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ABSTRACT: The nationally representative 2008 American Religious Identification Survey found that  
41% of self-identified atheists reported experiencing discrimination in the last 5 years due to their lack  
of religious identification.  This mixed-method study explored the forms and frequency of discrimina-
tion reported by 796 self-identified atheists living in the United States.  Participants reported experi-
encing  different  types  of  discrimination  to  varying  degrees,  including  slander;  coercion;  social  
ostracism; denial of opportunities, goods, and services; and hate crimes.  Similar to other minority  
individuals with concealable stigmatized identities, atheists who more strongly identified with their  
atheism, who were “out” about their atheism to more people, and who grew up with stricter familial  
religious  expectations  reported experiencing more frequent  discrimination.   Implications for  future  
research tied to the ongoing religion/spirituality-health debate are discussed.
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Introduction
Social acceptance of minority  groups is  often a struggle in U.S. culture.   Racial/ethnic minorities, 
women, and people with disabilities, among other marginalized groups, continue to report experiencing 
discrimination (Sue & Sue, 2008).  Discrimination is generally defined as “practices and actions which 
have a differential  and negative effect on minority group members”  (e.g.,  Allport,  1954,  Feagin & 
Eckberg, 1980).  Pager and Sheperd (2008) draw the distinction between differential treatment and 
disparate  impact.   Differential  treatment  is  the  unequal  treatment  of  individuals  because  of  their 
perceived minority group membership, while disparate impact results when ostensibly equal treatment 
results in the favoring of members of one group over another (e.g., a nation-wide flat tax rate of 14% 
applied to working poor and billionaires alike).  Similarly,  Sue et al.  (2008) present a typology of 
discrimination which includes microassaults (blatant derogation; e.g., racial slurs), microinsults (state-
ments  or  actions,  often unintentional,  that  demean minority  group members;  e.g.,  telling  an Asian 
American  man  that  he  “speaks  good  English”),  and  microinvalidations  (actions  that  negate  the 
thoughts,  feelings, or experiences of minority group members;  e.g.,  assuming all  Black individuals 
were raised in urban areas).  Other scholars have further distinguished between overt versus covert 
discrimination (e.g.,  Sue et  al.,  2008);  routine discrimination versus discrimination associated with 
major life events (Essed, 1990, 1991); and discrimination at the individual, institutional, and structural 
levels (Pincus, 1996).

Recognizing the importance of understanding discrimination in order to reduce its prevalence 
(Stuber, 2008), social scientists have studied discrimination across a wide range of minority popula-
tions.  Unfortunately, the experiences of some marginalized groups have received far less empirical 
attention than others.  

In particular, very little research has focused on religious discrimination (Malik, 2001; Nadal, 
Issa, Griffin, Hamit, & Lysons 2010), despite the fact that anti-religious hate crimes are the second-
most common type of hate crime reported to the FBI (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2010).  In their 
review of this literature, Nadal and colleagues observed that most of this research has, understandably, 
focused  on  the  experiences  of  Jews  and  Muslims.  Of  the  1,552  anti-religious  hate  crime  victims 
reported to the FBI in 2010, 67.0% were against Jews and 12.7% against Muslims (Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, 2010).  These hate crimes involved, among other things, physical assault, verbal intimi-
dation,  and property damage.   In addition to hate  crimes,  individuals  from these two groups have 
reported being teased; stared at; unfairly stereotyped in person and in the media; and treated unfairly in 
employment, housing, education, and places of business (Allen & Nielsen, 2002;  Dunn, Klocker, & 
Salabay, 2007;  Driedger & Mezoff, 1981;  Krämer, 2006;  Sheridan, 2006;  Weinrach, 2002).  While 
social scientists are starting to understand the nature and impact of discrimination perpetrated against 
Jews and Muslims, the experiences of other (non)religious groups have been almost entirely over-
looked in the academic literature.  U.S. atheists have received particularly little attention (Bainbridge, 
2005; Pasquale, 2007; Vernon, 1968).

Marginalization of Atheists

Atheists, defined as those who lack a belief in God or believe in the explicit nonexistence of 
God (Cliteur, 2009), are not popularly considered to be a marginalized group in the U.S. (Thornton, 
2007), but recent research has called this position into question.  According to a national survey, 78.6% 
of Americans believe that atheists do not share their vision of American society, and 47.6% would 
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disapprove if their child wanted to marry an atheist (Edgell, Gerteis, & Hartmann, 2006).  A recent poll 
found that half of Americans say they would not vote for an otherwise qualified atheist candidate for 
president (Gallup, 2011).  In addition, atheists are often stereotyped as rebellious, immoral, and hedo-
nistic, among other descriptors (Harper, 2007). 

Because  stereotypes  underlie  prejudicial  attitudes  which  are  believed  to  motivate  acts  of 
discrimination (Dion, 2003;  Stangor & Schaller, 1996), it is unsurprising that atheists have reported 
experiencing discrimination in anecdotal and exploratory qualitative accounts.  For instance, author 
David Mills was directly threatened with violence by local police when he announced his intention to 
protest a visiting Christian faith healer who encouraged diabetics to stop taking insulin and pray for 
divine intervention instead (Mills, 2006).  In 2007, Army Specialist Jeremy Hall reported being threat-
ened by fellow soldiers upon revealing his atheism (MSNBC, 2007).  A male participant in Hunsberger 
and Altemeyer’s (2006) study of American atheists reported, “My kids have been harassed at school, 
I’ve been a victim of religious discrimination at work, my car has been vandalized, I’ve received death 
threats via email, mail, and under my windshield wipers” (p. 49).  Other atheists in the same study 
reported being shunned by family, losing friends, and being fired from jobs.  Overall, more than half of 
the atheists from each of the authors’ three samples reported experiencing difficulties with relatives and 
friends due to their nonbelief.  In addition, a recent law review found that divorced parents have had 
custody rights denied because of their atheism (Volokh, 2006).  Discrimination against atheists has also 
been demonstrated in the laboratory, where participants gave priority to Christian patients over atheist 
patients when assigning medical resources (Furnham, Nicholas, & McClelland, 1998).  Finally, the 
nationally representative American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) found that 41% of self-
identified atheists reported personally experiencing discrimination in at least one context (e.g., family, 
workplace, school) in the past 5 years due to their lack of religious identification (Cragun, Kosmin, 
Keysar, Hammer, & Nielsen, 2012).  While the ARIS provides a sense of the considerable prevalence 
of discrimination reported by U.S. atheists, the findings did not specify the different forms of discrimi-
nation that underlie this figure.  

The accounts mentioned above reveal that atheists report experiencing some of the same forms 
of discrimination that other marginalized minorities report experiencing, including being physically 
assaulted by peers; having their lives threatened; being rejected by their families; and being denied 
employment, fair service at area businesses, and membership in community organizations (Downey, 
2004; Heiner, 1992; Kaye, 2008; Nussbaum, 1999; Peters, 2009). Research also suggests that atheists 
report experiencing forms of discrimination that appear unique to the (non)religious milieu, including 
being subjected to unwanted prayers and proselytizing by hospital staff (Smith-Stoner, 2007), having 
their wishes for a non-religious funeral superseded by the beliefs of significant others (Saeed & Grant, 
2004), having to swear an oath to God before being allowed to join Veterans of Foreign Wars or the 
American Legion (Heiner, 1992), and being told that their atheism is just a phase of being angry with 
God and that if they pray to God they may be cured of their disability (Hwang, 2008).  

The Anti-Discrimination Support Network, which documents acts of discrimination against the 
nonreligious, provides an especially diverse account of the slights directed toward atheists, including: 
being forced to join in prayer; being denied water as a serviceman in the Iraqi desert without first 
agreeing with the presiding Army Chaplain to be baptized; being told by a public official that, “It is 
dangerous to  even let  our  children  know that  your  philosophy exists;”  having one’s  atheist  group 
denied the opportunity to advertise events alongside religious organizations; and being told by a teacher 
that one is a “child of the devil” with “no right to live in America” (M. Downey, personal communica-
tion, October 15, 2008).  In summary, it appears that discrimination experiences reported by atheists 
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may be more common (Cragun et al., 2012) and heterogeneous than popularly recognized.  
While these accounts hint at different forms of discrimination that atheists report experiencing 

in the U.S., gaining a more systematic empirical understanding is important for two reasons.  First, the 
above narratives suggest that anti-atheist discrimination is a potentially serious and overlooked form of 
discrimination.  Heeding the calls of social science organizations, such as the American Psychological 
Association,  to  act  to  eliminate  discrimination based on (non)religion requires an empirical  under-
standing of what forms anti-atheist discrimination takes (American Psychological Association Council 
of  Representatives,  2007).   Second,  this  line  of  research  could  contribute  to  the  ongoing  debate 
regarding the impact of religiosity/spirituality (R/S) on well-being (Hwang, Hammer, & Cragun, 2011; 
Sloan, 2006).  There is a substantial body of evidence suggesting that R/S is associated with better 
physical and mental health (Hill & Pargament, 2008), though the relationship is typically quite small 
(Koenig,  2009).  While recent research has demonstrated the presence of a curvilinear relationship 
between belief and health (i.e., confidently religious and atheist individuals report higher well-being 
than religiously uncertain and agnostic individuals; see  Galen & Kloet, 2011a, for a review), other 
research contends that atheists tend to experience more psychological problems and are generally less 
happy  than  religious  people  (Altemeyer,  2010;  Reed,  1991;  Schumaker,  1992;  Steinitz,  1980;  see 
Zuckerman, 2009, for a review).  While these findings have been attributed to “constructing a moral 
system from scratch” or “a lack of accountability to God or a wider community” (Hall, Koenig, & 
Meador, 2008, p. 371), the possible effects of social marginalization (perceived and/or actual) have not 
yet been considered.  

