
Vol.:(0123456789)

Contemporary Jewry
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-022-09472-9

1 3

According to their Numbers: Assessing the Pew Research 
Center’s Estimate of 7.5 Million Jewish Americans

Elizabeth Tighe1  · Leonard Saxe1  · Daniel Parmer2  · Daniel Nussbaum1  · 
Raquel Magidin de Kramer1 

Received: 28 July 2022 / Accepted: 2 November 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
The Pew Research Center’s survey, Jewish Americans in 2020, was designed to pro-
vide estimates of the size of the US Jewish population, sociodemographic data on 
issues such as intermarriage, child-rearing, engagement in Jewish communal life, 
and a description of American Jewish attitudes. A sophisticated sample design 
was employed to ensure accurate and generalizable assessments of the population. 
Because Jews are a small sub-group and the US government does not collect cen-
sus data on religious groups, creating estimates is a non-trivial task. The focus of 
this paper is on the validity of Pew’s estimate of 7.5 million US Jewish adults and 
children, 2.4% of the overall US population. The estimate is an important standalone 
indicator and is the basis for assessments of current Jewish attitudes and behavior. 
This paper considers the underlying construct of Jewish identity and its operationali-
zation by Pew and evaluates the convergent validity of Pew’s findings. The efforts to 
define “who is a Jew” in sociodemographic surveys is described, and a set of meth-
odological challenges to creating estimates are considered. The results of this review 
indicate that Pew’s criteria for inclusion in the population estimate comports with 
long-standing views of how to assess the Jewish population. Furthermore, Pew’s 
estimate of 7.5 million Jewish Americans is consistent with other recent demo-
graphic studies of the population. Their conclusions about a growing US Jewish 
population suggest a new narrative of American Jewish life that reflects the diversity 
of ways in which Jewish identity is expressed.
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Introduction

The Pew Research Center’s Jewish Americans in 2020 [Pew Research Center (PRC) 
2021a] represents the latest national sociodemographic study of the US Jewish 
population (cf. Massarik 1974; Kosmin et al. 1991; Kotler-Berkowitz et al. 2004a; 
PRC 2013). Pew’s study estimated the size of the US Jewish population and exam-
ined characteristics of the population, including intermarriage, Jewish child-rearing, 
engagement in Jewish communal life, and a range of religious and social attitudes. 
The study estimated that the total US Jewish population as of 2020 is 7.5 million 
adults and children (Hackett and Ausubel 2021; PRC 2021a), more than 12% greater 
than their 2013 estimate (PRC 2013). The present paper assesses the validity of 
these estimates. The population size, and who is included in the estimate, is not only 
an important statistic in its own right but also serves as the basis for understanding 
levels of Jewish engagement and differences across subgroups (Saxe 2022).

To develop their estimates of the size and characteristics of American Jewry, Pew 
employed a sophisticated design that relied on address-based sampling (ABS). This 
design decision reflected a departure from prior national studies that sampled house-
holds using random digit dial (RDD) telephone survey methods.1 Not only was it the 
first national Jewish population survey to use ABS, but it was also the first to collect 
data primarily online.

Background

Because the US census does not include questions about religious or ethnic iden-
tity, sociodemographic studies of the US Jewry must rely on alternative sources of 
data. Demographic studies of American Jewry have evolved over the past decades in 
ways that reflect broader trends in social research. Understanding how methods have 
changed over time is critical for understanding the design decisions of the Pew 2020 
survey and their effect on the results. Specific challenges to these studies included 
the problem of population undercounts, the lack of baseline population data, and 
survey coverage.

Table  1 displays a summary of the methods and results for five major sur-
veys of the US Jewish population conducted between 1970 and 2020. The 1970 
National Jewish Population Study (NJPS; Massarik 1974) was the first modern 
comprehensive study. Previously, the main source of systematic data was from 
a survey conducted by the US Bureau of the Census (1958) which had been 
designed as a test of the feasibility of including a question about religion on the 
decennial census. The Census Bureau decided not to include the religion question 
on future surveys, forcing researchers of religion—and those interested in policy 

1 ABS has been used in studies of the general US population, including the Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey (ACS), as well as to study Jewish communities: Philadelphia (Marker and Steiger 
2020), Chicago (Aronson et al. 2021), and Los Angeles (Aronson et al. 2022).
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related to religion such as government funding of parochial and religion-based 
charter schools—to design their own independent studies.

The NJPS 1970 employed what were then best practices in survey research: 
in-person surveys in which households were identified for inclusion in the sample 
through extensive fieldwork. Identification of Jewish households out of all pos-
sible households in the United States would have been impossible given the time 
and cost constraints. To conduct more cost-effective surveys, researchers used 
geographically stratified samples to focus on areas where they were more likely 
to find members of the target group. To develop a sample plan like this, however, 
required that one knew the percent of the population that was Jewish in any given 
region. One of the designers noted the dilemma attendant to the lack of US cen-
sus data:

We sought from this survey that very piece of information required to 
design the survey creating a sort of circular situation with the connecting 
link missing. (Lazerwitz 1974, p. 2).

As a substitute for census estimates, researchers divided US counties into 39 
regions on the basis of data about known Jewish communities as reported in the 
American Jewish Year Book (AJYB) (Chenkin 1969). Only 10% of the counties 
in the United States were included in the sample, with a majority of counties rep-
resented by what were estimated to be similarly sized Jewish communities. The 
1970 survey yielded an estimate of the size of the Jewish population of 5.4 mil-
lion (Massarik 1974). Despite improvements in estimation that arose from the 
use of scientific probability sampling, under-enumeration was considered to be a 
“universal problem” of sample surveys (Bershad and Tepping 1969), in particular 
for small sub-groups. Although a reanalysis of the data adjusting for sources of 
bias in the estimates indicated that the population estimate might have been as 
high as 6 million (Lazerwitz 1978), absent an independent benchmark, the extent 
of under-counting could not be determined.

The 1970 survey highlighted two challenges that each subsequent national sur-
vey, including Pew 2020, sought to remedy:

(1) The lack of census data on the distribution of the population nationally necessary 
to develop efficient, cost-effective sampling plans

(2) The universal problem of undercounts of small sub-groups in sample surveys

When the next national survey—NJPS 1990 (Kosmin et al. 1991)—was con-
ducted, the cost-effectiveness of phone-based surveys provided an alternative to 
in-person household surveys. Although phone survey methods were more effi-
cient, the developers contended with the same design dilemma as the 1970 sur-
vey, noting:

The best alternatives are surveys in which information on religious identifica-
tion is collected. Three types of such surveys are relevant to our concern: (1) 
national and local omnibus surveys; (2) local studies of the Jewish population; 
and (3) a national Jewish population survey. (Goldstein et al. 1988, p. 3–4)
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The use of national and local omnibus surveys that assess religious identifica-
tion was dismissed in planning NJPS 1990 because researchers believed that any 
single survey would be insufficient to provide detailed descriptions of the popula-
tion. The use of multiple sources of data was, at the time, too difficult to implement. 
Since 1990, however, data aggregation methods that enable modeling across differ-
ent sources of data have evolved and become commonplace (Cooper et  al. 2009; 
Lohr and Raghunathan 2017). As described below, the American Jewish Population 
Project (AJPP; Saxe et al. 2021) applied these latest methods to the assessment of 
religious identification, with a specific focus on Jewish identification.

Absent of census data for stratification and methods for data aggregation, the 
NJPS 1990 defined strata based solely on the distribution of the US population—for 
which there were census data. The assumption of this approach is that the prob-
ability of reaching a Jewish household when calling a representative sample of all 
households would be a measure of its representation in that region.

