
 

Introduction  

The most important story in religious demography over the last few years is the meteoric 

and seemingly unending increase in the share of survey respondents who indicate that they do not 

affiliate with an organized religion. In March 2012, Time Magazine’s cover story was titled, “The 

Rise of the Nones,” and focused on a report from the Pew Research Center that those of no 

religious affiliation had moved past the twenty percent mark in the general population (Sullivan 

2012). In much the same way, recent results from the 2018 wave of the General Social Survey 

indicate that those of no religious affiliation are the same share of the population as evangelical 

Protestants or Roman Catholics, a finding that was covered extensively by the media (Bump 2019; 

Monahan 2019). This finding was lauded by those who do not identify with a religious tradition 

(Pearce 2019) but drew a worried response from leaders of some of the largest Christian 

denominations in the United States (Mohler 2019). Yet, despite the media fervor that developed 

surrounding the latest wave of the GSS, an unmentioned issue was that the General Social Survey’s 

approach to measuring religious affiliation is but one of many approaches to classifying religion in 

the United States.  

 While the General Social Survey indicates that 23.3% of respondents have no religious 

affiliation, other surveys support estimates that are much higher. For instance, the 2018 wave of the 

Cooperative Congressional Election Study which contained a sample size of sixty thousand 

respondents indicates that 31.3% of the population of the United States has no religious affiliation. 

That difference in calculations, which is just over eight percentage points and is still growing, should 

raise concern for those who study American religion. What are the methodological choices that lead 

to these different results from the GSS and the CCES? And, does the population of the “nones” 

from one survey look similar demographically to the sample of the “nones” from the other?  



This paper will begin by briefly examining the literature surrounding the measurement and 

growth of the religious nones, but then will transition to a rigorous empirical analysis of how surveys 

measure the religiously unaffiliated. This section will describe how survey wording can subtly 

encourage respondents to select different response options and therefore lead to samples that do 

not look alike on a number of other factors. Finally, practical advice will be offered on how social 

science can begin to rectify how to measure those who are religiously unaffiliated.  

Literature Review  

Social scientists who have studied religion have been writing about how and why societies 

have become more secularized over time since the seminal work by Weber (2002), that was 

advanced upon by his associate Ernst Troeltsch (1958). The phenomenon and the empirical analysis 

surrounding its meaning and progression have continued apace in the subfield for the last five 

decades (for a good overview of the scholarship see Swatos and Christiano 1999). While it is nearly 

impossible to pin down a precise definition of the term, Swatos and Christiano provide a workable 

definition of secularization, “at most, ‘the religious point of view’ will be treated as one of many 

competing claims to authority” (Swatos and Christiano 1999). In a similar way, Mark Chaves argues 

that secularization describes a society whereby religious authority loses its respected position 

(Chaves 1994). Put simply, a secularizing society is one in which the importance of religion has been 

replaced by some other sense of meaning, purpose, and morality among the rank and file citizenry.  

 It seems essential, then, for social sciences to create an accurate measurement for just how 

rapidly this disaffiliation is occurring and what portions of society are secularizing more quickly than 

others. To that end, quantitative social science has been exploring what it means to have no religious 

affiliation on surveys for at least six decades. For instance, in 1957, the United States Census 

included a question regarding religious affiliation (Good 1959), which was also implemented among 

surveys distributed by social scientists (Svalastoga 1965). However, as early as 1968, the sociologist 



Glenn Vernon was noting that measuring religious disaffiliation was a “neglected category” (1968). 

Vernon wrote that “nones are a neglected category, included in research designs so that the 

percentages may total 100, rather than because it is a category worth of analysis.” (Vernon 1968, 

220).  

