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ABSTRACT 

Phenomenological methodology was utilized to explore college students’ experiences 

with leaving a belief in the Christian God to identifying with no belief in the Christian God or 

any other higher power associated with religion, a process called deconversion.  The research 

focused on the areas of related thoughts and feelings, the role of significant others and society, 

and the significance of various life issues in the process of deconversion.  The researcher 

conducted in-depth interviews with 7 students who belong to this invisible minority population at 

a public university in the Mountain West region.  Participants’ experiences are presented for the 

reader and discussed in the context of cognitive, faith, and identity development theories. The 

findings of this study suggest that students experiencing religious reexamination and adoption of 

non-belief face various personal and social challenges that have not been addressed in higher 

education. The researcher presents recommendations for supporting the development of this 

invisible minority. 
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THE DECONVERSION EXPERIENCE: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF STUDENTS’ 

EXPERIENCES WITH LEAVING A BELIEF IN THE CHRISTIAN GOD AND 

IDENTIFYING WITH NON-BELIEF 

Student Affairs administrators and other collegiate educators work to understand the 

experiences of minority populations and strive toward breaking down barriers of inequality and 

privilege inherent in our society. With the increased secularization of higher education, however, 

efforts toward inclusion and advocacy rarely address the religious and spiritual struggles that 

students experience. This lack of discussion may in part be because spirituality is so difficult to 

define, and in part due to disagreement about whether religion and spirituality should even have 

a role in the diversity discussion at public institutions, where separation of church and state is 

required. When religion or spirituality is addressed in higher education as a diversity issue, 

members of an invisible minority of non-theists, or those without a religion are most often 

excluded.   

Atheism literally means “without theism” or “the absence of theistic belief,” and is 

synonymous with non-theism (Smith, 1979, p. 7). It is important to note that an Atheist is not 

one who denies the existence of a god, although this may be true for some individuals. Atheism 

is, instead, an absence of belief. In Western society, Atheism is often stigmatized and associated 

with evil, immorality, and corruptness. Throughout history, non-theists, or Atheists, have been 

hated and feared, and even today Atheists are still greatly marginalized and misunderstood. 

Smith (2000) presents historical opinions about Atheists, explaining “it was rare to find Atheism 

mentioned in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries without being proceeded with adjectives 

like ‘loathsome’ and ‘wicked’…equally common was to label Atheists as ‘monsters’ of one kind 

or another” (p. 20).  
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While such negative opinions of Atheists are heard less frequently today, there are many 

indications of bias against those who do not believe in a god. Examples can be taken from the 

country’s leadership. During his 1988 presidential campaign, President George Bush was asked 

by a journalist if he recognized the equal citizenship of Atheists, he responded: “I don’t know 

that Atheists should be considered citizens, nor should they be considered patriots. This is one 

nation under God” (O’Hair and O’Hair, 1989, p.19). Similarly, a former Vice President 

candidate, Joseph Lieberman, warned Americans against indulging “the supposition that morality 

can be maintained without religion” (Angier, 2001, p. 36).  Since many non-theists, are 

concerned with becoming inappropriately labeled and misunderstood, they may identify with any 

number of labels that assert the beliefs they do hold including rationalist, Unitarian, Agnostic, 

non-theist, Secular Humanist, and freethinker (Barker, 1983). 

According to a May 2001 Gallup poll 90% of Americans claim to believe in a God 

(www.gallup.com), and Christianity is the most prevalent belief system in Western society. 

