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Abstract	

Previous	 research	 has	 shown	 that	 those	 who	 are	 religious	 tend	 to	 score	 higher	 on	

Agreeableness	and	Conscientiousness	on	the	Big	Five	Inventory.	Researchers	of	the	study	

wanted	 to	 know	 if	 there	 was	 a	 difference	 in	 those	 who	 became	 less	 religious,	 more	

religious,	or	experienced	no	change	in	their	level	of	religiosity	throughout	college	based	on	

their	personality.	All	participants	were	given	a	 survey	 to	measure	 their	 religious	 change,	

and	 also	 a	 personality	 questionnaire.	 Researchers	 found	 no	 relationship	 between	 the	

dimensions	of	personality	and	level	of	religious	change	while	in	college.	Conscientiousness	

was	nearly	significant,	with	those	who	experienced	no	change	scoring	almost	significantly	

higher	 than	 those	 who	 experienced	 becoming	 more	 religious.	 Future	 research	 should	

continue	to	test	this,	while	being	more	inclusive	of	all	faiths.		
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Personality	and	Changes	in	Religiosity	in	College	Students	

Religion	serves	many	important	functions	for	many	people.	It	can	be	a	way	for	

individuals	to	make	sense	of	the	world	and	to	find	meaning	and	comfort	in	life.	Through	

religion,	individuals	can	place	their	trust	in	a	higher	being,	which	alleviates	fear	and	anxiety	

(Van	der	Merwe,	2010).	According	to	a	Gallup	poll	conducted	in	2012,	40%	of	Americans	

identify	as	very	religious,	29%	identify	as	moderately	religious,	and	31%	identify	as	

nonreligious.	However,	a	study	from	the	Pew	Research	Center	(2015)	showed	that	in	the	

United	States	from	2007	to	2014,	there	was	a	decrease	in	those	who	identified	as	Christian,	

and	an	increase	in	individuals	who	did	not	identify	with	any	religion,	including	atheists	

(those	who	do	not	believe	in	god)	and	agnostics	(those	who	question	whether	it	is	possible	

to	know	whether	or	not	god	exists).	This	raises	the	question	of	why	some	people	might	

change	their	religion.	The	purpose	of	the	present	study	was	to	examine	if	dimensions	of	

personality	are	associated	with	individuals’	change	in	religiosity	while	in	college.		

College	Students’	Religiosity	

Pew	Research	Center	surveyed	nearly	8,800	college	graduates	in	2014	and	found	

that	66%	of	college	graduates	identified	as	Christian,	9%	identified	as	some	non-Christian	

faith	(i.e.,	Jewish,	Muslim,	Buddhist,	Hindu),	and	25%	were	unaffiliated	(i.e.,	atheist,	

agnostic,	or	did	not	know).	Of	the	college	graduates	surveyed,	57%	believed	in	God	and	

were	absolutely	certain	of	their	beliefs,	19%	believed	in	God	and	were	fairly	certain,	6%	

believed	in	God	but	were	not	certain,	and	14%	did	not	believe	in	God.	Additionally,	47%	of	

participants	said	religion	was	very	important,	25%	said	it	was	somewhat	important,	14%	

said	religion	was	not	too	important,	and	14%	said	religion	was	not	at	all	important	in	their	

life.	What	this	research	suggests	is	that,	among	college	graduates,	most	people	believe	in	a	
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god,	and	their	belief	is	important	to	them.	Furthermore,	most	are	absolutely	certain	or	

fairly	certain	that	a	god	exists.	However,	researchers	did	not	look	at	college	graduates	

based	on	age,	so	it	is	not	possible	to	see	if	there	is	a	difference	between	people	who	

recently	graduated	college	and	those	who	graduated	college	many	years	ago.	Researchers	

also	did	not	provide	any	data	on	current	college	students,	so	it	is	unknown	if	the	results	of	

this	survey	are	generalizable	to	current	college	students.		

Importantly,	some	researchers	have	made	the	distinction	between	religion	and	

spirituality.	Love	and	Talbot	(2009)	defined	spirituality	to	mean	a	process	by	which	one	

seeks	self-knowledge	and	personal	authenticity	to	be	true	to	one’s	self,	going	beyond	one’s	

limits,	developing	relationships	that	allow	you	to	connect	with	yourself,	finding	meaning	

and	purpose	in	your	life,	and	realizing	that	there	is	a	power	greater	than	humans.	Thus,	

individuals	can	be	spiritual	while	either	believing	or	not	believing	in	any	organized	

religion.	Kosmin	and	Keysar	(2013)	studied	religion	in	a	sample	of	about	1,800	college	

students,	finding	variation	in	how	students	identified.	They	found	that	31.8%	of	

participants	identified	as	religious,	32.4%	identified	as	spiritual,	28.2%	identified	as	

secular,	and	7.7%	did	not	know.	Males	(37%)	were	more	likely	to	say	they	were	secular	

than	females	(22%),	whereas	females	(38%)	were	more	likely	to	identify	as	spiritual	than	

males	(24%).	Roughly	the	same	percentage	of	males	(31%)	and	females	(33%)	identified	

themselves	as	religious.	These	findings	indicate	great	variation	in	how	college	students	

identify	religiously,	as	well	as	potential	gender	differences	in	the	identification.	

