding the
members of this church call this result into question. For example, one-third of them are of Roma-
nian nationality, and a large proportion live scattered throughout the country, whereas ethnic Serbs
predominantly reside in the Banat region. Both anomalies could potentially be explained by the
presence of members of the Old Style Orthodox Church mentioned earlier, given that the Serbian
church also follows the Old Calendar. However, no data are available to support this explanation, so
it remains merely a hypothesis.

(4) Churches without regularly counted membership. The adherents of three churches were not
recorded in all the censuses included in our analysis; therefore, their dynamics cannot be directly
compared with those of the other churches. Jehovah’s Witnesses were recorded as a distinct category
only from 2011 onward. The officially recorded number of Jehovah’s Witnesses was 49,820 in 2011,
declining to 43,340 over the subsequent ten years. If those likely included among individuals with
unknown religious affiliation are also taken into account, these figures were probably somewhat
higher; however, one conclusion is certain: their number declined over the last decade, in a manner
similar to the trends observed among Evangelical churches.

The same pattern applies to the Romanian Evangelical Church, which has been recorded since
2002. This church had more than 18,000 members in 2002, but the number of adherents declined to
7,690 over the course of two decades. Even if the estimated number of adherents is somewhat higher,
the downward trend is evident in this case as well.

An exceptional case is that of the Old Style Christian Church, whose adherents were recorded
in only one census, namely that of 1992. In that year, 32,228 individuals declared themselves as



54 Studies BEEVEDERE 2026.1.

members of this church. Since then, no updated data have been published regarding changes in their
number; however, it is likely that over the past three decades this church has also experienced a de-
cline in membership.

(5) The “Other Religions” Category. One of the most challenging categories to interpret is that
of individuals classified under “other religions,” that is, those belonging to religious groups outside
the churches officially recognized by the state. In theory, this category should capture the number of
adherents of newly emerging religions; however, due to the near-constant variation in the denomina-
tions recorded across successive censuses, it is, in practice, not an adequate measure for this purpose.

In 1992, 54,306 individuals were recorded under “other religions,” a category that at the time also
included Jehovah’s Witnesses and members of the Romanian Evangelical Church. By the 2002 cen-
sus, the number in this category had risen to 88,509. This figure again included Jehovah’s Witnesses,
but not the Romanian Evangelical Church, whose members were counted separately. In contrast, Old
Style Orthodox Christians were no longer listed as a separate category and were, at least in theory, in-
cluded under “other religions™ in 2002, 2011, and 2021. However, it is possible that some of them de-
clared affiliation with the Lipovan Old Rite Christian Church, which also follows the Old Calendar,
or, in later censuses, with the Serbian Orthodox Church, which likewise follows the Old Calendar.

Despite these interpretive challenges, the trends observed in this category indicate a decline in
the number of individuals classified as “other religions” over the past two decades. In 2011, 30,557
people were recorded in this category, a figure that fell to 23,956 by 2021. Even when these numbers
are adjusted to include estimates of adherents with unknown affiliation — reaching totals of 32,598
and 27,840 respectively — the overall trend remains clearly downward.

(6) The “nones”: unaffiliated, atheists, and agnostics. In European countries, the category of the
religiously unaffiliated receives particular attention, as its proportion is considered a good indicator
of secularization. According to a Pew Research Center study, for example, in 2020, 25.3% of the total
population of the EU was religiously unaffiliated (Hackett et al. 2025). As noted in the introduction,
after five decades of atheist religious policy, one might have expected a significant distancing from
religious denominations in Romania as well. However, in the first post-communist census, only
24,314 individuals were recorded as having no religion and 10,331 as atheists, representing just 0.2%
of the population. Ten years later, the proportion of those without religious affiliation had decreased
by half, and the share of atheists had also declined. A possible explanation for this phenomenon is the
process of desecularization that gained momentum during this period (Voicu — CONSTANTIN 2012;
Kiss 2014).

Over the following two decades, both the number of individuals without religious affiliation
and that of atheists increased, reaching 82,714 atheists in 2021 (including agnostics) and 71,430
persons without religion (Table 1). Compared to the initial figures from 1992, the growth of these
categories is substantial and, relative to the number of adherents of most recognized denominations,
also significant: taken together, atheists and agnostics constitute the eighth largest worldview group
in the country. Nevertheless, in a European context, both their absolute numbers and their proportion
remain extremely low, as the combined share of individuals without religion, atheists, and agnostics
does not reach even 1%.

(7) Shifts in the Proportional Composition of Romania’s Religious Structure. In the preceding
sections, we analyzed the numerical evolution of church adherents, showing that significant changes
occurred in the membership of individual churches during the period under review. However, when
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examining the distribution of the population across denominations, it becomes evident that over the
three post-communist decades, the relative percentages of the various denominations have remained
largely stable. Table 3 presents the percentage distribution of the population with known religious
affiliation in each census, as well as the differences between the beginning and the end of the three
decades.

