
 0

 
 
 
 
 

The Zeal of the Convert: 
Religious Characteristics of Americans who Switch Religions 

 
By Allison Pond, Gregory Smith, Neha Sahgal and Scott F. Clement 

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life 
 

 

Abstract: 

 Religion in the United States is often described as a vibrant marketplace where 
individuals pick and choose religions that meet their needs, and religious groups are 
compelled to compete for members. The Religious Landscape Survey, conducted in 2007 
by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, estimates that roughly 44% of Americans 
now profess a religious affiliation that is different from the religion in which they were 
raised. 
 This paper briefly details patterns of membership gain, loss and retention among 
religious groups. It also compares the religious beliefs and behaviors of converts to the 
largest religious groups – including ten Protestant denominations, Catholics, Mormons 
and the religiously unaffiliated – to those of lifelong members. Finally, we use a series of 
OLS regression models to measure the “zeal of the convert,” that is, the extent to which 
converts in various religious traditions exhibit higher levels of religious observance 
compared with lifelong members.  We find that having converted to a faith is consistently 
linked with higher levels of religious commitment, but that the magnitude of this impact 
is often quite modest. 
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Introduction 

 Religion in the United States is often described as a vibrant marketplace where 

individuals pick and choose religions that meet their needs, and religious groups are 

compelled to compete for members.  The 2007 Religious Landscape Study (RLS) 

conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life confirms that religious switching 

is a common occurrence in the United States.  Looking only at changes from one major 

religious tradition to another (e.g., from Protestantism to Catholicism, or from Judaism to 

no religion), the RLS estimates that more than one-in-four U.S. adults (28%) have 

changed their religious affiliation from that in which they were raised.  If change of 

affiliation within religious traditions (e.g., from one type of Protestantism to another) is 

included, 44% of Americans now profess a religious affiliation that is different from the 

religion in which they were raised.   If anything, these figures may understate the extent 

of religious movement taking place in the U.S. For instance, they do not include 

individuals who have changed affiliation within a particular denominational family, say 

from the American Baptist Churches in the USA to the Southern Baptist Convention. Nor 

do they include people who changed religious affiliation at some point in their lives but 

then returned to their childhood affiliation. Moreover, these figures do not capture 

multiple changes in affiliation on the part of individuals. 

 In this paper, we use RLS data to conduct a detailed examination of two aspects 

of religious switching.  First, we document the patterns of coming, going and staying put 

that characterize religious switching.  We show that in total, Catholicism has been the 

biggest net loser due to religious switching, while the ranks of the religiously unaffiliated 

have gained the most members via religious switching.  At the same time, we make clear 
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that no religious group is simply standing pat; rather, every religious tradition in the 

United States is simultaneously losing old members and gaining new members. 

 Second, we take up the question of the zeal of the converts.  Are converts to 

various religious group more zealous in their practice of the faith compared with lifelong 

members of the same group?  We show that for many religious groups, converts do 

indeed evince higher levels of religiosity.  This is not true for all groups, however, and 

the magnitude of the increased religiosity of converts is often rather modest. 

 The RLS data are ideal for exploring these kinds of questions.  The centerpiece of 

the RLS is a nationally representative telephone survey of 35,556 respondents.  The 

survey was conducted in the summer of 2007.  In addition to a detailed battery of 

questions designed to measure respondents’ current religious affiliation, the RLS also 

asked about the childhood religious affiliation of each respondent.  We identify those 

who report that they currently have a religious affiliation that differs from that which they 

had during their childhood as converts or religious switchers.  The large sample size of 

the RLS survey provides the opportunity to examine small religious groups in the 

population; in total, we are able to analyze the impact of conversion on religiosity among 

twenty separate religious groups (including twelve Protestant denominational families, 

four other Christian religions, and four non-Christian faiths). 
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The Dynamics of Religious Conversion – Coming, Going and Staying Put 

 Although there are net “winners” and “losers” in the U.S. religious marketplace, 

the RLS underscores the fact that all groups are gaining and losing individual adherents. 

Even groups that are net losers are attracting new members – just not enough to offset the 

number who are leaving. Conversely, groups that are net winners are also losing some 

adherents, but these losses are more than offset by the number of people who are joining 

these groups. 

 Which groups are the net winners and losers in the dynamic process of shifting 

religious affiliation? By comparing the distribution of the current religious affiliations of 

U.S. adults with their childhood religious affiliations, the RLS is able to provide a clear 

sense of the net effect of these movements within American religion.  

