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Abstract 

The spiral of silence effect describes individuals’ tendency to silence minority 

opinions, whilst using the media to gauge majority opinion. While the spiral of 

silence effect has been explored in controversial political contexts, the phenomenon 

has not been scrutinized in its relation to religious communication. The current 

study applies this concept to further the current understanding of communication as 

it applies to religion. A questionnaire was distributed electronically to 94 students 

at a large university in the southeastern United States. Using survey methods, this 

paper finds that religiosity is positively correlated to willingness to communicate 

about religion. This paper also finds that media exposure is not related to either 

willingness to communicate about religion or religiosity. 
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The United States is the most religious country in the developed world (Domke & 

Coe, 2010). In the 1970s, the US witnessed the merging of media and religion, as 

demonstrated by televangelism of religious leaders, such as Jerry Falwell (Domke & Coe, 

2010). While scholars have found evidence that religious references are widely used in 

presidential speeches to attract religious citizenry without alienating secular voters (Domke & 

Coe, 2010), there is a dearth of scholarship which addresses the role of the media in creating 

a sense of respect or stigma around religion.  

As technological developments have advanced the field of mass communication, 

cable television, blogs, and online multimedia platforms continue to be an important vehicle 

for religious communication (Domke & Coe, 2010). As scholars investigate the impact of the 

media on religious communication between different religious groups, the media have been 

regarded as an educational tool in shaping public opinion about religion (Graham, 2012). The 

importance of the media was highlighted after the televised 9/11 terrorist activities, which 

increased Americans’ awareness that their knowledge of the Muslim world is mediated 

(Hoover, 2012). Clearly, the media play a role in interreligious relations through creating a 

general image of religions. Yet, many unanswered questions remain about the role of the 

media in fostering an environment in which communication about religion is encouraged. 

The purpose of the current study is to examine the extent to which media exposure 

and religiosity influence willingness to communicate about religion among students in the 

United States. The present study focused on students because young people have a nuanced 

relationship with religion and the media. While some young people interpret the messages of 

the popular, mass media through the lenses of their religious identities (Loomis, 2004), they 

often turn to other forms of media to gain religious experiences (Morgan, 2002). 

Data were collected via the distribution of an electronic questionnaire to 94 students 

across two weeks at a four-year university in the southeastern region of the United States, and 
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66 percent of the survey respondents identified as being Christian. The results suggest that a 

positive correlation exists between religiosity and willingness to communicate about religion. 

Media exposure did not influence respondents’ willingness to communicate about religion—

regardless of whether or not the media exposure occurred through more traditional media or 

through social and online media outlets. 

 

Literature Review 

Spiral of Silence Theoretical Framework 

The spiral of silence effect describes the tendency of individuals not to express an 

opinion with which they expect others will disagree (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). As minority 

opinions are silenced, the silence spirals, or is perpetuated due to the lack of expression of 

minority opinions discouraging minority opinions from being expressed. Individuals calculate 

the ‘distribution of opinions’ in their social environment by relying on the mass media and 

then decide to voice or silence their own views (Noelle-Neumann, 1974, p.44).  

This effect contributed to the existing knowledge on the role of media in public 

opinion formation. In its early research stages, the effect accounted for factors that would 

contribute to the silencing of minority opinion, such as the strength of the opinion, the 

urgency to express it, and the calculation of the degree to which others will agree with it 

(Noelle-Neumann, 1974). Although the spiral of silence accounts for a portion of people with 

minority opinions that will express themselves regardless, researchers predict that fear of 

social isolation and/or self-doubt results in a situation in which most people with minority 

views are less likely to voice their views (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). However, some 

circumstances exist in which the spiral may be broken. For example, the estimation of future 

popular opinions to be favorable is likely to increase one’s willingness to share minority 

opinions due to decreased ‘pressure to conform’ (Noelle-Neumann, 1974, p.49).  
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 While previous mass communications research had suggested that the silencing of 

minority views was the result of one’s desire to be on the winning side, the spiral of silence 

effect offered an alternative understanding which explains that individuals simply are 

avoiding isolation (Noelle-Neumann, 1977). As survey instruments developed in mass 

communication scholarship, scholars attempted to examine the role of the social environment 

