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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
Word Count: 5,288
Introduction
According to the post pandemic press, astrology is ‘soaring in popularity’[footnoteRef:1], ‘the majority of Gen Z are seeking astrological insights’[footnoteRef:2] and ‘young people are flocking to astrology’[footnoteRef:3]. The anxiety caused by COVID-19 and the availability of digital content on social media applications are all quoted as reasons for this increase.[footnoteRef:4]  Unfortunately, verifying these claims is difficult.  Post COVID-19 academic research on astrology is limited and older research, whilst useful in informing aspects of astrological beliefs, does not cover the pandemic, social media or young adults belonging to generation Z (born between 1997 and 2012).  This study aims to address some of this by exploring the attitudes that a group of young adults (Gen Z) hold towards astrology, and whether those attitudes have been impacted by COVID-19 and social media as suggested by the press. [1:  Maggie Reid and Sheila Reid, ‘Big Zodiac:  the soaring popularity – and profits – of astrology’, CBC Radio, 1 December 2023. < https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/big-zodiac-rise-of-astrology-1.6794571> [accessed 15 April 2024].]  [2:  Rica Bhattacharyya, ‘Majority of Gen Z seeking astrological insights on digital platforms:  Astroyogi survey’, The Economic Times, 22 January 2024. <https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/majority-of-gen-z-seeking-astrological-insights-on-digital-platforms-astroyogi-survey/articleshow/107051914.cms?from=mdr#> [accessed on 15 April 2024].]  [3:  Sydney Page, ‘Young people are flocking to astrology.  But it comes with risks.’, The Washington Post, 13 June 2023. < https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2023/06/13/astrology-millennials-gen-z-science/> [accessed 15 April 2024].]  [4:  Hilary George-Parkin, ‘The anxieties and apps fuelling the astrology boom’, BBC Worklife, 9 February 2021. <https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20210205-why-astrology-is-so-popular-now> [accessed 18 April 2024].] 

Because research on astrology and Gen Z is light, a mixed method approach was used to first gain an insight into the participants attitudes then go deeper on some aspects.  Young adults were found to still believe in astrology however beliefs varied depending on questions asked.  Believing did not seem to be a pre-requisite to engaging with astrology which may have to do with open mindedness.  Accordingly, opposition to astrology did not appear to be as strong as in the past or to be due to science or religion.  This made generalising astrological belief difficult and ascertaining a rise challenging.  Whilst stressful, COVID-19 was not found to have had a major impact on the participants’ interest in astrology.  Social media on the other hand was found to have played a role in the participants’ interest in astrology as well as to have changed Gen Z’s relationship with Sun sign astrology and horoscopes. 
Literature Review
The perceived rise of astrology’s popularity
Accurately measuring the popularity of astrology in society seems to be an ongoing challenge.  There is a limited amount of academic research and popular surveys, and when these tools exist, they vary in the aspects measured making generalising and comparing people’s attitudes difficult.  Nicholas Campion faced a similar challenge over twenty years ago mentioning a lack of reliable sources.[footnoteRef:5]  The literature review conducted for this study identified only three academic articles on astrological beliefs published since the start of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:6]   Every one of these articles quoted a rise in the popularity of astrology without providing credible sources.  Some of the articles referred to large scale surveys whilst some assumed increasing interest from the amount of astrology content on social media or the size of the online astrology market, both recent phenomena not comparable to the past.  [5:  Nicholas Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement:  the Extent and Nature of Contemporary Belief in Astrology, (Unpublished Phd thesis, Bath Spa University College, 2004), p.1.]  [6:  Ida Andersson, Julia, Persson and Petri Kajonius, ‘Even the stars think that I am superior:  Personality, intelligence and belief in astrology’, Personality and Individual Differences, 187 (2022), 111389; 
Abhilasha Das, Manoj Kumar Sharma, Himani Kashyap and Srijita Gupta, ‘Fixating on the future:  An overview of increased astrology use’, International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 68.5 (2022), pp. 925-932;
Kristoffer Romulo B. Lopez, Natalia P. Gaticales, Alliyah Vanessa C. Provido, Mae B. Santelices and Myla M. Arcinas, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology in the Social Media amid COVID-19 Pandemic’, International Journal of Multidisciplinary:  Applied Business and Education Research, 2.4 (2021), pp. 349-363.] 

 The challenge presented by popular surveys can be seen in the last three astrology polls from YouGov, an online data research company.  The questions posed by each survey varied, the first measured a generic belief with 31% positive answers[footnoteRef:7], the second quantified dating behaviour with 8% of positive answers[footnoteRef:8] and the third assessed compatibility in relationships with 15% positive answers[footnoteRef:9].   Notwithstanding the varying focus, these results are similar to the percentages from Gallup polls quoted by Campion in 2004 which ranged between 15% and 29% and, as a result could demonstrate continued belief in different aspects of astrology.[footnoteRef:10]  Unfortunately, a search of the Gallup website did not reveal any polls on astrology post 2005 but interestingly, the results from the last poll were around 25% for the US, Canada and the UK, a figure which is within the quoted range.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  YouGov, Do you think there is any truth whatsoever in astrology and star signs? (2016). <https://yougov.co.uk/topics/society/survey-results/daily/2016/02/26/15dc0/1> [accessed 15 April 2024]. ]  [8:  YouGov, Would you regard someone’s star sign to be relevant if you were considering whether to date them? (2019). < https://yougov.co.uk/topics/society/survey-results/daily/2019/01/21/516f7/2> [accessed 15 April 2024].]  [9:  Eir Nolsoe, ‘Positive vibrations, chakras and star signs – what spiritual beliefs do Britons hold?’, YouGov (2022). < https://yougov.co.uk/society/articles/40379-positive-vibrations-chakras-and-star-signs-what-sp> [accessed 15 April 2024].]  [10:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 203.]  [11:  David W. Moore, ‘Three in Four Americans Believe in the Paranormal’, Gallup News Service (2005). <https://news.gallup.com/poll/16915/three-four-americans-believe-paranormal.aspx> [accessed 30 April 2024].] 

