
RESEARCH POSTER PRESENTATION DESIGN © 2019

www.PosterPresentations.com

 Survey Respondents Interview Participants 
Sacred Belief Identifier Percentage Count Percentage Count 
Spiritual person 24% 44 26% 7 
Person of faith 32% 59 33% 9 
Religious person 28% 52 41% 11 
None 15% 28 - - 
Other 1% 2 - - 
Total 100% 185 100% 27 

Note: Only survey respondents who identified as a “Spiritual person”, “Person of faith”, or 

“Religious person” were invited to volunteer to participate in an interview.   

College students’ definitions of their sacred belief identifiers 
In order to understand the shared definitions of college students’ sacred belief 

identifiers, we utilized emergent themes formed from the grounded theory analysis. 
We offer a narrative description of each sacred belief identifier definition followed 
by direct participants quotes. 

Distinctions between scared belief identifier definitions. 

Spiritual person: Spirituality was defined by participants as not religious in that 
it is dissociated from a formalized religion. Many of the students who identified as a 
spiritual person discussed leaving a religious identity and then reforming those ideas 
into a separate spiritual identity. Lara highlighted her journey from religion to 
spirituality: “I grew up in a very Southern Baptist setting, and in high school, I 
figured out I don’t really believe in anything.” The ideas or practices that 
participants took with them were then reframed as part of spiritual practice, not a 
religious one. 

• Participants characterize spirituality as a deeply personal choice where 
the care of self is important and actions are individualized. Lara and 
Ariana both describe self-care from the perspective of managing time. 
Spirituality is not a cohesive action or perspective – it is fluid according to 
the needs and understandings of the participants.

• Spirituality is subject to the participant’s context, influenced by their 
location, social relationships, and exposure to different environments and 
ideas. 

• Lastly, spirituality is an attitude that allows participants to take abstract 
concepts like, the desire to do good or enact positivity, and use them to 
form deep connections. These connections can take form in dreams, 
energy, attitudes, and a belief in the universe. 

Person of faith: Participants who identified as persons of faith can be 
characterized as having (a) a deep trust that allows for unanswered questions, (b) 
the ability to be comfortable in the unknown, and (c) motivation to discover 
meaning and purpose through their sacred-belief identifier. When asked to define 
their person-of-faith identifier, participants described the concept of trust in a 
multifaced way, sharing statements like “need faith or will faulter,” “never have it all 
figured out,” and “trust [God] knows.” The words faith and trust seemed 
interchangeable to many of the participants; for instance, Sydney shared that “faith 
is putting your belief in something and shaping your life around it.” Tom discussed 
trust by saying, “. . . at the end of the day, accept things as they are, or at some point, 
you won’t believe.” In addition to trust, participants who identified as persons of 
faith seemed to have a comfort in the unknown that was more prominent than 
participants with other sacred-belief identifiers. As two participants described, this 
comfort stems from the “Bible [not having] all the answers” and there being 
“questions beyond the text.” 

• In addition to trust, people of faith identified participants seemed to have 
a comfort in the unknown that was more prominent than the other sacred 
belief identifiers. 

• People of faith acknowledged the limitations of religion's sacred texts and 
acknowledge that some of their beliefs go unanswered. This belief in the 
unknown was interconnected with the concept of trust. 

• Finally, people of faith were motivated to their purpose or meaning-
making process. To be a person of faith is to trust in a purpose larger than 
yourself.