Ultimately, population estimates derived from the 1990 survey were based on an 
amalgamation of a year’s worth of weekly and biweekly surveys which were con-
ducted as part of an ongoing omnibus market research survey. The omnibus survey 
was used to screen for Jewish respondents, who were recontacted for participation 
in an extended interview. The results indicated that there were 5.5 million Jewish 
adults and children in the United States. It was widely acknowledged that the 5.5 
million in 1990 was likely an underestimate given the tendency to undercount small 
populations (Choldin 1994; Finke and Scheitle 2005), as well as a propensity for 
not reporting Jewish heritage in surveys (Kosmin et al. 1991, p. 39), and difficulties 
associated with counting recent immigrants (Kosmin 1991, p. 2).

The NJPS 2000–01 survey (Kotler-Berkowitz et al. 2004a) tried to improve the 
efficiency of RDD survey sampling by stratifying US counties on the basis of AJYB 
estimates, similar to the 1970 survey. A series of methodological problems under-
mined the utility of the findings. These included problems with the response rate 
(less than half that of the 1990 survey), likely an issue because the screener ques-
tion about Jewish identity was open-ended and the hand-off from the screener to 
the full survey lost many respondents, and weighting for nonresponse was hampered 
because of a loss of screening data (Kadushin et al. 2005). Kadushin et al. concluded 
that while analyses of the relationship among measures in the survey were poten-
tially valuable, the population estimates could not be considered reliable.

Each national Jewish population survey attempted to use the then latest meth-
ods to improve estimation, but in fact, the same challenges remained: a lack of 
pre-existing data on the population necessary to create an efficient, cost-effective 
sampling frame, and the proclivity toward undercounting in sample surveys. In 
addition, new challenges arose, such as changes in the systems for data collec-
tion, which made the collection of representative data even more difficult. The 
Pew 2013 survey was the first to attempt stratification based on estimates that 
were independent of known Jewish community data reported in the AJYB. Strati-
fication was based on the frequency of Jewish respondents in prior Pew surveys. 
To reduce costs, Pew excluded nearly half of US counties where it was expected 
that there would be a low or no likelihood of Jewish households. Although some 
adjustments were made for the purposes of generating a total population estimate, 
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the data applied only to a portion of the US population. Pew’s total population 
estimate was 6.7 million, substantially higher than all previous survey-based esti-
mates. When compared, however, with what might have been the upper estimate 
of 6,000,000 in NJPS 1970, Pew’s estimate represented a very small change of 
just 12% over a 40-year period that included significant immigration from the 
former Soviet Union (FSU), Israel, and other countries, as well as the multi-gen-
erational impact of the post-war “baby boom.”

Pew’s 2020 survey employed new methods that had evolved in response to the 
ever-changing landscape of survey research. It was the first national Jewish popu-
lation survey to design sample stratification using completely independent model-
based estimates of the distribution of Jewish adults in counties from preliminary 
results of the AJPP (Tighe et al. 2019), with additional stratification by ZIP Codes 
using their own pre-existing data.

To address low response rates and potential bias with RDD phone surveys, Pew 
used address-based sampling (ABS). The US Census Bureau has long employed 
ABS using non-public address lists from the decennial census, while other surveys 
use the United States Postal Service’s Computerized Delivery Sequence (CDS) file 
of mailing addresses. Use of the CDS for sampling has greatly reduced the costs 
associated with household sampling. Advancements in the use of ABS for sampling 
have also been accompanied by changes in modes of administration. With fewer 
people relying on landline telephones and greater adoption of call-blocking technol-
ogies, multi-mode surveys are becoming more common. Participants are contacted 
by mail and invited to complete the survey online or by other means (mail/phone) 
(AAPOR 2016). The Pew 2020 survey made use of all of these advancements, strati-
fying postal addresses by counties and ZIP Codes based on independent Jewish pop-
ulation estimates, which covered known Jewish communities and areas outside of 
known Jewish communities. Invitations to participate in the survey were mailed to 
households who could choose to complete the survey online or request a paper ques-
tionnaire. Pew’s approach yielded the highest single survey estimate to date: a total 
population of 7.5 million Jewish adults and children.

Definition of Who is Jewish

The validity of this estimate and its comparability to prior estimates turns, in part, 
on whether the survey assessed the same underlying population as earlier studies. 
The key question is who was included in the population estimate and its relationship 
to prior operationalizations.

Sociologically, there is no official definition of who is Jewish in the United States. 
There is, however, substantial consensus among social scientists who study Jewish 
populations. The 2020 Pew survey included the same groups that have been included 
in US Jewish population surveys dating back to 1990. Specifically:

• US adults who identified their religion as Jewish and who were either born Jew-
ish or converted
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• US adults who identified culturally or ethnically as Jewish, were born Jewish 
(had at least one Jewish parent), and when asked about their religion, indicated 
that they were atheist, agnostic, or otherwise not affiliated with a religion

The inclusion of both groups—those who identify their religion as Judaism and 
those who identify ethnically or culturally as Jewish, but are non–practicing—is 
broadly recognized in the social-scientific study of Jews (cf., Hartman and Sheskin 
2012; Rebhun 2004; Sasson et al. 2017; Sklare 1971). Judaism extends beyond the 
conception of religion as a set of beliefs and practices to include the idea of peo-
plehood—having a common ethnic and cultural identity. As described by Marshall 
Sklare (1971):

Being Jewish involves two complementary aspects: membership in the eth-
nic group and membership in the religious community. The extent to which 
the individual exercises his prerogatives by participating in the ethnic group 
affairs, and particularly in the life of the religious community, is a matter of 
choice. But no matter to what extent the prerogatives of birth are exercised, 
all Jews are essentially equal members of the ethnic group and of the religious 
community. (p. 26)

Thus, for the purpose of understanding the American Jewish community, sociode-
mographic studies consider all Jews “equal” and distinguish them from those who 
are non-Jewish. It is recognized that Jewishness exists on a continuum and iden-
tification can depend on the salience of a variety of social and cultural factors (cf. 
Horowitz 1998), but dichotomization into those who identify as Jewish and those 
who do not allows one to compare and contrast the attitudes and behavior of those 
who are Jewish-identified. To ensure that comparisons over time and across Jewish 
communities are meaningful, the basis for identifying Jews should remain stable and 
reflect an accepted construct.

To ensure such stability, Pew gathered input from a panel of experts (PRC 2021a, 
p. 5). Questions were designed in a way that would reduce survey error, in particu-
lar, sampling error associated with including only a portion of the population. The 
survey was conducted in two stages. In the first stage, members of the larger popu-
lation were screened to identify eligible members of the target population. In the 
second stage, eligible respondents were asked detailed questions about their Jewish 
identification and the identification of household members.

Because the US Jewish population is ~ 2.5% of the total US population of 330 
million, large numbers of screening interviews were needed to identify a sufficient 
number of eligible participants to be able to describe the population. Screening large 
numbers to identify members of a “rare” group can lead to problems of “false posi-
tives” (people who screen into the survey as Jewish who are not) as well as “false 
negatives” (people who screen as not eligible who actually are Jewish). The prob-
lem of screening people into the survey who are not actually Jewish is remedied 
by including more detailed questions about identification in the extended interview. 
The problem of false negatives is more problematic. Screening that is too stringent 
and excludes eligible members of the group can lead to undercounting the overall 
population or underrepresenting certain groups. To avoid false negatives, standard 
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practice is to cast the widest net in the initial screening and use the detailed inter-
view questions to remove false positives (Kalton 2009). Pew 2020 employed this 
method.