(Glynn & McLeod, 1984), the individual’s preparation to risk isolation (Donsbach & 

Stevenson, 1984) and the degree to which one disagrees with majority opinion, in the spiral 

of silence effect (Lasorsa, 1991). The current study employs survey methods designed to 

measure the extent to which media exposure and religiosity influence one’s willingness to 

communicate about religion. In doing so, the present study follows a long tradition of spiral 

of silence research, which has developed with the evolution of survey methodology and 

contributed to the field of political communication (Noelle-Neumann, 1977; Glynn & 

McLeod, 1984; Lasorsa, 1991; Jeffres, Neuendorf, & Atkin, 1999; Perry & Gonzenbach, 

2000; Hayes, 2007). 

 Researchers who study communication and politics have found that in hypothetical 

social situations individuals are more likely to enter a political discussion with people with 

whom they share similar views (Glynn & McLeod, 1984). When candidates were perceived 

as gaining support, individuals were more likely to express their opinions (Glynn & McLeod, 

1984). In fact, the more that a candidate was perceived as gaining support, the more likely 

individuals were to express support for that candidate (Glynn and McLeod, 1984). Glynn and 

McLeod (1984) were able to confirm Noelle-Neumann’s claim that there is a type of 

respondent that is more likely to engage in campaign discussion and consider political 

discussions to be less influential than issues and candidates’ personal qualities. In other 

words, researchers have identified the conditions under which the spiral of silence may or 

may not function.  
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As researchers sought to understand the personal qualities of individuals who were 

less affected by the spiral of silence, some examined this effect in private and public settings 

(Donsbach & Stevenson, 1984). Primary research conducted by Donsbach and Stevenson 

(1984) revealed that those few individuals who express minority opinions may have 

‘exhibited decidedly more self-assurance’ despite their recognition that majority views differ 

from their own, suggesting that perhaps minority groups do not voice their opinion because 

they are not certain of their own position (p.34). Therefore, an individual’s self-confidence 

may support the spiral of silence effect in some circumstances. The current study explores the 

relationship between media exposure, religiosity and the willingness of US students to 

communicate about religion. Religiosity, a measure of religion that typically focuses on 

religious behavior, is assumed to be higher for those with more confidence in their religious 

beliefs because religions often preach a certain quality of behavior (Wald, Silverman, & 

Fridy, 2005). 

 It follows then that religiosity could be used as an equivalent measure to political 

interest. Mass communications researchers have identified an interest in politics as a 

contributing factor to ‘political outspokenness’, or the tendency to voice one’s political 

opinions (Lasorsa, 1991, p.131). Self-efficacy, defined as an individual’s confidence that 

he/she is able to change things beyond him/herself, is another condition under which 

dissenting views are voiced (Lasorsa, 1991). The spiral of silence effect is also less likely to 

manifest itself in situations where individuals strongly believe that that their position with 

regards to an issue is correct (Lasorsa, 1991). Though there are exceptions in the application 

of the spiral of silence effect, most people with unpopular views are likely to carefully assess 

the social atmosphere before sharing their perspective. While political communication 

research has developed the application of the spiral of silence effect, few communications 

researchers have scrutinized the application of this phenomenon to religion. 
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Meanwhile, mass communications researchers have found evidence linking media 

exposure to fear of minority religions (Green & Aly, 2011). In some cases, the factors that 

impact an individual’s decision to voice minority opinions may be more related to fear of 

communication rather than fear of isolation. For example, Crandall and Ayres (2002) found 

that the spiral of silence effect is less likely to apply in situations where individuals have low 

communication apprehension; are familiar with the individuals with which they are 

conversing; and if the other person was likely to agree with them. Researchers found that 

individuals’ willingness to communicate is not impacted by race; however, race may impact 

an individual’s willingness to be quoted (Jeffres, Neuendorf, & Atkin, 1999). Clearly, an 

individual’s personal predispositions impact their assessment of discussions in which they 

participate. Thus, the current study employs a willingness to communicate about religion 

scale that accounts for tendencies of individuals to feel more comfortable in some contexts 

than others. 