Having no theistic belief in America is accompanied with a significant invisible minority status 

depending on the environment or geographic region in which a person lives, familial values, and 

one’s peer group. Many Atheists struggle with whether to share their beliefs with family, friends, 

or colleagues, and often times, Atheists have to either choose to accept quietly a religious 

climate, such as prayer at public events and assumptions of religious belief, or ‘out’ themselves 

as non-believers. Students who identify with dominant religions, such as Christianity, can find 

many organizations and other supports related to their religious identity. Although there are an 

increasing number of student groups for non-theists, these groups are small and most often the 

campus climate still weighs heavily towards religion and theism (Reisberg, 1998).  
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According to Ross (1990), 82 percent of those who claimed to have no religious beliefs 

were reared with a religious background and may have experienced deconversion. As an 

invisible minority in the climate of Christian privilege, those questioning the dominant religion 

in society face significant struggles. A senior at Marshall University deconverted from 

Christianity while he was in college and became an Atheist. He remarked, “it was a lonely time 

to go through that [de]conversion. For many years religion had been a guiding force in my life, 

and a big part of my social life as well” (Reisberg, 1998). From various personal accounts, it is 

clear that this is not a rare and isolated case. Barker (1992) explains the loneliness associated 

with his deconversion and asks where his support was when he needed it. He asks “where was 

the school counselor, teacher, humanist, Atheist, rationalist neighbor that I needed to hear?” (p. 

70). 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

College has long been recognized as a time of learning and growth for young adults. It is 

a time when students may challenge and change their values, views on life, and belief systems 

(Parks, 1986; Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; Ozorack, 1989; Wuthnow & Mellinger, 1978). 

Religious examination is central to the formation of identity for many people, and can be a 

natural result of the education process and search for truth (Parks, 1986). For many people 

religion is an integral part of their lives, since it is with religion that they may find meaning in 

life, support during difficulty, and a sense of community. Religious examination may be 

accompanied with special challenges as a person reconsiders, refines, and consolidates his or her 

religious identity (Schafer, 1997), and especially as he or she identifies with non-theism or 

Atheism. 
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  Various developmental theories assist in understanding the cognitive, faith, and identity 

development that a student may experience as he or she deconverts from a majority belief system 

and joins an invisible minority of non-theists. Perry’s (1999) theory of intellectual and ethical 

development focuses on how college students interpret their world and make meaning of their 

experiences. Perry’s model outlines development from Dualistic thinking to Multiplistic 

thinking, or an appreciation of diverse views, that occurs when a student experiences cognitive 

dissonance. Further development occurs during a student’s transition to Relativistic thinking 

when he or she begins to see the need for opinions to be supported and understands that 

corroborating evidence is necessary to distinguish what is real and meaningful. A student 

transitions to Perry’s stage of Commitment when he or she begins to make decisions about the 

approach, extent, and nature of integrating his or her values and beliefs into life.  

Religious belief often carries implications for life roles, integration of personal values, 

self-concept, community, and family. As such, religion often has a prominent place in the 

formation of personal identity. According to Chickering’s theory of identity development (1993), 

the development of identity requires the resolution of four initial vectors including Developing 

Competence, Managing Emotions, Moving through Autonomy toward Interdependence, and 

Developing Mature Interpersonal Relationships. Identity, the fifth vector, builds on each of these 

vectors and includes a clear sense of self-concept and social and cultural heritage, personal 

stability and integration, as well as comfort with one’s life approach. The development of 

Identity prepares the student to develop along the next vector entitled Developing Purpose, 

which involves making commitment to interests and activities, and staying with decisions even 

when opposition is encountered. Integrity is the last of Chickering’s vectors, and is based on the 

student’s development of a core value system that is integrated into one’s life.  
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Cass’s (1979) model of homosexual identity development is useful as a framework for 

exploring the experience of deconverted non-theists because of its application to the invisible 

minority.  Cass’s model has further relevance to this study because it follows the individual as 

they experience being an invisible minority, where other theories speak to windows of 

development that are relevant to students experiencing religious examination.  The parallel 

between Atheists and homosexuals should be drawn delicately, however, as to not diminish the 

experience of gay individuals or to over generalize the experience of Atheist students.  

