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Abstract

While polarization has increased the saliency of political 
values, political meaning-making has been scarcely addressed 
in higher education literature and training. Additionally, even 
though the political orientation of evangelicals has been back in 
the spotlight since the 2016 presidential campaign, little research 
has been done to explore the interplay of faith commitments and 
political values among students at an evangelical college. !is 
study examined religiosity, ideology, political attitudes, the sa-
lience of political identity, and experience with political di"er-
ences among students at an evangelical Christian liberal arts 
institution (n = 223). Descriptive data con#rmed the salience 
of religious belief and practice among the surveyed students 
and revealed that they endorsed the views that cross partisan 
boundaries, suggesting that they were more complicated polit-
ically than their ideology, party a$liation, or voting decisions 
would convey. While political identity was not an important part 
of personhood for most students, ideology predicted con%ict, 
open-mindedness, and self-censorship.  
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Introduction
Political division has become a de#ning characteristic of the United 

States (Dimock & Wike, 2020), the nation with a convicting motto, “Out 
of many, one.” !e past two presidential elections further uncovered the 
profound di"erences around core values and beliefs among Americans. 
In one multinational study, the researchers found that our nation has ex-
perienced the highest rise in a"ective polarization (Boxell et al., 2021), 
with ordinary citizens a$liated with one political party increasingly dis-
liking and distrusting those a$liated with the other party (Iyengar et al., 
2019). Ampli#ed by the echo chambers of social media, political noise 
drowns out any attempt at a dialogue. We cannot hear each other, and 
what is more despairing, we do not want to. 

!e University of California in Los Angeles Higher Education Re-
search Institute’s annual freshman survey revealed that today’s #rst-year 
college students are more politically polarized than they have been in the 
last 50 years (Stolzenberg et al., 2018). Over 60% of young Americans 
are “worried America will not be able to overcome its current divisions” 
(Harvard University Institute of Politics, 2021, p. 11). While growing 
polarization has increased the saliency of political identity (Iyengar & 
Westwood, 2015), the subject has been scarcely explored in higher edu-
cation and student a"airs training and literature (Morgan, 2021). 

!is study investigated the religious beliefs and practices, political 
views, and impact of political divisions in the lives of college students 
attending an evangelical Christian college. !is research contributes to 
the higher education and student development #eld, as student a"airs 
professionals have an opportunity to facilitate respectful and produc-
tive dialogue in safe settings to reconcile some of these divides. In the 
absence of literature addressing the role of political meaning-making in 
student development, this study also contributes to understanding the 
political identity development of college students on a Christian college 
campus by presenting a more nuanced narrative of students’ political at-
titudes and experiences. 

Literature Review
!e scarcity of higher education research on political identity could be 

related to a generally low political engagement among college students 
during the 1980s and 1990s when many student development theories 
emerged. Following the Vietnam War era, students o&en saw politics 
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as “individualistic, divisive, negative, and o&en counterproductive to 
acting on the ills of society” (Longo & Meyer, 2006, p. 2). 

Political identity and ideology are related concepts (sometimes used 
interchangeably) that have been challenging to operationalize (!eodo-
ridis, 2013). In political science, ideology is measured using respondent 
self-reports of their ideological views. While o&en perceived as some-
thing negative by the general public, in political science, ideology is a 
neutral term that refers to an interrelated set of political beliefs (Freeden, 
1996) forming the shared cognitive basis for a group or social identi-
ty (van Dijk, 2006). Partisanship is a more tangible concept and, thus, 
easier to measure and research. Within the sphere of American political 
science, party identi#cation has been the primary variable included in 
the analysis to explain voting decisions and political meaning-making 
(Huddy & Bankert, 2017). 
Evangelicals and Politics 

Evangelicalism is both a global religious movement and a system of be-
liefs within Protestantism, de#ned by Bebbington (1989), based on four 
central commitments: (1) biblicism (high regard for and obedience to 
the Bible as the ultimate authority); (2) conversionism (the necessity of 
the new birth by the power of the Holy Spirit); (3) crucicentrsim (a core 
emphasis on Christ’s sacri#ce on the cross); and (4) activism (or evan-
gelism—the need to share the Gospel, locally and globally). However, as 
astutely noted by Van der Borght (2018), religious movements cannot 
de#ne themselves exclusively “in terms of their confessional identities 
.  .  . all religions are co-identi#ed by a sociocultural identity” (p. 162). 
Historical realities have shaped the attitudes, beliefs, and practices of 
White American evangelicals—not shared by evangelicals of non-White 
backgrounds or in other parts of the world—and directed their political 
a"ections (Smidt, 2013). Likewise, non-White evangelicals’ racialized 
experience in the United States has a"ected their political commitments 
(Calhoun-Brown, 1998). However, as research shows, across racial and 
ethnic groups and across political parties, evangelicals’ political mean-
ing-making is usually more nuanced and complex than the political op-
posites would make it sound. 
Evangelical Students and Politics 

Although evangelicals are the largest religious group among young 
adults, little is known about how their faith shapes political outlook and 
civic engagement (Stackaruk & Singer, 2022). In a nationally representa-
tive survey of 1,989 young adults aged 18 to 25, evangelical young adults 
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were the only group to select religious texts as the primary source of in-
%uence (along with friends) on political issues and community engage-
ment (Stackaruk & Singer, 2022). !ey were also more likely to view 
civic engagement as important and more engaged than their religious 
and non-religious peers. 