Despite the fact that some individuals may not feel comfortable expressing an 

unpopular opinion, studies conducted in the southeastern US show that this does not affect 

one’s willingness to express opinions in more passive ways. In Alabama, those who were 

afraid to voice minority views were not afraid of using bumper stickers, wearing an 

expressive t-shirt or a hat, putting up signs in yards or public places, calling a talk show, 

signing a petition, talking with acquaintances or strangers, or being interviewed by a reporter 

(Perry & Gonzenbach, 2000). Thus, there are multiple passive ways to communicate minority 

perspectives. 

 But how does the spiral of silence effect manifest itself when silence is not an option? 

Hayes (2007) identified eight ways individuals may attempt to avoid expressing an opinion. 

These strategies, in order of likelihood of selection, are to reflect the question; to express 

uncertainty or ambivalence; to express indifference; to talk about someone else’s opinion; to 
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change the topic of discussion; to say nothing; to walk away from the discussion or to pretend 

to agree (Hayes, 2007). Individuals are more likely to walk away from a discussion when the 

context is one that they perceive to be different from their own (Hayes, 2007). Mass 

communications researchers have seldom explored the media’s role in individuals’ tendency 

to avoid conversations about religion. Willingness to communicate about religion is a 

measurement that is appropriate within this context, as it measures one’s willingness to break 

the spiral of silence effect. 

 The spiral of silence effect has been examined in several controversial contexts, such 

as government affirmative action (Moy, Domke, Stamm, 2001) and the war in Iraq 

(Neuwirth, Frederick & Mayo, 2007). The current study explores the spiral of silence effect 

in the context of religious communication.  It does so by examining the relationship between 

religiosity, media exposure and willingness to communicate about religion among young 

people. 

Religiosity and Young People 

 Young people are particularly interesting when one examines religion and the media 

because they are often targeted by the media while still in the process of constructing 

religious identities (Clark, 2002). Clark (2002) argues that the media play a role in how 

young people in the United States interpret their religious practices, and their willingness to 

identify as being religious. Lövheim (2004) found that new media are important for young 

people, who struggle to balance their religious beliefs with popular culture, because it allows 

them to negotiate with others in an environment that contains diverse views as well as easy 

access to information from authorities in various religious traditions. Hence, young people 

can seek information to construct their religious identities through the media, including 

online religious communities. 
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In fact, scholars of mass media have found that young people ‘develop creative 

spiritual readings of their own from, for instance, religious symbolism in pop music videos’ 

(Loomis, 2004, p.153). Students, Loomis (2004) explained, interpret mass media messages 

using their religiosity as a filter. Therefore, media exposure may be shaped by one’s religious 

views, which young people may feel more comfortable expressing online in some cases, (e.g., 

Berger and Ezzy, 2004). Overall, one’s religiosity contributes to an understanding of media in 

some instances.  

In other instances, media contribute to creating a religious experience. For example, 

the majority of adherents to Islam, Judaism, Christianity and a number of other religious 

traditions cling to at least one medium – a holy book (Meyer, 2012; Morgan, 2002). 

However, words are not the only tools used by religious individuals to create a sensation of 

spiritual intimacy; visual depictions of Jesus have been used in the United States since the 

early 19
th

 century (Morgan, 2002). By the middle of the 19
th

 century American Protestants 

began engaging in a tradition common among Catholics: gazing at visual depictions of Jesus 

in order to shape one’s character (Morgan, 2002). This is but one example of how religious 

people can seek to use media to communicate sensations, but also seek sensations through 

media use (Meyer, 2012). Therefore, media play an important role both within and between 

religious denominations. 

Online and offline religious communities are comparable in some ways (Berger & 

Ezzy, 2004). Online religious communities are no more seductive than physical 

congregations, according to Berger and Ezzy’s (2004) examination of online witchcraft 

communities of teenagers in the United States and Australia. Their findings suggest that 

online religious communities facilitate communication between members of society that may 

have marginalized opinions, and are easier to leave than offline religious communities. This 
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suggests that newer media may be used by curious individuals seeking religious communities 

and/or experiences.  