 The biggest gains due to changes in religious affiliation have been among those 

who say they are not affiliated with any particular religious group or tradition. Overall, 

7.3% of the adult population says they were unaffiliated with any particular religion as a 

child. Today, however, 16.1% of adults say they are unaffiliated, a net increase of 8.8 

percentage points. Sizeable numbers of those raised in all religions – from Catholicism to 

Protestantism to Judaism – are currently unaffiliated with any particular religion. 

 Another group that shows a net gain is nondenominational Protestants, whose 

share of the population has more than tripled as a result of changes in affiliation; 1.5% of 

the population was raised within nondenominational Protestantism, compared with 4.5% 

who currently report such an affiliation. 

 Groups that have experienced a net loss from changes in affiliation include 

Baptists (net loss of 3.7 percentage points) and Methodists (2.1 percentage points). 
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However, the group that has experienced the greatest net loss by far is the Catholic 

Church. Overall, 31.4% of U.S. adults say that they were raised Catholic. Today, 

however, only 23.9% of adults identify with the Catholic Church, a net loss of 7.5 

percentage points.  
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Table 1 - Childhood versus Current Affiliation of U.S. Adults 

 Childhood 
Religion 

Current 
Religion 

Net  
Change 

 % %  
Protestant 53.9 51.3 -2.6 
   Baptist 20.9 17.2 -3.7 
   Methodist 8.3 6.2 -2.1 
   Nondenominational  1.5 4.5 3.0 
   Lutheran 5.5 4.6 -0.9 
   Presbyterian 3.4 2.7 -0.7 
   Pentecostal 3.9 4.4 0.5 
   Anglican/Episcopal 1.8 1.5 -0.3 
   Restorationist 2.3 2.1 -0.2 
   Congregationalist 0.8 0.8 0.0 
   Holiness 0.8 1.2 0.4 
   Reformed 0.3 0.3 0.0 
   Adventist 0.4 0.5 0.1 
   Anabaptist 0.3 <0.3 N/A 
   Pietist <0.3 <0.3 N/A 
   Friends/Quakers <0.3 <0.3 N/A 
   Other Evangelical/Fundamentalist <0.3 0.3 N/A 

   Protestant, nonspecific 3.4 4.9 1.5 

Catholic 31.4 23.9 -7.5 
Mormon 1.8 1.7 -0.1 
Jehovah's Witness 0.6 0.7 0.1 
Orthodox 0.6 0.6 0.0 
Other Christian <0.3 0.3 N/A 
    
Jewish 1.9 1.7 -0.2 
Muslim 0.3 0.4* 0.1 
Buddhist 0.4 0.7 0.3 
Hindu 0.4 0.4 0.0 
Other world religions <0.3 <0.3 N/A 
Other faiths 0.3 1.2 0.9 
    
Unaffiliated 7.3 16.1 8.8 
   Atheist 0.5 1.6 1.1 
   Agnostic <0.3 2.4 N/A 
   Nothing in particular 6.6 12.1 5.5 
    
DK/REF 0.7 0.8 0.1 
Total 100.0 100.0  
 
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100 and nested figures may not add to the 
subtotal indicated. 
 
* This figure differs from the number used throughout the Religious Landscape Survey 
(.6). The figure used there is actually from the May 2007 Pew survey “Muslim Americans: 
Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream.” Because the question on childhood religion was not 
asked in the Muslim American survey, however, this analysis requires use of the 
Landscape Survey number. 
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 Although there are net winners and losers in the process of religious, obtaining a 

complete picture of the degree of churn that characterizes American religion requires 

examining the total number of people entering and leaving each religion.  The 

unaffiliated group provides a good example of the high degree of religious churn that has 

taken place in the U.S. Overall, 3.9% of the adult population reports being raised without 

any particular religious affiliation but later affiliating with a religious group. However, 

more than three times as many people (12.7% of the adult population overall) were raised 

in a particular faith but have since become unaffiliated with any religious group.  

 A similar dynamic is at work within Catholicism, but with very different results. 

Overall, 2.6% of the U.S. adult population has switched their affiliation to Catholicism 

after being raised in another faith or in no faith at all. But nearly four times as many 

people (10.1% of the adult population overall) were raised in the Catholic Church but 

have since left for another faith or for no faith at all. 

