
<UN>

Chapter 25

Psychological Approaches to Leaving Religion

Kyle Messick and Miguel Farias

1 Introducing Psychological Approaches to Leaving Religion

Why do some people leave the religion they were brought up in? Are there in-
dividual differences between believers and unbelievers? These are some of the 
questions that have sparked a recent interest in the cognitive, socio-cultural, 
and neurological study of the non-religious individual. This chapter will sum-
marise and discuss some of these perspectives.

We will use the terms “unbelief” and “unbelievers” as blanket terms to refer 
to atheists and others who perceive themselves as having no religious belief 
or affiliation. For the purposes of this chapter, unbelief is defined as an ex-
plicit absence or rejection of supernatural belief. There are, of course, different 
types of unbelievers; one only needs to recall that Socrates was sentenced to 
death for not believing in the Homeric gods, although he still believed in a 
metaphysical being that guided the universe. He was only an unbeliever to the 
culture he found himself in. This chapter focuses on those who do not believe 
in the existence of any god(s), but this does not mean that these individuals are 
devoid of other kinds of non-supernatural beliefs, or they may even, at least 
unconsciously, espouse some kinds of supernatural beliefs.

2 Theoretical Perspectives and Turning Points

Psychology is a fractured discipline, where many of its sub-areas are in tension 
or open disagreement. The study of unbelievers is not an exception, just as it 
was not for the study of believers either (Ladd and Messick 2016). There have 
been various proposals about why individuals leave religion or are unbelievers, 
ranging from the lack of a father figure to a more prominent analytical style 
of processing information (Vitz 1999; Leuba 1916, Leuba 1934). It is good to re-
member that there is a history of psychological perspectives which has looked 
somewhat unfavourably towards religious belief: Freud, for example, famously 
argued that the image of God worked as an infantile and pre-conscious desire 
for a father figure (Armstrong 1993). Similarly, ecstatic religious experiences 
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such as “oceanic feelings” of merging with the universe were understood as 
a regression to a pre-personal, early infantile state or, in the case of the ex-
periences of some Christian mystics, such as St Theresa of Avila, these were 
interpreted as hysterical symptoms (Mazzoni 1996). With hindsight, what is 
interesting from such psychological perspective is that the default position of 
a mature individual is understood to be unbelief; a fully grown, autonomous 
and educated adult, who has explored and understood his or her own psychic 
history, should be freed of religious belief and longings for any god.

William James (1902) presented a somewhat different, certainly more posi-
tive perspective on religion, which has been influential. This influence was 
probably less due to the scientific merit of James’ ideas but to the fact that he 
captured a cultural mood: religion as an individual experience, not so much 
a set of beliefs or a set of communal rituals, but a variety of feelings and af-
fects happening to an isolated individual. By framing religion as a natural phe-
nomenon he also, indirectly, inspired subsequent generations of psychological 
scientists who postulated that to be religious or to believe in religious ideas is 
not only normal, but the default position of all humans. At the extreme of this 
position, we find attempts to locate “God” genes or specific brain regions re-
sponsible for generating religious-like experiences. A more moderate position 
considers that we possess a set of cognitive characteristics that bias us towards 
seeking human or super-human agency in nature, such as anthropomorphism, 
or that our description of gods is constrained by our way of conceiving intui-
tive and counter-intuitive abilities so that, for example, a god can walk through 
walls or on water as these are mildly, but not extremely counter-intuitive ac-
tions (Bloom 2007; Boyer 2008; Whitehouse 2016).

