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From Socialization to Self-Socialization? Exploring the Role of Digital 

Media in the Religious Lives of Young Adults in Ghana, Turkey, and 

Peru 

 

Previous research has pointed to the central role of media for the current young 

adult generation when it comes to finding information about religion, exploring 

beliefs, and developing a religious identity. This article explores how young 

adult university students in three different contexts – Ghana, Turkey, and Peru – 

report using digital media for religious purposes. The article builds on previous 

research on the role of media in religious socialization and explores the 

usefulness of the notion of self-socialization in a transnational study. The 

studied contexts are all shown to differ when it comes to levels of self-reported 

religiosity and use of media for religious purposes. The article illustrates the 

independent use of digital media in all contexts and self-socialization taking 

place on a general level, but also highlights the continuous importance of 

traditional socialization agents, thus questioning simplistic understandings of the 

role of media in religious socialization.  

 

Keywords: religious socialization; self-socialization; media; religion; young 

adults; emerging adulthood; Ghana; Tukey; Peru 

 

 

Introduction 

‘Digital natives’, the ‘net generation’, the ‘media generation’ – the present young adult 

generation (born 1990–) has been given many names and epithets. These labels 

typically highlight the special circumstances, compared to earlier generations, under 

which today’s young adults have grown up. The labels listed above all underscore the 

increasingly pervasive role of media and communication technologies in the lives of 

young adults. This is the first generation to grow up in a world in which a large variety 

of mobile digital media and communication technologies have come to constitute taken 
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for granted parts of everyday life (e.g. Vittadini et al. 2013; Bobkowski 2014). 

However, access to digital media remains unevenly distributed throughout different 

parts of the world, and significant differences in young peoples’ digital media use can 

also be observed across many highly technologically advanced societies (Bolton et al. 

2013; Jones et al. 2010). Referring to the present young adult generation as a whole in 

terms of ‘digital natives’ is therefore somewhat problematic. In spite of this, few would 

question the centrality of digital media to contemporary youth culture and young 

peoples’ preferred modes of mediated communication and interaction with their peers. 

Continuing developments in digital media technologies and the more recent 

proliferation of social media has therefore served to spark renewed scholarly interest in 

the present-day media environment as an arena of socialization, including religious 

socialization.  

Studying media and socialization presents scholars with a range of challenges (see 

e.g. Arnett 1995; Dubow, Huesmann and Greenwood 2007; Davignon 2013). When 

compared to other socialization agents, media tends to work in its own peculiar ways. 

For one thing, media messages do not affect individuals in straightforward and pre-

determined ways. While there is no doubt that audiences are affected by the media they 

consume and engage with, compared to other socialization agents, media use 

nevertheless tends to be something over which individuals are often able to exercise a 

relatively high degree of control. Moreover, as previous studies have shown, parents 

have become increasingly inclined to encourage their children to make independent 

choices and to exercise independent judgement as far their own media use is concerned 

(e.g. Hoover 2006). As individuals get older, moving through adolescence into young 

adulthood, they are increasingly both allowed and expected to more actively and 

independently control their own media use. This has led scholars to address media as an 

environment that is particularly conducive of ‘self-socialization’ (e.g. Arnett 1995; 

Knobloch et al. 2005; Anderson and McCabe 2012). 

As we will discuss in more detail below, self-socialization has been presented as a 

phenomenon that is typical of Western societies characterized by ‘broad’ forms of 

socialization and where individual freedom, independence, and self-determination are 

highly valued (Arnett 2007). In essence, the notion of self-socialization proposes that 

individuals play a much more active role in many aspects of their own socialization than 

earlier socialization theories have been able to adequately acknowledge or account for. 
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For this reason, it becomes worthwhile to explore how the notion of self-socialization 

might serve to advance our understanding of the role of media in the socialization and 

religious socialization of young adults today while simultaneously taking the 

particularities of different social, cultural, religious, and media contexts into account. 

To date, studies of media and religious socialization have mostly focused on 

Western contexts. The need for a broader and more international focus is not only 

clearly called for but also increasingly openly acknowledged (e.g. Campbell 2010). 

Aiming to offer precisely such a broader focus, this article presents three case studies on 

young adults’ digital media use and religion in three different national, social, cultural, 

and religious contexts: in Ghana, Turkey, and Peru. Our exploration is based on data 

gathered in the international research project Young Adults and Religion in a Global 

Perspective (YARG 2015 ̶ 2018), which explores the religiosities, values, and world-

views among young adult university students in thirteen different countries around the 

world (the YARG-project is accounted for in more detail in Klingenberg and Sjö, this 

issue).  

The article is divided into two main parts. The first part provides a critical 

discussion of prevalent perspectives on socialization and how these relate to the notion 

of self-socialization. Drawing on current research on emerging adulthood and the 

religiosity of youth, this is followed by a discussion of the role of the present-day media 

environment in the religious socialization of young adults in critical dialogue with 

previous research in the area. The second part moves to consider the degrees to which 

the notion of self-socialization could serve to advance our understanding of the role of 

media in the religious socialization of young adults in Ghana, Turkey, and Peru. The 

particular set of cases explored in this article display both notable differences and 

similarities when it comes to their respective social, cultural, and religious contexts and 

media-landscapes. As will be explored in greater detail below, not only do these cases 

display notable differences when it comes to the extent and frequency by which young 

adults use digital media for religious and religion-related purposes. They each also 

constitute cases where young adults report very different levels of personal religiosity 

and engagement. The mixed-method approach employed in the YARG-project allows 

us to correlate survey responses on religious self-identification and media use with the 

views of individual respondents themselves as expressed in in-depth interviews. In what 

is intended to provide a complementary perspective to previous research, the following 
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discussion and analysis will therefore focus on how young adult university students in 

three different locations around the world describe their own media use and how it 

relates to their own religious lives and beliefs. The discussion in this article mainly 

draws on the YARG survey data (N=4964) and the national survey samples (N=300 per 

country) and interviews (N=45) from Ghana, Turkey, and Peru respectively. The article 

closes with a critical discussion and assessment of the usefulness and analytic utility of 

the notion of self-socialization for making sense of our chosen cases. 