 Since Vernon’s admonition over five decades ago, social scientists have begun to closely 

examine what it means to be religiously affiliated, struggling with the describing religiosity as a 

philosophical point of a few or a pattern of religious behavior. For instance, Robert Bellah’s path 

breaking Habits of the Heart vividly describe the reality that many people engaged in religious 

individualism - a type of belief in a higher power with any measurable religious affiliation (Bellah et 

al. 2007). The type of privatism that Bellah described has also been noted by other researchers who 

describe it as “invisible religion” (Machalek and Martin 1976) or “non-doctrinal religion” (Yinger 

1969). Yet, despite the plethora of work in the area of non-traditional religiosity, social scientists 

have not seriously examined how people like the famous Sheila Larson in Bellah’s study would 

respond to a basic survey question regarding her religious affiliation. 

Instead a great deal of important social science work on the intersections between politics, 

society, and religion have assumed that the way a survey presents options about religious affiliation 

are appropriate, without fully evaluating that claim. The General Social Survey’s questions about 

religious affiliation or disaffiliation have been employed in hundreds of papers as either key 

dependent or independent variables in foundational work regarding American religious life. For 

instance, Hout and Fischer provided some of the first empirical evidence that political partisanship 

was finding its way into religion. Their work with the GSS concluded that the political liberals were 

much more likely to disaffiliate from religious communities than those who place themselves on the 

right of the political spectrum (Hout and Fischer 2002).  



However, what may be the most important methodological component to Hout and 

Fischer’s important findings is placed in an easily missed in a footnote. In footnote 22 the authors 

note that a 1996 Gallup report finds that a much smaller fraction of respondents in that survey 

indicated no religious affiliation than that of the GSS. The authors reason that this is because the 

Gallup approach does not mention the phrase, “no religion” specifically, while the GSS does. They 

hypothesize that this should lead to a Gallup sample “probably composed of more ‘hard core’ 

skeptics than the GSS sample is.” (Hout and Fischer 2002, 178). Yet, this intriguing finding has only 

been briefly addressed by other social science.  

In a short note in 1998, Caplow notes that there is a strong likelihood of respondents stating 

that they have a religious affiliation when in actuality, many of them are completely detached from 

any identifiable religious community (Caplow 1998). Another brief mention occurs when Kohut et 

al. argue that those who indicate a religious affiliation but no religious behaviors or beliefs should be 

combined with those who have religious affiliation into a single “no preference” category (Kohut et 

al. 2001, 20). The only other sustained effort to discuss the approach to counting the “nones” comes 

from a report that tries to reconcile the differences in result from the General Social Survey and the 

Baylor Religion Survey (2005). While the Baylor Religion Survey reported a much lower share of 

“nones” in the sample (~4%), they write that, “this variation represents a small, but important, 

difference in measurement, but does not indicate that one approach is more adequate or accurate 

than the other” (Smith and Kim 2007, 10).  

That is not to say that other social scientists studying religion have not struggled with how 

survey instruments posed questions to respondents. Smith and Kim took up a herculean task: trying 

to assess the share of Americans who are Protestant Christians. The research team used not just the 

GSS, but also the National Election Study (NES), alongside the American Religious Identification 

Studies (ARIS) to try and get an accurate count. The authors spend a great deal of time discussing 



the nuances of Protestant affiliation, noting the difficulty of sorting “Hebrew Christians” and people 

who are New Age into meaningful and consistent categories (Smith and Kim 2005, 212-213). They 

note that this task is difficult given that the approach employed by the GSS is fundamentally 

different than that used by the ARIS survey. For instance, the GSS asks: “What is your religious 

preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no religion?” While the ARIS 

study merely asks: “What is your religion?” Previous scholarship has concluded that if a survey 

instrument mentions a number of world religions respondents are much more inclined to express a 

specific affiliation (Protestant, Catholic, Buddhist) than if they are asked a more open-ended 

question (Smith 1991).  

 Questioning individuals about their religious affiliation is obviously fraught with serious 

methodological pitfalls. Chief of which is a strong desire on the part of respondents to give answers 

that they believe will be perceived well by the person administering the survey. This “social 

desirability bias” has long been seen by survey methodologists as a serious concern (Nederhof and 

Zwier 1983). While especially acute in psychology research (Nederhof 1985), particularly work that 

focuses on self-assessment (McGuire 1968), it can also significantly impact work done in other social 

sciences (Karp and Brockington 2005; Streb et al. 2007). Obviously, areas of life that have a strong 

moral component are more likely to suffer from measurement error because of social desirability 

bias.  

