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Introduction

A long line of studies on religious switching and apostasy have shown that religious
identity, for many people, is not a stable ascriptive characteristic. Retrospective data have
illustrated that people often report belonging to a different religious tradition at the time of their
interview rather than the tradition in which they were raised (Sherkat and Wilson 1995; Sherkat
1991; Smith and Sikkink 2003). Originally, there was a great interest in the implications of
switching for the growth and decline of specific denominations, in particular, mainline
Protestantism (Hoge, Johnson, and Luidens 1994; Roof 1999). Increasingly, the “switch” that is
of most interest to scholars of religion is the movement towards identifying as a religious “none”.
The increase in the number of Americans who choose “no religion” when asked about religious
preference on national surveys (i.e., “nones”) has drawn much public and scholarly attention
(Dougherty, Johnson, and Polson 2007; Hout and Fisher 2002; Meacham 2009; Stark 2008).
Although major national surveys, including the General Social Survey (GSS), show a sharp
increase of religious nones since 1990, there are some controversies surrounding the magnitude
of the increase (Dougherty et al. 2007; Smith and Kim 2005). More importantly, it still remains
largely unclear who religious nones are with respect to religiosity and why they claim no
religious preference. Understanding the short-term stability of religious preference is also an
important component of understanding the long-term growth of religious nones.

In an early study of Americans who claimed no religious preference, Vernon (1968:220)
noted that those who do not identify with a political party are labeled independents (suggesting
that the lack of political affiliation does not mean that one is apolitical or has no political
convictions) while those who do not identify with a religious tradition are given a label (“nones”)
that more accurately defines what they are not than what they are. Subsequent studies, using

cross-sectional data, have advanced our understanding of some of the religious and demographic



correlates of declaring no religious preference (Hadaway and Roof 1979; Hout and Fischer 2002;
Baker and Smith 2008). Just as many independents are “leaners” or weak partisans rather than
true neutrals, we know that not all nones are actually atheists or agnostics (Greer and Roof 1992;
Hout and Fischer 2002; Kosmin and Keysar 2009; Stark 2008).* However, a lack of appropriate
data has prevented us from examining whether those with no religious preference are neutral
independents or might more accurately be considered leaners—with some ties to one religious
preference or another.

Using a new panel data set on American religiosity, we take a more dynamic approach to
the study of nones and look at the short-term stability of this self-identification among the same
people interviewed twice over a two-year period. We introduce the idea of liminality as a
framework for understanding the short-term instability of religious preferences. Just as many
political independents are actually leaners, we argue that many religious nones are actually
liminal somethings, who still hold a weak sense of attachment to a religious tradition and thus
may identify with the tradition sometimes, if not always. Although our notion of liminality can
be extended to all religious traditions, we pay special attention to nones because of their growing
importance in the American religious landscape. Disaggregating those who identify themselves
as nones at least once in panel survey is an important first step in understanding who religious
nones are and the implications of their growing presence for the religious landscape of America.
A rise in the number of atheists is qualitatively different from a rise in the number of unchurched
believers, and a rise in the number of those who consistently identify with no religious
preference is qualitatively different from a rise in the number of those with a more liminal

identification.



The paper proceeds as follows: first, we describe how liminality has been used in the
past, outline how we use the term, and suggest its overall utility for the study of religious
identity. Second, we survey the literature on religious nones and outline how decomposing this
group into secular and liminal improves our understanding of this important segment of the
population. Third, using data from the Faith Matters (FM) Survey, we describe the stability of
religious preferences in panel data. We test the robustness of our findings by replicating them
with the American National Elections Study (ANES) and the General Social Survey (GSS). We
try to disentangle the instability due to actual religious changes from the unreliability of a
measure that does not accompany changes in religious identity. Then we compare the religious
characteristics of liminal nones, who identify themselves as nones at one time but choose a
different preference at another time, with the stable nones, who consistently identify with the ‘no
religion’ category, as well as with those who consistently identify with a religious group (stable
affiliates). In addition, we compare the three groups in their socio-demographic profiles and their
views on some of the key social and political issues to understand what factors are associated
with liminal religious identities. Finally, we conclude by discussing the broader implications of

our findings and suggesting directions for future research.

Liminality and the Instability of Religious Preferences

Liminality, as discussed by the cultural anthropologist Victor Turner, is the middle stage
in three stage ritual process in which liminars (or ritual subjects) redefine their identity under
conditions that have “few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state” (Turner 1969:94,
1979; Turner and Turner 1978). They are, as Turner notes, “betwixt and between.” Turner’s
conception of liminality has been applied by sociologists of religion to phenomena as diverse as

African American Pentecostalism, the Promise Keepers, Glossolalia, and Spiritualist Healing



(Bobby 1991; Bartkowski 2000; Hutch 1980; Fishman 1980). We step back from this more
narrow definition of liminality as it pertains to ritual and instead focus on the more general
notion of being betwixt and between. We also move away from the notion of liminality as a
trajectory with religious participation and secularism as poles.? Liminars, in our view, are
individuals betwixt and between the religious and the secular but they are not necessarily on the
path to being one or the other. They stand halfway in and halfway out of a certain religious
identity. It is possible, in our conception, that liminars have willfully chosen their particular
combination of beliefs and practices and are content to remain in what we call a liminal status

throughout their lives.

Because of the liminal nature of their religious identity, they may identify with certain
religious group at one point, but claim no religious preference at another, although their overall
religious involvements change little. Liminars differ from apostates or switchers, who actually
experience changes in their religious beliefs and behaviors, not just in their expressed religious
identity (Brinkerhoff and Mackie 1993). In a sense, they are analogous to what Brody (1986)
referred to as ‘gray’ in respect to the stability of social and political attitudes. Building on
Converse’s classic attitude/non-attitude model, he suggests that the instability of response in
panel survey may reflect, not the lack of attitude towards a certain issue, but a relatively lower
level of issue crystallization. Because liminars’ levels of preference crystallization are in the
‘gray range,’ their (manifested) religious identity is a situational, rather than a stable, trait, that
has the potential to vary from one context to the next (Markus and Kunda 1986; Stryker and

Serpe 1994).

The notion that religious identities can be ambiguous is certainly not novel. Scholars of

religion, in examinations that span denominations, generations, and geographical contexts, have



developed labels including “the spiritual but not religious”, “believing without belonging”
“religious seekers”, “unchurched believers”, “tinkerers,” “fuzzy fidelity,” and “religious
privatists” that all reflect the reality that the true range of religious identities is not captured by
the sets of religious categories that are often used in survey research on religion (Bellah et al
1985; Davie 1994, Fuller 2001; Greer and Roof 1992; Roof 1993; Voas 2009; Wuthnow 2007).
We suggest, however, that the notion of liminality offers a more useful conceptual framework to
understand the ambiguous status of religious identity for a substantial segment of Americans
who claim no religious preference. Compared to the labels like "unchurched believers" or
"religious privatists,” which appears to assume a certain stable religious predisposition, the
notion of liminality highlights the potential for a situational, indeterminate or porous type of
religious identity,® and thus will help us better understand the diversity within religious nones.*

We turn now to highlighting what is known about religious nones.