Bryant (2005) o"ered a composite portrait of an evangelical subculture 
based on an in-depth qualitative study of an evangelical student presence 
on a public campus. In terms of the students’ political beliefs, she con-
cluded that evangelical student organizations are intentionally silent to 
avoid polarization. Many participants deliberately avoided identifying as 
Republicans or Democrats and o&en revealed holding “both liberal and 
conservative attitudes simultaneously” (p. 11). !ese attitudes included 
the support for welfare programs, environmental stewardship, and gun 
control (commonly perceived as liberal commitments), as well the con-
servative stance on abortion rights. !e author found the students’ view 
of LGBTQ+ matters ambivalent, expressing “signi#cant con%ict between 
their interpretation of biblical scriptures and their warm connections to 
gay or lesbian friends” (p. 12). 
Politics, Stress, and Close Relationships

Over the past seven years (since the 2016 presidential election), re-
searchers have focused on the impact of the tumultuous political en-
vironment on mental health. Following the 2016 presidential election, 
there were reports of signi#cant stress, notably among Democrats, 
women, young adults, and college students una$liated with the Chris-
tian faith (Hagan et al., 2018; Hoyt et al., 2018). 

Several studies examined how political engagement (Ballard et al., 
2020) and sociopolitical stress (Ballard et al., 2022; Hagan et al., 2018) 
a"ect students’ well-being. Ballard et al. (2022) de#ned sociopolitical 
stress “as the intense feelings and experiences people have that stem from 
an awareness of, exposure to, and/or involvement in, political events and 
phenomena” (p. 2). In a study of 769 students attending a large public 
university, one out of four met the criteria for clinically signi#cant symp-
toms of stress related to the 2016 election (Hagan et al., 2018). 

In another study, 76% of college students agreed that the 2020 election 
“was stressing them out” (Ballard et al., 2022, p. 4). However, students 
self-identifying as Republicans, ideologically conservative, and Chris-
tian reported the lowest stress levels, even though Trump, the candidate 
they most likely supported, lost the election. 
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A recent study with a representative sample of 850 college students 
nationwide found that a person’s vote for a presidential candidate in-
%uenced one’s openness to build friendships with, date, and work for 
someone with an opposing choice (Generation Lab, 2021). !e e"ect 
was stronger for Democrats, with 71% responding that they would “de#-
nitely not” or “probably not” go out on a date with someone who voted 
for the opposing presidential candidate (compared with 31% of respon-
dents who identi#ed as Republicans). !ese #ndings demonstrate the 
impact of political polarization on relationships and suggest that parti-
sanship in%uences social interactions.
Political Discourse in the College Setting 

!e college setting is a natural space for political development (Finlay 
et al., 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), where exposure to new ideas 
helps students clarify their values and in%uences the formation of their 
identity. However, opportunities for intentional political discourse have 
been limited to speci#c majors or small groups of students with speci#c 
(and similar) interests (!omas & Brower, 2017). 

In her book Angry Politics, Stacy Ulbig (2020) argued that civil debate 
around potentially polarizing issues is a skill that needs to be taught 
in college. Yet, even before the cancel culture reached its momentum, 
a survey of 19,969 undergraduate students from 55 colleges and uni-
versities found that “a majority of students feel they can’t express their 
opinions on campus, especially when they are in the ideological minor-
ity and even if they believe their college fosters a climate that supports 
free speech” (Anderson, 2020, para. 1). Understanding student percep-
tions of the impact of political disagreements on their close relationships 
and their meaning-making around political identity can help faculty and 
sta" o"er more informed, intentional support for their development 
inside and outside the classroom. 
Research Questions  

We sought to address the gap in the literature regarding Christian stu-
dents’ political views and engagement, aiming to answer the following 
research questions:

1. How central are religious beliefs and practices to college students 
at an evangelical Christian liberal arts institution? 

2. What are the patterns of students’ political self-identi#cation? 
3. What attitudes on diverse contemporary political issues are en-

dorsed by the participants? 
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4. Have students experienced signi#cant polarization and interper-
sonal con%ict related to the 2020 presidential election?

5. Is there a relationship between the study’s main variables (i.e., reli-
giosity, ideology, political identity, and political con%ict)? 