 

Socialization, self-socialization, and emerging adulthood 

As is discussed in more detail in the Introduction (Klingenberg and Sjö, this issue) to 

this special issue, the term ‘socialization’ is most commonly used to denote the process 

whereby individuals are taught the competences, behaviours, and values needed for 

them to function in certain social contexts (e.g. Maccoby 2014, 14). As explained by 

Maccoby (2014, 13), socialization thus refers to the process whereby individuals are 

taught and gradually acquire ‘the social skills, social understandings, and emotional 

maturity needed for interaction with other individuals to fit in with the functioning of 

social dyads and larger groups’. Although the ‘primary’ and generally most enduring 

socialization occurs in childhood and early adolescence, socialization needs to be 

understood as a process that continues throughout the life-span and that takes different 

and new forms as individuals enter into new social and interactional settings (Maccoby 

2014, 14; Heinz 2002b). 

The main ideas that have underpinned various theories of socialization have 

changed and diversified considerably over time. Theoretical perspectives on 

socialization have basically developed from an understanding of socialization as a 

straightforward process according to which individuals become shaped along certain 

pre-defined trajectories towards an understanding that views socialization as a complex 

process that requires the active involvement of both the subjects being socialized and 

the agents doing the socializing (e.g. Maccoby 2007). Facile understandings of 

socialization have long been the subject of critique (e.g. Wrong 1961). Current 

theorizing instead tends to put more emphasis on the agency of the subject being 

socialized and how socialization needs to be understood as a time- and context 

dependent process that varies depending on a range of factors such as ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, minority/majority position etc. (cf. Klingenberg and Sjö, this 
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issue). These questions have also been central to many studies of media and 

socialization (e.g. Arnett 1995; Anderson and McCabe 2012: Kühle 2012). 

Current theories of socialization make a general distinction between ‘narrow’ and 

‘broad’ forms of socialization. According to Arnett and Taber:  

 

Cultures characterized by broad socialization encourage independence, 

individualism, and self-expression. In contrast, cultures characterized by narrow 

socialization hold obedience and conformity as the highest values, and deviation 

from cultural expectations for behavior is condemned and punished (Arnett and 

Taber 1993, 519). 

 

The broadness and narrowness of socialization also varies depending on the particular 

aspect or dimension of socialization under consideration. As Maccoby (2014, 13) points 

out, although it is generally more likely that the importance of broad forms of 

socialization grows ‘in times of rapid cultural change’, we should also recognize that 

‘individuals can be socialized to adapt to changing social circumstances’. Indeed, the 

contemporary social and cultural environment is an increasingly diverse, pluralistic, and 

fast-changing one. Although it remains a development most characteristic of western 

contexts, the gradual transition from traditional to post-traditional societies throughout 

many parts of the world has typically resulted in a general erosion of previous moral 

frameworks and authority structures coupled with an increasing elevation of the 

individual and personal autonomy (e.g. Adams 2007, 7). As argued by Vermeer (2012, 

107), in such a situation it becomes more useful to regard individuation, understood as 

the ‘tension between the development of a unique personality on the one hand and 

social integration on the other’, as the ‘core of socialization’. This should not, however, 

be taken to suggest that the basic function of socialization – i.e. the transmission of core 

social values and the instilment of a ‘minimum level of cultural-normative integration’ 

– would not persist, but only that socialization in contemporary times needs to be 

understood as ‘an active, simultaneous process of both personality development and the 

acquisition of core values’ (Vermeer 2010, 107; cf. Kühle 2012; Lövheim 2012, 151). It 

is under such social and cultural circumstances – often understood to be more prominent 

in the west – that the notion of self-socialization takes on increased currency. 
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 As outlined by Newman and Newman, building on Arnett (2007) and Heinz 

(2002a), ‘The process of self-socialization suggests that individuals draw on their own 

sense of agency to select the best social contexts to support their development, and that 

this process is both a product of and contributor to individual development and 

individualization’ (Newman and Newman 2009, 524). Self-socialization thus generally 

refers to types or modes of socialization that are marked by high degrees of agency on 

the part of the individual concerned and the absence of both clearly identifiable 

socialization agents and specific ‘socialization goals’ (Arnett 1995, 521; cf. Kühle 2012, 

119). In the understanding advanced here, the notion of self-socialization does not, 

therefore, propose the disappearance of ‘traditional’ or ‘conventional’ modes of 

socialization and types of socialization agents (e.g. family, school, religious 

communities). Nor does it abandon a view of socialization as a fundamentally social 

process – i.e. as a process that always occurs in social, relational, and interactional 

contexts and environments. The notion of self-socialization is more adequately 

understood as a heuristic device that invites us to consider the role of individual agency 

and self-determination in social and cultural contexts where traditional modes of 

socialization and socialization agents remain present, but where their influence has been 

progressively waning, and/or where individual autonomy and self-determination has 

become increasingly widespread or even encouraged. 

The notion of self-socialization is therefore closely related to a more general and 

increasingly widespread social and cultural emphasis on individual choice and self-

determination – a phenomenon particularly characteristic of western contexts, but 

increasingly observable on a worldwide scale (e.g. Facio et al. 2007). The pressure on 

individuals to choose and determine the direction of their lives is perhaps never as great 

as during the transitional phase of ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett 2000, 2007). As 

outlined by Arnett (2000), emerging adulthood denotes a specific developmental stage 

or life-phase situated ‘in-between’ adolescence and adulthood. It is a phase marked by 

identity exploration, instability, self-focus, and new possibilities that has principally 

emerged as a consequence of a particular set of post-World War II social and cultural 

changes, such as extended periods of education before entering work-life and the 

increasingly common postponing of marriage, settling down, or establishing a family or 

a career (Arnett 2004; see also Smith and Snell 2009; Barry and Abo-Zena 2014). 
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 From the perspective of socialization theory, emerging adulthood is marked by 

the gradual transition from socialization directed mainly by external agents to various 

forms of self-socialization. This is a time when individuals are increasingly granted the 

freedom to decide and determine, and are indeed increasingly expected to decide and 

determine, their own values and outlooks on life (Arnett 2007). Though emerging 

adulthood is particularly associated with the period of time spent taking part in higher 

education (Arnett 2016), there are considerable differences to be observed in the lives of 

university students both in and across different social and cultural contexts. 