 One would be hard pressed to find an area that is more sensitive to social desirability bias 

than religious affiliation and religious behavior. The most well-known example is the over reporting 

of church attendance by respondents. Surveys conducted between the 1940’s and 1970’s indicated a 

stable level of religious participation with approximately four in ten Americans describing their 

church attendance as weekly or more (Hout and Greeley 1987). This fell under suspicion when a 

research team went into every church in Ashtabula County, Ohio and counted the actual people in 



the pews. Their results were startling. While 36% of Protestant respondents to a phone survey 

indicated weekly church attendance, the actual headcount was closer to 20%. For Catholics, the 

discrepancy was at least twenty percentage points (Hadaway, Marler, and Chaves 1993, 1998). The 

apparent overestimation of church attendance is a phenomenon well covered by social science 

(Hout and Greeley 1998; Presser and Stinson 1998; Woodberry 1998). Yet, this line of inquiry has 

not extended into the consequences of offering different ways for respondents to indicate that they 

have no religious affiliation.  

 That’s not to say that social science has not considered the measurement religious nones, but 

many of the attempts have nibbled around the edges of the question. Most notably, a field of inquiry 

has sprung up around the term “liminal” to describe people who move in and out of religious 

affiliation over a period of time. The data that is necessary for this study comes from panel designs, 

where individuals’ whose religious affiliation changes over time is analyzed (Lim, MacGregor, and 

Putnam 2010; Hout 2017). However, while the authors note the discrepancies in question wording 

between surveys and the significantly diverging count of the religious “nones,” (Lim, MacGregor, 

and Putnam 2010, 600) they are not specifically focused on the implications of different 

measurement techniques in measuring religious affiliation.  

 The importance of understanding the trade-offs in different survey techniques is much more 

than explaining a discrepancy in a census of the “nones”. Those who study religious behavior need 

to understand if one approach to measuring religion disaffiliation may capture more people who do 

not claim a religious affiliation but may still be exposed to a religious community through sporadic 

church attendance. Or, as the connection between religion and politics has grown every closer, it 

may be possible that political liberals may be more apt to identify as a religious “none” even though 

they do feel a sense of religiosity given that they dislike how many forms of Christianity have 

become synonymous with Republican politics (Patrikios 2013). While a “one best way” of asking 



religious affiliation questions may be elusive, the academic community will be well served knowing 

how samples differ and how that may impact results.  

Two Approaches to Asking about Religion 

 In order to assess how question wording impacts how the respondents given to survey 

administrators two different instruments will be assessed: the General Social Survey (GSS) and the 

Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). The General Social Survey has been a mainstay 

of social science research on religion since its inception in 1972. It provides a tremendous service to 

the scholarly community because it has been asking a series of religion in questions in exactly the 

same way for over four decades. Its ability to provide longitudinal analysis of the changing religious 

landscape is second to none. Because of the consistency of question wording and variable labeling it 

has been possible to develop highly complex and nuanced classification schemes to divide 

respondents into different faith traditions (Steensland et al. 2000; Stetzer and Burge 2016; Shelton 

and Cobb 2017). The GSS has been conducted at least bi-annually since 1972 and each wave of the 

survey contains, on average, 2025 respondents.  

 The initial religion question asked to each respondent is as follows: “What is your religious 

preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, some other religion, or no religion?” In most cases, a 

follow up question is posed based on the initial response. For instance, if a respondent says that they 

are Protestant they will be asked what specific denomination they attend (Baptist, Methodist, etc.). If 

they state they that are “some other religion” then they are asked to be more specific with response 

options such as: Mormon, Muslim, Buddhist, etc. However, some response options end this section 

of the survey including Catholic and no religion. Therefore, if one was an atheist or agnostic the 

most likely outcome is the selection of “no religion,” thus ending the classification process.  