Method
!is survey-based study sought to explore the patterns of political 

ideology, attitudes, and identity, as well as the experience with political 
con%ict in American students attending a private liberal arts institution 
identifying with evangelical Protestant tradition in the Midwest. 
Participants and Procedures 

!e study’s sample was drawn at a private Christian college in the Mid-
west where the student population re%ects the qualities we intended to 
explore (i.e., a primarily evangelical student body). Upon receiving the 
institutional review board approval, we visited classes, sent an email, and 
posted %yers encouraging students to participate in the study. Data were 
collected in May and September 2022 through an electronic survey. 

Out of 292 responses, 69 were excluded for missing data or not meet-
ing the inclusion criteria (undergraduate status, 18 to 29 years old age 
group, and American citizenship). Men comprised 51.0% of the sample, 
and women 46.5% (2.5% selected Other or Prefer not to say). !e par-
ticipants came from 35 states and, racially, were 75% White, 13% Asian, 
2% African American, and .5% Native American, with 9.5% selecting 
“other” or “prefer not to say.” Of those who chose White, 6.5% identi#ed 
as Latino/a or Hispanic. !e racial/ethnic composition of the sample was 
representative of the student population at the institution as a whole. !e 
age ranged from 18 to 24, with 23.76% being #rst-year students, 19.80% 
sophomores, 27.71% juniors, and 28.71% seniors. As expected for this 
demographic group, 96% were never married.
Measures

!e survey consisted of questions to assess one’s religiosity and view 
of the Bible, ideological self-identi#cation, party a$liation, voting his-
tory and decision (for presidential election only), political attitudes, 
the salience of political identity, and the impact of political discord on            
signi#cant relationships. 
Measures of Religiosity

We were particularly interested in this sample because of the expected 
high levels of religiosity. !e Centrality of Religiosity Scale (CRS) assess-
es the salience of religious thought, expression, and experience (Huber 
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& Huber, 2012). We used the #ve-item version of the scale, measuring 
religious thought (“How o&en do you think about religious issues?”), 
belief (“To what extent do you believe that God or something divine 
exists?”), public practice (“How o&en do you take part in religious ser-
vices?”), private practice (“How o&en do you pray?”), and experience 
(“How o&en do you experience situations in which you have the feeling 
that God or something divine intervenes in your life?”). Respondents 
answered each item using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all/never) 
to 5 (very much so/very o!en); higher scores represented a more evident 
centrality of religiosity. !e measure of internal consistency (Cronbach 
alpha) of the #ve-item scale was .85 (Huber & Huber, 2012;), .93 in our 
previous study (Bayne et al., 2021), and .75 in the current study, demon-
strating adequate reliability. 

Additionally, the survey included the question from the American Na-
tional Election Study (ANES) survey, a national survey of voters in the 
United States conducted before and a&er every presidential election. !is 
question attempts to gauge the participants’ view of the Bible by asking 
which of the given statements re%ects their feeling about the Bible:  

1. !e Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, 
word for word.

2. !e Bible is the word of God but not everything in it should be 
taken literally, word for word.

3. !e Bible is a book written by men and is not the word of God. 
(American National Election Survey, 2021, p. 185) 

As it was done elsewhere in the literature (see Yancey & Quosigk, 
2021), we included these questions to explore the participants’ theo-
logical orientation (progressive or conservative) based on their belief                        
about the Scriptures.
Measures of Political Identi!cation

Ideological self-identi#cation was assessed through a 7-point Likert 
scale, from 1 corresponding with extremely liberal to 7 corresponding 
with extremely conservative (Bayne et al., 2021). Respondents also an-
swered whether they were registered with a speci#c party; whether they 
thought of themselves as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or 
something else; whether they thought of themselves to be closer to the 
Republican or Democratic Party; and the degree of identi#cation (Strong 
or Not very strong). Finally, they were asked for whom they voted in the 
2020 presidential election (Trump, Biden, Other, or Decline to answer).

Under God
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Political Attitudes
Attitudes toward speci#c political issues were assessed with a 12-

item Political Attitudes Questionnaire (PAQ) created by Pyszczynski 
et al. (2018), with the participants indicating on a 6-point Likert scale 
(1  =  Strongly Disagree, 6  =  Strongly Agree) their agreement with the 
statements listed in Table 1. In the Pyszxzynski et al. (2018) study, the 
scale yielded good reliability (α = .83), and it did likewise in our study 
(α = .81). 
Salience of Political Identity and Responses to Political Con"ict

!e Political Identity and Relational Impact Scale (PIRI) is a new in-
strument intending to capture personal and relational responses to polit-
ical con%ict (Bayne et al., 2021). It consists of 30 items and a four-factor 
structure (Con%ict, Identity, Open-Mindedness, and Self-Censorship). 
In its initial validation study (Bayne et al., 2021), it had the following 
measures of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha): .88 (Con%ict), .85 
(Identity), .80 (Open-Mindedness), and .76 (Self-Censorship). In the 
present study, Cronbach’s alphas were .87, .87, .73, and .82 for Con%ict, 
Identity, Open-Mindedness, and Self-Censorship, respectively.
Analyses

We answered Research Questions 1, 2, 3, and 4 using descriptive statis-
tics. To answer Research Question 5, we measured the strength of the as-
sociation between the study variables by calculating Pearson correlation 
coe$cients and performing a multiple regression analysis. 