Another challenge associated with the screening process is the changing nature 
of religious identification in the US, which is the primary question used in screen-
ing. This is reflected in how questions about religion have changed over time. Akin 
to the observation from Herberg (1955) of the “triple melting pot,” it was common 
for questions about religion in the USA to be expressed simply as “Is your religious 
preference Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish?” (Fig. 1). Today, the question is likely to 
be asked similarly to how it is in Pew surveys: Not only are there more options for 
religion, there are also multiple ways to express “no religion.” Thus, in the United 
States, where it is increasingly acceptable to say that one is not religious (Thiessen 
and Wilkins-Laflamme 2020), and there are different varieties of “no religion” to 
choose from, secular Jews are likely to choose one of the "no religion" options.2 This 
trend is similar to that noted by Himmelfarb (1980), who predicted that the propor-
tion of Jews not identifying denominationally would increase with each generation. 
For studies of the US Jewish population to accurately reflect the two complementary 
aspects of ethnic and religious identity, screener questions cannot limit identification 
to only a question about religious identification.

Pew’s screening consisted of three questions (PRC 2021b):

• What is your present religion, if any?

Fig. 1  Change in religious preference question in surveys, 1948 to 2020. Note: ANES, 1948 (Campbell 
and Kahn 1948); Growth of American Families, 1955 (Freedman et  al. 1959); General Social Survey, 
1972 (Davis 1973); Pew Research Center, 2020 (PRC 2021b).

2 Some also identify in “Other, specify” as secular Jew, or "Jewish, not practicing" (Tighe et al. 2014).
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• Anyone who identified as Jewish when asked about their religion was screened 
into the long interview.

Anyone who did not indicate that their religion was Jewish was asked:

• Aside from religion, do you consider yourself to be any of the following in 
any way (for example, ethnically, culturally, or because of your family’s back-
ground)? Jewish/Catholic/Mormon/Muslim

• Anyone who indicated that they considered themselves to be Jewish was 
screened into the long interview.

Anyone who did not indicate that they considered themselves Jewish was 
asked:

• Please indicate whether you were raised in any of the following traditions or had 
a parent from any of the following backgrounds. Jewish/Catholic/Mormon/Mus-
lim

• Anyone who indicated that they were raised Jewish or had a Jewish parent was 
screened into the long interview.

Similar screening questions were used in prior national surveys, including NJPS 
1990 (Kosmin 1991), NJPS 2000–01 (Kotler-Berkowitz et  al. 2004b), and Pew’s 
survey of Jewish Americans 2013 (PRC 2013), as well as local Jewish commu-
nity sociodemographic studies (see, e.g., Aronson et al. 2021; 2022). Although the 
screener questions opened the Pew 2020 survey to a broad group, not all of these 
respondents were included in population counts. Only those who identified as Jew-
ish, were raised Jewish or had at least one Jewish parent, and were not currently 
practicing another religion were included. Those who had a Jewish parent and did 
not identify as Jewish were considered separately as people of Jewish background, 
as were those who identified as Jewish but were practicing another religion. All of 
the national surveys used these criteria for who was included in the population sta-
tistics, with the exception of NJPS 2000, which included, in addition to those who 
were practicing no religion, a small number who were practicing non-monotheistic 
religions such as Buddhism.

An exception to this definition was introduced by DellaPergola, who has criti-
cized the Pew estimates (both 2013 and 2020; see DellaPergola 2022a, 2022b; 
Rosner 2021). DellaPergola argues that Pew broadened the definition of who is 
included in the US Jewish population estimates. This criticism was first intro-
duced in response to Pew’s estimate of 6.7 million Jewish adults and children in 
2013 (PRC 2013); DellaPergola argued that Pew included a “previously not empiri-
cally tested category of partly Jewish” in their total population estimate (DellaPer-
gola 2015). This was based on Pew 2013 having included a “partially” option to 
the second screener question about whether one considered themselves Jewish. Pew 
provided three options: “Yes,” “Yes, partially Jewish (includes “half-Jewish”), and 
“No.” These options, however, have been used before. NJPS 2000–01 used the same 
options with the same screener question: “Yes (definitely)”, “Yes (half/partially),” 
“Yes, Other (Specify),” and “No” (Kotler-Berkowitz et  al. 2004b, p. 5). In NJPS 
2000–01, the core Jewish population included those who chose the “half/partially” 
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option as well as those who chose the “definitely” option. It is unclear why Della-
Pergola revised population estimates from the Pew 2013 survey to exclude all those 
who said partially (and their children) when previous studies and population esti-
mates had included them as part of the Jewish population.

DellaPergola argues that those who chose the “partially” option were individuals 
who considered their Jewish identity “part of a broader composite cluster of two or 
more sub-identities” (DellaPergola 2022a, p. 380). He defines the core on the basis 
of the concept of a “mutually exclusive identification framework” in which those 
who have converted or practice another religion are not included in the core popula-
tion; in addition, only those who identify ethnically or culturally as Jewish aside 
from religion are excluded if they identify with another ethnicity. These groups are 
considered to be part of what he calls the Enlarged Jewish population. The exclu-
sion of those who have converted or are practicing a religion different from the main 
Jewish population statistics is common in social scientific studies of the population. 
The exclusion of those who might identify with multiple ethnicities is without prec-
edent. It is also never directly assessed by DellaPergola.

In response to Pew’s 2020 estimate of 7.5 million US Jewish adults and children, 
DellaPergola operationalized the idea of the mutually exclusive identification frame-
work as excluding those who identify with another religion—as has been common—
and, only for those who identify as Jewish aside from religion, excluding those who 
have only one Jewish parent, with the assumption that they, therefore, do not have a 
mutually exclusive identification framework. Applying this more restrictive defini-
tion, DellaPergola revised estimates of the US Jewish population to 6 million, 20% 
smaller than Pew’s estimate.

Traditional Jewish law (halacha) follows matrilineal descent, and thus, there is no 
precedent for excluding those with Jewish mothers (half of those excluded by Della-
Pergola), with the exception of those who practice another religion. With respect to 
those with Jewish fathers (absent a Jewish mother), the largest religious denomina-
tion of American Jews (Reform) accepts patrilineal descent. Thus, excluding those 
with a Jewish parent even though they self-identify as Jewish and are not practic-
ing another religion is counter to current Jewish practice. There is no precedent for 
doing so in sociological surveys. It not only distorts the snapshot provided by Pew 
of the contemporary Jewish population but makes it difficult to compare with past 
surveys of the US Jewish population. DellaPergola does not provide revised esti-
mates of the Jewish population from earlier studies using his novel and more limited 
definition of who is a Jew.

Inclusion of those who are “partially” Jewish, or have just one Jewish parent, is 
not unique to studies of the US Jewish population. The national Jewish community 
survey of Australia, “The Gen17 Australian Jewish Community Survey,” (Graham 
and Markus 2018) included all those who saw themselves as “Jewish in any way at 
all” (p. 22). This is true, as well, for population estimates, which, in Australia, are 
based on the census which collects data on religion and ancestry, with the latter—
along with language spoken at home—indicative of ethnic identification (Graham 
2021). All those who identify as Jewish by religion or by ancestry or language are 
included in population estimates (Graham 2014; Markus et al., 2021). The national 
Jewish community surveys of the United Kingdom (Graham et al. 2014) and South 
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Africa (Graham 2020) also included all those who identified as Jewish in any way. 
In addition, in a nine-country study of European Jews, the “core” Jewish population 
included all those who identified themselves as Jews, or were identified as Jewish by 
a household member, and did not currently identify with another religion (Graham 
2018).

Review of the conceptualization of the construct and how it was operationalized 
indicates that Pew’s definition is consistent with past national social surveys of Jews. 
There is no indication that Pew extended the definition. Nonetheless, DellaPergola’s 
revised estimates serve as the official statistics for worldwide estimates of the US 
Jewish population.

