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Religious Intolerance on Campus: A Multi-Institution Study 

 

Abstract 

Incidents of religious intolerance and discrimination have become too familiar in American 

society, and today’s college campuses are not immune to these incidents. Previous research has 

shown the negative influence of perceived hostile campus cultures on students’ overall learning 

and development. This study investigated bachelor’s-seeking students’ religious and spiritual 

discrimination experiences. With particular attention paid to students’ self-identified 

religious/spiritual identities, the study found that students who identify with a non-Christian, 

World faith tradition more frequently experienced discriminatory acts than their Christian peers. 

Additionally, the results show that more respect for others’ spirituality beliefs on campus was 

negatively correlated with experiencing acts of religious intolerance. In contrast, increased 

comfort in expressing religious and spiritual beliefs on campus was positively related to more 

frequent incidents of religious intolerance. 
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Religious Intolerance on Campus: A Multi-Institution Study 

Discriminatory incidents against religious minorities have become increasingly common 

in American society. A recent 2017 Pew Research Center study found that 75% of Muslims 

believed there was “a lot of discrimination against Muslims in the United States” and 48% said 

they had “experienced at least one incident of discrimination in the past twelve months” (Pew 

Research Center, 2017). College campuses are not immune to these experiences of religious 

discrimination. Students from various faith traditions have been victims of incidents of religious 

discrimination, and Jewish and Muslim students are particularly vulnerable to being targeted 

(Bauer-Wolf, 2017; Dreid, 2016; Flaherty, 2016). While much research has focused on 

understanding the campus climate for racial and ethnic minorities and women (Hurtado & 

Harper, 2007; Mayhew et al., 2016), research on how religion influences the campus climate is 

comparatively rare.  

Research on acts of racial intolerance has demonstrated that discriminatory acts have 

deleterious effects on students’ academic outcomes (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Greer & 

Chwalisz, 2007; Museus, Nichols, & Lambert, 2008), yet overt acts based on religion have not 

been extensively studied. Such a literature gap is surprising due to the importance of faith in the 

identity formation of young adults (Furrow, King, & White, 2004; King, 2003). Previous 

research indicates that religion is an important factor for many students and influences their well-

being (Higher Education Research Institute, 2005; Small & Bowman, 2011). Additionally, 

perceptions of the religious and spiritual dimensions of the campus climate have been 

demonstrated to be an essential factor in how students perceive the overall campus climate 

(Author, 2019). Fully understanding the role religion plays in the college experience is 

imperative due to the increasing religious diversity among young adults (Pew Research Center, 
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2015) and the heightened focus on religion in our polity through the abortion debates, the war on 

terror, and, more recently, the calls for a Muslim immigration “ban.” Consequently, we used data 

from a large, multi-institutional sample of bachelors seeking students to investigate how often 

students reported experiencing religious intolerance.  

Literature Review 

 Over the past two decades, research has increasingly focused on the influence of religion 

and spirituality on the college student experience. Within this area, students’ spiritual growth has 

been a commonly researched topic (Bowman & Small, 2010, 2012a, 2012b; Cole & Ahmadi, 

2010; Paredes-Collins, 2014; Small & Bowman, 2011). Other frequent lines of inquiry have 

focused on the relationship between religion and participation in religious and spirituality 

activities, and how integration into the spiritual life impacts persistence at religious colleges and 

universities (Gonyea & Kuh, 2006; Morris, Smith, & Cejda, 2003; Patten & Rice, 2009; Speers, 

2008). Mayhew and Bryant (2013) found that students from majority and minority faith 

traditions who participated in religious/spiritual co-curricular activities had a more positive 

worldview commitment. In contrast, participation by non-religious students had no comparable 

association. More recently, several studies have focused on how religion and spirituality shape 

students perceptions of the campus climate and provide more insight into an understudied aspect 

of the campus climate (Author, 2019; Bowman & Toms Smedley, 2013; Mayhew, Bowman, & 

Rockenbach, 2014; Fosnacht & Broderick, 2018; Rockenbach & Mayhew, 2014; Rockenbach, 

Mayhew, & Bowman, 2015).  

Critical campus dynamics like structural worldview diversity, the psychological climate, 

and engagement in various religious activities have been positively associated with students’ 

overall satisfaction with the spiritual campus climate (Rockenbach & Mayhew, 2014). 
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Rockenbach and Mayhew (2014) also found differences in students’ perceptions of the 

spirituality campus climate by race, but that levels of satisfaction across the religious/worldview 

identities were generally consistent. Subsequent research revealed that atheists perceived a less 

positive campus climate for nonreligious individuals, and that “strength of commitment to 

worldview is associated with perceiving a positive climate for nonreligious individuals on 

campus” (Rockenbach, Mayhew, & Bowman, 2015).  Previous research also found that many 

Christians felt unwelcome on campus (Magolda & Gross, 2009; Moran, 2007). Therefore, 

Christians may conversely feel that their campuses accept the beliefs of non-religious students 

more than members of their faith. These studies show the complexities of religious/spiritual 

identities and perceptions of campus climate.  

