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Abstract
Asking about people’s views of the Bible in a single survey question has become the prevail-
ing way to understand the mass public’s religious beliefs. Nevertheless, the standard survey
items raise questions about what is being measured. The questions used to measure one’s
views of the Bible are often double-barreled and leave considerable room for interpretation.
In this paper, we assess the measurement error in the standard three-category question from
the American National Election Study (ANES) by developing new items to gauge what it
might mean to a respondent to select one of the three options in the standard Bible ques-
tion. Using original data from two online surveys, we demonstrate that there is substantial
measurement error in the standard ANES item. Analyses also show that our new items pre-
dict responses to the standard ANES item and are potent predictors of political attitudes—
often performing better than the widely used three-category question.
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Introduction

The interpretation of the Bible is at the core of doctrine in several of the largest reli-
gious traditions in the U.S. Thus, it is not too surprising that when survey researchers
have sought to measure doctrinal beliefs in the American public, they have often
asked about respondents’ views of the Bible. Most previous work in political science
and sociology that connects views of the Bible to politics has relied on a single ques-
tion that offers respondents just three categories with which to classify how they
interpret the Bible: as the actual word of God to be interpreted literally, as the
word of God but not interpreted literally, or as a book written by men that is not
God’s word. This three-category approach has not only become the standard for mea-
suring biblical views but is also the primary (and often the only) religious belief item
on well-known omnibus surveys such as the American National Election Studies
(ANES) and General Social Survey (GSS). The ANES item is worded as follows:

Which of these statements comes closest to describing your feelings about the
Bible?
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1. The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.
2. The Bible is the word of God but not everything in it should be taken literally,

word for word.
3. The Bible is a book written by men and is not the word of God.

The scholarly community has made extensive use of this measurement approach,
employing it to classify groups of Protestants as fundamentalists (Hunter, 1981,
1991), and to predict a range of political attitudes and behaviors including, for exam-
ple, party identification and vote choice (Kellstedt and Smidt, 1993), opposition to
same-sex marriage (Becker and Scheufele, 2009; Whitehead, 2010; Perry, 2015), sup-
port for punishment (Unnever and Cullen, 2006, 2010), opposition to environmental
protection (Guth et al., 1995), and knowledge about science (Zigerell, 2012).

Despite the frequent use of the three-category item, there are important concerns
about exactly what it is measuring. First, the standard item poses a double-barreled
question: Is the Bible the actual Word of God? AND Is the Bible to be taken literally,
word for word? Research has shown how double-barreled questions can induce mea-
surement error (Krosnick and Presser, 2010; Menold, 2020; Pew Research Center,
n.d.). In the case of the Bible items, the response options are conceptually distinct
but are combined in the options offered to respondents. This combining of compo-
nents increases the cognitive demands on respondents by forcing them to consider
more information. In addition, respondents might have different responses to each
component of the double-barreled item. These features of double-barreled questions
are problematic outcomes that can contribute to measurement error (Sinkowitz-
Cochran, 2013; Menold, 2020).1

Along with being double-barreled, the phrasing of the standard Bible item leaves
considerable room for interpretation as to its meaning. When a respondent selects
the first option for literal interpretation, he or she may have in mind a hermeneutical
approach that relies on the plain meaning of the text rather than allegorical or figurative
interpretations—likely the meaning that many scholars intend when they employ the
survey item (see, e.g., Klein et al., 2017). But it is also quite plausible that the respondent
may view the first option as an appealing one simply because it expresses the strongest
endorsement of the veracity of the Bible—that it is the “actual Word of God.” In that
case the respondent may not even consider interpretive strategies when forming her
answer, yet would be classified as a “literalist.” Or perhaps choosing the first option car-
ries a connotation that the Bible is important and relevant to the respondent; that is, its
content reflects actual events that still matter today. Indeed, many Americans today use
the word “literally” as a device for emphasis, almost interchangeably with “really” or
“truly” or “actually.” In these cases, a survey taker’s selection may be classified as an
“expressive response” (see, e.g., Paulhus, 1991; Berinsky, 2018). So, what are respon-
dents really telling us when they answer the views of the Bible question?

