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SUMMARY:  
A new report finds that many Americans lack even the slightest idea what an “evangelical 
Christian” is, and others are way off base in their perceptions.  Even though evangelicals 
are often portrayed as a large group of Americans who sway elections, influence culture, 
and have enormous purchasing power, even some who are typically described as 
“evangelical” don’t know what an evangelical actually is. 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION: 
Ron Sellers, President 
Ellison Research 
ronsellers@ellisonresearch.com  
Phone: 602-493-3500 x8130 
Additional data from the study can be found at 
http://www.ellisonresearch.com/releases/20080903.htm   
 
RADIO NEWS DIRECTORS:  quotes/comments on the study can be downloaded in 
MP3 format for news use at http://www.ellisonresearch.com/releases/20080903.htm  
 
FULL RELEASE: 
A new report released today from Ellison Research (Phoenix, Arizona) show that even 
though evangelical Christians are a group that gets a lot of attention from journalists, 
marketers, and politicians, it’s a group that most Americans struggle to define – and 
many admit they don’t have the slightest clue what an evangelical actually is. 
 
The findings are from a new Ellison Research report titled “America’s Definition:  What 
Is an Evangelical?”  The study was independently designed, funded, and conducted by 
Ellison Research among a representative sample of over 1,000 American adults.  Ellison 
Research is a full-service marketing research firm.   
 
The study asked Americans to define in their own words just what an “evangelical 
Christian” actually is.  For starters, 36% of all Americans say they have no idea at all 
what an evangelical Christian is.  They could not even hazard a guess as to what defines 
an evangelical.   
 
The most common perception is that evangelicals are Christians who place a special 
emphasis on spreading their faith to other people.  Sometimes this is phrased in a 
negative light (the word “proselytizing” comes up frequently), and sometimes in a neutral 
or positive light (e.g. “spreading their faith,” “telling others about Jesus,” or 
“evangelizing others”). 
 



No other response category accounts for even one out of every ten answers.  Nine percent 
say evangelicals are just a specific type of Christian, such as a non-denominational 
Christian, a born-again Christian, or a Protestant Christian.  Another 9% believe 
evangelicals are Christians who are particularly zealous or devoted to their faith.   
 
Eight percent feel evangelicals are defined largely by their focus on the Bible:  their 
reliance on it, their belief in it, and/or their more literal interpretation of it.  Another 8% 
have some sort of specific theological definition of what an evangelical is:  they are saved 
by grace, they believe in a born-again religious experience, they believe in eternal life 
through Christ, etc. 
 
Only 6% define evangelicals by their worldview or politics, even though evangelicals are 
often discussed in the public arena in a political context. 
 
After this category, things become particularly fragmented and often sharply critical.  
Five percent say evangelicals are not just devoted or zealous, but are actually defined by 
fanaticism.  Four percent don’t really have any specific definition, but make highly 
critical (and often quite ugly) characterizations:  that evangelicals are racist, stupid, hate-
filled, illiterate, etc.  Another 4% believe they are defined by being completely closed-
minded.  Three percent define evangelicals as being greedy or entirely focused on money, 
and 3% say part of what defines an evangelical is their drive to impose their beliefs on 
other people. 
 
There are other definitions held by small numbers of Americans:  that evangelicals are 
flashy or showy, that they are ministry professionals (confusing the terms “evangelical” 
and “evangelist”), that they are defined by activities such as attending church or Bible 
study, that they attempt to follow Christ, and even some extremely off-base theological 
definitions, such as the belief that evangelicals closely follow the Torah or that they are a 
type of Mormon. 
 
Throughout all of the individual definitions, there are a number of broader themes 
revealed by the research.  One is that only 56% of all Americans can give any sort of 
substantive definition of “evangelical,” beyond a simple “I don’t know” or just criticism 
or invective.  Keep in mind that this 56% includes people who are way off in their 
definitions, such as saying evangelicals are particularly strict Catholics or that they 
worship angels.  The other 44% – almost half of all Americans – have no substantive 
perception at all of what an evangelical Christian actually is. 
 
Another broad theme is that there is almost no consensus among Americans as to what 
evangelicals are, even though this population is so frequently discussed.  Evangelicals are 
variously defined by their activities, their theology, their politics, their level of devotion, 
their view of the Bible, their efforts to tell others about their faith, their style – but none 
of these definitions is embraced by even one out of every five Americans.  Almost half of 
Americans have no real clue what an evangelical is, and those who do have some 
definition of the term usually can’t agree on that definition. 
 



