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Introduction

The Art and Science of Studying Religion

Roger Finke and Christopher D. Bader

In most areas of life, we take stable and accurate measures for granted. 
When buying food, land, or almost any commercial product, buyers 
assume that standard units of length, weight, or some other measure 
will be used, and the seller assumes that a standard measure of cur-
rency will be given in return. Likewise, there is an assumption that the 
tools used for measuring these products will be highly standardized and 
accurate. The expectations for clear standards and precise measures are 
even higher when applied to the sciences.

This has not always been the case. Indeed, the history of developing 
and adapting measures has an interesting overlap with religious his-
tory. Adapting standardized measures was often justified as a religious 
or moral imperative. One of the best- known efforts to impose standard-
ization is the 1215 Magna Carta of King John of England, requiring that 
“there be one measure for wine throughout our kingdom, and one mea-
sure for ale, and one measure for corn. . . . Let it be the same with weights 
as with measures” (Halsall 2011 [1215]). Centuries before the Magna 
Carta, however, Caliph ‘Abd al- ‘Aziz decried the “wicked practices” of tax 
collectors and charged them to “take in taxes only the weight of seven” 
(Wright 1997:33); and in the book of Amos, the Jewish Bible warns against 
“skimping on the measure, boosting the price and cheating with dishon-
est scales.”1 Guillaume Budé, famous for his treatise on ancient coins and 
measures, summarized the close link between measurement and morality 
in 1514: “Let there be one single faith, one measure, one weight, and the 
order of the world shall be free from harm” (as quoted in Stecchini 1961).

Yet, standardized measures did far more than preserve the moral 
order or curb social harm; they quickly became the foundation of 
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scientific discovery. Plato noted that if number, weight, and measure are 
taken away from a discipline, little remains (Stecchini 1961). The ability 
to assign a numerical value to the observable unit measured became the 
expectation for any scientific venture.

This scientific standard was initially applied to the young social sci-
ences. In the early twentieth century, an influential group of logical 
positivists proposed that we could infer an external reality based on the 
score of a single measure (Campbell and Russo 2001). Such optimism 
was short lived. By the middle of the twentieth century, the highly re-
garded psychologist Donald Campbell labeled this as “positivism’s worst 
gift to the social sciences” (Campbell and Russo 2001:1). Campbell and 
others noted that human characteristics are far too complicated, and 
confounded by external factors, to allow the measurement of a person’s 
character with a single measure. No single measure can clearly define a 
single trait, much less measure it with precision.

This problem is evident in the study of religion. Religion is a par-
ticularly sensitive and intricate domain that packages together religious 
practices with beliefs about the nature of the deity or deities, morality, 
literalism, visions of the afterlife, ideas about the meaning of life, and a 
host of other factors. No single measure can hope to capture the total-
ity of an individual’s belief or provide a single “number” that represents 
religion. As Dougherty et al. (2009) found, members of the same rural, 
conservative Baptist congregation may share a religious denomination, 
belief in the existence of God, and high levels of church attendance, yet 
exhibit a surprising diversity in their beliefs about God’s tendency to 
judge humans, about who will get into Heaven, and about the so- called 
paranormal, such as haunted houses and UFOs. Consequently, any sin-
gle religion measure will only represent a single aspect of religiosity. It 
probably includes more beliefs than those targeted, but also fails to in-
clude all of the beliefs intended or to paint a complete picture of religion. 
When the uncertain range of the measures is combined with the lack of 
clear standards for assessing measures, social science measures suffer 
from multiple sources of error.

To make matters worse, the values assigned to each measure can be 
distorted by the methods used for gathering data. Social surveys, the 
dominant method for collecting social data, suffer from a long list of “ar-
tifacts” that can alter outcomes, such as question ordering, the response 
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categories offered, the interviewers used, and the question wording. 
Moreover, asking respondents to reveal intimate experiences with 
the sacred requires a trust seldom established in a ten- minute phone 
interview.

Other methods raise their own problems (Schuman 1982; Bradburn, 
Sudman, and Wansink 2004). Experiments often fail to simulate a real- 
world setting, and researchers observing social settings can distort the 
outcomes merely by their presence.2 Official documents or government 
reports also suffer from measurement error, frequently introducing se-
lection and reporting biases. Further, religious experiences typically fall 
outside of everyday experience, are difficult to recreate in laboratory 
settings, and are completely absent from government data sources. In 
sum, it is safe to conclude that social science measures of religion and 
religiosity are plagued with serious errors.