Cass’s model is based on the assumptions that the acquisition of identity is a 

developmental process and that the interaction between the individual and his or her environment 

is important to the process. Cass recognizes the individual as central to the development process 

and he or she can, at any time, choose not to develop any further along the model. The first stage 

of six in Cass’s model is Identity Confusion. Feelings of being different, confusion, and anxiety 

mark this stage. Individuals may react positively to these new feelings of difference by seeking 

out information, or they may react negatively, resulting in foreclosure, or the halting of further 

development. Identity Comparison, the second stage, follows Identity Confusion. With Identity 

Comparison, feelings of isolation result after one accepts the possibility that he or she may be 

gay. The individual at this stage faces the task of managing the social isolation that he or she 

feels (Evans et al., 1998; Cass, 1979). 

Identity Tolerance, the third stage, occurs when a person barely tolerates his or her status 

as a gay person. People at this stage may search out others they perceive to be like them and may 

feel that they do not have a place with heterosexuals. Positive experiences may propel them to 

the next stage, or negative experiences may cause them to foreclose. As a part of Identity 

Acceptance, the fourth stage, the gay person now can see his or her homosexuality as being 
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positive. Gay people at this stage may differ in how they choose to present themselves to the 

majority heterosexual society. Stage Five is labeled Identity Pride and is often characterized by 

an immersion in the gay community. The sixth and final stage, Identity Synthesis, represents an 

integration of one’s sexual orientation with the rest of one’s identity. Homosexual identity at this 

stage is seen as a part of one’s self as a person’s public and private identities become more 

congruent (Evans et al., 1998; Cass 1979). 

Fowler (1997) conducted extensive studies on how we as human beings make meaning in 

our lives and make commitments, either tacit or explicit, to “value-and-power centers which 

promise to sustain our lives and meanings” (p. 137).  While Fowler’s model of faith development 

is useful in discussions of faith and religion, he did not study non-theists in the development of 

his model, and caution should be used when relating this faith theory to non-theists. 

Research has been conducted on deconversion from various faith groups, sometimes 

focusing on the experience of deconversion (Brent, 1994; Herzbrun, 1999) but more often 

focusing on the antecedents of the deconversion (Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; Hastings & Hoge, 

1976; Hunsberger, 1980; Hunsberger, 1983; Hunsberger & Brown, 1984; Ullman, 1982). Brent 

(1994) conducted research on the experience of leaving Protestant Fundamentalism, although his 

participants did not necessarily adopt non-belief, and Herzbrun (1999) studied Jewish non-

believers. Both Herzbrun (1999) and Brent (1994) found that the experience of leaving a 

religious tradition is often marked with personal distress. The current study is different in that 

only those who have deconverted from the majority religion of Christianity, and now have no 

belief in a god will be examined. This study is only concerned with exploring the experience of 

deconversion for the participants, not the antecedents of leaving a belief in God. A qualitative 

approach, specifically phenomenology, was chosen to determine the meaning and subjective 
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experience of deconversion for the participant, and to allow for new and unconsidered 

information to evolve from the participants’ own stories and voices. 

METHOD 

Methodology 

A primary goal of this study was to understand the meaning and subjective experience of 

deconversion for the individual, not the experience as seen by the outsider. Through the use of a 

phenomenological methodology it was possible to explore what happened for the participants 

during the deconversion process and how they experienced the phenomenon of deconverting 

from Christianity to non-theism, or Atheism. A phenomenological study describes the meaning 

of an experience, or phenomenon, for several individuals. When conducting phenomenological 

research,  

researchers search for the underlying meaning of the experience and emphasize the 

intentionality of consciousness where experiences contain both the outward appearance and 

inward consciousness based on memory, and meaning. (Cresswell,1998, p. 52) 

The phenomenological study allows “the reader to understand the underlying structure of the 

experience” for the participants (Creswell, 1998, p. 55).  