The current study concerns the willingness of students to communicate about religion 

in the United States. In particular, it examines the role of different types of media exposure 

on students’ willingness to communicate about religion. Such a discussion is incomplete 

without a review of existing media effects research in which the role of religiosity was 

examined. 

Religiosity and Media Effects 

The current study examines religion from the Durkheimian perspective that religion 

and morals cannot be removed from a social framework in which each member of society has 

an obligation to others (Pals, 2006). In this view, religiosity is defined as the degree to which 

an individual is involved in his/her religious traditions, which social scientists consider as 

separate from one’s religious identity and set of beliefs (Edgell & Tranby, 2007). Scholars of 

mass communications have recently examined the role of religiosity in media effects research 

(Armfield & Holbert, 2003; Golan, 2002). Hence, religiosity, the measure of religious 

behavior, is often employed in social scientific research dealing with communication. 

Religiosity is an effective analytical instrument for measuring the extent to which one 

is religious because there is often a gap between theology and practice. For example, the term 

“folk religion” appeared at the beginning of the 20
th

 century when academics saw young 

clergy members in Europe attempt to bridge the gap between the theology of the church and 

the way Christianity was practiced (Yoder,1974). Unlike mainstream religious movements, 

folk religion describes an alternative approach to religion in which holy texts were interpreted 

by a community in the way that they, as individuals or as a group, considered to be most 

appropriate (Yoder, 1974). From the folk religion perspective, Christianity is not a monolithic 

religion; rather, it appears in many forms (Yoder, 1974). Sometimes, the various forms of the 
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same religion can conflict with one another (Yoder, 1974). Religiosity is a measure of 

religion that measures the extent to which one engages in religious practices, regardless of the 

theological conflicts with which one struggles. 

Further, religiosity scales are often used in mass communications research. For 

example, Armfield and Holbert (2003) found that religiosity is negatively correlated with use 

of online media. Individuals who reported higher levels of religiosity were less likely to use 

online media.  Their findings were consistent with previous research which suggested that 

mass media may be too secular for highly religious individuals. Therefore, researchers have 

identified religiosity as a contingent factor in media effects research. 

Another example of religiosity being a useful measure can be found in Golan’s (2002) 

explanation of the tendency of religious people to support censorship efforts surrounding 

issues dealing with morality. Through the use of survey methods, Golan (2002) found that 

more religiously-involved subjects were under the impression that others were more easily 

influenced by the media than themselves. Golan’s (2002) research suggests that respondents 

with higher levels of religiosity reported equal degrees of vulnerability to the influence of 

media as their estimation of the vulnerability of those with lower religiosity levels to the 

media influence. 

The current study examines the role of religiosity in media effects research. 

Particularly, the present study examines the role of religiosity in the willingness to 

communicate about religion. Like most spiral of silence studies, the present study employs 

survey methods to examine the effects of the media on individuals’ willingness to 

communicate or remain silent. 

Hypotheses: 

 Since the spiral of silence effect suggests that individuals calculate their desire to 

express minority opinion based on mediated perceptions of majority opinion, this study was 
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designed to measure the effect of media exposure on willingness to communicate about 

religion. Further, the current study was designed to measure religiosity of respondents to 

determine its role in the spiral of silence effect. Data were collected through survey methods 

to test three hypotheses: 

H1: Media exposure will be positively related to willingness to communicate about 

religion. 

 

H2: Religiosity will be positively correlated to media exposure. 

H3: Religiosity will be positively correlated to willingness to communicate about 

religion. 

Media exposure is expected to be positively related to willingness to communicate about 

religion because religious young people filter the media through a religious lens. Religiosity 

is then explored in two hypotheses. The current study explores whether religiosity is 

analogous to political interest, since Lasorsa’s (1991) findings suggest that political interest is 

a condition that breaks the spiral of silence effect. Therefore, the second hypothesis explores 

whether increased religiosity is related to more media exposure. Similarly, the third 

hypothesis explores whether increased religiosity is related to a greater willingness to 

communicate about religion. These hypotheses are included in order to determine whether 

religiosity operates similarly to political interest in the spiral of silence phenomenon. 

