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Abstract
A nascent but growing literature on religious discrimination in U.S. workplaces has shown that
some religious identities, especially non-Christian and nonreligious identities, are more likely to
experience and/or perceive such discrimination. While Christianity might represent the majority
of the U.S. population, the religious composition of the United States is not monolithic. Regional
differences in religious demography and culture could shape the discrimination experiences of
individuals belonging to particular religious traditions. This research examines this question
using data from a nationally representative survey that asked respondents how often they have
experienced religious discrimination in their place of work. We find that atheists are more
likely to perceive discrimination in the South than in the West and Northeast. Non-Christians
are more likely to perceive discrimination in the South and Northeast than in the West. Finally,
evangelical Protestants are more likely to perceive discrimination in the West than in the South.
Keywords
religion, discrimination, workplaces, employment, region, regional cultures
The issue of religious discrimination in workplaces has received increasing attention from
social scientists (Ghumman et al. 2013),
employers (Meinert 2013), advocacy groups
(Anti-defamation League 2012), and the government (Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission 2008). This attention is in part a
function of an increase in the number and the
proportion of discrimination charges filed
with the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission that claims a religious bias
(“Charge Statistics”). Religion-related complaints totaled 1,709 in 1997, which represented 2.1 percent of all complaints. By 2015,
these numbers had increased to 3,502 complaints, or 3.9 percent of all complaints.

In a recent review of research on religious
discrimination in the workplace, Ghumman
et al. (2013) argued that this trend is likely a
function of different factors, including the
growing religious diversity of the U.S. population, a growing interest of employees and some
employers to express religion in the workplace, and legal ambiguities regarding religious accommodation in workplaces. In
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outlining future research needs, Ghumman
et al. (2013) noted that there is “little research
as to the contextual and individual factors that
influence disparate treatment” (p. 444).
In this article, we examine the interplay
between individual and contextual factors in
shaping perceptions of religious discrimination. Specifically, we ask whether the relationship between an individual’s religious tradition
and his or her perception of religious discrimination is affected by the region of the United
States in which the individual lives. Given past
research, we focus much of our attention on
the South and the West regions, although we
consider all of the regions. For instance, are
non-Christians living in the evangelical
Protestant-dominated South more likely to
perceive religious discrimination than nonChristians living in the West, which on the
whole is less religious and more religiously
diverse than the South (Grammich et al. 2012)?
In turn, are evangelical Protestants living in the
West more likely to perceive religious discrimination compared with evangelical Protestants
living in the South?
We draw on a theory of religious commitment and regional religious cultures to hypothesize the effect of residing in the South and the
West on the likelihood that a person in a given
religious tradition will experience religious
discrimination. We examine such questions
using a survey of U.S. adults that included a
question measuring respondents’ perceptions
of religious discrimination in their workplace
along with respondents’ religious tradition,
behaviors, and other social characteristics.

Contextual Influences on
Religious Discrimination in
Workplaces
Much of the past research on religious discrimination in workplaces has focused on the varying risk of experiencing discrimination across
religious traditions or identities. Overall, this
work has found that Muslims are particularly
at risk for being discriminated against in U.S.
workplaces, although some other groups, such
as atheists, have also been shown to have
higher discrimination risks (Acquisti and Fong
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2015; Wallace, Wright, and Hyde 2014; Wright
et al. 2013). This literature has also highlighted
how context could shape discrimination risks.
For instance, Wright et al. (2013) reported
the results of a resume-based field experiment in the New England region of the
United States. The authors randomly indicated one of eight religious identities on
resumes, including one treatment in which no
religious identity was indicated on the
resume. The findings of the experiment
showed that employers tended to be more
likely to respond to resumes that did not indicate a religious identity compared with those
that did. Among the religious identities, however, Muslim resumes were the least likely to
receive an employer response.
Wallace et al. (2014) replicated this field
experiment in the South. This study also
showed that Muslims were the least preferred
resumes. However, in the South, employers
were also significantly more averse to atheist,
pagan, Catholic, and a fictitious Wallonian tradition. These are identities that were not penalized among the employers in the New England
study, which emphasizes that religious discrimination in the workplace could be shaped
by regional context.
Acquisti and Fong (2015) conducted a similar field experiment. As with the previous two
studies, the authors found that Muslim candidates were significantly less likely to receive a
callback than a Christian candidate. This
effect was larger, however, in locations where
the population was more Republican. This
finding, again, highlights the likelihood that
patterns of religious discrimination in workplaces are conditioned by the larger context of
the workplaces.
While these studies allude to regional context influencing the likelihood of experiencing
religious discrimination, no study has been
conducted that systematically compares the
religious discrimination experiences of individuals across regions. Moreover, these studies
do not connect to broader theoretical arguments that would allow for predictions regarding which regions should affect the likelihood
of religious discrimination for individuals
belonging to particular religious traditions.
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Regional Differences in
Religious Demography and
Culture
Contextualizing religion within “place” is
increasingly being recognized by social scientists as vital for understanding religious experience (Ferguson and Tamburello 2015; Neitz
2005; Wellman and Corcoran 2013; Williams
2011). Smith et al.’s (1998) subcultural theory
of religious commitment proposes that commitment is heightened by the conflict a religious group experiences with its environment.
This theory argues that certain religious identities are considered a cultural threat by the environment, and certain religious groups view
themselves as in conflict with the broader culture/environment due to their beliefs, norms,
and behaviors (i.e, their subculture). However,
the environment is typically assumed to be liberal and national in scope. That is, this theory
and subsequent empirical analyses tend to treat
the United States as one monolithic environment and culture. As a result, they tend to
assume that theologically conservative groups
are in conflict with their environments.
Yet, as Wellman and Corcoran (2013)
noted, not all environments are liberal; some
are conservative, churched/unchurched, secular, irreligious, or antireligious. They argue
that “generalizations based on religious tradition [are] nearly useless in predicting how religious groups will experience their
environments” because affiliates of a religious
tradition may experience tension in one local
environment and none in another (p. 449).
Their study found that both evangelical and
liberal Protestants perceived themselves as in
conflict with the regional secular culture of the
Pacific. Manning’s (2015) book on nonreligious parenting identified similar findings
with nonreligious parents experiencing more
cultural conflict in cities that were dominated
by evangelical Protestants.
Extending this work, we propose that
regional culture will affect the likelihood that
an individual will experience religious discrimination in the workplace. Both Silk and
Walsh (2008) and Wellman and Corcoran
(2013) provided evidence that religious groups

may mirror other groups in their region more
so than their denominational counterparts in
other regions. This suggests that regional culture may affect religious discrimination experiences. Here we focus on two particularly
distinctive regions: the South and the West.