The researcher’s personal experience with the phenomenon and his or her perceptions 

and ideas about the subject are relevant in phenomenology. Prior to researching the participants’ 

experiences, it was necessary that I, as the researcher, first examined my personal experiences 

related to deconversion and attempted to bracket any biases. This concept is called epoch and 

was essential to me understanding the phenomenon from the participants’ perspectives while 

minimizing, or bracketing, any influence my experience had on interpretation of data  (Creswell, 
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1998). I completed this process through reflection and journaling about the role of deconversion 

in my life both prior to data collection and throughout the research process.  

Participants 

Students attending a large public university in the Mountain West region served as 

participants. Participants were selected based on the following criteria only: All participants once 

believed in the Christian God and indicated that at the time of being interviewed they held no 

belief in the Christian God or any other god, nor did they hold any theistic belief or associate 

with any organized religion that recognized a supernatural power. Participants were not excluded 

if they were open to the possibility of a higher power, but did not believe in a higher power at the 

time of the interview. Although a person fitting the criteria of this study is, by definition, an 

Atheist, he or she need not have identified with the term Atheist, as this has many negative 

stigmas in society and would have been unreasonably limiting. Participants for this study were 

contacted via a listserve for a non-theist student organization at the university. The listserve 

reached 75 students. Thirteen students responded with interest in the study and seven actually 

participated in the study. The remaining candidates agreed to be on an alternate list. Qualified 

participants were selected and interviewed on a first-come basis.  Of the seven participants, all 

were White, three were women, and three were graduate students.   

Procedure 

To understand the participants’ experiences, it was necessary to conduct in-depth 

interviews with the aid of a question guide. Additional questions, inspired by the participants’ 

responses, were also asked throughout the interviews. Interview questions were piloted with help 

of individuals who had experienced the phenomenon but were not eligible to participate in the 

study. Through semi-structured interviews, lasting between 45 minutes and two hours, the 
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following aspects of the deconversion experience were explored: (a) The thoughts and feelings 

involved in the deconversion, (b) aspects of the environment that presented additional challenges 

or supports during the deconversion experience, (c) how personal relationships with others (i.e. 

friends, family) were involved in the deconversion experience, (d) thoughts and feelings 

associated with leaving the religious majority and joining an invisible minority, and (e) thoughts 

and feelings throughout the deconversion process about certain life issues (i.e. ethics, mortality, 

meaning). 

Data Analysis 

The interview data was examined through inductive analysis aimed at describing and 

understanding the subjective meaning of the deconversion experience. In phenomenology “data 

analysis proceeds through reduction, analysis of specific statements and themes, and a search for 

all possible meanings” (Creswell, 1998, p. 52). The final interview transcriptions were read and 

re-read to get the feel of each interview. Each interview was then carefully read and preliminary 

codes were assigned to meaning units. These are considered the first level codes, identifiers 

associated with the meanings of participants’ statements. Each statement was considered equally 

and compared to the context of the interview to determine meaning.  

The interview data, and corresponding codes, were broken down into three main themes: (a) 

Thoughts occurring during the process or about the process, (b) feelings during the process, and 

(c) the role and impact of significant others or societal structures in the participants’ life during 

the process. The data in these three main themes was then organized further into sub themes. 

Codes and themes were condensed and compacted where possible without changing the true 

meaning of the participants’ statements. Codes and themes were organized so that there was 

maximum homogeneity within a code group or sub-theme and maximum heterogeneity between 
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different codes and themes.  HyperRESEARCH was used during this stage to continually search 

for and verify participant statements to ensure that the meaning was not being lost or 

misconstrued. Codes and meanings that that were common amongst four or more participants 

were then identified and will be further explained in the results. Results will be presented 

according to the common concepts that developed from the data within the three main themes.  

RESULTS 

Feelings Related to Experience 

 Six out of the seven participants expressed either uncomfortable feelings or feelings of 

turmoil during the deconversion process. These feelings were represented as sadness, depression, 

confusion, stress, and physical angst. Illustrating comments from participants include: “I’d pray 

about it, but … yeah, it was very difficult … because I was under so much stress because I didn’t 

know what to believe any more,” and  

There definitely was a lot of sadness … it [was] just like an angst kind of thing. Oftentimes I 

would go see a movie or something, and any religious overtones would give me like …[my] 

stomach would turn and heart would race a little bit.  