 Other groups that have experienced high levels of change include Baptists and 

Methodists. Some 8.3% of the U.S. adult population was raised Baptist but is no longer 

Baptist, and 4.4% of the adult population was raised Methodist but has since moved 

away. But Baptists and Methodists also have attracted a significant number of new 

adherents from other faiths. Some 4.5% of the adult population was raised as something 

other than Baptist but is now Baptist; the number for Methodists is 2.4%. 
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Table 2 - Percentage of Adults Entering and Leaving Each Group 

 

 
Childhood 
Religion 

Entering 
Group 

Leaving 
Group 

Current 
Religion 

    % % % % 
Protestant 53.9 + 8.4 - 11.0 = 51.3 
   Baptist 20.9 + 4.5 - 8.3 = 17.2 
   Methodist 8.3 + 2.4 - 4.4 = 6.2 
   Nondenominational  1.5 + 3.9 - 0.8 = 4.5 
   Lutheran 5.5 + 1.4 - 2.3 = 4.6 
   Presbyterian 3.4 + 1.3 - 2.0 = 2.7 
   Pentecostal 3.9 + 2.6 - 2.0 = 4.4 
   Anglican/Episcopal 1.8 + 0.7 - 1.0 = 1.5 
   Restorationist 2.3 + 1.0 - 1.2 = 2.1 
   Congregationalist 0.8 + 0.4 - 0.5 = 0.8 
   Holiness 0.8 + 0.7 - 0.5 = 1.2 
   Reformed 0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 = 0.3 
   Adventist 0.4 + 0.3 -<0.3 = 0.5 
   Anabaptist 0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 =<0.3 
   Pietist <0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 =<0.3 
   Friends/Quakers <0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 =<0.3 
   Other Evangelical/   
      Fundamentalist 

<0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 = 0.3 

   Protestant  
      nonspecific  

3.4 + 3.6 - 2.1 = 4.9 

Catholic 31.4 + 2.6 - 10.1 = 23.9 
Mormon 1.8 + 0.4 - 0.5 = 1.7 
Jehovah's Witness 0.6 + 0.5 - 0.4 = 0.7 
Orthodox 0.6 +<0.3 -<0.3 = 0.6 
Other Christian <0.3 + 0.3 -<0.3 = 0.3 
 
Jewish 1.9 + 0.3 - 0.5 = 1.7 
Muslim 0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 = 0.4 
Buddhist 0.4 + 0.5 -<0.3 = 0.7 
Hindu 0.4 +<0.3 -<0.3 = 0.4 
Other world religions <0.3 +<0.3 -<0.3 =<0.3 
Other faiths 0.3 + 1.1 -<0.3 = 1.2 
 
Unaffiliated 7.3 + 12.7 - 3.9 = 16.1 
   Atheist 0.5 + 1.4 - 0.3 = 1.6 
   Agnostic <0.3 + 2.3 -<0.3 = 2.4 
   Nothing in particular 6.6 + 9.6 - 4.1 = 12.1 
     
DK/REF 0.7   0.8 
    100     100 
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 In addition to documenting the high degree of religious movement in the U.S. 

population and the net winners and losers from changes in affiliation, analysis of the 

Landscape Survey also details which groups are most heavily comprised of people who 

have changed their affiliation and which religious groups are most successful at retaining 

their childhood members. 

 The religious 

traditions most heavily 

comprised of people who 

have switched affiliation 

include the unaffiliated, 

Buddhists, Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, members of 

other faiths (e.g., 

Unitarians, members of 

New Age groups and members of Native American religions) and members of the “other 

Christian” group (including metaphysical Christians). For instance, more than two-thirds 

of Jehovah’s Witnesses were raised in some other faith or were not affiliated with any 

particular religion as a child, as were nearly three-quarters of Buddhists. Among people 

who are currently unaffiliated with any particular religion, nearly eight-in-ten were raised 

as members of one religion or another. 

 Hindus, Catholics and Jews are the groups with the lowest proportion of members 

who have switched affiliation to these respective faiths. Overall, nine-in-ten Hindus were 

Table 3 - Percentage of People Changing Affiliation 
Within Major Religious Groups 

    
 Switched  Raised as  
 Affiliation  member 
Current religion… %  % 
Hindu 10  90          =100 
Catholic 11  89          =100 
Jewish 15  85          =100 
Orthodox 23  77          =100 
Mormon 26  74          =100 
Muslim 40  60          =100 
Jehovah’s Witness 67  33          =100 
Buddhist 73  27          =100 
Other Christian 90  10          =100 
Other faiths 91  9          =100 
 
Unaffiliated 79  21          =100 
 
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100. 
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raised Hindu, 89% of Catholics were raised Catholic and 85% of Jews were raised 

Jewish.  