From the perspective of the scholarship on religion and youth, emerging 

adulthood constitutes a time in life that tends to be marked by an abandonment of 

certain aspects of religiousness, and especially various types of religious behaviors (e.g. 

Voas and Crockett 2005; Uecker, Regnerus and Vaaler 2007; Koenig 2015). Reflecting 

a more general and increasingly widespread social and cultural celebration of individual 

self-determination and personal autonomy as noted above, emerging adults typically 

consider religion and religiosity as something personal that it is up to the individual to 

decide on and shape (Arnett and Jensen 2002; Smith and Snell 2009; Dandelion 2010).  

Although the impact of higher education has been shown to have less of an 

influence on personal religiosity than was previously assumed (Hill 2011), it remains 

the case that taking part in higher education tends to provoke new forms of reflection 

and deliberation on religion-related issues (Bryant 2007; Mayrl and Ouer 2009; Small 

and Bowman 2011). It is important, therefore, to underline the fact that all YARG 

project respondents were university students and that university in and of itself 

constitutes a very particular type of cultural context and socialization environment. It is, 

moreover, one that is intimately associated with values such as independent thought, 

intellectual inquiry, and informed criticism. Notwithstanding significant differences 

across different countries and socio-cultural contexts, university students tend to inhabit 

a cultural world that differs considerably from their non-university student peers. The 

university context should therefore be considered one that is further conducive of self-

socialization. 

The above observations – on the rise of individualism and the elevation of 

personal autonomy, the emergence of emerging adulthood as an increasingly common 

phase in life, and university as a particular type of socialization environment – have 

important implications for how we choose to approach and understand contemporary 
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modes and mechanisms of religious socialization throughout different national, and 

social, cultural, and religious contexts. 

 

Religious socialization and self-socialization in the present-day media environment 

Socialization has traditionally constituted a central theme in sociological theorizing on 

religious change. As a particular aspect or dimension of processes of socialization more 

broadly, religious socialization generally refers to the process whereby religious beliefs, 

values, sensibilities, behaviours, etc. are transmitted from one generation to the next (for 

an overview of contemporary theorizing, see Klingenberg and Sjö, this issue). While 

early scholarship in the area mainly tended to focus on the local religious community 

(e.g. Roof 1978) and the family (e.g. Hunsberger and Brown 1984) as primary loci of 

religious socialization, recent research has been decidedly more focused on the impact 

of secondary socialization agents such as peers and the present-day media environment 

(e.g. Moberg and Sjö 2015). 

In societies generally characterized by broad forms of socialization, the media 

sphere has developed into an increasingly central environment for the expression and 

dissemination of diverse sets of values, behaviors, and outlooks on life. When it comes 

to research on the impact of the present-day media environment on contemporary 

modes of religious socialization, the scholarship to date has mainly focused on how the 

media environment has developed into an increasingly central source of information 

about religion-related issues (e.g. Jansen, Tapia and Spink 2010; Lövheim 2012; 

Arweck and Penny 2015), how media can be used to express and explore religious 

identities (Brouwer 2006; Ahmed 2006; Taylor, Falconer and Snowdon 2014), and how 

certain forms of media use and religiousness correlate (Smith and Snell 2009; Miller, 

Munday and Hill 2013).  

There are no simple explanations for how religion, media, and socialization 

interrelate. As already indicated, as a particular type of socialization agent and 

socialization environment, media works in its own peculiar ways. When it comes to 

media’s effect on peoples’ religious beliefs and values, the direction of determination is 

often difficult to ascertain. At a more general level, previous studies have nevertheless 

convincingly shown that the present-day media environment has developed into an 

increasingly central arena for young people to encounter and come into contact with 

different types of religion-related content. This is especially the case for the growing 
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numbers of young people who lack firmer connections to traditional socialization agents 

(e.g. Bromander 2012; Lövheim 2012). Again, it is in relation to these developments 

that scholars have approached the present-day media environment in terms of an 

environment that is particularly conducive of self-socialization (Kühle 2012).  

 

Media and religious socialization among young adults in Ghana, Turkey, and Peru 

In the following we move to discuss and analyze our cases. Our aim is to bring the 

discussion on the impact of the present-day media environment on contemporary modes 

of religious socialization beyond its previous focus on media as an information source 

for religion and religion-related issues. In relation to each case, we will highlight the 

degrees of independent agency that our respondents reported exercising in their 

engagements with different types of media, and especially digital media, for religion-

related purposes. A certain level of independence and ability to exercise agency in 

general, but in relation to media in particular, needs be regarded as a key pre-requisite 

for processes of self-socialization to become possible in the first place.  

 

Notes on method and data 

The discussion and analysis of this article is based on the YARG survey data (N=300 

per country) and interview data (N=45 per country) for Ghana, Turkey, and Peru 

respectively. The survey was distributed among young adult university students in all 

thirteen locations included in the YARG project in 2016. In each location, the survey 

results provided the basis for the selection of an as heterogeneous as possible smaller 

sample of respondents to partake in the FQS sorting (for further details see Klingenberg 

and Sjö, this issue) and in-depth interviews. Only respondents who had indicated their 

willingness to participate in an interview in their survey responses were contacted. The 

Ghanaian sample had an almost perfect balance of male and female respondents with a 

mean age of 22.9. The Turkish sample was more strongly skewed towards females, who 

made up 70 percent of the sample. The mean age of the Turkish sample was 21.8. The 

Peruvian sample was quite balanced in terms of gender, with 58 percent of respondents 

being female. The mean age of the Peruvian sample was 21.1. 