 Author (in press) further explored the role of students’ assessment of the 

religious/spiritual dimensions of campus climate to students’ perception of the overall campus 

environment (measured at the student level and by NSSE’s Quality of Interactions and 

Supportive Environment measures). After holding constant other variables, this study indicated 

approximately 15% of the variance in students’ overall campus environment was accounted for 

by two measures of the campus climate related to religion and spirituality: respect of beliefs and 

expression of beliefs.  This study also found few differences in students’ perceptions of the 

overall campus environment by different religion/spirituality identities after accounting for 

students’ perception of the respect for and comfort in expressing their religious beliefs. A second 

study by Author (2018) examined the relationship between religion, attending a religiously-

affiliated institution, and students' perceptions of the religious campus climate. This study found 

few differences by religion and institution type in students’ perception that their religious and 

spiritual beliefs were respected at their institution. However, Christians felt more comfortable 
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expressing their beliefs on campus than members of other faith groups. Furthermore, students 

attending religiously-affiliated institutions felt more comfortable expressing their beliefs than 

students attending secular institutions. These results indicated that the relationship between 

religion and comfort in expressing religious beliefs was influenced by institution type as the 

association between religion and the spirituality campus climate varied by institution type.  

 Assessing the frequency of overt acts of religious intolerance is difficult as the incidents 

reported are typically anecdotal. Additionally, federal statistics on campus hate crime reporting 

required by the Cleary Act do not disaggregate by type. The Campus Religious and Spiritual 

Climate Survey assessed insensitivity among students with different worldviews (Rockenbach, 

A. N., Mayhew, M. J., Kinarsky, A., & Interfaith Youth Core, 2014). Three in four students 

reported never being mistreated due to their world view and about the same proportion reported 

low levels of insensitivity on their campus. The majority of insensitive comments came from 

peers, not faculty, staff, or administrators.   

 In addition to the campus climate studies in light of students’ religious beliefs or 

spirituality, another area of emerging research relates to the influence of interfaith dialogue 

engagement on college campuses. Often the topic of interfaith dialogue is discussed within 

explorations of the concept of Christian privilege and, in particular, institutional attempts at 

exploring this form of privilege with students (Edwards, 2017; Fairchild & Blumfeld, 2007; 

Larson & Shady, 2012; Rockenbach et al., 2018). Research has shown the positive effects that 

both formal and informal interreligious dialogue opportunities have on the campus environment, 

particularly for a student from minority religious groups or with no religion/spirituality identities. 

Park and Bowman (2015) found that “religion appears to function as a form of both bridging and 

bonding capital in the university environment. Religiosity bonds close same-race friendships and 
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bridges students of different races via [cross-racial interaction]” (p. 32). Rockenbach and 

colleagues (2015) also found a positive association between interfaith engagements like 

attending a multi-faith celebration or participating in service opportunities with individuals of 

other faith identities, and a greater pluralistic orientation. The influence of religion and 

spirituality on campus climate, along with the importance of formal and informal interfaith 

dialogue opportunities, is apparent. Yet, incidents of religious discrimination still happen on 

today’s campuses. This study highlights the pervasiveness of religious discrimination on campus 

and the factors associated with its prevalence. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Our study adapted Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pederson, and Allen’s (1999) campus 

climate framework to incorporate religious diversity as a guiding theoretical framework. The 

original framework focuses on racial and ethnic diversity and can be used as a guide to improve 

the campus climate for racial minority students. It focuses on identifying and delimiting the 

various factors that shape how students experience the campus climate. We adapted the 

framework to focus on the role religion and spirituality play in the campus climate.  

 The four factors in Hurtado and colleagues’ (1999) framework are the historical legacy, 

structural diversity, psychological climate, and student behaviors. Historical legacy refers to 

institutions’ mission and policy related to inclusiveness and diversity and past resistance to 

diversifying the institutions’ student body, faculty, staff, and administrative ranks. For example, 

an institution with a mission to evangelize may view students from other faith backgrounds as 

outsiders and targets for conversion. In contrast, a non-sectarian institution may welcome 

students from all faith traditions equally.  
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 An institution’s historical legacy influences the other three campus climate factors. One 

of these factors, structural diversity, refers to the numerical makeup of the student body and 

faculty. An institutional with students that primarily belong to one faith tradition will provide 

limited opportunities for cross-religious interaction, which can inhibit student learning (Antonio, 

Chang, Hakuta, Kenny, Levin, & Milem, 2004). Furthermore, students from a minority faith 

group may feel like “tokens” in environments without a critical mass of other students from their 

faith (Kantor, 1977). The lack of a critical mass of students can lead to increased visibility of the 

minority group and lead to stereotyping. Another factor is the psychological climate, which 

refers to how students and faculty view group relations, perceptions of discrimination, and 

attitudes towards other groups. A perception that you are treated differently than other students 

can lead feelings of isolation from the institution. Additionally, tensions between identity groups 

on campus can adversely impact academic performance and perceptions of inclusion. The final 

factor in the framework is the behavioral dimension of the campus climate, which includes the 

actual interactions experienced by students in both the curricular and co-curricular spheres of 

campus life. Behaviors can include both intentional and unintentional acts that cause students to 

feel discriminated against. Alternately, they include whether some students feel comfortable 

participating in extra-curricular activities with students from different backgrounds. The 

behavioral sphere also includes the inclusivity of the curriculum (e.g., inclusive pedagogy, 

course readings featuring diverse authorship).  