Religious person: Being a religious person was defined by participants as having 
beliefs that guide their expressions and internalized feelings. Two students described 
religion as having an “institutional flavor” or having “institutionalized 
requirements.” Five students described religion similarly to Sam, who said that “it’s 
just a series of beliefs and rules and practices that you live by and that you have faith 
in and that you use to guide you in life.” Expressions include temple/mosque/church 
attendance, following practices and traditions, and reading sacred texts. Many 
participants described this expression (and distinguished it from faith and 
spirituality) as organization, structure, tradition, or involvement. To emphasize the 
importance of involvement to her religious-person identity, Cindy said, “I am fairly 
involved in religious extracurriculars and personal involvement, just reading 
scripture, praying, that sort of thing. Similarly, “It seems to be something more 
focused on attending church and being truly committed to that organization as 
church, not as a general idea, but like the specific organization,” said Ariana. 
Participants cited specific practices within a religious organization to define who a 
religious person is. Jessie agreed, stating, “Being religious is just based on what you 
physically do. Whether you go to church or you attend a service or you do X, Y, Z on 
whatever holiday you ascribe to, or sets of holidays you ascribed to, that’s being 
religious to me.” Religious-person participants were shown to internalize feelings of 
joy, doubt, or endurance that give rise to their sacred-belief identifier. 

• Religious persons internalize feelings of joy, doubt, or endurance that give 
rise to their sacred belief identifier. 

Commonalities within scared belief identifier definitions.
The common threads between participants demonstrate each going on a journey. 

Participants of each sacred belief identifier are on their own journey and can provide 
rich descriptions of their own process to using their chosen sacred belief identifier. 
This journey’s exploration and experience in different contexts have influenced 
participants sacred belief identifier. Other contexts, such as participant’s home life 
and their personal relationships have influenced their sacred belief identifier. 
Participants mention that the beliefs that were instilled in them growing up became 
an influential part of their sacred belief identifier. Context is a common thread 
between all three sacred belief identifiers. 
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In order to update the scholarly understanding of contemporary sacred beliefs and 
practices, we sought to answer the following research questions: 

1. Which sacred-belief identifiers do college students use? 
2. How do college students define their sacred beliefs? 
3. How do students delineate between the three definitions to come to an 

understanding of their own sacred beliefs.

This study shows that students use the sacred belief identifiers of spiritual person, 
person of faith, and religious person as well as identifying as “None” or “Other” less 
frequently. Students had distinct definitions for spiritual persons, persons of faith, 
and religious persons with common threads existing between the sacred belief 
identifiers (journey, exploration, struggles/difficulties). Higher-education 
professionals may use this information to improve programming for commonalities 
and supporting distinctions, valuing representation and campus climate for each 
sacred-belief identity, and understanding the context of college in students 
development of their sacred-belief identities.

Student beliefs profoundly affect their identity and impact other student outcomes 
during their years in college, but contemporary research on college students’ sacred-
belief identifiers is scant. We utilized a constructivist, mixed-methods, explanatory, 
sequential design and surveyed 201 college students and interviewed 27 participants 
to inquire about their sacred-belief identifiers. In an initial survey, 86% of student 
participants identified as a religious person, a person of faith, or a spiritual person. 
We offer definitions for each of these sacred-belief identifiers and make 
recommendations for campus ministers, diversity and inclusion professionals, and 
those conducting campus climate assessments.

Research reported in this publication was supported by the Residence Life & Student 
Housing’s Research Team at Southern Methodist University.

We utilized a constructivist, mixed-methods, explanatory, sequential design 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Fetters, 2019) to investigate college students’ sacred 
beliefs. “Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a . . . team of 
researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches . 
. . for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” 
(Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123). For phase one, the quantitative phase, we employed a 
cross-sectional survey for a random sample of undergraduate students. In phase 
two, the qualitative phase, we completed semi structured interviews using a 
grounded-theory design with volunteers from phase one to further investigate and 
provide rich, thick descriptions of key terms (i.e., person of faith, religious person, 
spiritual person) used by students to define their sacred beliefs. The development of 
the research questions and the interview protocol was rooted in Astin et al. (2010). A 
constructivist, mixed-methods, explanatory study was appropriate as we started 
with quantitative data and subsequently used the qualitative method to explain 
responses and construct meaning from all data for the purpose of answering our 
research questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2019). Additionally, we were more 
interested in participants’ definitions, meaning their association with one of three 
terms rather than established definitions within the literature.
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Sacred belief identifiers used by college students
To answer research questions one, Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of 
college student’s chosen sacred belief identifier. 
The primary sacred belief identifier for the survey was a person of faith (32%) with 
the least frequent being other (1%) or none (15%). As presented in Table 1, our 
interview sample was predominately religious persons (41%). This was 
representative of the survey sample for the spiritual group and the person of faith 
group. There was a larger percentage of people who selected “Religious person” in 
the interview (41%) compared to those who selected it in the survey (28%). For the 
subsequent results and finding, we only include data from respondents who 
indicated a sacred belief identifier of spiritual person, person of faith, or religious 
person. 