Differences	have	been	noted	between	those	who	are	religious	and	those	who	are	

not.	In	his	review,	Myers	(2000)	noted	that	those	who	are	religious	tend	to	live	longer	than	

those	who	are	not	religious,	due	to	factors	such	as	less	smoking	and	drinking.	Myers	also	
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highlighted	that	research	indicates	that	religious	people	are	less	likely	to	commit	suicide	or	

become	delinquent.	Finally,	people	who	are	religious	also	tend	to	overcome	crises	in	their	

lives,	such	as	divorce,	unemployment,	or	serious	illness,	with	greater	happiness	or	more	

quickly	than	those	who	are	not	religious.	However,	Shen	et.	al	(2013)	found	that	religion	

also	tends	to	be	related	to	prejudice.	Researchers	found	that	as	flexibility	of	religious	

beliefs	increased,	attitudes	towards	atheists,	gay	men,	Arabs,	and	African	Americans	

became	more	positive.	As	belief	in	God	increased,	attitudes	toward	gay	men	and	atheists	

became	more	negative.	Galen	and	Kloet	(2011)	found	that	participants	who	were	certain	in	

their	belief	that	God	does	or	does	not	exist	exhibited	higher	levels	of	emotional	stability	

than	those	who	were	unsure	or	whether	or	not	God	existed.	Similarly,	participants	with	the	

highest	life	satisfaction	were	those	certain	of	their	beliefs,	whether	they	believed	in	God	or	

not.	Participants	who	were	unsure	of	God’s	existence	scored	lower	on	the	life	satisfaction	

scale,	which	seems	to	contradict	Myers’	study.	This	could	be	because	Myers	did	not	include	

certainty	of	beliefs,	and	thus	could	not	describe	differences	in	those	who	were	sure	or	

unsure	of	their	faith.	Nevertheless,	the	existing	research	does	indicate	that	there	are	

differences	between	those	who	identify	as	religious	and	those	who	do	not.		

Religious	Change	among	College	Students		

Beyond	those	who	are	religious	or	non-religious,	are	there	defining	characteristics	

in	individuals	who	have	changed	religious	identities?	Roof	and	Hadaway	(1977)	studied	

people	who	switched	religions,	defined	as	someone	who	switched	faiths	(i.e.,	Catholic	to	

Jewish)	or	someone	who	became	non-religious.	In	this	study,	most	people	who	switched	

faiths	stayed	within	the	same	religion,	but	switched	denominations.	This	

interdenominational	switching	was	more	common	in	participants	who	were	raised	
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Protestant	than	those	raised	Catholic.	However,	participants	who	were	raised	Catholic	

were	more	likely	to	switch	to	no	religion	(7.3%)	than	those	raised	Protestant	(4.7%).	When	

researchers	looked	at	conservative	vs.	liberal	Protestants,	they	realized	that	liberal	

Protestants	were	more	likely	than	conservative	Protestants	to	switch	to	no	religion	(6.2%	

vs.	4.1%,	respectively).	In	both	Catholic	and	Protestant	religions,	males	were	more	likely	

than	females	to	switch	to	no	religion.	There	was	no	major	difference	between	males	and	

females	who	switched	to	other	faiths.	When	looking	at	age	differences,	participants	

between	the	ages	of	18-25	were	more	likely	to	switch	to	no	religion	than	any	other	age	

group.	This	age	group	was	also	the	least	likely	to	switch	to	another	faith.	This	suggests	that	

young	adults	who	leave	their	religion	are	most	likely	to	switch	to	no	religion,	and	are	not	as	

likely	to	switch	to	a	different	religion.		

Stoppa	and	Lefkowitz	(2010)	conducted	a	longitudinal	study	with	African	American,	

European	American,	and	Latino	American	students	during	their	first	three	semesters	at	

college.	Their	religious	behaviors,	such	as	frequency	of	service	attendance,	and	their	

religious	beliefs	were	measured.	Researchers	found	that	there	was	a	significant	decrease	in	

religious	behaviors	during	these	first	three	semesters	of	college.	Of	participants,	43%	

reported	stability	in	their	religious	beliefs	over	this	period	of	time,	33%	experienced	a	

decrease	in	the	importance	of	beliefs,	and	24%	experienced	an	increase	in	the	importance	

of	religious	beliefs.	Women	were	more	likely	to	have	a	stronger	emphasis	on	importance	of	

religion	than	men,	but	religious	behaviors	between	men	and	women	were	not	significantly	

different	over	the	time	period.		