 The Cooperative Congressional Election Study takes an entirely different approach. The 

survey instrument adopts the approach utilized by the Pew Research Center (all the variable labels 



include Pew’s name: religpew, religpew_baptist, etc.) The initial question posed to respondents is: 

“What is your present religion, if any?” Note that this query does not offer any response options to 

those taking the survey but instead presents them a list of possibilities as the delivery method is 

entirely through the Internet. The options include: Protestant, Roman Catholic, Mormon, Eastern or 

Greek Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Atheist, Agnostic, Nothing in particular, or 

Something else. Almost all the response options lead to a branching structure in a similar fashion to 

the GSS. For instance, if a respondent indicates that they are a Muslim then they are asked what type 

of Muslim with options such as Sunni or Shiia presented. For those who choose atheist, agnostic, or 

nothing in particular this is the only religious affiliation question they are asked. A “something else” 

choice leads to a free response option.  

 Therefore, respondents who have no religious affiliation in the GSS have a different choice 

placed before them than those taking the CCES. While, the GSS is conducted through in person 

surveys and five response options are named including “no religion,” the CCES displays twelve 

possibilities with three options for the unaffiliated: atheist, agnostic, or nothing in particular. While 

there is no scholastically accepted definition of the “nones,” the most straightforward 

operationalization is that for the GSS it is those who choose “no religion,” while for the CCES it is a 

combination of atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particulars who could all be lumped together as 

“nones.”  

 Using these two approaches to measuring the nones yields dramatically different estimates 

based on which survey is employed. Figure 1 visualizes the share of each group that has no religious 

affiliation using the respective survey weights from the GSS and the CCES. This analysis is limited 

to just 2008 to 2018 because while the CCES began in 2006, it did not settle on a consistent set of 

religion questions until the 2008 wave. As previously described the CCES estimate includes three 



populations: atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particulars, while the GSS is just those who say “no 

religion.” The differences in estimates are large.  

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

 In 2008, the GSS indicates that 16.7% of Americans have no religious affiliation. The 

estimate from the CCES is much higher at 22.3% - a difference of 5.6% percentage points. 

According to the United States Census Bureau, the adult population is approximately 250 million 

people, therefore this discrepancy represents nearly 15 million adult Americans. However, the 

discrepancies in estimates has only increased over the past decade. By 2014, the GSS result was 

20.5% nones, while the CCES’s figure was 27.6%. In the most recent waves of the surveys available 

conducted in the fall of 2018, the GSS sample was 23.3% none, while the CCES was much higher at 

31.4%. The gap between the two survey estimates has expanded to 8.2%, which is a 2.6 percentage 

point increase in the past ten years. Obviously, these disparities cannot be chalked up to weighting 

or sampling errors, but must be something much more fundamental to the ways that these two 

instruments assess religious tradition.  

 To see how the GSS’s singular category for religious nones corresponds to the three 

different options given to those taking the CCES, Figure 2 displays how each of the four population 

groups have shifted over time. This calculation seems to indicate that the CCES “nothing in 

particular” category seems to closely resemble the GSS’s “no religion” option. In several instances, 

the differences in estimates are substantively small. In fact, the 2012 estimate for the CCES “nothing 

in particular” category is eight tenths of a percentage point higher than the GSS “no religion” group. 

Although, the gap has widened in the two categories in recent years. In 2016, the gap between the 

two lines was 2.9% and had increased to 3.2% to 2018. If this were the only option offered to those 

without a religious affiliation to those in the CCES, we could conclude that the samples collected are 

somewhat different, but not alarmingly so.  



 

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 

 However, on top of the “nothing in particular” category the CCES also specifically mentions 

atheists and agnostics. Beginning in 2010, the CCES sample is at least 5% agnostic, climbing to a 

peak of 5.7% in 2018. Atheists have seen a similar trajectory. They were 3.4% in 2008 but quickly 

rose to 4.4% by 2012. In 2018, they were 5.7% of the sample - the same share as were agnostics. In 

2018, the CCES was 19.8% nothing in particular, 5.7% atheist, and 5.7% agnostic for a total of 

31.4%, compared to 23.3% who identified as “no religion” in the GSS.  