Results
Centrality of Religious Beliefs and Expressions

!e responses to the CRS con#rmed the salience of religious belief, 
experience, and practice among the surveyed students. !e majority of 
the respondents thought of religious issues o&en or very o&en (85%, 
n = 170) and experienced situations in which they felt that God inter-
vened in their life (occasionally: 34%, o&en or very o&en: 53%, n = 175). 
Ninety-#ve percent (n = 190) endorsed a belief that God exists, with 6% 
believing in God “quite a bit” and 89% selecting “very much so.” !ey re-
ported regularly participating in religious services (once a week or more 
than once a week: 89%, n = 179) and praying either daily or several times 
a day (82%, n = 164). 

Based on the responses to the ANES survey items on the view of Scrip-
ture, 99% believed the Bible to be the word of God, with 24% a$rming 
the statement that “the Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken 
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literally, word for word,” and 74% agreeing that “the Bible is the word of 
God but not everything in it should be taken literally, word for word.” 
Out of 203 students, three agreed with the statement that “the Bible is a 
book written by men and is not the word of God.”
Ideological Self-identification, Partisanship, and Presidential Election 

As seen in Figure 1, the sample was reasonably balanced ideologically, 
slightly leaning to the conservative side (M = 4.22, SD = 1.41), with the 
individuals most frequently self-identifying as “moderate, in the middle” 
(25%, n = 50). Overall, 30.77% of respondents described themselves as 
liberal (across the three liberal categories), and 43.59% described them-
selves as conservative. Women were more likely to identify as liberal 
(M  =  3.87) than men (M  =  4.56), re%ecting the trend in the country 
(Survey Center on American Life, 2022).
Figure 1
Self-Reported Ideology

In response to the question about the political party a$liation on voter 
registration 46.70% of respondents (n = 92) did not have an o$cial party 
a$liation, followed by 36.04% registered as Republicans, 8.63% as Dem-
ocrats, and 8.12% as Independents. One person selected “other.” How-
ever, based on another question (“Generally speaking, do you usually 
think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or some-
thing else?”) a di"erent pattern emerged, with slightly more than half of 
the students identifying as Republicans (50.25%, n = 100), followed by 
26.53% identifying as Independents, 10.05% as Democrats, 7.54% se-
lecting “no preference,” and 5.53% “other.” Interestingly, of those who 
identi#ed as Republicans, less than half (48.98%) called themselves “a 
strong Republican” (as opposed to “not a very strong Republican”). For 
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those identifying as Democrats, 45% called themselves a strong Demo-
crat (vs. 55% describing themselves as “not a very strong Democrat”). 

Finally, 73.23% of the participants (n = 145) voted in the 2020 presi-
dential election, with 41.33% voting for Trump, 24.49% for Biden, and 
14.29% for another candidate. Almost 20% of the respondents declined 
to answer. 
Political Attitudes

Attitudes toward speci#c political issues were assessed with a 12-
item Political Attitudes Questionnaire (PAQ). Higher scores denoted 
greater endorsement of the statement. We used these items to explore 
how our sample rated statements that are o&en points of division along 
political lines in order to get a more in-depth perspective of student                            
political ideology.
Table 1
Responses to Political Attitudes Questionnaire
Survey Item Strongly 

Dis-
agree

Moder. 
Dis-
agree

Some-
what 
Disagree

Some-
what
Agree

Moder.
Agree

Strongly 
Agree

Mean/
SD

!e traditional (male/
female) two-parent 
family provides the best 
environment of stabil-
ity, discipline, responsi-
bility, and character.

5.8% 4.9% 5.8% 11.2% 11.7% 60.5% 5.0/1.53

America’s domestic 
policy should do more 
to ensure that living 
and working conditions 
are equal for all groups 
of people.

4.0% 2.7% 9.91% 30.0% 22.0% 31.4% 4.57/1.31

!e use of our military 
strength makes the 
United States a safer 
place to live.

1.8% 7.6% 13.9% 22.0% 21.1% 33.6% 4.54/1.37

America would be a 
better place if people 
had stronger religious 
beliefs.

4.9% 5.8% 8.1% 28.3% 29.1% 23.8% 4.42/1.35
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!e more money a per-
son makes in America, 
the more taxes he/she 
should pay.