Purpose 

 Guided by Hurtado and colleague’s (1999) campus climate framework, we sought to 

investigate the correlates of being the victim of religious intolerance. The research questions 

guiding this study were: 
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1. How frequently do students experience religious intolerance? 

2. What student and institutional characteristics are related to experiencing religious 

intolerance? 

3. How does the religious campus climate influence students’ frequency of experiencing 

religious intolerance? 

Methods 

Data 

To answer these questions, we utilized data derived from the 2016 administration of the 

National Student Survey of Engagement (NSSE). NSSE is a large, multi-institutional student 

survey focusing on students’ participation in educationally beneficial activities, perceptions of 

the campus climate, and other topics. The survey is annually administered to first-year and senior 

students attending bachelor’s-granting institutions throughout North America. Our analyses used 

student-level data from the 2016 administration as a subset of U.S. institutions (38 in total) 

received an additional item set focusing on the religious and spirituality campus climate 

appended to the end of the core NSSE instrument. The institutions chosen to receive the 

additional items were randomly chosen from a pool of institutions that did not elect to append 

two additional item sets (modules or consortia) to NSSE. A total of 4,495 first-year and 6,670 

senior students responded to the supplemental item set. The response rate for both the first-year 

and senior samples was 21%. 

The respondents attended a diverse mix of institutions. About 40% of the sample attended 

an institution that awarded doctoral degrees, another 40% attended masters-granting institutions, 

while the remaining proportion attended baccalaureate colleges. One in four students attended a 

religiously-affiliated institution, 15% attended a private, non-sectarian institution, while 60% 
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attended a public institution. One in ten students attended a minority-serving institution. About 

8% of the sample attended an institution with an undergraduate enrollment less than 1,000, 45% 

attended an institution with an undergraduate enrollment between 1,000 and 4,999 students, 9% 

attended institutions with enrollments between 5,000 and 9,999 students, while 38% attended an 

institution with an enrollment of 10,000 or more. 

Roughly 70% of the respondents were female. Most of the students were enrolled full-

time. About two-thirds of the sample were White.  African American and Latinx students each 

comprised about 11% of our sample. About 4% of the respondents were Asian or a Pacific 

Islander, and 4% were international. The remaining students were Native American, multi-racial, 

or of an unknown race. Sixty-two percent of the sample was Christian, 5% of a non-Christian 

world faith (e.g., Jewish, Islamic, Hindu, Humanist), and 21% were unaffiliated with a religion 

or an atheist. About 11% of the sample preferred not to provide their religious/spirituality 

identity. 

Our dependent variable was the frequency in which a student experienced an act of 

religious intolerance and was captured in the supplemental items focusing on the religious and 

spirituality campus climate. The item was worded as “During the current school year, how many 

times have you experienced religious intolerance?” and the respondents could select from the 

following options: never, 1-3 times, 4-6 times, 7-9 times, and 10 or more times. Our dependent 

variable falls within the behavioral aspects of Hurtado and colleagues’ (1999) campus climate 

framework. From the additional item set, we also utilized data on students’ religion. The 

religious/spiritual identity question included 28 possible response options; therefore, we recoded 

this variable into four categories: Christian, non-Christian world faith, the unaffiliated, and prefer 

not to respond. Both the response options and categorization scheme used the methodology 
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created for the Pew Research Center’s (2015) Religious Landscape Study. We also created two 

institution-level measures of the spirituality and religious campus climate using variables 

captured in the supplemental item set. These variables, respect for beliefs and expression of 

beliefs, were initially created as student-level factors via factor analysis and subsequently 

aggregated to the institution level for this analysis by taking the group mean and z-scored (at the 

institution level). The Cronbach’s alpha (at the student level) of respect for beliefs was .87 for 

both the first-year and senior samples. The reliability of expression of beliefs (at the student 

level) was .79 for the first-year sample and .81 for the senior sample. Additional information on 

the validity of these constructs is available in Author (201X), and the item wording is available 

in Appendix A. The respect for and expressions of beliefs variables were used to assess how the 

psychological aspects of the spirituality campus climate relate to acts of intolerance. 

 In addition to the spirituality items, we utilized data from the core NSSE instrument. We 

used data on a variety of student characteristics captured on the survey like age, parental 

education, educational aspiration, greek-life participation, and major field. The respondents’ 

institutions provided data on students' sex, race/ethnicity, class standing, and enrollment 

intensity. We selected a wide variety of demographic and college experience variables to include 

in our study, in keeping with the exploratory nature of this study.  

 We also included NSSE’s Discussions with Diverse Others Engagement Indicator in our 

analyses. This composite variable inquires about the frequency that students have serious 

discussions with others with a different race or ethnicity, from a different economic background, 

with different religious beliefs, and with different political views. The Cronbach’s alphas for this 

variable were .87 for first-year students and .90 for seniors, and we used a z-scored version of 

this variable in our analyses. The discussion with diverse others variable serves as a proxy for 
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exposure to potential incidents of intolerance, as we expect acts of intolerance to occur when 

students engage in serious discussions with individuals from other backgrounds. Informal and 

formal diversity experiences tend to challenge students’ beliefs and force students to experience 

the “unexpected,” which can lead to negative experiences (Bowman & Brandenberger, 2012; 

Mayhew & Enberg, 2010; Roksa et al., 2017). However, caution should be used when 

interpreting the discussions with diverse others variable. Much research has demonstrated 

interactional diversity to have an overall positive benefit to students (e.g., Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, 

& Gurin, 2002 Mayhew et al., 2016). Nonetheless, negative experiences are not uncommon and 

can have a negative influence on student outcomes (Bowman & Brandenberger, 2012; Denson & 

Bowman, 2013; Roksa et al., 2017).  

