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Abstract

Despite the relative expansion of religiosity studies in Iran over recent decades,
many of these efforts continue to suffer from conceptual vagueness, method-
ological inconsistency, and a lack of longitudinal continuity. National-level
analysis of religious change requires valid, comparable, and temporally ex-
tended data grounded in coherent and reliable frameworks. However, the few
available national surveys—particularly those that assess religiosity only im-
plicitly—do not fully meet these criteria. This article critically reexamines four
major nationwide surveys conducted in 1977, 1980, 1996, and 2004, which
share a degree of conceptual and structural similarity in their indirect mea-
surement of religiosity. The primary focus is on formal and structural aspects
of these surveys, including item coherence, instrument design quality, level
of measurement, conceptual consistency, and the comparability of data over
time. The study does not engage in evaluating the validity of findings or con-
ducting substantive content analysis. Findings indicate that despite variations
in geographic coverage and sample size, the surveys exhibit limited item-lev-
el replication across time and largely remain at a descriptive level. Composite
constructs and conceptual indices are rarely employed, restricting longitudinal
or causal analysis. Nevertheless, these fragmented datasets represent the only
empirical sources currently available for partially reconstructing the historical
trajectory of religiosity in Iran. The article underscores the need to strengthen
systematic and theory-driven survey traditions and urges scholars of religion
and Iranian society to critically engage with and build upon these foundational
efforts for future research and policy-oriented inquiry.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Reviewing previous research on a specific topic or issue can help the research-
er solidify his footing and allow him to go beyond it. Therefore, the main
motivation and purpose of back to the past is innovation. At the same time, it
is always exposed to the damage of being stopped and preoccupied with the
past. The prerequisite for avoiding these two defects is, first, to always keep
the research goals in mind, second, to be aware of one’s superior position and
hermeneutic preference, and finally, to keep the critical perspective active and
dynamic. It is by observing such considerations that the future is born from
the past and the new from the old, and it places researchers on the boundless
path of acquiring knowledge.

This article aims to do this by critiquing several landmark surveys conducted
in Iran to provide a coherent literature and background for future research on
religiosity in Iran. The purpose of this work, in addition to retrieving and col-
lect scattered literature, was to reread and critique it in order to strengthen the
logical, conceptual, and methodological foundations of such research so that
it can be used in future research and achieve more reliable results. Another
effect of this critique is to provide more insight into the results and findings of
these studies and to increase caution in using them in analyses related to the
state of religiosity in Iran and its changing trends.

If we look at a few student studies from that period that measured the rate of
religiosity; We come to surveys that can be referred to as “implicit measure-
ment of religiosity”; because, in addition to measuring numerous categories,
they also examine some aspects of religiosity with a few limited items. The
value and importance of these works lies in their a pioneer and in the little
information they provide us. These findings on the state of religiosity are
scattered and brief, and even subject to damage in terms of validity and cred-
ibility; at the same time, they are the only data we have on this subject from
that period and situation.

One of the most obvious weaknesses of these surveys is the limited and in-
definite of the items related to religiosity; And that too was due to the lack
of preparation of the necessary conceptual foundations for it. For this reason,
the possibility of combining and forming items into a specific dimension or
component has been denied them. This defect has caused the task of measur-
ing this category to be reduced to the level of the items related to it. Limiting
to measuring religiosity at the item level is insufficient; while it is expected
that it will be elevated to the level of components, dimensions, and even the
entirety of religiosity.
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2. Methodology