7.6% 7.2% 9.4% 30.9% 24.2% 20.6% 4.19/1.45

It is the responsibil-
ity of political leaders 
to promote programs 
that will help close the 
income gap between the 
rich and the poor.

8.1% 8.15% 11.7% 28.7% 24.7% 18.4% 4.09/1.47

Taxation should be 
used to fund social 
programs.

5.4% 7.2% 15.2% 38.6% 22.9% 10.8% 3.99/1.26

Gay marriage threatens 
the sanctity of marriage.

13.9% 10.76% 13.45% 20.18% 13.0% 28.7% 3.94/1.76

Flag burning should be 
illegal.

15.2% 10.8% 19.7% 17.9% 12.6% 23.8% 3.73/1.73

!ere is no “right way” 
to live life; instead, 
everyone must create a 
way to live which works 
best for them.

14.8% 20.2% 21.1% 22.9% 15.2% 5.8% 3.21/1.45

Our society is set up so 
that people usually get 
what they deserve.

14.3% 19.7% 26.0% 23.3% 12.6% 4.0% 3.12/1.36

Spending tax dollars on 
“abstinence education” 
rather than “sex educa-
tion” is more e"ective in 
curbing teen pregnancy.

23.8% 25.6% 20.2% 21.1% 6.7% 2.7% 2.70/1.35

Note. N = 223. Survey items are listed in descending order of the mean 
value, ranking the items from the highest to the lowest agreement.

As shown in Table 1, most students (72.2%) strongly or moderately 
agreed that the traditional male/female two-parent family is the best 
environment for a stable upbringing aiming to develop character and 
responsibility. However, there was no strong consensus on whether 
same-sex marriage threatens the sanctity of marriage, with 41.7% of 
respondents strongly or moderately agreeing with the statement and 
almost a quarter of them strongly or moderately disagreeing. Perhaps 
in the same vein, 43.9% agreed that there is no “right way to live life; 
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instead, everyone must create a way to live which works best for them.” 
Yet, only 18.8% disagreed the country “would be a better place if people 
had stronger religious beliefs.”

While ideologically, the sample was leaning slightly toward the con-
servative orientation, an overwhelming majority of participants agreed 
(83.4%, across the agreement categories) that “America’s domestic policy 
should do more to ensure that living and working conditions are equal 
for all groups of people.” Similarly, most respondents believed that (1) 
people with higher earnings should pay higher taxes (75.9%, with vary-
ing degrees of agreement), (2) political leaders must promote programs 
closing the income gap between the rich and the poor (71.8%), and (3) 
“taxation should be used to fund social programs” (72.3%), although the 
most common selection on these items was “somewhat agree.” Finally, 
60% of participants disagreed that “our society is set up so that people 
usually get what they deserve.” 

While the desecration of the American %ag has not dominated the 
news headlines in the last thirty years, perhaps with national anthem 
kneeling protests becoming a much more polarizing issue, 36.4% of re-
spondents expressed their belief that %ag burning should be outlawed, 
26% agreed that it should be legal, with a signi#cant portion of students 
remaining ambivalent (37.6% selecting either somewhat agree or some-
what disagree). Lastly, most students (81.2%) agreed, in varying degrees, 
that “the use of our military strength makes the United States a safer 
place to live,” a belief that might have been reinforced by Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine. 
Salience of Political Identity and Responses to Political Conflict

!e salience of political identity, the relational impact of political con-
%ict in signi#cant relationships, and the approaches to political di"er-
ence and con%ict were measured utilizing PIRI. Table 2 summarizes re-
sponses to each PIRI question, organized in the ascending order of the 
mean value, ranking the items from the highest to the lowest agreement.
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Table 2
Results for Political Identity and Relational Impact Scale
PIRI Item Mean SD Agree 

(Composite)
Factor

I maintain respect for people 
who hold di"erent political 
values.

1.77 .96 78.6% Open-Mindedness

I can respect opposing perspec-
tives when I know others are 
informed about political issues.

1.81 1.01 78.22% Open-Mindedness

I can understand why someone 
would vote di"erently than me.

1.96 1.10 73.76% Open-Mindedness

My signi#cant relationships stay 
the same regardless of what is 
happening in politics.

1.98 1.09 70.29% Open-Mindedness

I like to keep a sense of humor 
when talking about politics

2.32 1.23 53.47% Open-Mindedness

I can discuss politics without 
feeling the need to change the 
other person’s opinions.

2.40 1.21 58.42% Open-Mindedness

My political identity is in%u-
enced by my personal history 
and background.

2.42 1.26 58.42% Identity

I am selective about who I talk 
to about politics.

2.52 1.49 55.44% Self-Censorship

I tend to support candidates 
from the same political party.

2.59 1.43 58.42% Identity

I tend to only talk about politics 
with someone who I trust.

2.60 1.51 46.53% Self-Censorship

I like to joke around with peo-
ple who have di"erent political 
values than me.