In addition to measuring varying dimensions or quoting popular surveys who do the same, all post pandemic academic articles assumed a rise from a measure of interest at a point in time.  For example, Ida Andersson and others[footnoteRef:12] allocated a rise to a single statistic from a 2018 survey from the Pew Research Centre[footnoteRef:13] where 29% of US Adults agreed they believed in astrology.  In another example, Lopez and others[footnoteRef:14] quoted the magazine WIRED to justify a rise in ‘astrology’s subscribers’ caused by social media, the source of the claim by WIRED[footnoteRef:15] being the perceived amount of online astrology content.  The lack of ongoing reliable statistics consistently measuring attitudes to the same aspects of astrology is not only making it challenging to quantify attitudes at a point in time but also impacting the ability to derive a trend. [12:  Andersson and others, ‘Even the stars think that I am superior’, p. 1.]  [13:  Claire Gecewick, ‘New Age beliefs common among both religious and nonreligious Americans’, Pew Research Centre, 1 October 2018. < https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2018/10/01/new-age-beliefs-common-among-both-religious-and-nonreligious-americans/> [accessed 21 April 2024].]  [14:  Lopez and others, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology’, p. 351.]  [15:  Justice Namaste, ‘The Internet Changed Astrology. Then Came the Memes’, WIRED, 8 May 2019. <https://www.wired.com/story/astrology-and-the-internet/> [accessed 18 April 2024].] 

COVID-19 and Social Media
Both the post COVID-19 press and academic articles mentioned previously attribute a rise in interest in astrology to the uncertainty caused by the pandemic.  There are challenges with these claims as well.  Lopez and others found that stress arising from the pandemic led to higher astrology content being accessed and shared by post-millennials (Gen Z) however, they only surveyed people who already consumed online astrology content so these results cannot be generalised to all of Gen Z.[footnoteRef:16]  Das and others also attributed a rise in astrological interest to COVID-19, however they did not test this assumption citing the paper by Lopez and others.[footnoteRef:17]  Irrespective of these issues, there is pre COVID-19 research that assigns a belief in astrology to difficult times, and Andersson and others[footnoteRef:18] and, Lillqvist and Lindeman[footnoteRef:19] mention stress and personal trauma as a key indicator. [16:  Lopez and others, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology’, p. 358.]  [17:  Das and others, ‘Fixating on the future’, p. 925.]  [18:  Andersson and others, ‘Even the stars think that I am superior’, p. 1.]  [19:  Outi Lillqvist and Marjaana Lindeman, ‘Belief in Astrology as a Strategy for Self-Verification and Coping with Negative Life-Events’, European Psychologist, 3.3 (1998), pp. 202-208 (p. 207).] 

The spread of astrology content on social media is also mentioned by the press as a reason for the rise of Gen Z’s interest in the topic.  It is likely that this claim relates to Gen Z’s unique relationship with technology.  As no research covering the impact of social media on astrology was found, digital characteristics of Gen Z were examined instead.  Gen Z are said to differ from previous generations and are referred to as digital natives, people who were born with the internet and smartphones and who never had to adapt to that technology.  A view that is confirmed in the research by the Oliver Wyman Forum[footnoteRef:20] but also by Sylvie Koneski[footnoteRef:21], Pichler and others[footnoteRef:22], Harari and others[footnoteRef:23] and Park and others[footnoteRef:24].  As a result technology is said to play a significant part in their lives and in shaping their behaviours.   Pichler and others[footnoteRef:25] and Harari and others[footnoteRef:26] say that it influences how they communicate, socialise and access information. [20:  Oliver Wyman Forum and the News Movement, A-Gen-Z Report:  What Business Needs to Know about the Generation Changing Everything (London and New York:  2023) <https://www.oliverwymanforum.com/content/dam/oliver-wyman/ow-forum/template-scripts/a-gen-z/pdf/A-Gen-Z-Report.pdf> [accessed 16 April 2023], p.8.]  [21:  Sylvie Koneski, Generation Z goes to college (Review of ‘Generation Z goes to College’ by Corey Seemiller and Grace Meghan), France Association of American University Programs (2017) < https://www.apuaf.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Book-review-Generation-Z-goes-to-college.pdf> [accessed 16 April 2024], p1.]  [22:  Shaun Pichler, Chiranjeev Kohli and Neil Granitz ‘DITTO for Gen Z:  A framework for leveraging the uniqueness of the new generation’, Business Horizons, 64.5 (2021), pp. 599-610, (p. 599).]  [23:  Tali Te’eni Harari, Yaron Sela and Liad Bareket-Bojmel, ‘Gen Z during the COVID-19 crisis: a comparative analysis of the differences between Gen Z and Gen Z in resilience, values and attitudes’, Current Psychology, 42:24223-24232 (2022), pp. 223-232, (p. 224).]  [24:  Susanna Y Park, Jennifer Hubert, Jacqlyn Yourell, Kelsey L. McAlister and Clare C. Beatty, ‘A Spiritual Self-Care Mobile App (Skylight) for Mental Health, Sleep, and Spiritual Well-Being Among Generation Z and Young Millennials:  Cross-Sectional Survey’, JMIR Formative Research, Volume 7 (2023), e50239, (p.2).]  [25:  Pichler and others, ‘DITTO for Gen Z’, p. 600.]  [26:  Harari and others, ‘Gen Z during the COVID-19 crisis’, p. 224.] 