To the extent that different respondents interpret the standard views of the Bible
item differently, the danger of measurement error is heightened. In other words, the
basket researchers think is holding apples may also include several oranges or pears.
The result may be a misrepresentation of the distribution of views Americans hold
about interpreting the Bible, and, more importantly, a loss of clarity about the rela-
tionship between biblical views and political attitudes and behaviors.
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In this paper, we assess the measurement error in the standard three-category
question about views of the Bible by developing new items to gage the various aspects
of what it might mean to a respondent to select one of the three options in the stan-
dard Bible question. Using original data from two online surveys we analyze the cor-
relates of the standard item and show that our new items not only predict responses
to the standard ANES item but also are potent predictors of political attitudes—at
times performing better than the widely used three-category question.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we briefly review previous work examining
views of the Bible and identify potential weaknesses in the standard approach. We
then present our data that allow us to compare responses to the standard item
with responses to our new items, and to examine their relationships to political var-
iables. We conclude with a discussion of the findings and recommendations for
researchers wishing to measure doctrinal views in future surveys.

Views of the Bible: measuring literalism or something else?

Prior research has called into question what the standard Bible item measures. One line
of work examined the differences between asking about literalism versus inerrancy. Jelen
(1989) compared two question wordings in the 1985 GSS—one that emphasized iner-
rancy (“The Bible is God’s word and all it says is true”), versus one that emphasized
literalism (“The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for
word”). Jelen did not find statistically significant differences in how the two items
related to ten political variables. These results suggested that individuals in the mass
public did not draw the same distinctions between literalism and inerrancy that religious
elites might make. But, in a follow-up study, Jelen et al. (1990) did find meaningful dif-
ferences in political and religious attitudes when comparing respondents who selected a
literalism option versus those who selected an inerrancy option. However, the data for
their study came from a survey of 271 African Americans in the Washington, DC metro
area, raising questions about the generalizability of the findings. So, the empirical evi-
dence on the interpretation of response options for Bible views items is mixed.

Other work examining survey measures of biblical views has noted a strong ten-
dency for respondents to place themselves in categories that express favorable
views of the Bible, even when other indicators of religiosity would suggest less favor-
able responses. In a thorough examination of the correlates of Bible views, Kellstedt
and Smidt (1993) summarize their findings as follows: “We have found that responses
to the literalism and inerrancy measures are highly skewed in the direction of positive
or favorable answers to the Bible questions. When two-thirds of the respondents who
express no religious preference give positive responses to the Bible, … something is
wrong with the measure if it is to be tapping religious, rather than cultural, responses”
(194, emphasis in original). While the percentage of the public who rejects the
authenticity of the Bible has grown in recent decades (Saad, 2017), substantial sup-
port remains for self-identified Christians (Burge, 2017). The positive cultural conno-
tation among the religious (and even the non-religious) reduces the usefulness of the
existing items to parse the effects of religion.

Subsequent research has also made the argument that the typical Bible views items
capture a cultural identity rather than simply measuring religious views. Franzen and
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Griebel (2013) analyze the social and political antecedents of responses to the Bible
item in multivariate models. They find that many demographic and political variables
are more strongly correlated with views of the Bible than are religious variables, lead-
ing the authors to conclude that the typical survey item is “not simply a measure of
religiosity, but a specific political-religious identity” (Franzen and Griebel, 2013, 538).
Thus, when a respondent attempts to formulate an answer to the standard Bible views
item, “they are not only declaring religious behaviors and beliefs, but also associating
with an identity” (Franzen and Griebel, 2013, 538). This fits with research that sug-
gests issue attitudes may signify symbolic identity (Ellis and Stimson, 2012; Mason,
2018a, 2018b).

An implication of this previous work is that the standard ANES views of the Bible
item is not measuring what many researchers think it is measuring. Scholars who
want to understand the influence of varying approaches to biblical interpretation
will need additional measures. In the next section we discuss our new measures of
biblical interpretation and analyze their effectiveness.

Data and measures

Our data are drawn from two online surveys we conducted using samples provided by
Survey Sampling International (SSI), which is now Dynata. First, in June 2015, we
recruited 1,200 evangelical Christian respondents via SSI to take a survey online.
Evangelicals were identified by asking their level of agreement with two statements:
“I consider myself a born-again Christian” and “I consider myself an evangelical
Christian.” Agreement with either statement qualified a person for the survey, in
which respondents were given the standard ANES Bible item but were then presented
with a series of follow-up questions tapping different hermeneutical dimensions.
Investigating attitudes among evangelicals is important because evangelicals hold a
high view of the Bible and are typically more literal in their interpretation. If the exist-
ing survey items results in measurement error among evangelicals, then this signals
broader trouble for the veracity of the measures. As such, most of our analyses in
this paper will draw upon this unique data set.