 

Methods 

Survey Data 

 Questionnaires were distributed electronically to students taking summer classes at a 

large southeastern university in the United States. The university is located in a mid-sized 

city, with a population of just under 125,000 residents. The university is home to more than 
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30,000 undergraduate students, including more than 15 student organizations involving 

religion. During the summer, however, far fewer students are enrolled in classes. 

To recruit students, various instructors of summer courses were contacted with a link 

to an online questionnaire. The criteria for selection of the course instructors involved 

ensuring the course was being offered at the time the data was set to be distributed. 

Participants were provided with an extra credit incentive; however, it is unclear which 

professors gave their students the opportunity to participate. Students taught by eight distinct 

course instructors responded to the questionnaire, and all eight instructors taught a course 

related to the mass media. The maximum number of respondents from a course instructor’s 

class was 20 students; however, only one student responded from another instructor’s class. 

While 94 students responded to the questionnaire, the nonresponse rate is unclear. The 

questionnaire was accessible online between May 29 and June 13, 2012.  

Though some researchers are critical of samples that consist of students, much of 

mass communication research uses students as subjects (Golan, 2002). Students are typically 

young people, and universities are environments in which students engage in multifaceted 

self-exploration. One aspect that students explore in universities is religion, and the fact that 

several religious organizations exist at this southeastern university made a student sample 

particularly interesting. While students were not required to be Christian to participate, the 

majority of the students in the southeast of the  US. tend to be affiliated with Christianity.  

Measures 

Punyanunt-Carter, Wrench, Corrigan and McCroskey (2008) adjusted research to 

determine one’s communication apprehension (CA) levels, which was defined as one’s real 

or anticipated levels of anxiety towards communication, to determine religious 

communication apprehension (RCA). RCA refers to the real or anticipated levels of anxiety 

towards communication about religion, particularly if others seem to follow different 
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religions. In order to determine RCA, Punyanunt-Carter et al. (2008) created three scales to 

measure RCA: receiver apprehension test, religious tolerance for disagreement, and 

willingness to communicate about religion.  

Punyanunt-Carter et al. (2008) created the willingness to communicate about religion 

scale by adding the words ‘about religion’ in the 20-item scale that that McCroskey (1992) 

had made to test willingness to communicate. The directions on the scale explained to 

respondents that the questions present situations, and asked them to indicate ‘the percentage 

of times’ respondents would decide to communicate, with zero representing never and 100 

representing always (McCroskey, 1992, p.18).  The items include factors such as if the 

receiver was a friend, acquaintance or stranger, and whether the context was interpersonal, in 

a meeting, as a part of a group or public. One example of such an item is, ‘present a talk to a 

small group of friends’ (McCroskey, 1992, p.18). The researchers reported a Cronbach’s 

alpha* of 0.95. The current study includes the 20-item scale found in McCroskey’s (1992) 

research as a relationship between religiosity, media exposure and willingness to 

communicate about religion is investigated. 

My study also included a scale to measure media exposure, developed by Wanta and 

Wu (1992). Wantu and Wu asked respondents ‘how often in the last week they had read a 

newspaper, watched a national news broadcast, watched a local news broadcast’ (1992: 

p.851). The respondents were able to enter their own value, with the lowest possible value 

being 0 and the highest possible value being 168 (the number of hours in a week). They 

reported a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.73. This scale was adjusted such that one may combine how 

often respondents have read both a paper and online newspaper in the last week. To 

understand the role of the mass media in stigmatizing religion, these items were not limited to 

religious media. This was the second variable included in this study, which determines the 
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existence of a relationship between religiosity, media exposure and willingness to 

communicate about religion. 

Finally, a religiosity scale was located in a work prepared by a team of 

interdisciplinary researchers (Lukwago, Kreuter, Bucholtz, Holt & Clark, 2001). The 

religiosity scale was selected because of its wording, which does not apply only to a certain 

religion or denomination. The nine-item scale was even more attractive because of its brevity. 

The items included statements with which respondents were asked to agree or disagree on a 

5-point scale with statements such as, ‘I have a personal relationship with God’ (Lukwago et 

al., 2001, p.69). Lukwago et al. (2001) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.88. These items also 

inquired about accessing religious media, as such a selection indicates whether one has an 

interest in religion.   