A number of studies in the last decade have attempted to show that reli-
gious belief is in part the outcome of an intuitive thinking style (for example 
Shenhav, Rand, and Greene 2012) without noting that other cognitive process-
ing styles can be associated with unbelief (Caldwell-Harris et al. 2011). Cogni-
tive theories that try to establish religious belief as intuitive or “natural” must, 
however, account for the existence of unbelief. Can cognitive dispositions 
towards belief be muted or overridden (Gervais and Norenzayan 2012)? One 
possibility is that one becomes an unbeliever by violating one of various cogni-
tive mechanisms that make us “born believers” (Barret 2012; Norenzayan and 
Gervais 2013). Thus, we would need to violate: our intuitive mental representa-
tions of supernatural agents and our motivation to seek them out as sources 
of meaning, comfort, and control; further, we would have to resist or break 
away from the cultural reinforcement for the existence of these supernatural 
agents and, lastly, to engage in analytical processing instead of accepting our 
intuitions about these agents. This model is not universally accepted and there 
are growing criticisms about lack of supporting evidence or contradictory 
data (Szocik 2018; Lindeman and Svedholm-Häkkinen 2016; van Eyghen 2016 
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Caldwell-Harris 2012; Kalkman 2014). One recent study, which calls into ques-
tion the “naturalness” and “intuitiveness” of belief, consists of a set of three 
experiments conducted as a field study (in the pilgrimage route to Santiago) 
in the lab using brain stimulation: it failed to find any significant association 
between intuitive/analytical processing, or cognitive inhibition, and super-
natural belief (Farias, van Mulukom, Kahane, et al. 2017). Instead, the authors 
suggest that the sociological and anthropological data in support of a social-
educational origin and modulation of belief are more robust than the avail-
able cognitive evidence for the naturalness of religion. They also argue that the 
possibility that some individuals would have to override cognitive dispositions 
to become unbelievers is a deeply implausible one from an evolutionary per-
spective, as this would require a very considerable effort with no obvious gains.

From an early age we tend to build relationships with non-physical agents, 
such as fictional characters, imaginary friends, and religious entities like gods 
and spirits (Barrett 2012; Boyer 2008). Supernatural agents often have a social 
role and a place in the upbringing of children, along with ritual practices. 
Within secular families, though, children are less likely to be exposed to meta-
physical agents (Corriveau, Chen, and Harris 2015). It is a kind of truism to 
affirm that individuals growing up within secular families have never lost a 
religion—they were simply never socialised into it.

The social psychological literature has examined why some individuals 
leave or de-convert from their religion. Most de-converts do not necessarily re-
ject their belief in god(s) and thus do not become unbelievers. They may sim-
ply change the content of their religious beliefs, as it happens when a Christian 
becomes a Muslim, or even keep the same beliefs but reject the institutional 
side of religion, which often entails no longer engaging in religious practices. 
On the other hand, developing a negative bias towards an established religion 
can also affect the endorsement of religious beliefs and enactment of rituals 
(Greer and Francis 1992). An example of this taken from popular culture was 
the announced break with the Roman Catholic Church by best-selling author 
Anne Rice, who wrote the Vampire Chronicles series of books. She explained 
that despite continuing to believe in and follow the teachings of Jesus Christ, 
her conscience would no longer allow her to be associated with an institu-
tion that she perceived as anti-gay and anti-science (Kunhardt 2010). This has 
been called a “secularizing” or “privatizing exit” – two of six potential forms 
of de-conversion where an individual moves away from religion altogether or 
chooses to keep some beliefs and even rituals (Streib 2014). Other types of de-
conversion actually do not lead the individual towards unbelief but, rather, to 
adopt a similar or even more conservative system of religious beliefs.

There are then various social and emotional factors that may cause an in-
dividual to leave religion: a sudden rejection of God is more likely to be led 
by emotional factors, whereas a more gradual de-conversion may be rooted in 
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intellectual reasons (Hood and Chen 2013). Gradual de-conversion in the usa 
has been positively associated with a higher level of education (Walters 2010), 
although the inverse has been reported in different cultural contexts (Lee and 
Bullivant 2010). One emotional reason for leaving religion, which theologians 
have considered for a long time and has recently been examined by social psy-
chologists, is anger towards God (Exline, Crystal, Smyth, and Carey 2011).