The Jewish Identity of Jews Aside from Religion

The premise, from NJPS 1990 to present, is that asking about identity aside from 
religion is a necessary and more direct method to assess the Jewish identification of 
those for whom membership in the ethnic group has precedence over membership in 
the religious community. The inclusion of questions about identity aside from reli-
gion also reduces survey error by ensuring that these members of the population are 
not excluded from sampling. DellaPergola has suggested that the majority of those 
who identify as Jewish in response to the religion question hold secular views; there-
fore, asking additional questions beyond religion only serves to include people who 
“lack the bravery (or interest) to concede they are just Jewish [sic]” (2022a, p. 361).

To assess the validity of the group Pew identifies as Jewish aside from religion, 
we compared this group directly with those who responded that their religion was 
Jewish and identified as secular/not practicing when asked about denominational 
identification. The group that identifies their religion as Jewish and denomination as 
secular/not practicing, definitionally, most directly represents the similar construct 
of individuals for whom Jewish identification is not based on its religious aspects. 
This group’s Jewish identification in the religion question might be attributable to a 
holdover from the concept of the triple melting pot, where even though they identify 
as secular or not practicing, it has been ingrained in American culture to identify as 
Jewish when asked one’s religion even if one is not practicing.

Among the 3,825 US adults who completed the extended interview after hav-
ing screened into the survey by reporting that their religion was Jewish, only a very 
small percentage reported that they were not practicing, secular, or culturally Jewish 
(1.4%), or that they were atheist or agnostic (0.2%) (Table 2). Although some who 
identify with a denomination might hold secular views, those who self-identified as 
secular/not practicing in their denomination should represent the same underlying 
construct as those who identify as Jewish aside from religion. Both groups, those 
who self-identified as secular/not practicing in their denomination and those who 
identify as Jewish aside from religion, should represent those for whom Jewish iden-
tification is less a matter of religion than ethnicity or culture.

Figure  2 displays the results from analysis of the question about whether one 
sees being Jewish mainly as a matter of religion, ancestry, or culture, or a mix-
ture. Responses were recoded into those who saw it mainly as a matter of culture 
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or ancestry and those who saw it mainly as a matter of religion, or a mix of religion 
and culture or ancestry.

As expected, the vast majority of those who identified their religion as Jewish 
and indicated that they were secular/not practicing (80%) and those who identified 
as Jewish aside from religion (85%) agreed that being Jewish was mainly a matter of 
ancestry and/or culture, which is consistent with the definition of this group repre-
senting those for whom Jewish identification is mainly about membership in an eth-
nic group. As well, a majority of those who identified their branch as non-denom-
inational (69%) and Reform (54%) also indicated that being Jewish was mainly a 
matter of ancestry and culture.

Table 2  Distribution of self-
identified secular Jews among 
those who say their religion is 
Jewish

a 95% confidence interval

Denomination Percentage 95%  CIa

Orthodox 11.8 (10.5–13.3)
Conservative 22.8 (21.1–24.6)
Reform 45.0 (42.7–47.2)
Other 4.8 (3.9–6.0)
No denomination 13.9 (12.3–15.6)
Secular/cultural/not practicing 1.4 (0.9–2.0)
Atheist/agnostic 0.2 (0.1–0.4)
Humanist 0.2 (0.1–0.5)
Spiritual 0.01 (0.01–0.03)

Fig. 2  Being Jewish is mainly a matter of culture and/or ancestry for Jews aside from religion compared 
with Jews by religion who are secular/not practicing and other Jews by religion (Orthodox, Conservative, 
Reform, and other denominations)
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Analysis of the question “How important is religion in your life?” yielded sim-
ilar results (Fig. 3). Nearly all who self-identify as secular/not practicing (97%) 
or Jewish aside from religion (92%) indicate that religion is not very or not at all 
important in their life. Conversely, the majority of all denominationally identified 
groups report that religion is important in their life, with the highest among those 
who identify as Orthodox (96%) or Conservative (80%).

Figure 4 displays engagement in ritual practices on a scale from low to high 
across four common ritual practices: attending or holding a Seder on last Passo-
ver, fasting on the last Yom Kippur, marking Shabbat in a meaningful way, and 
keeping a kosher home. The scale is cumulative, meaning those in the highest 
category engage in all four of these practices.

The majority of those who said their religion was Jewish and are secular/not 
practicing and those who identified as Jewish aside from religion were likely to 
engage in no practices or just attending a Passover Seder (57% and 73%, respec-
tively). There were, however, individuals across all groups who engaged in no, 
or few, ritual practices. Conversely, there were individuals across all groups who 
engaged in many or all of the practices.

Although engagement in ritual practices is not definitional for Jewish identi-
fication, these comparisons—along with attitudes about the importance of reli-
gion and the meaning of being Jewish—highlight how Jewish identification being 
more a matter of ethnicity or culture than religion can be seen across all branches 
and is typified by Jews aside from religion. Further, the similarities of this group 
to those who identified as Jewish when asked about religion and then indicated 
that they were secular/not practicing makes clear that inclusion of questions about 

Fig. 3  Importance of religion by Jewish identity
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identification beyond religion provides a better representation of the portion of 
the population for whom being Jewish is more a matter of ethnicity than religion.

Comparison to Recent Population Estimates

Additional evidence that Pew’s assessment of US Jewry accurately reflects the 
underlying construct as recognized by the social science community is demonstrated 
through convergent validity—the extent to which the results compare with other 
estimates of the population obtained through other methods. The Pew 2020 estimate 
of a total US Jewish population of 7.5 million is consistent with other contempora-
neous estimates from independent researchers (Table  3). These include the AJPP, 

Fig. 4  Ritual engagement scale by Jewish identity

Table 3  Pew 2020, AJPP 2020, and AJYB 2021 estimates of the US Jewish population

a Pew 2020 population totals are based to the US population in households and non-institutionalized 
group quarters from the 2014–2018 American Community Survey. bFigures are rounded as reported in 
Pew (2021a, p. 50). cThe 95% confidence interval is based on secondary analysis of Pew 2020 and are 
rounded. dAJPP 2020 is based to the population in households using Claritas 2020 ZIP Code population 
estimates. eThe 95% Bayesian Credible Interval. fNo confidence interval or margin of error is reported.

US Population Percent US Jewish Population

Population 95% CI

Pew 2020 317,941,631a 2.4 7,500,000b (7,300,000–7,800,000)c

AJPP 2020 322,777,950d 2.4 7,633,000 (7,468,000–7,797,000)e

AJYB 2021 – – 7,268,000 –f
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which estimates a total US Jewish population of 7.6 million (Saxe et al. 2021) and 
the AJYB’s most recent estimate of 7.3 million (Sheskin and Dashefsky 2022).

Rather than a single survey, the AJPP estimate of 7.6 million is based on a sta-
tistical analysis of primary data from hundreds of surveys of the US population 
(Magidin de Kramer et al. 2018; Saxe and Tighe 2013; Saxe et al. 2021; Tighe et al. 
2021). Each survey includes a question on religious identity that is consistent with 
the religion screener question in Jewish-focused surveys. Population estimates are 
based on responses from over 1.3 million US adults about their religious identity 
and are supplemented by analyses of recent local Jewish community studies. The 
AJPP approach provides an independent check on the validity of Pew’s estimate. 
The Pew 2020 estimate of 7.5 million, although slightly lower than AJPP’s, is within 
the “margin of error” of the AJPP estimate, represented by the 95% confidence 
intervals. The Pew 2020 95% confidence interval ranges from 7.3 to 7.8 million. The 
AJPP 2020 95% Bayesian credible interval ranges from 7.47 to 7.8 million.3

Sheskin and Dashefsky’s AJYB 2021 estimate of 7.3 million is slightly lower 
than Pew 2020 and AJPP 2020, but the difference is explicable. AJYB’s estimate 
is based on a simple summing of reported population counts primarily from fed-
erated Jewish communities throughout the United States. This estimate should be 
somewhat lower than the Pew and AJPP estimates since Pew and AJPP estimates are 
designed to cover the entire United States, whereas the AJYB estimates are focused 
on known Jewish communities and do not include systematic assessment of areas 
outside of known Jewish communities. The timing and frequency of the studies used 
to create the AJYB estimate varies widely. The editors provided some adjustments 
to the community estimates for population change over time, but most of the com-
munity studies were conducted more than a decade ago. Because the AJYB esti-
mate is a simple aggregation of published population totals, which does not take into 
account the sample variance in each study, the margin of error is unknown.