The South
The South has long been seen as offering
unique social characteristics and dynamics
within social science research, with many
studies including a “South” indicator to represent these characteristics (e.g., Ellison, Burr,
and McCall 2003; Layman 1997; Moore and
Ovadia 2006). Part of the South’s uniqueness
is tied to religion. The Southern states have the
least non-Christian religious diversity of any
region in the United States (Lindsey 2005; Silk
and Walsh 2008). This region is dominated by
evangelical Protestantism (Silk and Walsh
2008). Fifty-two percent of religious adherents
in the South are evangelical Protestants and
another five percent are a part of historic
African American denominations (Grammich
et al. 2012). Even adherents of denominations
that would traditionally be considered mainline Protestant (15 percent of religious adherents in the Southern states) have beliefs that
put them more on par with evangelicals (Silk
and Walsh 2008).
Given these religious demographics, it is
not surprising that evangelical Protestantism
has a strong influence on public life in the
region. As Silk and Walsh (2008) argued,
If the central theme of Southern evangelicalism
has been an imperative drive toward personal
conversion and the moral life afterward, it is also
bound up with the hope that the faithful will be
at ease not only inside the churches but also out
in the community at large. (P. 64)

Leonard (2005) indicated that in many areas of
the South, “Baptists of various types represent
an almost de facto religious establishment—an
unofficial ‘official’ religion so intricately related
to the culture that it sets religious, moral, and
even political agendas implicitly and explicitly”
(p. 36). Lindsey (2005) concurred and argued
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that “evangelical Protestantism—especially the
Southern Baptist church—tends to exercise, virtually unchallenged, not merely religious but
also sociopolitical dominance in much of the
region” (p. 18). Thus, we expect that evangelical Protestants should perceive less workplace
religious discrimination in the South.
Hypothesis 1: Evangelical Protestants will
be less likely to perceive workplace religious discrimination in the South than in
other regions.
Evangelical Protestants in the Southern
states are cultural warriors, which they consider spiritual warfare, fighting against what
they perceive as a culture of immorality and
godlessness (Manis 2005; Silk and Walsh
2008). A consequence of this is conflict and
hostility toward those who do not share their
values and beliefs. The dominance of evangelical Protestantism in the public culture of the
South makes the region inhospitable, and
occasionally outright hostile, to other religious
groups, particularly those that would seek a
public presence (Libby 2005). Manning (2015)
found that nonreligious parents in Jacksonville,
Florida1 felt like “outsiders,” who were
“frowned upon” by an “intolerant,” “oppressively religious culture” that made them feel
like they needed to keep their worldviews to
themselves in order to “fit in” (pp. 79, 81).
This is consistent with Moore and Ovadia’s
(2006) study, which found that Southerners are
more intolerant than individuals from other
regions and that this effect is completely
explained by the percent of evangelical
Protestants in the area (Moore and Ovadia
2006). Given the more evangelical Protestant
public culture of the Southern states, we predict as follows:
Hypothesis 2: Atheists, agnostics, and the
nonreligious will be more likely to perceive
workplace religious discrimination in the
South than in other regions.
Hypothesis 3: Non-Christians will be more
likely to perceive workplace religious discrimination in the South than in other
regions.
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The West
Although it might not receive quite the same
attention as the South, the West has also been
highlighted as offering a distinctive context,
particularly in regards to religion. The West is
often divided between the Pacific coast states
and the Mountain states. Although there are
some differences within this group,2 on the
whole, they share some common features. One
such feature is their status as some of the least
churched states in the nation (Killen 2004).3
Six states in the West are among the lowest 10
in congregational adherence rates, and 11
states in the West are in the bottom half of
adherence rates (Grammich et al. 2012).4
As large portions of the Mountain West
are unpopulated (Nugent 2004), the religious
character of the Pacific is the most influential
for the region. There is a secular and libertarian ethos in this region characterized by the
philosophy of “I don’t bother you, you don’t
bother me [. . .] ‘don’t anybody tell me what
to think’ [mentality]” that can make it difficult for individuals to discuss their religious
faith with others (Wellman 2008; Wellman
and Corcoran 2013:509). Organized religion
is often met with “indifference,” but tolerated
as long as it remains privatized and is not
pushed into the public square, especially
through proselytizing (Silk and Walsh
2008:111, 124). This might explain why
Wellman and Corcoran (2013:506) found
that evangelical Protestants felt like an
embattled “minority” in the West and indicated that there is a clash of cultures between
the evangelical church and the regional culture. These respondents described being
“spat upon, looked down upon, dismissed,
[and] thought of in all kinds of unflattering
terms” due to their beliefs and values
(Wellman and Corcoran 2013:506). This suggests that evangelical Protestants are viewed
as a threat to the largely secular and libertarian culture of the West.
Hypothesis 4: Evangelical Protestants will
be more likely to perceive workplace religious discrimination in the West than in
other regions.
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The West’s religious culture has been
described in many ways: “privatized religion,
invisible religion, spiritual seeking, religion a
la carte, hybridity, mixing of the codes, and of
course the frequently cited saying that one is
‘spiritual but not religious’” (Silk and Walsh
2008:133). The Pacific features an “open
spiritual marketplace” that “invites a high
degree of experimentation with ‘alternative
spiritualties’” (Laird 2004:7; see also Shibley
2004). It is not uncommon to hear people
identify themselves by a mix of traditions,
such as “Jewish but practicing Zen” (Laird
2004). Because of this ethos, there is also a
more positive perception of non-Christian
religions in the region. Even Muslims in the
West have overall been “very successful in
negotiating a positive public identity” by
focusing on philanthropy and service to the
community, rather than evangelizing (Silk
and Walsh 2008).
Hypothesis 5: Non-Christians will be less
likely to perceive workplace religious discrimination in the West than in other
regions.
Given the more secular, unchurched culture
of the West, we predict as follows:
Hypothesis 6: Atheists, agnostics, and the
nonreligious will be less likely to perceive
workplace religious discrimination in the
West than in other regions.