In a second study, conducted in December 2015, we used a national sample from
SSI (not limited to evangelicals) to again compare our new items with the standard
ANES Bible question. This sample was balanced for region, age, and gender to align
with Census benchmarks for the US adult population. Paired together, these studies
allow us to assess public opinion of the Bible among both evangelicals and a broad,
national sample of the population.

Our analytical strategy to assess the validity of the standard views of the Bible item
involved asking respondents to answer the ANES Bible question and then asking sep-
arately about the extent to which respondents agree with statements about how they
might interpret a Bible passage. This strategy allows us to gage the extent to which the
way people are classified by the ANES item aligns with what people say about how
they actually approach biblical interpretation.

Respondents were first asked the views of the Bible question from the ANES. The
percentage giving each response is shown in brackets. Not surprisingly, the sample of
evangelical Protestants overwhelmingly selected one of the first two options.2
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Which of these statements comes closest to describing your feelings about the
Bible?

• The Bible is the actual word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.
[49%]

• The Bible is the word of God but not everything in it should be taken literally,
word for word. [44%]

• The Bible is a book written by men and is not the word of God. [3%]
• Don’t know/No opinion [4%]

Respondents were then presented the following prompt:
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements

about trying to figure out the meaning of a Bible passage:

1. I rely on the plain meaning of the text.
2. I look for literary devices such as metaphor and allegory which may alter the

literal meaning.
3. I read the whole text as truth applying to my life and our time, not limited to

the historical context when it was written.
4. I understand that error may be mixed with truth.

The above statements were shown in a matrix with these five response options for
each: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree.

The first two statements probably come the closest to tapping what many scholars
have in mind when they use the term “literal interpretation.” A “literalist” would
agree with statement 1—relying on plain meaning—but would not agree with statement
2—looking for figurative language. Statement 3 addresses the possibility noted above
that some respondents may interpret phrases like “actual Word of God” or “literally,
word for word” as indicative of the importance and/or relevance of the Bible in daily
life. Such a respondent may choose the “literal” option in the standard ANES item
because they think the Bible is true and applicable, but with little or no regard to the
issues addressed in statements 1 and 2 regarding textual interpretation. Finally, state-
ment 4 introduces the dimension of biblical “inerrancy” discussed in previous research
as being conceptually distinct from literalism. As noted above, studies examining the dis-
tinction between literalism and inerrancy found mixed results. However, it is important
to note that much of the evidence came from split ballot comparisons of two versions of
a question. In contrast, our design allows us to compare responses to the standard item
and our new items for the same set of respondents. And, the Likert format of our new
items allows for greater nuance than the three-category item. A respondent can feel
strongly about inerrancy but less strongly about textual approaches, or vice versa.

Analysis

New measures versus the standard item: assessing classification accuracy

Table 1 shows the distribution of responses to the Bible items in our survey of evan-
gelicals. About two-thirds of respondents agreed with the idea of “reading the whole
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text as truth applying to my life and our time.” A majority (57%) agreed with relying
on the text’s “plain meaning” but a slim majority (51%) also agreed with the notion of
looking for “literary devices such as metaphor and allegory which may alter the literal
meaning.” The statement receiving the least agreement was “I understand that error
may be mixed with truth,” with 43% agreeing. Responses to the agree/disagree items
are correlated with responses to the ANES Bible item, and the differences across col-
umns two and three of Table 1 are statistically significant. However, this association is
far from perfect and reveals some interesting patterns. For example, among those
choosing the “literal, word for word” option in the ANES item, 41% reported looking
for figurative language that might alter the literal meaning of the biblical text. Among
those choosing the “not taken literally” option in the ANES item, there are still 40%
who agreed with relying on the plain meaning of a text. Although larger percentages
of the “not taken literally” group agreed that error may be present in the text com-
pared to those who chose the “literal, word for word” option (55 vs. 29%), this still
means that almost three in ten “literalists” agreed with the view that there is error
in the Bible. And fully a quarter of “literalists” did not agree with the interpretive
approach that relies on the text’s “plain meaning.” This is quite an assortment of
results that raises concerns about what the standard ANES item is actually tapping,
and would seem to call into question using the standard Bible item as the primary
measure of religious fundamentalism.