The digital world Gen Z were born into is likely to have impacted their exposure to astrological content particularly as it has come to replace the printed press for that generation.  In 2004, Campion said that ‘most research indicated that almost 100% of British adults knew their birth-sign’ and that the main method of transmission of that knowledge were horoscope columns found in most tabloid newspapers and women’s magazines.[footnoteRef:27]  When the Oliver Wyman researchers asked Gen Z to select their favourite source of information, the highest ranked sources were social media, the internet and YouTube and conventional media such as printed news, radio and TV fared fairly low.[footnoteRef:28] Although no research was found to confirm or deny this, it would be fair to expect that if Gen Z do have an interest in astrology and if that interest is on the rise, this may have come from exposure to digital content.  [27:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, abstract and p. 132.]  [28:  Oliver Wyman, A-Gen-Z Report, p. 26.] 

Gen Z’s characteristics and their attitude to astrology
In addition to COVID-19 and social media, characteristics of Gen Z may also explain their attitudes to astrology particularly their open mindedness and preference for spirituality over organised religion.  Because Gen Z get most of their news online, according to the Oliver Wyman Research Forum[footnoteRef:29] the variety of information they have access to is said to have made them more open to differing social perspectives.  Harari and others qualify this by stating that they are ‘open to change and self-enhancement’.[footnoteRef:30]  They also appear to be open when it comes to spiritual beliefs and practices.  The research from the Oliver Wyman Forum refers to them as ‘spiritual, but not religious’ and reports that they are less interested in organised religion and more interested in personal practices such as manifestation, affirmation, astrology and yoga.[footnoteRef:31] Park and others explain that Gen Z tend to mix different spiritual practices rather than subscribe to a single set of beliefs.[footnoteRef:32]  [29:  Oliver Wyman, A-Gen-Z Report, p. 8 and pp. 24-28.]  [30:  Harari and others, Gen Z during the COVID-19 crisis’, p. 225.]  [31:  Oliver Wyman, A-Gen-Z Report, pp. 19-20.]  [32:  Park and others, ‘A Spiritual Self-Care Mobile App’, p. 9.] 

Most surveys have aimed to explain why people believe in astrology rather than why they do not, however religious or scientific beliefs often appear as rationale for scepticism.  Campion mentions that those who are most concerned about the existence of astrology are ‘Christian evangelicals and scientific sceptics’.[footnoteRef:33]  Both science and religion are mentioned in astrological research.  Andersson and others question the popularity of astrology despite what they term a ‘lack of scientific support’[footnoteRef:34], a view shared by Dean and others[footnoteRef:35] and by Lillqvist and Lindeman[footnoteRef:36].  Lopez and others[footnoteRef:37]  say that not being part of an organised religion may explain a rising interest in astrology, suggesting that being religious has the opposite effect.  Scepticism is part of people’s attitudes and will be explored in this study. [33:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 154.]  [34:  Andersson and others, ‘Even the stars think I’m superior’, p.1.]  [35:  Geoffrey Dean, Don Saklofske and Ivan Kelly, ‘Astrology as a Spiritual Belief System’, Skeptic Magazine, 26.2 (2021), pp. 30-36 (p. 30).]  [36:  Lillqvist and Lindeman, ‘Belief in Astrology’, p. 202.]  [37:  Lopez and others, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology’, p. 350.] 

In conclusion, it is difficult to say whether young adults’ interest in astrology is on the rise as there is no reliable or consistent source of information at that macro level.  The lack of post COVID-19 research also makes it hard to say what impact the pandemic has had on Gen Z and whether social media and relevant characteristics of this group have played a role in defining their attitudes to astrology.  The purpose of this research project is to gain a preliminary insight into these aspects.
Methodology
Research Methods
The main challenge faced by this study is the lack of recent academic research on Gen Z’s attitudes to astrology making it difficult to narrow down the research question.  However, this lack is what also makes the research interesting.  As a result, a mixed method approach was selected so that areas of focus could be surfaced via an online questionnaire and then investigated in more depth using interviews.  Accordingly, an online questionnaire was used in order to gain an insight into the attitudes that a group of 18 to 25 year olds held about astrology, and the possible influence of social media and COVID-19 on these views.
Given the issue mentioned above, questionnaires were deemed an appropriate way to rapidly gain some context on the target group’s attitudes which would then allow for deeper probing using semi-structured interviews.  Jenny Rowley and T.L. Brink agree with this approach stating that questionnaires are best to ascertain a ‘specific state of affairs’[footnoteRef:38] by profiling larger numbers of people[footnoteRef:39].  In addition, questionnaires can aid pinpoint areas of importance since as Rowley says they are particularly good for counting how often ‘opinions, attitudes and behaviours’ occur in a particular sample population.[footnoteRef:40]  However, their reductive nature makes them limiting and semi-structured interviews were used to clarify the reasoning behind some of the participants’ answers.  Monique Hennink and others confirm that mixed methods are a good way to initially conceptualise a research problem by allowing the researcher to take a broad view using a quantitative method such as questionnaires then to go deeper using a qualitative approach such as interviews.[footnoteRef:41]   [38:  T.L. Brink, ‘Quantitative and/or Qualitative Methods in the scientific study of Religion’, Zygon, 30.3 (1995), pp. 461-475, (p. 470).]  [39:  Jenny Rowley, ‘Designing and using research questionnaires’, Management Research Review, 37.3 (2014), pp. 308-330, (p. 309).]  [40:  Rowley, ‘Designing and using research questionnaires’, p. 309.]  [41:  Monique Henning, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, (London:  Sage, 2020), p. 42.] 