Despite this apparent state of hopelessness, Campbell and his col-
leagues (Webb et al. 1966; Campbell and Stanley 1963; Campbell and 
Russo 2001) pointed to a relatively simple solution to single- measure 
and single- method approaches. They proposed that the use of multiple 
measures and multiple research methods could help to uncover the very 
content we are trying to understand. They suggested that the limitations 
of social science measures were “demoralizing . . . only as long as one 
set of data, one type of method, is considered separately” (Webb et al. 
1966:29). They explained that the strengths of one measure and method 
could complement the weaknesses of another. The solution was to in-
clude multiple measures for the character, trait, or content of interest 
and to use multiple research designs to study the topic. For the complex 
topic of religion, this is sage advice.

When applied to surveys, multimeasure approaches quickly pro-
duced a long list of multi- item scales that attempted to capture some 
underlying concept or content of interest. In their 531- page volume on 
Measures of Religiosity, Peter C. Hill and Ralph W. Hood Jr. (1999) re-
view 126 scales and indexes developed to measure religion, and they 
concede that this is still incomplete. Along with this proliferation of new 
multi- item scales arose a vast literature on how to evaluate scales and 
indexes, with researchers developing sophisticated techniques and pro-
cedures for understanding and evaluating sources of measurement error 
in these multi- item measures (Alwin 2007).3
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Despite this proliferation and evaluation of survey scales, however, 
developing new items to place in scales remains more art than science. 
Scholars have provided guidelines on how to write survey items (Sud-
man and Bradburn 1982; Bradburn, Sudman, and Wansink 2004), and 
research has illustrated how these items can be evaluated (Schuman and 
Presser 1996), but the vast majority of the individual survey items un-
dergo little systematic evaluation. What they are measuring or how they 
compare to similar measures used in the past is often poorly understood.

Along with advocating for a multimeasure/multimethod approach to 
understanding phenomena, Campbell and his colleagues also encour-
aged researchers to utilize “unobtrusive” measures, or means of collect-
ing data that do not require direct interaction with the subject of study. 
For example, their book on Unobtrusive Measures demonstrated how 
seating patterns in lecture halls could be coded to measure racial at-
titudes, how the erosion of floor tiles could help to measure floor traf-
fic, and how the shrinking diameter of children seated in a circle could 
measure fear induced by a ghost story. They also used archives, official 
records, and public data sources. To measure the impact of TV being 
introduced to a community, they charted the rate of library withdraw-
als, noticing a drop in fiction titles, but no change for nonfiction. In the 
age of social media, online role- playing games, and websites that track 
user clicks and purchases, there has never been a better time for social 
scientists to gather unobtrusive measures. Yet more than thirty years 
after Unobtrusive Measures was published, one of Campbell’s coauthors 
lamented that “like so many other of Campbell’s ideas, those underly-
ing unobtrusive measures are more honored by being talked about than 
[practiced]” (Sechrest 1998:404).

The social scientific study of religion has unfortunately fallen far 
short of Campbell’s ideal of a multimethod approach. The use of un-
obtrusive measures and methods, such as quasi- experimental designs, 
remains the exception in social scientific research. Surveys remain the 
design that generates most of our social science knowledge, including 
our knowledge of religion. Approximately 95 percent of the data files 
currently held in the Association of Religion Data Archives (theARDA.
com) were generated by surveys.

This book is a venture into the art and science of measuring religion. 
This venture evaluates existing measures of religion and unveils new 
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methods for tapping into religion’s many dimensions. Some of these new 
methods and measures offer revisions to past research accounts or sup-
plement existing knowledge, while others explore new areas of religion 
and offer new revelations. The sources for our new and revised measures 
vary. Some rely almost entirely on recent technology such as online net-
works, new software tools, and expanded databases. Other approaches 
wed old designs with new technologies, such as online surveys using 
experimental designs or survey collections relying on smartphones. Still 
others suggest new measures or approaches to measurement that utilize 
existing information in new ways.