 Four of the participants spoke of a deep desire for Truth during the deconversion process. 

This search for the reality of things often involved an academic discipline such as philosophy, 

sociology, or anthropology. Characteristic responses in this theme include the following: “I 

wanted to know the truth…like capital T, how everything works,” and “I was really desperately 

trying to find Truth.” 

 Five of the participants experienced confusion over the concept of an afterlife and four of 

the five expressed difficulty over the loss of belief in an afterlife. Participants explained their 

confusion about afterlife in terms of the aspects of heaven and hell that did not make sense to 
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them or were difficult to resolve. “The big one for me was ‘if Christianity is true then how come 

we have all these other cultures and societies that don’t believe, and could a supposedly loving 

God send all these people to Hell?’”  One participant’s response illustrates the difficulty 

participants experienced when they decided they did not believe in an afterlife: 

I really, really wanted to believe in that because it’s really depressing to think that like when 

people die, they are just gone. It probably took like the first two or three years to even come 

to terms with the fact that there possibly could not be an afterlife. 

Four of the participants mentioned that an external pressure to believe in God was a 

dominant issue in their lives during deconversion. This pressure came from various sources 

including family, friends, and school. As one participant stated, “If I ever did have a shred of 

doubt in the back of my mind, that would have been rocking the boat too much.”   

 The participants in this study spoke about their deconversion experience as a dynamic 

experience, characterized by a stressful or difficult beginning and more positive feelings later in 

the deconversion experience. All of the seven participants in this study had accepted non-belief 

as their own system of thought in the latter stages of deconversion and had become relatively 

comfortable with their own beliefs. Six of the seven felt that non-belief had become a significant 

part of their identity. Participants also reported being happier without a belief in God, having a 

new sense of freedom or self-esteem since they took up non-belief, and feeling that they now 

have knowledge that is rarely achieved. The following participant’s comments are illustrative of 

the responses related to this concept:  

I wasn’t really content with who I was until I admitted to myself that I didn’t believe in 

God. After that I was just a lot more content about everything about myself … my body, my 
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beliefs, everything… it’s what helped me come to terms with my beliefs and who I am, and 

how I want to live the rest of my life.  

Thoughts Related to Experience 

 Six of the participants shared that during the deconversion they did not want to abandon 

their belief in God and they tried to make religion fit for them somehow. Participants spoke 

about “being tested by God,” “trying really hard to make it [Christianity] fit,” and “trying as hard 

as I could to keep God in my life.”  All seven of the participants thought that the process was a 

very time intensive experience. Participants reported their deconversion experiences lasting from 

eight months to six years, with an average time of three and a half years. 

 Four individuals talked about a change that occurred in how they made meaning, and six 

spoke about their current philosophy on the meaning of life being independent of a religious or 

god figure. The findings suggest that there was a significant shift in how the participants 

understood meaning in life, although only two participants found this shift to be a difficult 

struggle. One participant shares her perception of this shift: 

And so although Christianity is supposed to provide all this meaning for your life and all 

this fulfillment, I was finding more fulfillment and more meaning in other things. Basically I 

was realizing that there were a lot more answers in this other framework that I was building 

for myself. 

Questions were asked to determine if participants utilized external support, such as 

friends, the Internet, books, or academics. Six of the seven participants spoke of “reason” being a 

guiding support for them currently and during the deconversion process. Participants spoke 

specifically about using texts and academic materials to help them find answers during the 

process. One participant illustrates this academic focus:  “For me it was really really intellectual 
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in the fact that I dug deep in the philosophy of many, many philosophers and the answer that I 

got was there isn’t a God.” 