The following discussion is based on the results of the YARG-survey blocs on 

social life and sources of news and information as well as the interviews for each of the 

cases explored: Ghana, Turkey, and Peru. The social life-bloc included altogether six 
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items on religious self-identification, self-assessment of personal degree of religiosity as 

well as that of the parental home on a 10-point degree scale, and frequency of different 

types of both public and private religious observance and practice on an 8-point degree 

scale. In relation to each of the three cases explored, our discussion below focuses on a) 

the survey results on whether respondents consider themselves ‘as belonging to one or 

more religious groups, communities, or traditions’, and b) the results on self-assessed 

degrees of personal religiosity as well as that of the parental home. 34.5 percent of the 

entire YARG survey sample considered themselves ‘as belonging to one or more 

religious groups, communities, or traditions’. The entire sample mean on self-assessed 

degree of personal religiosity was 3.9 followed by a mean of 5.0 for that of self-assessed 

religiosity of the parental home.  

The sources of news and information-bloc contained four items on types and 

frequency of media use, one of which specifically focused on Internet-use. The results 

reveal high levels and frequency of Internet use across the entire sample (N=4964), with 

an average of 85.1 percent of all respondents reporting using the Internet ‘every day’ (as 

compared to 32.4 percent for television, 12.5 percent for newspapers/magazines, and 11 

percent for radio). The sources of news and information-bloc also included the multi-

option question ‘If you ever use the Internet, for which of the following activities do 

you use it?’. The question was answered on a five-point frequency scale (ranging from 

‘every-day’ to ‘almost daily’ to ‘every week’ to ‘occasionally’ to ‘never’). The entire 

sample results for ‘every day’ usage for all ten options included were as follows: 

‘communication’ (72.1 percent) , ‘developing social networks’ (33.3 percent), ‘finding 

information’ (62.9 percent), ‘entertainment’ (53.2 percent), ‘buying things or services’ 

(3.8 percent), ‘selling things or services’ (1.5 percent) , ‘uploading self-created content’ 

(3.8 percent), ‘health or wellbeing related issues’ (4.1 percent), ‘religious or spiritual 

services and issues’ (2.4 percent), and ‘political issues’ (8.3 percent). The option 

‘religious or spiritual services and issues’ was thus the second least commonly selected 

option across the entire sample, with 54.3 percent reporting ‘never’ using the Internet 

for such purposes.  

Turning now to our case studies, we will see that these numbers based on the total 

YARG-sample hide a great deal of local variations. 
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The case of Ghana: Young adults, religion, and media in a context of high religious 

vitality 

The Republic of Ghana, established in 1960, can generally be regarded a highly and 

actively religious country. Based on data gathered by the Ghana Statistical Service 

(GSS) in 2012, Christianity constitutes the most prominent of all religions with 

approximately 71.2 percent of the Ghanaian population self-identifying as some type of 

(usually Protestant) Christian, followed by 17.6 percent who self-identify as Muslim. 

The Ghanaian YARG sample also reveals high degrees of religious self-identification, 

with 65.2 percent of all respondents considering themselves ‘as belonging to one or 

more religious groups, communities, or traditions’. The Ghanaian sample also displays 

the highest levels of self-assessed degrees of religiosity among all samples included in 

the YARG-project: a mean of 6.78 on self-assessed degree of personal religiosity and a 

mean of 7.81 on self-assessed degrees of religiosity of the parental home, both well 

above the entire sample means. Although based on a relatively small sample (N=300), 

these figured nonetheless suggest a strong transmission of religious beliefs, values, and 

mores between generations. 

The media-landscape of Ghana can generally be described as an open, 

independent, and relatively less strictly regulated one that encompasses a rich diversity 

of print, broadcasting, and Internet and mobile news outlets, especially in urban areas 

(African Media Barometer: Ghana 2017). While radio remains the most popular and 

widely used media outlet among the Ghanaian population in general, the past two 

decades have witnessed considerable expansions in digital media infrastructures and 

provisions (UKEssays 2013; Degardjor 2010; African Media Barometer: Ghana 2017). 

The Ghanaian media landscape has also been experiencing an accelerating process of 

digitalization and convergence as ‘traditional’ print, radio, and television outlets are 

branching out into the online social media sphere (Degadjor 2010). 

Regarding frequency of media use, 69.1 percent of the Ghanaian respondents 

report using the Internet ‘every day’, followed by television (22.9 percent), radio (18.9 

percent), and newspapers/magazines (3.3 percent). The Internet thus clearly emerged as 

the most frequently used and preferred form of media for the Ghanaian respondents. 

Out of all of the alternatives provided for the sources of news and information-bloc 

question ‘‘If you ever use the Internet, for which of the following activities do you use 

it?’, ‘religious or spiritual services and issues’ emerged as the fifth most commonly 
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selected type of Internet usage on a daily basis in the Ghanaian sample, with 11.2 

percent of respondents reporting using the Internet for such purposes ‘every day’, 

followed by 19.2 percent reporting using it ‘almost daily’, 11.9 percent reporting using 

it ‘every week’, and 47.5 percent reporting using it ‘occasionally’. In stark contrast to 

all other national samples, only 10.1 percent of the Ghanaian sample reported ‘never’ 

using the Internet for religious or spiritual purposes or issues. This comparatively high 

level of Internet-use for religious or spiritual services and issues, which is way above 

the entire sample average, needs to be understood in relation to the generally strong 

online and social media presence of religious communities in Ghana, including the more 

recent proliferation and growing popularity of a variety of religion-focused social media 

provisions and smartphone applications. Another factor is the strong presence of 

religious communities and the prevalence of various types of religious activities on the 

University of Ghana campus in Accra where the sample was gathered.  

The survey findings were also corroborated by the in-depth interviews where 

several respondents elaborated further on how their Internet use for religious or spiritual 

purposes or issues related to their ‘offline’ religious lives and commitments. However, 

the interviews also revealed that the Ghanaian respondents generally maintain a certain 

degree of critical distance towards the content that they come across on various online 

platforms. For example, some respondents stated that they viewed the scriptures, 

literature, and messages that they received directly from their religious communities as 

being more ‘authentic’ and trustworthy compared to similar content communicated 

through the Internet or social media. 

Although the Ghanaian context is clearly characterized by the enduring influence 

of ‘traditional’ religious socialization agents such as family and religious communities, 

several respondents also report independently drawing on a range of other media 

sources when it comes to the development of their own religious outlooks, values, and 

beliefs. For example, one respondent who self-identified as Muslim stated that he 

repeatedly uses other sources besides his family and mosque to find information about 

and to inquire into faith-related issues: 

 

Yes, now I have other sources. I have my own Quran. I learn on myself. The 

Internet is there. There are website you can go in. There are books I read to get 
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information about the religion and sometimes you go to other mosques 

(FGHFB320P).  