We recognize, of course, that innovative and new measures face many 
obstacles. Two of the most obvious are continuity and cost. Replicating 
past findings and charting trends over time require a continuity of survey 
measures that discourages the introduction of new items. The high cost 
of collecting new data results in efforts to reduce risk by using the tried 
and accepted measures and methods of the past. Yet, each of these efforts, 
improving continuity and decreasing risk due to costs, increases the temp-
tation to replicate past measures even when they suffer from weaknesses.

But if continuity and cost are the most obvious obstacles to introducing 
new measures, institutional barriers are perhaps the most formidable. 
Editors and reviewers are often skeptical of novel measures, making 
researchers wary of trying innovative methods or measures. Ethical con-
cerns are heightened when institutional review boards cannot point to 
a clear precedent. Moreover, many of these same reasons make it more 
difficult to secure funding for new and novel measures. In an effort to 
address these concerns, we carefully assess the promise and the limita-
tions of the methods and measures introduced, as well as demonstrate 
how they can be effectively used.

This volume is our attempt to both improve upon existing methods and 
encourage use of new approaches. Put another way, we hope to inspire 
creativity and exploration among social scientists of religion— to improve 
upon the science and art of measuring religion in everyday life. It is our 
hope that this enterprise will both advance the social scientific study of 
religion and, perhaps more importantly, act as a call and encouragement 
for religion researchers to think creatively about our own “sacred cows.”

We believe that religion scholars should learn from Campbell and his 
colleagues and be more willing to explore new methods and measures. 
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In this book we follow their lead by attempting to learn from our past 
as we build for the future. We learn from the past by devoting some 
time to evaluating existing survey measures, as well as proposing new 
ones. We also explore new methods for evaluating and designing survey 
measures. Using online surveys and quasi- experimental designs, we ex-
plore alternative ways of wording questions and the results of differing 
response categories. Further, we introduce methods for designing mea-
sures for cross- national surveys.

Much of our effort, however, is devoted to testing end exploring new, 
or underutilized, methods for measuring religion. Many of the meth-
ods are unobtrusive in nature, and like Campbell’s research teams, we 
often rely on existing records, documents, and observations to gener-
ate measures. However, we have several advantages. Unlike these earlier 
scholars, we have access to far more information and can search this 
information in ways that were, at best, deemed possible in only the wild-
est science fiction of the 1960s. Moreover, with response rates falling and 
the diversity of the samples increasing, traditional survey measures are 
facing more challenges at providing data that accurately represent the 
population of interest. There has never been a better time for scholars to 
pull together data from disparate sources.

Throughout this process, we document the new outcomes we find. 
We introduce new technologies and methods for collecting data, but in 
the end, our interest is not in technology or even measurement design 
alone. Rather, we are interested in how new measures can help us to bet-
ter understand a topic of interest. In our case, we ask if these measures 
produce a new understanding of, and offer new stories about, religion. 
By developing survey measures that offer an accurate reflection of what 
we are attempting to discover, by creating new measures that tap into re-
ligious dimensions untouched by surveys, and by exploring new meth-
odologies, we offer new findings and new stories on religion.

Why Religion?

Clearly, the problems and concerns we have raised about measures and 
methods would apply equally to all topics within the social sciences. So 
why did we select religion?
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One reason is that we relish the challenge. Perhaps no other substan-
tive area faces greater measurement challenges than religion (Finke, 
Bader, and Polson 2010).4 From defining the content studied to choos-
ing the method and measures for studying it, each step of the process is 
filled with hurdles that threaten to introduce error. As the diversity of 
religions and irreligion increase in the United States and global studies 
become increasingly common, the measures of the past are in need of 
careful review and revision. For example, when multiple world religions 
are included in a sample, survey questions and the methods used for 
administering the survey must be revised. Because each world religion 
uses different sacred texts and the meaning of worship varies from one 
group to the next, survey questions about biblical inerrancy or church 
attendance no longer generalize across all respondents. Even the seem-
ingly obvious concepts of god(s), prayer, and many other religious terms 
(including “religion” itself) can pose challenges. Each needs to be de-
fined and measured with a clarity and consistency that can cross diverse 
religions and cultures.

There are many areas of religion, however, that surveys cannot ad-
dress. For these areas, we need to think creatively about alternative 
methods for tapping into religious beliefs, behaviors, and organizations. 
We want to explore alternative methods and measures that provide a 
historical backdrop, offer new profiles of religious organizations, and 
allow us to observe religious behaviors and networks from new vantage 
points. Regardless of the research method used, religion remains one of 
the most challenging topics to measure.