2.73 1.51 44.55% Open-Mindedness

I could see myself voting for 
someone from another political 
party.

2.83 1.39 39.11% Open-Mindedness

Under God
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I try to keep the peace in my 
relationships, even if that means 
not sharing my own beliefs.

2.89 1.56 45.55% Self-Censorship

In the past, I have voted for or 
supported candidates from dif-
ferent political parties.

2.95 2.07 23.76% Open-Mindedness

I experience tension when 
discussing politics within my 
relationships.

3.20 1.52 32.67% Con%ict

I think it is di$cult to have 
conversations with people who 
have di"erent political opinions 
than me.

3.36 1.47 25.25% Self-Censorship

I try to avoid discussing politics 
with people who disagree with 
me.

3.40 1.48 27.72% Self-Censorship

Politics feel personal to me. 3.54 1.47 19.31% Identity

Political discussions can hurt 
my relationships.

3.58 1.57 23.77% Con%ict

I feel personally impacted by 
political election outcomes.

3.52 1.63 24.26% Identity

I am more informed about poli-
tics than people who support 
opposing candidates.

3.67 1.68 15.84% Identity

I feel distressed when my candi-
date loses an election.

3.69 1.63 13.37% Identity

!is election cycle distanced me 
from people I care about.

3.70 1.79 20.3% Con%ict

My political identity is impor-
tant to me.

3.80 1.43 14.85% Identity

!is election cycle created ten-
sion in my close relationships.

3.86 1.82 18.32% Con%ict

My political views represent 
who I am as a person.

3.91 1.71 18.81% Identity
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I think my relationships have 
been divided by political dis-
agreement.

4.02 1.69 15.85% Con%ict

I avoid contact with signi#cant 
others who have di"erent politi-
cal values than I do.

4.16 1.81 12.88% Con%ict

I react emotionally to election 
outcomes.

4.19 1.63 11.89% Identity

I have lost relationships because 
of political di"erences.

4.40 1.91 12.87% Con%ict

Note. N = 202. Percentages for Composite Agree include Strongly and 
Moderately Agree. Likert-type responses to each item ranged from one 
(Strongly Agree) to #ve (Strongly Disagree), with a lower mean represent-
ing a higher level of agreement.

!e results indicated that political identity (as measured by PIRI) was 
not psychologically central for most participants (see Table 2), and the 
experience of politically-based relational con%ict was relatively low. For 
example, only 15% agreed that their political identity was important to 
them, and 19% thought their political views represented who they were. 
Although 33% of the respondents reported experiencing tension while 
talking about politics, 13% admitted losing relationships because of po-
litical di"erences. !e top six items with the lowest mean (re%ecting the 
highest agreement) were a part of the Open-Mindedness Scale. Most 
participants agreed that they could be respectful to those who di"er 
from them politically (79%), and they could understand why someone 
would vote di"erently (74%).
Relationships Among Constructs 

 Pearson correlation coe$cients were calculated to examine the linear 
relationship between religiosity, political ideology, con%ict, identity, 
open-mindedness, and self-censorship (with the latter four constructs 
measured by PIRI subscales). !e relationship between political ideol-
ogy and religiosity was weak but statistically signi#cant (r(204) =  .36, 
p < .01), indicating that as reported religiosity increases, reported con-
servatism also increases. !ere were also weak but statistically signi#-
cant correlations between political ideology and con%ict (r(204) =  .23, 
p <  .01), open-mindedness (r(204) =  .23, p <  .01), and self-censorship 
(r(204) = .19, p < .01). To clarify, increased conservatism was signi#cant-
ly associated with decreased con%ict, decreased open-mindedness, and 
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decreased censorship. However, weak correlations indicate that, though 
there was statistical signi#cance among these constructs, practical sig-
ni#cance may be limited. Lastly, the associations between political ide-
ology and identity and between religiosity and con%ict, identity, open-
mindedness, and self-censorship were not statistically signi#cant. 

Multiple linear regressions were completed to further examine the as-
sociation between political ideology, con%ict, open-mindedness, and 
self-censorship. !e relationship between political ideology and con-
%ict was statistically signi#cant, indicating political ideology is a signi#-
cant predictor of con%ict F(1,192) = 10.60, p < .01, R2 = .05). !ose who 
identi#ed as liberal were more likely to have higher levels of political 
con%ict, while those who identi#ed as conservative were more likely to 
have lower levels of con%ict (β = .23, p < .05). Additionally, the relation-
ship between political ideology and open-mindedness was statistically 
signi#cant F(1,195) = 10.58, p < .01, R2 = .05), indicating political ide-
ology signi#cantly predicts open-mindedness within the sample. !ose 
who reported being more conservative also reported lower levels of po-
litical open-mindedness, while those who reported being more liberal 
reported higher levels of political open-mindedness (β =  .23, p <  .05). 
Political ideology was also a signi#cant predictor of self-censorship 
F(1,196) = 7.00, p <. 01, R2 = .03). Liberalism predicted increased politi-
cal self-censorship while conservatism predicted decreased self-censor-
ship (β = .17, p < .05). It is important to note that the open-mindedness 
scale in PIRI included items measuring partisanship loyalty and not only 
one’s disposition to respect the viewpoints of others and tolerate di"er-
ences in politically pluralistic contexts. (!ere was no statistically sig-
ni#cant relationship between ideology and open-mindedness related to 
the latter construct.)
Table 3
Pearson Correlations for Study Variables