We also utilize data on the characteristics of the respondents’ institutions. In addition to 

the campus climate aggregated variables previously mentioned, we obtained institutional control, 

Basic 2010 Carnegie Classification (aggregated), and undergraduate enrollment from the 

Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education project (Indiana University Center 

for Postsecondary Research, n.d.). We obtained institutional selectivity from Barron’s 

Educational Series (2015) ratings. We also obtained religious affiliation (all religiously-affiliated 

schools were affiliated with a Christian religion) from the Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). We combined religious affiliation with 

institution control (public or private) to create a new institutional control variable with the 

following three options: public, non-sectarian, and religiously-affiliated. Thus, our recoded 

institutional control variable represents portions of the historical legacy of religiosity in the 

theoretical framework.  

Analyses 
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 To answer our research questions, we began by examining the frequency distribution of 

our dependent variable (frequency of religious intolerance) and bivariate crosstabulations of the 

dependent variable by religion, sex, race/ethnicity, and institutional control. We also computed χ2 

statistics for the bi-variate crosstabulations. Next, we constructed multivariate regression models 

that predicted the number of times a student experienced religious intolerance. As this variable 

was collected in ranges, we initially considered using interval regression, ordinal logistic 

regression, and partial proportional odds regression for our multivariate analyses. Interval 

regression was the first candidate model due to its easily interpretable coefficients, but a 

comparison of the log likelihoods revealed that the ordinal logistic and partial proportional odds 

regression models fit the dependent variable substantially better than interval regression. Next, 

we tested the assumptions of the ordinal logistic regression model. The Brant (1990) test of 

proportional odds indicated that some of our independent variables violated the proportional 

odds assumption. Thus, we used a partial proportional odds regression model that constrained the 

estimates for independent variables that passed a Wald test for equivalent coefficients across 

categories but allowed the estimates to vary across categories for variables that did not pass the 

test. The partial proportional odds model can be thought of as a hybrid of ordinal logistic and 

multinomial logistic regression where some coefficients are constant (as in ordinal logit) and 

others vary (as in multinomial logistic). These models were estimated using Williams’ (2006) 

gologit2 command for Stata. Furthermore, due to the low percentage of respondents in the three 

highest categories of the dependent variable (see the results for more detail), we collapsed the 

frequency or religious intolerance variable into three categories: never, one to three times, and 

four or more times. Due to the nesting of students within institutions, our models used robust 

standard errors that accounted for the violation of the independence assumption. We also utilized 
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the survey weight supplied by NSSE that adjusts for nonresponse due to sex, enrollment status, 

class standing, and institution size. Our regression models included the student and institutional 

characteristics described in the data section. Both the descriptive and regression analyses were 

performed discretely for first-year and senior students, in accordance with NSSE’s (n.d.) 

standard and recommended practices. 

Limitations 

 The study is subject to some limitations that should be kept in mind when interpreting the 

results. First, the results are correlational, not causal. Second, due to small Ns for some religious 

groups, we were forced to combine disparate faith groups into larger groups to achieve adequate 

statistical power despite our total Ns of 4,495 and 6,670. For example, the non-Christian world 

faith group includes Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu students, and we expect that these 

students are likely to experience intolerance at varying rates. Future research on this topic should 

attempt to collect a greater sample size to be able to analyze the experiences of specific faith 

traditions or utilize a stratified random sampling approach to oversample smaller faith groups (in 

terms of the college student population). Third, our sample was not a random sample of all 

college students, but rather a convenience sample of institutions who participated in NSSE and 

did not elect to append two additional item sets to the survey. Therefore, we are unsure of how 

generalizable our results are to the universe of students attending four-year institutions, 

especially given the lack of national data on students’ religious beliefs. The response rate was 

21%, which some consider low, and females were overrepresented, although response rates in 

this range have been demonstrated to be reliable in NSSE samples (Fosnacht, Sarraf, Howe & 

Peck, 2017). A minority of students reported experiencing an act of intolerance; thus our 
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explanatory variables have less explanatory power than if a majority of students experienced an 

act of intolerance. 

  Results 

Descriptive Results 

 Table 1 contains the percentage distribution of experiencing acts of religious intolerance 

by selected characteristics for first-year and senior students, measured at the student level. 

Roughly, three out of four first-year students never experienced an act of religious intolerance 

during the current academic year. However, one in five students reported that they experienced 

one to three acts of intolerance. Five percent of students directly experienced four to six acts of 

intolerance, while about 4 percent of first-year students experienced at least seven acts of 

intolerance. Significant differences were observed by religion, χ2 (12, N=4,438)=44.6, p<.001. 