A second reason for selecting religion, closely related to the first, is 
need. There is a need for new measures and methods and a need for 
improving the way we assess past measures and methods. Whereas 
government agencies collect data on education, income, immigration, 
crime, health, and many other topics, religion is not included in official 
government collections.5 The most heavily used national data collection 
on religious organizations, the Religious Congregations and Member-
ship Study, relies on volunteers, a modest budget, and the goodwill of 
the organizations collecting and submitting the data. Some government 
funding agencies, such as the National Institutes of Health, now support 
surveys including items on religion, but the focus of the study is seldom 
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religion. A few private foundations, most notably the Sir John Temple-
ton Foundation, the Pew Trust, and the Lilly Endowment, have sup-
ported data collections in this area. Yet, when compared to other areas 
of the social sciences, the study of religion receives only modest support.

As a result, data are completely lacking in some areas, and opportuni-
ties to evaluate new and past measures are often limited. In a few of the 
areas where data are lacking, we introduce new methods for collecting 
data. We find that unobtrusive measures are especially well suited for 
the study of religion because they can often be collected on low budgets 
and require minimal interference in the lives of those being studied. In 
areas where measures do exist, we introduce new methods for evaluat-
ing and improving these measures.

Our relationship with the Association of Religion Data Archives 
(www.theARDA.com) is a third reason we selected religion. Serving as 
director and associate director of the ARDA, we have helped to assemble 
more than one thousand data collections into a single database. For each 
of these collections, we include the complete wordings and response cat-
egories used to collect these data. This has resulted in an archive of mea-
sures, as well as data, that are supported with multiple online tools. Along 
with giving us immediate access to the thousands of existing measures, 
our positions also have introduced us to the most recent measurement 
innovations and have embedded us in a community of scholars who are 
actively developing and using new measures. It is from this community 
that we have recruited the talented group of scholars included in this 
volume. Although the authors have very diverse research interests, each 
of the authors has been actively engaged in evaluating past measures of 
religion and developing new ones. The result is a diverse array of excit-
ing research projects with new insights on measuring religion.

Plan of the Book

Innovation in the social scientific study of religion will require both 
the refining of current methodologies and the exploration of new 
approaches. To this end we have organized this volume into two sections.

Quantitative studies in research on religion remain largely dependent 
upon the analysis of survey data. Therefore, our first section focuses 
upon the evaluation and refinement of our survey measures of religion. 
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Philip S. Brenner opens section 1 by addressing one of the most funda-
mental issues about survey questions on religion: are respondents tell-
ing us the truth when they report their religious beliefs and behaviors? 
It is well known among religion researchers that survey respondents 
tend to exaggerate levels of religious service attendance. In “How Reli-
gious Identity Shapes Survey Responses,” Brenner uses identity theory 
to explain this pattern. Respondents are not simply lying, or merely 
attempting to look virtuous to the interviewer, he argues. Rather, the 
respondent’s religious identity exerts a powerful influence on his/her 
response patterns, leading the respondent to draw upon self- concepts 
of the way someone with a particular religious identity is expected to 
behave when answering related questions. Brenner concludes by recom-
mending specific techniques, such as time diaries, that can help to avoid 
the overreporting of religious behaviors.

One means by which researchers can protect themselves from bi-
ased responses to individual questions is to utilize multiple measures 
of religiosity. Psychologists have long recognized the importance of de-
veloping multi- item scales to measure religious and spiritual beliefs, at-
titudes, values, and behaviors. In their chapter “Measurement Tools and 
Issues in the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality,” psychologists Peter 
Hill and Kenneth Pargament note that multi- item scales of religiosity 
and spirituality face their own measurement issues. They then provide 
guidelines for selecting religiosity and spirituality scales and provide ex-
amples of several such scales that meet their criteria. Hill and Pargament 
conclude by suggesting some alternatives to the standard strategy of col-
lecting religion data using self- report surveys.