Variable n 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. PIRI–Con%ict 206 —

2. PIRI–Identity 206 .23** —

3. PIRI–Open-mindedness 205 —.04 —.20** —

4. PIRI–Self-censorship 206 .29** .09 —.02 —

5. Religiosity 204 13 .05 —.06 —.03 —
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6. Political Ideology a 198 .23** —.12 .28** .19** .36** —
a For political ideology measure, lower numbers indicate lean-
ings toward liberalism, and higher numbers indicate leanings                          
toward conservatism. 
*p < .05. **p < .01.
Table 4
Regression Coe%cients for Study Variables. 
Variable β SE p
PIRI–Con%ict .227 .406 .001

PIRI–Open-mindedness .227 .335 .001

PIRI–Self-censorship .186 .028 .009

Note. N = 197. Political ideology predicts con%ict, open-mindedness, 
and self-censorship in the sample, as measured by the PIRI.

Discussion
!is study explored the patterns of political identi#cation, endorsed 

political values, and experience with political con%ict among young 
people attending an evangelical Christian college. As expected, the 
sample consisted of highly religious students, con#rmed by the CRS 
scores. !e high CRS scores demonstrate the salience of religious belief 
to one’s identity. Based on ideological self-identi#cation, the sample 
slightly leaned toward conservativism, which was not surprising. A&er 
all, the connection between political conservativism and high religios-
ity has been long established (Malka et al., 2012). However, the results 
showed that the participants most frequently saw themselves in the 
middle of the political spectrum. While students a$rmed a two-parent 
traditional family structure as an ideal environment for the %ourishing 
of children, there was less consensus about the impact of same-sex mar-
riage on the institution and sanctity of marriage. 

Based on the #ndings, many students did not neatly #t into the right, 
traditionally occupied by those who are socially and #scally conserva-
tive, or the le&—those who are socially and #scally progressive. And 
they looked anything but Libertarians, who are typically socially pro-
gressive and #scally conservative. !e pattern from the data represented 
those identi#ed by the fourth combination—socially conservative (to an 
extent) and #scally progressive. Perhaps their #scally liberal position can 
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be narrated through the words of a participant in Bryant’s (2005) study 
of evangelical students: 

I think a lot of conservative Christians feel that it’s not the gov-
ernment’s place to do that, to help the poor and stu", and that it 
should be organizations and churches and stu" like that. But I 
don’t think that necessarily actually happens. !e church doesn’t 
always help the poor like they should. And so, if they’re not do-
ing it, I’d rather someone do it than no one. (p. 11)

Like this study’s sample, students in Bryant’s research “leaned toward the 
right, but did not hesitate to embrace liberal positions that better accom-
modated their commitment - o&en derived from their Christian faith 
- to alleviating social problems such as poverty” (pp. 12–13). Overall, 
when it comes to their views on economic issues, they look very much 
like the members of their generational cohorts, “progressive and pro-
government” (Pew Research Center, 2020, para. 5).

Yet, the students in the current study mostly identi#ed as Republican, 
suggesting some tension between partisanship loyalty and endorsed be-
liefs, which is, as noted earlier in the article, fairly common. “Ameri-
can Christians, both liberal and conservative, must deal with con%ict 
between the traditional dictates of their faith and their personal political 
views and allegiances” (Ross et al., 2012, p. 1). !ere are several plausible 
explanations for the students’ allegiance to the Republican Party despite 
their diverse (and sometimes divergent) views, but the in-depth discus-
sion of this fascinating dynamic is beyond the scope of this paper. No-
tably, the measure we used to draw out the students’ political attitudes 
did not include the question about abortion, which is very important 
to evangelicals. In the recent Pew Research Center study (2022), White 
evangelicals were more likely than other religious groups and twice 
as likely as the general population in the U.S. to say abortion should             
be illegal. 

!e study revealed that, within this sample, politics played a modest 
role in shaping or illuminating one’s identity across the ideological spec-
trum and that political identity was less salient for students identify-
ing as ideologically conservative and highly religious. Not surprisingly, 
the experience of politically-based relational con%ict was also lower for 
those who did not see that their political views represented who they 
were at their core. Previous research documented a particularly strong 
emotional response to the presidential elections among Democrats, lib-
erals, and those who did not identify with Christian faith both in 2016 
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(Hagan et al., 2018; Hoyt et al., 2018) and 2020 (Ballard et al., 2022), 
regardless of who ended up in the White House. 