Leaving religion generally involves a combination of four social and emo-
tional domains: (1) intellectual doubt or denial about the truth of a belief 
system; (2) moral criticism: rejection of an entire way of life of a religious 
group; (3)  emotional suffering: grief, guilt, loneliness, despair; and (4) disaf-
filiation from the community (Barbour 1994). In addition to socio-emotional 
factors, there are some indications that personality may also play a role in de- 
conversion (Streib et al. 2011). In US and German samples, de-converts were 
found to have lower levels of religious fundamentalism and right-wing authori-
tarianism, as well as higher levels of openness to experience – when compared 
to their religious peers.

Particularly in countries dominated by religious traditions, leaving religion 
can have important personal consequences. US de-converts have reported to 
experience negative social, existential, and career consequences, while justify-
ing their resolution in moving away from what they perceive as a “rigid and 
oppressive way of life” (Marriott 2015). Although they report prejudice and 
discrimination, they also report greater well-being after converting to unbe-
lief (Doane and Elliot 2015). There is growing evidence that unbelievers are 
some of the least liked people in areas of the world with religious majorities 
( Gervais, Shariff, and Norenzayan 2011). For further non-European examples, 
see Schirmacher’s chapter.

Neuroscience studies suggest that there might be biological factors associ-
ated with unbelief. It has been argued that the dopamine system and the fron-
tal lobes play important roles in the generation of religious belief (McNamara, 
Durso, Brown, and Harris 2009)—but what accounts for unbelief? Whereas 
most studies deal with healthy individuals, the literature investigating neu-
rological deficits presents interesting insights concerning the biological pro-
cesses of unbelief. One study, which included an assessment of beliefs before 
and after brain surgery, found that the cerebrum was associated with religi-
osity levels of participants. The cerebrum is known to be involved in move-
ment, sensory processing, language, learning, and memory. In this study, it was 
found that individuals with anterior cortical lesions (front of the cerebrum) 
were less religious than those with posterior lesions (back of the cerebrum; 
Urgesi, Aglioti, Skrap, and Fabbro 2010). In other words, some areas of the brain 
seem to play a role in deciding if an individual holds stronger religious beliefs. 
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 Further evidence from lesion studies shows that among patients with demen-
tia within the frontal and temporal lobes, and in those with Parkinson’s dis-
ease, the changes that occur in the frontotemporal lobe can be associated with 
a loss of interest in religion and a simultaneous decrease in the neurotransmit-
ter dopamine.

The frontal lobes seem to play an active role in religious practices (John-
stone et al. 2012), and alterations of brain frontal functions have been shown 
to result in an increase or decrease of religious belief (Devinsky and Lai 2008; 
Mendez, Lauterbach, and Sampson 2008). One neurobiological theory of be-
lief and unbelief argues that the prefrontal cortex is critical for doubt process-
ing, so that damage to the prefrontal cortex would result in less doubt and 
a higher probability of increased religiosity (Asp, Ramchandran, and Tranel 
2012). They hypothesize that those with a doubt-deficit will be more religious, 
whereas the less religious would have a higher doubt-processing capacity. One 
small study showed that patients with damage to the prefrontal cortex had an 
increase in religiosity and a correspondent decrease in doubt processing, when 
compared to non-patients. The authors further suggest that there is a neuro- 
developmental basis for this theory: religious beliefs are generally strong in 
children, but with adolescence there is increased growth in the prefrontal cor-
tex and of doubt processing, and adolescence is known to be a period when 
many report to lose their religion temporarily or for good (Asp and Tranel 2013).