Table 1

Figure 1

Overview of Sacred Belief Identifier Definitions 
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Perceived Student Support

Table 1 presents a one-way ANOVA conducted to determine the 
perceived SBI support respondents identifying as persons of faith, 
religious persons, and spiritual persons. Perceived support of SBI by 
campus ministries was found to be different for each sacred belief. Mean 
scores increased from spiritual persons (M = 3.96, SD = 1.77) to 
religious persons (M = 5.09, SD = 1.20) to persons of faith (M = 5.15, 
SD = 11.1). The differences between these groups was found to be 
statistically significant: F(2, 88) = 7.15, p = 0.001. Tukey’s posthoc
analysis revealed the mean difference between spiritual persons and 
religious persons (–1.12, 95% confidence interval [CI] [3.28, 4.96]) as 
statistically significant (p = 0.003), as well as the difference between 
spiritual persons and persons of faith (–1.18, 95% CI [4.76, 5.53], p = 
0.005), but no other group differences were revealed as statistically 
significant. Similarly, a statistically significant difference was seen 
between the influence of relationships within residential communities 
among SBIs. Perceived support increased from spiritual persons (M = 
2.93, SD = 1.54) persons of faith (M = 3.59, SD = 1.56) to religious 
persons (M = 4.06, SD = 1.39). The differences between these groups 
were found to be statistically significant, F(2, 88) = 4.23, p = 0.018. 
Tukey’s posthoc analysis revealed no statistically significant differences 
between groups. Perceived support by RAs differed in a statistically 
significant manner (F[2, 74] = 4.25, p = 0.018) as well, increasing in the 
same order from spiritual persons (M = 2.00, SD = 1.35) to persons of 
faith (M = 2.97, SD = 1.61) to religious persons (M = 3.32, SD = 1.70). 
Tukey’s posthoc analysis revealed the mean difference between spiritual 
persons and religious persons (–1.32, 95% CI [–0.19, –2.45]) as 
statistically significant (p = 0.018), but no other group differences were 
shown to be statistically significant.

Table 2

Engagement by Sacred Belief Identifier

Table 2 presents a one-way ANOVA conducted to determine if 
participants experience a statistically significant difference in their 
perceived level of engagement on campus with their SBI. Using a one-
way ANOVA test, for most items, perceived level of engagement 
increased from spiritual persons to persons of faith to religious persons.

Table 3
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Our research sought to answer three research questions: 
1. How supported do students feel on campus based on their SBI?
2. Are there differences in how students engage their SBI? and 
3. What programs/services cultivate their respective sacred 

beliefs?
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This study shows that the role of campus ecology with students’ SBIs is 
an important one. There is significant difference in perceived support 
among groups on matters of spirituality on campus. Engagement and 
support of the expressions of religious persons, spiritual persons, and 
persons of faith enhance the educational mission of the university by 
encouraging student development. As such, support for SBIs can enable 
students to explore their identities in a safe environment. Because 
institutions of higher education are influencing the leaders of tomorrow, 
it follows that this influence should be one that encourages sacred belief 
development.