The share of the largest church in the country, the Orthodox Church, declined by 1.3% over
the period considered. For most other denominations, changes between 1992 and 2021 were much
smaller, not exceeding 0.1%. Larger changes are observed only in three cases: among Pentecos-
tals, individuals without religious affiliation, and atheists. The share of Pentecostals increased by
1.50% over the three decades, while that of the unaffiliated and atheists grew by 0.33% and 0.46%,
respectively.

Table 3: Percentage distribution of the population with known religious affiliation accor-
ding to census data from 1992 to 2021, and changes in the denominational composition of
the population between 1992 and 2021. Percentages.

1992 2002 2011 2021 2021-1992
Orthodox 86,85 86,84 86,45 8554 |-1,30
Roman-catholic 5,10 4,74 4,62 4,52 -0,57
Greek-catholic 0,98 0,88 0,80 0,70 -0,28
Reformed 3,52 3,24 3,19 3,02 -0,50
Pentecostals 0,97 1,50 1,92 2,47 1,50
Baptists 0,48 0,58 0,60 0,63 0,15
Adventists 0,34 0,43 0,43 0,40 0,06
Unitarians 0,34 0,31 0,31 0,29 -0,04
Muslims 0,25 0,31 0,34 0,36 0,11
Christians according to the Gospel 0,22 0,21 0,23 0,22 0,00
Old Rite Christians 0,12 0,18 0,17 0,17 0,05
Lutherans 0,09 0,13 0,11 0,12 0,03
Evangelicals of Augustan Confession 0,17 0,04 0,03 0,02 -0,15
Jews 0,04 0,03 0,02 0,02 -0,03
Jehovah’s Witnesses 0,00 0,00 0,26 0,26 0,26
Serbian Orthodox 0,00 0,00 0,08 0,10 0,10
Apostolic Armenians 0,01 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00
Romanian evangelicals 0,00 0,08 0,08 0,05 0,05
Old Style Orthodox 0,14 0,00 0,00 0,00 -0,14
Other religion 0,24 0,41 0,16 0,15 -0,09
Atheists 0,05 0,04 0,11 0,50 0,46
No religion 0,11 0,06 0,10 0,44 0,33

Source: INS (1994, 2004, 2013, 2023)



56 Studies BEEVEDERE 2026.1.

CONCLUSIONS

Although the minor changes in denominational composition over the three decades suggest
more of a state of continuity than of transformation, the data reveal a few trends that indicate the
directions of change in Romania’s religious landscape — processes that are barely perceptible,
yet significant.

One such change is the gradual reconfiguration of the ethnic Romanian population across
denominations. Over the past three decades, although the percentage changes have been small,
the absolute number of Pentecostals has increased steadily and substantially, as has the group of
individuals distancing themselves from churches—that is, those without religious affiliation and
atheists. Both groups have grown primarily at the expense of the Romanian Orthodox Church,
resulting in a slight decline in its share (1.3 percentage points). The growth of these two groups
reflects broader global processes: the first mirrors the worldwide expansion of the Pentecostal
movement, while the second corresponds to ongoing secularization trends predominant in Eu-
rope. This growth appears to be a long-term process, likely to continue in the coming decades.

The second significant process related to denominational composition is the shift of the
Roma population from historical churches to evangelical churches. This phenomenon dates back
to the socialist period and has continued throughout the post-socialist era. Religious integration
of the Roma has traditionally been limited, a situation statistically obscured by their common
practice of registering, during censuses, with the dominant churches in their localities. These
churches, however, belonged to the locally dominant ethnic groups, where Roma — regardless of
social status — faced difficulties in becoming fully accepted members with complete rights. By
contrast, evangelical churches, which emphasize their universal and, therefore, supra-national
character, have proven far more open to Roma communities. Following the emergence of these
churches, Roma increasingly joined them. Today, in all evangelical churches, the proportion of
Roma is higher than the national average — two to three times higher in most cases — and in the
Pentecostal Church, nearly one-quarter of members are Roma. Consequently, this realignment
of the Roma population from historical churches to evangelical denominations represents one
of the most visible post-communist religious processes in Romania, and it appears likely to
continue in the future.

The third observable trend in the census results is the significant decline in the number of
members of ethnic minority churches. The smaller the ethnic group, the more pronounced this
phenomenon was. Thus, in the churches of the largest minority, the Hungarian community,
the decline was relatively modest (though still noticeably greater than in Romanian churches),
whereas in the churches of the smallest ethnic groups, the decline was sometimes drastic. In
some cases, the data even suggest the potential disappearance of certain churches. This trend
appears to be mitigated only in instances where the ethnic character of the minority church is
not exclusive, allowing members from other ethnic groups to join — a phenomenon that seems
to be increasingly common in several cases.
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