Other studies have focused on the role of the medial prefrontal cortex (part 
of the frontal lobe) in relation to religious belief and unbelief, as this brain 
area is known to regulate self-reflection, compliance to social norms, error de-
tection, and theory of mind—all these potentially being cognitive prerequi-
sites to religious belief (Muramato 2004). Thus, strong religiosity would  result 
from a hyper-activation of the medial prefrontal cortex, whereas an under-
performing medial prefrontal cortex could result in an absence of religious 
ideas. The underlying hypothesis is that unbelievers would show lower levels 
of self- reflection and endorsement of cultural norms, error detection, and 
theory of mind. One brain imaging study on religious belief and pain process-
ing has showed that unbelievers show a lower activation of the ventromedial 
pre-frontal cortex, a specific part of the prefrontal cortex, when compared to 
religious individuals while looking at a religious-themed image (Wiech, Farias, 
Kahane, et al. 2009); however, this was explained by a process of emotional re-
appraisal of the pain by religious individuals, and it’s not reasonable to suggest 
that, overall, unbelievers would have lower levels of activation of the medial 
pre-frontal cortex.

Dopamine-rich midbrain regions have also been associated with shifts in be-
lief and belief formation (Schmack et al. 2015; Schwartenbeck, FitzGerald, and 
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Dolan 2016), as with religious belief and rituals (Perroud 2009). As increased 
availability of dopamine increases religious belief, the opposite has been found 
for a deficit of dopamine, such is the case with Parkinson’s patients, who show 
a dopamine deficiency and lower levels of religiosity (Harris and McNamara 
2009). Further, particular types of Parkinson’s disease seem to differentially af-
fect religious ideation; for example, left-onset Parkinson’s patients experience 
a severe inability to activate religious concepts and accessing aesthetic-based 
religious cognition (Butler et al., 2011 Butler, McNamara, and Durso 2010), while 
patients with right-onset Parkinson’s showed greater difficulty accessing ritual-
based religious cognition (Butler, McNamara, and Durso 2011).

Although this body of work provides some evidence that religious unbelief 
is associated with or underpinned by biological variables, the findings are very 
preliminary, showing ambiguous or even contradictory results. For example, 
concerning the role of dopamine in the increase of unbelief, it has been sug-
gested that religious practices may decrease with Parkinson’s onset, but quali-
tative data show that religion and spirituality are still regarded as important 
by these patients (Redfern and Coles 2015; Edwards et al. 1997). In addition to 
conflicting findings, there are also shortcomings in the literature in relation to 
how religiosity is defined and measured.

Some psychologists have argued that leaving religion is counterintuitive or 
a sub-optimal strategy, as subjective well-being is apparently higher among 
religious people (Hayward et al. 2016; Aghababaei 2014; Aghababaei et al. 
2016; though see Horning et al. 2011). However, recent research has found that 

Frontal Lobe

Prefrontal
Cortex

Temporal Lobe

Figure 25.1  There is increasing evidence that numerous areas of the brain influence 
unbelief
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well-being is associated with certainty of belief, so that people with a higher 
certainty in their religious  beliefs or unbelief report higher levels of well-being 
(Galen and Kloet 2011). Additionally, religious beliefs are associated with satis-
faction in life (Ellison 1991; Pollner 1989), happiness (Myers and Diener 1996), 
and coping with the death of a loved one (Palmer and Noble 1986) and difficult 
life events (McIntosh et al. 1993). But these effects largely disappear when con-
trolling for a variety of life circumstances, particularly societal factors that reg-
ulate the satisfaction of basic needs (food, health, housing; see Maslow 1943). 
In more affluent societies, levels of subjective well-being are similar among 
believers and unbelievers (Diener 2011). Subjective well-being is further boost-
ed in unbelievers when the level of social engagement and embeddedness are 
high, similarly to what has been found for religious believers with high levels 
of communal involvement (Galen 2015).

Evidence from experimental social psychology indicates that unbelievers 
might cling on to belief systems based on the intrinsic value of science or ideas 
of humanity’s moral progress (Farias, Newheiser, Kahane, and de Toledo 2013; 
Rutjens, van Harreveld, and van der Pligt 2010; Rutjens et al. 2016). These un-
believers would find in such secular ideas the same kind of cognitive-emotive 
comfort that religious believers do, by using secular explanations to provide 
meaning and order in their lives (Stavrova, Ehlebracht, and Fetchenhauer 
2016). One possibility is that within growing secular societies individuals will 
find other non-religious sources of existential meaning that provide them with 
psychological comfort and well-being. To what an extent these non-religious 
sources engage the same kind of psychological processes as religious beliefs in 
regard to meaning-making is still an open question.