A pilot was conducted to ensure that the questionnaires were clear, easy to understand and to assess response times.  My two children, who are of the age of the target group, participated in the pilot but not in the study due to our relationship and possible conflict of interest.  One unexpected outcome of the pilot was that neither of them understood the meaning of ‘Sun sign’ in the question ‘do you know your Sun sign?’ despite being exposed to astrology at home.  They suggested using the term ‘star sign’ in the question which was expanded to include ‘birth sign’ and ‘Sun sign’ in parenthesis.  A sentence was also added to indicate that ‘this is the sign you would read in a standard astrology column’.  At this stage I had not realised that Gen Z are not exposed to astrology columns, this is covered in the findings section.
Twenty-one responses were collected via the online questionnaire and four participants were selected for the follow up interviews, contacted and then interviewed.  Interviews included two believers and two sceptics, how this was ascertained is explained in the findings section.  The four interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams and were recorded.  The interview questions were the same for all participants as they were aimed to probe their reasoning on the same topics.  The exception was when there was a need to clarify a particular answer from a participant who appeared to have misunderstood a question.  
Ethical Issues and Limitations
Participants were recruited through gatekeepers and directly.  Following advice from Hennink and others,[footnoteRef:42] participants were informed that this exercise as well as answering questions was voluntary and the introduction section of the questionnaire provided context on the research and on data protection and confidentiality.  Participants were asked for their consent before they started the questionnaire, to be contacted for interviews as well as before the interviews.  They were also asked to consent to the interview being recorded.  Demographics questions on the questionnaires ensured that participants were between 18 and 25 and were therefore adults and no other consent but theirs was required.  This process is in line with the guidelines Hennink and others suggest as a way to minimise harm to participants.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Hennink and others, Qualitative Research Methods, p. 75.]  [43:  Hennink and others, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 79-80.] 

This study does not aim to measure specialised or complex functions of astrology therefore, the simple definition devised by Patrick Curry was provided to the survey participants and astrology was defined as ‘the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated’.[footnoteRef:44]  In addition, the participants were told that in practice, this definition could be understood to mean the influence the planets have on someone’s personality as well as on events on earth and in their life.  The word attitude was used rather than the word belief to ensure the study covered the three dimensions proposed by Tanya Altmann:   the participants’ thoughts about astrology, the positive or negative value of these thoughts, as well as their behaviour towards astrology.[footnoteRef:45]  Care was taken when designing the questionnaire and interview questions to ensure all dimensions of attitudes were included. [44:  Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’, in The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, ed. by Kelly Boyd, Volume 1 (London: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999), pp. 55-57 (p.55).]  [45:  Tanya K. Altmann, ‘Attitude:  A Concept Analysis’, Nursing Forum, 43.3 (2008), pp. 144-150, (p. 148).] 

Reflexivity
Researchers bring their opinions and beliefs into their research.  It is therefore important for them to reflect on their position to avoid introducing bias as much as possible.  Hennink and others mention that the researchers’ subjectivity may come through in their research design and interpretation of the data but also in their relationship with study participants who they may influence inadvertently.[footnoteRef:46]  I reflected on my position towards astrology but also the target group. [46:  Hennink and others, Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 19-20.] 

In terms of astrology, I can be considered an insider.  I am educated in the subject having completed several courses however, I am not an active practitioner or a strong believer but rather someone who is open to possibilities.  As a result, I was careful in ensuring the questionnaire and the interviews allowed for varying perspectives.  I am also aware that using my children to circulate the questionnaire may have impacted who chose to respond and how they responded as some of the participants may be aware of my astrological interests.  However, participants were informed the study was anonymous unless they agreed to the follow up interviews allowing them not to reveal their identities.  For those who chose to be interviewed, I made it clear that I was curious about their experiences, and I made sure I kept the tone friendly and open and focused on them.  In terms of the target group, I can be categorised as an outsider.  I am from Generation X, born between 1965 and 1980[footnoteRef:47], and I am not a digital native.  I believe this position made me open to different perspectives as I had not really reflected on the differences between Gen X and Gen Z before conducting this study.  However, as will be explained in the findings and previously mentioned, I assumed that Gen Z knew what a horoscope column was, this assumption led to an unexpected finding but does show some subjectivity on my part. [47:  Beresford Research, Generations by name, birth year and ages in 2024 (2024) <https://www.beresfordresearch.com/age-range-by-generation/> [accessed on 22 April 2024].] 

Findings and Discussion
Findings have been organised around the aims of the study and the research question.  The first part of the discussion will cover the findings related to the attitudes that the participants hold towards astrology.  As per Altmann’s conceptualisation, these attitudes will include positive and negative views as well as behaviours.[footnoteRef:48]  The second part of the discussion will consider the suggestion by some academics and journalists that young adults’ interest in astrology is rising as a result of COVID-19 and social media.  Finally, the discussion will consider an unanticipated finding on how social media has impacted Gen Z’s knowledge of astrology.  Two limitations to bear in mind when considering the findings of this study is that in order to uncover as much about attitudes as possible, the research needed to be quite wide in focus, in addition the sample is small.  As a result, several areas would benefit from more detailed exploration. [48:  Altmann, ‘Attitude’, p. 148.] 