Although Pew and AJPP appear very similar in their overall estimates of the US 
Jewish population (7.5 versus 7.6 million), there are differences that can affect con-
clusions about the size of the population. In particular, Pew estimates a smaller per-
centage of US adults who identify their religion as Jewish (1.7%) compared with 
the AJPP estimate (1.9%). Pew also estimates a larger percentage of US adults who 
identify as Jewish “aside from religion” and a greater number of Jewish children. 
The total population appears similar because the gains and losses of these subgroups 
balance out. If Pew underestimated the percentage of US adults whose religion is 
Jewish, then the total population would be larger than the 7.5 million reported. If the 
AJPP underestimated the percentage of US adults who are Jewish aside from reli-
gion, their 7.6 million would be larger.

3 Although both the confidence interval and the credible intervals provide measures of the uncertainty 
in the estimates, their interpretation is somewhat different. The 95% confidence interval represents an 
assumption: Were the study to be repeated using the same methods and parameters, 95 out of 100 of the 
samples would yield an estimate of the true population percentage in this range. The 95% Bayesian cred-
ible interval signifies that, based on the observed data, there is a 95% probability that the true population 
total falls within this range.
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There are no independent sources of data with which to validate estimates of Jews 
aside from religion or the number of Jewish children. Absent independent sources, 
AJPP researchers adopted a conservative position and developed estimates of these 
two groups from secondary analysis of recent local Jewish community surveys. 
Where no recent community studies had been conducted, AJPP used estimates from 
the Pew 2013 survey, which was the most recent national source of data available 
when the analyses were conducted.4

The major benefits provided by AJPP are the detailed data it yields about 
the majority of the US Jewish population who are identified through the reli-
gion screener question, and its ability to describe differences sub-nationally, such 
as between states and metropolitan areas. The AJPP was specifically designed to 
address the ongoing challenge associated with studies of the US Jewish population 
because of the lack of census data (Saxe and Tighe 2013; Saxe et al. 2014). Here, we 
examine responses to Pew’s screener question and whether there might have been 
bias in who chose to answer the screener after receiving the invitation to participate 
in the survey addressed to them personally at their home address.

The estimates of the percentage of the US population who identify their religion 
as Jewish in the Pew 2020 survey and in the AJPP data synthesis are displayed in 
Fig.  5. For comparison, results from a sample of notable recent surveys are also 
displayed along with their 95% confidence intervals. This includes a sample of 
recent surveys conducted by Pew, such as their Religious Landscape Surveys (RLS, 
PRC 2008, 2015), Global Attitudes Survey (GAS, PRC 2010), and previous survey 

Fig. 5  Percentage of US adults who say their religion is Jewish in recent surveys in comparison to Pew 
2020 and AJPP 2020

4 For details, see Technical Report: ZIP Code-based Jewish Population Estimates 2020: Chapter 4: Esti-
mation of Jewish children and other Jewish adults (http:// ajpp. brand eis. edu/ metho dology# jpop2 020).

http://ajpp.brandeis.edu/methodology#jpop2020
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of Jewish Americans (JA, PRC 2013). In these recent Pew surveys, estimates ranged 
from 1.7% to 1.9%. All were RDD phone surveys and included both landline and 
cellphone samples. Other national surveys, such as the General Social Survey (GSS, 
Smith et al. 2019) and the American National Election Study (ANES 2019, 2021), 
have estimates of the US adults who identify their religion as Jewish that range from 
1.7% to 2.1%. These surveys employed address-based sampling similar to Pew 2020 
but were conducted in person.5 In the Cooperative Election Study (CES), a web-
based survey with a sample of 60,000 US adults, 2.1% of US adults identified their 
religion as Jewish. For nearly all of these surveys, the AJPP estimate of 1.9% and 
the Pew estimate of 1.7% were within the 95% confidence intervals of the estimates.

None of the weights in these surveys—aside from the Pew 2013 survey of US Jews—
were designed for the specific purpose of US Jewish population estimation. Most include 
in their poststratification weighting standard variables such as age, race, Hispanic ethnic-
ity, and educational attainment. Interactions between these variables are not included. 
Geographic adjustments are often based to the broadest geography of US census region. 
None include interactions of demographic characteristics and geography, which are 
needed to account for the fact that, for example, the likelihood that a Hispanic adult in 
the United States identifies as Jewish is not equal throughout the United States. Another 
example is that, although Jewish adults generally have higher levels of educational attain-
ment than US adults, the likelihood that a college graduate is Jewish differs substantially 
in places like Manhattan versus areas within Brooklyn.

The AJPP model-based estimate standardizes the factors typically included in 
weighting to account for differences between the surveys in terms of who is rep-
resented in the samples of each survey and whether the factors are actually associ-
ated with Jewish identification. These factors include geographic distribution at and 
within the ZIP Code clusters as well as interactions of geography with demograph-
ics, such as age, educational attainment, and race/ethnicity (see Tighe et al. 2021, 
Chapter 3 for details). Such interactions typically are not possible to estimate reli-
ably in single surveys given small sample sizes.

When differences in the samples in terms of their geographic distribution, their 
representation of men and women, age, race/ethnicity groups, and educational 
attainment are accounted for, the surveys converge on an estimate of 1.9%, with a 
95% credible interval ranging from 1.9 to 2%. This suggests that the Pew estimate 
of 1.7% with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 1.6 to 1.8% likely somewhat 
underrepresented the true percentage of US adults who identify their religion as 
Jewish. Most importantly, Pew’s estimate of 1.7% is not an outlier relative to other 
surveys; rather, it is within the range of what an individual survey might be expected 
to produce given the vagaries of survey sampling and the challenges of using a sur-
vey to enumerate a rare population.

Another benefit of the AJPP data synthesis is that it includes a variety of sur-
vey sources and sampling methods. This enables assessment of the validity of the 
Pew estimates regarding whether survey mode affected their estimates of the size 

5 The ANES 2016 uses a combination of in-person and online interviews. The online portion of the sam-
ple was obtained using RDD.
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of the population. The Pew 2020 survey differed from previous surveys in that it 
was conducted primarily online, and participants were contacted by mail at their 
home addresses. Pew suggested that the web/mail survey might be more effective 
at reaching young people or others more comfortable with technology, whereas 
traditional phone surveys might be better at reaching groups not comfortable with 
technology or those that lacked access to the internet (PRC 2021a, p. 13). Although 
Pew conducted a mode experiment (PRC 2021b, pp. 239–247), it was designed to 
assess how mode affected responses to particular questions and not how mode might 
have affected its effects on population estimates. Because the AJPP data synthesis 
includes traditional RDD telephone surveys as well as web and in-person surveys, 
whether survey mode yields differences in estimates of the Jewish population can be 
directly examined. Typically, differences such as those described by Pew of survey 
mode affecting whether younger or older people are more likely to be reached are 
remedied through the poststratification weighting and adjustments for non-response. 
Mode, therefore, should not affect population estimates.PRC (2021) has been 
changed to PRC (2021a, 2021b).

Figure  6 displays unweighted, weighted,6 and model-based estimates by the 
methods employed across the full sample of surveys included in the AJPP data syn-
thesis. The unweighted data from RDD telephone surveys yielded higher estimates 
of the percentage of Jewish adults than cellphone surveys. Applying the weights 
provided with each survey, RDD landline and cellphone estimates were reduced. 