Data
The data used for this research come from a
survey of individuals belonging to the GfK
KnowledgePanel that was fielded in December
of 2013 and January of 2014. The
KnowledgePanel is a probability-based panel
of over 50,000 U.S. adults who complete surveys online. Individuals are first selected
through address-based sampling and then
invited to join the panel. A computer and
Internet access is provided to individuals who
do not have them. Panelists complete surveys
for incentive points that can then be converted
to cash, gift cards, or merchandise. For more
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information on the panel’s methodology, see
GfK (2013).
The survey was sent to 16,746
KnowledgePanel panelists. This was the
number required to arrive at the target of
10,000 completed surveys. In the end, 10,241
completed surveys were received. Given our
interest in perceptions of religious discrimination in workplace settings, we limit our
analysis to those respondents who stated on
the survey that they are currently working or
looking for work. More specifically, we
include respondents who stated that that they
are working as a paid employee (n = 5,084),
self-employed (n = 760), not working/on temporary layoff from work (n = 68), and not
working/looking for work (n = 709). We
excluded respondents who stated that they are
not working/retired (n = 2,128), not working/
disabled (n = 704), or not working/other (n =
788). After filtering these categories and
eliminating cases with missing data on other
variables used in the analysis, our final analytical sample consists of 6,396 cases. The
data are weighted to account for patterns of
nonresponse and noncoverage bias in the
overall panel membership. The 2012 Current
Population Survey, the most recent at the time
of the survey, was used by GfK to determine
the demographic benchmarks for computing
these weights. The weights also account for a
small study-specific oversample of panelists
(n = 341 of the 10,241) who were employed
in science-related occupations.
To our knowledge, this is the only example
of a general population survey to ask specifically about religious discrimination in the
workplace.5 While resume-based field experiments, like those reviewed above, are powerful
in some respects, they are also limited to one
aspect of the workplace experience (i.e., interview or hiring discrimination) and are often
limited geographically or by the types of jobs
they involve. A survey-based item like the one
in our data can assess perceptions of workplace religious discrimination more broadly.
This by no means implies that such a survey
measure is categorically better, but simply that
it allows us to examine this phenomenon in a
substantively different way.
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Outcome
The primary focus of the research project that
produced the survey was in relation to individuals’ attitudes and behaviors regarding religion, science, and ethics. However, the survey
included a question asking respondents, “How
often have you felt discriminated against at
your place of work because of your religious
beliefs?” Possible responses were (1) very
often, (2) sometimes, (3) rarely, (4) never.
The large majority of respondents, specifically 82 percent of respondents, reported that
they have never experienced religious discrimination in the workplace. Another 11 percent
reported rarely being discriminated against, 6
percent reported sometimes being discriminated against, and 1 percent reported being discriminated against very often. While
individuals reporting religious discrimination
in the workplace are a relatively small minority, and most of this minority report that such
discrimination has occurred “rarely,” we do
not believe that this phenomenon should be
discounted as irrelevant or unimportant.6 In the
primary analysis below, we utilize logistic
regression models in which we code this outcome measure so that 0 represents “never” and
1 represents “more than never” (i.e., rarely,
sometimes, very often).

Religious Tradition
Given our research question, the key predictors for our analysis represent the respondent’s
religious tradition and region of residence.
The former comes from a series of questions
in the survey that began with a broad religious
affiliation question and then continued with
more specific probes in an attempt to narrow
the respondent’s religious affiliation to a specific denominational affiliation, if such an
affiliation existed. The first question asked
respondents,
Religiously, do you consider yourself to be
Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Mormon, Muslim,
not religious, or something else? If more than
one, click the one that best describes you: (1)
Protestant, (2) Catholic, (3) Just a Christian, (4)
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Jewish, (5) Mormon, (6) Muslim, (7) Eastern
Orthodox, (8) Buddhist, (9) Hindu, (10) Sikh,
(11) Baha’i, (12) Jain, (13) Not religious, (14)
Agnostic, (15) Atheist, (16) Something else.

A series of follow-up questions then asked
about the respondent’s specific tradition or
denominational affiliation.
Based on responses to these questions, we
coded respondents as being in one of nine religious traditions: (1) Evangelical Protestant, (2)
Mainline Protestant, (3) Black Protestant, (4)
Catholic, (5) non-Christian, (6) other/indeterminate, (7) not religious, (8) agnostic, and (9)
atheist. In defining the three Protestant categories, we utilized an existing denominational
coding system (Steensland et al. 2000). The
non-Christian category includes Jewish,
Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Baha’i, Sikh, and
Jain respondents. Jewish respondents represent the largest subgroup in this category (n =
145) followed by Buddhists (n = 64), Hindus
(n = 29), Muslims (n = 23), Sikhs and Baha’is
(each n = 3), and Jain (n = 2). The Other/
Indeterminate category consists of a diverse
range of other traditions (e.g., Mormon,
Unitarian Universalist) as well as individuals
who could not be clearly classified in the other
traditions.7 The not religious, agnostic, and
atheist categories were chosen by respondents
in the survey’s first religious affiliation question. Many analyses might combine the nonreligious categories into a single “unaffiliated”
or “none” group. However, it seemed important to keep these separate given past research
(Cragun et al. 2012; Hammer et al. 2012)
showing that perceived discrimination within
the nonreligious population varies substantially across nonreligious identities, with atheists in particular being more likely to perceive
discrimination.