Another interesting finding in Table 1 is the large disparity in the proportion
agreeing with the view that a Bible passage should be interpreted as “applying to
my life and our time.” There is a 34-percentage-point gap between those answering
the ANES item with “literally, word for word” (84%) and those answering, “not taken
literally” (50%). This pattern is consistent with the idea that some respondents are
viewing the ANES standard item as asking about the contemporary relevance of

Table 1. Evangelicals’ approaches to biblical interpretation by standard views of the Bible item

View of Bible, ANES item

All born-again or
evangelicals (%)

Word of God, but not
taken literally (%)

Interpret literally,
word for word (%)

% Who agree:

…apply text to own life and
times, not to historical
context only

66 50 84

…rely on the plain meaning
of the text

57 40 76

…look for metaphor or
allegory that may alter
literal meaning

51 62 41

…error is mixed with truth
in the text

43 55 29

Entries are column percentages.
Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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the Bible and are choosing the first option because of this, not necessarily because of
hermeneutical considerations.

Table 2 presents another cut at the data by using responses to the four agree/dis-
agree items to assess how confident we can be about the classification of respondents
using the ANES item. The table shows a count of the number of responses out of four
that agree with the position most consistent with a “literalist” viewpoint. A respon-
dent who agreed with reliance on plain meaning of the text, did not agree with look-
ing for figurative language, agreed that the Bible’s truth applies to our current time,
and did not agree that error is mixed with truth in the text would score 4 out of
4. About 10% of the sample displayed this type of consistency, while another 19%
scored 3 out of 4. The median number of “literalist” responses was 2 out of 4 (as
was the mode), with a mean score of 1.84 (s = 1.19). A respondent with a score of
3 or 4 would seem to be reasonably classified by the “literal” option; this is indicated
in green font in Table 2. Similarly, a respondent with 0 or 1 literalist responses would
seem to belong outside the “literal” category. The blue font in Table 2 indicates those
cases for which classification is ambiguous: those with 2 of 4 responses in the literalist
direction. The cells in red font indicate scenarios where the responses to the agree/
disagree items about biblical interpretation do not jibe with the answers given to
the ANES item. In all, 14% of the sample appears to be misclassified, with another
33% ambiguous. This suggests a non-trivial level of measurement error in the stan-
dard Bible item.

Moreover, the ambiguous and incorrect classifications are not evenly spread across
the sample. Those who answered that the Bible is not the word of God were generally
classified more accurately than others. Of the “not the word of God” group, fully 82%
had responses to the new agree/disagree items that confirmed their classification,

Table 2. Extent of literalist interpretation among evangelicals by standard views of Bible item

View of Bible, ANES item

Not the word
of God (%)

Word of God, but not
taken literally (%)

Interpret literally,
word for word (%)

Number of literalist responses:

0 of 4 1.5 11.7 2.0

1 of 4 0.5 15.9 6.5

2 of 4 0.4 13.5 18.8

3 of 4 0.1 4.2 14.8

4 of 4 0.0 0.7 9.6

Totals:

Likely misclassification: 14

Ambiguous classification: 33

Likely correct classification: 54

Entries are total percentages. Total does not add to 100% due to rounding.
Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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while just under 4% were misclassified and 15% remained ambiguous. Of those who
chose the “not to be taken literally” option in the ANES item, 60% appeared to be
classified correctly, with 29% ambiguous and 11% misclassified. Among those who
chose the “literal, word for word” option, 47% appeared to be correctly classified,
36% ambiguous, and 16% misclassified.

Figure 1 also shows the differences in classification accuracy across two other var-
iables: respondent’s race and the amount of guidance the respondent receives from
religion in his or her life. Among those who reported receiving limited guidance
from religion (none or some), 65% were classified correctly, 28% ambiguous, and
7% misclassified. In contrast, of those who reported “quite a bit” or “a great deal”
of guidance from religion, just 52% were classified correctly, with 34% ambiguous
and 15% misclassified. A sizable gap was also found between white and non-white
respondents. Among whites, 56% were correctly classified by the ANES item, while
12% were misclassified and 31% were ambiguous. But among non-whites, 46%
were correctly classified, 18% were misclassified, and 37% had ambiguous classifica-
tions.3 These findings further support the idea that some respondents answer the
ANES Bible question with “literal, word for word” as an indicator of religiosity in
general (i.e., expressive religiosity), rather than as a question about specific hermeneu-
tical approaches or doctrinal positions.