Fig. 6  Unweighted, weighted, and model-based estimates of percent Jewish in RDD, cell, web, and in-
person surveys

6 Some Pew surveys provide specific weights for the separate analysis of landline versus cellphone sam-
ples. Where available, these weights were used. When sample specific weights were not available, final 
weights were used.
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For example, in Pew RDD landline surveys, unweighted, 2.7% of adults were Jew-
ish. After weighting, the estimate was reduced to 1.9%. The unweighted GSS and 
ANES surveys administered in-person saw the 1.7% of adults who identified their 
religion as Jewish increase to 1.9% after weighting. When weighting was standard-
ized through model-based poststratification, the estimates across all sampling meth-
ods and modes of administration converged at 1.9–2%. It does not appear that Pew’s 
use of address-based sampling and web administration would yield a lower estimate 
of the percentage of US adults who say their religion is Jewish compared with RDD 
phone surveys.

Conclusions

Estimating the size of the US Jewish population, a small percentage of the total US 
population, is a challenging but essential task if one is to understand the dynam-
ics of contemporary Jewish religious and cultural engagement. Pew’s 2020 study of 
Jewish Americans estimated the US Jewish population to be 7.5 million. Our review 
indicates that Pew’s estimate is valid and consistent with other recent systematic 
analyses.

The questions used to screen for eligible members of the population, and iden-
tify eligible members based on follow-up questions in the extended interview, are 
consistent with past approaches to assess the sociodemographic characteristics 
of American Jews. The design of the questions also conformed to the practice of 
assessing the underlying construct of Jewish identification as one comprised of both 
ethnic and religious group membership, regardless of the extent to which identifica-
tion is exercised in overt behaviors related to the group.

The findings document that those who identified as Jewish aside from religion 
represent the same underlying construct as those who said their religion was Jew-
ish and then explained that they are secular/not practicing. There was no difference 
between these two groups in the belief that being Jewish was mainly a matter of 
ancestry or culture. Those who identified as Jewish aside from religion were also 
similar to those who identified as Jewish by religion and were secular/not practicing 
in their level of engagement in ritual practices. Further, regardless of whether one 
identified as Jewish by religion or as Jewish aside from religion, there was a range of 
Jewish engagement from none/very little to very much across all of the groups.

Contrary to the suggestion that Pew changed and expanded the definition of who 
is a Jew (DellaPergola 2022a), the definition has remained consistent. The implica-
tions of applying DellaPergola’s new definition not only result in a smaller Jewish 
population but also yield a very different narrative of American Jewish identity and 
engagement (Saxe 2022). A reanalysis of Pew’s 2020 data, excluding non-religious 
adults who have only one Jewish parent, results in an increase in the proportion of 
Jews by religion to 87% of the total population (compared with 73% in original anal-
ysis) and a decrease in Jews aside from religion (13% compared with 27% in original 
analysis). Were one to accept DellaPergola’s exclusion of children of intermarriage 
who do not identify religiously, American Jewry would appear as highly religious 
and Jewishly engaged, while excluding a large number of people who identify as 
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Jews and participate in Jewish home and community life. That narrative is at odds 
with how most Jewish communities view their constituents and the diversity of 
engagement with Jewish life (Aronson et al. 2019).

Although not fully realized in NJPS 1990, the switch to screening representa-
tive samples of US adults to identify eligibility on the basis of religion and on the 
basis of identification aside from religion paved the way to circumvent the circular-
ity inherent in Jewish population surveys. Although there is no independent source 
of data on the US Jewish population available to inform the design of and evalua-
tion of survey samples, there is an abundance of data on the religious identification 
of US adults. With the majority of US Jewish adults identifying by religion, these 
data are highly useful. In this case, the comparison of the independent model-based 
estimates of the percentage of US adults who identify their religion as Jewish based 
on the analysis of hundreds of independent samples of US adults provided evidence 
that the percentage of American Jews who identify their religion as Jewish observed 
in the Pew 2020 survey was somewhat low.

It is possible that the lower percentage reporting their religion as Jewish might 
simply represent sampling error. However, it also may be more substantive. The sur-
vey made clear that it was about religious identification and participation. Even a 
broad screening process designed to reduce undercounting cannot remedy the pos-
sibility that some members of a rare group who consider their membership sensitive 
will deny or refuse to answer questions about group membership (Kalton 2009). One 
of the key findings from the Pew 2020 survey must be considered: 75% of Jewish 
Americans said there is more antisemitism in the United States than there was five 
years ago (PRC 2021a, p. 122), and 53% said they felt less safe as a Jewish person 
in the United States than they did five years ago (PRC 2021a, p. 124). The share was 
even higher among those who identified their religion as Jewish. Concerns about 
antisemitism might have been particularly important in the Pew study because of 
the use of ABS and the fact that respondents were contacted at their home address. 
This is a very different context than the general population surveys included in the 
AJPP data synthesis, in which the focus of the surveys was on a variety of topics and 
religious identification was one of several standard demographic questions included 
(typically at the end of the survey).

That Pew’s population findings, confirmed by multiple other sources of informa-
tion and analytic approaches, point to population growth is important. However, 
demographic facts will not determine the future of the American Jewish community. 
That future will be shaped by a host of endogenous and exogenous factors. The find-
ings from Pew 2020 are a reminder that, similar to past surveys, there are limitations 
to relying on a single sample. Having an external frame of reference, such as the 
AJPP data synthesis, both for the design of the survey and for evaluating the rep-
resentativeness of the sample, will be critically important. At the same time, local 
community studies will continue to be essential for understanding variations at the 
state and county level, and the ways in which specific constituencies are affected by 
developments affecting the broader Jewish population.



1 3

According to their Numbers: Assessing the Pew Research Center’s…

Funding This work was supported by Brandeis University through the Steinhardt Social Research Insti-
tute. The authors have no financial interests to disclose. Non-financial interests: Leonard Saxe was a 
member of the advisory panel for the Pew Research Center’s 2020 study of Jewish Americans.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest The authors have no competing personal or financial interests in the analyses reported.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen 
ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

AAPOR Task Force on Address-based Sampling. 2016. Address-based sampling. AAPOR reports. 
https:// www. aapor. org/ Educa tion- Resou rces/ Repor ts/ Addre ss- based- Sampl ing. aspx. Accessed 6 
June 2022.

American National Election Studies. 2019. ANES 2016 time series study. Ann Arbor, MI, and Stan-
ford, CA: University of Michigan and Stanford University.

American National Election Studies. 2021. ANES 2020 time series study. Ann Arbor, MI, and Stan-
ford, CA: University of Michigan and Stanford University.

Ansolabehere, Stephen, Brian F. Schaffner, and Sam Luks. 2019. Cooperative congressional election 
study, 2018: Common content. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University.

Aronson, Janet Krasner, Leonard Saxe, Charles Kadushin, Matthew Boxer, and Matthew A. Brookner. 
2019. A new approach to understanding contemporary Jewish engagement. Contemporary Jewry 
39 (1): 91–113. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12397- 018- 9271-8.

Aronson, Janet Krasner, Matthew A. Brookner, and Leonard Saxe. 2021. 2020 Metropolitan Chicago 
Jewish population study. Waltham, MA: Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies and Steinhardt 
Social Research Institute, Brandeis University.

Aronson, Janet Krasner, Matthew A. Brookner, Leonard Saxe, Adina Bankier-Karp, Matthew Boxer, 
Zachary H. Seeskin, and David Dutwin. 2022. 2021 Study of Jewish LA. Waltham, MA: Cohen 
Center for Modern Jewish Studies, Brandeis University.

Bershad, Max A., and Benjamin J. Tepping. 1969. The development of household sample surveys. 
Journal of the American Statistical Association 64 (328): 1134–1140.