 Could it be that the CCES category of “nothing in particular” serves as the functional 

equivalent of the GSS’s “no religion”? While the estimates derived from each category do look 

similar, that seems theoretically dubious. For instance, if an individual is surveyed that sees 

themselves as an atheist, they would obviously chose the atheist category in the CCES, but would 

have no other option than to choose the “no religion” category in the GSS. The same scenario is 

true for self-described agnostics. Together these two groups made up 11.4% of the sample in the 

2018 CCES, compared to 23.3% of the GSS’s entire none sample. That would indicate that 11.7% 

of the CCES sample would be the equivalent of the GSS’s no religion category, when in fact the 

“nothing in particular” category is much higher at 19.9%. That is a discrepancy of 8.2%. Given that 

the academic literature indicates a great deal of discrimination that exists against atheists (Gervais, 

Shariff, and Norenzayan 2011; Cragun et al. 2012; Hammer et al. 2012), it would seem likely that 

those who chose to identify as an atheist (along with the agnostic option) on the CCES would be 

openly committed to the label. The net effect would be that the atheist/agnostic option would 

siphon people away from the “nothing in particular” response option, yet this category remains 

incredibly robust in the last decade of the CCES.  



 As religious demography is a zero-sum game, for every person that chose one of the “none” 

options in the GSS or CCES, there is one less respondent who identifies as Protestant, Catholic, 

Jewish, or some other faith group. As a way to understand how the GSS approaches to classification 

encourages a certain type of respondent to choose a religious affiliation compared to the CCES, 

Figure 3 is a histogram of religious groups distribution in the 2018 GSS and CCES, again with the 

appropriate survey weights. The GSS analysis in the bars to the left, and the CCES is the bars to the 

right.  

INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE 

 As previously discussed, the discrepancy among the “nones” is apparent here with an 8.1% 

divergence in the two surveys. There are other notable differences. For instance, the GSS indicates 

that 45.8% of respondents were Protestant in 2018 vs. 39% for the CCES. The GSS also has a 

greater share of Catholics (23.2%) vs. the CCES’s count of 18.1%. Both differences are statistically 

significant (p < .05). Among the smaller religious groups, the disparity in samples is relatively small. 

For instance, there is no difference in the population share of Jews, Mormons, Buddhists, Muslims, 

Hindus, and Orthodox Christians. However, the CCES sample was twice as likely to choose the 

“something else” option (5.6% vs 2.8%). While it is plausible that some of these “something else” 

respondents were actually religiously unaffiliated, that would fail to explain a significant portion of 

the discrepancy. Instead it seems that nearly all of the differences in the size of the nones can be 

explained by respondents being more likely to choose Protestant or Catholic in the GSS versus the 

CCES.  

 If there are some respondents who are choosing the Protestant option at a higher rate than 

in the CCES, it seems most plausible that these individuals would be marginally attached to a faith 

tradition, as opposed to be a committed member of a church community. The most accessible way 

to measure that is through looking at the church attendance of the Protestant sample in the GSS 



against the Protestants in the CCES. Unfortunately, the two surveys offer respondents a completely 

different range of response options to the question regarding church attendance. The GSS offers 

nine ways to respond (other than “don’t know”) ranging from never (0) to more than once a week 

(8). On the other hand the CCES has just six options, which also range from never (1) to more than 

once a week (6). Normally, an analyst could collapse some of the categories in the GSS to try and 

emulate those in the CCES, however because of the specificity required for this analysis only two 

categories will be compared: those who never attend, and those who attend more than once a week. 

This provides an “apples to apples” comparison between the two survey samples as the question 

wording is identical in both instruments.   

INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE  

 Clearly, the samples from the GSS do not like those drawn from the CCES, especially when 

it comes to the Protestant subsample. For instance, a Protestant in the GSS was nearly twice as likely 

to say that they never attended church than a Protestant in the CCES (7.8% vs.  15.8%). Therefore, 

we can conclude that the GSS sampling procedure seems to encourage very weakly attached 

Protestants to identify as Protestant instead of religiously affiliated. This could be one of the reasons 

that the GSS sample of none is smaller than the comparative sample in the CCES. On the other 

hand, Protestants who attend church more than once a week were seven points more numerous in 

the CCES sample than in the GSS. If the share of never attending Protestants in the GSS mirrored 

that of the CCES, the share of more than weekly attenders would jump to 9.8%. So, while this does 

correct the discrepancy somewhat, there are other unexplained measurement issues at play.   