Lefkowitz	(2005)	found	that	most	college	students	did	not	change	their	views	on	

religion.	However,	those	who	were	questioning	their	religion,	changed	faiths,	or	were	
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changing	their	views	towards	other	religions	had	been	in	college	longer	than	those	who	

had	experienced	no	changes	in	their	religious	views.	This	study	suggests	that	changes	in	

religiosity	might	not	happen	until	later	in	the	college	career.	

What	causes	students	to	become	less	religious?	It	has	been	noted	that	many	college	

students	seem	to	change	their	level	of	religiosity.	Contrary	to	Lefkowitz	(2005),	Lee	(2002)	

found	that	most	college	students	experience	a	change	in	religiosity,	with	13.7%	becoming	

less	religious,	and	37.9%	becoming	more	religious.	This	researcher	hypothesized	that	

students	became	less	religious	due	to	adopting	a	more	liberal	attitude	while	in	college.	

Liberal	views	regarding	premarital	sex,	marijuana	use,	and	other	behaviors	often	run	

contrary	to	religious	teachings.	These	views	can	cause	cognitive	dissonance,	which	is	a	gap	

between	what	an	individual	is	doing	and	what	the	individual	thinks	he	or	she	should	be	

doing.	In	relation	to	religion,	some	behaviors	that	would	cause	cognitive	dissonance	would	

be	participation	in	premarital	sex,	drinking	alcohol,	and	using	drugs.	Cognitive	dissonance	

may	lead	students	to	stop	following	religion,	as	most	religions	say	that	they	should	not	

participate	in	these	behaviors.		

Uecker,	Regnerus,	and	Vaaler	(2007)	studied	cognitive	dissonance	and	found	that	it	

may	be	a	cause	of	college	students	losing	religion,	although	they	were	not	able	to	draw	a	

firm	conclusion.	They	studied	students	between	grades	7-12,	and	then	these	same	

participants	were	studied	when	they	were	between	the	ages	of	18-25.	What	the	

researchers	found	was	that	marijuana	use	and	the	frequency	of	sexual	intercourse	may	be	

able	to	predict	if	one	will	become	less	religious.	The	researchers	thus	believed	that	these	

activities	cause	cognitive	dissonance,	which	results	in	religious	change.		
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Personality	and	Religion	

	 Much	of	the	research	that	has	been	conducted	to	determine	why	individuals	change	

religiosity	has	focused	on	behaviors,	such	as	drinking	alcohol	and	drug	use.	Little	is	known	

about	the	individual,	and	if	personality	dimensions	help	explain	religious	change.	It	is	

possible	that	some	people	might	be	more	prone	to	change	their	religiosity	due	to	

personality	factors.	The	Big	Five	Inventory	is	often	used	to	study	personality.	The	

dimensions	that	describe	personality	are	Extraversion,	Agreeableness,	Conscientiousness,	

Neuroticism,	and	Openness	(Goldberg,	1990;	McCrae	and	John,	1992).	Extraversion	

describes	someone	who	is	active,	energetic,	outgoing,	and	talkative.	Agreeableness	

describes	someone	who	is	appreciative,	kind,	sympathetic,	and	trusting.	Conscientiousness	

describes	someone	who	is	efficient,	organized,	responsible,	and	thorough.	Someone	who	is	

high	on	Neuroticism	is	anxious,	tense,	unstable,	and	worrying.	Openness	describes	

someone	who	is	artistic,	imaginative,	curious,	and	has	many	interests.		

Whether	or	not	personality	is	consistent	in	an	individual	has	been	a	source	of	much	

debate.	Researchers	Srivastava	et.	al	(2003)	conducted	online	surveys	with	adults	between	

the	ages	of	21	and	60	and	found	that	Conscientiousness	increased	in	both	men	and	women	

as	they	grew	older.	However,	the	most	noticeable	change	occurred	between	the	ages	of	21	

to	30.	Agreeableness	also	increased	in	both	men	and	women	as	the	participants	got	older,	

with	most	of	this	change	occurring	between	the	ages	of	31	to	60.	In	women,	Neuroticism	

scores	got	significantly	lower	as	women	aged,	and	in	men,	there	was	no	significant	

difference.	When	comparing	men	and	women	between	the	ages	of	21	to	30,	women	scored	

significantly	higher	on	Neuroticism	than	men.	As	women	get	closer	to	60,	they	are	seen	to	

be	less	neurotic	and	come	down	to	the	level	of	men.	In	regards	to	Openness,	both	men	and	
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women	decreased	as	they	got	older,	but	only	slightly.	Men	increased	in	Extraversion	with	

age,	whereas	women	decreased.	The	major	takeaway	from	this	study	is	that	personality	

changes.	These	changes	are	affected	not	only	by	age	but	also	by	gender.	Some	dimensions	

of	personality	change	mostly	between	the	ages	of	21	to	30,	whereas	others	change	mostly	

between	the	ages	of	31	to	60.	