Region
The measure of the respondent’s region of residence comes from GfK’s background data on
panelists. That is, the survey did not include a
question about region of residence. Instead, the
survey firm supplied this measure. This measure consists of nine categories corresponding
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to the official U.S. Census Bureau’s nine divisions, which themselves represent the four
U.S. Census Bureau regions. Obviously, designations like the Census divisions and regions
are not ideal given that they are relatively
broad, are limited to state boundaries, and
were not designed with religion specifically in
mind. However, despite their limitations, these
designations do provide some ability to distinguish geographical context.
In the analysis below, we begin by examining patterns by the four regional categories. To
supplement this four-category analysis, we
also examine the nine-category divisions.
However, despite our relatively large overall
sample size, it must be kept in mind that the
sample size for some religious traditions will
become comparatively small across these nine
divisional categories, which will result in
reduced statistical power.

Control Measures
We include several measures meant to account
for other factors that could influence respondents’ perceptions of religious discrimination
in the workplace beyond religious tradition,
region, and the interaction between the two.
We include four religion control variables:
talking to others about religion, how often religion comes up at work, religious person, and
religious attendance. Several studies have
shown that religious expression, whether verbal or symbolic, can increase the risk of experiencing
and/or
perceiving
religious
discrimination. For instance, E. B. King and
Ahmad (2010) conducted a field experiment in
which a researcher would inquire about job
openings either dressed in Muslim-identified
clothing, such as a hijab, or without the religious clothing. The study found that the interactions between the researcher and the
employer were shorter and more negative
when wearing the religious clothing. We
include one measure that gets directly at the
frequency of religious expression by respondents. This measure comes from a question
that asked respondents, “In the past month,
about how often have you talked with people
of a different religion about your religious
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views, whatever they may be?” Possible
responses were (1) not at all, (2) one or two
times, (3) three or four times, and (4) five or
more times. We would expect this measure to
be positively associated with perceptions of
religious discrimination in the workplace.
Note that this question would seemingly be
applicable to those who do not have a religious
affiliation.
We also include a question that assesses the
frequency with which religion is seen by the
respondent as coming up in his or her workplace. Specifically, the survey question asked,
“How often has the topic of religion come up
at your place of work?” Note that the question
does not ask how often the respondent brings
up religion, although the respondent may also
be the source. Hence, this question gets more
broadly at exposure to religion in the workplace. Possible responses were (1) never, (2)
rarely, (3) sometimes, and (4) very often. We
would expect for this measure to be positively
associated with perceptions of workplace religious discrimination.
We include two measures of respondents’
religiosity beyond their religious tradition.8
The first measure asked, “To what extent do
you consider yourself a religious person?”
Responses were coded (1) not religious at all,
(2) slightly religious, (3) moderately religious,
and (4) very religious. The second measure
asked, “How often do you attend religious services?” Responses ranged from (1) never to (9)
several times a week. We would expect both of
these to be positively related to perceptions of
workplace religious discrimination. Ghaffari
and Çiftçi (2010), for example, found that
measures of religiosity were associated with an
increased likelihood of perceiving discrimination among Muslims.
Finally, we include measures of respondents’ education, age, sex, and race. These
measures are meant to control for the influence
of other forms of discrimination (e.g., sexbased, race-based) on the perception of workplace religious discrimination. The inclusion
of the education measure also helps control for
potential differences in the type of workplace
environments. Education is measured as (1)
less than high school, (2) high school, (3) some
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college, and (4) bachelor’s degree or higher.
Age is measured with seven categories: (1)
18–24, (2) 25–34, (3) 35–44, (4) 45–54, (5)
55–64, (6) 65–74, and (7) 75 years or above.
Race is measured with dichotomous indicators
representing white non-Hispanic, black nonHispanic, other non-Hispanic, and Hispanic.
The white non-Hispanic category serves as the
reference group in the analysis.
Descriptive statistics for all measures are
shown in Table 1.

Results
Table 2 shows the rate of experiencing workplace religious discrimination “more than
never” (i.e., the combined rarely, sometimes,
and very often responses) for the United States
overall, the four regions, and the nine divisions. These percentages are before adjusting
for any other differences between respondents.
Looking at the percentages for the United
States overall, we see that perceptions of workplace religious discrimination appear to be
most common among non-Christians (28.39
percent), atheists (26.44 percent), and evangelical Protestants (23.05 percent). These perceptions are lowest among mainline Protestants
(10.52 percent), agnostic (13.89 percent), and
not religious (13.99 percent) individuals.
Catholics (14.87 percent), black Protestants
(16.68 percent), and those of an other religion
(20.56 percent) fall in the middle. The higher
percentages for non-Christians and atheists
correspond to past research showing higher
discrimination risks (Wallace et al. 2014;
Wright et al. 2013) or more negative public
attitudes toward these groups (Edgell, Gerteis,
and Hartmann 2006; Putnam and Campbell
2010).
Below the overall U.S. percentages in Table
2 are the percentages for the four regions. The
superscript letters indicate whether a particular
percentage is significantly different from other
percentages. If two percentages do not share a
superscript letter, then they are significantly
different from each other. For example, we see
that the percentage of evangelical Protestants
perceiving at least some workplace religious
discrimination in the West (29.57 percent) is
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significantly greater than the percentage in the
South (20.36 percent).
We do not see any significant regional differences for mainline Protestants, black
Protestants, those belonging to an other religion, agnostic, and not religious individuals.
However, we do find that Catholic perceptions
of religious discrimination are significantly
greater in the West (18.18 percent) than in the
Northeast (10.87 percent). Also, non-Christian
perceptions of religious discrimination in the
Northeast (37.71 percent) and South (34.31
percent) are both significantly greater than in
the West (17.14 percent). Finally, atheists in
the South (42.34 percent) report more religious
discrimination than atheists in the Northeast
(21.37 percent) and West (16.70 percent).
Overall, these patterns appear to provide initial
support for the hypotheses, particularly in
regards to evangelical Protestants and atheists
in the South and West.
Below the four regional percentages are the
unadjusted percentages for the nine division
categories. These percentages provide a bit
more nuance to the patterns we just examined.
For example, we see that the higher rate of religious discrimination perceptions among atheists in the South appears to be driven more by
atheists in the East and West South Central
divisions than atheists in the South Atlantic
division. Similarly, we see that differences in
perceptions of religious discrimination
between evangelical Protestants in the South
region as compared with the West region
appears to be due largely to the lower perceptions of discrimination among evangelical
Protestants living in the East South Central
division.
The regional and divisional differences
shown in Table 2 could be shaped by other factors that vary between the regions and divisions, such as differences in how often religion
comes up in the respondent’s workplace. To
account for these other factors, we conducted a
logistic regression analysis predicting whether
a respondent reports experiencing religious
discrimination in his or her place of work more
than never. The results of this analysis are
shown in Table 3, which presents the odds
ratios for each predictor.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Sample.
Measure