Literature surrounding campus ecology and climate exists within 
various lenses, including faith, spirituality, and religion. Few studies 
have held a contemporary understanding of college students’ sacred 
belief identifiers or have explored their varied experiences on college 
campuses. We utilized a mixed-methods explanatory study to explore 
these sacred beliefs and definitions from college students. We present 
the quantitative data of this larger study, demonstrating that students 
identifying as spiritual persons report less support and engagement 
from/with campus representatives and within campus spaces than their 
peers identifying as persons of faith or religious persons. 
Recommendations are made for campus ministries, campus climate 
assessment administrators, and residence life professionals.

Research reported in this publication was supported by the Residence 
Life & Student Housing’s Research Team at Southern Methodist 
University.

We utilized a constructivist, mixed-methods, explanatory, sequential 
design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) to investigate college students’ 
sacred beliefs and campus ecology. “Mixed methods research is the type 
of research in which a . . . team of researchers combines elements of 
qualitative and quantitative research approaches . . . for the purposes of 
breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et al., 
2007, p. 123). For phase one, the quantitative phase, we employed a 
cross-sectional survey that was distributed to a simple random sample 
of undergraduate students at a single research site. For phase two, the 
qualitative phase, we completed semistructured interviews using a 
content analysis with volunteers from phase one to further investigate 
and provide rich, thick descriptions of campus ecology (e.g., discussions 
with professors or peers inside/outside the classroom) used by students 
to define support on campus of their sacred beliefs. A constructivist, 
mixed-methods, explanatory study was appropriate as we started with 
quantitative data and subsequently used the qualitative method to 
explain responses and construct meaning from all data for the purpose 
of answering our research questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).
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Cultivating Sacred Beliefs

Shown in Table 3, descriptive statistics were compiled to answer 
what programs/services cultivate students’ respective sacred beliefs by 
their identifiers. As evidenced in Table 4, the most frequently selected 
form of engagement related to a student’s SBI was engagement with 
individual practices, with selection by 62% (n = 32) of religious persons, 
56% (n = 33) of persons of faith, and 50% (n = 22) of spiritual persons. 
Almost identical percentages of the three SBI groups existed in those 
who selected events in the chaplain’s office or connections with staff and 
faculty (all being below 5%). Meanwhile, connection with fellow 
students was the second most selected form of engagement, with 
selection by 44% (n = 23) of religious persons, 31% (n = 18) of persons 
of faith, and 20% (n = 9) of spiritual persons. Interestingly but not 
surprisingly, more students who selected spiritual person as their SBI 
seem disengaged with the listed engagement opportunities (2A0%, n = 
9). Lastly, more students across all categories engaged with their SBI off 
campus than on campus.

Table 1
 Engagement in SBI Practices 

 Religious person Person of faith Spiritual person Total 
Item  %  Count  %  Count  %  Count  %  Count  
Individual practices  62% 32 56% 33 50% 22 47% 87 
Off-campus worship service  31% 16 29% 17 7% 3 19% 36 
On-campus campus ministry event  21% 11 25% 15 7% 3 16% 29 
Chaplain’s office event  2% 1 2% 1 2% 1 2% 3 
Connect with a staff member  4% 2 3% 2 2% 1 3% 5 
Connect with a faculty member  4% 2 5% 3 5% 2 4% 7 
Connect with a fellow student  44% 23 31% 18 20% 9 27% 50 
None of the above  10% 5 5% 3 20% 9 9% 17 

Note. Respondents who identified as “None” or “Other” were removed from analysis.  