 

Results  

 The 94 respondents consisted of sophomores (2.1%, N=2), juniors (27.7%, N=26), 

seniors (61.7%, N=58) and graduate students (8.5%, N=8). The respondents consisted of 

more females (77.7%, N=73) than males (22.3%, N=21).  

 The questionnaire asked students to identify the religion they follow, and they were 

given several options, including: atheist/agnostic, Christian, Jewish, Muslim or other. Though 

the majority of the respondents identified as being Christian (66%, N=62), some respondents 

identified as being atheist or agnostic (14.9%, N=14), or other (19.1%, N=18). Because very 

few of the respondents indicated that they were followers of Judaism, Islam or other faiths, 

the categories were collapsed and included in the ‘other’ category. The questionnaire is 

included in Appendix 1. 

 While survey research is criticized for the lack of accuracy of samples in reflecting 

the general, adult population, it is appropriate in revealing correlations between measurable 
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scales. However, a student sample is appropriate in determining how the media might 

influence the willingness of randomly selected young adults to communicate about religion. 

Nonresponse bias is indeterminable due to the nature of the electronic distribution of the 

online questionnaire. 

 The three variables involved in this analysis involve willingness to communicate 

about religion, religiosity and media exposure. The willingness to communicate about 

religion scale considers both the context and the receiver. Media exposure was measured with 

regards to hours in the last week across eight platforms. The means and the standard 

deviation for the provided data are summarized in Table 1. Social media and online media 

were the most popular forms of media and national radio was the least popular medium. 

 The first hypothesis examines whether willingness to communicate about religion 

increases as religiosity increases. The willingness to communicate scale examines various 

situations in which communication may occur: public, meeting, group, and interpersonal. The 

scale also examines whether the depth of the relationship impacts one’s willingness to 

communicate by creating the various categories: stranger, acquaintance, and friend. 

Respondents indicated they were more willing to communicate about religion with a friend, 

and less likely to do so in a public setting. Numerical summaries are provided in Table 1. 

 Correlations were run to examine whether a relationship exists between these 

situations and religiosity. Statistically significant relationships were found and are 

summarized in Table 2. Statistical analyses were conducted to examine whether a 

relationship exists between these situations and religiosity. Statistically significant 

relationships were found and are summarized in Table 3. The total willingness to 

communicate variable is positively correlated to religiosity, regardless of the context. The 

findings are summarized in Table 2. 
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 The second hypothesis examines the degree to which media exposure increases as 

religiosity increases. In order to do so, the media exposure was condensed into four 

categories: none, low, medium and high. Correlations were run to examine if a linear 

relationship exist between the variables, and no statistically significant relationship was 

found. Then, ANOVA was run to examine whether a curvilinear relationship exists, however 

no statistically significant relationship was found. Finally, an analysis was run between total 

exposure and religiosity. No statistically significant relationship was found. The findings are 

summarized in Table 3. 

 The third hypothesis examines whether media exposure increases as willingness to 

communicate about religion increases. Again, media exposure was condensed into four 

categories: none, low, medium and high. Correlations were run to examine if a linear 

relationship exist between the variables, and no statistically significant relationship was 

found. Then, ANOVA was run to examine whether a curvilinear relationship exists, however 

no statistically significant relationship was found. Finally, a correlation was conducted 

between total exposure and religiosity. No statistically significant relationship was found. 

The findings are summarized in Table 3. 

 Independent sample t-tests were conducted to determine whether individuals who 

self-identified as being Christian reported different levels of willingness to communicate 

about religion than those who did not self-identify as being Christian. The results revealed 

that no statistically significant relationship exists t(88)=1.69, p>.05, implying that Christians 

and non-Christians experienced similar levels of willingness to communicate about religion. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion  

 The first hypothesis states that there will be a positive correlation between religiosity 

and increased willingness to communicate about religion. The findings reveal that a positive 
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relationship exists between religiosity and willingness to communicate about religion. More 

specifically, higher religiosity translated in a higher willingness to communicate about 

religion. In other words, increased religiosity may be a condition under which the spiral of 

silence ceases to function. 