%

Mean

Frequency of religious discrimination in workplace
Never
81.91
—
More than never
18.01
  Rarely
11.21
—
  Sometimes
5.85
—
  Very often
1.03
—
Religious tradition
Evangelical Protestant
25.08
—
Mainline Protestant
13.67
—
Black Protestant
3.82
—
Catholic
23.99
—
Non-Christian
4.50
—
Other\indeterminate
10.88
—
Not religious
8.32
—
Agnostic
4.65
—
Atheist
5.10
—
Region
Northeast
18.79
—
Midwest
22.26
—
South
34.61
—
West
24.34
Division
New England
5.16
—
Mid-Atlantic
13.63
—
East North Central
14.52
—
West North Central
7.74
—
South Atlantic
19.16
—
East South Central
5.09
—
West South Central
10.37
—
Mountain
7.36
—
Pacific
16.98
—
Religious person
—
2.45
Religious service attendance
—
4.01
Talking to others about religion
—
1.43
How often religion comes up at work
—
2.10
Work status
Working as employee
77.07
—
Self-employed
9.92
—
Temporarily laid off
1.00
—
Looking for work
12.02
—
Education
—
2.94
Age
—
41.95
Female
46.91
—
Race
White
67.96
—
Black
9.38
—
Other
8.15
—
Hispanic
14.51
—

Standard error

Minimum

Maximum

—

—

—

—
—
—

—
—
—

—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

—
—
—

—
—
—

—
—
—

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
.016
.043
.011
.015

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
1
1
1
1

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
4
9
4
4

—
—
—
—
.016
.235
—

—
—
—
—
1
18
—

—
—
—
—
4
93
—

—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—

—
—
—
—

Note. Data: 2013 Religious Understandings of Science Survey, N = 6,396 (those not working and not looking for work
excluded from analysis); analysis is weighted.
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Table 2. Percentage of Respondents Perceiving Workplace Religious Discrimination “More than
Never” by Religious Group, Region, and Division.
Region
United States overall
Four-category regions
Northeast
Midwest
South
West
Nine-category divisions
Northeast
  New England
  Mid-Atlantic
Midwest
   East North Central
   West North Central
South
  South Atlantic
   East South Central
   West South Central
West
  Mountain
  Pacific

Evangelical
Protestant

Mainline
Protestant

Black
Protestant

Catholic

NonChristian

Other

Not
religious

Agnostic

Atheist

23.04

10.52

16.68

14.87

28.39

20.56

13.99

13.89

26.44

20.72xy
24.25xy
20.36x
29.57y

8.15x
10.68x
12.98x
7.44x

23.82x
16.22x
16.08x
10.63x

10.87x
14.38xy
16.89xy
18.18y

37.71z
17.98xy
34.31yz
17.14x

23.45x
14.67x
20.38x
23.13x

13.30x
14.85x
15.22x
12.78x

13.72x
11.00x
18.55x
11.37x

21.37x
26.58xy
42.34y
16.70x

22.88ab
20.23ab

5.97a
9.00a

0.001
25.48a

11.82ab
10.48a

30.05ab
41.79b

11.87ab
29.17bc

21.88a
9.06a

2.72a
16.94ab

16.36a
23.71a

25.59b
21.67ab

13.06a
8.16a

15.54a
18.04a

14.83ab
13.44ab

14.91a
29.97ab

10.29a
23.75abc

13.15a
19.49a

14.07ab
5.33ab

23.42a
34.49ab

20.87ab
14.12a
23.73ab

14.77a
6.82a
12.57a

15.62a
11.79a
23.46a

15.58ab
9.53ab
19.43b

25.02ab
48.81ab
51.34ab

20.40abc
23.65abc
18.01abc

15.31a
10.07a
16.71a

16.62b
33.05ab
19.16ab

34.81ab
51.67ab
60.18b

29.79b
29.48b

8.92a
6.74a

0.001
15.22a

14.27ab
19.71b

22.93ab
16.17a

28.15c
19.33abc

23.74a
9.57a

14.19ab
10.18ab

19.06a
15.67a

abc: Percentages sharing a letter in the group label are not significantly different at the 5% level.
xyz: Percentages sharing a letter in the group label are not significantly different at the 5% level.
1. Because these percentages are zero and the cells are small, statistical tests are not computed for these cells.

The first model includes only our measures
of religious tradition, region, and the interactions between tradition and region. Looking at
the religious tradition effects, which because
of the interaction terms represent the differences among traditions in the Northeast, we
find that mainline Protestants and Catholics in
the Northeast have lower odds of perceiving
religious discrimination in the workplace compared to evangelical Protestants. However,
non-Christians in the Northeast have higher
odds of perceiving religious discrimination
than evangelical Protestants.
Because of the interaction terms, the region
effects represent the differences among evangelical Protestants. We see that evangelical
Protestants in the Midwest, South, and West
regions do not significantly differ from those
in the Northeast. Keep in mind that the difference between evangelical Protestants in the
South and in the West, for example, could be
significant. We will conduct those comparisons shortly. Finally, looking at the interaction
terms, we find that the difference between
evangelical Protestants and non-Christians in

the Northeast, with the latter reporting more
religious discrimination, is significantly
smaller in the West and Midwest.
The second model adds our measures of
respondents’ demographics to the analysis. We
find that age is associated with lower odds of
perceiving religious discrimination in the
workplace. All of the race categories are associated with higher odds of perceiving religious
discrimination compared with white respondents. This is not entirely surprising given the
overlapping boundaries between race and
religion.
The third and final model adds our measures of respondents’ religious behaviors and
strength of identity to the analysis, which we
would expect to be positively associated with
perceiving workplace religious discrimination. We find that frequency of religious service attendance is associated with higher odds
of perceiving workplace religious discrimination. Self-reported religiosity, though, is not
significantly associated with perceiving religious discrimination. The measure of how
often the respondent says he or she talks to
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Table 3. Results from Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Respondents Perceiving at Least Some
Workplace Religious Discrimination (Odds Ratios Shown).
Predictor