Members of a non-Christian, world faith experienced religious intolerance at higher rates than 

their peers as four in ten first-year students reporting at least one act of intolerance (vs. one in 

four). The distribution did not vary substantially by sex, χ2 (4, N= 4,449) = 5.0, p > .05. Students 

in the catch-all “other” racial category reported experiencing slightly more acts of religious 

intolerance than the average student. However, the distribution did not vary substantially 

between the other racial/ethnic categories, χ2 (20, N= 4,449) = 19.2, p> .05. Students attending 

public institutions reported slightly more frequent acts of intolerance than their peers attending 

private institutions; although this difference was not statistically significant, χ2 (8, N= 4,449) = 

11.7, p > .05 

 Among seniors, about one in four students personally experienced at least one incident of 

religious intolerance during the past year. Seventeen percent of seniors directly experienced one 

to three acts of intolerance. Four percent experienced between four to six acts of intolerance, 
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while 3% were the victims of seven or more acts of intolerance. We observed significant 

differences by religion, χ2 (12, N= 6,569) = 67.8, p<.001. Members of a non-Christian, world 

faith reported experiencing more acts of religious intolerance than the average student (36% vs. 

24% experienced at least one act). The distribution for Christians, the unaffiliated, and those who 

preferred not to respond did not vary substantially compared to the average student. Males were 

more likely to experience religious intolerance than females, with the primary difference being at 

ten or more acts of intolerance, χ2 (4, N= 6,603)=20.0, p<.001.  We observed significant 

differences by race/ethnicity, χ2 (20, N= 6,603)=61.7, p<.001 The distribution for White seniors 

mirrored the distribution for the average student. However, Asian and Pacific Islander, Latina/o, 

and international seniors reported experiencing religious intolerance more frequently than the 

average senior. In contrast, Black students reported less frequent acts of religious intolerance 

than the average student. No significant differences were observed by institutional control, χ2 (8, 

N= 6,603)=11.7, p>.05. 

Multivariate Results 

 After examining the descriptive results, we estimated partial ordinal logistic regression 

models that predict the frequency of experiencing religious intolerance for first-year and senior 

students separately. The results from these models are displayed in Table 2. We converted the 

estimates into proportional odds ratios by exponentiating the ordered logit coefficients. The 

proportional odds ratios are analogous to the odds ratios frequently used in binary logistic 

regression but indicate the odds of moving to the higher group. However, as some variables did 

not meet the assumptions of the proportional odds models, we allowed the coefficients to vary 

across categories for the affected variables, and these compare the indicated category to the 
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higher categories. We describe the results separately for first-year and senior students below. All 

results presented are when other variables were held constant. 

First-year students. First-year students who were members of a non-Christian, world 

faith were substantially more likely to experience religious intolerance than Christian students. In 

substantive terms, these students were almost twice as likely to experience one to three acts of 

religious intolerance and four or more incidents of religious intolerance than Christian students. 

No significant differences were observed between Christians and the unaffiliated and preferred 

not to respond groups. On-campus students were more likely experience acts of religious 

intolerance than their peers who lived off-campus, with the odds being nearly twice as likely to 

experience four or more acts of intolerance. Age was positively correlated with experiencing 

religious intolerance, as for a ten-year increase in age, the odds of experiencing religious 

intolerance rose by a factor of 1.4. African Americans and Latina/os were less likely to 

experience religious intolerance than their White peers. Students who did not aspire to earn a 

bachelor’s degree were more likely to experience four or more acts of religious intolerance. 

Similarly, students aspiring to earn a doctoral degree experienced four or more acts of religious 

intolerance at higher rates than students aspiring to earn a bachelor’s degree. Transfer students 

were more likely to experience frequent acts of religious intolerance than students who initially 

started at their institution. Students enrolled full-time were nearly two and a half more times 

likely to experience at least one incident of religious intolerance. Compared to students majoring 

in the social sciences, students majoring in engineering and the health professions were less 

likely experience acts of religious intolerance. No other major group was significantly more 

likely to experience religious intolerance than social science majors. A standard deviation 

increase in the discussions with diverse others factor was associated with an increased odds of 
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1.15 in experiencing religious intolerance. No other student characteristic examined was 

significantly associated with experiencing religious intolerance. 

Among the institutional characteristics, we did not observe a significant relationship 

between institutional control and experiencing religious intolerance. Similarly, no significant 

relationship was found for Basic 2015 Carnegie Classification and selectivity as measured by 

Barron’s rating. However, attending an institution with a larger number of undergraduate 

enrollees was positively associated with experiencing religious intolerance. We also included 

two institutional aggregates for students’ perceptions of the respect for religious beliefs at their 

institution and comfort in expressing their religious beliefs in our model. The institutional mean 

for respect for beliefs was negatively correlated with religious intolerance as a standard deviation 

increase in this measure was associated with a .70 odds of experiencing religious intolerance. In 

contrast, comfort in expressing religious beliefs was associated with an increase in the odds of 

experiencing religious intolerance by a factor of 1.40 for an SD increase. The McFadden R2 for 

the overall model was .05. 

Seniors. Seniors who were a member of a non-Christian, world faith were 1.48 times 

more likely than Christians to experience at least one incident of religious intolerance. However, 

the same group had twice the odds of being the victim of at least four incidents of intolerance. 