Determinants of “literal” responses

The next step in our analysis is to assess the determinants of a literalist response to
the ANES item in a multivariate model that controls for possible influences beyond

Figure 1. Measurement accuracy of standard Bible item by respondent characteristics.
Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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those bivariate correlates we have discussed thus far. Table 3 presents such a model.
The dependent variable is coded 1 if the respondent chose the first option of “literal,
word for word” and 0 if she chose either of the other two options. The independent
variables include our four agree/disagree items measuring interpretive approaches, as
well as controls for the following: guidance from religion, educational attainment,
race, Hispanic ethnicity, sex, age, and southern residence. All variables have been
rescaled to range from 0 to 1 to facilitate interpretation of the coefficients (cf.
Achen 1982). If our four interpretation measures are predictive of a literalist response,
this supports the notion that the ANES item is tapping more than just a literal her-
meneutical approach. Likewise, if, as we suspect, some respondents view the ANES
item as a question about general religious commitment, we should find an influence
for religious salience (guidance). We also expect education to be negatively related to
literalism, as has been the case in prior studies (Kellstedt and Smidt, 1993; Franzen
and Griebel, 2013).

The results in Table 3 largely confirm these expectations. Each of the four inter-
pretation measures exerts a statistically and substantively significant influence, even
controlling for religious salience and a variety of socio-demographic variables. The
variable with the largest effect is the “plain meaning” item, which may be of some

Table 3. Logit model of Biblical literalism (standard ANES item)

Coeff. Std error p-value Odds ratio

Bible interpretation approaches

Rely on plain reading of text 2.942 0.346 0.000 18.949

Apply text to current situation 2.229 0.327 0.000 9.292

Do not look for literary devices 1.769 0.304 0.000 5.863

Do not think error is mixed with truth 1.086 0.255 0.000 2.961

Guidance from religion 1.744 0.317 0.000 5.722

Educational attainment −0.823 0.266 0.002 0.439

White −0.011 0.188 0.955 0.989

Hispanic −0.346 0.262 0.186 0.707

Female 0.205 0.171 0.231 1.227

Age 30–44 0.659 0.209 0.002 1.932

Age 45–59 0.391 0.237 0.099 1.478

Age 60 and over −0.057 0.233 0.808 0.945

Southern 0.104 0.159 0.515 1.109

Constant −6.070 0.472 0.000 0.002

Nagelkerke R2: 0.46

% correctly predicted: 76%

n = 1,059

Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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reassurance that the ANES item is not tapping something completely afield from a
literal interpretation approach. However, it is clearly also related to other attitudes
about interpretation. The other interpretive dimensions—applying the text to current
times, not looking for figurative language, and not viewing the text as having error—
are all significant predictors, with odds ratios ranging from 5 to 9. The religious guid-
ance variable is also strongly predictive, as is educational attainment (in the negative
direction). In sum, the results in Table 3 suggest that literal responses to the ANES
Bible item are a function of more than just a plain-meaning hermeneutical approach
to the text. And given that the ANES item is conflating multiple constructs, it will be
important to see how these other dimensions of interpretation are related to political
attitudes. We turn to this next, first with bivariate analysis and then with multivariate
models.

Relationships to political variables

Table 4 shows cross tabulations of political attitudes by biblical interpretive styles—
measured by both the ANES item and our four new items. The political variables
include party identification, liberal-conservative ideological self-identification, self-
identification with the Tea Party movement, and opinion about two prominent “cul-
ture war” issues: gay marriage and abortion. As one would expect from this sample of
evangelical Protestants, the majority of respondents identified as Republicans, held
conservative ideological positions, and reported conservative views on issues. The
ANES item is predictive of political variables but so is each of the other four inter-
pretation variables. What is particularly noteworthy in Table 4 is how strongly the
“error mixed with truth” item is related to political attitudes. Among those who
rejected the idea that the biblical text contained error, 75% identified as
Republicans and 74% as conservatives. This compares to an average of 63%
Republican and 59% conservative across the other columns of the table. There are
similar patterns on the issues, with just 9% favoring legalizing same-sex marriage
and 10% supporting abortion being legal in all cases. These results provide further
support for the argument advanced earlier that the standard ANES item conflates
inerrancy with interpretive approach, and suggest strongly that having distinct mea-
sures of these concepts is useful in understanding political attitudes.