Religious tradition
& region

+
Demographics

Religious tradition (represents difference in Northeast)
Evangelical Protestant (ref.)
—
—
Mainline Protestant
0.33**
0.35**
Black Protestant
1.19
0.92
Catholic
0.46*
0.48*
Non-Christian
2.31*
2.02
Other
1.17
1.15
Not religious
0.58
0.56
Agnostic
0.60
0.59
Atheist
1.03
1.00
Region (represents differences for Evangelical Protestants)
Northeast (ref.)
—
—
Midwest
1.22
1.27
South
0.97
0.99
West
1.60
1.51
Tradition × Region (ref. = difference from Evangelical Protestants in Northeast)
Mainline Protestant × Midwest
1.09
1.07
Mainline Protestant × South
1.71
1.58
Mainline Protestant × West
0.56
0.54
Black Protestant × Midwest
0.50
0.50
Black Protestant × South
0.62
0.60
Black Protestant × West
0.23
0.25
Catholic × Midwest
1.12
1.09
Catholic × South
1.70
1.46
Catholic × West
1.13
0.98
Non-Christian × Midwest
0.29*
0.28*
Non-Christian × South
0.88
0.83
Non-Christian × West
0.21**
0.20**
Other × Midwest
0.45
0.46
Other × South
0.85
0.79
Other × West
0.61
0.63
Not Religious × Midwest
0.92
0.98
Not Religious × South
1.19
1.16
Not Religious × West
0.59
0.60
Agnostic × Midwest
0.63
0.63
Agnostic × South
1.46
1.38
Agnostic × West
0.50
0.45
Atheist × Midwest
1.08
1.07
Atheist × South
2.76
2.63
Atheist × West
0.45
0.47
Religious person
—
—
Religious service attendance
—
—
Talking to others about religion
—
—
How often religion comes up at work
—
—
Work status
Working as employee (ref.)
—
—
Self-employed
—
1.01

Full
model
—
0.47
0.81
0.62
2.51*
1.41
1.17
1.31
1.65
—
1.10
0.74
1.32
1.23
1.76
0.59
0.65
0.90
0.59
1.35
1.76
1.01
0.38
1.18
0.25*
0.53
0.85
0.59
1.14
1.93
0.89
0.66
1.54
0.49
1.39
3.89*
0.69
1.10
1.11**
1.41**
1.85**
—
0.91
(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)
Predictor

Religious tradition
& region

+
Demographics

Full
model

—
—
—
—
—

1.18
0.94
1.09
0.93*
1.03

1.42
1.11
1.05
0.90**
0.86

—
—
—
—

—
1.50*
1.47*
1.51**

—
1.26
1.67**
1.41*

Temporarily laid off
Looking for work
Education
Age
Female
Race
White (ref.)
Black
Other
Hispanic

Note. Data: 2013 Religious Understandings of Science Survey, N = 6,396 (those not working and not looking for work
excluded from analysis); Analysis is weighted. *p<.05, **p<.01.

others about religion is significantly associated with higher odds of perceiving workplace
religious discrimination. The reported frequency with which religion comes up at work
is also significantly associated with higher
odds of perceiving religious discrimination in
the workplace.
On the whole, these findings confirm our
expectations that religiosity and exposure to
religion in the workplace will increase perceptions of religious discrimination. Including
these measures alters some of the religious tradition effects we saw in previous models. For
instance, in the first two models, both mainline
Protestants and Catholics showed lower odds of
perceiving religious discrimination in the
Northeast as compared with evangelical
Protestants. After accounting for the religion
measures, though, these differences become
nonsignificant. This means that it is evangelical
Protestants’ higher scores on these religion measures that contributed to the initial difference.
Table 3 is not immediately useful for examining our hypotheses, as the interaction terms
are in reference to the gap between the respective religious group and evangelical Protestants
in the Northeast. Our research question concerns differences within each religious group
across the regions. We can use the analysis presented in this table, though, to compute predicted probabilities for each religion-region
combination. These predicted probabilities are
shown in Table 4.

These probabilities are based on the Full
Model in Table 3 with all other measures set to
their respective means. In other words, these
probabilities reflect the effects for region and
religion while holding all of the other factors
constant across those regions and religions.
This obviously will affect the overall estimates. For example, we see that the overall
predicted probability of reporting workplace
religious discrimination for evangelical
Protestants (14.57 percent) is lower than the
percentage observed in Table 2 (23.04 percent). This is because we are assigning everyone the mean on measures like religious
service attendance and frequency of talking to
others about religion. Since evangelical
Protestants will tend have higher scores on
such measures, which themselves are significant positive predictors of reporting religious
discrimination, their probabilities will be
reduced by giving them the average on these
measures.
Looking at the results presented in Table 4,
we see that evangelical Protestants in the South
are still significantly less likely than evangelical Protestants in the West to report workplace
religious discrimination. Non-Christians are
still significantly more likely to perceive workplace religious discrimination in the Northeast
compared with the West, although the difference between non-Christians in the South and
West has become nonsignificant. Atheists, on
the contrary, are still significantly more likely
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Table 4. Predicted Probability of Perceiving Workplace Religious Discrimination More than Never by
Religious Tradition and Region While Controlling for Religiosity, Religious Service Attendance, How
Often Religion Comes Up at Work, How Often Talking to Others about Religion, Education, Sex, Age,
Race, Work Status (Based on Final Model in Table 3).
Region
United States overall
Four-category regions
Northeast
Midwest
South
West
Nine-category divisions
Northeast
  New England
  Mid-Atlantic
Midwest
   East North Central
   West North Central
South
  South Atlantic
   East South Central
   West South Central
West
  Mountain
  Pacific