Jonathan Jong, Bonnie Zahl, and Carissa Sharp’s chapter, “Indirect 
and Implicit Measures of Religiosity,” builds upon Hill and Pargament 
by further advocating for alternatives to standard self- report surveys 
when studying religion. Specifically, Jong et al. argue that religion re-
searchers should utilize indirect and implicit measures of religion to 
complement standard self- report measures. For example, researchers 
might note the speed with which respondents categorize or evaluate re-
ligious concepts, providing insight into the underlying religiosity of the 
individual without asking him/her to self- report. Jong et al. summarize 
several such indirect and implicit approaches to religion measurement, 
urging the reader to add them to his or her methodological tool kit, 
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as they could provide insight into those aspects of religiosity that are 
unconscious.

Clearly, religion researchers need to be aware of weaknesses with our 
existing indicators of religion and strive to strengthen those measures. 
However, we must also face the challenge of developing new measures 
when necessary. For example, the ranks of the religiously unaffiliated 
(often called “nones”) have been increasing in the United States over 
the last several decades, but we have little understanding of the beliefs 
and practices of the nones or the motivations behind disaffiliation or 
lack of religious affiliation.6 Understanding the nones will require the 
development of new survey questions, but the cost of fielding new ques-
tions can be high, discouraging such innovations. Thankfully, there are 
cost- effective means of testing new survey questions, as Joseph Baker, 
Jonathan Hill, and Nathaniel Porter discuss in their chapter, “Assess-
ing Measures of Religion and Secularity with Crowdsourced Data from 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk.” Baker et al. provide an overview of Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) platform, which provides a pool of po-
tential participants for completing simple online tasks, including survey 
instruments, in a cost- effective manner. In their chapter, the authors use 
the MTurk platform to demonstrate both the problems of using existing 
religion measures with the nonaffiliated and how new measures could 
provide useful descriptive information on the rationales individuals give 
for being either religious or secular.

Developing new measures of religion can be deceptively difficult. As 
religion in America becomes more diverse, both from increasing dis-
affiliation and from immigration, finding a shared vocabulary that taps 
into concepts of interest and selecting response categories that capture 
the full range of choices become ever more challenging. In “Evaluat-
ing Survey Measures Using theARDA’s Measurement Wizard,” we draw 
upon our experience as directors of the Association of Religion Data 
Archives (www.theARDA.com) to discuss how looking to the past can 
help us both improve existing measures and develop new ones. As of 
this writing, theARDA.com hosts more than a thousand different data 
collections with religion measures. A new software tool, the Measure-
ment Wizard, treats this massive collection of measures as meta- data, 
allowing the user to compare the way different surveys have asked about 
the same underlying concept. Using this tool, we explore the manner in 
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which surveys have addressed issues such as human origins, personal 
religiosity, and images of God—and how responses to such questions are 
very sensitive to question wording, response category wording, and even 
the number of response categories provided.

As our research projects become more global, we will need to address 
many of the issues discussed in previous chapters, but on a wider scale. 
How do we conduct cross- cultural religion research, when many of the 
“sacred cows” in our measurement tool kits, such as church attendance, 
prayer, biblical literalism, and images of God hold widely different 
meanings across major world religions and in some cases are not even 
applicable? Tom W. Smith draws upon his extensive experience with the 
International Social Survey Programme to provide guidance in his chap-
ter “Using the Total Survey Error Paradigm to Improve Cross- National 
Research on Religion.” As Smith describes, the Total Survey (TSE) is a 
very useful paradigm for describing and improving surveys. TSE pro-
vides an outline of the various sources of error that a survey instrument 
can produce, ranging from sampling problems such as the unintentional 
exclusion of types of respondents, systematic patterns of nonresponse 
often arising from problems with noninclusive wording and content, 
statistical errors due to weighting, and a host of other issues. While TSE 
can help to reduce errors in survey instruments, it was designed to apply 
to only a single, stand- alone instrument. Smith provides a methodology 
by which TSE could be used to compare across multiple surveys, with a 
particular focus upon using this method to improve cross- cultural sur-
veys about religion. He concludes by assessing some of the problems 
that have emerged in using religion measures in cross- national surveys.

The remaining chapters, Section II of this volume, move us beyond 
surveys. Each chapter attempts to outline novel (or certainly underuti-
lized) research methods in the hope of spurring creative work in the 
study of religion. The authors are not proposing that we abandon the 
venerable survey. Rather, they illustrate how the use of multiple methods 
and several new techniques can offer new and diverse measures that 
increase our understanding of religion.