 Five of the participants discussed that they were once concerned about losing their ethics 

and values when they deconverted, and four made statements indicating that ethics and values 

were not an issue for them during the process. When examined more closely, the source of the 

contradictions in two participant’s statements may be identified. Based on the interview data, it is 

reasonable to conclude that participants who were concerned about losing their ethics had 

concerns based on social stigma or previous thought processes associating religion with morality. 

In the actual practice of determining their actions and values none of the participants reported 

having struggled with making ethical decisions. 

Role of Significant Others and Society 

Of all the challenges discussed, the lack of knowledge of, or familiarity with similar 

people during the process developed as an issue for all seven participants. Participants spoke 

about the challenge of not having positive Atheist role models, the importance of being around 

people who were similar to themselves, and needing to know who their allies were. As one 

participant shared: “I really didn’t have anybody else that was like a friend or something that felt 

the same way I did. So I guess [I was] kind of lonely … having these thoughts by myself.”   

All seven of the participants said that there was a period of time during their 

deconversion when they did not tell anyone what they were thinking or feeling, and all but one 

said there are still some people that they will not tell. Participants said that there were people 

they would not tell because they did not want to cause their loved ones discomfort and that it is 

now important for them to be able to share their beliefs with others.  

One participant spoke about his struggle with telling family members: 
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I wanted to tell them just because I wanted to get the truth out there and I wanted everyone 

to be clear and out in the open…And yet I really didn’t want to go through the whole 

process because I knew it would be a very energetic, and possibly for them, a very 

emotional process because now I was going to hell and I was forever doomed. I just didn’t 

want to expend that energy. So I was struggling between do I want to tell them and just get 

everything out in the clear and sort of the open, which is what I prefer, or do I want to 

expend that energy, so I struggled with that. 

Another participant articulates her perception of the thoughts she was having related to telling 

significant others in her life: 

It’s kind of like one of those things that you think about yourself that you would never admit 

to people…It’s just one of those private thoughts in the back of your head that you wouldn’t 

really talk about with anybody else. It was definitely like a secret, a secret type of thing, it 

wasn’t something I could really talk to anybody about. 

All seven of the participants felt that college was helpful in their deconversion in one way 

or another.  Participants mentioned that college allowed them to have contact with people who 

were more accepting, that college offered them a helpful opportunity to talk to others, that being 

away from home made things easier, and that it was easier to exercise their identity in college. 

As one participant shared: 

A lot of it was being around people that wanted to engage ideas. I mean that was really 

important…  But [as] somebody that needs to think out loud, I needed that a lot, and it really 

helped. I think being around people that were much more open-minded and much more 

interested in listening was really big. 
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   Participants found their college departments to be supportive and spoke about the 

academic focus in college being helpful as they explored and confirmed their beliefs. One 

participant speaks about the value of being taught to think critically and how this assisted in her 

experience: 

I would say the academic atmosphere in college made a big difference in how quickly I 

ended up figuring things out. The emphasis in high school is so much “here is the package 

of information, we want you to get from A to B, and we want to make sure that you can do 

that.”  College is more focused on trying to get you to think about things and to critically 

analyze and like pull things together. So my classes were kind of encouraging that end.  

DISCUSSION 

  According to Smith’s (2000) definition, each of the study participants is a Personal 

Atheist, one who “was formally a religious believer,” and each of the participants is an Explicit 

Atheist because each has been familiar with theism, but has chosen to reject the concept of a god 

(p.26). This decision was a deliberate one for the participants, who made it with great 

consideration. A thirst for knowledge and explanations was an important force in the 

deconversion experience for the participants. The participants spoke about needing Truth, using 

Reason as their emphasis, and relying on texts, great thinkers, and academic disciplines during 

their experience. The consideration and thought involved in the process can be related to various 

development theories.  