This article examines four surveys that are structurally and thematically con-
nected and were intentionally conducted in a quasi-panel format: Asadi et al.
(1977) Asadi et al. (1980) Mohseni (1996) Goodarzi (2004). Although these
surveys were designed with ambitious goals, the expected outcomes were not
fully realized. As a result, the opportunity to document and analyze Iran’s
cultural and social realities across historical periods has been partly lost. In
all four surveys, religiosity was not the central theme but rather a secondary
variable, examined alongside other social and cultural categories. The am-
biguity of the conceptual framework is particularly evident in the treatment
of religion. Items measuring religiosity were diverse and inconsistent, rang-
ing from “level of religiosity” to “religious identity,” “religious knowledge,”
“assessment of the religious situation in society,” and “types of religiosity.”
However, the surveys did not make these distinctions explicit, nor did they
explain the criteria for grouping disparate items under the single category of
“religion.” Consequently, the findings of these surveys can only be analyzed
at the item level, without the ability to aggregate them into coherent dimen-
sions or components. Even this limited use depends on assuming accuracy
in the collection process and reliability of responses. Moreover, revisions to
the questionnaires over time—such as Asadi’s adjustments between 1977
and 1980 or Mohseni’s later interventions—undermined the comparability
and longitudinal consistency of results. In summary, the methodology of this
study involved: Recovery and introduction of surveys addressing religiosi-
ty at different intervals. Analysis of the conceptual framing of religiosity to
assess their adequacy. Evaluation of the scales and items used, highlighting
methodological strengths and weaknesses. The importance of this critical re-
view lies in its engagement with the first scientific surveys of religiosity in
Iran, spanning from the 1970s to the early 2000s, thus covering both pre- and
post-revolutionary contexts.

3. Findings

The review reveals several key findings: Limited Conceptualization of Reli-
giosity: The studies failed to construct a systematic definition of religiosity,
treating it only as a minor variable rather than a central research category.
Fragmented and Inconsistent Items: Survey items lacked coherence, prevent-
ing aggregation into broader dimensions. This reduced religiosity to isolated
indicators rather than a comprehensive construct. Weak Longitudinal Com-
parability: Changes in questionnaires and lack of consistent scales made it
impossible to trace clear trends in religiosity over time. Pioneering but In-
complete Contribution: Despite their weaknesses, these surveys remain the
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earliest and only available data sources on religiosity in Iran from that his-
torical period. They thus hold archival and reference value, albeit with strong
methodological caveats. Overall, while the surveys provided pioneering data,
their structural and conceptual limitations undermine their utility for robust
longitudinal or comparative analysis.

4. Conclusion

This article has highlighted both the pioneering value and critical shortcom-
ings of early Iranian surveys on religiosity. Their fragmented conceptualiza-
tion, inconsistent measurement tools, and lack of longitudinal consistency
prevented them from achieving their stated objectives. Nonetheless, these sur-
veys remain the only available empirical data on religiosity in Iran across sev-
eral decades, and their historical importance should not be overlooked. The
critique presented here is not intended as a dismissal of their contribution but
as a call for greater methodological care in future research. By refining con-
ceptual foundations, ensuring consistency across studies, and elevating the
measurement of religiosity from isolated items to coherent dimensions, future
surveys can generate more reliable and analytically useful results. Such im-
provements will enable researchers to better understand religiosity in Iran and
to capture its evolving patterns within broader social and cultural contexts.
The necessity and importance of such work lies in the fact that it is one of the
first scientific studies of religiosity in Iran and provides us with the only data
that can be referenced and referred to the past. This quasi-longitudinal survey
is the only collection that extends from before the revolution to the third de-
cade after it (1970s - 2004s), and has provided the possibility of comparing
these two distinct conditions. The most serious criticism of this series of sur-
veys, after the flaws related to the model, the scale, and the items, has been
their lack of commitment and conclusion to maintaining the uniformity of the
scale throughout the four studies and the loss of the possibility of comparing
results and discovering the trend and direction of changes. Their criticism is
not out of ingratitude or disregard for the merits of their precedence and the
value of the only data available from those lost situations, nor does it raise the
level of expectations beyond what was within their power and possibility at
that time; rather, it is intended to increase the care and attention of religious
scholars in designing future studies and research programs.

Keywords: Social surveys, Religiosity, Longitudinal studies, Measurement
level, Questionnaire, Survey items.
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