Males were 1.40 times as likely to experience four or more acts of intolerance. On-campus 

residents experienced acts of religious intolerance at a rate 1.29 times higher than off-campus 

students. Greek-life participants were more likely to experience acts of intolerance than non-

participants. An increase of age of ten years was associated with a reduction in experiencing 

religious intolerance by a factor of 0.76. African American students were less likely than Whites 

to report experiencing one or more incidents of religious intolerance. However, the catch-all race 
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category of “other” was associated with a higher likelihood of experiencing intolerance 

compared to Whites. First-generation students were less likely to experience religious intolerance 

than their peers who had a parent that earned a bachelor’s degree. Seniors not expecting to earn a 

bachelor’s degree and seniors expecting to earn a doctoral or professional degree were more 

likely to experience religious intolerance. Transfer students were less likely to be the victims of 

religious intolerance than students who did not transfer. Seniors who earned mostly Bs 

experienced more frequent acts of religious intolerance than their peers who earned mostly As. 

Seniors majoring in the biological sciences, physical sciences, business, engineering, and health 

professions experienced fewer acts of religious intolerance on average than social science 

majors. The frequency in which students engaged in discussions with diverse individuals was 

positively associated with experiencing religious intolerance. No other student characteristics or 

experiences included in our models were significantly associated with acts of religious 

intolerance for seniors after we held other characteristics constant. 

Seniors who attended private, non-sectarian institutions experienced acts of religious 

intolerance at a rate 1.64 times higher than students enrolled at public institutions, but no 

significant difference was observed between students attending public and religiously-affiliated 

institutions. Students attending masters-granting institutions were the victims of acts of religious 

intolerance at a rate of 1.32 times higher than students enrolled at doctoral institutions. 

Institutional selectivity, as measured by Barron’s rating, was negatively correlated with 

experiencing religious intolerance. Institution size was positively associated with the frequency 

of experiencing religious intolerance. Finally, the institutional aggregate of students’ comfort in 

expressing their religious beliefs was positively correlated with experiencing religious 

intolerance, as a standard deviation change in this measure was associated with an increase in the 



Religious Intolerance on Campus                                                 20 

 

odds of being the victim of religious intolerance by a factor of 1.30. The McFadden R2 for the 

overall model was .06. 

Discussion 

 Religion and spirituality have become increasingly important topics in our polity. The 

makeup of the nation’s religious identity has diversified, and religion plays a central role in 

various societal debates ranging from abortion to the war on terror to Trump’s Muslim ban. 

College students are not immune from being influenced by these external forces as a series of 

high profile incidents of religious intolerance have occurred at various higher education 

institutions (Bauer-Wolf, 2017; Dreid, 2016; Flaherty, 2016). Additionally, much research has 

demonstrated the adverse effects of racial intolerance, and poor campus climates play on 

educational outcomes (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Greer & Chwalisz, 2007; Hurtado et al., 

1999; Hurtado & Harper, 2007; Museus et al., 2008). Despite this context, investigations into 

how often students experience religious intolerance are exceedingly rare.   

Previous research has demonstrated that religion and spirituality account for a substantial 

proportion of the variance in how students perceive the overall campus climate (Author, 2019). 

Consequently, we investigated an important behavioral aspect of how students perceive the 

religious and spirituality campus climate: the frequency of experiencing acts of religious 

intolerance. We found that roughly one in four students experienced at least one act of religious 

intolerance in the past school year, a percentage nearly identical to previous findings in the 

Campus Religious and Spiritual Climate Survey (Rockenbach et al., 2014). The frequency of 

being the victim of these acts varied across student characteristics. Forty-one percent of first-year 

students and 36% of seniors that were members of a non-Christian, world faith experienced acts 

of religiously-based intolerance. One in 12 first-year students from this population also reported 
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experiencing ten or more incidents, indicating such acts are not one-off, isolated incidents. We 

also created multivariate regression models that allowed us to examine how multiple factors 

were related to the frequency of experiencing religious intolerance. After we held other factors 

constant, members of non-Christian, world faith groups were roughly one and a half to twice as 

likely to experience religious intolerance as Christians, confirming our descriptive results. 

Our multivariate results also unveiled a second substantial finding: the religious and 

spirituality campus climate plays both a positive and negative role in the frequency of 

experiencing religious intolerance.  Not surprisingly, students’ perceptions of the respect for their 

religious beliefs (measured at the campus level) was related to experiencing less frequent acts of 

religious intolerance. However, students’ comfort in expressing their religious beliefs (also 

measured at the campus level) was strongly associated with an increased probability of 

experiencing religious intolerance. These results in combination indicate that respect for 

religious and spirituality beliefs reduces intolerance, but the frequency that religion and 

spirituality are discussed on campus leads to more incidents of religious intolerance. This 

contradiction is not surprising. As also noted by Rockenbach and colleagues (2014), insensitive 

comments that provoke feelings of intolerance may be due to the developmental process. College 

students are still forming viewpoints and may not have the ability to articulate their position 

properly. Consequently, colleges need to stress the importance of fostering respect for different 

religious and spiritual beliefs when topics involving religion and spirituality are discussed both 

in- and out-side of the classroom. It also highlights a greater need for greater intentionality and 

training by facilitators of these interfaith engagement opportunities, a point echoed by 