Religious Nones: Secular or Liminal?

Several studies have examined who religious nones are, why their number is on the rise,
and what their growing presence means for the religious landscape in America. In one of the
earliest studies, Vernon (1968) noticed that despite not identifying with any particular religious
group, a good percentage of nones have some belief in God or a higher power, and report having
had religious experiences. Based on the findings, he called for further scholarly investigation of
religious nones, which he called “a neglected category.” Subsequent studies have confirmed
Vernon’s findings that nones are an internally diverse group with respect to religious beliefs and
behaviors and that many of them hold some beliefs in God or a higher power (e.g., Hout and

Fisher 2002; Stark 2008).



However, scholars disagree on why people claim no religious preference and how we
should characterize their religious identities. As a result, there is little consensus on what the rise
of nones means for religion in America. Some view many of the nones as religious believers
fleeing organized religion, and argue that they should be considered not as evidence of
increasing secularization or the decline of religion in general, but as an indication of a
transformed but still vital religiosity in America (Greer and Roof 1992; Roof 1993, 1999;
Cimino and Lattin 1998; Hout and Fischer 2002). Using a typology developed by Tamney,
Powell, and Johnson (1989), those that claim no religious preference could be either “structural
nones” who are critical of the social role played by organized religions and religious leaders, or
“cultural nones” who disagree with traditional religious beliefs or values. Others, however,
suggest that nones are, in fact, seculars (or at least are on their way to becoming secular), and
view the increase in their number as an indication of the secularization in America (Glenn 1987;

Bruce 2002; Marwell and Demerath 111 2003).

To advance this debate, as Baker and Smith (2008) propose, we need to focus on the
diversity within nones and examine the different groups that may comprise the category. In
particular, we need to take a close look at who they are, what exactly they believe, and how
consistent their religious preferences are over time. In this paper, we shed light on a new
dimension of the diversity by examining the stability of the ‘no religion’ preference in panel
data. Although previous studies disagree on why people claim no religious preference, most
seem to assume that the ‘no religion’ preference represents a stable status of religious self-
conceptualization, and that the boundary between religious nones and religious affiliates is clear.
However, there are some indications that the boundary may be more porous and fuzzier than is

assumed. Hadaway and Roof (1979), for example, observed that two thirds of the 1973-1977



General Social Survey respondents who had been raised as nones identified with a religious
group as adults. Using longitudinal data in the U.S. and abroad, a few studies have also reported
instability of religious identities, especially for those who chose the ‘no religion’ preference
(Voas 2009; Wilson and Sherkat 1994). Wilson and Sherkat (1994) have shown that inconsistent
religious identities often reflect the “life cycle effects” due to key life course events such as
family formation. To be sure, the ‘no religion’ has become a more stable religious self-
identification in recent years, especially among younger generations (Hout and Fischer 2002).
But even in the latest General Social Survey, more than 40% of the respondents who had been

raised as nones reported something else as their current religious preferences.
<Insert Figure 1 approximately here>

Moreover, survey procedures that measure religious preference seem to have a substantial
effect on whether people claim no religious preference or not. Figure 1 compares the trends in
the percentage of religious nones across four major national surveys over the last several
decades. It shows that the percentage of nones in a given year varies significantly across the
surveys, especially since 1990. Gallup survey, which does not explicitly suggest ‘no religion’ to
respondents as a possible answer, reports a significantly lower percentage of nones than other
surveys do (Winseman and Min 2005; Hout and Fisher 2002). On the other hand, the ANES,
which employs a rather complex procedure to measure religious preference, reports a highest
percentage.® More importantly, these surveys disagree about the timing of the growth of
religious nones. For example, the Gallup indicates that the percentage of nones grew in 1970s
and 1980s, but remained relatively flat in 1990s, whereas the GSS shows little change until the
rapid rise in 1990s. These discrepancies between the surveys imply that for many respondents,

the choice between ‘no religion” and conventional religious groups may not be clear-cut, and



they may have some sense of attachment to a religious tradition. In the analysis that follows we
examine the issue of the boundary between nones and affiliates by focusing on the stability of no

religious preference in two panel surveys.

Data and Measurement

To examine the stability of the nones, we use panel data collected in 2006 and 2007 as
part of the Faith Matters (FM) Study, a nationwide study that focuses on religious life of
American adults. In 2006, a representative sample of American adults over 18 years old
(N=3,108) was interviewed by a commercial research company.® The response rate was
69% (based on the formula 5 of the AAPOR). In comparison, the response rate for the 2006
GSS, based on the same formula, is 71%." A year later, these respondents were contacted for the
second wave of the study. More than sixty percent (61.6%) of the original respondents were
successfully re-interviewed.®

Because the two waves are only a year apart, the FM data offer a valuable opportunity to
study the short-term stability of religious preferences. Although it is a difficult task to distinguish
the instability that is due to actual switching of religious preference from the fluctuation due to
vague instruments or a low level of preference crystallization with only two waves of data
(Alwin 2007; Green, Palmquist, and Schicker 2002), the FM data contain identical measures of
religious beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors in both waves, thus allowing us to examine whether the
change in religious preference matches self-reported changes in various aspects of religiosity. In
addition, the 2007 survey directly asked respondents whether they experienced any change in
religious belief or behavior in the past year and also in the past five years. We use these
questions along with other measures of religiosity to examine whether inconsistent reports of

preference reflect actual changes in religious preferences.
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We also use the American National Election Study and the General Social Survey to
replicate the key findings from the FM data. The stability of religious preference in a panel
survey could be influenced by many factors, including the exact wording of the question, the
contexts in which the preference question is asked, the method of interview, and sample attrition.
Therefore, it is important to examine whether the findings about the stability of religious
preference can be replicated with different datasets. We use the 1992-1994-1996 ANES and
2006-2008 panel data to examine whether our core findings can be replicated.

The key variable of interest in this study is religious preference. In the FM survey,
respondents were asked: “What is your religious preference? Is it Protestant, Catholic, another
type of Christian, Jewish, some other religion, or nothing in particular?”” This question is slightly
different from major national surveys including the GSS, which include ‘no religion’ instead of
‘nothing in particular’ as one of the suggested responses. The GSS also does not suggest ‘another
type of Christian’ as a possible answer. Despite these differences, the two surveys produced
comparable results: in the 2006 GSS, 15.9% chose ‘no religion,” whereas 16.5% in the 2006 FM
chose ‘nothing in particular.” The ANES panel data not only was conducted more than a decade
before the FM and the GSS panel surveys, but also used a very different procedure to measure
religious affiliation (see Appendix A for more details). Therefore, if we can replicate the key
findings with the ANES data, it would indicate that the findings on the stability of religious

preference are robust to a specific procedure to measure religious affiliation.