This even includes members of the evangelical community.  In this study, 11% of all 
Americans called themselves “evangelical Christians.”  Among those who did, 14% later 
admitted in the study that they actually have no idea just what an evangelical is.  And 
28% of the people who regularly attend a church that is generally considered to be part of 
an evangelical denomination say they do not have any guess as to what an evangelical is. 
 
Definitions of “evangelical” vary some by age, gender, religious involvement, and 
religious perspective, but the greatest variation is by political affiliation.  Self-described 
political moderates are especially unlikely to have any clue what an evangelical is, while 
political liberals are particularly likely to have disapproving comments about this group.   
 
Liberals are nine times as likely as conservatives to define evangelicals as being closed-
minded, more than three times as likely to feel they are fanatics, four times as likely to 
level assorted criticisms at them (e.g. that they’re stupid or racist), and over three times as 
likely to say they are defined by their drive to impose their beliefs on others.   
 
Political conservatives, on the other hand, much less frequently level harsh criticisms at 
evangelicals, and more frequently define evangelicals according to things such as their 
theology, their evangelistic efforts, or their focus on the Bible. 
 
Ron Sellers, president of Ellison Research, noted that one of the surprises of the study is 
how much abuse is aimed at evangelicals.  “Some people used language in describing 
evangelical Christians that we can’t even reprint in the report,” Sellers said.  
“Evangelicals were called illiterate, greedy, psychos, racist, stupid, narrow-minded, 
bigots, idiots, fanatics, nut cases, screaming loons, delusional, simpletons, pompous, 
morons, cruel, nitwits, and freaks, and that’s just a partial list.  The insults and anger 
directed at this population group by a surprisingly large proportion of Americans was 
truly shocking.  Some people don’t have any idea what evangelicals actually are or what 
they believe – they just know they can’t stand evangelicals, whatever they might be.” 
 
Sellers pointed out that as much popular attention as evangelicals receive, there’s little 
understanding among Americans about just what an evangelical is.  “Evangelicals are 
defined every which way, and that is among the people who even attempted to define 
them.  When the media reports something about ‘evangelical leaders’ like Rick Warren or 
James Dobson, or describes a political candidate as meeting with an evangelical group, or 
polls likely voters and reports that evangelicals are backing a particular candidate, many 
Americans honestly don’t have the faintest notion of just who belongs to that group that 
is being described, while others are completely off-base in their assumptions of who the 
report is describing,” Sellers explained. 
 
He also noted that other studies by Ellison Research have shown that only 35% of all 
Americans believe they know someone very well who is an evangelical, while 51% don’t 
personally know any evangelicals even casually.  Sellers added, “Americans are less 
likely to know an evangelical Christian than they are to know a Jewish person, an 
American Indian, an Asian person, or a gay or lesbian person – all of whom represent 



populations that are considerably smaller than the evangelical population in this country, 
no matter how it is defined.” 
 
One thing that proved to be a bit surprising to the researchers was how few people 
specifically define evangelicals according to their politics or worldview.  “Especially 
during election time, we often hear about evangelicals in connection with candidates, or 
with political or social issues.  Yet Americans usually don’t define ‘evangelicals’ by their 
voting habits or politics.  There’s at least some basic understanding among the American 
population that evangelicals are defined by religion rather than by politics, even if many 
people don’t really know just what that religious definition is,” Sellers commented. 
 
ACTUAL QUOTES: 
A selection of actual quotes from study participants can be found in the full report at 
http://www.ellisonresearch.com/releases/20080903/0908_ERWhitePaper.pdf.  A small 
sample of these is below:  
 

• “A believer in Jesus Christ that communicates their belief and faith in Jesus with 
others. They share the good news about Jesus with others who may not know or 
believe in Jesus.”  

• “A narrow-minded Bible-thumping simpleton.” 
• “Evangelical Christianity is what can be referred to as ‘Showbiz Christianity.’  It's 

all smoke and mirrors more focused on the collection plate than spirituality.” 
• “I haven’t the foggiest idea.” 
• “People who use the Bible as either their sole source, or major source, of religious 

and moral guidance.” 
• “Evangelicals are Protestants that have decided that nobody, anywhere, should be 

having any more fun than they are, and use literal interpretations of scripture to 
support their position.  Evangelicals feel that it is not possible for someone to gain 
admittance to heaven unless they believe exactly what they do.” 

• “One who believes that the Bible is the absolute word of God and who believes 
that ‘salvation’ is reserved only for those who accept Jesus as their personal 
savior.” 

• “A right-wing, conservative, non-Catholic with a political agenda and an 
intolerance of anyone/thing that disagrees, with a desire to impose their beliefs on 
every aspect of life and everyone’s life too.” 