Rockenbach and colleagues (2015): “if interfaith engagement is a meaningful 

endeavor…inclusivity is critical” (p. 51). 
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Other findings from our multivariate results reinforce the role of engagement on religious 

topics play in the frequency that students experience acts of religious intolerance. Students 

majoring in a field less likely to discuss topics related to religion and spirituality were 

significantly less likely to report experiencing acts of religious intolerance. Furthermore, first-

year students reported experiencing religious intolerance at a higher rate than seniors. A likely 

cause for this relationship is the general education classes taken by first-year students, which 

increase their probability of being exposed to discussions related to religion and spirituality. 

Similarly, the frequency in which students have discussions with individuals from different 

backgrounds was correlated with an increased probability of being the victim of religious 

intolerance. Additionally, students living on-campus were more likely to experience religious 

intolerance, which we believe is caused by more frequent exposure to campus life like informal 

discussions or protests, which may invoke religious hostility. Our results also indicate that White 

students are more likely to experience religious intolerance than Black or Latina/o students. We 

suspect that this relationship may be due to White evangelicals’ perceptions that higher 

education’s secularism is hostile to their faith (Magolda & Gross, 2009). 

Our findings provoke two main questions for future research. Our findings could prompt 

some to believe that an easy way to reduce acts of religious intolerance is to simply remove 

discussions related to religion from the curriculum and discourage students from attending events 

related to religious pluralism. We believe that this approach would have more harmful 

consequences than benefits as it would fail to prepare our students to interact with others from 

different backgrounds when they enter the workforce and to participate in our democracy. 

However, the results indicate that too frequent discussions of topics related to religion can have 
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deleterious effects on students. Consequently, future research should attempt to investigate what 

the right balance is? 

The second line of inquiry should investigate how institutions can take steps to reduce 

acts of religious intolerance on their campus. The primary program currently available is 

intergroup (interfaith) dialogues. These programs bring students together from different faith 

traditions and promote better understanding between through dialogue guided by a trained 

facilitator. How effective are interfaith programs in promoting interfaith understanding? Should 

such experiences be required of all students? 

Our results also have implications for practice. First, religious intolerance is not a rare 

event on college campuses, as one in four experienced intolerance within the past year. Faculty, 

staff, and administrators should not view acts of religious intolerance as infrequent events and 

take affirmative steps to prepare for a high-profile act to occur on their campus. Recently, 

Interfaith Diversity Experiences & Attitudes Longitudinal Survey (IDEALS) researchers 

identified best practices for interfaith learning (Rockenbach et al., 2018). Two best practices 

focus on having staff or faculty lead challenging discussions about interfaith issues. We believe 

that guided discussions provide an ideal opportunity for interfaith understanding, and our 

findings suggest that interfaith dialog needs to be facilitated by a trained facilitator. Therefore, 

diversity training for faculty and staff should include training on religious intolerance. 

Furthermore, institutions should provide training resources for intergroup dialogue type 

programming to faculty and staff members. Doctoral institutions training future faculty members 

should also incorporate training experiences for doctoral students to learn the skills to facilitate 

brave discussions. 
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Second, our crosstabulations show that incidents of religious intolerance occur more 

frequently in the first college year than the senior year. This is not surprising as first-year 

students frequently interact with diverse peers for the first time during this period. Thus, co-

curricular spaces like residence halls are a likely location for acts of religious intolerance. 

Residence life should train its student staff to monitor and intervene in hostile situations. 

Additionally, residence life should provide programming to help students respectfully state their 

opinions and learn to appreciate cultural differences. 

Third, data on undergraduates’ religious identity is relatively sparse, which may lead both 

researchers and practitioners to overlook how the campus climate differs by religion. 

Consequently, both institutions and higher education survey researchers should collect data on 

religious identity more frequently and in a systematic manner.  

Conclusion 

 Given the connection between a positive campus climate and student persistence, it is 

critical that college campuses engage in intentional dialogues around the issue of religion and 

spirituality. Through curricular and co-curricular opportunities, it is imperative that institutions 

address the issue of religious and spiritual intolerance on today’s college campus and foster 

campuses that value religious pluralism and collaboration. It is imperative that all colleges and 

universities intentionally address issues of religious and spiritual diversity and actively strive to 

reduce, and hopefully eliminate, these incidents of religious discrimination.  
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Table 1 

Percentage distribution and chi-square test of experiencing religious intolerance during the 

current school year by selected characteristics for first-year and senior students 