Do these bivariate relationships persist in the presence of multivariate controls? By
and large, they do. Table 5 presents three multiple regression models of liberal-
conservative ideological self-identification. Each model employs the same set of inde-
pendent variables, with the exception of the measures of biblical interpretation that
are included. As in Table 3, all independent variables have been rescaled to range
from 0 to 1 to facilitate interpretation of the coefficients. Model 1 has the ANES
Bible item only; Model 2 adds our four now-familiar measures of approaches to bib-
lical interpretation; and Model 3 drops the ANES item and relies only on the four new
items. Each model includes controls for religious salience, educational attainment,
race, ethnicity, sex, age, and region of residence. This modeling approach allows us
to compare the effectiveness of the nested models to see whether the standard
ANES item is “needed” in the model to explain additional variance, and likewise if
the four additional measures provide marginal benefit in explanatory power. We
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have already established that responses to the ANES item are influenced by multiple
considerations, including overall religious salience and the interpretive dimensions
tapped with our four new agree/disagree items. Now we investigate the extent to
which the ANES item explains variance in political conservatism beyond what can
be accounted for by these other variables.

We set up Model 1 as most religion and politics scholars have done: the ANES
three category item is the sole indicator of how the respondent views the Bible.
And Model 1 has an unsurprising set of results: the ANES views of the Bible item
are associated with political conservatism. However, we would expect that the influ-
ence exerted by the ANES Bible item will diminish when the other biblical interpre-
tation variables are included in the model. This expectation is supported by the

Table 4. Evangelicals’ political attitudes by biblical interpretation styles

Interpret
literally, word

for word
(ANES item)

(%)

Rely on
plain

meaning
of text
(%)

Text applies
now, not only
in historical
context
(%)

Do not look
for literary
devices such
as metaphor

(%)

Do not
think error
is mixed
with truth

(%)

Party ID

Republican 64 64 61 62 75

Independent 9 8 9 11 8

Democrat 27 28 30 27 17

Ideology

Conservative 60 59 56 61 74

Moderate 26 25 28 27 18

Liberal 14 16 16 12 8

Tea party member?

Yes 17 17 15 12 17

No 59 60 62 67 60

DK 24 23 23 21 23

Gay marriage

No legal
recognition

63 53 52 59 60

Allow civil unions 24 29 28 24 31

Allow marriage 14 18 20 17 9

Abortion

Never permitted 47 41 40 37 50

Only if rape, etc. 33 31 33 37 32

Only if “clear need” 10 12 11 11 8

Always legal 10 17 16 16 10

Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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results in Model 2. When our four biblical interpretation measures are added to the
model, the effect of the standard ANES variable is no longer statistically significant.
Two of the four new variables are statistically significant predictors: relying on the
plain meaning of the text and disagreeing that error is mixed with truth in the
text. The most powerful predictor in the model is the item measuring views about
error in the Bible. Moving from strong agreement to strong disagreement about
error being “mixed with truth” in the biblical text accounts for a change of 1.4 points
on a 7-point liberal/conservative ideology scale.

The addition of our four interpretive variables to Model 2 significantly improves
the model fit, yielding a 47% increase in the adjusted R2 (from 0.17 to 0.25). The
F-tests confirm the model’s improvement, and also confirm that Model 3, which

Table 5. Regression models of liberal-conservative ideological self-identification, U.S. evangelicals

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coeff.
Std.
error Coeff.

Std.
error Coeff.

Std.
error

View of Bible (standard ANES item) 0.850 0.179* 0.232 0.194

Do not think error is mixed with
truth

1.368 0.143* 1.391 0.141*

Rely on plain meaning of text 0.530 0.190* 0.590 0.183*

Do not look for literary devices 0.110 0.160 0.140 0.158

Apply text to current situation 0.014 0.179 0.059 0.175

Guidance from religion 1.281 0.176* 0.828 0.178* 0.870 0.174*

Education 0.164 0.152 0.140 0.146 0.125 0.145

White 0.822 0.111* 0.713 0.107* 0.713 0.107*

Hispanic −0.237 0.156 −0.183 0.149 −0.187 0.149

Female −0.079 0.099 −0.064 0.095 −0.061 0.095

Age 30–44 −0.010 0.121 0.006 0.116 0.018 0.116

Age 45–59 0.100 0.136 0.038 0.131 0.047 0.130

Age 60 and over 0.463 0.131* 0.378 0.129* 0.375 0.129*

Southern 0.114 0.092 0.145 0.088 0.147 0.088

Constant 2.277 0.213* 2.079 0.214* 2.124 0.211*

Adjusted R2 0.17 0.25 0.25

Number of cases: 1,053 1,053 1,053

*p < 0.05

F-tests comparing nested models:

Models 1 and 2: F = 27.99, p < 0.001

Models 2 and 3: F = 1.42, p = 0.233

Source: 2015 SSI Survey of evangelicals conducted by the authors.
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lacks the standard ANES item, performs just as well as Model 2. The results for the
other independent variables are fairly consistent across the three models, with statisti-
cally significant effects for guidance from religion, white racial identification, and age
60 or older. In summary, the findings demonstrate that including more indicators of
biblical views beyond the ANES Bible item can pay sizable dividends in terms of
explaining variance in political attitudes.4

Table 6. Regression models of liberal-conservative ideological self-identification, U.S. adults

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coeff.
Std.
error Coeff.

Std.
error Coeff.

Std.
error

View of Bible (standard ANES item) 0.611 0.190* 0.254 0.200

Do not think error is mixed with
truth

1.258 0.200* 1.293 0.199*

Rely on plain meaning of text 0.526 0.224* 0.625 0.210*

Guidance from religion 0.175 0.194 −0.033 0.191 0.030 0.185

Evangelical Protestant 0.482 0.177* 0.280 0.175 0.302 0.174

Catholic 0.179 0.166 0.196 0.162 0.199 0.162

African American Protestant −0.135 0.272 −0.229 0.266 −0.233 0.266

Jewish −0.850 0.348* −0.826 0.341* −0.849 0.340*

Unaffiliated 0.804 0.952 0.859 0.927 0.769 0.925

Other small religious traditions 0.046 0.234 0.055 0.228 0.039 0.228

Education −0.251 0.204 −0.170 0.199 −0.189 0.198

White 0.255 0.191 0.197 0.187 0.190 0.187

Hispanic −0.024 0.188 −0.086 0.184 −0.099 0.184

Female −0.104 0.114 −0.101 0.111 −0.101 0.111

Age 30–44 0.201 0.171 0.132 0.168 0.143 0.167

Age 45–59 0.414 0.169* 0.343 0.165* 0.337 0.165*

Age 60 and over 0.498 0.170* 0.405 0.167* 0.392 0.167*

Southern 0.061 0.129 0.048 0.126 0.055 0.126

Constant 3.367 0.310* 3.034 0.312* 3.085 0.309*

Adjusted R2: 0.07 0.12 0.12

Number of cases: 846 846 846

*p < 0.05

F-tests comparing nested models:

Models 1 and 2: F = 22.97, p < 0.001

Models 2 and 3: F = 1.61, p = 0.205
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Do these findings apply to more than just evangelicals?

As interesting as the findings thus far may be, they have been confined to our survey
of evangelicals. Some readers are no doubt wondering if these relationships hold for
Americans beyond the evangelical camp. To address this, we turn in the final section
of the analysis to examine data from a second online survey from December 2015 that
employed a national adult sample from SSI. The analytical strategy is straightforward:
to the extent possible with the data, we estimate the same models used in Table 5. The
variables used are identical with two exceptions. First, because the sample was not
limited to evangelicals, we add controls for religious tradition. The analysis in
Table 6 includes dummy variables for evangelical Protestants, Catholics, African
American Protestants, Jews, the religiously unaffiliated, and a catch-all category of
other small traditions, with mainline Protestants serving as the excluded reference
category. Second, due to time constraints on the survey (which was designed primar-
ily for another research project) only two of our four interpretation measures were
asked on the questionnaire. We include these two, the “plain meaning” and “error
mixed with truth” items.

In Table 6 we see that the results for a national sample have very similar patterns to
those observed above in Table 5 when the analysis was confined to evangelicals. As
before, Model 1 has the ANES Bible item as the sole belief measure, and the result
is a statistically significant coefficient. However, when the “plain meaning” and
“error mixed with truth” variables are added to the equation in Model 2, we find
the influence of the ANES Bible variable diminished to the point of being statistically
indistinguishable from zero. Just as was the case for the models in Table 5, the results
in Table 6 demonstrate the importance of conceptualizing and measuring views about
error in the Bible separately from measuring literal interpretation. The “error” vari-
able is once again the most potent predictor in the models of political conservatism.
It is also interesting to note the predictive power of the religion variables compared to
other socio-demographic variables. Other than age, religious characteristics are the
only consistent predictors of conservatism in these models. And of the religion var-
iables, our two new measures stand out as the most influential.