       
 

Perceived Level of Engagement with SBI 

 Religious person Person of faith Spiritual person    

Measure M SD M SD M SD df F η2 
Interest after questioning meaning and purpose 4.23 2.53 3.59 2.26 4.74 2.34 (2,112) 2.13 0.04 
Importance after questioning meaning 3.79 2.50 3.31 2.25 4.00 2.34 (2,112) 0.825 0.02 
Beliefs guiding life 3.33 0.77 3.36 0.78 2.97 0.83 (2,112) 12.52 0.05 
Importance in decision making* 3.33 0.83 3.46 0.72 2.29 1.10 (2,112) 19.04 0.26 
Explains beliefs to outsiders 3.05 0.83 2.87 0.83 2.68 0.95 (2,112) 1.70 0.03 
Beliefs restricting actions* 3.15 0.81 2.97 0.90 2.26 1.16 (2,112) 8.53 0.14 
Service to HP/B/G/TR is most important* 3.23 0.93 3.15 0.81 1.94 1.07 (2,112) 21.13 0.28 
Awareness of HP/B/G/TR during difficult 
times* 

3.54 0.60 3.76 0.43 2.85 0.75 (2,110) 21.77 0.29 

Views self as spiritual person 3.33 0.77 3.32 0.74 3.36 0.60 (2,110) 0.04 0.001 
Belief in HP/B/G/TR is important aspect of 
identity* 

3.62 0.63 3.61 0.68 2.73 0.98 (2,110) 15.34 0.22 

Influences of experiences* 3.62 0.67 3.58 0.79 2.94 0.93 (2,110) 7.85 0.13 
Current impact on daily life* 3.46 0.64 3.39 0.72 2.36 0.90 (2,110) 23.28 0.30 
Importance of maintaining*  3.77 0.43 3.66 0.58 3.03 0.77 (2,110) 15.37 0.22 
Connection within self* 3.44 0.64 3.50 0.69 2.73 1.07 (2,110) 9.79 0.16 
Beliefs are behind approach to life* 3.51 0.64 3.39 0.72 2.70 0.85 (2,110) 12.52 0.19 
Purpose and meaning* 3.67 0.53 3.68 0.62 2.88 0.86 (2,110) 16.21 0.22 

Note. *Shows statistical significance of p < 0.05. HP/B/G/TR = higher power/Being/God/transcendent reality M = mean, SD = standard deviation, 

df = degrees of freedom , F = F statistic,  η2 = Eta squared.

Perceived Support of Student SBI Within Campus Spaces and Relationships 

 Religious person Person of faith Spiritual person    

Measure M SD M SD M SD df F η2 

Residential community  4.00 1.44 3.96 1.56 3.16 1.65 (2,88) 2.44 0.01 

Office of the Chaplain and Religious Life  4.66 1.53 4.50 1.46 3.93 1.60  1.92 0.026 
*Campus ministries  5.09 1.20 5.15 1.11 3.96 1.77  7.15 0.08 
*Relationships (roommates, suitemates, friends) on 
my floor or in my building 

4.06 1.39 3.59 1.56 2.93 1.54 (2,93) 4.23 0.09 

*My Resident Assistant(s) (RA) 3.32 1.70 2.97 1.61 2.00 1.35 (2,74) 4.25 0.11 
My Resident Community Director (RCD) 2.95 1.63 2.59 1.40 2.19 1.54 (2,71) 1.34 0.04 

Note. *Shows statistical significance of p < 0.05. M = mean, SD = standard deviation, df = degrees of freedom , F = F statistic ,  η2 = Eta squared. RESULTS
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The theme of beliefs in this study encompasses facts and 
information that participants believe to be true, such as a moral 
instructions and concepts of the afterlife. 

• “I choose my religion because I believe it wholeheartedly and 
without doubt to be true.” 

• “want guidance to make sure I do the kinds of things in a world 
full of infinite choices.”

• “I am only here for a short period in my life and what truly 
matters to me is what kind of life I will have after death.” 

Purpose refers to respondents who noted finding meaning from 
their faith, religion, or spirituality, with the purpose behind their 
motivation often being a desire for comfort and/or peace.