Persistent and pervasive social marginalization, according to the minority stress model (Meyer, 
2003), can lead to negative health consequences independent of other demographic predictors (Clark & 
Adams, 2004; Hatzenbuehler, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Erickson, 2008; Herek & Garnets, 2007).  Thus, the 
minority stress model predicts that U.S. atheists may experience adverse health consequences if they 
are socially marginalized by others.  However, there is currently insufficient research to determine if 
social marginalization accounts, in part or in whole, for the suggested health disparity between R/S 
individuals and atheists living in the U.S.  If future research confirmed this prediction, this would have 
important implications for the R/S-health debate.  It would raise the possibility that a secular worldview 
could be just as conducive to physical and mental well-being as a R/S worldview, provided anti-atheist 
discrimination and its impact is effectively reduced.  If, on the other hand, future research was to find 
that discrimination plays a negligible role in atheists’ lesser well-being, this would nullify the argument 
that  anti-atheist  discrimination can account  for  the supposed health  disparity  (Cragun et  al.,  2012; 
Hwang et al., 2011).  It would also suggest that internal factors, such as anger toward God (Exline, 
Park, Smyth, & Caregy, 2011), lack of life purpose (Emmons, 1999), unclear self-concept (Campbell et 
al., 1996), and moral relativism (Hall et al., 2008), may better account for the health disparity between 
religious and non-religious persons.

However, such discrimination research is not possible until a comprehensive accounting of the 
various forms of anti-atheist discrimination occurs.  For example, the content domain of anti-atheist 
discrimination must be delineated before  perceived anti-atheist discrimination can be properly opera-
tionalized by a validated self-report measure (Clark & Watson, 1995).  It is important to note here that, 
as with all  self-report  research on other  stigmatized minority  groups,  self-reports  of discrimination 
experiences are based on individual perception.  This perception is shaped both by internal psycholog-
ical processes (e.g., group identification), and by objective external events (discriminatory acts perpe-
trated against the individual;  Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009).  Thus, like the majority of psychological 
research on the recipients of discrimination (Berg et al., 2011), we focused on perceived discrimination 
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in this investigation.

The Current Study

The current study had two aims. The primary aim was to provide the first comprehensive empir-
ical  account  of  the  various  forms  of  perceived  anti-atheist  discrimination.   We  documented  the 
frequency with which a volunteer sample of self-identified atheists living in the U.S. reported experi-
encing 29 different forms of discrimination derived from research on other stigmatized minorities and 
extant anecdotal or exploratory qualitative accounts of anti-atheist discrimination.  We then subjected 
participants’ first-person accounts of discrimination to textual analysis in order to capture novel qualita-
tive  themes  not  accounted  for  by  the  quantitative  analysis.   Furthermore,  because  the  perceived 
frequency of anti-atheist discrimination has been found to vary across contexts (Cragun et al., 2012), 
the secondary aim of our study was to test the following three hypotheses, which are described in detail 
in the following section, regarding the relationship between perceived discrimination and constructs of 
theoretical relevance:

1. Individuals  who more  strongly  identify  with  their  atheism would  report  experiencing more 
frequent discrimination. 

2. Individuals who are “out” about their atheist identity to more people would report experiencing 
more frequent discrimination.

3. Strictness of familial religious expectations would be significantly positively associated with 
the frequency of perceived social  ostracism by one’s family, and this relationship would be 
significantly moderated by one’s “outness”.

Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination

Research with marginalized minority groups often finds that those who identify more strongly 
with their in-group report experiencing more discrimination.  Group identification is defined as the 
importance of group membership (i.e., the defining characteristic shared with certain others) to self-
definition (Tropp & Wright, 2001).  Some group-identification theories focus on the victim’s internal 
psychological  process.   The  rejection-identification  model,  for  example,  posits  that  as  perceived 
discrimination increases, individuals seek to protect their self-esteem by increasing their identification 
with the lower-status in-group (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999).  Similarly, Tajfel & Turner 
(1986) assert that stronger identification with the group encourages individuals to interpret ambiguous 
events as discriminatory (Major,  Quinton,  & Schmader,  2003).   Other  group-identification theories 
focus on the perpetrator’s psychological process. The prejudice-distribution model, for example, argues 
that members of the dominant group react more negatively towards those minority individuals who 
appear to be more strongly identified with their in-group because such identification is seen as chal-
lenging the dominant worldview of those in power (Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009).  Similarly, Cragun et 
al. (2012) found that nonreligious individuals who explicitly identified as atheist or agnostic were more 
likely to report experiences with discrimination.  Cragun and colleagues inferred that the self-identified 
labels “atheist” and “agnostic” represent a stronger irreligious identification, one that religious individ-
uals may find especially disagreeable.  However, these findings could also be taken to support the 
rejection-identification  and  social-identity  models.   In  light  of  these  theoretical  perspectives,  we 
hypothesized that (H1) individuals who more strongly identify with their atheism would report experi-
encing more frequent discrimination.  In line with prior research examining the relationship between 
identification and perceived discrimination among racial, sexual, and religious minorities (e.g., Awad, 
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2010; Fingerhut, Peplau, & Gable, 2010; Jasperse, Ward, & Jose, 2011; Sellers & Shelton, 2003), we 
anticipated finding a small but significant positive correlation.

Like lesbians, gays, and bisexuals (LGB’s), atheists have the option of “staying in the closet” 
regarding their stigmatized identity.  Research suggests that closeting, though often stressful (Miller & 
Major, 2000), is the most common coping strategy that LGB’s use in an effort to defend against serious 
discrimination (Hetrick & Martin, 1987).  When LGB’s are successful in hiding their minority status 
from bigoted others, this reduces the overt discrimination experienced (e.g., receiving personal threats; 
Jones et al., 1984; Herek & Berrill, 1992), but likely has a negligible effect on non-directed discrimina-
tion experienced (e.g., hearing gay slurs in public).  Similarly, individuals who disclose their mental 
illness are more likely to experience discrimination (Corrigan & Watson, 2002).  This same dynamic 
could be expected to apply to atheists as well.  Therefore, we hypothesized that (H2) individuals who 
are “out” about their atheist identity to more people would report experiencing more frequent discrim-
ination.  Based on prior research on the relationship between “outness” and perceived discrimination 
(e.g., Griffith & Hebl, 2002; Jasperse et al., 2011), we anticipated finding a small but significant posi-
tive correlation.

Increased stress among LGB’s growing up in  more devout  households has previously been 
documented (Newman & Muzzonigro, 1993).  Likewise, accounts suggest that atheists who grow up in 
homes with stricter religious expectations are more likely to report discrimination by family members 
(Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997).  This may be due to the fact that atheism—a personal rejection of 
religion—may  particularly  trouble  family  members  who  highly  value  family  members’ religious 
commitment (Stokes & Regnerus, 2009).  Furthermore, it is likely that the strength of the relationship 
between strictness of religious expectations and reported discrimination would depend on how “out” a 
given atheist is.   Accordingly, we hypothesized (H3)  a significant positive association between the  
strictness of familial religious expectations and the frequency of perceived social ostracism by one’s  
family, and that this relationship would be significantly moderated by one’s “outness”.  As we were not 
able to locate any prior research examining the correlation between strictness of religious expectations 
and perceived discrimination, we had no a priori expectations regarding the size of the coefficient.

Method

Participants and Procedures

A volunteer sample of 1,038 self-identified atheists living in the United States was recruited via a  
website which focuses on research on the nonreligious (http://www.atheistresearch.org/).  The website 
attracts regular visitors from online search engines (who use search terms such as atheist, research, and 
studies),  secular  organization  websites,  and word  of  mouth  among secular  individuals.   Thus,  the 
majority of internet survey participants were derived from these sources.  In addition, the first author 
contacted Margaret Downey, president of the Atheists Alliance International, who agreed to distribute 
an announcement about the study to individuals with whom she has had prior correspondence due to 
her involvement in the Anti-Discrimination Support Network.  Due to the relative scarcity of atheists in 
the U.S. population,  internet recruitment was deemed useful in achieving an adequate sample size. 
Previous research has noted that online samples are particularly useful when the population of interest 
is small or otherwise difficult to locate (Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004; Kraut et al., 2004; 
Reips, 2000).  Additionally, results from Internet data have been found to be consistent with results 
from paper-and-pencil measures (Gosling et al., 2004).
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Procedures  were  approved by the  University  of  Missouri  institutional  review board.   After 
providing informed consent, participants completed all survey measures (see Measures section) and 
demographic questions, as well as other items related to their identity and experiences as an atheist. 
Discrimination and atheist identity items were counterbalanced to reduce the chance of order effects. 
Lastly, participants were presented with the debriefing page.  

To clean the data, we first removed data from 11 individuals who participated as minors, despite 
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Table 1. Descriptives, T-Tests, and ANOVAs for Demographic Variables
Discrimination

Variables n M SD
Gender

Men 444 55.8 23.28 12.54
Women 317 39.8 22.38 12.56

Race/Ethnicity
White 660 82.9 22.37 12.31
Non-White 83 10.4 25.17 13.03

Education

241 30.3 24.63 12.72

Associates and bachelors 322 40.5 22.65 12.37

191 24.0 21.00 12.29

Income
Less than $20,000 72 9.0 24.31 14.29
$20,000 - $40,000 131 16.5 23.73 12.88
$40,000 - $75,000 217 27.3 24.05 13.05
Greater than $75,000 268 33.7 20.77 11.52

Sexuality
Heterosexual 627 78.8 22.30 5.04
Homo/bisexual 115 14.4 25.89 5.30

Region
Northeast 118 14.8 21.00 12.70
Midwest 179 22.5 24.21 13.17
South 257 32.3 23.98 12.12
West 194 24.4 22.05 12.11

Community Size
Rural 236 29.6 23.82 12.62
Non-rural 529 66.5 22.47 12.48

     

 % of totala  

Less than high school 
through some college

Masters, doctorate, and 
professional degree

    
Note. Discrimination = overall perceived discrimination.  P-value has been Bonferonni-adjusted for 
multiple comparisons (p < .003). Demographic data displayed in the table reflects sample sizes 
after the removal of outliers.
a May not total 100% due to non-response.
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the informed consent restricting participation to adults.  We then removed the data for 208 individuals 
who failed to respond to more than 90% of the items (Bennett, 2001), many of whom discontinued 
after completing the first page of the survey.  In the retained sample (n=817), missing data across vari-
ables ranged from a low of 0% for rejection by coworkers or classmates to a high of 6.2% for familial  
religious expectations.