Young Adults’ Attitudes to Astrology
Young adults still believe in astrology and quantifying belief is still challenging.  Belief was evaluated by focusing on two basic aspects of astrology:  whether the planets influenced personality and whether they influenced events in people’s lives.  Those who agreed with both statements were categorised as believers, those who agreed with one statement as part-believers and those who disagreed with both or remained neutral to both as sceptics.  Of the sample surveyed, 19% agreed that the planets influenced both aspects.  This percentage is within the range of 15% and 29% provided by Campion for Gallup polls[footnoteRef:49] and also covers the results from the YouGov[footnoteRef:50] and Pew Research surveys[footnoteRef:51].  This finding confirms that belief in basic aspects of astrology appears to be persisting at a similar rate.  However, when considering agreement with either statement as opposed to both, the number rose to nearly half (48%) with an equal split between those who agreed the stars influenced personality and those who agreed they influenced events.   Beliefs therefore appear to differ per astrological function confirming Campion’s view that results vary depending on the questions.[footnoteRef:52]  It was assumed that the varying beliefs may have come from the way people used astrology, for example as a way of uncovering personality versus a way of predicting events.  However, a confusing picture emerged from the interviews with participants not appearing to relate to astrology being used for predicting events.    When asked to define astrology in their own words, none of the interviewees mentioned the influence of the planets on events.  All talked about the planets influencing personality as well as emotions, moods and how people act as a result.  To quote one interviewee:  ‘All I’ve heard of astrology is that, oh, you’re like a Sagittarius and this means this and that, I’ve never really heard of it beyond that’.    Deeper questioning of interviewees did not shed more light, the focus remained on personality traits. Understanding the place of events in Gen Z’s attitude to astrology would require further research. [49:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 203.]  [50:  YouGov, Do you think (2016), YouGov, Would you regard (2019) and Eir Nolsoe for YouGov, ‘Positive vibrations’ (2022).]  [51: Gecewick, Claire for Pew Research, ‘New Age beliefs’ (2018).]  [52:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 211.] 

Young adults seem to use astrology primarily to understand themselves.  Answers to a series of statements about why the participants used astrology, suggest a focus on personality traits for both believers and sceptics.   According to Lillqvist and Lindeman, people use astrology to confirm their personality traits and gain a better understanding of themselves, something which has been proven to be important to psychological well-being. [footnoteRef:53]  The majority of believers said that astrology helped them understand themselves and agreed that their Sun sign somewhat described their personality.  Sugarman and others added that the more positive the description, the more likely people were to believe it and that may even apply to sceptics.[footnoteRef:54]  Although it is not possible to say whether this relates to the positive aspects of their sign, nearly half of the sceptics responded that their Sun sign somewhat described their personality.  When this was brought up in the interviews, the two believers focused on positive traits such as grounded, decisive, and hard working.  Sugarman and others also relate this aspect of astrology to the Barnum effect which they describe as the ‘tendency for people to accept vague and general characterizations of themselves as accurate’.[footnoteRef:55]  One of the sceptical interviewees summarised this well: [53:  Lillqvist and Lindeman, ‘Belief in Astrology’, p. 203 and p. 206.]  [54:  Hannah Sugarman, Chris Impey, Sanlyn Buxner, Jessie Antonellis, ‘Astrology beliefs among undergraduate students’, Astronomy Education Review, 10.3847 (2011), p. 2.]  [55:  Sugarman and others, ‘Astrology Beliefs’, p. 2.] 

It’s like they’re gonna be like, oh, you’re determined.   Everyone’s gonna think. Oh, yeah, I can remember a time in my life when I was determined.  It seems so wishy washy, there’s no like substance so everyone’s like, oh yeah, that’s me, really nice and all that.

Not all young adults believe in astrology, but their scepticism does not seem to come from religion or science.  Just over half of the participants remained neutral or disagreed with both statements about the influence of the planets, the majority of which agreed that astrology was a superstition.  Two additional questions were used to explore doubt and participants were asked if their reason for not believing in astrology were to do with religion or science.  Campion mentions that opposition to astrology often comes from religious or scientific beliefs.[footnoteRef:56]  Only one participant agreed that they were sceptical of astrology because of a lack of scientific proof, and none agreed it had anything to do with religious beliefs.  The rejection of religion as a rationale for scepticism might be explained by the findings by the Oliver Wyman Forum[footnoteRef:57]  and Parks and others[footnoteRef:58],  that Gen Z are less interested in organised religion than previous generations.  One last point on scepticism, it may also be that a lack of knowledge is at play.  The two sceptical interviewees admitted to not really knowing enough to pronounce themselves on the subject’s scientific validity and to contradicting themselves in their answers as a result. [56:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 154.]  [57:  Oliver Wyman, A-Gen-Z Report, pp. 19-20.]  [58:  Park and others, ‘A Spiritual Self-Care Mobile App’, p. 9.] 