 Overall, fewer than 

one-in-five Protestants (16%) 

were raised outside of 

Protestantism. This means 

that more than eight-in-ten 

Protestants were raised either 

in the same Protestant family 

(e.g., Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, etc.) with which they are currently affiliated (54%) or 

have switched from one Protestant family to another (29%). About one-third of both 

evangelical and mainline Protestants have switched their affiliation from other Protestant 

families (31% and 30%, respectively), and nearly one-in-five have changed affiliation 

from outside of Protestantism (18% and 16%). Members of historically black Protestant 

churches, by comparison, are much less likely to have moved either from another 

Protestant family (21%) or from outside Protestantism (10%).  

 Finally, the Landscape Survey makes it possible to look at which groups are most 

successful in retaining their childhood members. Hinduism exhibits the highest overall 

retention rate, with more than eight-in-ten (84%) adults who were raised as Hindu still 

identifying themselves as Hindu. The Mormon, Orthodox and Jewish traditions all have 

retention rates of at least 70%, while the retention rate for Catholics is 68%.  

Table 4 - Percentage of People Changing Affiliation 
Within Protestant Traditions 

  
                              % who switched affiliation from  
    Another    
 Outside  Prot. % raised 
 Protestantism  family as member 
Protestant 16  29 54 =100 
   Evangelical churches    18     31    51 =100 
   Mainline churches    16     30    54 =100 
   Hist. black churches    10     21    69 =100 
 
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100. 
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 As mentioned 

previously, the group that 

has exhibited the 

strongest growth as a 

result of changes in 

affiliation is the 

unaffiliated population. 

Nevertheless, the overall 

retention rate of the 

unaffiliated population is relatively low (46%) compared with other groups. This means 

that more than half (54%) of those who were not affiliated with any particular religion as 

a child now identify themselves as members of one religion or another.  

 Two of the religious groups with the lowest retention rates are Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and Buddhists. Only slightly more than a third (37%) of adults who were 

raised as Jehovah’s Witnesses still identify themselves as Jehovah’s Witnesses. Half of 

all of those who were raised as Buddhists (50%) are still Buddhists. 

 Roughly half of those raised as Protestants (52%) retain their childhood religious 

affiliation, but this comparatively low number relative to other groups is largely due to 

the fact that the change figures reported here include movement between Protestant 

denominational families. In fact, of the 48% of people who were raised Protestant but 

now belong to something other than the denomination in which they were raised, the 

majority of them now belong to another Protestant denomination. Overall, then, 80% of 

those who were raised as Protestants are still Protestants, either within the same 

Table 5 - Retention of Childhood Members Among Groups 
   
  Converted to  
 Non- another Converted to 
 converts  group/DK no religion 
 % % %  
Total population 56.5 30.1 13.4       =100 
 
Among those raised 
Hindu 84 8 8         =100 
Jewish 76 9 14        =100 
Orthodox 73 21 7         =100 
Mormon 70 15 14        =100 
Catholic 68 18 14        =100 
Buddhist 50 22 28        =100 
Jehovah’s Witness 37 30 33        =100 
 
Unaffiliated 46 54 NA        =100 
 
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100. 
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denominational family in which they were raised (52%) or within another Protestant 

family (28%). So only one-in-five (20%) adults who were raised as Protestants have left 

Protestantism altogether (7% for a non-Protestant religion and 13% for no religion at all). 

Of all of the Protestant families, Baptists, Adventists and Lutherans have the highest 

retention rates, at roughly 60% each. The Holiness, Anabaptist and Congregationalist 

families, by contrast, have much lower retention rates, below 40% each. All Protestant 

denominational families lose a considerable number of childhood adherents to the ranks 

of the unaffiliated (ranging from 7% among those raised Anabaptist to 20% among those 

raised in Congregationalist and Anglican/Episcopal churches).  

 The data also show that among those who have left largely evangelical 

denominational families for other Protestant families, more have become members of 

other largely evangelical families compared with the number who have become members 

of largely mainline families. By contrast, those leaving largely mainline denominational 

families are more evenly divided, with approximately equal numbers joining other largely 

mainline families and largely evangelical families. 
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Table 6 - Retention of Childhood Members Among Protestant Religious Groups 
     
     % who changed to … 
     Historically Non-   
 Did not New Evangelical Mainline black Protestant No  
 change Prot family churches churches churches religion/DK religion  
Among those raised … % % % % % % % 
Protestant 52 28 15 10 3 7 13 =100 
 
Largely evangelical  
families 
   Baptist 60 23 12   8 4 6 11 =100 
   Nondenominational 44 27 16 11 1 10 19 =100 
   Pentecostal 47 35 23 8 3 6 12 =100 
   Restorationist 46 35 21 13 1 6 13 =100 
   Holiness 32  51 36 9 5 4 13 =100 
   Adventist 59  23 10 6 6 7 10 =100 
   Anabaptist 40 52 29 20 2 2 7 =100 
Largely mainline  
families 
   Methodist 47   32 19 11 3 8 12 =100 
   Lutheran 59   19 10 9 * 9 13 =100 
   Presbyterian 40   36 16 18 1 9 14 =100 
   Anglican/Episcopal 45   23 10 11 2 12 20 =100 
   Congregationalist 37   35 15 17 2 9 20 =100 
 
Due to rounding, figures may not add to 100. 
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The Zeal of the Convert? 