Evangelical Mainline
Black
Protestant Protestant Protestant Catholic
14.57%

NonChristian

Other

Not
religious

Agnostic

Atheist

9.16%

9.93%

12.43%

26.66%

15.57%

20.94%

17.51%

31.09%

15.27%xy
16.67%xy
11.80%x
19.26%y

7.90%x
10.55%x
10.10%x
6.36%x

12.84%x
9.68%x
8.99%x
10.34%x

10.16%x
14.51%x
12.90%x
13.17%x

31.18%x
16.29%xy
28.55%xy
13.48%y

20.35%x
13.10%x
13.92%x
16.82%x

17.42%x
21.11%x
23.26%x
19.96%x

19.15%x
14.95%x
21.37%x
13.45%x

22.94%x
31.51%xy
46.27%y
21.57%x

17.53%ab
14.70%b

7.06%a
8.07%a

—1
13.24%a

11.84%ab
9.44%ab

22.28%a
35.88%a

10.30%ab
24.75%b

27.83%ab
11.82%a

4.40%a
20.64%a
22.68%abc 23.37%a

17.68%b
14.42%ab

13.02%a
7.83%a

9.91%a
9.49%a

15.66%b
12.20%ab

12.47%a
34.67%a

9.12%a
20.52%ab

19.82%ab
23.76%ab

19.03%abc 30.35%ab
7.13%ab 33.01%ab

12.89%b
6.33%a
14.29%b

10.71%a
6.16%a
10.49%a

8.92%a
5.44%a
15.85%a

13.32%ab
5.59%a
13.64%ab

21.06%a
38.04%a
43.25%a

13.62%ab
21.44%ab
10.23%ab

22.28%ab
12.50%ab
29.73%ab

18.40%bc 39.86%ab
47.79%c
54.72%ab
21.93%abc 59.51%b

21.31%b
18.46%b

7.41%a
5.83%a

—1
15.29%a

9.73%ab
14.69%b

14.02%a
13.56%a

19.47%ab
14.61%ab

36.47%b
15.08%ab

14.44%abc 21.55%a
12.74%ab 21.37%a

abc: Percentages sharing a letter in the group label are not significantly different at the 5% level.
xyz: Percentages sharing a letter in the group label are not significantly different at the 5% level.
1. Four-category regional analysis includes 6,396 cases. The nine-category divisional analysis was not able to estimate two Black
Protestant percentages due to empty cells. These cases were excluded, resulting in 6,391 cases for this analysis.

to perceive religious discrimination in the
South than both in the Northeast or West. We
do not see any significant regional differences
for mainline Protestants, black Protestants,
Catholics, those belonging to an other religion,
not religious, and agnostic individuals.
Also shown in Table 4 are the predicted
probabilities from a parallel analysis to that
shown in Table 3 that uses the nine division
categories instead of the four region categories. Note that we do not present the results
from the full regression models for this analysis due to space limitations, although we offer
these results in Supplemental Table 1 that can
be found online. These results are largely consistent with the results from the four Census
regions. Evangelical Protestants report experiencing significantly less religious workplace
discrimination in East South Central compared
with nearly all of the other divisions (except
New England and West North Central).
Atheists report experiencing significantly
more religious workplace discrimination in

West South Central compared with New
England, the Mid-Atlantic, the Mountain West,
and the Pacific West. In these analyses, agnostics experience significantly more religious
workplace discrimination in East South Central
compared with the Pacific and New England.
There are also some scattered findings for certain other divisions. Catholics report experiencing significantly less religious workplace
discrimination in East South Central compared
with the Pacific and East North Central. Other
religions report significantly less religious
workplace discrimination in East North Central
compared with the Mid-Atlantic and the not
religious report significantly less religious
workplace discrimination in the Mid-Atlantic
compared with the Mountain West.
To assess the sensitivity of these results to
the coding of the outcome measure, we replicated this analysis with the dependent measure
coded as (0) never or rarely and (1) more than
rarely (sometimes, very often). The results of
this more restrictive coding showed that atheists
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are still more likely to perceive discrimination
in the South as compared with the Northeast,
although the South-West difference was not significant. However, the regional differences for
evangelical Protestants and non-Christians fade
away with this more restrictive coding. This
indicates that most of the differences for evangelical Protestants across the regions comes
from the rarely response. The same is true for
non-Christians. Atheists in the South, however,
have more movement into the higher level
responses. The adjusted percentages for this
analysis are offered in Supplemental Table 2
available online.