Christopher P. Scheitle exemplifies the use of creativity in our re-
search on religion in his chapter “From Documents to Data.” Religion 
researchers have long referenced government censuses, original/source 
documents, and other non- survey- based documents. As Scheitle notes, 
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such work typically required spending months in remote locations por-
ing through dusty filing cabinets. But the increasing digitization of doc-
uments and a plethora of websites, electronic databases, and search tools 
have made it increasingly feasible for a researcher to access and code a 
wealth of data from governments and religious groups. Scheitle provides 
a number of examples of how he has used such tools in his own work, 
including using tax returns of religious nonprofits to generate creative 
measures of finances, identity, and mission, as well as examining the 
mission statements of congregational websites to assess attitudes about 
gays and lesbians.

William Sims Bainbridge further highlights the benefits of the rapid 
expansion of online archives and tools in his chapter “Historical Re-
search: Oneida Online.” Even though the Oneida community dissolved 
before 1900, the Internet still provides a wealth of resources for cre-
atively researching the group. Bainbridge utilizes Google Books and 
an online genealogy website to assess claims about sexual predation of 
young women by the group’s founder, John Humphrey Noyes. He then 
draws upon Wikipedia, online newspaper archives, Ancestry.com, blogs, 
the online archives for an academic journal, and census data to paint a 
portrait of three key members of Oneida and the changing demograph-
ics of the group.

With the exception of surveys of organizational leadership, an inter-
est in researching religious organizations of any form is going to require 
methods beyond the survey, as Scheitle and Bainbridge demonstrate. 
However, conducting research on organizations (religious or otherwise) 
also requires having a strict definition of the organizational type. Most 
religion researchers have a clear understanding of what qualifies as a 
denomination and what meets the criteria for a congregation. Other or-
ganizations are slightly more challenging to define, as Evelyn L. Bush 
addresses in her chapter “What Is a Religious NGO? Conceptual and 
Classificatory Challenges in Research on Transnational Religion.”

Simply put, an NGO (nongovernmental organization) is any non-
profit, voluntary group that is not directly associated with a government 
agency. NGOs are often organized around some form of advocacy (such 
as women’s rights) or development projects (such as providing access to 
clean water). While most NGOs are secular, Bush notes that there are a 
growing number of explicitly religious NGOs. However, there are many 
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problems that emerge when attempting to classify an NGO as religious 
or nonreligious, and the way in which such groups are coded will have 
great impact on our understanding of the boundaries between the reli-
gious and the secular and between government and civil society. Bush 
provides a number of different classification schemes for distinguishing 
between religious and nonreligious NGOs, discussing the strengths and 
weaknesses of each. Ultimately she advocates for the usage of multiple 
coding schemes as reflected by a number of different criteria and vari-
ables in a dataset, allowing the researcher to examine the extent to which 
different selection criteria impact results.

One clear benefit of utilizing nonsurvey methodologies is the ability 
to gather unobtrusive measures. When we code original documents or 
classify organizations, we do so without the individuals/groups in ques-
tion being aware of that classification.7 Therefore, we need not worry 
that the respondents have answered questions or behaved in certain 
ways based on the desire to please the researcher or to maintain positive 
self- images. Chapters 10 and 11 highlight two rich sources of unobtrusive 
data on religion that have recently become available.

In chapter 10, “Reviewing Millions of Books: Charting Cultural and 
Religious Trends with Google’s Ngram Viewer,” Roger Finke and Jen-
nifer McClure discuss how the recent digitization of more than twenty 
million books by Google and an associated feature, Google Ngram 
Viewer, can be used to generate vast amounts of trend data on religion 
and to locate primary historical sources. Allowing users to conduct so-
phisticated word and phrase searches, Google’s Ngram Viewer quickly 
quantifies the usage of the inputted words/phrases in published books 
for each year from 1800 to 2000. Finke and McClure discuss and illus-
trate the strength of this tool by charting significant events in the history 
of the Mormon Church and showing subtle shifts in the meaning of the 
terms “fundamentalist” and “Pentecostal” over time; but they also dem-
onstrate the limitations of the tool in charting other religion measures. 
Finke and McClure conclude by reviewing how Google’s Ngram Viewer 
can be used to locate and code primary historical documents, resulting 
in even more historical measures of religion.