 

This excerpt provides an illustration of the ways in which the Internet constitutes an 

integral part of the religious life of this respondent, although mainly as an environment 

or reservoir of information that this respondent uses to confirm and authenticate already 

held religious beliefs. Another respondent who self-identified as Christian stated: 

 

Yeah, I learnt them from the Bible and also when I go to church um, when the 

pastors preach I learn from them. Friends also and sometimes you get some of the 

things too from the media thus the radio, the television and I read them from other 

sources like other books and other publication (FGHFB078P).  

 

This respondent reports engaging with several different types of media, including books 

and radio, but also pastors and peers, for instruction and guidance on religious matters. 

This excerpt thus provides an apt illustration of how the media-environment has 

developed into an increasingly widely tapped source of information about religion-

related issues that works to supplement rather than to supplant other sources such as 

religious communities and peers as part of an ongoing process of personal religious 

learning.  

Overall, the Ghanaian young adults interviewed most commonly reported using 

various types of media to affirm, corroborate, or confirm already held religious 

convictions or beliefs. This is particularly the case when respondents talked about 

situations when they felt confused about and needed more clarity with regard to certain 

religious beliefs or practices. As the Muslim respondent cited above went on to say: 

 

Well, sometimes you will come across something and you will be contemplating 

as to whether […] the religion accepts this or the religion reject that. So when 

you are faced with that you have to go to the Internet […] So sometimes when 

you are faced with those things the easiest way is just to Google and you’ll get 

Islamic lens and you go there, and even Google play we have other Islamic 

books you can download on your tablet or your phone for reference 

(FGHFB320P).  
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This respondent expressly affirms using the Internet as a primary information-source on 

all kinds of issues relating to his everyday religious life. Indeed, the Internet is 

described as the ‘easiest’ way to obtain an ‘Islamic lens’ to help this respondent 

navigate between all the different religious perspectives available online.  

A similar approach can be found in the account of a self-identified and actively 

practicing Christian respondent who stressed the importance of being able to 

independently develop and grow in his own faith. For this purpose, he reported using 

several different forms of media as sources of information, including television and 

radio. Regarding his use of the Internet and social media, he stated:  

 

Yeah, I use the Internet. I really, really use the Internet. In fact I even use the 

Internet more than watching television and radio when it comes to listening to 

men of God because there I can get like -- very bulk materials on preaching and 

stuffs compared to the TV’s and -- because for them I can’t actually tell their 

program outline or something like that so you can’t predict and say okay maybe 

we have this time because most of the time you know I am not at home so I don’t 

have access to television and stuffs. And sometimes too when I get home it will be 

very late. So, most of the time it’s the Internet (FGHFB043P). 

 

Here we see an explicit and expressed affirmation of the central role of digital online 

media in the religious life of this respondent. In addition, the account of this respondent 

also indirectly illustrates how ongoing advances in digital media technologies such as 

smartphones have greatly increased both the mobility and minute-by-minute 

accessibility of the Internet and various social media platforms. 

As indicated above, the majority of the Ghanaian young adults included in the 

study report using a wide range of different types of media for religious or spiritual 

services and issues. These include both ‘traditional’ print media such as books and 

publications by congregations or religious leaders as well as their associated radio and 

television programs and social media platforms. The Internet and social media are 

primarily used for seeking further information and confirmation about already held 

religious beliefs. As such, rather than using media to communicate and disseminate 

their religious beliefs and values to others, the Ghanaian young adults interviewed 
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instead primarily use media to verify the authenticity of previously held convictions and 

to confirm and complement certain religious teachings and beliefs that they have 

already been socialized into and already ascribe to. Their media use in this regard is, 

however, marked by a high degree of independence. The YARG data clearly reveals 

that primary religious socialization by both family (especially parents) and religious 

communities have been central for Ghanaian young adults’ understanding of religion 

and that their religious views remain largely based on and informed by the religious 

teachings that they have received through various forms of religious education: the 

study of scripture, the reading of literature published by leaders of congregations and 

churches, and from parental instruction and direction. Media, although widely used for 

religious purposes, is primarily used to confirm and supplement already held religious 

convictions and beliefs. But Ghanaian respondents independently draw on a wide range 

of media sources to supplement and deepen their religious learning, and this could be 

viewed in terms of a self-socializing practice.  

 

The case of Turkey: young adults, religion, and media in a context marked by rapid 

sociocultural change and the persistence of traditional religion 

The Republic of Turkey was established in 1923 as a secular democratic state with a 

predominantly Muslim population (e.g. Inglehart et al. 2014). Although a 

predominantly Sunni Muslim country, the religious landscape of Turkey encompasses a 

diversity of different religious traditions and communities. According to the 2011 

World Values Survey data set (Inglehart et al. 2014), the Turkish population displays 

high levels of religiosity and religious practice. The country also remains generally 

traditional and conservative when it comes to social and cultural values. In past decades, 

however, Turkey has witnessed rapid socioeconomic and structural changes coupled 

with accelerating processes of urbanization. Growing levels of literacy, changing 

income and consumption patterns, and decreasing numbers of children in urban families 

have significantly altered traditional socialization patterns (Kagitcibasi 2017). 

Compared to the rural population, urban and socially upward moving groups have 

become progressively more likely to value personal autonomy and individual self-

determination (Kagitcibasi and Ataca 2005). Although the Turkish context has become 

marked by the simultaneous existence of traditional and collectivistic rural, and 

individualistic urban values, a general sensitivity to the needs of family members still 
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persists among both rural and urban populations. This has led some scholars to 

characterize the Turkish context as ‘a culture of relatedness’ (e.g. Kagitcibasi 2005, 

417). 