 The differences between the two Catholic samples is much smaller and much less 

worrisome. While 16.9% of the Catholic sample indicates that they never attend church in the GSS, 

the figure is 14.7% for Catholics in the CCES. However, it is crucial to note that for both 

Protestants and Catholics the share that never attends is higher in the GSS than in the CCES. At the 



top end of the attendance range, there are also small differences. Again, the share of the population 

that attends more than once a week is higher in the CCES than in the GSS, however the discrepancy 

for Catholics is much smaller (1.7%) than it was for the Protestant sample. Taken together, this 

seems to provide some support for the assertion that the GSS’s approach to religious classification 

seems to encourage never attending Protestants to select the Protestant option, when many of these 

same people in the CCES chose a religiously unaffiliated option (most likely the “nothing in 

particular” category). However, this does not seem to be as widespread among nominal Catholics.  

 Another way to assess the differences between the nones in the GSS and the CCES is to 

calculate the partisanship differences between the samples. Figure 5 visualizes the partisan means for 

each sample as the point estimate with 95% confidence intervals indicated by capped lines. Each 

survey contains a seven point partisanship scale ranging from Strong Democrat to Strong 

Republican with Independent as the middle option. Anyone who responded “other” or “third party” 

was excluded from the analysis.  

INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE  

 To get a sense of where each of the “none” groups in the CCES stand politically, estimates 

for atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particular were visualized separately then these three groups 

were combined to compare the “nones” in the CCES with those in the GSS. Atheists are a group 

whose politics lean the furthest to the left out of any of the none groups, followed by agnostics. The 

“nothing in particular “group is much more moderate, however. Once these three groups are 

combined and compared to the GSS’s “nones” it is apparent that the CCES nones are slightly to the 

left of those in the GSS, with the difference between the two samples being statistically significant. 

On the other hand, Protestants in the CCES are significantly more to the right of the partisan 

spectrum. In fact, it is the largest discrepancy between any of the religious groups in the CCES and 

GSS. For all other groups including Catholics, Jews, Mormons, Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims the 



mean partisanship of those in the CCES is not statistically different than that in the GSS. It is also 

noteworthy that the point estimate for the “nones” in the GSS is very similar to the “nothing in 

particular” estimate for the CCES. This seems to support the idea that the GSS’s “no religion” is 

functioning in a similar way to “nothing in particular” for the CCES.  

 However, a larger issue looms: we must consider why the CCES nones are further to the left 

than those in the GSS and the CCES Protestants are further to the right. To return to the prior 

discussion regarding nominal Protestants, it may be that the size differences among never attending 

Protestants may be tilting the partisan scales. That’s not the case in the GSS. Protestants who never 

attend church are just 1% further to the left of the mean for Protestants overall in the GSS. So, if 

their share was reduced of the Protestant sample was halved to match the CCES, there would not be 

a significant change in the overall estimate. The difference is larger for nominal Protestants in the 

CCES, though. The mean for never attenders was 4.10, while it was 4.43 for Protestants as a whole. 

If one could increase the number of nominal Protestants in the CCES to match the level seen in the 

GSS by reducing the number of nones (assuming that their mean partisanship of this nominal group 

would stay stable) that would push the overall CCES Protestant sample to the left while moving the 

CCES “none” estimate to the right. This would mitigate some of the discrepancies between the 

samples. The measurement upshot is that the approach to the CCES seems to coax some Democrat 

leaning nominally affiliated individuals to choose a “none” option, when they would have been more 

apt to choose Protestant in the GSS.  