Nathaniel Porter and Christopher Bader’s chapter, “Pathways to 
Discovery and Enlightenment: Amazon’s Recommendation System as 
a Source of Information on Religious and Paranormal Consumption 
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Patterns,” also utilizes data from books in an attempt to understand re-
ligion, in this case focusing upon purchasing data from online retailer 
Amazon.com. For each item in its catalog, Amazon recommends similar 
items by computing how many customers bought specific items together. 
Such copurchase data, Porter and Bader argue, could prove particularly 
useful in improving our understanding of small religious and cultural 
groups and ideas that lack clear boundaries or formal organizational 
structures. One religious/spiritual category well known for its lack of 
clarity is the New Age/paranormal. Using copurchase data on books re-
lated to Bigfoot, UFOs, psychic powers, and other subjects, Porter and 
Bader find three identifiable belief clusters represented within New Age/
paranormal purchasing patterns that align with previous qualitative re-
search on the paranormal. The authors conclude by providing examples 
of the visualization of purchasing networks.

Amazon may have changed the way in which people buy books and 
a host of other products, but no recent piece of consumer technology 
has reshaped everyday lives as much as smartphones. The chapter by 
Bradley Wright and colleagues, “Lessons Learned from SoulPulse: A 
Smartphone- Based Experience Sampling Method (S- ESM) Study of 
Spirituality,” describes his ongoing study of spirituality that uses par-
ticipants’ smartphones to collect data over a two- week period. Wright’s 
team administered two short surveys a day over two weeks to partici-
pants in the SoulPulse study who downloaded an associated phone app. 
The questions on these surveys were a mixture of items about religion 
and spirituality (such as asking the respondent their level of awareness of 
God’s presence “right now”), items about daily activities, and questions 
about current emotional states. SoulPulse provided a unique opportu-
nity to gather data on how religion and spirituality fit into everyday life. 
Wright discusses the lessons his team learned while conducting this 
study, providing concrete guidance on how to administer surveys, create 
suitable measures, design an appealing software interface, recruit par-
ticipants, and analyze the uniquely structured, multilevel data generated 
by this approach.

Together these chapters respond to the challenges posed by Campbell 
and his colleagues more than sixty years ago by using multiple different 
methods to propose multiple new measures. No one measure, or one 
method, provides all the information needed, but the wealth of measures 
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and the different methods reveal new insights into and understanding 
of religion. The authors also address the challenge of developing unob-
trusive measures by using techniques that Campbell and his colleagues 
could never have imagined. This book is about measuring religion, but 
the most exciting outcomes are the stories these new measures tell.

Notes
 1 Quoted from Amos 8:5 (New International Version translation). The translation 

from the Stone Edition of the Tanach (Brooklyn, NY: Mesorah Publications, 1996) 
warns against efforts to “reduce the ephah and increase the shekel, and distort 
scales of deceit.”

 2 Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter’s (1956) classic study of a failed prophecy, When 
Prophecy Fails, raises concerns about the impact observers can have upon the very 
phenomena they wish to document. Festinger and colleagues witnessed increased 
excitement and proselytization among the members of a small flying- saucer 
cult after a failed prophecy about the arrival of extraterrestrials, resulting in the 
concept of “cognitive dissonance.” Bainbridge (1997, 137) is very skeptical of these 
findings, noting that at some group meetings, a third of the fourteen people in 
attendance were observers. Bainbridge argues that the very attention the group 
received from Festinger and colleagues may have produced the excitement that 
allowed them to continue for a time after failed prophecies.

 3 Campbell and Fiske (1959) were early contributors with their introduction of the 
“Multitrait- Multimethod Validity Matrix.”

 4 In the early 1990s, a group of scholars exploring the connections between religion 
and politics advocated for the use of a set of improved measures of religious 
belief, behavior, and belonging. A few were integrated into the NES. For a discus-
sion, see Wald and Smidt (1993).

 5 From 1906 to 1936, the U.S. Census Bureau collected the Census of Religious Bod-
ies. The bureau is no longer allowed to collect religion data.

 6 See Baker and Smith (2015).
 7 We oversimplify here in the interest of making a point. When working with 

nonpublic documents or information, permission of some form is sometimes 
required to access that information. There is also the possibility that organizations 
only provide documents to the researcher that support a certain perspective. But 
in most cases, we can circumvent concerns about social desirability by coding 
secondary documents and reports.
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