Participation was explicitly limited to those who self-identified as atheists living in the U.S. 
Specifically, the description of the survey posted to the website stated “Those who consider themselves 
atheists are eligible to participate in this study.”  As a validity check, an item asking participants about 
their perspective on god was included.  All cases indicated an absence of belief in god and thus passed 
this check. Participants’ demographic characteristics are displayed in Tables 1 and 2.  Due to small cell 
sizes, we collapsed several of the demographic groups to insure greater statistical power for demo-
graphic analyses.

Measures

Perceived  discrimination. Turner  and  Wheaton  (1995)  suggest  that  measures  of  stressful 
events should be customized to  the cultural  group under  investigation.   As no current  measure of 
perceived  anti-atheist  discrimination  existed,  we adapted  several  items  from the  Gay and Lesbian 
Oppressive  Situations  Inventory—Frequency  (GALOSI-F;  Highlen,  Bean,  & Sampson,  2000),  and 
added additional items, based on prior literature, to account for 29 different forms of discrimination 
(see Table 3).  These additional items assessed disparate impact and microinvalidations (e.g., “Being 
expected to participate in religious prayers against my will”). Participants were given the following 
instructions: “Below are some situations that you may have encountered.  Think about each situation 
and indicate how often this situation has occurred.”  Participants indicated how often each of the 29 
situations had occurred in their lifetime using a 4-point Likert-type scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = two 
or three times, and 3 = four or more times).  It is important to note that these 29 forms of discrimination 
were called “situations” rather  than “discrimination experiences” to  reduce the potential  impact  of 
demand characteristics.

A post-hoc overall perceived discrimination total score was computed by summing the reported 
frequency of each of the 29 forms of discrimination.  Scores on perceived discrimination could range 
from 0 to 87 (i.e., if participant selects “3 = four or more times” for each of the 29 forms of discrimina-
tion).  To facilitate discussion of the results, the authors independently grouped the 29 forms into a 
priori conceptual categories, with the aim of deriving three to eight categories.  Since the present inves-
tigation aimed to explicate the various forms that anti-atheist discrimination may take, rather than to 
determine which forms tend to be co-reported, categories derived from factor analysis were not sought. 
Through group discussion, the authors arrived at a consensus on the number and contents of categories. 
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Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Age and Primary Analysis Variables
Descriptives

Variables M SD
Age 38.02 14.61
Overall perceived discrimination 51.76 12.55
Outness about one’s atheist identity 5.63 2.73
Strictness of familial religious expectations 2.41 0.98
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This process resulted in six categories of discrimination: slander; coercion; social ostracism; denial of 
opportunities, goods, and services; hate crimes; and other (see Table 3 for which items were included in 
each category).  It should be noted that the three forms that constitute the “hate crimes” category (e.g., 
physically threatened, property damaged, physically assaulted) align with the “offense types” consid-
ered hate crimes by the FBI (2010).

Identification. To assess the strength of identification with their atheist worldview, participants 
were asked to indicate how much they agreed (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) with the 
following statement: “My atheism is an important part of my personal identity.”  This item was adapted 
from  the  Centrality  scale  of  the  Multidimensional  Inventory  of  Black  Identity  (Sellers,  Rowley, 
Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997), which measures the extent to which being Black is central to the 
respondents’ definition of themselves and has been found to significantly predict perceived discrimina-
tion (Sellers & Shelton, 2003).

Outness. Participants’ level of “outness” was assessed by asking them to indicate whether they 
were out about their atheism to the following 10 persons or groups of people: mother, father, siblings, 
relatives, new religious friends, old religious friends, peers/classmates, supervisors/teachers, partner, 
strangers.  This measure is a dichotomized adaptation of Mohr and Fassinger’s (2000) Outness Inven-
tory, which was found to be associated with lesbians’ concerns about others’ misunderstandings and 
increased stress related to  family issues  (Lewis,  Derlega,  Berndt,  Morris,  & Rose,  2001).   A total 
outness score was derived by adding 1 for every person/group the participant reported being out to, for 
a minimum score of 0 (completely closeted) and a maximum score of 10 (completely out).  Because we 
intended to derive only a total outness score, we chose to reduce participant burden by dichotomizing 
the items.  

Strictness. Strictness  of  religious  familial  expectations  was measured with the single item, 
“Generally, how strict were familial religious expectations during your upbringing?” measured on a 4-
point scale (1 = no religious expectations at all, 2 = relatively relaxed expectations, 3 = somewhat firm 
expectations, and 4 = very strict expectations).

Discrimination stress narratives. In addition to the 29 perceived-discrimination survey items, 
participants were asked to free respond to the following question: “Please describe, in your own words, 
any stressors and/or hassles that you feel are, or have been, directly related to your atheism.”  This 
question was adopted from a study of gay and lesbian stress experiences (Lewis et al., 2001).  We antic-
ipated that the responses to this question, in addition to reiterating and corroborating the quantitative 
survey responses,  would  indicate  other  themes that  supplement  and provide further  nuance  to  our 
understanding of the discrimination reported by atheists.

We employed textual analysis to develop empirically descriptive qualitative themes from the 
data. Initially, line-by-line coding (Emerson, 2001) of all 817 responses was employed in order to begin 
to process and conceptualize the content of the data, sensitize the researcher to the generic patterns, and 
render the data suitable for additional focused coding (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006) and 
further  qualitative  analysis.  Starting  with  the  fairly  tedious  practice  of  line-by-line  coding  before 
conducting a more focused form of analysis has the benefit of reducing the researcher’s taken-for-
granted assumptions about the material, and allowing the researcher to discover novel aspects of the 
data (Emerson, 2001). These specific coding techniques, along with separate memo-taking and the 
construction  of  a  qualitative  and  general  thematic  analysis  approach  (Gubrium & Holstein,  1997; 
Maxwell,  2005)  were  continuously  employed throughout,  until  the  final   themes  (outlined  below) 
emerged.  Thus, these themes were generated from the empirical data offered by way of the responses 
of atheists in their own words.  The frequency with which these qualitative themes occurred among 

51



ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

participants was not assessed, as comparing such frequencies to those derived from the quantitative 
responses would be misleading in that the methods used to elicit responses differed substantially.

Results
As discussed in greater detail in the limitations section, readers should consider the results of this study 
in light of its methodology.  First, our sample is not representative of the entire atheist population living 
in the U.S.  Our subject pool was limited to those who viewed the data collection website and who self-
identified as atheists.  Thus, those demographic groups who are unlikely to navigate to the data collec-
tion website (e.g., those without a computer, those not interested in non-religious research) and who are 
atheists  “by belief,” but not by self-identification,  were unlikely to participate in this  survey.  The 
demographic characteristics of the current sample are generally consistent with a demographic profile 
of atheists reported by nationally representative population surveys (e.g., ARIS 2008, which included 
329 atheists; see Kosmin & Keysar, 2008; Kosmin, Keysar, Cragun, and Navarro-Rivera, 2009).  While 
our sample was somewhat different than the sample of atheists assessed in the ARIS in terms of gender 
(76.3% male in ARIS; 55.8% in our sample), our sample was similar across race (73.4% white in  
ARIS; 82.9% in our sample), education (13% graduate degree in ARIS; 24% in our sample), income 
(24.8% earn more than $75,000 per year in ARIS; 33.7% in our sample), region (24.5% live in the 
Northeast, 18% live in the Midwest, 32.1% in the South, and 25.4% in the West in ARIS; 14.8%,  
22.5%, 32.3%, and 24.4% respectively in our sample), and community size (33.3% live in rural areas in 
ARIS; 29.6% of our sample).  Thus, while there are gender composition differences, our sample is 
generally similar to nationally representative data.

Second, like most studies that assess perceived discrimination among minority group individ-
uals, several of the survey items focused on participants’ negative experiences related to their atheist 
identity.  This focus on negative experiences may have biased the events that participants recalled from 
memory, perhaps leading them to recall more negative experiences than they otherwise would have. 

Outlier Removal

We  examined  the  z-scores  for  each  of  the  overall  scales  to  check  for  univariate  outliers 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  No outliers were found for the outness and strictness scores.  In one case 
on atheist discrimination and 18 cases on identification, there were outliers at p < .001 (i.e. z-scores 
above 3.29).  Thus, we removed these cases from subsequent analyses.  To check for multivariate 
outliers, we examined Mahalanobis distances among the variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001).  One 
additional case was found to be an outlier at p < .001 (Mahalanobis distance ≥ 21.72), and so was 
dropped from subsequent analyses (n = 796).