 Never 

1-3 

times 

4-6 

times 

7-9 

times 

10+ 

times χ2  df p 

First-year         

Overall 73 19 5 1 3    

Religion      44.6 12 0.000 

Christian 74 18 5 1 2    

World faith 59 23 8 2 8    

Unaffiliated 72 19 4 1 3    

Prefer not to respond 74 17 5 1 3    

Sex      5.0 4 0.285 

Female 73 19 4 1 3    

Male 73 18 6 1 2    

Race/ethnicity      19.2 20 0.510 

White 73 19 4 1 3    

Asian/Pacific Isl. 72 19 6 1 3    

Black 75 17 5 1 3    

Latina/o 75 16 5 0 3    

International 73 17 6 2 2    

Other 68 21 6 2 2    

Institutional control      11.7 8 0.163 

Public 72 19 5 1 3    

Non-sectarian 76 17 4 1 3    

Religiously-affiliated 74 18 4 1 2    

Senior         

Overall 76 17 4 1 2    

Religion      67.8 12 0.000 

Christian 77 17 4 1 1    

World faith 64 22 10 2 1    

Unaffiliated 75 19 4 1 2    

Prefer not to respond 78 14 4 1 3    

Sex      20.0 4 0.000 

Female 77 17 4 1 1    

Male 74 17 5 1 3    

Race/ethnicity      61.7 20 0.000 

White 76 17 4 1 2    

Asian/Pacific Isl. 69 20 6 1 3    
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 Never 

1-3 

times 

4-6 

times 

7-9 

times 

10+ 

times χ2  df p 

Black 81 12 4 1 1    

Latina/o 71 20 5 1 3    

International 68 21 8 1 3    

Other 75 14 7 0 3    

Institutional control      11.7 8 0.165 

Public 76 17 4 1 2    

Non-sectarian 77 17 4 1 1    

Religiously-affiliated 74 19 4 1 1    
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Table 2. 

Odds ratios from partial proportional odds ordered logit models of experiencing religious 

intolerance for first-year and senior students 

 First-year students  Seniors 

  Constrained 

Never 

vs 1+ 

3 or less 

vs.  4+   Constrained 

Never 

vs. 1+ 

3 or less 

vs.  4+ 

Religion (Ref: Christian)              

World faith 1.86 **        1.48 * 1.97 *** 

Unaffiliated 0.96       0.99      

Prefer not to respond 1.04       1.06      

Male 0.90         1.06  1.40 *** 

On-campus resident   1.38 ** 1.79 ***  1.29 ***     

Greek-life member 1.06       1.28 *     

Age (10 years) 1.36 **      0.76 ***     

Race/ethnicity (Ref: White)             

Asian/Pacific Isl. 0.87       1.06      

Black 0.78 *        0.69 * 0.91  
Latina/o 0.64 ***      1.23      

International 0.86       1.15      

Other 1.28       1.32 **     

First-generation   0.90  1.09   0.82 ***     

Educational aspirations (Ref: Bachelor's)           

Some college   1.22  2.63 ***  1.52 *     

Master's 1.10       1.08      

Doctoral/professional   1.09  1.42 **  1.46 ***     

Transfer student 1.24 *      0.79 **     

Full-time   2.38 ** 1.16   0.98      

Grades (Ref: Mostly As)              

Mostly Bs 1.20       1.15 **     

Mostly Cs or lower 1.12       1.22      

Major field (Ref: Social Science)             

Arts & Humanities 0.82       1.02      

Biological Sciences 0.86       0.63 **     

Physical Sciences 0.83       0.66 ***     

Business 0.77       0.58 ***     

Communications 1.02       0.88      

Education 0.82       0.85      

Engineering 0.66 **      0.77 ***     
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 First-year students  Seniors 

  Constrained 

Never 

vs 1+ 

3 or less 

vs.  4+   Constrained 

Never 

vs. 1+ 

3 or less 

vs.  4+ 

Health Professions 0.65 **      0.56 ***     

Social Service Prof. 0.80       0.98      

All Other   0.68 * 1.41   0.89      

Undecided 1.05       0.65      

Discussions with Diverse 

Others (z-scored) 1.15 **      1.14 ***     

Institutional control (Ref: Public)             

Non-secretarian 1.04       1.64 **     

Religiously-affiliated   0.81  0.66   1.22      
Basic 2015 Carnegie Classification (aggregated; Ref: 

Doctoral)        

Master's 0.87       1.32 ***     

Baccalaureate 0.98       1.21      

Barron's rating 1.01       0.87 **     

UG Enrollment (1,000s) 1.04 ***        1.05 *** 1.06 *** 

Respect for beliefs (inst. 

mean; z-scored) 0.70 ***      0.94      

Expression of beliefs 

(inst. mean; z-scored) 1.40 ***      1.30 ***     

              

N 4,223       6,260      

Pseudo R2 0.05             0.06           
 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Proportional odds ratios; Constrained indicates that the variable was held constant across 

the models.            
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Appendix A 

Items comprising the spirituality and religious campus climate measures 

Respect for beliefs 

Response Options: 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither agree nor disagree, 4=Agree, 

5=Strongly agree 

• The students at my institution are respectful of people of different religious or spiritual 

beliefs 

• Instructors at my institution are respectful of people of different religious or spiritual 

beliefs 

• Staff and administrators at my institution are respectful of people of different religious or 

spiritual beliefs 

Expression of beliefs 

Response Options: 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither agree nor disagree, 4=Agree, 

5=Strongly agree 

• I feel comfortable discussing my religious or spiritual beliefs during class 

• I feel comfortable expressing my religious or spiritual identity on campus 

• Instructors provide accommodations for religious holidays and observances of various 

religious traditions 

• My learning and development has been positively influenced by the religious or spiritual 

culture at my campus 

 

 