The research data supports that the participants involved in this study were shifting from 

a Dualistic stage where they once accepted the information they were given about religion, and 

moved to a Relativistic stage where they needed facts and information to fit and make sense. The 

participants gave examples of cognitive dissonance that occurred for them. Some spoke of 
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confusion about the concept of an afterlife, while others experienced confusion over cross-

cultural religious differences. Cognitive dissonance is key to development according to Perry’s 

(1999) theory, as students begin to think more independently and use supporting evidence in 

developing beliefs and centers of commitment. The findings also support Herzbrun (1999) and 

Parks (1986) in their statements that those who leave non-belief do not do so thoughtlessly, 

rather, students consider the change carefully and it is a significant part of their identity 

development and educational process.  

The participants in this study made commitments only possible from a relativistic place 

of development (Evans et al., 1998; Perry, 1999). According to Perry’s theory, this commitment 

requires the person to make decisions about the extent to which they want to break away from 

their previous values and lifestyle (Evans et al., 1998; Perry, 1999). The findings show that non-

belief is important to the identity of a Personal Atheist, and making others aware of their current 

non-belief is also important. The way in which the participants expressed and integrated this 

commitment appeared to be varying and to be dynamic. Some participants discussed slowly 

being able and willing to tell others about their non-belief, and others spoke about being more 

comfortable now with their non-belief than they were initially. 

Chickering’s (1993) identity development theory also has relevancy in the findings of this 

study, as the deconversion experience was important to the identity of the participants. The 

participants spoke about not being comfortable and being less happy when they were Christians. 

They each continued to examine their beliefs and developed a sense of identity and a belief 

system, that was more congruent with whom they were. This process appears to parallel the 

vector of Establishing Identity in Chickering’s model where a person’s sense of self and comfort 

with life roles is considered. The deconversion experience for these participants moved along 
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Chickering’s model of vectors into Developing Purpose, as students developed a commitment to 

their belief systems. This commitment was obvious as they began to find it important to tell 

others about their beliefs, create a new sense of meaning for themselves, and speak about being 

happier now without Christianity and “never going back.”  

The participants spoke about their deconversion as being challenging in a variety of 

ways. These challenges included, among others, a desire to keep religion.  It is reasonable to 

surmise that the societal pressures existing around God belief, the stigma around non-belief, and 

the lack of positive role models, made the alternative of non-belief an intimidating unknown that 

people would have preferred to not have to explore.  

Additionally, the participants in this study generally did not speak to others about their 

doubts while they were questioning their faith, and now selectively tell others about their change 

in beliefs. It is reasonable to conclude that this silence had much to do with the negative stigma 

in society around non-belief and the “pressure to believe,” mentioned previously. It is not likely 

that this silence was the desired approach for individuals, since many spoke about uncomfortable 

fears concerning other’s reactions, and a sense of being alone in their thoughts. While non-

theism is not currently at the forefront of concern for administrators, this study confirms the 

importance of support for students as they question their faith so they can feel safe as they 

develop their identity. 

This solitary and silent aspect of the experience parallels that of the Homosexual Identity 

Development model developed by Cass (1979). Indeed, a couple of the participants themselves 

used the Gay Lesbian Bisexual Transgender (GLBT) coming out experience as an example of 

their own experience with non-belief. For example, gay students in the stage of Identity 

Acceptance may choose to present themselves differently to certain others. Some may be 
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selectively “out” and others may try to “pass” as straight. This similar to the comments and 

experiences of many of the students in this study who selectively chose to tell those that were 

“safe.” An additional similarity to Cass’ model of homosexual identity is that of gay individuals 

being able to see their homosexuality as positive during the latter stages of the experience.  

Further comparisons may be made with Cass’ model of homosexual identity 

development. The first stage of Cass’ model, Identity Confusion, is marked with feelings such as 

confusion and anxiety, feelings similar to those discussed in this study. Cass suggests that a gay 

person may then seek out new information to further develop their identity, or halt this 

development in foreclosure (Evans et al., 1998; Cass, 1979). If a parallel is to be drawn, then 

further development occurred for the participants in this study as they searched out additional 

information through books, academics and reason.  