Perceived Discrimination

We first documented the reported frequency of 29 different forms of discrimination.  Table 3 
summarizes the percentage of participants who reported experiencing each of the 29 forms of discrimi-
nation assessed.  The average participant reported experiencing about 10 of the 29 possible types of 
discrimination  assessed  by  the  perceived  discrimination  measure  (M  =  9.73;  SD  =  5.05).   The 
percentage of participants who reported experiencing at least one form of discrimination in a given 
category  were  as  follows:  slander  (96.7%);  coercion  (92.5%);  social  ostracism (56.4%);  denial  of 
opportunities, goods, and services (15.8%); hate crimes (13.7%); and other (83.7%).  The five forms 
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most  frequently  reported  were:  witnessing  anti-atheist  comments  in  newspapers  or  on  television 
(94.7%), being expected to participate in religious prayers against one’s will (79.1%), being told one’s 
atheism is sinful, wrong, or immoral (75.2%), being asked to attend religious services or participate in 
religious activities against one’s will (74.4%), and being treated differently because of one’s atheism 
(67.5%).  Demographic differences in overall  perceived discrimination reported by participants are 
summarized in Table 1.  When Bonferroni-adjusted for multiple comparisons, independent-sample t-
tests, one-way ANOVA tests, and zero-sum correlations (age; not shown in Table 1) did not indicate 
any significant demographic differences.

Discrimination Stress Narratives

To capture qualitative themes not accounted for by the 29 perceived-discrimination items, we 
subjected participants’ first-person accounts of discrimination to textual analysis.  Six novel, and often 
inter-related, themes emerged from the free responses to the qualitative question, and were identified as 
important additional sources of discrimination stress for atheists: (a) assumed religiosity, (b) lack of a 
secular support structure, (c) lack of church and state separation, (d) negative effects on family, (e) 
unreciprocated tolerance, and (f) anticipatory stress.

Assumed religiosity.  Past research has found that the pervasive, seemingly “default” presump-
tion of theism in the United States can be an important social  dynamic for atheists (Smith, 2011). 
Many respondents expressed their frustration with the fact that others would often assume the respon-
dents  held  a  belief  in  a  god  or  afterlife.   Assumed  religiosity  can  emerge  in  a  variety  of  social  
exchanges, but a salient example involves the grieving process that follows the loss of intimate others. 
For instance, one participant, while mourning the death of a loved one, expressed irritation regarding 
comments such as “he’s in a better place now.”  While participants may recognize that those offering 
such oft-repeated assertions are well-intentioned, they may also find these statements to be hollow, 
untrue, and/or an empty source of comfort and meaning. 

Lack of a secular support structure. Despite the documented recent growth in secular and 
atheist groups at both the local and national levels (Baker & Smith, 2009), many respondents reported 
experiencing stress at the perceived lack of social, group, and community support for their atheist iden-
tities and viewpoint.  The relative preponderance of religion, and the lack of an alternative atheist coun-
terpart, in volunteer opportunities, charitable work, and community support was a source of frustration 
for many respondents.  Though the social and symbolic boundaries between theism and atheism are 
important for atheist identification (Smith, 2011), the marginalizing aspects of being an atheist in the 
United States, including the perceived absence of some of the important social, cultural, and organiza-
tional resources which their religious counterparts enjoy, is a clear source of stress for some atheists. 
The lack of secular/nonreligious, in comparison to religious,  holidays was a frequent example.   In 
combination with the “assumed religiosity” discussed above, participants sometimes expressed frustra-
tion with not only lacking holidays that recognize non-belief, but also simultaneously having to nego-
tiate and/or avoid the many officially sanctioned religious holidays, and the assumption of everyone’s 
recognition of, and participation in, such events.  Interestingly, a few participants even remarked on the 
additional stress they experienced while trying to “not make trouble” for others during religious holi-
days or other events.  In the words of one respondent “…it seems like my atheism makes OTHERS feel 
stressed around the religious holidays that I don’t share.  It’s as though they feel like I’m snubbing 
them because I won’t go through the motions on their holidays.” 
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Table 3. Types and Frequency of Perceived Discrimination

Type of discrimination Never Once 4 + times
Social ostracism

63.7 9 16.3 10.9

69.3 9.2 15.2 6.3

74.5 6.9 8.3 10.3

91.5 3.3 3.9 1.4

92.6 3.5 1.8 2.1

Coercion
Being expected to participate in religious prayers against my will 20.9 3.5 20.6 55

25.5 4.1 27 43.3

40.7 3.8 10.2 45.4

Being forced to swear an oath to God (or other religious oath) 50.5 9.7 19 20.9
Being asked to renounce (give up) my Atheism 56.2 6.9 15.7 21.2

70.4 7.4 12.2 10.1

87.2 8.4 3.6 0.8

Slander
Witnessing anti-atheist comments in newspapers or on television 5.3 1.6 10.7 82.4
Being told my Atheism is sinful, wrong, or immoral 24.9 6.2 17.5 51.5
Being verbally harassed or disrespected because of my Atheism 54.4 9 18.8 17.7

Denial of opportunities, goods, and services 

91 4.6 3.4 1

93.8 3.9 1.9 0.4

97.4 1.4 0.9 0.4

Being treated unfairly by police due to my Atheism 98.5 0.9 0.4 0.3

99.1 0.5 0.4 0

Hate crimes
Being physically threatened because of my Atheism 90.1 3.6 4.5 1.8
Having my personal property damaged because of my Atheism 94 4 1.3 0.8
Being physically assaulted because of my Atheism 98 1.4 0.6 0

Other
Being treated differently because of my Atheism 32.4 6.2 28.9 32.5
Being unfairly stereotyped because of my Atheism 34.9 5.2 21.6 38.3

60.7 7.2 16.1 16.1

Being advised by family or friends to keep my Atheism a secret 61.3 9.8 17.2 11.7

70.1 12.3 10.8 6.8

Being exposed or outed as an Atheist against my will 78 9.4 9.8 2.8

Frequency of perceived discriminationa

2 or 3 
times

Being rejected, avoided, isolated, or ignored by coworkers or 
classmates because of my Atheism
Being rejected, avoided, isolated, or ignored by my friends because of 
my Atheism
Being rejected, avoided, isolated, or ignored by family because of my 
Atheism
Being excluded from athletic, team building, or organizational groups 
because of my Atheism
Being denied rightful participation in politics or community activities 
because of my Atheism

Being asked to attend religious services or participate in religious 
activities (besides prayer) against my will
Experiencing pressure to say “under God” during the U.S. Pledge of 
Allegiance

Being asked by my family or friends to pretend that I am not an 
Atheist
Being visited by a chaplain against my will while being treated in a 
hospital

Being denied employment, promotion, or education opportunities 
because of my Atheism
Experiencing discrimination in receiving medical or mental health care 
or other social services due to my Atheism
Being denied courteous service at a restaurant or local business 
because of my Atheism

Experiencing discrimination in getting housing, credit, bank loans, or 
mortgages due to my Atheism

Being disapproved of for being a part of an Atheist or secular 
organization

Experiencing a hostile school or work environment because of my 
Atheism

 
a May not total 100% due to non-response.
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Lack of church and state separation. Participants reported distress over what they saw as the 
declining wall of separation between church and state in the U.S.  Comments about “being taxed to 
support religious programs,” witnessing state government attempts to “infuse religion into schools, 
work, and public places,” being subjected to prayer at civic and other non-religious meetings, and expe-
riencing  “teachers  who  worked  the  importance  of  worship  into  classroom discussion  as  often  as 
possible” were frequent examples of stressors experienced by some participants.  The broader social 
and political issue of church and state separation is of course one that concerns many religious people 
as well; for participants, the issue is perceived as directly relevant to their marginalized identity status.  

Negative  effects  on  family. Stressors  were  not  confined  to  the  perceived  affronts  against 
respondents themselves.  The effects of their identification with atheism spilled over into other aspects 
of life, particularly child-rearing.  Some participants experienced stress over their children suffering 
verbal harassment by teachers and classmates.  Other respondents experienced stress because their reli-
gious family members or other people would question how they, as atheists, could raise their children 
properly.  One participant even remarked that his “son’s mother has tried to claim [he] is unfit as a 
parent because he is an atheist.”  Given that proper child rearing can be highly sensitive subject, this 
theme appears to be of particular importance for many atheists.

Unreciprocated tolerance. Religious and other forms of tolerance are generic values in Amer-
ican culture, but these same cultural ideals may not be applied to atheists.  As a result, public disposi-
tion toward atheists can be a natural source of stress and anxiety for atheists.  As noted earlier, studies 
have shown that atheists are among the most “distrusted” minority groups in the United States (Edgell 
et al., 2006).  The responses of participants indicate that it is not just the intolerance shown toward 
them that is stressful: they are simultaneously frustrated because religious individuals demand that their 
views be tolerated and respected without feeling obligated to extend that same tolerance and respect to 
atheists.  As one participant plainly remarked, “I dislike having to tolerate religion when most of the 
religious folks I’m around have little tolerance or will to understand or learn about atheism.”

Anticipatory  stress. Finally,  participants  reported  concern  about  future  potential  stress 
regarding their atheism.  Anticipatory stress is contingent upon the type of social situation encountered. 
Situations in which the discussion of god or other religiously-themed topics arise are likely to produce 
greater anticipatory stress.  Weddings, funerals, baptisms, and other religiously-infused rites of passage 
of close relatives and friends were indeed sources of stress for some atheists.  Decisions about whether 
to attend or avoid these events, and how or whether to negotiate and/or disclose one’s atheist viewpoint  
in such social situations are stressors in and of themselves that are felt because of the possibility of the 
stressor(s) that  could be experienced at these and similar events.  Participants often felt anticipatory 
stress  because  they  had already experienced problematic  interactions  and various  stressors  in  reli-
giously-laden situations.

Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination

The secondary aim of our study was to test three hypotheses regarding the relationship between 
perceived discrimination and (a) identification, (b) outness, and (c) family strictness.  We first hypothe-
sized that (H1) participants who strongly identified with their atheism would report experiencing more 
discrimination.  Results supported hypothesis 1: there was a small but significant positive correlation 
between identification and overall perceived discrimination (r = .19, p < .001).  