Belief does not seem to be a pre-requisite to engaging with astrology.  Nearly all the participants (81%), whether believers or sceptics, said they would like to have a personal chart drawn up given the opportunity.  Maybe this can be explained by the open mindedness of Gen Z and their wish for self-enhancement cited by Harari and others[footnoteRef:59].  Accordingly, the same 81% reported wanting to stay open minded about astrology so maybe there are no real hard sceptics anymore.  In addition, the two sceptical interviewees confirmed that although they don’t really believe the planets influence life on earth, they like to keep an open mind with one saying that he did not like ‘rejecting things at face value’, particularly topics he knew little about.  The other said that if he was offered a chart, he would have one done saying that ‘there’s no reason not to’. [59:  Harari and others, ‘Gen Z during the COVID-19 crisis’, p. 225.] 

Astrology’s Increasing Popularity
A rise in a belief in astrology is unlikely however a rise in interest is possible, the two dimensions would have to be explored separately and over time.  In terms of belief and as mentioned in the previous section, the percentage of participants who believed in the two basic functions of astrology suggest that belief in those two aspects is consistent rather than increasing.  In terms of level of interest in astrology, this was found to be superior to belief with 81% of participants interested in a birth chart.  It is possible that interest is rising irrespective of belief although further exploration would be required to confirm this.  The rationale behind this assumption is that firstly, the majority of participants said they liked to remain open minded about astrology and secondly, the same majority rejected science and religion as an explanation for scepticism.  These findings may point to Gen Z being less likely to strongly reject astrology than previous generations.  As a result, they may see astrology more as a hobby rather than a serious pursuit and be more prone to accept some of it at face value.   When asked why he would like a chart since he did not believe in the influence of the planets, one of the sceptical interviewees said:  ‘I’m never going to say no to stuff that may help me in the future, it’s good to know about everything’.
The Impact of COVID-19 and Social Media
The pandemic was not found to be behind the participants’ interest in astrology.  The majority of participants (81%) reported having been aware of astrology before COVID-19 and only five people reported their interest in astrology having increased since COVID-19.  However, none attributed this rise to the stress caused by COVID-19.  This finding contradicts the assumptions made by Das and others[footnoteRef:60] and Andersson and others[footnoteRef:61], and the findings of Lopez and others[footnoteRef:62] and Lillqvist and Lindeman[footnoteRef:63], who all attribute a rise in interest to the pandemic or difficult times.  COVID-19 did have an impact on participants with around half reporting feeling stressed however, there was no demonstrable link between that stress and their interest in astrology.  The two believers who took part in the interviews agreed that astrology content had increased during COVID-19 and one confirmed that she became more interested as a result however she said this had nothing to do with how she felt about COVID-19, she just she saw more content.  [60:  Lopez and others, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology’, pp. 350-351.]  [61:  Andersson and others, ‘Even the stars think that I am superior’, p. 1.]  [62:  Lopez and others, ‘Social Contagion of Astrology’, pp. 349-363.]  [63:  Lillqvist and Lindeman, ‘Belief in Astrology’, p. 207.] 

As anticipated, 100% of participants reported using social media daily.  This is in line with the impact of technology on Gen Z mentioned by the Oliver Wyman Forum[footnoteRef:64] and by Sylvie Koneski[footnoteRef:65], Pichler and others[footnoteRef:66], Harari and others[footnoteRef:67] and Park and others.[footnoteRef:68]  No academic literature was found on the impact of social media on astrological beliefs however, Campion’s[footnoteRef:69] suggestion of printed media having previously been the main method of transmission of astrological knowledge, was worth comparing.  This was deemed relevant since according to the Oliver Wyman Forum[footnoteRef:70]  social media has taken the place of print for Gen Z so what used to be true for print may also be true for social media.   However, whilst social media was found to increase interest in astrology in some participants, it was not found to be responsible for participants discovering it for the first time.  Half the participants reported having become more interested in astrology because of social media however the majority reported having been introduced to astrology by friends and family.  Social media may therefore play a different role in the development of interest in astrology than the printed press. [64:  Oliver Wyman Forum, A-Gen-Z Report, p. 8.]  [65:  Koneski, Generation Z goes to college, p. 1.]  [66:  Pichler and others, ‘DITTO for Gen Z’, p. 599.]  [67:  Harari and others, ‘Gen Z during the COVID-19 crisis’, p. 224.]  [68:  Park and others, ‘A Spiritual Self-Care Mobile App’, p. 2.]  [69:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 132.]  [70:  Oliver Wyman, A-Gen-Z Report, p. 26.] 

Social media may not be how people first discover astrology because it generally targets existing interests.  Unlike the printed press where content is the same for everyone, social media content is tailored to a reader’s interests so it is possible that someone with no interest in astrology or similar topics would not see any astrology content and would therefore need to get their introduction via another channel.   In fact, one of the interviewees said that he never saw astrology content anymore, having seen some during COVID-19.  He suggested that his interests had changed in recent years and that the content that gets presented to him is either based on what he subscribes to or related to his online history.  The relationship between interest and what participants see online appears to be confirmed by the fact that the participants who reported seeing astrology content regularly also reported accessing astrology content proactively.  This finding contradicts the suggestion by the press that astrology content is flooding everyone’s social media feeds.  Several participants reported never seeing astrology content on their social media applications and of those who reported seeing some, half reported that to be once a week or less.  Therefore, the flooding only appears to apply to people with a serious interest.
Gen Z’s Knowledge of Sun Sign Astrology
Young adult’s knowledge of Sun sign astrology differs from previous generations, and this is likely to be because of social media.  In 2004, Campion reported that almost 100% of British adults knew their Sun sign.[footnoteRef:71]  The findings for this study were lower with 81% of participants reporting knowing their Sun sign.  Strangely three participants who reported not knowing their Sun sign, agreed that astrology helped them understand themselves.  It is possible that both the reduction and the confusion over Sun sign astrology have to do with Gen Z accessing social media rather than the printed press.  In 2004, Campion also assigned the transmission of astrological knowledge to horoscopes columns in newspapers and magazines.[footnoteRef:72]  This suggests that previous generations knew their Sun sign because they had to in order to read their horoscopes.  This is not necessarily the case with social media. [71:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, abstract.]  [72:  Campion, Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, p. 132.] 