Personality	changes	over	time,	but	does	it	relate	to	religiousness?	Previous	research	

(Aghababaei,	2012)	has	found	that	among	Muslim	Iranian	college	students,	personality	was	

related	to	religiousness.	The	findings	indicate	that	Agreeableness	and	Conscientiousness	

were	positively	related	to	religiousness,	perhaps	because	religion	promotes	social	harmony	

and	stability.	Francis	(1993)	found	that	religiousness	and	personality	were	correlated	

among	college	students	in	the	U.K.	In	this	study,	participants	were	undergraduates	at	a	

religiously	affiliated	college.	They	completed	the	Eysenk	Personality	Questionnaire,	which	

measures	Extraversion,	Neuroticism,	and	Psychoticism.	Low	Psychoticism	is	the	same	as	

high	Agreeableness	and	Conscientiousness	on	the	Big	Five	scale.	Participants	also	

completed	a	form	regarding	their	attitude	towards	Christianity.	Researchers	found	a	

negative	correlation	between	attitude	towards	Christianity	and	Psychoticism.	However,	no	

relationship	was	found	between	attitude	towards	Christianity	and	Extraversion	or	

Neuroticism.	Finally,	Saroglou	(2002)	conducted	a	meta-analytic	review	of	religion	and	the	

five	factors	of	personality.	What	was	found	was	that	religiosity	is	only	correlated	with	low	

Psychoticism	on	Eysenck’s	scale,	or	high	Agreeableness	and	Conscientiousness	on	the	Big	

Five	scale.	There	were	no	other	significant	correlations	between	religiosity	and	personality.	
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Do	differences	in	personality	between	individuals	explain	those	who	change	

religiosity	and	those	who	do	not?	In	a	study	by	Halama	and	Lačná	(2011),	adults	in	Slovakia	

who	had	converted	to	Christianity	were	studied.	To	overcome	bias,	researchers	asked	the	

participant	(convert)	and	an	individual	the	participant	knew	(rater)	to	fill	out	a	

questionnaire.	The	questionnaire	was	a	personality	test,	derived	from	the	Big	Five	

Inventory.	The	converts	and	their	raters	filled	out	the	questionnaire	to	compare	the	

convert	pre-	and	post-conversion	to	Christianity.	Researchers	found	that	both	the	converts	

and	their	raters	found	the	convert	to	score	significantly	lower	on	Neuroticism	and	

significantly	higher	on	Extraversion,	Agreeableness,	Conscientiousness,	self-esteem,	and	

meaningfulness,	post-conversion.	Both	converts	and	their	raters	rated	the	convert	as	

higher	on	Openness	post-conversion,	although	the	difference	was	not	significant	on	

convert’s	questionnaires.	However,	researchers	found	that	raters	who	themselves	were	

more	religious	and	favored	the	conversion	to	Christianity	were	more	likely	to	note	an	

increase	in	self-esteem	and	meaningfulness	of	the	convert.	This	introduces	a	possible	bias	

by	the	raters,	and	thus	raises	some	questions	about	the	findings	in	the	study.	Although	

research	shows	correlations	between	personality	and	religiosity,	not	much	is	known	about	

how	personality	is	associated	with	religious	change.	

The	Current	Study		

The	purpose	of	the	current	study	was	to	determine	if	any	dimensions	of	personality	

were	related	to	a	person	changing	their	level	of	religiosity.	I	expected	to	see	most	college	

students	having	at	least	some	level	of	belief	in	God	based	on	research	from	Gallup	and	Pew.	

However,	based	on	research	by	Lee	(2002),	I	expected	to	see	most	students	change	their	
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level	of	religiosity	over	the	course	of	their	college	career.	For	those	who	became	less	

religious,	I	hypothesized	that	more	would	be	male	than	female.		

Based	on	results	from	Aghababaei	(2012),	Francis	(1993),	and	Saroglou	(2002),	I	

expected	that	individuals	who	became	more	religious	would	have	higher	scores	on	

Agreeableness	and	Conscientiousness	than	those	who	did	not	change	religiosity	or	who	

became	less	religious.	No	relationship	was	expected	to	be	seen	between	Extraversion,	

Neuroticism,	or	Openness	and	change	in	level	of	religiosity.		

Although	much	research	has	been	done	to	determine	what	personality	dimensions	

correlate	to	level	of	religiosity	in	college	students,	little	research	shows	differences	in	

personality	in	college	students	who	change	their	level	of	religiosity.	This	study	intends	to	

fill	that	gap.	Although	Halama	and	Lačná	(2011)	demonstrated	that	adults	who	converted	

to	Christianity	scored	higher	on	Agreeableness,	Conscientiousness,	Openness,	and	

Extraversion,	and	lower	on	Neuroticism,	there	was	a	high	amount	of	bias	in	the	study.	The	

current	study	intends	to	determine	if	becoming	more	or	less	religious	throughout	college	

can	be	predicted	by	personality.	