Our second hypothesis proposed that (H2) participants who were out about their atheist identity 
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to more people would report experiencing more discrimination.  Results supported hypothesis 2: there 
was a small but significant positive correlation between outness and overall perceived discrimination (r 
= .17, p < .001).  

Our third hypothesis stated that (H3) there would be a significant positive association between 
strictness of familial religious expectations and the reported frequency of being socially ostracized by 
one’s family (assessed by the item “Being rejected, avoided, isolated, or ignored by family because of 
my Atheism”), and that this relationship would be significantly moderated by one’s outness.  To test 
this moderator hypothesis, we first centered strictness and outness, and then multiplied them to create 
the interaction term (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  Main effects were entered at Step 1 of a multiple regres-
sion analysis, and the interaction was entered at Step 2.  The results of this analysis were significant (R2 

= .26), F(3, 746) = 18.14, p < .001.  Strictness (β = .24), outness (β = .10), and their interaction (β = .
09) were all significant predictors of reported social ostracism by one’s family.  Thus, results supported 
hypothesis 3: there was a small but significant positive association between the strictness of familial  
religious expectations and the frequency of perceived social ostracism by one’s family, and this rela-
tionship was significantly moderated by one’s outness.  Specifically, greater levels of outness predicted 
a stronger relationship between strictness and ostracism.

Discussion
The primary aim of the current study was to provide the first comprehensive empirical account of the 
various forms of perceived discrimination reported by self-identified atheists living in the U.S.  Quanti-
tative and qualitative responses revealed that participants report experiencing a wide variety of (c)overt  
forms of discrimination, from more frequent, everyday forms of discrimination to less frequent forms 
of lifetime discrimination (Essed, 1990,  1991).  To facilitate interpretation, these forms of perceived 
discrimination will be discussed in the context of five conceptual categories introduced in the method 
section, in decreasing order of reported prevalence: slander; coercion; social ostracism; denial of oppor-
tunities, goods, and services; and hate crime.

Slander was a nearly ubiquitous form of perceived discrimination.  Only 5% of the sample 
reported never having witnessed anti-atheist rhetoric in print or television media, suggesting that partic-
ipants found media messages denigrating atheism to be widespread.  It was also relatively common for 
participants  to  report  that  they  were  told  their  atheism is  an  immoral  choice,  reminiscent  of  the 
messages directed at LGB’s regarding the “immorality” of their sexual desires and/or choices.  In the 
LGB literature, it is thought that exposure to such microassaults can contribute to internalized negative 
social attitudes towards the self (Meyer, 2003).  Whether and how such a process occurs within atheists 
are questions for future research. 

The vast majority of participants reported experiencing coercion due to their atheist identity. 
Feeling pressure to perform religious behaviors or risk social consequences may be experienced by 
some atheists as a stressful violation of one’s right to express a nonreligious worldview.  While having 
to say “under God” when reciting the U.S. Pledge of Allegiance may result in negligible stress, being 
asked to hide or even renounce one’s atheism may be experienced as a significant violation of one’s 
liberty to freely express oneself.  As another example of disparate impact (Pager & Shepherd, 2008), 
some atheist participants lamented having religion forced on them in ostensibly secular civic spheres 
(i.e., a lack of church and state separation).  

Social ostracism was reported by more than half the sample.  Some research suggests that athe-
ists are generally more introverted and less socially active in the community than theists (Bainbridge, 
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2005; Hout & Fischer, 2002; Barna Research Group, 2007; though see Galen & Kloet, 2011b).  While 
Bainbridge interprets this as indicating that lacking social obligations encourages disbelief in God, one 
might argue that feeling shunned by family, coworkers, and community members makes social connec-
tions, community involvement, and civic participation more difficult.  Research with Muslim Ameri-
cans  suggests  that  individuals  who perceive  their  environment  as  discriminatory  may  demonstrate 
higher levels of subclinical paranoia and hypervigilance, which tend to exacerbate social withdrawal 
(Rippy & Newman, 2006).  In addition to being ostracized, almost half of the sample reported being 
disapproved of for being part of an affirmatively-secular organization.  This creates a dilemma where 
some atheists may feel stymied from joining general community groups, and at the same time fear 
derogation for seeking out fellowship and support with fellow secular individuals.  Indeed, this bind 
was explicitly highlighted as a qualitative theme by some participants, who felt cut off from a society  
they saw as Christian-centric and unable to locate sources of secular support. 

Denial  of  opportunities,  goods,  and  services  was  much  less  common;  16% of  participants 
reported at least one such experience. In contrast, 32% of gays and lesbians in a nationally representa-
tive sample reported experiencing similar forms of discrimination on the basis of their sexual orienta-
tion (Mays & Cochran, 2001).  This suggests that institutional and structural discrimination may be less 
of a concern for most atheists than other marginalized groups, such as racial minorities, LGB’s, or 
people with disabilities (Pincus, 1996).  One factor that may contribute to this lower rate of reported 
discrimination is that one’s atheist identity may be less publicly identifiable by external cues than one’s 
racial identity, for example.  

Along similar lines, 14% of the participants reported experiencing an anti-atheist hate crime, 
such as property damage or physical assault.   This figure is  lower than what has previously been 
reported in non-nationally representative studies of LGBs (28%;  Herek, Gillis, & Cogan, 1999) and 
Muslims (54%; Rippy & Newman, 2006).  Thus, the large majority of atheists report not experiencing 
the most severe forms of discrimination.

Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination

The secondary aim of our study was to test three hypotheses regarding the relationship between 
perceived discrimination and (a) identification, (b) outness, and (c) family strictness.  

First,  atheists  who more  strongly  identify  with their  secular  identity  tended to report  more 
perceived discrimination.  However, in line with extant studies focused on other marginalized minori-
ties, the strength of this relationship was modest.  These results support the extension of the rejection-
identification, social-identity, and prejudice-distribution models to atheists, and invite future research to 
determine  the  relative  explanatory  power  of  these  three  theories  for  this  population  (Branscombe, 
Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999;  Kaiser & Pratt-Hyatt, 2009;  Major, Quinton, & Schmader, 2003).  On one 
hand, atheists, like all humans, desire to feel accepted and protect their self-esteem, and so may be 
more likely to identify with atheists when perceiving more prevalent discrimination.  On the other 
hand, those with stronger atheist identities may attribute negative ambiguous events to others’ anti-
atheist  prejudice.   However,  it  is  also possible that the documented widespread distrust  of atheists 
(Edgell, Gerteis, & Hartmann, 2006) translates into discriminatory behaviors that are directed particu-
larly at those who are most dedicated and vocal about their atheist identity.  Future research is needed 
to test the respective applicability of these theories to account for the atheist identity-perceived discrim-
ination relationship identified in the current study. 

Second, atheists who were out about their atheism to more individuals tended to report experi-
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encing  greater  discrimination  (Corrigan  & Watson,  2002;  Herek  & Berrill,  1992).   As  with  prior 
research on marginalized minorities, the strength of this relationship was modest.  While non-directed 
discrimination such as hearing anti-atheist comments in the media might confront out and closeted 
atheists with similar frequency, atheists who stay silent regarding their identity might be less likely to 
be targeted on account of that identity.  Alternatively, out atheists may more readily anticipate being the 
victims  of  discrimination  and interpret  ambiguous events  as  discriminatory.   Either  way,  there  are 
potential benefits from coming out, including increased self-esteem (Jordan & Deluty, 1998), decreased 
stress from hiding an important part of one’s identity (Rosario et al., 2001), and improved job satisfac-
tion (Day & Schoenrade, 1997).  Future research should examine the precursors, process, and effects 
associated with coming out as an atheist,  and how perceived discrimination influences this process 
(Smith, 2011).

Third,  atheists  who grew up in  homes where religious  expectations  were stricter  tended to 
report  experiencing more frequent  ostracism by their  family.   This  relationship  was moderated  by 
outness: the more out participants were, the stronger the relationship between strictness and reported 
ostracism.  These effects were modest in strength.  Just as LGB individuals raised in more devout 
households tend to experience greater stress over their stigmatized identity (Newman & Muzzonigro, 
1993), it may be the case that atheists raised in stricter households are at greater risk for experiencing 
stress due to conflict over their atheist identity, especially if they are out to others about their identity. 
Alternatively, atheists who grew up in stricter households may have held more resentment towards their 
parents, and thus been more prone to feeling ostracized by them.  Longitudinal research is needed to 
examine the impact of familial environment on young atheists’ well-being, and how this impacts atheist 
identity development over time.  In addition, because the primary purpose of this study was to explore 
the forms of perceived anti-atheist discrimination, we purposely chose to limit the extent of our hypoth-
esis testing.  We recommend future researchers conduct investigations dedicated to examining the rela-
tionship between specific forms of discrimination and theoretical constructs of interest.

Limitations

This study was not without its limitations.  First, while Internet-based recruiting may be prac-
tical  given the relative scarcity of atheists  in the general population and their possible reticence to 
disclose their atheist identity, and that online studies yield results that are similar or better in terms of 
measures’ psychometric properties (Birnbaum, 2004; Gosling et al., 2004), our subject pool was limited 
to those who owned a computer and visited the website where the study was advertised.  Therefore, the  
findings derived from this non-representative sample of self-identified atheists cannot be assumed to 
generalize to all atheists living in the United States.  In particular, the relative frequencies reported for 
each of the 29 forms of discrimination may look different among a nationally representative sample of 
atheists.  However, the primary aim of this study was to explore the reported content and frequency of 
this discrimination, not to claim national representativeness of our sample.  Furthermore, only those 
individuals who self-identified as atheists were asked to participate in the study.  Research suggests that 
the majority of individuals in the U.S. who are atheists  “by belief” do  not self-identity as atheists 
(Cragun  et  al.,  2012).   Thus,  these  demographically  significant,  non-identified  atheists  were  not 
captured in this sample.  Broader population sampling will be necessary to capture the experiences of 
non-identified atheists.