Campbell, Angus, and Robert L. Kahn. 1948. ANES 1948 time series study. Ann Arbor, MI: Univer-
sity of Michigan. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3886/ ICPSR 07218. v4

Chenkin, Alvin. 1969. Jewish population in the United States. In American Jewish year book 1969, 
vol. 70, ed. Morris Fine and Milton Himmelfarb, 260–272. New York and Philadelphia: The 
American Jewish Committee and The Jewish Publication Society of America.

Choldin, Harvey M. 1994. Looking for the last percent: The controversy over census undercounts. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Claritas, LLC. 2020. ZIP Code population by age and sex. Claritas Pop-Facts Premier. Received 27 
Feb 2020.

Cooper, Harris, Larry V. Hedges, and Jeffrey C. Valentine, eds. 2009. The handbook of research syn-
thesis and meta-analysis, 2nd ed. New York: Russel Sage Foundation.

Davis, James A. 1973. General social survey, 1972. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for 
Political and Social Research. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3886/ ICPSR 07309. v1

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.aapor.org/Education-Resources/Reports/Address-based-Sampling.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-018-9271-8
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR07218.v4
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR07309.v1


 E. Tighe et al.

1 3

Magidin de Kramer, Raquel, Elizabeth Tighe, Leonard Saxe, and Daniel Parmer. 2018. Assessing the 
Validity of Data Synthesis Methods to Estimate Religious Populations. Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion 57: 206–220. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jssr. 12513.

DellaPergola, Sergio. 2015. World Jewish population, 2014. In American Jewish year book 2014, vol. 
114, ed. Arnold Dashefsky and Ira Sheskin, 301–393. Cham: Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 319- 09623-0_ 19.

DellaPergola, Sergio. 2022a. World Jewish Population. In American Jewish year book 2021, vol. 
121, ed. Arnold Dashefsky and Ira Sheskin, 313–412. Cham: Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 030- 99750-2_8.

DellaPergola, Sergio. 2022b. Taking issue with the Pew Jewish population size: Six million Jews in 
the US? In American Jewish year book 2021, vol. 121, ed. Arnold Dashefsky and Ira Sheskin, 
50–52. Cham: Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 030- 99750-2_2.

Finke, Roger, and Christopher P. Scheitle. 2005. Accounting for the uncounted: Computing correc-
tives for the 2000 RCMS data. Review of Religious Research 47 (1): 5–22. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
2307/ 41482 78.

Freedman, Ronald, Pascal K. Whelpton, and Arthur A. Campbell. 1959. 1955 Growth of American 
families. Madison, WI: Center for Demography and Ecology, University of Wisconsin (pro-
ducer). Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research (distribu-
tor). https:// doi. org/ 10. 3886/ ICPSR 20000. v2

Goldstein, Sidney, Sidney Groeneman, Frank Mott, Susan Mott, and Joseph Waksberg. 1988. Towards 
a national survey in 1990. New York: Council of Jewish Federations.

Graham, David. 2014. The Jewish population of Australia: Key findings from the 2011 census. Darling-
hurst: Australian Centre for the Study of Jewish Civilisation.

Graham, David. 2018. European Jewish identity: Mosaic or monolith? London: Institute for Jewish Pol-
icy Research.

Graham, David. 2020. The Jews of South Africa in 2019: Identity, community, society, demography. Lon-
don: Institute for Jewish Policy Research.

Graham, David J. 2021. Religion data from Australia’s 2016 census: The case of Judaism with broader 
implications for comparisons with earlier census results. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 
60 (4): 789–810. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jssr. 12744.

Graham, David, and Andrew Markus. 2018. Gen17 Australian Jewish community survey: Preliminary 
findings. Victoria and Darlinghurst: Australian Centre for Jewish Civilisation and Jewish Communal 
Appeal (JCA).

Graham, David, Daniel Staetsky, and Jonathan Boyd. 2014. Jews in the United Kingdom in 2013: Pre-
liminary findings from the national Jewish community survey. London: Institute for Jewish Policy 
Research.

Hackett, Conrad, and Jacob Ausubel. 2021. Measuring the size of the U.S. Jewish population: New esti-
mates from a Pew Research Center survey of Jewish Americans. Journal of Religion and Demogra-
phy 8 (1–2): 89–100. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1163/ 25897 42X- 12347 112.

Hartman, Harriet, and Ira M. Sheskin. 2012. The relationship of Jewish community contexts and Jew-
ish identity: A 22-community study. Contemporary Jewry 32 (3): 237–283. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s12397- 012- 9090-2.

Herberg, Will. 1955. Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An essay in American religious sociology. Garden City, 
NY: Doubleday and Company.

Himmelfarb, Harold S. 1980. The study of American Jewish identification: How it is defined, measured, 
obtained, sustained and lost. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 19 (1): 48–60. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 2307/ 13860 17.

Horowitz, Bethamie. 1998. Connections and journeys: Shifting identities among American Jews. Con-
temporary Jewry 19: 63–94. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ BF029 63427.

Kadushin, Charles, Benjamin Phillips, and Leonard Saxe. 2005. National Jewish Population Survey 
2000–01: A Guide for the Perplexed. Contemporary Jewry 25: 1–32.

Kalton, Graham. 2009. Methods for oversampling rare subpopulations in social surveys. Survey Method-
ology 35 (2): 125–141.

Kosmin, Barry A. 1991. Research report: The national survey of religious identification 1989–90. New 
York: CUNY Graduate Center.

Kosmin, Barry A., Sidney Goldstein, Joseph Walksberg, Nava Lerer, Ariela Keysar, and Jeffrey Scheck-
ner. 1991. Highlights of the CJF 1990 national Jewish population survey. New York: Council of 
Jewish Federations.

https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12513
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-09623-0_19
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-09623-0_19
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_2
https://doi.org/10.2307/4148278
https://doi.org/10.2307/4148278
https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR20000.v2
https://doi.org/10.1111/jssr.12744
https://doi.org/10.1163/2589742X-12347112
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-012-9090-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-012-9090-2
https://doi.org/10.2307/1386017
https://doi.org/10.2307/1386017
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02963427


1 3

According to their Numbers: Assessing the Pew Research Center’s…

Kotler-Berkowitz, Laurence, Steven M. Cohen, Jonathon Ament, Vivian Klaff, Frank Mott, and Danyelle 
Peckerman-Neuman. 2004a. The national Jewish population survey 2000–01: Strength, challenge 
and diversity in the American Jewish population. New York: United Jewish Communities (pro-
ducer). Storrs, CT: North American Jewish Data Bank (distributor).

Kotler-Berkowitz, Laurence, Steven M. Cohen, Jonathon Ament, Vivian Klaff, Frank Mott, and Danyelle 
Peckerman-Neuman. 2004b. The national Jewish population survey 2000–01: Screener with incen-
tive offer. New York: United Jewish Communities (producer). Storrs, CT: North American Jewish 
Data Bank (distributor).

Lazerwitz, Bernard. 1974. National Jewish population study: Methodology. New York: Council of Jew-
ish Federations and Welfare Funds.

Lazerwitz, Bernard. 1978. An estimate of a rare population group: The U.S. Jewish population. Demog-
raphy 15 (3): 389–394. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 20606 58.

Lohr, Sharon L., and Trivellore E. Raghunathan. 2017. Combining survey data with other data sources. 
Statistical Science 32 (2): 293–312. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1214/ 16- STS584.

Marker, David, and Darby Steiger. 2020. Community portrait: A 2019 Jewish population study of Greater 
Philadelphia. Philadelphia: Jewish Federation of Greater Philadelphia (sponsor). Rockville, MD: 
Westat (producer).