• “I am motivated to find peace in the path of the uncertain life.” 
• “My faith is my rock that keeps me centered throughout the 

difficulties.” 
• “simply could not get through the trials and tribulations of 

college without God,” 
• “derive their self determination to prosper through any 

challenges and obstacles” 
• “believing in something greater than myself.” 
• “beliefs in a bigger purpose.” 

The third emergent theme is personal growth. Within this theme, 
respondents pursue their faith, spirituality, and/or religion because they 
are seeking to grow personally. Students expressed a desire to gain 
education and knowledge while also developing as an individual. 

• “to be a better person” 
• “grow in their faith.” 
• “personal religious development” 
• “wanting to improve themselves daily.” 
• “I want to seek fulfillment and true happiness.”
• “education and expanding my knowledge about different 

lifestyles and beliefs.”
• “I have spent my entire life learning only about Christianity; I 

want to learn about other religions to come to a deeper 
understanding of where I fit in.” 

The next theme, for others. Students highlighted their engagement 
with religion, faith, or spirituality as for the sake of others. This theme 
has two distinct dimensions. 

• “I am motivated because I want to grow in community with other 
believers.” 

• “place in the world.” 
• “want to point others towards my Creator.” 
• “keep spreading the gospel” and “spread His love.”
• “I believe that my religion is a conduit for helping other people.”

Twelve respondents who had been involved in religious, spiritual, or 
faith-based groups throughout their lives stated being motivated simply 
by a desire to sustain this engagement. Overall, the theme of history of 
participation accounted for 7% of sample.

• “born into it and stuck with it”
• “continuing lifelong practices and beliefs.” 

The final theme found was in response to God. Respondents 
within this theme articulated seeking faith, religion, or spirituality 
engagement in college because of God. They expressed their pursuit as 
being in response to or as repayment for occurrences or circumstances 
that they felt had been done for or given to them by God or because of 
their relationship with God.

• “My motivation stems from gratitude to God for the time He has 
given me to do so.” Similar sentiments were expressed 
throughout additional responses such as being “motivated by 
Jesus because He died for me.” 

• “to serve and honor God.” 
• “God’s love for them.”
• “It was personal motivation and I think it is because I really 

found the love of God and saw how it was changing my life.” 
• “I want to take every opportunity to deepen my relationship with 

Christ.” 
• “want to remain connected to my all-powerful God.”
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While higher education was established in the United States with 
distinct religious character, many colleges and universities have 
transformed into secular institutions with a variety of belief systems and 
values (Waggoner, 2016). Where days on campus once included chapel 
visits, now there is time for students to fill their afternoons with club 
involvements, internships, and social engagements. Without 
institutional requirements for religious involvement at most colleges, 
students are able to make their own decisions on how they spend their 
time and with what they engage on campus. Thus, a new question arises: 
what primary motivations lie behind students’ faith, spiritual, 
or religious engagement while in college?
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While institutional requirements for religious engagement are 
dwindling, our study revealed a desire by 85% of respondents to engage 
in their religious, spiritual, or faith lives while in college. The primary 
two motivations found in this study—purpose and for others—
encompassed 40% of the data emerging from the content analysis. We 
recommend that higher-education leaders lean into meaning-making 
conversations; support spiritual, religious, and faith-based 
programming; offer student leadership opportunities at the intersection 
of faith, religion, and spiritualty; and finally, not rely on history of 
engagement as a primary motivator for continued engagement. Overall, 
updated and continued scholarship is important to support students’ 
holistic wellness—and with understanding of student motivations, better 
programs and services can be offered by higher-education institutions. 

College students engage with religion, faith, and spirituality for a variety 
of reasons; however, current literature exploring these motivations is 
limited. We utilized a constructivist, qualitative, phenomenological 
design and surveyed 201 students to understand their motivations for 
pursuing faith, religion, or spirituality. Of those surveyed, 124 
respondents provided 163 thought units to produce 6 emergent themes 
as motivators of engagement. We provide definitions of each theme and 
make recommendations for higher-education professionals.