 In addition to detailed questions about current and childhood religious affiliation, 

the RLS also included a number of questions that measure the frequency with which 

respondents engage in various religious behaviors as well as the intensity with which they 

hold various religious beliefs.  In order to investigate whether converts to religious 

groups are more zealous in their religious practice and intense in their religious beliefs as 

compared with non-converts, we begin by examining differences between converts and 

non-converts on each of six variables; religious salience, weekly worship attendance, 

absolute certainty of belief in God, daily prayer, regular sharing of faith, and assent with 

the statement that one’s own faith “is the one true faith leading to eternal life.” 

 The RLS data reveal that when all religiously affiliated respondents are 

considered together, those individuals who have converted to their faith are more 

religious overall than are those people who currently belong to the same religion in which 

they were raised.  The differences between these groups, however, are quite modest in 

size.  Slightly more than two-thirds (69%) of affiliated converts say religion is very 

important to them, compared with 62% of affiliated non-converts.  Half of converts 

(51%) attend worship services once a week, compared with 44% of non-converts.  More 

than eight-in-ten (82%) converts believe in God with absolute certainty, as do 77% of 

non-converts.  Seven-in-ten converts pray every day, compared with 62% of non-

converts.  About three-in-ten (29%) converts say they share their faith with others on a 

weekly basis, compared with two-in-ten non-converts.  And slightly more than one-

quarter of converts (27%) say theirs is the one true faith, as do 22% of non-converts.   
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 The data also show that there are a few slight differences in the religiosity of 

converts to the ranks of the unaffiliated and those who have always been unaffiliated.  

Unaffiliated converts are slightly more likely than the lifelong unaffiliated to pray every 

day, say religion is very important in their lives, and talk about their views on God at 

least once a week. Again, however, the magnitude of these differences is small. 

 In addition to looking at differences between converts and non-converts among 

the affiliated and unaffiliated populations overall, we also looked individually at each of 

twelve different Christian groups: Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, Nondenominational 

Protestants, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Pentecostals, Episcopalians, Restorationists, 

Congregationalists, Holiness Protestants and Mormons.  Methodists stand out as the 

group in which converts most consistently evince higher levels of religiosity as compared 

with non-converts.  Converts to Methodism are more likely than Methodists who were 

raised in the religion to say religion is very important in their lives (65% vs. 55%), that 

they attend religious services weekly (48% vs. 38%), that they believe in God with 

absolute certainty (82% vs. 77%), that they pray every day (64% vs. 57%), that they 

share their faith with others at least once a week (20% vs. 16%) and that they believe 

theirs is the one true faith (14% vs. 11%).  While many of these differences are modest in 

size, each is statistically significant (p<.05). 

 Converts to Congregationalist denominations also consistently report higher 

levels of religious commitment as compared with lifelong Congregationalists; converts 

are more likely to say religion is very important to them, to attend church weekly, to 

believe in God with absolute certainty, to pray daily, and to say theirs is the one true 

faith.  Converts to Lutheranism exhibit higher levels of religiosity than do other 
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Table 7 - The Zeal of the Convert 

 

Religion is 
very 

important 
Attend 
weekly 

Absolutely 
certain of 
belief in 

God 
Pray 
daily 

Share 
faith 

weekly 

One 
true 
faith  

 Among … % % % % % % N 
Total population 56 39 71 58 21 24 35,556 
        
Affiliated converts 69 51 82 70 29 27 11,176 
Affiliated non-converts 62 44 77 62 20 22 19,060 
        
Unaffiliated Converts 16 5 37 23 13 na 4,295 
Unaffiliated non-converts 13 6 33 18 10 na 753 
        
Catholic converts 59 42 75 60 18 16 947 
Lifelong Catholics 56 41 71 58 13 16 7,107 
        
Baptist converts 80 60 90 80 33 33 1,693 
Lifelong Baptists 78 51 89 76 34 30 4,221 
        
Methodist converts 65 48 82 64 20 14 1,032 
Lifelong Methodists 55 38 77 57 16 11 1,625 
        
Nondenominational converts 77 60 89 78 35 40 1,349 
Lifelong nondenominational 65 51 89 75 24 44 201 
        