Results
<Insert Table 1 approximately here>

Our first task is to examine how stable no religious preference is over time in the FM

dataset. In Table 1, we cross-tabulated the religious preferences from the two waves of the FM
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survey. The diagonal cells show the percentage of respondents who reported a consistent
religious preference in both years. Fewer than 70% of the respondents who chose “nothing in
particular’ in the first wave reported the same preference in 2007.° This is substantially lower
than the percentages for major religious groups such as Protestant and Catholic, in which 86%
and 92% respectively gave a consistent answer in the two surveys. The two residual categories—
‘another type of Christian” and ‘some other religion’—are even less stable than *nothing in
particular.” The instability of these two categories appears to be related to a fuzzy boundary in
and around Protestantism. Most of the respondents who switched out of the ‘another type of
Christian tradition’ category chose either Protestant or ‘some other religion’ in 2007. We looked
at their denominations and found that a majority of these ‘switchers’ gave the same
denomination in the two surveys. About 55% of them belonged to either evangelical or black
Protestant denominations, and an additional 12% were Mormons. Similarly, about a half of the
respondents who switched out of “some other religion” belonged to those three religious groups.
In other words, a strong denominational identity that does not map onto these aggregate
categorizations in certain Christian groups, and not substantial volatility in smaller religious
groups, like Buddhists and Muslims, seems to account for the low stability of these two residual
categories.

Because more than 30% of the respondents in the ‘nothing in particular’ category in 2006
switched to other preferences in 2007, one may expect the percentage of nones in the second
wave to be significantly lower than the percentage in the first wave. However, the percentage of
nones remains similar in the two surveys—15.4% in 2006 and 14.9% in 2007.% This is because
some respondents—a similar number to those who moved out of the ‘nothing in particular’

category—moved into the category in 2007. In other words, although approximately the same
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percentage of respondents chose “nothing in particular’ in both surveys, they are not exactly the
same respondents. As a result, there are three different types of nones in the FM data with
respect to the stability of religious identity: 1) those who consistently chose ‘nothing in
particular’ in both surveys; 2) those who switched from “nothing in particular’ to other
preferences; and 3) those who switched from other preferences to “nothing in particular.” Table 2
shows these different types of nones as a percentage of the total panel sample. Among the
respondents who participated in both waves of the survey, only 9.6% are stable nones who
consistently chose ‘nothing in particular’, whereas 9.4% are unstable nones—liminal nones—
who chose “nothing in particular’ in only one of the two waves.™
<Insert Table 2 approximately here>

Table 2 also shows that the instability of no religious preference is not limited to the FM
data but can be found in the ANES and GSS panel data as well. As mentioned earlier, the 1992-
1996 ANES used a very different procedure to measure religious preference from the FM survey,
and therefore the percentage of nones in the two surveys is not directly comparable.*? The
response categories suggested to the respondents in the GSS were also slightly different from
those in the FM survey. In addition, the intervals between the waves in the ANES and the GSS
are two years—four years for a subset of the ANES respondents—which are substantially longer
than that of the FM survey. As a result, the respondents in these surveys have a higher chance to
experience actual changes in their religious preferences and thus we may expect a lower level of
response stability in these surveys than in the FM survey.

Despite these differences, we found that the instability of no religious preference is
similar across the three panel datasets. In the GSS panel data, 10.8% of the respondents

consistently identified with “no religion” in both waves, whereas 10.4% did so in only one of the



13

two waves.*® Similarly, the ANES panel classified 8% of the respondents as stable nones and
9.7% as unstable nones. In short, the proportion of unstable nones was very similar in all three
surveys and it was comparable to that of stable nones in each survey. These findings suggest that
the instability of religious nones is probably not due to the procedure or instrument used to
measure religious preference in the FM survey. More importantly, the fact that a similar level of
instability is found regardless of the length of interval seems to suggest that the instability
observed in these datasets is unlikely to reflect actual changes in religious preference. If the
instability is attributable largely to the true conversion of religious preference, the instability
would be probably higher when the interval between the waves is longer because respondents
have more time to experience religious changes. Table 2 shows that this is not the case.

To take a closer look at whether the instability of the ‘no religion’ preference reflect
actual changes in religious identity, we examine respondents’ self-reports on religious changes
they experienced between 2006 and 2007. In 2007, all FM respondents were asked whether they
had experienced any change in their religious beliefs or practices over the last twelve months.
When they said that they had experienced changes, interviewers then asked whether their
religiosity increased or decreased in the past year. In addition, the FM survey—in both 2006 and
2007—asked whether the respondent’s religious service attendance changed in the past five
years, which provides some insight into the long-term stability of respondent’s religiosity. Table
3 and 4 show the results for these two variables respectively.**

<Insert Table 3 and 4 approximately here>

Overall, less than 10 % of the total panel respondents reported any change in their

religious beliefs or behaviors in the past year. Of the respondents who switched from ‘nothing in

particular’ to something else, only 15% said that they had experienced any change, and an even
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smaller percentage (7.6%) said that they had become more religious between 2006 and 2007.
Among those who switched into the ‘nothing in particular’ category from other religious
preferences, only 8% reported any kind of religious change, and 2% said that they had become
less religious in 2007 than in 2006. In short, the vast majority of the respondents who switched in
and out of the ‘nothing in particular’ category reported no change in their religious beliefs or
behaviors. Even when they did report changes, the direction of the reported change often
contradicted the change in their reported preferences. In addition, Chi-squared test suggests that
there is no significant association between the stability of religious preference and self-reported
change in religious belief or practice.

More respondents reported changes in religious service attendance in the past five years
than did so for the past year. Still, more than 58% of the liminal nones said that their religious
service attendance had remained about the same in the past five years. Their responses are
significantly less stable than the stable affiliates” and especially than the stable nones’, but
adjusted residuals suggest that the difference is relatively moderate. Moreover, the direction of
the change among those who reported a change is not necessarily consistent with that of religious
preference. For example, 19% of the unstable nones who switched from ‘nothing in particular’ to
something else said that their religious attendance had declined in the past five years. In short, a
majority of the unstable nones do not appear to have experienced significant changes in their
religious beliefs and behaviors, not only in the short run, but also in the mid-term.

<Insert Table 5 approximately here>

To further examine religious changes that the unstable nones may have experienced, we

compare various indicators of religious beliefs and behaviors between when they chose “nothing

in particular’ and when they reported something else (Table 5). For comparison, we also
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presented the percentages of stable affiliates and stable nones who gave a consistent response in
the two surveys. To be sure, these indicators themselves could fluctuate due to measurement
errors rather than actual changes in religious beliefs or behaviors. In fact, because most of these
variables were measured on interval scales, there is a higher chance of instability due to random
measurement errors for these variables than for religious preference. Therefore, self-reported
changes in one or a few of these indictors—even a substantial change—should not be viewed as
a reliable indicator of actual changes in religiosity. However, if someone who reported different
religious preferences in the two waves also reported a consistent change across multiple
measures of religiosity, it may be considered strong evidence that the instability of religious
preferences reflect actual changes in religious identities.