Second,  the majority  of the sample was white,  educated,  and middle to upper  class,  which 
largely reflects the profile of atheists in society (Kosmin & Keysar, 2006), but may fail to capture the 
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reality  of atheists  from diverse backgrounds.   The intersection of multiple  identities  likely plays a 
significant role in the nature and frequency of perceived discrimination experienced by atheists (Deaux 
& Perkins, 2001).  Therefore, future research studies should examine the prevalence and qualities of 
discrimination  within  specific  groups of  atheists  (e.g.,  atheists  of  color,  gay and bisexual  atheists, 
working-class atheists, atheists with disabilities).  

Third, our data collection relied on participant self-report, the limits of which are well known, 
including the potential for socially desirable responding (Lucas & Baird, 2006).  However, the use of 
anonymous  online  participation  protocols  has  been  found  to  effectively  reduce  socially  desirable 
responding  (Booth-Kewley,  Larsen,  & Miyoshi,  2007;  McBurney,  1994).   Furthermore,  like  most 
research on minority group members, the purpose of our study was not to objectively measure discrimi-
nation incidents in the real world, but to assess the nature of discrimination perceived by atheists.  Field 
and experimental research is needed to address whether discrimination against atheists is as prevalent 
as the participants in this study perceived it to be.

Fourth, due to the paucity of literature focused on atheists, it was necessary to adapt several 
measures for use with this novel population.  Therefore, conclusions from our study are limited by the 
choice of instruments used to operationalize perceived discrimination,  atheist  identity,  outness,  and 
strictness of familial  religious expectations.   In particular,  while anti-atheist  prejudice may operate 
along the same lines as racism or homophobia, there are as of yet no psychometrically sound measures 
of discrimination specifically tailored to atheists.  Therefore, future research efforts should incorporate 
the development and validation of standardized assessments of these constructs into the study design.

Fifth, as mentioned previously, the “negative focus” of several of the survey items may have led 
participants to recall more negative experiences than they otherwise would have.  While the instruc-
tions neutrally referred to the 29 discrimination experiences as “situations”, the content of all items was 
clearly  negative,  and  astute  participants  may  have  guessed  that  the  measure  was  supposed  to  be 
assessing anti-atheist discrimination.  Also, we included items assessing milder forms of discrimina-
tion, such as “Experiencing pressure to say ‘under God’ during the U.S. Pledge of Allegiance.”  There 
was no guarantee that all participants would agree, had they been asked, that such an event constitutes 
discrimination per se.  In fact, simply including such an event in the item list could have implicitly 
encouraged participants to start perceiving that event as discrimination, where they may not have previ-
ously.  However, both of these limitations are shared with other studies which have assessed perceived 
discrimination among minority group individuals.

Sixth, some items included the phrase “against my will” (e.g., Being expected to participate in 
religious prayers against my will).  This phrase does not allow the participant to clarify whether this 
expectation went against their private or expressed will, thereby creating ambiguity in the interpretation 
of this data.  In particular, it could be argued that in the former case, discrimination is not actually 
occurring, as the victim had not made known his or her preference.  However, Sue et al. (2008) would 
argue that acting on assumptions derived from statistical probability (e.g., “Most people in the U.S. are 
religious, so it’s likely that any given person I interact with is interested in participating in religious 
prayers”) can lead one to negate the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of a minority group member 
(i.e., commit a microinvalidation).

Seventh,  the  current  study  did  not  assess  positive  interpersonal  experiences  that  atheists 
encounter.  Such research will facilitate understanding of how to create an inclusive environment for 
atheists.  Thus, future research should seek to account for these positive experiences.
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Conclusion
This  study provides  the  first  mixed-method empirical  examination of  the  nature and frequency of 
various forms of anti-atheist discrimination experienced by a sample of U.S. atheists, and the associa-
tion  between  perceived  discrimination  and  theoretically-related  factors.   Atheists  in  this  sample 
reported  experiencing  a  wide  variety  of  types  of  discrimination.   Interestingly,  specific  types  of 
discriminatory events described by the participants appear to mirror events reported by other marginal-
ized minorities,  including hate crimes (Herek,  Gillis,  & Cogan, 1999),  denial  of services (Kessler, 
Mickelson,  & Williams,  1999),  ostracism (Garnets,  Herek,  & Levy,  1990),  and slander  (Rippy & 
Newman, 2006).  Additional qualitative themes regarding discrimination stress raised by participants 
included (a) assumed religiosity, (b) lack of a secular support structure, (c) lack of church and state 
separation,  (d)  negative  effects  on  family,  (e)  unreciprocated  tolerance,  and (f)  anticipatory  stress. 
These findings extend prior research on prejudice and discrimination towards atheists (e.g., Cragun et 
al., 2012; Edgell et al., 2006), and provide a more systematic understanding of the nature of perceived 
anti-atheist discrimination.  These results offer a starting point for the development of studies which 
could validly assess the prevalence and impact of perceived discrimination on the physical and psycho-
logical well-being of atheists.  Such studies would help social scientists determine whether discrimina-
tion-related  stress  accounts  for  the  proposed health  disparity  between atheists  and R/S  individuals 
living in the U.S., which in turn has substantial implications for the ongoing R/S-health debate (Hwang 
et al., 2011).

References
Allen, C., & Nielsen, J. S. (2002). Summary report on Islamophobia in the EU after 11 September 

2001. Vienna, Austria: European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia.
Allport, G. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Altemeyer, B. (2010). Non-belief and secularity in North America. In P. Zuckerman (ed.), Atheism and 

Secularity. Westport, CT: Praeger.
Altemeyer, B., & Hunsberger, B. (1997). Amazing conversions: Why some turn to faith and others 

abandon religion. Amherst, NY: Prometheus.
American Psychological Association Council of Representatives. (2007). Resolution on religious, reli-

gion-based and/or religion-derived prejudice. August, 2007.
Awad, G. H. (2010). The impact of acculturation and religious identification on perceived discrimina-

tion for Arab/Middle Eastern Americans. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 16, 
59-67. 

Bainbridge, W. S. (2005). Atheism. Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion, 1, 1-26.
Baker, J. O., & Smith, B. G. (2009). None too simple: Examining issues of religious nonbelief and non-

belonging in the United States. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 48, 719-733.
Barna Research Group (2007, June 11). Atheists and agnostics take aim at Christians. Retrieved from 

http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/12-faithspirituality/102-atheists-and-agnostics-take-aim-
at-christians

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social psycholog-
ical research: Conceptual, strategic and statistical considerations. Journal of Personality and So-
cial Psychology, 51, 1173-1182.

Benjamins, M. (2007). Predictors of preventive health care use among middle-aged and older adults in 

60

http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/12-faithspirituality/102-atheists-and-agnostics-take-aim-at-christians
http://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/12-faithspirituality/102-atheists-and-agnostics-take-aim-at-christians


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

Mexico: The role of religion. Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology, 22, 221-234.
Bennett, D. A. (2001). How can I deal with missing data in my study? Australian and New Zealand 

Journal of Public Health, 25, 464-469.
Berg, A. O., Melle, I., Rossberg, J. I., Romm, K. L., Larsson, S., Lagerberg, T. V., …Hauff, E. (2011). 

Perceived discrimination is associated with severity of positive and depression/anxiety symptoms 
in immigrants with psychosis: A cross-sectional study. BMC Psychiatry, 11, 77. 

Birnbaum, M. H. (2004). Human research and data collection via the internet. Annual Review of Psy-
chology, 55, 803-832.

Booth-Kewley, S., Larson, G. E., & Miyoshi, D. K. (2007). Social desirability effects on computerized 
and paper-and-pencil questionnaires. Computers in Human Behavior, 23, 463-477. 

Braam, A. W., Schrier, A. C., Tuinebreijer, W. C., Beekman, A. T. F., Dekker, J. J. M., & de Wit, M. A. 
S. (2010). Religious coping and depression in multicultural Amsterdam: A comparison between na-
tive Dutch citizens and Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese/Antillean migrants. Journal of Affec-
tive Disorders, 125, 269-278.

Branscombe, N., Schmitt, M., & Harvey, R. (1999). Perceiving pervasive discrimination among 
African Americans: Implications for group identification and well-being. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 77, 135-149.

Campbell, J. D., Trapnell, P. D., Heine, S. J., Katz, I. M., Lavallee, L. F., & Lehman, D. R. (1996). Self-
concept clarity: Measurement, personality correlates, and cultural boundaries. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 70, 141-156.

Cederblad, M., Dahlin, L., Hagnell, O., & Hansson, K. (1995). Coping with life span crises in a group 
at risk of mental and behavioral disorders: from the Lundby study. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinav-
ica, 91, 322-330.

Clark, L. A., & Watson, D. (1995). Constructing validity: Basic issues in objective scale development. 
Psychological Assessment, 7, 309-319.

Clark, R., & Adams, J. H. (2004). Moderating effects of perceived racism on John Henryism and blood 
pressure reactivity in black female college students. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 28, 126-131.

Cliteur, P. (2009). The definition of atheism. Journal of Religion and Society, 11. Retrieved from 
http://moses.creighton.edu/JRS/2009/2009-4.html

Corrigan, P. W. & Watson, A. C. (2002). The paradox of self-stigma and mental illness. Clinical Psy-
chology-Science & Practice, 9, 35-53.

Cragun, R. T., Kosmin, B. A., Keysar, A., Hammer, J. H., & Nielsen, M. (2012). On the receiving end: 
Discrimination toward the non-religious. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 27, 105-127.

Da Ponte, G., Neves, T., & Lobo, M. (2011). Is religion really important? European Psychiatry, 26, 
Supplement 1, 451. 