The automation in social media applications removes the need to know about Sun signs.  One of the interviewees mentioned a social media application called Co-Star which she said was very popular with her and her friends.  I signed up for Co-Star and found that once I had provided my birth data, I could pretty much forget about my Sun sign.  In a similar way to a horoscope column, although with more depth, the application provides daily predictions, but this is automated so unlike a horoscope column, there is no need to locate a Sun sign to read the predictions.  In addition, the social networking aspect of this application makes it possible to access astrological information about friends without knowing their Sun signs which would not have been the case in the past.   The application allows subscribers to ‘link up’ with others to find out about them.  When asked what function astrology performs for them, half of participants said that it helped them understand others.  Further research would be required to explore whether they are aware of others’ Sun sign or simply linking up with friends on applications such as Co-Star.
Conclusion
The aim of this research project was to explore the attitudes that a group of young adults belonging to Gen Z held towards astrology, and whether those attitudes had been impacted by COVID-19 and social media as suggested by the press.  There was a limited amount of academic literature found on these topics and as a result, a mixed method approach was used for this study so that an initial survey of attitudes could be conducted through an online questionnaire then deepened with follow up interviews.  
In terms of attitudes, findings regarding belief, scepticism and interest were interpreted separately.  It was found that the participants still believed in astrology however, quantifying this belief was still a challenge as people can believe in one aspect and not another. When considering two basic functions of astrology, belief appeared to have persisted at the same rate rather than increased.  Of the participants who doubted the validity of astrology, hardly any gave science or religion as the reason for their scepticism possibly owing to the open mindedness of their generation.  Accordingly, belief did not seem to be a pre-requisite to engaging with astrology which may explain the perception that interest in astrology is rising.
In terms of the impact of the pandemic and social media on interest in astrology, there were mixed results.  The pandemic was not found to be behind the participants’ interest whilst social media was found to increase interest in some participants but not to be the way they discovered astrology.  Because social media content is targeted, not everyone was found to see large amount of astrological content in their social media feeds, negating the suggestion of flooding from the press.  Social media’s role in the transmission of astrological knowledge was found to differ from the printed press. This was attributed to the large amount of automation in social media applications which removes the need to know about Sun signs.
In conclusion, this study was successful in surfacing the attitudes of a group belonging to Gen Z and in assessing some of the impact of COVID-19 and social media on those attitudes.  It was however a small study which is only representative of the experiences of a small group.  Nevertheless, these experiences of this group did confirm and contradict some assumptions found in the press and in some academic articles and may guide further research.
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Appendix
COPY of Attitudes to Astrology Survey
Introduction
This questionnaire is designed to explore people’s perspectives on astrology as part of a research project I am doing for the MA in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology programme at the University of Wales Trinity St-David.  The purpose of the survey is to gain an insight into what young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 think about astrology and whether social media and/or the COVID pandemic have influenced those attitudes.
Answers to this survey are anonymous and it will not be possible to identify you unless you choose to take part in a follow up interview.  The purpose of the follow up interviews will be to explore the topic further and is entirely voluntary.   If you are interested in taking part in the interviews, you will need to provide your name and email address at the end of this questionnaire and consent to be contacted.  In that case, your answers to the questionnaire will be kept confidential, and I will be the only one to know your identity which will not be revealed to anyone else.
Your help in completing the questionnaire is very much appreciated.  Please answer as quickly and truthfully as possible.  Please select ‘prefer not to say’ for any question you do not wish to answer.  Please note that some of the general information questions do not offer this option as they are needed to ensure you are part of the target group.
If you are interested in in getting a summary of my research findings once my project is completed, please feel free to email me at 2229709@student.uwtsd.ac.uk.
It should take you no more than 15 minutes to answer all sections and clicking through to the next section signifies that you give consent for the information you provide to be used in my research.  I would be grateful if you could complete the survey as soon as possible and by the 5 April at the latest.
Thanks again!
Brigitte Cobb
Do you wish to proceed?  Yes/No
---------------
What is astrology?
For the purpose of this questionnaire, astrology can be understood as ‘the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth’. [footnoteRef:73]  In practice, this can translate as creating a chart (or horoscope) of the position of the planets in the sky at the time of birth, in order to understand someone’s character and possible destiny.  In a similar manner, a chart cast for a particular day, time and place is thought to hold the energies of that moment in time and to therefore potentially influence events on earth and in a person’s life. [73:  Patrick Curry, ‘Astrology’, in The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, ed. by Kelly Boyd, Volume 1 (London: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999), pp. 55-57 (p.55).] 