In many measures we examined in Table 5, the liminal nones gave significantly less
consistent answers when compared to the stable affiliates and the stable nones. This relatively
high level of inconsistency may be viewed as evidence that the changes in their religious
preferences are ‘real.” However, in most of these measures, about a half or more of the liminal
nones gave an exactly same answer in the two surveys. Moreover, even among those who gave
inconsistent answers, less than 30% of the unstable nones reported a higher level of religiosity
when they identified with one of religions than they did when they chose ‘nothing in particular.’
A substantial percentage of the unstable nones even reported a higher level of religiosity when
they chose ‘nothing in particular.’

A relatively large percentage reported a higher level of religious service attendance and
prayer when they chose something other than “nothing in particular,” but this may well be
because these variables were measured with a finer scale than the other measures of religiosity.

The finer the scale is, the less likely it is that respondents will give the exact same answer over
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time (Green et al. 2002). In fact, most of the changes in these variables—or in any other measure
of religiosity, for that matter—were between adjacent categories, such as between ‘less than once
a year’ and “about once or twice a year.” Only about 3% of all unstable nones, for example,
changed from “never’ or ‘less than once a year’ to ‘every week’ or “‘more than once a week. ’
Furthermore, we found that only a small percentage of respondents reported a higher level of
religiosity consistently across multiple measures when they chose preferences other than
‘nothing in particular.” For example, only four percent of the liminal nones reported a higher
level of religiosity in all of the three key measures of religiosity—religious importance in daily
lives and to self-identity, and religious service attendance—when they identified with religious
categories other than “nothing in particular.”

In summary, the evidence in the three proceeding tables suggests that the instability of
the “nothing in particular’ preference in the FM survey does not reflect substantial changes in
religious belief or behaviors for most of the unstable nones. A small subset of them may have
experienced significant changes between the two surveys, and thus the changes in their reported
preferences may reflect actual switching of religious self-identity. However, we estimate that the
true switchers account for only a small percentage—probably much less than 10% at best—of
the unstable nones.

If the religious behaviors and beliefs of most of the unstable nones did not change
significantly between the two surveys or even in a relatively long-term, which preference better
represents their true religious identities? One way to answer this question would be to compare
the unstable nones to the stable nones and the stable affiliates with respect to their religious
beliefs and behaviors. If the unstable nones are similar to the stable nones, we may infer that the

‘nothing in particular’ category describes their religious identities better than any religious group
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they identified with in the other survey. To make the comparison simpler, we first summarized
the measures of religiosity we examined in Table 5 into three factor-score indices: importance of
religion, religious practice, and religious belief. In addition, we created a summary index of
overall religiosity based on attendance, importance of religion in daily life, importance of
religion to the sense of self, and belief in God. Figure 2 shows the means and the 95%
confidence intervals of the four indices for the three groups. For the unstable nones, we
presented the means and the confidence intervals separately when they reported ‘nothing in
particular’ and when they reported something else.

<Insert Figure 2 approximately here>

Looking at all four measures of religiosity, the unstable nones are significantly different
from the other two groups. On average, they are more religious than the stable nones, even when
they reported the ‘nothing in particular’ preference. They are, however, significantly less
religious than the stable affiliates even when they chose something other than ‘nothing in
particular.” Figure 2 also shows that whether they claimed no religious preference or something
else, there is no significant difference in any of the four indices of religiosity. In other words,
regardless of their reported preferences, the unstable nones are distinctive from both the stable
nones and the stable affiliates in various dimensions of religiosity.

The comparison presented in Figure 2 is informative as it shows the location of the
unstable nones as a group relative to the other two groups. However, it masks the heterogeneity,
not only within the unstable nones, but also within the other two groups. As we have already
seen, the unstable nones include both highly religious and highly secular people. Similarly, not

all of the stable affiliates are highly religious in their beliefs and behaviors. To take these
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heterogeneities into account, Figure 3 compares the distribution of the summary religiosity index
in the three groups.
<Insert Figure 3 approximately here>

Figure 3 shows that the stable nones are a relatively homogeneous group of people, most
of whom are concentrated in the lowest level of religiosity. Although many of them are not
atheist or agnostic,™ almost 60% of them never attend religious service and 83% of them said
that religion is not important to their self-identities. In other words, the stable nones seem to be
solidly secular in the sense that they are not concerned with religious or spiritual matters and do
not practice religion publicly or privately on a regular basis. In comparison, the unstable nones
are an internally heterogeneous group. Some of them belong to the least religious group, whereas
others—although a minority—are highly religious. In addition, there is a substantial overlap
between the unstable nones and the stable affiliates, as many of the latter are not very religious.

<Insert Figure 4 approximately here>

While these patterns offer a more complex picture of the unstable nones than the one
presented in Figure 2, Figure 3 still shows the in-between position of a majority of the unstable
nones. They are only moderately religious at best, neither highly religious nor completely
secular. "Unchurched believers," a label often suggested for nones in the literature, does not
seem to correctly characterize them either. Many of the unstable nones (41%) claim that they
attend religious services at least several times a year, and about a third claim to have a
congregation they belong to. More than 80% of them confess some beliefs in God, but at the
same time, more than two thirds say that religion is only ‘somewhat important” or ‘not
important’ to their self-identities. Most of them do not seem to be particularly spiritual, as only

20% said that they were “very spiritual.” In other words, “spiritual seeker” does not seem to fit
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the religious profile of the unstable nones well either. Instead, liminality seems to characterize
the religious beliefs and practices of this group. They are located at the margin of their religions,
which they feel some attachment to and get involved in occasionally, but their connections are
not strong enough to make them consistently identify with the religion or to consistently claim
no religious preference.

What are the religious traditions these liminal nones identified with when they did not
choose the “nothing in particular’ category? Is the liminality more common in certain religious
traditions than in others? To answer this question, we classified the respondents into nine
different religious traditions based on their religious preferences and denominations, and
presented the percentage of liminal nones among the respondents who identified with each
tradition in at least one of the two surveys, along with the 95% confidence intervals (Figure 4).
Liminal nones are most commonly found in the two ‘other’ categories—*other non-Christian
tradition,” the catchall category for non-Judeo-Christian traditions, and “other
Protestant/Christian traditions.”*® While not as high as these two residual categories, most
traditions have a substantial number of liminal nones of their own. In particular, 8 to 11% of the
respondents who identified with one of the three Protestant traditions, including evangelical and
Black Protestants, chose ‘nothing in particular’ in one of the two waves. In other words,
liminality is not limited to a certain religious tradition, but found in all major religious traditions
in the U.S. As such, when scholars are working with a single survey, they should be aware that
roughly 10% of the people who claim that they are "something"” won't be there a year from now,
even without any real "conversion." In other words, each of the major religious traditions seems
to be surrounded by a penumbra of very loosely attached “liminal” affiliates.

<Insert Table 6 approximately here>
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To get further insights on who the liminal nones are, we estimate a series of multinomial
logistic regressions that predict liminality with socio-demographic, religious, and sociopolitical
factors. The baseline category in the four models presented in Table 6 is the liminal nones, thus
each coefficient indicates the difference between the liminal nones and the stable affiliates or the
stable nones. With respect to socio-demographic factors, the results suggest that the liminal
nones are similar to the stable nones in almost all variables we observed, and different from the
stable affiliates in age and marital status. On average, both the liminal and the stable nones are
younger and more likely to be single than the stable affiliates are. In other words, a similar set of
factors separate all nones from the stable affiliates, whereas there is little difference between the
stable and liminal nones in most socio-demographic factors.