According to LeBaron and Pillay (2006), di"erences of opinion do not 
inevitably result in a con%ict unless these di"erences are about some-
thing that deeply matters. In their book, One Faith No Longer, Yancey 
and Quosigk (2021) o"ered a thorough, research-based account of what 
matters most to conservative Christians (described as those who believe 
that the Bible was divinely inspired and authoritative): “Conservative 
Christians do not put strong emphasis on political agreement in order to 
determine if you are one of them—their major concern is whether you 
agree with them theologically” (p. 4). 

!e most encouraging #nding was related to the reported openness, 
desire to understand, and (perceived) capacity to maintain respect 
toward those who hold politically di"erent viewpoints. Again, these re-
sults were similar to the dispositions of openness and humility Bryant 
(2005) encountered in her research projects on evangelical students 15 
years ago. 
Implications for Research and Practice in Higher Education

Building on the results of this study and other recent research about 
college students and politics, further inquiry can explore (1) how ideo-
logical orientation and political attitudes are formed and, potentially, 
transformed during the college years; (2) whether students perceive any 
discrepancies between their faith-animated worldview and party a$li-
ation, and if so, how they rationalize their political commitments; (3) 
what additional variables interact with their ideology and political at-
titudes; and (4) how the college environment helps and hinders the po-
litical dialogue. Future studies can also tease out whether low political 
con%ict stems from students’ understanding of what matters most, bibli-
cally, or whether a politically homogeneous environment and cultural or 
economic privilege contribute to the relative insigni#cance of politics to 
their identity. Additionally, a study capturing socioeconomic variables 
and their impact on student views, as well as the environmental and in-
terpersonal variables, could o"er causal explanations for the reported 
opinions and experiences. 

Faculty and student development professionals have an incredible op-
portunity to model and encourage respectful conversations about di"er-
ences that matter. As wisely noted by Michele LeBaron (2003), “cultural 
generalizations are not the whole story, and there is no substitute for 
building relationships and sharing experiences, coming to know others 
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more deeply over time” (para. 8). !is observation is strongly supported 
by the research that shows “political opponents respect moral beliefs 
more when they are supported by personal experiences, not facts” (Ku-
bin et al., 2021). It is hard to think of a better place for the stories to be 
invited, shared, and valued than a faithful learning community within 
higher education. 

Beyond promoting an open dialogue, we need to share with our stu-
dents a compelling vision for the pursuit of the common good (and per-
sonally commit to this work) through gospel witness and community 
engagement, transcending partisan divisions. For those who work at 
institutions identifying with the evangelical tradition, it may be helpful 
to teach about the sizable minority of evangelicals whose passion for 
sharing the gospel was clothed into a tangible e"ort to alleviate human 
su"ering (see Magnuson, 2004; Smith, 2004).
Limitations

!is study has several limitations. First, its sample was non-random 
and was drawn from one college, limiting the generalizability of the re-
sults. Second, the 12-item version of PAQ did not include questions about 
polarizing issues, such as abortion, climate change, and immigration, 
thus limiting the opportunity to understand student positions on these 
topics. Capturing their attitudes could have helped better comprehend 
the reasons for partisanship loyalty. !ird, although the ANES measure 
used to determine participants’ view of the Bible has been a long-estab-
lished tool (Yancey & Quosigk, 2021), the more nuanced survey items 
would help locate them along the progressive-conservative theological 
spectrum. Fourth, this study involved Christian students attending an 
evangelical institution rather than evangelical students. Directly inquir-
ing about their evangelical beliefs would make the connection between 
evangelical faith and political identity and con%ict less tentative. And 
#nally, since this study relied on self-reported data, we need to consider 
social desirability bias, in which participants present themselves as more 
religious or open to di"erences than they are.
Conclusion

With little scholarship on faith and political meaning-making in col-
lege students, this study contributes to the student development #eld 
by exploring political leanings and experiences with the political dif-
ference among those who attend an evangelical liberal arts institution. 
Drenched with constant reminders from the media and literature of 
how divided Americans have become, we found that these divides do 
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not extend to the students who participated in this study (at least not to 
the same degree). In our sample, political identity was not salient to one’s 
personhood, and openness to understand and respect others’ political 
viewpoints was the disposition most consistently expressed. Yet, one’s 
placement on the ideological spectrum predicted the relational impact 
of political divisions and self-censorship, with those leaning toward the 
liberal orientation experiencing greater con%ict and engaging in self-
censorship strategies to manage it. Overall, the #ndings showed that the 
participants were far more complicated politically than the labels (con-
servative or liberal), party a$liation, or voting decisions would convey. 
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