Markus, Andrew, Tanya Munz, David Graham, and Emmanuel Gruzman. 2021. Appendix 1. In The Jew-
ish population of Victoria: Key findings from the 2016 Census. Victoria: Australian Centre for Jew-
ish Civilisation Faculty of Arts.

Massarik, Fred. 1974. National Jewish population study: A new United States estimate. In American Jew-
ish year book 1974–75, vol. 75, ed. Morris Fine and Milton Himmelfarb, 296–313. New York and 
Philadelphia: The American Jewish Committee and The Jewish Publication Society of America.

Pew Research Center. 2008. U.S. religious landscape survey. Washington, DC: Pew Forum on Religion 
& Public Life.

Pew Research Center. 2010. 22-nation Pew global attitudes survey. Washington, DC: Pew Research Cent-
er’s Global Attitudes Project.

Pew Research Center. 2013. A portrait of Jewish Americans. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center’s 
Religion & Public Life Project.

Pew Research Center. 2015. 2014 religious landscape study. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center.
Pew Research Center. 2021a. Jewish Americans in 2020. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center.
Pew Research Center. 2021b. 2019–2020 survey of U.S. Jews questionnaire for public release. Washing-

ton, DC: Pew Research Center.
Rebhun, Uzi. 2004. Jewish identity in America: Structural analyses of attitudes and behaviors. Review of 

Religious Research 46 (1): 43–63. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 35122 52.
Rosner, Shmuel. 2021. Rosner’s domain: Sergio Della Pergola: A demographer’s take on the 2020 Pew 

research. Podcast interview in the Jewish Journal. https:// jewis hjour nal. com/ podca sts/ 337237/ ser-
gio- della pergo la-a- demog raphe rs- take- on- the- 2020- pew- resea rch/. Accessed 6 June 2022.

Sasson, Theodore, Janet Krasner Aronson, Fern Chertok, Charles Kadushin, and Leonard Saxe. 2017. 
Millennial children of intermarriage: Religious upbringing, identification, and behavior among chil-
dren of Jewish and non-Jewish parents. Contemporary Jewry 37: 99–123. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s12397- 017- 9202-0.

Saxe, Leonard. 2022. Changing narrative of American Jewish life. In American Jewish year book 2021, 
vol. 121, ed. Arnold Dashefsky and Ira Sheskin, 69–70. Cham: Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978-3- 030- 99750-2_2.

Saxe, Leonard, and Elizabeth Tighe. 2013. Estimating and understanding the Jewish population in the 
United States: A program of research. Contemporary Jewry 33: 43–62. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s12397- 013- 9099-1.

Saxe, Leonard, Elizabeth Tighe, and Matthew Boxer. 2014. Measuring the size and characteristics of 
American Jewry: A new paradigm to understand an ancient people. In The social scientific study of 
Jewry: Sources, approaches, debates, vol. 27, ed. Uzi Rebhun, 37–54. New York: Oxford University 
Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ acprof: osobl/ 97801 99363 490. 003. 0008.

Saxe, Leonard, Daniel Parmer, Elizabeth Tighe, Raquel Magidin de Kramer, Daniel Kallista, Daniel 
Nussbaum, Xajavion Seabrum, and Joshua Mandell. 2021. American Jewish population estimates 
2020: Summary and highlights. Steinhardt Social Research Institute, Brandeis University. https:// 
ajpp. brand eis. edu/ us_ jewish_ popul ation_ 2020. Accessed 6 June 2022.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2060658
https://doi.org/10.1214/16-STS584
https://doi.org/10.2307/3512252
https://jewishjournal.com/podcasts/337237/sergio-dellapergola-a-demographers-take-on-the-2020-pew-research/
https://jewishjournal.com/podcasts/337237/sergio-dellapergola-a-demographers-take-on-the-2020-pew-research/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-017-9202-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-017-9202-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-013-9099-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12397-013-9099-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/9780199363490.003.0008
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/us_jewish_population_2020
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/us_jewish_population_2020


 E. Tighe et al.

1 3

Sheskin, Ira M., and Arnold Dashefsky. 2022. United States Jewish population, 2021. In American Jew-
ish year book 2021, vol. 121, ed. A. Dashefsky and I.M. Sheskin, 207–297. Cham: Springer. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 030- 99750-2_6.

Sklare, Marshall. 1971. America’s Jews. New York: Random House.
Smith, Tom W., Michael Davern, Jeremy Freese, and Stephen L. Morgan. 2019. General Social Surveys, 

1972–2018. Chicago: NORC.
Thiessen, Joel, and Sarah Wilkins-Laflamme. 2020. None of the above: Nonreligious identity in the US 

and Canada. New York: New York University Press.
Tighe, Elizabeth, Raquel Magidin de Kramer, Leonard Saxe, Daniel Parmer, and Ryan Victor. 2014. 

Recoding of Jews in the Pew portrait of Jewish Americans. Steinhardt Social Research Institute, 
Brandeis University. https:// ajpp. brand eis. edu/ docum ents/ 2013/ pewcat_ method. pdf. Accessed 6 
June 2022.

Tighe, Elizabeth, Raquel Magidin de Kramer, Daniel Parmer, Daniel Nussbaum, Daniel Kallista, 
Xajavion Seabrum, and Leonard Saxe. 2019. American Jewish population estimates 2019: Sum-
mary and highlights. Steinhardt Social Research Institute, Brandeis University. https:// ajpp. brand eis. 
edu/ docum ents/ 2019/ Jewis hPopu latio nData Brief 2019. pdf. Accessed 6 June 2022.

Tighe, Elizabeth, Raquel Magidin de Kramer, Xajavion Seabrum, Daniel Parmer, Daniel Kallista, Daniel 
Nussbaum, and Joshua Mandell. 2021. AJPP technical report 2020: ZIP Code-based Jewish popula-
tion estimates. Steinhardt Social Research Institute, Brandeis University. https:// ajpp. brand eis. edu/ 
docum ents/ 2020/ AJPPT echni calRe port2 020. pdf. Accessed 6 June 2022.

US Bureau of the Census. 1958. Current population reports, series P-20, 79th ed. Washington, DC: US 
Bureau of the Census.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Elizabeth Tighe is a Research Scientist at the Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies at Brandeis Uni-
versity and is currently the Director of the American Jewish Population Project.

Leonard Saxe  is Klutznick Professor of Contemporary Jewish Studies and directs the Cohen Center for 
Modern Jewish Studies and the Steinhardt Social Research Institute at Brandeis University. He is the 
recipient of the 2012 Marshall Sklare Award. He was a member of the Pew Advisory committee and 
has been part of a team that has conducted more than two dozen sociodemographic studies of Jewish 
communities.

Daniel Parmer  was a principal analyst of the American Jewish Population project at Brandeis University 
and is currently the Associate Director of Research and Evaluation at Combined Jewish Philanthropies of 
Greater Boston.

Daniel Nussbaum  is a Research Associate at the Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies and the Stein-
hardt Social Research Institute at Brandeis University. He is an analyst for the American Jewish Popula-
tion Project.

Raquel Magidin de Kramer is an Associate Research Scientist at the Cohen Center for Modern Jewish 
Studies and the Steinhardt Social Research Institute at Brandeis University. She is a principal analyst for 
the American Jewish Population Project.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-99750-2_6
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/documents/2013/pewcat_method.pdf
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/documents/2019/JewishPopulationDataBrief2019.pdf
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/documents/2019/JewishPopulationDataBrief2019.pdf
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/documents/2020/AJPPTechnicalReport2020.pdf
https://ajpp.brandeis.edu/documents/2020/AJPPTechnicalReport2020.pdf

	According to their Numbers: Assessing the Pew Research Center’s Estimate of 7.5 Million Jewish Americans
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background
	Definition of Who is Jewish
	The Jewish Identity of Jews Aside from Religion
	Comparison to Recent Population Estimates
	Conclusions
	References