One factor that deserves some attention is age. Because religious identity could still be
emerging in early adulthood and also because religious involvement tends to be lower for young
adults due to the life cycle effect (Wilson and Sherkat 1994; Wuthnow 2007), we may expect the
liminality to be more common among young respondents. This proposition, however, is not
supported by the FM data as the liminal nones are actually slightly older than the stable nones,
although the difference is not statistically significant. The breakdown by age group shows that
those in the youngest group are actually more likely to be stable nones than liminal nones,
whereas in all other age groups, the percentages of the stable and liminal nones are comparable
(see Appendix C).*" In short, liminality does not appear to be a temporary phase of religious
disengagement due to life-cycle effects.

Religious upbringing also separates the stable and the liminal nones from the stable
affiliates as both groups report that they attended religious services less frequently as children

and are more likely to have parents who are religious nones (Model 2). But religious upbringing
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does not explain the gap in religiosity between the liminal and the stable nones. The two groups,
however, diverge in the other two religious background variables—i.e., religious preferences of
spouse and children. Compared to the liminal nones, the stable nones are significantly more
likely to have spouses and children who also are nones themselves (Model 2 and 3).'® One
possibility is that the stable nones, who tend to be less religious than the liminal, selectively
married someone who was not religious and raised their children secularly. Another possibility,
however, is that the religious family members keep the liminal nones involved in religion, if only
weakly. In other words, having religious family members could be both the cause and the
outcome of the liminal religious identity.

Finally, Model 4 compares the views on some social issues and political orientations of
the three groups to see whether the liminal nones have different political and social outlooks (not
just religious outlooks), from the stable nones and the stable affiliates. The results show that they
do. The liminal nones are significantly more liberal than the stable affiliates, but more
conservative than the stable nones. They are also in-between in their attitudes towards sensitive
issues, such as abortion and gay marriage although the differences in these issues are statistically
insignificant when political orientation is controlled for. In other words, the liminal nones are a
distinctive group from the other two, not only in terms of their religious beliefs or practices, but

also in terms of their social and political views.

Discussion
In this study, we have tried to advance our understanding of religious nones, the fastest

growing religious category in America, by examining the stability of their religious identity with
new panel data. Many studies have observed that the number of nones in national surveys has

increased rapidly, but disagreed on why they claim the “no religion’ preference and what their
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increasing number means for religion in America. We tried to shed light on this debate by asking
how stable the “no religion’ preference is as a category for religious self-identification. Using
data from three separate panel data sets, we found that religious nones comprise two distinct
groups; one whose members consistently claim no religious preference and the other whose
members do so in one wave but choose something else at another time, despite that they did not
appear to have experienced significant religious changes between the waves. The former, which
accounts for about 10% of the respondents in all three surveys we examined, may be referred to
as seculars, as most of them have little connection to religious belief or practice. Some of them
do confess belief in God or higher power, but they do not practice religion on a regular basis, nor
consider religion as an important part of their daily lives or to their sense of self. In contrast, the
people who fail to identity with the ‘no religion’ preference consistently—i.e., the liminal
nones—are, on average, significantly more religious than the stable nones in all measures of
religiosity we examined. On the same measures, however, they are significantly less religious
than the people who consistently identify with a religious group. Though they have some
attachments to their religious groups, the attachments are not salient enough to make them
identify with the group consistently. In other words, their inconsistent reports on religious
preference in panel surveys appear to reflect a liminal status of religious identity rather than
volatility in their religious beliefs or behaviors. We estimate that this group, which we labeled as
the liminal nones, accounts for another 9-10% of the FM and GSS respondents. In some sense
stable or secular nones really mean it, but the liminal nones are, in effect, signaling a weaker
religious affiliation, not the complete absence of religiosity. The problem, of course, is that in
any single survey the two types of nones are virtually impossible to distinguish with standard

questions about religious affiliation
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The discovery of these two distinct subsets of Americans with no religious preference—
secular and liminal—sheds new light on the debates surrounding religious nones. The studies
that have suggested that religious nones are unchurched believers—who are religious but reject
organized religion, tend to focus on the distinction between believers and non-believers among
religious nones. Observing that a majority of religious nones confess some belief in God or a
higher power, they conclude that most religious nones reject organized religions, not religion
itself. Along the same lines, some argue that those unchurched believers are religious
individualist or spiritual seekers who pursue their religious passions privately outside religious
institutions. Our findings do not offer much support for this claim. The stable nones, who
consistently select no religious preference, are secular on all measures of religiosity we
examined. Although many of them are not atheist or agnostic, there is no evidence that they are
privately religious or spiritual.

The liminal nones also differ significantly from the people who consistently identify with
one of organized religions, not only in their church attendance but also in all other aspects of
religiosity, including religious beliefs and the salience of religion in life. There is little evidence
that the liminals are particularly spiritual, either. In other words, we found little indication that
they are active ‘seekers’ who pursue their religious passions privately outside religious
institutions. In fact, they are not completely ‘unchurched’ either. Many of them claim that they
have congregations they regularly go to when they attend religious service. More importantly,
they do identify with one of the organized religions in one of the two waves.

While our findings on the characteristics of liminal nones seem to lend more support to
the secularization thesis than to the ‘religious privatism’ or “spiritual seekerism’ hypotheses, they

also pose some challenges for it as well. It is true that the liminals are significantly less religious
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than the people with a stable religious affiliation. In fact, a majority of them are found on the
lower half on the overall religiosity scale. They are also statistically indistinguishable from the
stable nones in various socio-demographic factors and religious backgrounds. In other words, a
similar set of factors separate both the liminal nones and the stable nones from the stable
affiliates. Therefore, it seems to be a reasonable speculation that their liminal religious identity
may be fading out in the long run. However, some of our findings cast doubt on this speculation.
A majority of the liminal nones claim their religious service attendance did not change in the past
five years. We also found little evidence that their religiosity declined significantly between the
two surveys that were conducted a year apart. In other words, despite the instability in their
reported religious preferences, their marginal involvement in religion appears to be enduring.
When they do experience religious changes, they do not necessarily head towards secularism. In
fact, the evidence from earlier generations suggests that many unstable nones or even stable
nones reclaim their religious identities and get involved in religion later in their lives (Hadaway
and Roof 1979; Wilson and Sherkat 1994). Although we do not know whether this life-cycle
pattern would repeat in younger generations, our findings suggest that religious changes of the
liminal could happen in both directions.

More importantly, the liminal nones are more likely to be married to someone with
religion and to have children who also have religion than the stable nones are. Having close
family members who are religious could buttress their connections to religion and thus make it
more durable. More importantly, compared to the stable nones, the liminal nones are much less
likely to pass their lack of affiliation on to their children. Only a third of the liminal nones with

children reported that their children had no religious preference, whereas two thirds of the stable
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nones did. In other words, their liminal religious identities may not necessarily lead to further
secularization in the next generation.

