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From Childhood to Adolescence: Trends, Transitions and Challenges 

- Claire Pickering 

 

During 2010, I completed a field placement at the Christian Research Association, and I 

primarily investigated and learned about the perceptions and experiences of young people 

(aged 13-24). Such as, the major influences in life (what shapes their sense of ‘self’ and 

identity), and the place of religion and spirituality (affiliation, attendance, belief and the 

Bible). In reflecting on the data and findings, it occurred to me that some aspects reveal 

particular trends or transitions that happen from late childhood to adolescence, and these 

provide some insights regarding ministry with children, including particular challenges and 

potential approaches. In this paper, I would like to share some of these reflections. 

 

Family and Friendships 

When asked about the major influences in their life, young people commonly identify 

relationships as most significant, especially with family and friends. These relationships 

impact on their wellbeing, identity, and their sense of worth and purpose. During childhood 

and early teenage years, family relationships are usually more prominent (over friends), due 

to their dependence on the guidance, provision and support of parents or guardians. However, 

by late teenage years and early adulthood, friendships often become more important, largely 

due to their increasing need for independence, freedom and expression. Survey data shows 

that between the ages of 13-15, two-thirds report a high satisfaction with ‘life at home’, which 

is most likely higher when younger and decreases as they get older (see Table 1). In turn, 

‘deep friendships’ become more important (see Table 2). 

 
Table 1. Level of satisfaction with ‘life at home’ Table 2. Importance of ‘deep friendships’ (score /5) 

 Age 13-15 Age 16-18   Age 13-15 Age 16-18 Age 19-24 

High  67% 53%  5 (/5)  63% 66% 72% 

Moderate  25% 35%  4 (/5)  28% 27% 21% 

Low level  8% 12%  (Hughes, 2007, 77, 81)

 

These trends are most probably related to the many physiological and socio-psychological 

changes that occur over these ages. For example, the process of identity formation and 

increasing autonomy will often lead to conflict with parents or guardians about what is 

appropriate (in terms of values, attitudes, behaviour, appearance or friends). Perceived like-
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mindedness, sympathy, acceptance and belonging are, in turn, found with friends and in 

groups. However, many young people also express a level of admiration and respect for their 

parents or guardians, and an appreciation for their care and support, and sacrifices made. 

Survey data also shows that between the ages of 13-18, nine out of ten are definitely likely or 

quite likely to talk about ‘problems or decisions’ with their parents or guardians (Hughes, 

2007, 78-79). 

 

With regards to ministry, from late childhood to adolescence, one challenge is to avoid 

unintentionally supporting the trend (away from parents, towards friends) and giving this 

undue weight in systems and activities. For example, interview data shows that some young 

people recall reading the Bible, discussing stories or God, sharing devotions, and/or praying 

with their parent/s (who attend a faith community) when they were younger, and this 

gradually ceasing as they got older. Youth pastors and leaders from churches, and chaplains in 

schools certainly value and encourage continual parental involvement, where possible, in 

sharing and discussing religion and spirituality. However, some feel that parents steadily 

withdraw as their children get older due to limited confidence and uncertainty with how to 

discuss these matters (or just do not discuss this at all). Some youth pastors and leaders also 

feel that parents, and other adults in their congregations, expect them to be principally 

responsible for the faith formation and commitment of the young people, and overstate the 

role of the youth group. Without purposeful dialogue and sharing at home, and without a 

wider base of involved adult support, it seems difficult to adequately stimulate and sustain the 

interest, dialogue and engagement of young people as they get older. There is perhaps a need 

to better equip, resource and inspire parents, and other adults in the vicinity, to remain or 

become involved in the faith formation and commitment of young people from late childhood 

to adolescence. 

 

Religion and Spirituality 

When asked about the place of institutional religion and spiritual practice, young people 

commonly portray a scenario of steady decline and detachment, in terms of affiliation, 

attendance, belief and confidence. Census data in 1996 and 2006, for young people aged 

between 14-25, shows a decrease in identification with a Christian denomination, and an 

increase in identification with ‘other’ religion (particularly Islam and Buddhism) and ‘no 

religion’ (see Table 3). For those who identify with a Christian denomination, low levels of 



3 

 

attachment are often expressed. They do not necessarily feel bound or loyal to a particular 

church or denomination, and will often move from one to another with ease (for example, 

from Lutheran to Pentecostal to Baptist, or from Catholic to Baptist to Church of Christ). In 

addition, with worship service attendance, the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (2009) 

shows a significant decrease for ‘monthly’ attendance and a significant increase for ‘never’, 

for young people at ages 11-12 and currently (see Table 4). So, in comparing the data for 

affiliation and attendance, it is reasonable to conclude that identification does not lead to 

institutional practice.  

 
Table 3. Religious identification    Table 4. Attendance of worship services 

 Christian Other None   Monthly Yearly Never Missing 

 1996 67% 4% 29%  Age 11-12  28% 36% 32% 4% 

 2006 57% 8% 35%  Current  8% 31% 61% 0% 
 

(Australian Census, 1996, 2006)   (Australian Survey of Social Attitudes, 2009) 
 

In terms of belief, the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (2009) shows that almost two-

thirds of young people either indicate ‘belief in God’ with some certainty/doubt (41%), or 

belief in a ‘Higher Power’ (22%). The remainder indicate no belief or ‘don’t know’ (37%). 