Research reported in this publication was supported by the Residence 
Life & Student Housing’s Research Team at Southern Methodist 
University.

Special thanks goes to the Religion & Education journal for accepting 
our manuscript for publication.

In order to achieve the purpose of the research, we utilized a 
constructivist, qualitative, phenomenological design (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2017; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Such a stance highlights the 
principle that people construct their own understanding and knowledge 
of the world through experiencing things and reflecting on those 
experiences (Honebein, 1996)—this is the assumption we adopted for 
this inquiry. Constructivism is not a homogenous paradigm (Pilarska, 
2021), and given the nature of the research purpose around college 
students’ faith, spiritual, or religious motivations, we further situated 
ourselves within social constructivism. “Social constructivism is a 
sociological theory of knowledge according to which human 
development is socially situated and knowledge is constructed through 
interaction with others” (Farooque, 2020, p. 95). We acknowledge that 
the college context plays a unique role in our phenomenon investigation, 
as well as the meaning-making process used by our participants to 
express their primary motivations to engage with their faith, spiritual, or 
religious lives while in college.
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A total of 163 thought units were produced from the 124 respondents 
from which 6 themes emerged. Table 1 presents the themes, start codes, 
descriptions, and their representations within the dataset. Not shown in 
the table is the theme of none (15%; n = 24) that revealed itself in the 
data analysis. Responses such as “none,” “I am not engaged,” “nothing,” 
and similar sentiments were placed in this theme.

Table 1

FINDINGS

Faith, Spiritual, and Religious Engagement Motivation Themes with Start Codes  

Theme Start codes Description  Count Percentage 
Beliefs afterlife, 

morals, truth 
Facts and information that 
individuals believe to be true, 
such as moral instructions and 
concepts of the afterlife 

17 10% 

Purpose overcoming 
obstacles, 
comfort, 
motivation 

Finding meaning, comfort, 
peace, and support in 
overcoming obstacles 

35 21% 

Personal growth gaining 
education and 
knowledge 

Wanting to gain education and 
knowledge, as well as wanting 
to become a better person 

26 16% 

For others community, 
sense of 
belonging, role 
modeling, 
sharing beliefs 

Experiencing community, 
relationships, or belonging 
and/or wanting to act as a role 
model and share their beliefs 
with others 

31 19% 

History of 
participation 

consistency Continuing their consistent 
involvement and participation 
in religious, spiritual, or faith-
based groups throughout life  

12 7% 

In response to God relationship 
with God  

Finding motivation from 
something that God has done 
for them or from their 
relationship with God 

18 11% 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS

We aimed to understand what motivates college students to pursue 
faith, religion, or spiritual engagement throughout their college 
experience.  We posit three recommendations for practice. 

Meaning-Making in College: We implore higher-education 
professionals to engage in sense- and meaning-making conversations 
with students around their faith, spiritual, and religious lives. There are 
multiple avenues that professionals can take to engage in these 
conversations. Creating space to discuss decision-making and beliefs in 
1:1 conversation, as well as adding elements around these topics during 
program debriefs and group reflections. 

Creation of Leadership Opportunities: higher-education 
practitioners should continue to create opportunities for students to 
lead within their faith, spiritual, and religious identities. Opportunities 
to lead while serving others will allow students to build and share in 
community with others. Examples of opportunities could include peer 
chaplains (Barton et al., 2020; Nolan-Arañez, 2020; Skipper & Keup, 
2017), Bible study facilitators (Blakeley, 2007), or informal leadership 
roles (Peters & O’Connor, 2001) where students are able to share their 
beliefs with others.

History of Engagement: Many private universities, like the 
research site, collect religious or faith identifiers from applicants as they 
are admitted to campus. In addition to asking for an identifier, it may be 
more fruitful to also ask about its salience and/or a desire to engage 
with a larger community around the identifier. This information may be 
used by campus ministries or centers for religious life to market 
programming and services. 
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