Discussion
Too often the American religious landscape is
presented as undifferentiated. As an example,
much has been made in the media about the
so-called “end of white Christian America”
(Jones 2016) or “the decline of evangelical
America” (Dickerson 2012). While there have
clearly been significant changes in American
religion in the past 30 years, a focus on overall
population percentages overlooks variations
within the nation. As Silk (2005) wrote, “the
religions [Americans] practice, and the way
and extent to which they practice them, differ
substantially from region to region.” These
religious differences create “regional religious
realities” (p. 265).
One consequence of these regional realities, unfortunately, is that individuals belonging to particular religious traditions may face
more hostility in some regions than in others.
The research we presented here examined this
premise in the context of self-reported experiences with religious discrimination in the
workplace. Our expectations were largely
supported by the analysis. Evangelical
Protestants are significantly less likely to
report religious discrimination in the workplace in the South than in the West (Hypotheses
1 and 4). However, atheists are more likely to
report religious discrimination in the workplace in the South than in the West (Hypotheses
2 and 6). Atheists are also less likely to report
religious workplace discrimination in the
Northeast compared with the South, which
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could be due to the large population of unaffiliated individuals in northern New England
(Silk and Walsh 2008).9 While we did not find
any significant differences in reporting religious discrimination in the workplace between
non-Christians in the West compared with the
South, we did find that non-Christians in the
Northeast report religious workplace discrimination at significantly higher rates than nonChristians in the West. This may be due to the
larger population of Jews in the region. Past
research suggests that as the size of a minority
group increases, it poses more of a threat to
the dominant group, which tends to increase
prejudice toward the minority group (Blalock
1967; R. D. King and Weiner 2007). Breaking
up the Census regions into divisions produced
largely similar results for evangelical
Protestants and atheists. There were also some
miscellaneous findings for Catholics, other
religions, and the not religious for particular
divisions that should be investigated further in
future research.
When predicting the prevalence of perceived religious discrimination in the workplace, only atheists differ in their reports of it
across regions. This is primarily because evangelical Protestants and non-Christians differ
across regions in their reporting that they experience religious discrimination in the workplace “rarely.” Discrimination in the
workplace, regardless of its prevalence, should
always be taken seriously as the difference
between never and rarely experiencing it likely
has meaningful effects on individuals. Overall,
these results highlight how religious experience and the experiences of the nonreligious
are contextual and embedded within place.
Individuals within the same religious tradition
may have completely different experiences
depending on their local environment. While
this study focused on one type of context—
region—other contexts may also affect religious discrimination and religious experiences
more broadly. Future research should consider
how perceptions of religious discrimination
may be shaped by urban/suburban locale, state,
and national cultures.
The findings also have implications for
Smith and colleagues’ (1998) theory of religious
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commitment. This theory and subsequent studies drawing on it generally view evangelical
Protestants as necessarily in conflict with their
environment. To the extent that religious discrimination can be treated as one potential byproduct of conflict/tension, our results suggest
that evangelical Protestants in the South perceive themselves as in less conflict with their
surroundings than their counterparts in other
regions. Atheists are also often treated as being
in conflict with their surroundings. Cimino and
Smith (2007) described how atheists “have
assumed a position in America [sp] society that
stresses maintaining boundaries and reinforcing
group identity in the face of a larger external
threat” that they “feel ‘embattled’ by a persistently religious society” (p. 411). Yet the degree
to which the United States is religious varies
across regions. The results of this article suggest
that atheists may actually perceive less conflict
in the West and Northeast than they do in the
South. As agnostics and the nonreligious generally do not have strong group identities, this
could explain why we do not find any significant differences in their likelihood of perceiving
religious discrimination in the regional analyses
and only found a few differences in the divisional results.
This is not to say that evangelical Protestants
in the South and atheists in the West do not
experience conflict or tension with their environment. In fact, we know that evangelical
Protestants in the South consider themselves
“spiritual warriors” fighting against what they
perceive as an immoral dominant American
culture (Manis 2005; Silk and Walsh 2008).
Rather, what we are suggesting is that conflict
and tension can be experienced on multiple
contextual levels and that work drawing on
theories of religious conflict and tension would
do well to consider not only national contexts,
but regional and more local contexts as well.
While we can only speculate regarding the
relationship between tension, religious discrimination, and region, this represents a fruitful avenue for future research.
Our analysis does have limitations, of
course. One limitation is that our measure of
perceived religious workplace discrimination
does not provide details regarding what the

respondent actually experienced. We cannot
know whether what they reported is in relation
to being denied promotions, explicit harassment, a more subtle workplace culture that
feels hostile to the individual’s religious identity or beliefs, or some other stimulus. Indeed,
it could be that our analysis is overlooking
variations in the nature or experience of religious workplace discrimination across regions
and religious traditions. It would be beneficial
to conduct a similar region-focused analysis
using data with more diverse measures of religious discrimination, both formal and informal. Such an analysis, however, would require
a new survey that included such measures. A
second limitation is that our regional measures
were drawn from U.S. census divisions. Future
research would benefit from constructing
regional measures from state-level data and
also controlling for state-level variables to
identify what factors might account for the
regional variations in religious workplace
discrimination.
The current study utilized data from the
only nationally representative survey that we
are aware of that has asked specifically about
perceived religious discrimination in the workplace. Our data allowed us to examine selfreported workplace religious discrimination
across a variety of religious (and nonreligious)
traditions. This study is the first to demonstrate
using nationally representative data that region
influences the self-reported rates of workplace
religious discrimination for certain religious
traditions.
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Notes
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

Manning (2015) identified the same findings
for nonreligious parents in Colorado Springs,
Colorado, which, while not in the South, is a
city dominated by a strong public Evangelical
Protestant presence.
Some observers have distinguished between
the Pacific (California and Hawaii), the
Pacific Northwest states (Alaska, Oregon,
and Washington), and the Mountain West
(Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada,
New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming) (Silk and
Walsh 2008). For our purposes, it is the similarities between these states that lead to our
hypotheses. In our analyses, we also separate
the Mountain West from the Pacific West.
Like the Pacific states, in the Mountain West,
“religion operates on a playing field populated
with a substantial cohort of ‘Nones,’ of individuals with no connection to religious institutions” (Shipps 2004:13).
The exceptions are Utah and Idaho.
The 2003 American Mosaic Project survey
(Hartmann, Edgell, and Gerteis 2003) did ask
a national sample of respondents more generally, “Have you ever experienced any discrimination because of your religion?” Note that
this question is not specifically about workplace discrimination. Hammer et al. (2012) did
ask a volunteer sample of self-identified atheists specifically about experiences with being
“denied employment, promotion, or educational opportunities because of my Atheism.”
Similarly, Cragun et al. (2012) asked a sample
of individuals identifying as nonreligious in
the American Religious Identification Survey
whether, “In the past 5 years, have you personally experienced discrimination because of
your lack of religious identification or affiliation in any of the following situations: in your
workplace.”
Any perceived experiences of discrimination,
even if they occur infrequently, are likely to be
meaningful for and impactful on an individual.
The individuals in the “rarely” category must
have experienced or perceived something that
was significant enough to move their response
beyond the “never” category, and we believe
this should be taken seriously.

8.

9.

This is mainly because the respondent gave
responses like “Christian,” “Just a Protestant,”
or “other” without providing any other detail
on the follow-up questions.
We examined correlations between the measures of self-assessed religiosity, religious
service attendance, talking to others about
religion, and religion coming up at work. The
attendance and religiosity measures had the
highest correlation at .68. Although this is relatively high, it would not seem high enough to
lead to multicollinearity problems. All of the
other correlations were below .35. We also
examined the variance inflation factors (VIF)
for all the measures in the model. These VIFs
averaged 1.86. The VIF for the attendance
measure was 2.12 and for the religiosity measure was 2.64. All of the religious tradition
VIFs were below 1.70. This suggests that multicollinearity is not a major problem.
The majority of residents in New Hampshire
(50.6 percent), Vermont (57.2 percent), and
Maine (62.1 percent) are unaffiliated (Silk and
Walsh 2008).
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