3 Methodological Perspectives and Turning Points

Above we have highlighted different theoretical approaches which rely on var-
ious methods, from social psychological experiments using self-report mea-
sures to brain-imaging and lesion studies. Table 1 gives examples of some of 
the key methods used by the various domains of the study of unbelief. Note 
that there are potential overlaps between some of these domains; for example, 
cognitive studies of religion sometimes use paradigms that are very common 
in experimental social psychology (for example various priming studies in Ger-
vais and Norenzayan 2012).

The recent focus on unbelief clearly follows contemporary trends that 
emphasize cognitive, evolutionary, and biological perspectives instead of, 
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say,  developmental perspectives. There have also been some attempts at cat-
egorising unbelievers through the development of empirical-based typologies 
(Schnell 2015; Silver et al. 2014). Despite the interest and expansion of this liter-
ature, it is hard to pinpoint any particular methodological turning points with 
one exception: the attempt to understand and measure unbelief as a positive 
phenomenon, instead of as simply the absence or low levels of belief, as Beit- 
Hallami (Martin 2006) proposed in one of the early writings on this subject. 
This turn has led researchers to not only propose typologies of unbelievers but 
to map out potential kinds of unbelief, such as Humanism, Science, Progress, 
and Existentialism.

Table 25.1 Examples of Methodological Approaches to the Study of Unbelief

Cognitive Social- 
Psychological

Biological Well-being  
and Meaning

Priming experiments 
using tests of 
intuitive and 
analytical thinking 
with self-report 
measures of religious 
belief(Gervais and 
Norenzayan 2012)

Field and lab 
experiments that 
manipulate stress 
and existential 
anxiety with self-
report measure of 
belief in science 
(Farias, Newheiser, 
Kahane, and Toledo 
2013)

Brain lesion study  
with self-report 
measure of 
spirituality(Urgesi, 
Aglioti, Skrap, and 
Fabbro 2010)

Large sample  
surveys of well-
being, socio-
economical status, 
and levels of 
religiosity(Diener, 
Tay, and Myers 
(2011)

Survey using tests 
of intuitive and 
analytical thinking 
with self-report 
measures of religious 
belief (Shenhav,  
Rand, and Greene 
2012)

Bereaved and  
cancer patient 
samples with self-
report measures of 
religiosity and anger 
towards God(Exline, 
Crystal, Smyth, and 
Carey 2011)

Double-blind brain 
stimulation study 
of the right inferior 
frontal gyrus using 
implicit tests of 
supernatural belief 
(Farias et al. 2017)

Nationally 
representative 
sample with 
measures of 
personal control, 
life satisfaction, 
and belief in 
scientific progress 
(Stavrova, 
Ehlebracht, and 
Fetchenhauer 
2016).
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4 Critical Reflections, Evaluations and Predictions

Much work on religion and unbelief is likely to suffer from personal biases 
as researchers lean towards or against religious belief. One cannot forget that 
much of the research in the psychology of religion and health has been inex-
tricably associated with an US-based agenda to promote religion as a source 
of physical and mental health. Conversely, there have been efforts by North 
American researchers to promote the idea that unbelievers are more analyti-
cal or reflective than believers (Pennycook, Ross, Koehler, and Fugelsang 2016).

These personal biases are inscribed in historical processes which psycholo-
gists tend to overlook. For example, cognitive theories that claim religious be-
lief to be innate reflect an earlier historical understanding of belief as being 
God-given (Brooke 1991), which means that those who are not believers are 
either acting against God, or against their human nature (Barrett and Church 
2013). It is curious that cognitive theories of religion are partly regurgitating 
this innateness idea, but using updated concepts and methods, instead of 
studying unbelief in its own right.