Lutheran converts 60 44 82 61 13 14 593 
Lifelong Lutherans 54 33 73 52 9 14 1,333 
        
Presbyterian converts 65 50 80 66 16 19 586 
Lifelong Presbyterians 49 39 66 54 12 15 578 
        
Pentecostal converts 88 73 90 83 51 41 838 
Lifelong Pentecostals 82 65 91 81 48 38 507 
        
Episcopalian converts 61 43 74 54 14 8 343 
Lifelong Episcopalians 43 33 68 45 9 7 363 
        
Restorationist converts 77 61 89 72 36 33 377 
Lifelong Restorationists 72 58 85 69 24 36 399 
        
Congregationalist converts 55 42 72 51 13 13 201 
Lifelong Congregationalists 43 24 54 37 8 4 144 
        
Holiness converts 79 65 88 79 42 38 251 
Lifelong Holiness 74 51 86 69 32 33 160 
        
Mormon converts 79 68 86 80 38 46 164 
Lifelong Mormons 84 79 92 83 19 61 417 
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Lutherans on five of these six measures; coverts to Presbyterianism do so on four of the 

six; and converts to nondenominational Protestantism, Anglicanism and Holiness 

Protestantism each evince higher levels of religiosity than their non-convert counterparts 

on three of these six measures. 

 Across a variety of groups, then, having converted to a faith is consistently 

correlated with higher levels of religious commitment.  The same is true on a more 

sporadic basis for other faiths as well.  Converts to Catholicism, for instance, are slightly 

more likely than cradle Catholics to believe in God with absolute certainty (75% vs. 

71%) and to regularly share their faith with others (18% vs. 13%).  Baptists converts 

attend church more regularly and pray more often than other Baptists.  Pentecostal 

converts attend church more regularly and say religion is more important than other 

Pentecostals, and Restorationist converts share their faith more regularly than other 

Restorationists.  Furthermore, the data reveal very converse examples.  Lifelong 

Mormons are more likely to attend church regularly and to believe that theirs is the one 

true faith.  Outside of Mormonism, however, there are no instances where lifelong 

members of a faith exhibit higher religiosity than converts.   

 At the same time, however, it must also be pointed out that even when differences 

in religious commitment between converts and non-converts are statistically significant, 

the size of these differences is often relatively modest.  It is simply not the case that 

converts are serious – even zealous – in their practice of their faith while lifelong 

members are subdued, lukewarm or even secular in their outlook.  Furthermore, the data 

show that religious affiliation impacts these measures even once conversion is taken into 

account.  That is, Methodists are the group within which the data reveal the most 
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consistent differences in religiosity between converts and non-converts, with converts 

demonstrating higher levels of religious commitment.  Among Baptists, on the other 

hand, there are fewer differences between converts and non-converts.  But on every 

measure, all Baptists, both converts and lifelong Baptists alike, evince at least slightly 

higher levels of religious commitment than do any Methodists, even converts to 

Methodism. 

 In addition to denominational affiliation, other factors, such as age, education and 

other demographic characteristics might also plausibly be expected to impact individuals’ 

level of religious commitment.  Thus, to isolate the impact of conversion over and above 

these other potentially important factors, we conclude our consideration of the zeal of the 

convert by reporting the results of a series of OLS regression models.   

In each model, the dependent variable is a composite measure of religious 

commitment that combines frequency of church attendance with self-reported levels of 

religious salience.  Attendance is a six category variable, ranging from 1 for those who 

attend church more than once a week, to 6 for those who say they never attend religious 

services.  Salience is a four-category item recoded such that respondents who say religion 

is very important in their lives receive a score of 1, those who say religion is somewhat 

important receive a score of 3, and those who say religion is not too or not at all 

important to them receive a score of 5.  Attendance and salience are then added together, 

and the resulting variable is reverse coded to form the religious commitment dependent 

variable, which ranges from 1 to 10; higher scores indicate higher levels of religious 

commitment. 
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 The independent variable of interest here is a dummy variable identifying 

converts; converts are coded 1, and non-converts are coded 0.  Thus, to the extent that 

having converted is an important predictor of religious commitment even after 

controlling for demographic factors, we expect the coefficient for this variable to be 

statistically significant and positive in each of the models we specify here. 