So simplistically, you could cast a chart for a period in 2024 and get a feel for the energies that will come into your life that year or you could cast your birth chart and interpret what your Sun in Leo, Moon in Pisces and Scorpio Ascendant might mean for you and how this and the other planets’ energies might play out in your life.
---------------
SECTION 1 – General Information
‘Prefer not to say’ was available for each question except for their Age and Where they live.
	How old are you? [you have to be between 18 and 25]
	18-19, 20-21, 22-23, 24-25

	What gender to you identify with?
	Man, woman, non-binary

	Where do you live?
	London, Other UK, Australia, Canada, Other

	What is your occupation?
	Student, employed, self-employed

	How often do you use social media?
	Daily, several times a week, once a week or less, never

	What are your main reasons for using social media? (select all that apply)
	Staying connected with friends and family, entertainment, staying informed about current events, staying informed about topics of interest, promoting myself/my business, work, other

	Has COVID-19 impacted how confident you feel about the future?
	Negative impact, no impact, positive impact

	Has COVID-19 impacted how safe you feel in the world?
	Negative impact, no impact, positive impact



SECTION 2 – Your Views on Astrology
	Do you agree with the following statements?

	The stars influence our personality
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	The stars influence events in our lives[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Adapted from Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.294 replace ‘on earth’ by ‘in our lives’ as more interested in personal impact than mundane.] 

	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology is just superstition[footnoteRef:75] [75:  Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.294.] 

	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I like to remain open minded about astrology
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I enjoy astrology, but I worry about other people’s negative opinions
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree


SECTION 3 – Accessing Astrology Content
	Impact of social media
	

	Has your interest in astrology changed as a result of seeing astrology content on social media?
	Increased, stayed the same, decreased, don’t know

	Do you think the amount of astrology content on social media has changed since COVID-19?
	Increased, stayed the same, decreased, don’t know

	Astrology content on social media
	

	How often do you see astrology content on your social media apps?
	Daily, several times a week, once a week or less, never

	How often do access astrology content in your social media apps from accounts you don’t follow?
	Daily, several times a week, once a week or less, never, prefer not to say

	How often do you access astrology content from accounts do you follow? (if you don’t follow any, just answer ‘never’)
	Daily, several times a week, once a week or less, never, prefer not to say

	If you access astrology content outside of social media, where is that?
	Books, magazines, friends and family, I don’t access astrology content, other

	When did you start accessing astrology content? Either on social media or elsewhere.
	Before COVID-19 (2019 and before), During COVID-19 (2020-2021), Since COVID-19 (from 2022 onwards), I don’t access astrology content



SECTION 4 – Level of Interest in Astrology
	Has your interest in astrology changed since COVID-19?
	Increased, stayed the same, decreased, I’m not interested in astrology

	Taking Action
	

	Would you change your behaviour because of astrology content you read?[footnoteRef:76] [76:  Adapted from Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p. 294 to cover more than horoscope.] 

	Yes, No, Maybe

	Has this willingness to change your behaviour become more prevalent since COVID-19?
	Yes, No, Maybe

	Given the opportunity, would you like to have your personal chart/horoscope drawn up?[footnoteRef:77] [77:  Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.293.] 

	Yes, No, Maybe

	Have you been more interested to have a personal chart/horoscope drawn up since COVID-19?
	Yes, No, Maybe



SECTION 5 – Depth of Astrological Knowledge
	Do you know your star sign (also known as birth sign or Sun sign)? This is the sign you would read in a standard astrology column.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Adapted from Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.293 for clarity following pilot.] 

	Yes, No
If Yes, please state

	Do you think the description of your Sun sign accurately describes your personality?[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire. p.293.] 

	Yes, No, Partly, Don’t know

	Do you know your Moon sign?[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.293.] 

	Yes, No
If Yes, please state

	Do you know your Rising Sign (Ascendant)?[footnoteRef:81] [81:  Nick Campion’s Phd questionnaire p.293.] 

	Yes, No
If Yes, please state

	Where did you gain your astrological knowledge?
	Consultation with astrologer, books, courses, friends and family, I don’t know anything about astrology, other

	When did you start learning about astrology? (to gain knowledge rather than just an interest)
	Before COVID-19 (2019 and before), During COVID-19 (2020-2021), Since COVID-19 (from 2022 onwards), I don’t have in depth knowledge of astrology, just an interest, I don’t know anything about astrology

	Have you increased your level of astrological knowledge since COVID-19? i.e. by digging deeper into the subject?
	Yes, No, Maybe



SECTION 6 – Source of Belief, Disbelief or Interest
	How did you first become aware of astrology?
	Through family, through friends, on social media, from a book, from a magazine, other

	When did you first hear about astrology?
	Before COVID-19 (2019 and before), During COVID-19 (2020-2021), Since COVID-19 (from 2022 onwards)

	What was your level of interest in astrology when you first heard of it?
	Very interested, interested, partly interested, not interested, no opinion



SECTION 7 – Reason for Belief, Disbelief or Interest
	Astrology helps me understand myself
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology helps me understand other people
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology provides guidance when I need to make a decision
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology helps me feel safer in the world
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology makes me feel part of something bigger than myself
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I have seen astrology work in practice
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology is just a fun way to try to understand ourselves and the world we live in
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	Astrology helps me stay connected with the sky
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I do not believe in astrology because there is no scientific prove that it works
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I do not believe in astrology because it is contrary to my religious beliefs
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree

	I don’t know enough about astrology to have an opinion about it
	Strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, strongly agree


 
SECTION 8 - Further Info
	Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your views on astrology?
	Open Text



SECTION 9 - Follow Up Interview
As mentioned in the introduction, there may be a need to conduct follow up interviews to explore some topics further or gain clarity on some answers.  If you consent to be contacted and interviewed, please provide your name and email address below.
	Name
	Open Text

	Email Address
	



[Submit button]
Thank you very much!
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