Our findings about liminal nones have implications for survey research about religion,
especially on how to measure religious preference in surveys. As mentioned earlier, different
survey procedures lead to significantly different estimates of religious nones, ranging from 11%
to almost 20% in recent years. Our findings suggest that the presence of liminal nones may
account for this discrepancy. Because of their limited attachment to religion, liminal nones may
or may not identify with a religious group depending on how the question is framed. The
national surveys with lower estimates of religious nones often do not suggest ‘no religion’
explicitly as a possible answer (e.g., the Gallup Poll) or ask follow-up questions to detect even a
marginal religious attachment, and as a result, may classify many liminal nones as religious
affiliates. In contrast, the surveys that explicitly suggest ‘no religion’ as a possible answer
probably categorize many of the liminal nones simply as nones. In other words, the lower
estimates of “nones” in some recent surveys probably reflect the share of stable nones (or pure
seculars) among American adults, whereas the higher estimates in other surveys probably
include both stable nones and liminal nones.

Future survey research will need to design a procedure that could capture both stable and
liminal nones, but at the same time draw a distinction between the two groups. The new
procedure needs to consider that religious affiliation is a “fuzzy-set” rather than a “crisp set”
(Ragin 2000). In crisp set, only two mutually exclusive states are allowed: member and non-
member. As our analyses showed, however, religious affiliation in reality is much fuzzier. Some
may be half in and half out, while others are more in than out or more out than in. But because of

the way religious preference question is asked in conventional surveys and also because how
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religious affiliation is often conceptualized as a crisp set, “shades of gray (fuzziness) are
constrained to be either black or white” (Ragin 2000: 154), forcing those in the range of gray to
bounce back and force between affiliation and non-affiliation. One possible solution is to model
after the procedure often used to identify partisan leaners (political independent who lean
towards one of the parties) and ask the respondents with no religious preference a follow-up
question on whether they have any sense of attachment to a religious tradition or which religious
traditions they were raised in. To be sure, even with this improved procedure to capture different
shades of affiliation, the liminal nones’ self-reported preferences are likely to bounce around,
because of the lower level of preference crystallization. As shown in Table 5, even when
religiosity was measured with fine categories including equivocal options, the liminal nones are
more likely to respond inconsistently than the stable nones or the stable affiliates do. Still, the
new procedure will help us to better capture the heterogeneity within religious nones.

Our findings about liminal religious identity also call for more panel studies that track
individual religious preferences in multiple waves of surveys and over a period longer than one
or two years. Panel surveys often include religious preference only in the initial wave under the
assumption that religious preference remains stable over time. Our findings suggest that this is
not the case, especially for those we have traditionally called “nones,” but also for the other
religious categories. Panel data with more than two waves over a long period would be essential
to study the stability of religious preference and the direction of religious changes, both in the
short-term and the long-term.

The improved procedure to measure religious affiliation and well-designed panel surveys
will help us to understand whether the growth in the number of Americans with no religious

preference reflects a growth of the secular or a growth of the liminal. As shown in Figure 1,
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different national surveys disagree not only on the current size of the population of religious
nones, but also when the growth of the category took place. Given how the Gallup survey and
the GSS measure religious preference, the patterns in Figure 1 seem to suggest that the post-1990
growth may be attributable to liminal nones rather than to stable nones. However, we also found
that the youngest cohort in the FM survey is significantly more likely to be a stable none rather

than a liminal none, indicating that the recent growth may be actually the rise of stable nones.

The distinction between these two scenarios would be critical for understanding why
more Americans claim no religious preference in recent years and what implications the rise of
religious nones has for American religion. A growth in the number of liminal nones who remain
marginally religious because of the buttressing effect of religious family members would alter
American religion in a much different way than a growth in the number of stable-nones who
leave religion permanently. Just as political analysts must ascertain in which direction political
independents are likely to lean in order to predict the outcome of an election, scholars of
American religion need additional information if they are to predict whether America is charting
a path similar to Europe, where those that are neither very religious nor specifically non-religious
comprise half the national population (Voas 2009), or if it will continue to be one of the most

religious nations in the world.

! Sherkat (2008), for example, shows that 33% of nones are either atheists or agnostic. In the FM data, 16.6% said
that they did not believe in God’s existence, and 22% said that they were either “not at all sure” or “not quite sure”
whether God exists.

2 Rottenburg (2000), who used liminality to study a bar on the border between Poland and Germany right after the
fall of the Berlin wall, noted that a liminal status may not be necessarily of limited duration. Instead, this state of
limbo could be a new, distinctive status that could last long or even permanent. See also Czarniawska and Mazza
(2003).

® Recently Chaves (2010) has pointed out that sociologists of religion often fall into the “religious congruence
fallacy,” which presumes that “religious beliefs and values indicate stable and chronically accessible disposition in
people” (2). He suggests that we should focus on the fragmented and situational nature of religious beliefs and
practices rather than adhering to this unwarranted assumption of congruence. With liminality, we attempt to
emphasize the incongruence in religious identity.
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* Our notion of liminality as it applies to religious nones resembles most closely VVoas’(2009) conception of “fuzzy
fidelity”. However, we suggest that unlike fuzzy fidelity the concept of liminality might usefully be applied to other
religious groups.

> The American National Election Study changed its procedure to measure religious preference significantly in

1990. As a result, the trends before and after 1990 are not directly comparable. In Figure 1, we used different types

of line and symbol to indicate this change.

® The study was introduced to the respondents as a survey on “some current events.” The interview began with
questions that are not directly related to religion.

" The National Opinion Research Center 2010. Please see the American Association for Public Opinion Research

(2009) for the definitions of these response rates. To check if the response rate had any impact on the

representativeness of the sample, we compared our data with the 2006 General Social Survey on several socio-

demographic and religious variables. The two datasets were similar in most variables.

This is comparable to the retention rate in the 2008-2009 National Election Study panel, which re-interviewed 63%

of the original respondents 10 months later (DeBell et al. 2009). It is, however, significantly lower than the

reinterview rate of the GSS panel, which successfully re-interviewed 76.8% of the original respondents. Since
almost 40% of the original respondents did not participate in the second wave, attrition bias could be a serious
concern, especially if religiosity had any impact on the decision to participate in the second survey. To address this
concern, we examined whether attrition was significantly related to religiosity, especially to no religious
preference in 2006. In bivariate analysis, the respondents who claimed no religious preference were indeed less
likely to participate in the second wave. Religious service attendance in 2006 also predicted panel attrition. But
these relationships are mostly due to the high rate of attrition among younger, single, and male respondents. In
addition, the panel sample under-represents ethnic minorities and the people with higher education. In short, the
panel sample, when not corrected by the sampling weight, may not be considered as a nationally representative
sample of Americans.

Brinkerhoff and Mackie (1993) advocate a religious careers approach to understanding apostasy, in which there are

four potential career paths; apostates, switchers, converts, and stalwarts. Stalwarts Apostates are those who were

raised in a religious tradition but now report not having one. Switchers are those who were raised in a different

tradition than the one they report now. Converts are those who started out as nones but have since developed a

religious preference. Finally, stalwarts are those who report consistent religious preferences from childhood to

adulthood. Though our aim is to explain the instability of religious preferences, it must be noted that a majority of

Americans can be considered stable stalwarts.