 Finally, the models control for sex (via a dummy variable for females), age 

(coded from low to high), education (coded from low to high), race (via dummy variables 

for black, Latino, asian, and other/mixed race; the baseline group is whites), and family 

status (via dummy variables for married respondents and those with minor children living 

at home).  In addition, where appropriate, the models reported here control for religious 

affiliation.  In the model based on all religiously affiliated respondents, we control for the 

religious tradition to which each respondent belongs via a series of dummy variables, 

with mainline Protestants left as the baseline group for comparison.  In the models based 

on specific Protestant groups, we include a dummy variable for evangelicals. 

 The model based on all religiously affiliated respondents indicates that even after 

controlling for various demographics and religious affiliation, having converted is a very 

significant predictor of higher levels of religious commitment.  In comparison to other 

variables in the model, however, the standardized coefficient for conversion is relatively 

modest in size.  It is smaller than the coefficients for female, age, black, married, and 

evangelical, among others, and is comparable in size to the impact of education and 

Latino ethnicity. 
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Table 8 - Modeling Impact 

of Conversion on 
Religiosity, Among All 
Religiously Affiliated 

Respondents 
(Standardized OLS 

Coefficients) 
 

Convert 0.05*** 
  
Female 0.12*** 
Age 0.14*** 
Education 0.06*** 
  
Race/ethnicity  
Black 0.10*** 
Latino 0.07*** 
Asian 0.01 
Other/mixed race 0.02*** 
  
Family status  
Married 0.09*** 
Has children 0.03*** 
  
Affiliation  
Evangelical 0.29*** 
Hist. black Prot. 0.13*** 
Catholic 0.08*** 
Mormon 0.11*** 
Orthodox 0.01 
Jeh. Witness 0.08*** 
Other Christian -0.01 
Jewish -0.09*** 
Muslim 0.01 
Buddhist -0.06*** 
Hindu -0.02*** 
Other faiths -0.08*** 
  
Constant 4.39 
  
Observations 28,770 
R-Square 0.17 
  
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.1 
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 We next estimated a series of separate models for each of twelve separate 

denominational families within Protestantism – Baptists, Methodists, Nondenominational 

Protestants, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Pentecostals, Episcopalians, Restorationists, 

Congregationalists, Holiness Protestants, Reformed Protestants and Adventists.  These 

are all of the denominational families with which the RLS includes interviews with at 

least 100 respondents.  In 8 of the 12 models, conversion is a statistically significant 

predictor of higher levels of religious commitment.  Conversion is especially closely 

correlated with religiosity among three largely mainline families of denominations 

(Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Congregationalists) and one largely evangelical family of 

denominations (Holiness Protestants).  Among these four groups, conversion is among 

the strongest predictors of religiosity.  Conversion is also a good predictor of religiosity, 

though somewhat weaker, among Baptists, Methodists, Lutherans and Pentecostals.  The 

coefficient for conversion fails to attain statistical significance in the models for 

Nondenominational Protestants, Restorationists, Reformed Protestants and Adventists. 
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Table 9 - Modeling the Impact of Conversion on Religious Commitment, Among Protestants 

(Standardized OLS Coefficients) 
 

  
Bapt. 

 
Meth. 

Non-
denom. 

 
Luth. 

 
Pres. 

 
Pent. 

Epis. / 
Anglican 

Restor- 
ationist 

 
Cong. 

 
Holiness 

 
Reformed 

 
Advent. 

Convert 0.07*** 0.08*** 0.03 0.05** 0.17*** 0.06** 0.19*** 0.04 0.18*** 0.13*** 0.09 0.13 
             
Female 0.13*** 0.12*** 0.06** 0.12*** 0.10*** 0.09*** 0.15*** 0.16*** 0.19*** 0.09* -0.11 0.01 
Age 0.12*** 0.16*** 0.08*** 0.21*** 0.11*** 0.17*** 0.13*** 0.10** 0.02 0.07 -0.11 0.12 
Education 0.12*** 0.06*** 0.05** 0.08*** 0.04 0.12*** 0.04 0.12*** -0.02 0.08 0.02 0.14 
             
Race/ethnicity             
Black 0.26*** 0.17*** 0.23*** 0.04* 0.07** 0.11*** 0.07** 0.08** 0.01 0.16** -0.07 -0.03 
Latino 0.04*** 0.03 0.03 0.05** 0.00 0.11*** -0.01 0.10*** 0.10* 0.09* 0.16 0.02 
Asian 0.01 -0.01 0.02 0.01 -0.02 0.04 -0.01 -0.02  -0.01  0.00 
Other/mixed race 0.00 0.03 0.07*** -0.03 -0.01 -0.02 0.00 0.02 -0.06 0.03 -0.06 0.07 
             