The Turkish YARG sample reveals relatively moderate degrees of both self-

assessed personal and parental family religiosity. The sample displays a mean of 4.3 on 

self-assessed degree of personal religiosity and a mean of 5.6 on self-assessed degree of 

religiosity of the parental family, both slightly above the entire sample means. Again, 

although based on a relatively small sample (N=300), these figures suggest only a 

moderate degree of perceived difference in degrees of religiosity between respondents 

and that of their parents. When compared to the Ghanaian sample, the Turkish figures 

thus align more closely with the results of the entire sample. However, only 35.6 

percent of the Turkish respondents considered themselves ‘as belonging to one or more 

religious groups, communities, or traditions’. 

The Turkish media landscape is extensive and diverse, encompassing hundreds of 

television channels, radio stations, newspapers, and a rapidly growing infrastructure for 

broadband Internet (TUIK 2017). The Turkish YARG sample reveals that 89.7 percent 

of respondents use the Internet ‘every day’, followed by television (32.5 percent), 

newspapers/magazines (13.8 percent), and radio (8.4 percent). As these figures show, 

the Internet clearly constitutes the most frequently used and preferred media among the 

Turkish respondents. When it comes to the Turkish respondents’ use of the Internet for 

‘religious or spiritual services or issues’, however, only 3.1 percent report using it for 

such purposes ‘every day’, followed by 5.3 percent reporting using it ‘almost daily’, 

12.5 percent reporting using it ‘every week’, 52.5 percent reporting using it 

‘occasionally’, and 26.6 percent reporting ‘never’ using the Internet for such purposes. 

Among all ten options provided, this option emerged as the least commonly cited one 

for every-day use. The figures in all, however, clearly exceed the entire sample average.  

When we look to the interviews, we find that the Turkish respondents who do use 

the Internet for religious or spiritual services and issues tend to do so in a particular set 

of distinct ways. One characteristic way of doing so is to follow the web pages of/about 

an admired religious persona, usually an Islamic scholar. For example, as this 

respondent stated commenting on a set of webpages of a well-known Islamic scholar: 
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there are certain things I like, certain people. [...] For instance, I always follow his 

page on the Internet. Ali, the sharia of Ali [...] There are pages formed by his fans 

right now. They share his sayings and so on (YTRHE124). 

 

Commenting further on how he engages with other people through various sites 

dedicated to the teachings of Ali, the respondent went on to say: 

 

when I read the comments, seriously, if I believe that the people who make the 

comments have an accumulation of knowledge, then, surely, I say the things in 

my opinion, too. [...]: I do it both to share my knowledge and to receive the things 

they know because there are millions of things I do not know. I always consider 

my knowledge like this: More accurately, it was my grandma’s wording and I 

applied it to myself: Um, well. “What exists in the world constitutes an ocean. 

What we know is just a drop in that ocean. […] Other people’s too, each is a drop. 

Let us try to bring those drops together. This is what my grandma used to say. So, 

I am trying to bring the other people’s drops together, I mean, to bring them 

together in myself (YTRHE124). 

 

This way of using media for personal religious learning is creating a basis for further 

discussion outside the online context. This respondent collects information online that 

he then continues to discuss with his grandmother, who plays a significant role in his 

personal religious life. His engagement in religion-related discussions online could 

therefore be viewed in terms of a self-socializing type of activity that he then further 

supplements through further face-to-face discussions with a trusted person, in this case 

the grandmother: ‘I mean, by following those pages… I also like; it is being shared, but 

it does not end with sharing. What I do with my grandma is being carried out: exchange 

of ideas’ (YTRHE124). As such, this respondent’s religious activities online have a 

direct and expressed connection to his ‘offline’ religious life.  

Another way of using media for religious purposes that is characteristic for the 

Turkish sample is by engaging in discussions on religious and existential topics on 

online social media platforms. One respondent reported regularly engaging in such 

discussions with people that she called ‘friends’ but whom she had never actually met in 

person. This respondent described her everyday surroundings as close-minded and 
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uncompromising with regard to beliefs and values. Afraid of being condemned, she 

refrains from talking to other people about religion-related or value-laden topics. But 

the online chat forums that she regularly participates in provides her with an 

environment where she can express herself in ways that she feels are not possible with 

other friends and family. This respondent also reports that the online world has taken on 

particular importance for her because of the restrictions that her own parents have put 

on her possibilities to independently inquire into Islam. For this respondent, the Internet 

therefore provides an environment where she feels that she can exercise a higher degree 

of personal autonomy and control over her own religious learning:  

 

I mean, to research constantly. I mean, I am curious. No matter how much my 

mom and others try to obstruct… I mean, even when I take the Qur’an in my 

hands, I mean, its Turkish version, they tell me “Do not read! Leave it!” They say 

“Oh, well, do not confuse yourself”. They make me leave it aside, but, I go on the 

Internet secretly… See, the Turkish version exists at home, but, they did not allow 

me to read it. They literally took it out of my hands. I read its English -- I mean, 

Turkish version on the Internet gradually. Oh, well, I like discovering like this, to 

do novel things. I feel happier. I mean, it is as if it is the very thing that makes me 

cling to life (YTRHE232). 

 

The Internet offers this respondent a crucial platform for self-expression, information 

searching, and religious learning. This excerpt provides a curious example of parents 

trying to maintain strict control over the religious learning of their children through 

actively obstructing and discouraging independent engagement with central religious 

texts. Because of this, this respondent secretly turns to the Internet and uses it as a 

central source of personal religious learning. In this case, the agency exercised by this 

respondent is not geared towards supplementing the religious socialization received 

through her parents, but rather towards circumventing or sidestepping it.  

Overall, actively seeking information, supplementing prior knowledge, and trying 

to find further support for already held views emerged as the most common ways in 

which the Turkish young adults interviewed used media for religious or spiritual 

services and issues. Some also singled out the Internet and online discussion forums as 

providing them with valuable environments for self-expression and personal autonomy. 
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A trait shared by most respondents who reported using media for religious purposes is 

to understand their engagement in mediated environments in terms of a learning process 

about both self and others that requires active participation and openness to dialogue. 

This, then, could also be viewed as a type of self-socializing practice, whereby 

respondents independently engage with a range of religious content online, sometimes 

to supplement the religious beliefs and values received through conventional primary 

socialization agents, and sometimes to form their own religious outlooks through 

discussions with others. 