Conclusion 

 Taken together, this paper has laid out an underreported problem in survey design: two of 

the most important survey datasets that measure American’s religious behavior and belief arrive at 

starkly different estimates of share of “nones.” The Cooperative Congressional Election Study’s 

combination of atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particulars pegs that figure at 31.4% in 2018, 



while the General Social Survey’s “no religion” group is 23.3%. This discrepancy represents twenty 

million adults Americans. How do these surveys arrive at such different estimates? The results 

presented here seem to indicate that the GSS approach to religious classification seems to encourage 

marginally attached Protestants to chose a Protestant affiliation, while many of these same 

individuals identify as a religious “none” in the CCES’s measurement approach. The end result is 

that the GSS sample of nones is more politically moderate than the nones in the CCES, while 

simultaneously the Protestant sample in the CCES is further to the right of the political spectrum.  

 Obviously, these are worrisome differences that can have a significant impact on social 

scientists studying religion. For instance, if a researcher is interested in understanding the political 

views of white Protestants, they could turn to either the GSS or the CCES. Depending on which 

data they chose, they would possibly arrive at completely different conclusions because the CCES 

sample of Protestants is much more politically conservative than the same sample in the GSS. In the 

same way, a research project that is interested in “nones” who attend church, may have a completely 

different sample in the CCES vs. the GSS and therefore estimating confidence intervals will be 

wildly different because of sample size.  

 To help remedy this situation a few suggestions are offered: 

Scholars need to understand how the survey they use may bias their results 

Researchers must make a measured and thoughtful decision when it comes to choosing 

which survey instrument that they will use when assessing issues regarding religious affiliation, 

especially when research questions are focused on the behaviors and beliefs of Protestants and 

religious nones. This becomes increasingly relevant if those questions are focused on measuring 

political affiliation, public opinion, or church attendance. In fact, if questions appear in both the 

GSS and CCES, it seems necessary to make sure that findings are replicated in both datasets.  

The GSS needs to explore how it encourages people to affiliate with religion 



The approach employed by the General Social Survey toward religious affiliation needs to be 

reconsidered, however that must be approached with extreme caution. One of the invaluable 

contributions made by the GSS is that it’s questions regarding religious affiliation have remained 

unchanged since its inception. To alter these core questions would mean that social scientists would 

have no consistent way to measure religious change dating back to 1972. Instead, it would be 

worthwhile to understand how the GSS’s approach to only giving respondents a few options leads 

respondents to be less inclined to pick “no religion.” A pilot survey that would possibly rotate the 

order in which response options are read may lead to more individuals not picking Protestant just 

because it was read first. Or including a follow up question to those who say that they are “no 

religion” which options like “atheist”, “agnostic”, “humanist” or “nothing in particular” may give 

scholars greater specificity when creating religious categories.  

The academic community needs to carefully consider how to classify religious “nones” 

There have been thousands of pages written about how to sort Protestant Christians into 

different traditions. Scholars have debated the right way to divide mainline and evangelical 

Protestants, as well as the creation and maintenance of the Black Protestant category. Yet religious 

nones are now as large as evangelical Protestants, over twice as numerous as mainline Protestants, 

and nearly triple the size of black Protestants. Coding the nones comes from one line of computer 

code. At minimum scholars need to take seriously the demographic and political differences between 

atheists, agnostics, and nothing in particulars. Are Protestants and Catholics who never attend 

church similar to one type of nones? Or are there nothing in particulars who attend church or pray? 

Do they look like low attending Christians? Do politically conservative nones look at religious 

institutions differently than nones who find themselves on the left of the political spectrum? And are 

there generational shifts in the beliefs and behaviors of nones? These are just a few of the questions 

that have not been taken up in earnest by scholars of American religion.  



The preeminent scholar of American evangelical Lyman Kellstedt once wrote that, 

“measurement error is sin” (Green 1996, xix). While Kellstedt’s focus was how to measure different 

types of Protestants Christians, the same logic applies to the study of those without a religious 

affiliation. To begin to erect a measurement framework around those who eschew the trappings of 

religious will provide observers of American religion a much stronger footing to be able to make 

claims and the size, scope, and composition of the religious nones in the United States. We must 

begin this task quickly and in earnest.  
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