It is also unclear how much psychological variables can contribute to 
 explaining the emergence of unbelief, after taking into account broader socio-
cultural and educational factors (Banerjee and Bloom 2013; Voas and MacAn-
drew 2012; Willard and Cingl 2017). Understanding these broader variables is 
also crucial for the purpose of definition and categorisation. A variety of partly 
overlapping terms such as “non-religious,” “nones,” and “atheists” are used in 
the field, but there has been little effort in attempting to clarify and refine 
these concepts (Conrad 2018; Lee 2014).

Unlike sociology and anthropology, psychology has never formulated spe-
cific theories for religious belief and is unlikely to do it for unbelief. Psychology 
has considered that religious belief is underpinned by or associated with gen-
eral developmental, cognitive, and social-psychological processes. Probably 
the most enduring and successful psychological explanatory efforts have been 
functionalist – how does religious belief and practices help individuals to cope 
with adversity, uncertainty, fear or to make sense of our lives? It is likely that 
the study of unbelief will follow a similar route in looking at how various forms 
of unbelief fulfil psychological functions or motivational needs.

5 Suggestions on How to Do It

There are two exciting things about the study of unbelief: one is the novelty 
of the field concomitant with large national surveys showing the growth of 
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unbelievers; the second is its interdisciplinary nature. Recent journals and 
 organisations such as the journal Secularism and NonReligion and the NonReli-
gion and Secularity Research Network (nsrn) feature articles from various dis-
ciplinary fields, including psychology, sociology, anthropology, religious studies 
and cultural studies. There is a very clear awareness of the need to understand 
where each particular field is coming from, including methodologically. This 
has led to the development of contributions focusing on various methods to 
studying unbelief, from the use of brain stimulation and implicit association 
tests to large-scale surveys and interviews.1 This is an excellent example of how 
a field can grow benefitting from the insights of other disciplines.

The rapid pace at which non-religion studies are expanding means that it 
needs to pay closer attention to terminology and definition (Lee 2012), as well 
as adapting methods for different cultural settings (Sevinç, Coleman iii, and 
Hood 2018). With so many different types of unbelievers and cultural differ-
ences among those in different areas of the world, it is hard to find definitions 
apply easily across countries. One recent ongoing effort to advance the field 
and terminological concerns is a large cross-cultural and interdisciplinary 
project on mapping unbelief, which include large and small grants with over 
40 participating research groups worldwide.2 This programme of research will 
advance our understanding of the kinds of unbelief we can find, who are the 
unbelievers regarding socio-demographic characteristics, and also explore the 
alternative meaning-making systems available to individuals growing without 
belief or who have left their religious beliefs behind.

We have started this part by stating that there are two exciting things about 
the study of unbelief: its novelty and its interdisciplinary nature. There is a 
third less acknowledged factor though, which is a real potential to demolish 
and reconstruct how we have to come to understand religion and religious 
belief in particular. Recent cognitive and evolutionary approaches to religion 
have been criticised for neglecting or distorting historical and anthropological 
records showing the existence of unbelief in Ancient India and Greece, and 
in small pre-literate societies (Brazil and Farias 2016). The developing study 
of unbelief has the potential to very quickly change or obliterate the field of 
cognitive science of religion, with its key assumptions of the naturalness or 
innateness of religious belief. It may be the case that as the study of unbelief 
advances, in a decade or two many of the current cognitive assumptions on 
religious belief will be regarded no differently from ninetheenth century theo-
ries suggesting that Mars and Venus were populated by human-like societies.

1 https://nsrn.net/2016/04/27/blog-series-research-methods-for-the-scientific-study-of-nonre 
ligion/ Accessed 25/02/2019.

2 https://research.kent.ac.uk/understandingunbelief/ Accessed 25/02/2019.
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