19 These are unweighted percentages.

! These are unweighted percentages. When the survey weight was applied to correct the biases due to panel
attrition, 11.5% of the panel respondents were stable nones and 10.7% were liminal nones.

12 The percentage of religious none in the 1992-1996 NES is about 12 to 13%, which is slightly higher than the 9.5%
in the 1994 GSS or 12% in the 1996 GSS.

3 As the appendix B shows, the GSS 2006-2008 panel is remarkably similar to the FM panel with respect to the

stability of religious preference, not only for nones, but also for other religions. For example, both in the FM and the

GSS, 91% of the Catholic respondents in the first wave chose Catholic as their religious preferences in the second

wave.

Y For the change in religious attendance in past five years, we present the results from the 2007 survey.

1> About a third of them said they were “absolutely sure” that God exists, and another 15% said that they were
“somewhat sure.”

18 These findings on the two ‘other’ categories should be interpreted with a caution as they are based on a relatively
small number of observations. Among the panel respondents, only 64 respondents (3.4% of the total panel
respondents) belonged to the ‘other non-Christian’ traditions in at least one of the two waves. A somewhat larger
number of respondents (5%) belonged to the ‘other Protestant/Christian’ traditions.

7 We found a similar pattern in the GSS panel as well.

'8 This is the case even in the year in which the liminal reported something other than ‘nothing in particular.’

8

©
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Figure 1 Percentage of religious nones in four national surveys



Religious Practice Religious Belief
Stable affiliates - -
Liminal nones* - —— ——
Liminal nones** - —— ——
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* When liminal nones identified with a religion.
**When liminal nones identified with no religious preference.

Figure 2 Comparing religiosity: stable affiliates, stable nones, and liminal nones
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Table 1 Religious preference in the Faith Matters survey: 2006 and 2007

Religious preference in 2007

. . Another . Some other Nothingin
Religious preference Protstant  Catholic type of Jewish . . Total
. L religion particular
in 2006 Christian
Protestant N 593 3 42 0 29 23 690
Row % 85.9 0.4 6.1 0.0 4.2 3.3 100.0
Col % 80.8 0.7 16.5 0.0 20.6 8.2 36.6
Catholic N 6 406 5 1 4 20 442
Row % 1.4 91.9 11 0.2 0.9 4.5 100.0
Col % 0.8 95.1 2.0 2.0 2.8 7.2 23.4
Another type of Christian N 65 5 152 2 39 27 290
Row % 22.4 1.7 52.4 0.7 13.5 9.3 100.0
Col % 8.9 1.2 59.6 3.9 27.7 9.7 15.4
Jewish N 0 0 0 43 1 3 47
Row % 0.0 0.0 0.0 91.5 2.1 6.4 100.0
Col % 0.0 0.0 0.0 84.3 0.7 11 2.5
Some other religion N 37 3 34 4 56 26 160
Row % 23.1 1.9 213 2.5 35.0 16.3 100.0
Col % 5.0 0.7 13.3 7.8 39.7 9.3 8.5
Nothing in particular N 33 10 22 1 12 180 258
Row % 12.8 39 8.5 0.4 4.7 69.8 100.0
Col % 4.5 2.3 8.6 2.0 8.5 64.5 13.7
Total N 734 427 255 51 141 279 1,887
Row % 38.9 22.6 13.5 2.7 7.5 14.8 100.0

Col % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0




Table 2 Stability of religious preference in FM, ANES and GSS (%)

Religious preference Faith Matters ANES GSS
Wave 1 Wave 2 (2006-2007) (1992-1996) (2006-2008)
Religion Religion 81.0 82.2 78.8
No Religion No religion 9.6 8.2 10.8
No Religion Religion 4.2 5.6 49
Religion No religion 5.2 41 5.5

37



Table 3 Self-reported religious changes in past year (%)

Religious preference Change in religious belief or practice in past year
o0n  200r  Mochamge peied Deceed  oer
Religion Religion 90.4 4.4 2.3 2.9
(Adjusted Residual) (-0.1) (1.4) (0.4) (-1.8)
No religion  Noreligion 92.3 2.2 1.7 3.9
(Adjusted Residual) (0.9) (-1.4) (-0.5) (0.5)
No religion  Religion 84.8 7.6 2.5 5.1
(Adjusted Residual) (-1.7) (1.6) (0.2) (0.9)
Religion No religion 91.9 0.0 2.0 6.1
(Adjusted Residual) (0.5) (-2.1) (-0.1) (1.6)
Total 90.4 4.1 2.2 3.2

Pearson chi-2 (d.f.=9) =13.2 (p > 1.00)

Table 4 Self-reported changes in religious service attendance in past five years (%)

Change in religious service attendance

Religious preference ) ]
in last five years

2006 2007 Decreased About the same Increased
Religion Religion 19.0 64.7 16.4
(Adjusted Residual) (0.5) (-2.2) (2.2)
No religion  Noreligion 14.4 79.6 6.1
(Adjusted Residual) (-2.9) (4.9) (-3.2)
No religion  Religion 19.0 58.2 22.8
(Adjusted Residual) (1.2) (-1.2) (0.4)
Religion No religion 26.7 58.6 15.2
(Adjusted Residual) (1.9) (-1.6) (0.0)
Total 19.6 64.2 16.1

Pearson chi-2 (d.f. =6) =28.6 (p <0.001)



Table 5 Changes in religiosity in liminal nones, stable nones, and stable affiliates (%)
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Liminal Nones

Stable affiliates Stable nones

Less religious Same More religious Same Same X?test
when R is response when R is response response
Measures of religiosity none none
Importane of religion:
...in daily life 20.6 66.9 12.6 66.7 72.5
...to the sense of who I am 29.1 49.1 16.6 67.0 63.1 *kx
...In making decisions on family 27.8 51.1 17.6 62.2 61.5 *
...in making decisions on politics 22.0 59.5 18.5 58.1 64.8
Religious practice: How often...
...attend religious service 36.5 42.7 20.8 53.2 61.5 *ok
...pray 31.3 43.2 25.6 48.8 57.5 *
...read holy scripture 18.6 64.4 17.0 53.8 72.9 Hokok
...say grace 22.1 60.5 17.4 58.7 67.7
Religious belief: how sure that...
...you believe in God 13.1 79.6 7.4 88.9 62.2 ok
...you believe in afterlife 29.7 46.3 24.0 69.8 54.5 Hok

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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Table 6 Multinominal logistic regression of liminality in religious preference (baseline = liminal
nones)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
stable stable stable stable stable stable stable stable
affiliates nones affiliates nones affiliates nones affiliates nones
Demographic and social backgrounds