Conclusion

In this paper we sought to present a more nuanced understanding of how views of
the Bible affect political attitudes, and to offer practical guidance for social scientists
to measure religious beliefs. We found considerable evidence that the standard
Bible item, used widely in many surveys, results in significant measurement error.
New agree/disagree items revealed that multiple hermeneutical dimensions are being
conflated by the standard ANES item. Approximately 14% of respondents were mis-
classified by the ANES item, with another 33% having an ambiguous classification.

In addition to clarifying aspects of biblical interpretation, our new survey items
were also successful at predicting political attitudes. When the four new items were
included in a multiple regression model along with the ANES Bible item, the standard
ANES question dropped out as a significant predictor of political conservatism. This
result held not only for a sample of evangelicals, but also for a national sample of
adults that included a representative array of religious affiliations and viewpoints.
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Of the interpretive dimensions measured, views about whether the Bible contains
error were the most strongly related to political attitudes. We highly recommend the
use of the “error mixed with truth” item in future studies. We further recommend
that researchers avoid using just one single indicator to measure views of the Bible.
Our findings show that inerrancy is indeed distinct from literalism both conceptually
and empirically. We also found it useful to allow respondents to express a range of
agreement or disagreement about interpretive approaches rather than trying to shoe-
horn respondents into one of just three categories.

Although we expanded the range of hermeneutic dimensions measured in surveys,
we do not claim to have covered every possible interpretive approach. There is cer-
tainly ample room for further research to expand into other aspects of how people
view and interact with the Bible. For example, future research might examine how
our new biblical interpretation measures relate to other “worldview” variables such
as Christian nationalism (Whitehead and Perry, 2020), authority-mindedness
(Wald et al., 1989; Mockabee, 2007), or preference for absolutist versus consequen-
tialist rhetoric (Marietta, 2008). We also acknowledge the limitations of studying reli-
gious beliefs with closed-ended survey items that may not yield comparable meanings
across religious traditions with different norms (Mockabee et al., 2001). As Friesen
and Wagner (2012) have shown, qualitative data can be a useful supplement to
closed-ended survey questions about religious beliefs and behaviors. Thus, an open-
ended follow-up question could shed more light on what survey respondents mean
when they answer the standard Bible item.5 Finally, our data come from cross-
sectional surveys in a single year; it would be beneficial to continue to collect data
using these new measures over time. These caveats notwithstanding, we think the
general implication is clear: scholars who want to study religious belief in the U.S.
need to move beyond the standard, double-barreled Bible items. Gathering more
nuanced data on the public’s views of the Bible will better equip scholars to improve
the accuracy of their investigations of the relationship between religious belief and
public life, as well as assess future changes in the American religious landscape.

Notes
1. Some specialized surveys have employed true/false question formats to ask about views of the Bible,
which may limit the problem of double-barreled questions. For example, the 2000 Religion and Politics
Survey asked: “Based on your knowledge of the Bible, is each of the following statements about the
Bible true or false?” (Wuthnow, 2020). The statements included: “The Bible is the inspired word of
God”; “Everything in the Bible should be taken literally, word for word”; and “The Bible may contain his-
torical or scientific errors.” This format avoids combining divine inspiration and literal interpretation into
one double-barreled question, but we would note that the third statement remains double-barreled in
grouping historical errors and scientific errors together.
2. By way of comparison to a national benchmark, in the Pew Religious Landscape Study (2014), 55% of
evangelical Protestants (identified by denominational affiliation) selected the literal option, 33% the word of
God but not literal, 8% not the word of God, and 4% DK/no opinion.
3. To confirm these relationships in a multivariate analysis (not shown) we estimated a logit model of cor-
rect classification. The dichotomous dependent variable took on a 1 if classification was deemed correct,
and a 0 otherwise. The independent variables used were guidance from religion, race (White/
non-White), Hispanic ethnicity, sex, age, educational attainment, and southern residence. The two statisti-
cally significant predictors of classification status were race and guidance from religion.
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4. In addition to the analysis in Table 5, we ran the same models with 7-point party identification as the
dependent variable. The results were nearly identical, with the same predictors achieving statistical signifi-
cance and similar levels of potency to what we found in the models of ideology. Therefore, for the sake of
brevity we do not include these additional analyses in the table.
5. Open-ended questions could also be useful follow-ups to our new interpretation items. For example,
respondents who see error mixed with truth in the biblical text might have different views about where
the error comes from, and this might be investigated with follow-up probes. We thank an anonymous
reviewer for raising this point.
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