Day, N. E. & Schoenrade, P. (1997). Staying in the closet versus coming out: Relationships between 
communication about sexual orientation and work attitudes. Personnel Psychology, 50, 147-163.

Deaux, K., & Perkins, T. S. (2001). The kaleidoscopic self. In C. Sedikides & M. B. Brewer (Eds.), In-
dividual self, relational self, collective self (pp. 299-313). Philadelphia: Psychology Press.

Dion, K. L. (2003). Prejudice, racism, and discrimination. In T. Millon and M. J. Lerner (Eds.), Person-
ality and social psychology. Vol. 5 of the Comprehensive Handbook of Psychology. New York: 
John Wiley and Sons, pp. 507-536.

Downey, M. (2004). Discrimination against atheists: The facts. Free Inquiry, 24, 4. 
Driedger, L., & Mezoff, R. A. (1981). Ethnic prejudice and discrimination in Winnipeg high schools. 

Canadian Journal of Sociology, 6, 1-17.

61

http://moses.creighton.edu/JRS/2009/2009-4.html


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

Dunn, K. M., Klocker, N., & Salabay, T. (2007). Contemporary racism and Islamaphobia in Australia: 
Racialising religion. Ethnicities, 7, 564 – 589.

Edgell, P., Gerteis, J., & Hartmann, D. (2006). Atheists as “other:” Moral boundaries and cultural mem-
bership in American society. American Sociological Review, 71, 211-234.

Emerson, R. M. (2001). Contemporary field research: Perspectives and formulations (2nd ed.). Long 
Grove, IL: Waveland.

Emmons, R. A. (1999). The psychology of ultimate concerns: Motivation and spirituality in personal-
ity. New York: Guilford Press.

Essed, Ph. (1990). Everyday racism: Reports from women in two cultures. Claremont, CA: Hunter 
House.

Essed, Ph. (1991). Understanding everyday racism: An interdisciplinary theory. Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage.

Exline, J. J., Park, C. L., Smyth, J. M., & Carey, M. P. (2011). Anger toward God: Five foundational 
studies emphasizing predictors, doubts about God’s existence, and adjustment to bereavement and 
cancer. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100, 129-148.

Feagin, J. R., & Eckberg, D. L. (1980). Discriminaiton: Motivation, action, effects, and context. 
Annual Review of Sociology, 6, 1-20.

Federal Bureau of Investigation. (2010). “Hate Crime Statistics, 2010.” Retrieved from 
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/hate-crime/2010/index

Fingerhut, A. W., Peplau, L. A., & Gable, S. L. (2010). Identity, minority stress and psychological well-
being among gay men and lesbians. Psychology & Sexuality, 1, 101-114.

Furnham, A., Nicholas M., & McClelland, A. (1998). Factors affecting nonmedical participants’ alloca-
tion of scarce medical resources. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 12, 735-746.

Galen, L. W., & Kloet, J. D. (2011a). Mental well-being in the religious and non-religious: Evidence 
for a curvilinear relationship. Mental Health, Religion, and Culture, 14, 673-689.

Galen, L. W., & Kloet, J. D. (2011b). Personality and social integration factors distinguishing nonreli-
gious from religious groups: The importance of controlling for attendance and demographics. Ar-
chive for the Psychology of Religion, 33, 1-24.

Gallup (2011, June 20). Americans still hold certain biases in choosing president. Retrieved from 
http://www.gallup.com/video/148106/Americans-Hold-Certain-Biases-Choosing-President.aspx

Garnets, L., Herek, G. M., & Levy, B. (1990). Violence and victimization of lesbians and gay men: 
Mental health consequences. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 5, 366-383.

Gosling, S. D., Vazire, S., Srivastava, S., & John, O. P. (2004). Should we trust web-based studies? A 
comparative analysis of six preconceptions about internet questionnaires. American Psychologist, 
59, 93-104.

Griffith, K. H., & Hebl, M. R. (2002). The disclosure dilemma for gay men and lesbians: “Coming out” 
at work. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87, 1191-1199.

Gubrium, J. F, & Holstein, J. A. (1997). The new language of qualitative method. New York, NY: Ox-
ford University Press.

Hall, D. E., Koenig, H. G., & Meador, K. G. (2008). Hitting the target: why existing measures of “reli-
giousness” are really reverse-scored measures of “secularism.” Explore, 4, 368-73.

Hank, K., & Schaan, B. (2008). Cross-national variations in the correlation between frequency of 
prayer and health among older Europeans. Research on Aging, 30, 36-54.

Harlow, R. (2010). Developing a spirituality strategy - why, how, and so what? Mental Health, Religion 
& Culture, 13, 615-624.

62

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/hate-crime/2010/index
http://www.gallup.com/video/148106/Americans-Hold-Certain-Biases-Choosing-President.aspx


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

Harper, M. (2007). The stereotyping of nonreligious people by religious students: Contents and sub-
types. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 46, 539-552.

Hatzenbuehler, M. L., Nolen-Hoeksema, S., & Erickson, S. J. (2008). Minority stress predictors of HIV 
risk behavior, substance use, and depressive symptoms: Results from a prospective study of be-
reaved gay men. Health Psychology, 27, 455-462.

Heiner, R. (1992). Evangelical heathens: The deviant status of freethinkers in Southland. Deviant Be-
hav, 13, 1-20.

Herek, G. M., & Garnets, L. D. (2007). Sexual orientation and mental health. Annual Review of Clini-
cal Psychology, 3, 353-375.

Herek, G. M., & Berrill, K. (eds.) (1992). Hate Crimes: Confronting Violence against Lesbians and 
Gay Men. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Herek, G. M., Gillis, J. R., & Cogan, J. C. (1999). Psychological sequelae of hate crime victimization 
among lesbian, gay, and bisexual adults. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 67, 945-
951.

Hetrick, E. S., & Martin, A. D. (1987). Developmental issues and their resolution for gay and lesbian 
adolescents. Journal of Homosexuality, 14, 25-43.

Highlen, P. S., Bean, M. C., & Sampson, M. G. (2000, August). Preliminary development of the Gay 
and Lesbian Oppressive Situations Inventory- Frequency (GALOSI-F). Paper presented at the 
107th Annual Meeting of the American Psychological Association, Washington, DC.

Hill, P. C., & Pargament, K. I. (2008). Advances in the conceptualization and measurement of religion 
and spirituality: Implications for physical and mental health research. American Psychologist, 58, 
64-74.

Hout, M., & Fischer, C. (2002). Why more Americans have no religious preference: Politics and gener-
ations. American Sociological Review, 67, 165-190.

Hudelson, P., Kolly, V., & Perneger, T. (2010). Patients’ perceptions of discrimination during hospital-
ization. Health Expectations, 13, 24-32.

Hunsberger, B., & Altemeyer, B. (2006). Atheists: A groundbreaking study of America’s nonbelievers. 
Buffalo: Prometheus Books.

Hwang, K. (2008). Experiences of atheists with spinal cord injury: Results of an internet-based ex-
ploratory survey. SCI Psychosocial Process, 20, 4-17.

Hwang, K., Hammer, J. H., & Cragun, R. T. (2011). Extending religion-health research to nontheistic 
minorities: Issues and concerns. Journal of Religion and Health, 50, 608-622.

Jasperse, M., Ward, C., & Jose, P. (2011). Identity, perceived religious discrimination and psychological 
well-being in Muslim immigrant women.  Applied Psychology: An International Review. Advance 
online publication. 

Jones, E. E., Farina, A., Hestrof, A. H., Markus, H., Miller, D. T., & Scott, R. A. (1984). Social stigma: 
The psychology of marked relationships. New York: Freeman.

Jordan, K.M., & Deluty, R.H. (1998). Coming out for lesbian women: Its relation to anxiety, positive 
affectivity, self-esteem, and social support. Journal of Homosexuality, 35, 41-63.

Kaiser, C. P. & Pratt-Hyatt, J. S. (2009). Distributing prejudice unequally: Do whites direct their preju-
dice toward strongly identified minorities? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 96, 432-
445.

Karlsen, S., & Nazroo, J. Y. (2010). Religious and ethnic differences in health: Evidence from the 
Health Surveys for England 1999 and 2004. Ethnicity & Health, 15, 549-568.

Kaye, R. (2008, July 8) Atheist soldier sues Army for 'unconstitutional' discrimination. CNN.com. Re-

63



ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

trieved from http://www.cnn.com/2008/US/07/08/atheist.soldier/
Kessler, R. C., Mickelson, K. D., and Williams, D. R. (1999). The prevalence, distribution, and mental 

health correlates of perceived discrimination in the United States. Journal of Health and Social 
Behavior, 40, 208-230.

Koenig, H. G. (2009). Research on religion, spirituality, and mental health: A review. Canadian Jour-
nal of Psychiatry, 54, 283-291.

Kosmin, B. A., & Keysar, A. (2006). Religion in a free market: Religious and non-religious Americans. 
Paramount Market Publishing, Inc. 

Kosmin, B. A., & Keysar, A. (2008). American Religious Identification Survey 2008 (p. 26). Hartford, 
CT: Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture. Retrieved from 
http://www.americanreligionsurvey-aris.org/reports/ARIS_Report_2008.pdf

Kosmin, B. A., Keysar, A., Cragun, R. T., & Navarro-Rivera, J. (2009). American nones: The profile of 
the no religion population. A report based on the American Religious Identification Survey 2008 
(p. 29). Hartford, CT: Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture.

Krämer, G. (2006). Anti-Semitism in the Muslim world. Die Welt des Islams, 46, 243-246.
Kraut, R., Olson, J., Banaji, M., Bruckman, A., Cohen, J., & Couper, M. (2004). Psychological research 

online: Report of board of scientific affairs’ advisory group on the conduct of research on the Inter-
net. American Psychologist, 59, 105-117.