R's age 0.019** -0.012 0.014+ -0.008 0.018* -0.015+ 0.016* -0.010
(0.007) (0.009) (0.007) (0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.007) (0.009)
Ris male -0.266 -0.039 -0.318 0.095 -0.417+ 0.147 -0.311 0.008
(0.195) (0.252) (0.205) (0.259) (0.217) (0.267) (0.197) (0.254)
R's race
Ris white (Reference category)
Ris Black -0.036  -1.288* -0.155 -1.214+ -0.083 -1.215+ -0.070  -1.196+
(0.360) (0.615) (0.374) (0.621) (0.404) (0.628) (0.366) (0.620)
Ris Asian -0.966 -0.469 -0.420 -0.538 -0.462 -0.687 -0.925 -0.458
(0.694) (0.843) (0.760) (0.863) (0.802) (0.884) (0.715)  (0.853)
Ris Hispanic -0.294  -0.942+ -0.398 -0.926+ -0.364 -0.964+ -0.196  -1.046*
(0.348) (0.515) (0.361) (0.520) (0.383) (0.540) (0.356) (0.522)
Ris currently married 0.483* -0.092  0.711**  -0.318 0.643** -0.325 0.351 -0.021
(0.221) (0.286) (0.233) (0.299) (0.246) (0.303) (0.227)  (0.294)
R lives with young children 0.093 -0.096 0.145 -0.099 0.342 -0.361 0.027 -0.026
(0.231) (0.297) (0.238) (0.298) (0.258)  (0.320) (0.233)  (0.298)
Education (years) -0.021 0.028 -0.040 0.036 -0.041 0.048 0.020 -0.020
(0.045)  (0.059) (0.045) (0.058) (0.048) (0.061) (0.046) (0.059)
Income ($1,000) -0.004 -0.002 -0.003 -0.002 -0.001 -0.004 -0.003 -0.001

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004)
Religious backgrounds

Religious senice attendance 0.011* -0.003 0.012* -0.002
as a child (days per year) (0.005) (0.006) (0.005)  (0.006)
Parents have no religion -1.481*%** -0.073  -0.898* -0.351
(0.319) (0.353) (0.375) (0.365)
Spouse has no religion -1.790%**  0.726% -1.365*** 0.518
(0.279) (0.306) (0.312) (0.321)

(First) child has no religion -4.565**%* 1.019%**

(0.555)  (0.300)
Political and social attitudes

R's view on abortion -0.190+ 0.154
(high number = prochoice) (0.110)  (0.155)
R's view on gay marriage -0.235 0.154
(high number = pro-gaymarriage) (0.144)  (0.195)
Political orientation -0.320**  0.303*
(high number =liberal) (0.098) (0.131)
Constant 1.747* 0.676  2.019**  0.349 1.940* 0.369  3.056***  -0.589
(0.731) (0.941) (0.753) (0.931) (0.798) (0.980) (0.782) (1.019)

Observations 1510 1510 1510 1510

Pseudo R-squared 0.038 0.144 0.295 0.119

* p<.10; * p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed test)
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Appendix A. Religious preference in the American National Election Studies (NES)

The 1992-1996 NES comprises three waves of surveys, which were conducted in 1992,
1994, and 1996 respectively. The panel respondents (N=1,316) were asked about their religious
preferences twice, either in 1992 and 1996 or in 1994 and 1996 (Sapiro et al. 1998). In each
survey, the respondents were first asked whether they “ever attend religious services, apart from
occasional weddings, baptisms or funerals.” For the respondents who said they did not attend
religious services, the survey asked whether they thought of themselves “as part of a particular
church or denomination,” regardless of religious service attendance. Only the respondents who
said no to both of these questions were coded as “none.” This procedure is different from the one
used in the Faith Matters survey or the GSS in a couple of ways. First, it considers church
attendance as a necessary condition for being a religious none. Second, the preference is also
defined as a sense of belonging to a “particular church or denomination” rather than the
identification with general religious groups or traditions.

Because the intervals between the first and the second interviews vary, we may expect a
higher level of uncertainty among the respondents who were re-interviewed four years after the
initial interviews than among those who were re-interviewed two years later. In fact, the
percentage of liminal nones was higher in the former group than in the latter, but only by a small
margin; about 10.2% of the former and 9.2% of the latter were liminal nones.

We also examined whether the liminal nones reported a higher level of religiosity when
they reported no religious preference than when they were identified as something else. To
measure religiosity, we used the question on the importance of religion in the respondent’s life.
Regardless of expressed religious preference, the liminal nones reported a similar level of

religiosity in both waves, which locates them between the stable affiliates and the stable nones.



Appendix B. Religious preference in the 2006-2008 General Social Survey Panel
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Other Other
Protestant Catholic Jewish No eligion Others  non-Christian  Christian Total
religions® religions®
Protestant 707 13 1 49 2 5 34 811
87.2 1.6 0.1 6.0 0.3 0.6 4.2 100.0
90.6 3.5 4.4 19.7 16.7 13.5 59.7 53.1
Catholic 11 340 0 15 2 0 2 370
3.0 91.9 0.0 4.1 0.5 0.0 0.5 100.0
14 91.9 0.0 6.0 16.7 0.0 3.5 24.2
Jewish 1 1 22 1 0 0 0 25
4.0 4.0 88.0 4.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0
0.1 0.3 95.7 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.6
No Religion 41 13 0 165 4 10 7 240
17.1 5.4 0.0 68.8 1.7 4.2 2.9 100.0
53 3.5 0.0 66.3 333 27.0 12.3 15.7
Others 2 0 0 9 3 3 0 17
11.8 0.0 0.0 52.9 17.7 17.7 0.0 100.0
0.3 0.0 0.0 3.6 25.0 8.1 0.0 1.1
Other non-Christian religions® 2 1 0 3 1 18 0 25
8.0 4.0 0.0 12.0 4.0 72.0 0.0 100.0
0.3 0.3 0.0 1.2 8.3 48.7 0.0 1.6
Other Christian religions® 16 2 0 7 0 1 14 40
40.0 5.0 0.0 17.5 0.0 25 35.0 100.0
2.1 0.5 0.0 2.8 0.0 2.7 24.6 2.6
Total 780 370 23 249 12 37 57 1,528
51.1 24.2 1.5 16.3 0.8 2.4 3.7 100.0
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

a. This category includes Buddhism, Hinduism, other Eastern religions, Moslem/Islam, and Native

American.

b. This category includes orthodox-Christian, Christian, and Inter-nondenominational.



Appendix C. Stable none and liminal none within each age group: FM and GSS panel®

FM panel GSS 2006-2008 panel
Stable none Liminal none [Stable none Liminal none

18-29 N 39 17 52 37
% 22.0 9.6 21.1 15.0

30-39 N 25 31 34 42
% 10.7 13.3 12.8 15.8

40-49 N 38 46 24 35
% 9.8 11.8 8.5 12.4

50-59 N 44 41 28 24
% 10.5 9.8 10.6 9.1

60-69 N 23 28 17 13
% 6.7 8.1 9.3 7.1

70+ N 12 12 10 8
% 3.9 3.9 5.5 4.4

Total N 181 175 165 159
% 9.7 9.3 11.6 11.2

# Unweighted row percentages in each age group
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