 

The case of Peru: young adults, religion, and media in a strongly traditional and 

predominantly Catholic social and cultural context 

The Republic of Peru was established in 1823. The amended Peruvian constitution of 

1993 expressly recognizes the historical role of the Catholic Church (Compendio 

normative 2015, art. 50). The vast majority of all Peruvians (above 88 percent) self-

identify as Christian (INEI 2008; IOP 2017). According to the Peruvian Institute of 

Public Opinion of the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú (IOP), among people 

between the age of 18–29, 71 percent self-identify as Catholic, followed by 15.3 percent 

who self-identify as Protestant, 7 percent who cite other religions, and 5.7 percent who 

cite no religious affiliation (IOP 2017). Although public opinion has gradually become 

increasingly critical of the social status and enduring public presence of the Catholic 

Church, it still enjoys widespread support and credibility among the population at large, 

including among young people (El Comercio 2017). 

Peruvian society and culture remains firmly attached to its traditions, especially 

those that have to do with food, folklore, and received cultural and religious mores. The 

continuing influence of the latter can, for example, be seen in widespread and enduring 

resistance towards the legalization of abortion and same-sex marriage. Peruvian society 

is, however, becoming increasingly pluralistic and diverse. Following the politically 

turbulent Fujimori-era (1990 ̶ 2001), the country has experienced a steady increase in 

political stability, economic growth, and notable improvements in infrastructures for 

services, including broadband Internet (ODS 2017, 27). 

In contrast to the strong public presence of Catholicism and relatively high figures 

of religious self-identification among the Peruvian population more generally, only 28.7 

percent of the Peruvian YARG respondents considered themselves ‘as belonging to one 
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or more religious groups, communities, or traditions’. The Peruvian sample mean for 

self-assessed degree of personal religiosity was 3.9, followed by a mean of 6.0 for self-

assessed degree of religiosity of the parental home; the former corresponding exactly to 

the entire sample mean, and the latter clearly exceeding it. The Peruvian respondents 

thus report a sharper difference between self-assessed degrees of personal religiosity 

and that of the parental home as compared to the Ghanaian and Turkish samples. These 

results thus suggest as weaker transmission of religious beliefs and values between 

respondents and their parents. Peru nevertheless remains a country where many 

traditional modes of religious socialization still persist (IOP 2017, 13). As noted, higher 

education has been shown to have a clearly observable impact on the religiosity of 

young adults. In particular, socialization into the university tends to result in an 

increasing questioning and relativization of received religious values and mores. This is 

illustrated by the account of one Peruvian respondent who describes her relationship 

with Catholicism as follows: 

 

Although the university, well… I wouldn´t say is the greatest source of 

Christianity in the world [talking about her own university], but, eh, yes, partly it 

is […] [I]n fact, more I learnt about it, more details I discovered from it. 

(Interviewer: And what has been decisive to influence you when changing from 

one point of view to another?) Questioning; knowing and asking. […] one 

example is the Bible which now I consider should be read in a critical way, I 

mean like not taking it in a literal way. Ask, know, respond are frequently used 

instruments in the university and they are becoming an essential tool to take 

distance or to become more critical in relation to the received faith (YPEMV050).  

 

As is clearly expressed by this respondent, taking part in higher education has involved 

a more fundamental change in her entire approach to received religious tradition and 

sacred texts. Indeed, for this respondent, the principles of critical thinking taught at the 

university provide an ‘essential tool’ for taking a critical distance to dominant and 

received religious tradition.  

The media-landscape in Peru is fairly diverse. The most commonly used media 

are radio and television (Consumo televisivo y radial 2017). Internet use is becoming 

increasingly widespread, with the most widely used social media platforms being 
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Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp (GfK 2017, 8; 17). As household Internet 

connections remain quite rare, most Peruvians still access the Internet through public 

so-called Internet-booths (rental spaces for the use of computers, Internet, printing and 

other services attached to computers). 

Regarding frequency of media-use, 72.6 percent of the Peruvian respondents 

report using the Internet ‘every day’, followed by television (24.9 percent), radio (14.6 

percent), and newspapers/magazines (9.4 percent). The Internet is mainly used for 

‘communication’ (64.8 percent) and ‘finding information’ (55.8 percent). Wikipedia 

and YouTube stand out as the most frequently mentioned sites in the interviews. 

Although radio and television remain the most frequently utilized media among the 

Peruvian population as a whole, Internet use clearly proved to be the most frequently 

used and preferred media on a daily basis among the Peruvian young adults interviewed 

for the study. However, when it comes to the Peruvian respondents’ use of the Internet 

for ‘religious or spiritual services and issues’, only 0.6 percent reported using it for such 

purposes ‘every day’, followed by 5.3 percent reporting using it ‘almost daily’, 5.9 

percent reporting using it on a ‘weekly basis’, 24.9 percent reporting using it 

‘occasionally’, and 62.3 percent reporting ‘never’ using the Internet for such purposes. 

These results are clearly below the entire sample average. They also provide a stark 

contrast to both the Ghanaian and Turkish samples.  

Given these results, only a handful of the Peruvian young adults interviewed 

related their media use to their religious views or engagements. For some respondents, 

this mainly took the form of satisfying a general curiosity by seeking out information on 

religious traditions that are generally quite unfamiliar to the Peruvian context. Examples 

from the interviews include respondents talking about using the Internet to search for 

information about the Quakers and the Church of Latter-Day Saints. But similar to both 

the Ghanaian and Turkish cases, most of the Peruvian respondents who talked about 

their media use in connection with religion-related matters primarily talked about using 

media, and especially the Internet, as a means to fact-check and acquire quick 

information about various types of religious beliefs, ideas, practices, etc. For example, 

one respondent recounted downloading books on religion in order to deepen his 

understanding of the phenomenon of religion in general. As he stated:  
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I found some books like, a well-known book. I read it a while ago. I explored 

what the gospel texts are. They did not coincide with the Bible (YPESC0124). 