Method	

Participants	

	 Participants	were	undergraduate	students	at	the	University	of	Minnesota.	

Participants	were	recruited	using	the	Research	Experience	Program	(REP)	system	and	

were	given	REP	points	upon	the	completion	of	the	study,	which	count	as	extra	credit	in	

some	psychology	courses.	There	was	a	total	of	145	participants,	81	being	female	and	64	

being	male.	The	age	of	participants	ranged	from	18	to	69	(M	=	20.33,	SD	=	5.024).	Of	the	

participants,	67.6%	were	White,	28.3%	were	Asian	American,	4.8%	were	Black,	2.8%	were	
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Native	American,	2.1%	as	Middle	Eastern,	and	2.1%	were	Hispanic.	Of	the	participants,	

59.3%	identified	as	Christian,	20%	as	Atheist,	16.6%	as	Agnostic,	7.6%	as	Spiritual,	2.8%	as	

Muslim,	2.8%	as	Jewish,	2.1%	as	Buddhist,	1.4%	as	Shaman,	0.7%	as	Hindu,	0.7%	as	

Humanist,	0.7%	as	Pagan,	and	0.7%	as	Wiccan	(see	Table	1).		

Materials	

	 One	survey	was	used	for	all	participants.	The	survey	asked	questions	about	religious	

identity,	as	well	as	questions	about	personality,	and	was	administered	online	using	

Qualtrics.	After	asking	demographic	questions,	the	participants	were	asked	if,	since	coming	

to	college,	they	had	changed	their	level	of	religiosity.	The	question	asked,	“Would	you	say	

your	religious	identification	has	changed	since	starting	college?”	The	options	to	this	

question	were	“No,	my	views	have	not	changed	at	all.”	“My	views	have	changed	slightly.”	

“My	views	have	moderately	changed.”	“My	views	have	changed	quite	a	bit.”	or	“My	views	

have	completely	changed.”	For	all	responses,	besides	“No,	my	views	have	not	changed	at	

all.”	participants	were	then	asked	a	follow	up	question,	which	said,	“If	your	viewpoints	have	

changed	since	you	began	college,	how	would	you	describe	the	change?”	Options	to	answer	

were	“Much	less	religious”	“Less	religious”	“More	religious”	or	“Much	more	religious”.	To	

indicate	level	of	religious	change,	those	who	replied	“No,	my	views	have	not	changed	at	all.”	

were	grouped	as	“No	change”,	those	who	replied	“Much	less	religious”	or	“Less	religious”	

were	grouped	together	as	“Less	religious”,	and	those	who	replied	“More	religious”	or	

“Much	more	religious”	were	grouped	together	as	“More	religious”.		

Participants	also	completed	questions	about	their	religious	identity,	and	were	asked	

to	answer	how	they	felt	currently	and	how	they	felt	in	the	year	before	they	attended	

college.	The	first	part	of	this	section	asked	participants,	“To	what	degree	do	you	agree	with	
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this	statement?”	Participants	answered	using	a	Likert	scale,	with	the	options	being	Strongly	

Disagree,	Disagree,	Agree,	or	Strongly	Agree.	The	scale	was	from	1	to	4,	with	1	being	

Strongly	Disagree,	and	4	being	Strongly	Agree.	Then,	participants	were	asked	to	answer	the	

same	questions	but	instead	were	given	the	instructions,	“Think	back	to	the	year	before	you	

attended	college.	During	this	year,	to	what	degree	would	you	have	agreed	with	this	

statement?”	Participants	answered	using	the	same	Likert	scale.	The	first	questions	were	

derived	from	the	Religious	Commitment	Inventory-10	(RCI-10)	(Worthington	et.	al,	2003).	

Researchers	found	that	the	RCI-10	had	high	validity	and	reliability	when	used	on	college	

students	who	were	Christian,	Buddhist,	Muslim,	Hindu,	or	non-religious.	Some	sample	

questions	from	this	inventory	include,	“I	often	read	books	and	magazines	that	related	to	my	

religious	identity“	and		“I	spend	time	trying	to	grow	in	understanding	of	my	religious	

beliefs.”		

The	next	part	of	these	questions	was	derived	from	the	Spiritual	Experience	Index-

Revised	(SEI-R)	(Genia,	1997).	The	SEI-R	was	found	to	have	high	reliability	and	validity	

when	used	on	participants	who	were	Christian,	Jewish,	and	those	who	did	not	affiliate	with	

a	particular	religion.	Questions	in	this	section	included,	“I	often	feel	closely	related	to	a	

power	greater	than	myself”	and	“My	spiritual	beliefs	change	as	I	encounter	new	ideas	and	

experiences.”	Participants	were	reminded	that	religious	identity	could	include	a	non-

religious	identity,	such	as	atheist	or	agnostic.		