Krieger, N. (2001). A glossary for social epidemiology. Journal of Epidemiology and Community 
Health, 55, 693-700.

la Cour, P., Avlund, K., & Schultz-Larsen, K. (2006). Religion and survival in a secular region. A 
twenty year follow-up of 734 Danish adults born in 1914. Social Science & Medicine (1982), 
62(1), 157–164.

Lahelma, E., Lundberg, O., Manderbacka, K., & Roos, E. (2001). Changing health inequalities in the 
Nordic countries? Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 29, 1-5. 

Lewis, R. J., Derlega, V. J., Berndt, A., Morris, L. M., & Rose, S. (2001). An empirical analysis of 
stressors for gay men and lesbians. Journal of Homosexuality, 42, 63-88.

Lofland, J., Snow, D., Anderson, L., & Lofland, L. H. (2006). Analyzing social settings: A guide to 
qualitative observation and analysis (4th ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Lucas, R. E., & Baird, B. M. (2006). Global self-assessment. In M. Eid and E. Diener (eds.), Handbook 
of multimethod measurement in psychology. Washington, DC: American Psychological Associa-
tion, pp. 29-42.

Major, B., Quinton, W. J., & Schmader, T. (2003). Attributions to discrimination and self-esteem: Im-
pact of group identification and situational ambiguity. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 
39, 220-231.

Malik, N. (2001). Religious discrimination: Historical and current developments in the English legal 
system. Encounters, 7, 57-78.

Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.

Mays, V. M., & Cochran, S. D. (2001). Mental health correlates of perceived discrimination among 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual adults in the United States. American Journal of Public Health, 91, 
1869-1876.

McBurney D. H., (1994) Research Methods. Brooks/Cole, Pacific Grove, CA.
Meyer, I. H. (2003). Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian, gay, and bisexual popula-

tions: Conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 129, 674-697.

64

http://www.americanreligionsurvey-aris.org/reports/ARIS_Report_2008.pdf
http://www.cnn.com/2008/US/07/08/atheist.soldier/


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

Miller, C. T., & Major, B. (2000). Coping with stigma and prejudice. In: T. F. Heatherton, R. E. Kleck, 
M. R. Hebl, and J. G. Hull (eds.), The social psychology of stigma. New York: Guilford Press, pp. 
243-272.

Mills, D. (2006). Atheist universe: The thinking person’s answer to Christian fundamentalism. Ulysses 
Press.

Mohr, J. J. & Fassinger, R. E. (2000). Measuring dimensions of lesbian and gay male experience. Jour-
nal of Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling, 33, 66-90.

MSNBC (2007, September 22). Military probes atheist GI’s harassment claims. Retrieved from 
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/20922106/%29

Nadal, K. L. (2008). Preventing racial, ethnic, gender, sexual minority, disability, and religious mi-
croaggressions: Recommendations for promoting positive mental health. Prevention in Counseling 
Psychology: Theory, Research, Practice, and Training, 2, 22-27.

Nadal, K. L., Issa, M-A., Griffin, K., Hamit, S., & Lyons, O. (2010). Religious microaggressions in the 
United States: Mental health implications for religious minority groups. In D. W. Sue (Ed.), Mi-
croaggressions and marginality: Manifestation, dynamics, and impact (pp. 287-310). New York: 
Wiley & Sons.

Newman, B. S., & Muzzonigro, P. G. (1993). The effects of traditional family values on the coming out 
process of gay male adolescents. Adolescence, 28, 213-226.

Nussbaum. (1999, October). Faith no more: The campus crusade for secular humanism. Lingua 
Franca. Retrieved from http://linguafranca.mirror.theinfo.org/9910/faith.html.

Pager, D., & Shepherd, H. (2008). The Sociology of Discrimination: Racial Discrimination in 
Employment, Housing, Credit, and Consumer Markets. Annual review of sociology, 34, 181–209.

Pasquale, F. (2007). Unbelief and irreligion, empirical study and neglect of. In T. Flynn (Ed.). The new 
encyclopedia of unbelief. (pp. 760-766). Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books.

Peters, G. (2009, May 14). ‘Coming out’ can be a trial for atheists and agnostics. The National. Re-
trieved from http://www.thenational.ae/article/20090514/FOREIGN/705139850/1014.

Pincus, F. L. (1996). Discrimination comes in many forms. American Behavioral Scientist, 40, 186-
194.

Purdam, K., Afkhami, R., Crockett, A., & Olsen, W. (2007). Religion in the UK: An overview of equal-
ity statistics and evidence gaps. Journal of Contemporary Religion, 22, 147-168.

Reed, K. (1991). Strength of religious affiliation and life satisfaction. Sociological Analysis, 52, 205-
210. 

Reips, U. D. (2000). The web experiment method: Advantages, disadvantages, and solutions. In M. H. 
Birnbaum (ed.), Psychological experiments on the internet. San Diego, CA: Academic Press, pp. 
89-117.

Rippy, A. E., & Newman, E. (2006). Perceived religious discrimination and its relationship to anxiety 
and paranoia among Muslim Americans. Journal of Muslim Mental Health, 1, 5-20.

Rosario, M., Hunter, J., Maguen, S., Gwadz, M. & Smith, R. (2001). The coming-out process and its 
adaptational and health-related associations among gay, lesbian, and bisexual youths: Stipulation 
and exploration of a model. American Journal of Community Psychology, 29, 113-160.

Saeed, S., & Grant, R. (2004). Atheists and Agnostics. In A. M. Josephson and J. R. Peteet (eds.), 
Handbook of spirituality and worldview in clinical practice, Washington, D.C.: American Psychi-
atric Publishing, pp. 139-153.

Schumaker, J. F. (ed.). (1992). Religion and mental health. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Sellers, R. M., & Shelton, J. N. (2003). The role of racial identity in perceived racial discrimination. 

65

http://www.thenational.ae/article/20090514/FOREIGN/705139850/1014
http://linguafranca.mirror.theinfo.org/9910/faith.html
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/20922106/)


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 1079-1092.
Sellers, R. M., Rowley, S. J., Chavous, T. M., Shelton, J. N., & Smith, M. (1997). Multidimensional In-

ventory of Black Identity: Preliminary investigation of reliability and construct validity. Journal of  
Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 805-815.

Sheridan L. (2006). Islamophobia pre and post September 11th 2001. Journal of Interpersonal Vio-
lence, 21, 317-336.

Sherman, R. I. (1988). Bush on atheism. Free Inquiry 8, 16.
Sloan, R. (2006). Blind faith. New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Smith-Stoner, M. (2007). End-of-life preferences for atheists. Journal of Palliative Medicine, 10, 923-

928.
Smith, J. M. (2011). Becoming an atheist in America: Constructing identity and meaning from the re-

jection of theism. Sociology of Religion, 72, 215-237. 
Smits, J., & Monden, C. (2009). Length of life inequality around the globe. Social Science & Medicine, 

68, 1114-1123. 
Stangor, C. & Schaller, M. (1996). Stereotypes as individual and collective representations. In C. 

Macrae, C. Stangor, and M. Hewstone (eds.). Stereotypes and stereotyping. New York: Guilford, 
pp. 3-40.

Steinitz, L. Y. (1980). Religiosity, well-being, and weltanschauug among the elderly. Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion, 19, 60-67.

Stokes, C. E., & Regnerus, M. D. (2009). When faith divides family: Religious discord and adolescent 
reports of parent-child relations. Social Science Research, 28, 155-167.

Stuber, J. (2008). Stigma, prejudice, discrimination and health. Social Science & Medicine, 67, 351-
357.

Sue, D. W., Nadal, K. L., Capodilupo, C. M., Lin, A. I., Rivera, D. P., & Torino, G. C. (2008). Racial 
Microaggressions against Black Americans: Implications for counseling. Journal of Counseling 
and Development, 86, 330-338.

Sue, D., & Sue, D. (2008). Counseling the culturally diverse. New York: Wiley.
Tabachnick, B. D., & Fidell, L. S. (2001). Using multivariate statistics (4th ed.). Needham Heights, 

MA: Allyn & Bacon.
Tajfel, H. & Turner, J. C. (1986). The social identity theory of inter-group behavior. In S. Worchel & L. 

W. Austin (Eds.), Psychology of Intergroup Relations. Chicago: Nelson-Hall.
Thornton, P. (2007, April 18). Disliked, not oppressed I may be a reviled atheist, but that doesn’t mean 

I can claim equal victimhood with truly repressed minorities. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from 
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/la-oew-thornton18apr18,0,5841004.story.

Tropp, L. R. & Wright, S. C. (2001). Ingroup identification as inclusion of ingroup in the self. Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 585-600.

Turner, R. J., & Wheaton, B. (1995). Checklist measurement of stressful life events. In S. Cohen, R. C. 
Kessler, and L. U. Gordon (eds.), Measuring stress. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 29-
53.

Vernon, G. M. (1968). The religious “nones”: A neglected category. Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion, 7, 219-229. 

Volokh, E. (2006). Parent-child speech and child custody speed restrictions. New York University Law 
Review, 81, 631-733.

Weinrach, S. G. (2002). The counseling profession’s relationship to Jews and the issues that concern 
them: More than a case of selective awareness. Journal of Counseling and Development, 80, 300-

66

http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/la-oew-thornton18apr18,0,5841004.story


ANTI-ATHEIST DISCRIMINATION HAMMER ET AL.

314.
Zuckerman, P. (2009). Atheism, secularity, and well-being. Sociology Compass, 3, 949-971.

67


	Introduction
	Marginalization of Atheists
	The Current Study
	Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination

	Method
	Participants and Procedures
	Measures

	Results
	Outlier Removal
	Perceived Discrimination
	Discrimination Stress Narratives
	Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination

	Discussion
	Theoretical Constructs Associated with Perceived Discrimination
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	References