 

This somewhat curious excerpt provides an example of a respondent using the Internet 

as a reservoir of sources for critically inquiring into religion-related issues. In this case, 

the respondent evidently found a book that made him question the validity and character 

of the Biblical gospel texts. Another respondent recounted how he had started to 

discover contradictions in both the Bible and the Qur’an already at the age of 13–14. As 

he went on to say:  

 

When you have the Internet, you can look there, in effect, and see there are 

contradictions and it tells you the verse, the chapter and you look and see that 

these and those are not valid or that such an idea of the Old Testament contradicts 

the New Testament (YPESC120). 

 

The Internet provides this respondent with the opportunity to directly and independently 

engage with sacred texts first hand. In a way that reflects Peruvian respondents’ use of 

media in connection with religion-related issues more generally, the engagement of this 

respondent primarily reflects a critical curiosity towards religion-related issues, and in 

this case the consistency of Biblical texts.  

While the Peruvian sample generally reveals a preponderance to use various 

forms of media to inquire into religion-related issues in a critical spirit, we also find a 

few cases where respondents’ engagements with media for religious purposes have had 

life-changing effects. One respondent talked about experiencing a ‘religious 

breakthrough’ while surfing the web, which led him to search out videos on YouTube 

about the requirements for becoming a Catholic priest. As he recounted: 

 

Approximately in the beginning of the month of October, I was on the Internet 

and out of nowhere, I started to search on YouTube, as it is called, the topic “why 

not be a priest” ... and that’s where everything was born, from there until now 

(YPESC122). 
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Here we see an example of a respondent who talks about the Internet having played a 

central role in igniting his interest in religion in the first place. It also provides an 

example of how the vast amounts of religious content available online can inspire 

people to more actively and consciously seek out much more particular types of 

religious content, in this case relating to Catholic priesthood.  

Overall, the Peruvian sample provides a clear contrast to both the Ghanaian and 

Turkish samples regarding both degrees of religious self-identification as well as media 

use for religion-related purposes. As noted, most Peruvian respondents do not report 

using media for religious or spiritual services and issues. The ones who do mainly use 

media to inquire into religion-related issues in a critical spirit. In contrast to both the 

Ghanaian and Turkish cases where respondents primarily use media to supplement and 

develop already held religious beliefs and convictions, the Peruvian respondents instead 

primarily use media to independently fact-check religious claims and propositions as 

part of a more general effort to distance themselves from received religious tradition. 

The type of self-socializing practice exercised by some of the Peruvian respondents is 

thus more adequately characterized as a type of independent and self-directed 

disengagement from received religious beliefs and mores.  

 

Concluding discussion 

This article has aimed to explore the usefulness of the notion of self-socialization for 

making sense of the ways in which young adult university students in Ghana, Turkey, 

and Peru use media, and especially digital media, for various types of religious 

purposes.  

The YARG data does not suggest any notable retreat of traditional or conventional 

religious socialization agents in Ghana, as respondents clearly underline the enduring 

influence of family and religious communities for their own religious learning. Ongoing 

developments in the Ghanaian media landscape and the proliferation of digital 

technologies and social media has, however, clearly brought about a situation that both 

makes possible and serves to encourage independent and self-directed religious 

learning. In the Turkish case too, traditional socialization agents remain essential and 

media primarily functions as a source of knowledge that supplements previous 

understandings. For some, though, media also provides a crucial environment for 

discussions about religion and as a source of essential knowledge when other sources 
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are not available. The Peruvian case stands out as being the least religious and 

consequently also the setting where media use for religious purposes is most 

uncommon. However, here too, media is widely used as a knowledge source, but a 

source more clearly related to taking a critical stance towards received religious 

tradition, or religion in general. 

 As indicated in the presentations of our chosen cases above, it is possible to 

apply the notion of self-socialization on some of the behaviors discussed and expressed 

by some of the participants in our study. With regard to only media use as such, it is 

quite evident that the young adults interviewed – in line with previous research on 

young adulthood, media use, and self-socialization – are independent and active 

(digital) media users. They rarely report experiencing any restrictions when it comes to 

their own media use. While many of them express critical views on for example social 

media, they nevertheless remain generally comfortable with living in a media saturated 

world where daily Internet- and social media use constitutes a natural and taken for 

granted part of their daily lives. While the three cases do reveal some contextual 

differences, our respondents can nonetheless generally be characterized as active and 

independent media users. 

 Turning to the specific focus of this article, it seems clear that the notion of self-

socialization does possess some degree of both explanatory and analytic utility. This is, 

however, provided that processes of self-socialization are explored and understood in 

close relation to the enduring influence of ‘conventional’ or ‘traditional’ primary 

socialization environments and agents such as the family and religious communities and 

leaders. While our data clearly reveals that media provide young adults with a central 

resource of information, knowledge, and new perspectives on religion-related issues, 

many of our respondents expressly viewed the information they encountered through 

different types of media against the background of the religious knowledge that they 

had already received through traditional socialization agents such as family or religious 

communities. This is not surprising considering that media tend to lack clearly 

identifiable socialization goals, although the types of content provided by media outlets 

in particular social and cultural contexts may align quite closely with those of traditional 

socialization agents. This is perhaps most evident in the case of Ghana where religious 

communities occupy highly visible positions across the Ghanaian media-sphere, as they 

also do in Ghanaian society and culture more generally. At the same time, the young 
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adults interviewed also no doubt exercised a large degree of independent agency when it 

came to their engagements with media in religion-related matters. 

While young adults in Ghana, Turkey, and Peru are clearly actively involved in 

their own religious socialization, and although media often plays a clearly observable 

part in this process, it remains clear that these factors need to be understood as part of a 

wider web of socialization agents. The YARG project findings presented in this article 

raise new questions about the extent to which the enduring centrality of traditional 

socialization agents might have been overlooked in previous research on young adults, 

religion, and media. While we are by no means suggesting that previous research in the 

area would have completely ignored the interconnection of multiple socialization 

agents, our aim has nevertheless been to provide a more detailed account of such 

interconnections through combining survey data with the actual views of young adults 

themselves as expressed in in-depth interviews. We also hope to have been able to show 

the value of exploring contemporary modes of religious socialization through 

transnational comparisons of non-western contexts.  
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