	 Participants	also	completed	a	personality	test,	the	Big	Five	Inventory	(Soto	&	John,	

2008).	Researchers	found	this	survey	has	high	validity	and	reliability.	Participants	would	

choose	if	they	Strongly	Agree,	Agree,	Neither	Agree	or	Disagree,	Disagree,	or	Strongly	

Disagree	to	a	total	of	45	questions.	Questions	that	related	to	Extraversion	included,	“I	see	



PERSONALITY	AND	CHANGES	IN	RELIGIOSITY		 14	

myself	as	someone	who	is	talkative.”	and	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	has	an	assertive	

personality.”	Questions	that	related	to	Agreeableness	included,	“I	see	myself	as	someone	

who	is	helpful	and	unselfish	with	others.”	and	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	is	generally	

trusting.”	Questions	that	were	related	to	Conscientiousness	included,	“I	see	myself	as	

someone	who	tends	to	be	disorganized.”	and	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	is	a	reliable	

worker.”	Questions	that	were	related	to	Neuroticism	included,	“I	see	myself	as	someone	

who	worries	a	lot.”	and	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	is	depressed,	blue.”	Questions	related	

to	Openness	included,	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	values	artistic,	aesthetic	experiences.”	

and	“I	see	myself	as	someone	who	is	ingenious,	a	deep	thinker.”		

	 Participants	also	completed	a	Social	Desirability	Scale	(Strahan	&	Gerbasi,	1972).	

They	would	choose	True	or	False	to	questions	such	as,	“I’m	always	willing	to	admit	when	I	

make	a	mistake.”	There	were	a	total	of	20	items	on	this	scale.	Ten	items	were	reverse-

scored.	The	sum	of	the	answers	was	totaled	for	each	participant.	The	lowest	score	a	

participant	could	receive	was	20,	which	would	indicate	untruthful	responses.	The	highest	

score	would	be	40,	which	would	indicate	truthful	responses.		

Procedure	

	 Participants	were	administered	a	survey	online	using	Qualtrics.	A	consent	form	was	

given	at	the	beginning	of	the	survey.	Participants	completed	the	survey	with	no	time	limit,	

and	were	able	to	ask	questions	if	needed.	The	survey	was	given	on	a	computer,	but	was	

conducted	in	a	lab	setting	with	a	proctor	administering	the	survey.	At	the	end	of	the	study,	

participants	were	given	a	debriefing	form,	which	described	the	purpose	of	the	study.		
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Results	

	 Of	the	participants,	59.3%	reported	no	change	in	religiosity	while	in	college,	while	

23.4%	reported	becoming	less	religious,	and	17.2%	reported	becoming	more	religious.		

	 To	compare	males	vs.	females	and	their	self-reported	level	of	religiosity,	a	chi-

square	test	was	used.	No	significant	differences	were	found	between	males	and	females	

and	their	change	in	religiosity,	χ2(2)	=	5.62,	p	=	.060,	although	it	was	close	to	significant.	

Although	more	females	were	in	the	study	than	males,	more	males	reported	becoming	less	

religious	(n	=	21)	than	females	(n	=	13).	More	females	(n	=	53)	experienced	no	change	in	

religiosity	than	males	(n	=	33).	Similarly,	more	females	(n	=	15)	experienced	becoming	

more	religious	than	males	(n	=	10).		

Participants’	responses	to	their	self-reported	level	of	change	in	religiosity	were	

compared	to	a	computed	change	in	their	level	of	religiosity.	Time	1	was	the	participant’s	

level	of	religiosity	before	coming	to	college,	while	Time	2	was	their	level	of	religiosity	

currently.	A	repeated	measures	ANOVA	was	used	to	compare	the	means.	Results	showed	

that	the	within-subjects	effect	was	not	significant	when	the	means	of	Time	1	and	Time	2	

were	compared	F(1,142)	=	.10,	p	=	.	76.	The	between-subjects	effect	was	also	not	

significant,	F(2,142)	=	2.73,	p	=	.07.	However,	the	interaction	between	these	two	was	

significant,	F(2,142)	=	5.78,	p	=	.004.		

Results	showed	that	there	was	no	mean	difference	between	the	computed	level	of	

religiosity	in	Time	1	vs.	Time	2,	where	Time	1	was	a	person’s	level	of	religiosity	before	

college,	and	Time	2	was	their	current	level	of	religiosity,	in	those	who	said	they	

experienced	no	change	in	religiosity	throughout	college	(M	=	-.007,	SD	=	.052),	p	=	.90.	The	

mean	difference	between	those	who	said	they	became	less	religious	was	significantly	
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different	when	comparing	Time	1	to	Time	2,	(M	=	-.231,	SD	=	.083),	p	=	.006.	The	mean	

difference	between	those	who	said	they	became	more	religious	was	significantly	different	

when	comparing	Time	1	to	Time	2,	(M	=	.195,	SD	=	.096),	p	=	.045,	(see	Table	2,	Figure	1).		