 Lasorsa (1991) found that the spiral of silence does not operate in political contexts in 

which an individual with minority views has a large interest in politics. The findings of this 

study are consistent with Lasorsa’s (1991) findings, despite the fact that the spiral of silence 

was applied to differing spheres of public life. Individuals with minority opinions with 

regards to religion are more likely to voice their opinion when they report increased religious 

behavior. 

 The second hypothesis states that there will be a positive correlation between 

religiosity and media exposure. The findings reveal that no statistically significant 

relationship was found between religiosity and media exposure. The spiral of silence effect 

assumes that the media create perceptions of majority opinion; however, the data suggest that 

perhaps individuals who are high in religiosity may create their perception of majority and 

minority opinion from their first-person experiences in their faith-based communities. 

 Existing literature suggests that individuals with high religiosity may not be 

influenced by the media when deciding their willingness to communicate about religion. On 

the surface, this seems inconsistent with the research of Golan and Day (2010), who found 

higher levels of distrust of network television and newspapers among those who pray more 

frequently (Golan & Day, 2010). However, the findings are consistent with Loomis’ (2004) 

argument that more religious individuals interpret mass media messages and navigate popular 

culture using a religious filter. 

 The third hypothesis states that there will be a positive correlation between media 

exposure and willingness to communicate about religion. The findings reveal that there is no 
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statistically significant relationship between media exposure and willingness to communicate 

about religion. The lack of a relationship is a noteworthy finding, and may be attributed to the 

fact that the majority of the participants self-identified as being members of a majority as 

Christians living in the United States. The spiral of silence suggests that individuals use the 

media to create their perception of majority opinion, and those who believe their opinion is a 

minority choose not to express it. Future research is necessary to determine whether data 

collected from members of minority religions yield the same results. 

Individuals are not likely to communicate about religion, and this attitude may be 

influenced by the prevalent view that religion is a private matter. This is especially true of 

developed nations, which typically grow more secular as they develop (Hadden, 1987). While 

the United States is generally understood as an anomaly to this rule (Domke & Coe, 2010), it 

is unclear how the concept of religion being a taboo subject for public discussion influences 

ones’ willingness to communicate about religion. 

Equally important to note is the tendency among more religiously involved people to 

have first-hand, unmediated experiences that influence their beliefs. This concept would be 

supported by Golan and Day’s (2010) findings that religiosity is negatively correlated with 

their perception of online media and positively correlated to perception of online media as a 

good source for information relating to concerns about one’s community. More religiously 

involved individuals may feel that online media is intrusive, yet it is also a space for 

communal relationships and factual information. It could be that more religiously involved 

people use online media to gain factual information from members of the religious 

community, which is viewed as an extension of their first-hand exposure to a religious 

community. After all, many faith communities have a web presence in order to remain 

relevant in today’s ever-changing world (Waters, Friedman, Mills, & Zeng, 2011). 
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Limitations and Future Directions 

 There are several limitations to this study. For example, sampling error is inherent to 

survey methods. Although the sample size of 94 students is substantial, it is not a 

representative sample of the general adult population. Furthermore, the majority of the 

students identify as being Christian—which is a majority religion in the United States. Future 

researchers should not only duplicate this study with larger sample sizes, but also determine 

if members of minority religions respond in a different manner than members of mainstream 

religions.  

Despite such limitations, the current study contributes to the field by attempting to 

determine various factors that may impact one’s willingness to communicate about religion. 

In essence, this study applies concepts commonly used in political communication to further 

the current understanding of an under-researched area: religion and the media. The present 

study addresses factors that may contribute to the expression of religious views by examining 

willingness to communicate about religion, religiosity and media exposure.
i
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Appendices 

 

Table 1. 

Descriptive statistics for main variables. 

Variable       Mean   Standard 

Deviation 

Media exposure      18.457   4.139  

 National television     2.712   1.132 

 Local television     1.883   1.076  

 National radio      1.553   0.934 

 Local radio      2.180   1.067 

 National newspapers     1.744   0.926 

 Local newspapers     1.978   1.005 

 Online media      3.202   0.898 

 Social media      3.202   0.934 

Religiosity       2.649    1.167  

Willingness to communicate about religion   25.558   24.950 

 Public       22.333   25.814 

  

 Meeting      23.248   26.208 

 Group       30.981   27.402 

 Interpersonal      26.359   25.514 

 Stranger      16.547   21.155 

 Acquaintance      23.550   25.722 

 Friend       36.577   32.065 
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Table 2. 