So, comparing this with the data for identification, it is possible to conclude that religious 

affiliation does not prompt nor preclude belief in something transcendent. However, such 

belief is gradually decreasing overall, with more young people indicating that they used to 

believe in God (but not anymore, 19%), and fewer indicating that they believe in God now 

(but did not before, 4%). The religion and spiritual practice of young people, from early 

adolescence onwards, can certainly be characterised by decline and detachment. 

 

These trends probably partly reflect low levels of confidence in religious institutions, with 

51% of young people indicating ‘little’ confidence or ‘none’, and only 19% indicating a ‘great 

deal’ or ‘complete’ confidence. According to Frame (2009, 80), declining religious 

identification, attendance and confidence, and overall detachment from religious institutions 

“…has to do with believing, belonging and behaving…”, and issues or changes in one or 

more of these areas. For example, in terms of ‘believing’, the diminishing of held beliefs, 

struggles with doubt, and/or attraction to other belief systems. In terms of ‘belonging’, 

recurrent disappointments or conflict within communities, and/or increasing tensions between 

individual experiences and perceptions and religious teachings and practices. In terms of 
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‘behaving’, the lessening of parental influence, increasing external commitments or influences 

in employment and relationships, and/or the recognition of a widening gap between religious 

ethics and personal ideals. Such factors are most likely contributing to these trends. 

 

In addition, importantly, Tacey (2003, 78-79) identifies a ‘paradigm gap’ between the 

expressed or inherent religious and spiritual concerns of younger people, and the formal 

practices and perceptions of institutional religion. Whereby this is not “…a generation gap 

that will be healed in time and with attention to the different needs and demands of the young 

and the old”, but rather this is “…a ‘lack of fit’ between different models or paradigms of the 

sacred”. Arguably, a way to understand this ‘paradigm gap’ is by drawing links between 

macro eras of communication and aspects of church (see Table 5), wherein ‘Digital’ 

represents the concerns of newer generations (younger people), and ‘Print’ and ‘Broadcast’ 

represent the practices and perceptions of older generations (often the leaders) and the 

institution itself. 

 
Table 5. Comparing church in different eras of communication 

 Print  Broadcast  Digital  

Leader credibility credentials charisma connection  

Worship program  ordered/liturgical  crowd/entertaining  personal experience  

Music style  hymns  praise & worship  faith stories  

Symbol  a pulpit  a stage  a chair  

Discipling  head knowledge  head & emotion  holistic  

Danger  intellectualism  experience  superficiality  
 

(Hinks, 2006, 141) 
 

With regards to ministry, from late childhood to adolescence, one challenge is to understand 

and begin to redress the trends regarding affiliation, attendance, belief and confidence, by 

working towards building and sustaining more meaningful and authentic bonds and 

engagement. Overall, religious institutions and practices are not connecting well with young 

people. For example, interview data shows that many young people have mixed attitudes 

about church worship services, and chapel services and religious education classes in school. 

Many have found leaders and church communities welcoming and friendly, and have 

sometimes found the content helpful and motivating. However, many have also found the 

content irrelevant and boring, and are deterred by the formality and language of traditional 
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services, the music and lecture-style delivery, and also sometimes the ‘full on’ experiential 

dimension of charismatic services. 

 

In addition, when asked about Bible engagement, young people indicate various factors that 

encourage or hinder this. Survey data shows that less than half of young people between the 

ages of 11-18 report positive attitudes to the Bible. Many of these young people see the Bible 

as ‘God’s word’, holy/sacred, or an ancient text, and emphasise the ‘truth’ of the stories and 

miracles within. They comment that the Bible should be treated with respect, and find the 

content practical and relevant, in terms of offering an understanding of God, morals or 

guidelines for life, and help or assurance. However, over half identify various barriers that 

hinder their engagement. More young people see the Bible as a ‘book’ and work of story-

telling, containing ‘myths and legends’, but largely acknowledge the rights of others and 

freedom of belief. They reveal uncertainty, scepticism and disbelief, and deep exegetical 

question regarding its transmission and composition, and its completeness and inherent 

contradictions. Many also perceive other issues, including academic issues (such as, 

creation/Christian narratives and evolution/scientific theory), and social issues (such as, 

Catholic attitudes to contraception).  

 

With regards to ministry, from late childhood to adolescence, one challenge is to begin 

addressing such exegetical questions and concerns. Young people can feel isolated or 

excluded from the processes and outcomes in religious institutions, both churches and 

schools, in terms of decision-making, production and contribution. They can perceive religion 

and associated organisations as judgemental, aggressive or hypocritical, and think that their 

lifestyle, appearance or ethic is just not compatible. Interview data shows that many young 

people want less teaching and lecturing, and more discussion and mentoring, particularly 

regarding the Bible. For example, generating spaces and being invited to ask exegetical 

questions, to understand the history of the Bible, the order and genre of Biblical books, and 

acquire different reading methods and skills, in order to form their own ideas, discuss 

perspectives and connect. It seems that many younger people would appreciate such 

opportunities in trusted groups and/or with a mentor, in churches and schools, in worship 

services and religious education classes, to have the chance to establish meaningful and 

authentic bonds and engagement. 
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