• “Very spiritual Christ-followers with a narrow view of religion and its relation to 
life; possibly including literal interpretations of the Bible. Very prone to 
proselytize their faith, but in a good way.” 

• “A charismatic Christian, not afraid to worship raising hands in the air and/or 
clapping to more upbeat worship music.”  

• “Fanatic, wants to impose religious law on others who do share those beliefs.  
Wants to forcibly convert non-believers and subject those who refuse to 
penalties.” 

 



STUDY DETAILS: 
The study was conducted by Ellison Research, a marketing research company located in 
Phoenix, Arizona.  The sample of 1,007 adults is accurate to within ±3.1 percentage 
points at the 95 percent confidence level with a 50 percent response distribution.   
 
The study was conducted in all 50 states.  Respondents’ age, household income, 
geography, racial or ethnic background, and gender were carefully tracked to ensure 
appropriate representation and accuracy. 
 
The researchers took the individual answers from survey participants and grouped them 
into categories, by content.  For instance, an answer of “They are always in church” and 
another of “They go to church a lot” would be grouped into the same category (frequent 
church attendance).   
 
Many responses had multiple themes and fit multiple categories; for instance, a response 
of “They are Christians who base their lives on a literal interpretation of the Bible and are 
very active in conservative politics” would not be forced into one category but would be 
placed into multiple categories based on the individual elements of the definition.  For 
this reason, the response categories add up to more than 100%. 
 
More complete data from these questions, along with audio commentary files, is available 
at http://www.ellisonresearch.com/releases/20080903.htm.   
 
-- END -- 
 
Categories of how Americans define “evangelical Christian,” by demographics… 
 
Answer Category All  Male Female Age <35 Age 35 – 54 Age 55+ 
No idea 36% 32% 39% 46% 37% 29% 
They evangelize 18 19 16 16 16 21 
A type of Christian 9 6 12 5 8 14 
Zealous/devoted 9 10 9 8 9 10 
Rely on the Bible 8 8 8 3 7 13 
Theology 8 8 8 8 6 10 
Worldview/politics 6 8 4 6 4 9 
Fanatics 5 4 6 5 6 4 
Assorted criticisms 4 7 2 5 5 3 
Closed-minded 4 3 4 4 4 4 
Greedy 3 4 2 3 4 2 
Impose their beliefs 3 3 4 2 3 4 
Flashy 2 4 1 2 4 1 
Theology definition (wrong) 2 3 1 3 2 2 
Professional ministers 2 2 2 -- 4 -- 
They follow Christ 1 1 1 -- -- 1 
Activities 1 1 1 -- 2 1 
 



Categories of how Americans define “evangelical Christian,” by self-description and 
worship attendance… 
 
 
Answer Category 

Call Self 
Evangelical 

Don’t Call Self 
Evangelical 

Attend 
Worship 

Don’t Attend 
Worship 

No idea 14% 40% 30% 42% 
They evangelize 30 15 22 14 
A type of Christian 14 8 10 9 
Zealous/devoted 10 9 10 9 
Rely on the Bible 20 6 11 6 
Theology 27 4 12 4 
Worldview/politics 6 6 6 6 
Fanatics 1 6 4 6 
Assorted criticisms 1 5 2 7 
Closed-minded -- 4 3 5 
Greedy 1 3 2 3 
Impose their beliefs 1 4 1 5 
Flashy -- 3 3 2 
Theology definition (wrong) 4 2 3 1 
Professional ministers -- 2 2 1 
They follow Christ 2 -- 1 -- 
Activities 3 1 2 1 
 



Categories of how Americans define “evangelical Christian,” by self-described political 
views and affiliation… 
 
Answer Category Conservative Moderate Liberal GOP Independent Democrat 
No idea 27% 45% 34% 29% 37% 38% 
They evangelize 23 12 19 18 16 19 
A type of Christian 11 9 7 14 7 9 
Zealous/devoted 11 8 9 10 10 9 
Rely on the Bible 12 5 8 13 5 8 
Theology 13 4 6 12 7 6 
Worldview/politics 6 4 9 7 5 7 
Fanatics 3 4 10 2 6 7 
Assorted criticisms 2 3 8 3 6 4 
Closed-minded 1 2 9 1 5 5 
Greedy 2 4 2 2 4 2 
Impose their 
beliefs 

2 2 7 2 4 3 

Flashy 2 3 2 2 4 2 
Theology 
definition (wrong) 

2 3 2 2 4 1 

Professional 
ministers 

3 2 -- 4 1 1 

They follow Christ 1 1 -- 1 1 -- 
Activities 1 1 2 1 1 1 
 
*Numbers may not add to exactly 100% due to rounding. 
 
 
 
 

 