Each	dimension	of	the	Big-Five	personality	scale	was	compared	to	self-reported	

changes	in	religiosity,	using	a	one-way	ANOVA.	When	Extraversion	was	compared	to	

religious	change,	no	significance	was	found,	F(2,143)	=	.56,	p	=	.58.	Similarly,	no	

significance	was	found	between	Agreeableness	and	religiosity,	F(2,143)	=	1.17,	p	=	.31.	

There	was	no	significant	difference	in	Neuroticism	between	levels	of	religiosity,	F(2,143)	=	

1.71,	p	=	.18.	There	was	also	no	significant	difference	in	Openness,	F(2,143)	=	1.70,	p	=	.19.	

When	the	mean	Conscientiousness	was	compared	between	groups	of	religiosity,	no	

significance	was	found,	although	it	was	very	close	to	being	significant,	F(2,143)	=	2.98,	p	=	

.054.	The	mean	differences	between	no	change	and	more	religious	(M	=	.265,	SD	=	.113)	

were	very	close	to	being	significantly	different,	p	=	.052	(see	Table	3).			

There	was	no	significant	difference	in	those	who	experienced	different	levels	of	

religiosity	throughout	college	and	their	answers	on	a	social	desirability	scale,	F(2,143)	=	

1.15,	p	=	.32	(see	Table	4).		

Discussion	

	 The	purpose	of	the	current	study	was	to	determine	if	dimensions	of	a	person’s	

personality	could	describe	them	experiencing	a	change	in	religiosity.	Based	on	previous	

research	by	Lee	(2002),	I	expected	that	most	people	would	experience	a	change	in	their	

level	of	religiosity	throughout	college.	However,	this	was	not	found,	as	59.3%	of	

participants	experienced	no	change	in	their	level	of	religiosity.		
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	 Based	on	research	by	Kosmin	and	Keysar	(2013)	and	Roof	and	Hadaway	(1977),	I	

expected	that	more	males	than	females	would	report	becoming	less	religious,	and	this	was	

seen.	However,	this	was	not	seen	to	be	significant.		

The	within-subjects	effect	not	being	significant	when	the	means	of	Time	1	and	Time	

2	were	compared	suggests	that	the	participants	overall	did	not	significantly	change	their	

computed	level	of	religiosity	from	Time	1	to	Time	2.	The	between-subjects	effect	not	being	

significant	suggests	that	participants	in	each	level	of	self-reported	religiosity	(no	change,	

less	religious,	or	more	religious)	did	not	differ	significantly	on	their	mean	score	of	Time	1	

and	Time	2.		

	 However,	there	was	a	significant	interaction	between	these	two.	The	mean	score	of	

those	who	said	they	experienced	no	change	in	religion	was	not	significantly	different	from	

Time	1	to	Time	2.	This	was	the	expected	result,	as	those	who	experience	no	change	in	

religiosity	should	not	have	a	significantly	different	mean	at	each	time.	Those	who	said	they	

were	less	religious	throughout	experienced	a	significant	decrease	in	score	from	Time	1	to	

Time	2.	This	was	also	expected.	Similarly,	those	who	said	they	became	more	religious	

experienced	a	significantly	higher	score	at	Time	2	than	Time	1.	This	shows	that	their	level	

of	religiosity	increased,	as	they	reported	that	it	did.		

	 What	the	results	show	is	that	participants	seemed	to	accurately	describe	their	

change	in	religiosity.	Those	who	self-reported	experiencing	no	change	showed	no	

significant	differences	in	level	of	religiosity	from	Time	1	to	Time	2.	Those	who	self-reported	

becoming	less	or	more	religious	had	a	significant	difference	in	their	scores	from	Time	1	to	

Time	2,	in	the	expected	direction.		
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	 When	personality	and	changes	in	religiosity	were	studied,	no	significant	differences	

were	found.	This	was	not	expected,	as	previous	studies	showed	differences	in	personality	

in	those	who	were	religious	[Aghababaei	(2012),	Francis	(1993),	and	Saroglou	(2002)].	All	

of	these	researchers	found	a	correlation	between	religiosity	and	Agreeableness	and	

Conscientiousness.	In	the	current	study,	Conscientiousness	was	almost	significantly	

different	between	the	levels	of	religiosity.	However,	those	who	experienced	no	change	in	

religion	were	the	ones	to	score	higher	on	Conscientiousness	compared	to	those	who	

experienced	becoming	more	religious.	This	was	not	expected.		