Family status             
Married 0.11*** 0.07*** 0.06** 0.09*** 0.07** 0.15*** 0.04 0.09** 0.04 0.12** 0.32*** 0.09 
Has children 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.05* 0.04 0.00 0.03 -0.03 0.00 0.04 0.02 0.12 
             
Affiliation             
Evangelical 0.19*** 0.00 0.42*** 0.14*** 0.13*** -0.01 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.18*** -0.01 0.25**  
             
Consstant 4.94 4.66 4.42 3.81 4.59 6.45 4.03 5.44 5.20 6.16 7.49 6.52 
             
Observations 5,679 2,550 1,467 1,860 1,119 1,277 665 747 327 397 101 148 
R-Square 0.10 0.08 0.22 0.09 0.08 0.09 0.11 0.07 0.12 0.08 0.25 0.07 
             
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.1 
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 Outside of Protestantism, the RLS included interviews with a minimum of 100 

members of four other Christian faiths – Catholics, Mormons, Orthodox Christians and 

Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Conversion is a significant predictor of higher levels of religious 

commitment among Catholics.  The coefficient for conversion, however, is much smaller 

than the coefficients for female, age, and Latino ethnicity.  And for each of the other 

groups, the coefficient for conversion fails to attain statistical significance. 

 
Table 10 - Modeling Impact of Conversion on Religiosity, Among 

Other Christians 
(Standardized OLS Coefficients) 

 

 Catholic Mormon Orthodox 
Jeh. 

Witness 
Convert 0.03** -0.01 0.01 -0.12 
     
Female 0.15*** 0.08* 0.14** 0.08 
Age 0.24*** -0.06 0.16*** 0.13 
Education 0.05*** 0.25*** 0.00 0.09 
     
Race/ethnicity     
Black 0.04*** 0.05 0.11* 0.14* 
Latino 0.11*** -0.01 -0.01 0.01 
Asian 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.03 
Other/mixed race -0.01 -0.04 0.07 -0.06 
     
Family status     
Married 0.07*** 0.17*** 0.10* 0.24*** 
Has children 0.06*** -0.02 0.00 -0.15** 
     
Constant 4.11 6.66 4.73 7.83 
     
Observations 7,673 556 348 202 
R-Square 0.08 0.11 0.06 0.13 
     
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.1 
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 Finally, the RLS permits analysis of the impact of conversion on religiosity 

among four non-Christian faiths – Judaism, Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism.  Among 

members of each of these faiths, the coefficient for conversion fails to attain statistical 

significance.  Converts to Judaism, Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism do not exhibit 

different levels of religiosity as compared with lifelong members of these faiths. 

 
Table 11 - Modeling Impact of Conversion on Religiosity, Among 

Non-Christian Faiths 
(Standardized OLS Coefficients) 

 
 Jewish Muslim Buddhist Hindu 
Convert 0.00 0.02 -0.04 0.01 
     
Female 0.13*** 0.15 0.04 0.20*** 
Age -0.10** -0.21** 0.06 0.11* 
Education 0.04 0.07 0.01 -0.15** 
     
Race/ethnicity     
Black 0.00 0.62** 0.19*** 0.04 
Latino 0.04 0.20* 0.13** 0.27*** 
Asian -0.04 0.29*** -0.08 0.21** 
Other/mixed race 0.06 0.16* 0.11** 0.18** 
     
Family status     
Married 0.15*** 0.17* 0.05 0.10 
Has children 0.02 -0.16* -0.01 0.05 
     
Constant 4.61 5.70 4.58 4.36 
     
Observations 637 112 389 243 
R-Square 0.06 0.32 0.07 0.15 
     
***p<.01, **p<.05, *p<.1 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 Taken together, the findings reported here confirm that the U.S. is a diverse and 

vibrant religious marketplace.  Many Americans change religion at some point in their 

lives, and having done so is consequential for understanding individuals’ level of 

religious commitment.  Across a variety of indicators of religiosity, across a variety of 

religious groups, and even after controlling for a variety of demographics and other 
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religious characteristics, having converted to a faith is consistently linked with higher 

levels of religious commitment. 

At the same time, however, the findings reported here indicate that the magnitude 

of the impact of having converted to a faith is often quite modest.  In many instances, 

converts to a faith tend to more closely resemble other members of their own faith as 

compared with converts among other faiths.  For many religious groups, multivariate 

models reveal that the impact of conversion is less important than certain demographic 

variables for understanding religious commitment.  And for other groups, most notably 

non-Christian faiths, conversion does not predict levels of religious commitment at all.  

Of course, it may well be the case that the religious commitment dependent variable 

specified here is more applicable to Christianity than to other faiths.  Further research 

will continue to shed light on the impact of conversion among these groups. 