Pearson Correlations: WTC and Religiosity. 

 

Dependent Variable          Religiosity 

 

Willingness to communicate about religion          .426 

              p<.01 
  

   Context 

 

 Public                        .446 

              p<.01 

 

 Meeting           .417 

                        p<.01 

 

 Group             .387 

             p<.01 

 

 Interpersonal                      .387 

             p<.01 

     Receiver 

  

 Stranger           .406 

             p<.01 

 

 Acquaintance           .479 

             p<.01 

 

 Friend             .345 

                   p<.01 
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Table 3. 

Pearson Correlations: Media exposure. 

 

Dependent Variable       Religiosity   WTC 

 

Media exposure    -.002    -.088 

      p=.998    p=.441         

          

 National television     -.087    -.033 

           p=.418   p=.758 

 

 Local television     .113               -.048 

        p=.291   p=.656 

 

 National radio      .019    -.071 

        p=.858   p=508 

 

 Local radio      .111    .043 

        p=.299   p=.686 

 

 National newspapers     -.135    -.147 

        p=.207   p=167 

 

 Local newspapers     -.123    -.132 

        p=.252   p=.215 

 

 Online media       -.062    .052 

         p=.565   p=.624 

 

 Social media       .148    -.025 

        p=.166   p=.815 
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Appendix 1. Scales Included in the Questionnaire: 

Media Exposure: 

1. How many hours in the last week did you watch national television? 

2. How many hours in the last week did you watch local television? 

3. How many hours in the last week did you listen to national radio? 

4. How many hours in the last week did you listen to local radio? 

5. How many hours in the last week did you read a national newspaper? 

6. How many hours in the last week did you read a local newspaper? 

7. How many hours in the last week did you spend using online media? 

8. How many hours in the last week did you spend using social media? 

 

Religiosity: 

9. Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? (1=strongly disagree, 

2=somewhat disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=somewhat agree, 5=strongly 

agree) 

a. I talk openly about my faith with others. 

b. I often read religious books, magazines, or pamphlets. 

c. I often watch or listen to religious programs on television or radio. 

d. My spiritual beliefs are the foundation of my whole approach to life. 

e. I am often aware of the presence of God in my life. 

f. I have a personal relationship with God. 

g. When I am ill, I pray for healing. 

h. I pray often. 

i. I rely on God to keep me in good health. 

 

Willingness to Communicate About Religion: 

10. Below are twenty situations in which a person might choose to communicate or not to 

communicate. Presume you have completely free choice. Indicate the percentage of 

times you would choose to communicate in each type of situation. Indicate in the 

space at the left what percent of the time you would choose to communicate. In order 

to select a number, please slide the bar horizontally. 

0=never, 100=always. 

a. Talk with a service station attendant about religion. 

b. Talk with a physician about religion. 

c. Present a talk to a group of strangers about religion. 

d. Talk with an acquaintance while standing in line about religion. 

e. Talk with a salesperson in a store about religion. 

f. Talk in a large meeting of friends about religion. 

g. Talk with a police officer about religion. 

h. Talk in a small group of strangers about religion. 

i. Talk with a friend while standing in line about religion. 

j. Talk with a waiter/waitress in a restaurant about religion. 

k. Talk in a large meeting of acquaintances about religion. 

l. Talk with a stranger while standing in line about religion. 

m. Talk with a secretary about religion. 

n. Present a talk to a group of friends about religion. 

o. Talk in a small group of acquaintances about religion. 
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p. Talk with a garbage collector about religion. 

q. Talk in a large meeting of strangers about religion. 

r. Talk with a spouse (or boy/girlfriend) about religion. 

s. Talk in a small group of friends about religion. 

t. Present a talk to a group of acquaintances about religion. 
 
 

 

                                                           
i *Cronbach’s alpha measures the degree to which a questionnaire is internally consistent.  It is a 

measure of reliability which ranges between 0 (least reliable) to 1.0 (most reliable).   
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