During the second stage of Cass’ model, Identity Comparison, a gay person must face the 

social implications of potential isolation and being different than the majority. While participants 

did not have a common experience that they related directly to leaving the majority, they spoke 

about needing similar others and fear of other’s reactions, paralleling the experience of many gay 

individuals. 

During Cass’ stage three, Identity Tolerance, similarity between these minority 

communities is again relevant, as the participants of the current study were unanimous in their 

voice about the importance of similar others. In the final stage of Cass’ model, Identity 

Acceptance, the gay person is able to see their homosexuality as being a positive part of their 

identity. As discussed above, this final stage closely resembles the experience of the participants 

in this study who now identify their non-belief as a positive and important part of their identity 

(Evans et al., 1998; Cass, 1979). 
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 This study found that the final stages of deconversion, for many of the participants, were 

marked with new freedom, self-power, and self-esteem. This finding not only parallels Cass’ 

model but is also supported by Smith’s (2000) and Barker’s (1992) personal accounts of 

deconversion where they expressed feeling “free” after their deconversion. This study supports 

the findings of Ross (1990), that those who leave belief have a stronger sense of self-efficacy 

than when they believed that success was related to a higher being. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 

Educators have an opportunity to contribute to the development and support of students 

who may be experiencing deconversion from the Christian faith, taking up non-belief, or simply 

reexamining their belief systems. To affect students’ development as they commit to core aspects 

of their identity, it is important to first bring attention and create awareness about this invisible 

minority and recognize non-belief or deconversion to non-belief as a potential issue for students. 

Developing commitment to religious identity, as well as developing an identity related to non-

belief, are important life issues that should be equally considered by student affairs 

administrators and faculty. The climate for non-believers and deconverted Atheists will 

ultimately improve when non-belief becomes an integral part of conversations around 

inclusiveness.  

 The important step of destigmatizing non-belief may begin to occur once conversations 

concerning religious examination are acceptable, and both religious examination and non-belief 

are recognized as potentially critical issues for college students. When non-belief is 

destigmatized, and the development of non-belief is understood to be a natural part of the growth 

that many may experience, students may begin to discuss their concerns openly, feel comfortable 

sharing their true selves with others, and may not feel the angst and guilt that are associated with 
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the social pressure of the dominant religion. A wider acceptance of non-belief does not mean that 

deconversion will be an easy experience, as faith itself is a powerful component from which to 

walk away. However, support and acceptance during such a difficult time will allow students to 

focus more on their beliefs than on social consequences.  

As a part of this destigmatization, it is important that allies on campus, and those that are 

open to perspectives such as non-belief, make themselves known and available to students 

questioning their faith. As is true with the GLBT community, small symbols such as the 

Freethinkers Fish, are meaningful for this invisible minority searching for allies.  Encouraging 

critical thinking, encouraging the sharing of perspectives, and using secular examples in the 

classroom are suggestions offered by participants. Another suggestion offered by participants is 

to make language inclusive of non-belief, as is the encouraged practice to recognize different 

religious faiths. Those interested in making this invisible minority feel safe should use caution 

when referring to a god, the bible, heaven, or using Christian quotes in the workplace, for 

example.  

 Students experiencing deconversion appear to look thoroughly for answers, information, 

and reason. The existence of this captive audience ideally positions mentors in the college 

community to influence students’ cognitive growth. Educators can assist students by encouraging 

the exploration of academic resources and engaging students around the cognitive dissonance 

they are experiencing related to their belief systems through dialogue and feedback. While the 

line between church and state is one to respect, it does not preclude educators assisting students 

in their personal and cognitive development. When students express an interest in examining 

their belief systems, they should be supported in exploring their religious beliefs thoroughly, as 

opposed to holding beliefs tacitly. As students develop identity and a sense of purpose, this 
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commitment to personal identity will become important and is often a central part of the college 

experience. As suggested by Herzbrun (1999) this development should be supported, exploration 

and dialogue encouraged, and students should be aware that their questioning is not aberrant.  
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