	 The	scores	on	social	desirability	scale	were	not	significantly	different	when	the	

three	groups	of	religious	change	were	compared.	It	was	expected	that	those	who	

experienced	becoming	more	religious	might	answer	less	truthfully	on	a	social	desirability	

scale,	as	being	more	religious	is	often	seen	as	socially	desirable.	However,	in	a	college	

setting,	being	more	religious	is	not	always	seen	as	more	desirable	and	so	that	might	have	

affected	how	participants	answered.		

Limitations	and	Future	Directions	

	 Of	participants,	59.3%	identified	as	Christian.	This	could	skew	results,	as	this	study	

is	not	as	representative	of	other	religions.	Similarly,	this	study	had	a	slightly	higher	

proportion	of	females	than	males.	As	shown	by	Kosmin	and	Keysar	(2013),	males	are	more	

likely	than	females	to	say	they	are	secular.			

	 Also,	the	survey	was	given	at	one	time	to	participants.	Participants	had	to	think	back	

to	describe	their	level	of	religiosity	before	coming	to	college.	It	is	possible	that	their	

memory	might	not	accurately	describe	their	actual	level	of	religiosity	before	coming	to	

college.		
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	 Future	research	should	continue	to	study	how	personality	relates	to	changes	in	

religiosity.	More	religions	and	a	larger	sample	size	should	be	included.	Studies	should	be	

longitudinal,	as	this	would	be	the	most	accurate	way	to	capture	the	participant’s	current	

level	of	religiosity.	Also,	as	Srivastava	et.	al	(2003)	have	found,	personality	changes	over	

time.	A	longitudinal	study	design	would	be	the	best	way	to	measure	both	religiosity	and	

personality.	Future	studies	could	help	broaden	the	world’s	view	of	the	similarities	and	

differences	between	people	of	different	levels	of	religiosity,	as	there	are	many	stereotypes	

associated	with	both	those	who	are	and	who	are	not	religious.		
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Table	1	 	

College	Students’	Current	Religious	Identification	and	Denomination	

Current	Religious	Identification	 n	
Christian	 75	

Catholic	 24	
Lutheran		 17	
Roman	Catholic	 6	
Baptist	 5	
Presbyterian	 4	

Non-Denominational	 3	

Methodist	 2	
Christian	Missionary	Alliance	 1	
Covenant	 1	
Episcopalian	 1	
Evangelical	 1	
Evangelical	Lutheran	 1	
Plymouth	Brethren	 1	
Southern	Baptist	 1	
Vineyard	 1	
Not	Applicable	 1	
No	Response	 5	

Atheist	 14	
Agnostic	 11	
Muslim	 4	

Sunni	 3	
Shia	 1	

Jewish	 4	
Buddhist	 3	
Spiritual	 3	
Hindu	 1	
Wiccan	 1	
Nothing	 7	
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Mixture		 21	
Christian	+	Agnostic	 5	
Christian	+	Atheist	 1	

Christian	+	Atheist	+	Agnostic	 1	
Christian	+	Spiritual	 1	
Christian	+	Atheist	+	Shaman	 1	
Christian	+	Something	Else	 2	
Atheist	+	Agnostic	 2	
Atheist	+	Humanist	 1	
Atheist	+	Spiritual		 1	
Atheist	+	Agnostic	+	Spiritual	+	Something	Else	 1	
Agnostic	+	Spiritual	 3	
Spiritual	+	Shaman	 1	
Spiritual	+	Pagan	 1	
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Table	2	

Mean	Differences	between	Time	2	and	Time	1	of	Self-Reported	Level	of	Religiosity	

Religious	Change	 Mean	Difference	(Time	2-Time	1)	 Standard	Deviation	

No	Change	 -.007	 .052	

Less	Religious	 -.231	 .083	

More	Religious	 .195	 .096	
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Table	3	 	 	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

Dimensions	of	the	Big-Five	and	Changes	in	Religiosity		

	 Extraversion	
	
Agreeableness	

	
Conscientiousness	

	
Neuroticism	

	
Openness	

Religious	
Change	 M	 SD	

	
M	 SD	

	
M	 SD	

	
M	 SD	

	
M	 SD	

No	Change	 3.349	 .818	
	
3.923	 .556	

	
3.474	 .492	

	
2.810	 .758	

	
3.448	 .580	

Less	
Religious	 3.302	 .803	

	
3.765	 .556	

	
3.477	 .548	

	
2.871	 .560	

	
3.656	 .648	

More	
Religious	 3.155	 .791	

	
3.809	 .519	

	
3.209	 .432	

	
3.110	 .745	

	
3.515	 .385	
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Table	4	

Levels	of	Religiosity	and	Mean	Score	on	a	Social	Desirability	Scale	

Religious	Change	 Mean	 Standard	Deviation	

No	Change	 29.35	 3.490	

Less	Religious	 30.38	 4.083	

More	Religious	 30.08	 3.378	
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Figure	1.	Calculated	means	of	each	level	of	self-reported	changes	in	religiosity	at	Time	1	
and	Time	2	
	


