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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

In his influential book Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, 
philosopher Daniel Dennett praised Darwinian 
evolution for being a “universal acid” that dissolves 
traditional religious and moral beliefs.1 Evolution-
ary biologist Richard Dawkins has similarly praised 
Darwin for making “it possible to be an intellect-
ually fulfilled atheist.”2 Although numerous studies 
have documented the influence of Darwinian 
theory and other scientific ideas on the views of 
cultural elites,3 the impact of Darwin’s theory on 
the attitudes of the general public has been less 
clear. While prominent atheists like Dawkins and 
Dennett have claimed Darwin’s ideas (and science 
more generally) as a support for atheism and the 
rejection of traditional ethics, others—such as 
Christian geneticist Francis Collins—have 
maintained that Darwinian biology is compatible 
with both religious faith and religious-based 
ethics.4  

Until now, there has been little empirical data 
to quantify the impact of evolutionary ideas on the 
religious and ethical beliefs of the general 
population. While previous surveys have asked 
about people’s belief in evolution or their beliefs 
about other scientific ideas, most have not asked 
questions about how science has shaped a person’s 
religious beliefs or worldview. Those surveys that 

have asked about the impact of science on a person’s 
religious faith typically have not explored the 
impact of specific scientific ideas such as Darwinian 
evolution.5   

In order to gain insights into the impact of 
specific scientific ideas on popular beliefs about 
God and ethics, Discovery Institute conducted a 
nationwide survey of a representative sample of 
3,664 American adults. The survey asked questions 
about various scientific ideas and their impact on a 
person’s personal beliefs about God, human 
uniqueness, and ethics. Because one of the main 
survey goals was to ascertain the impact of 
evolutionary ideas on those who have lost their 
religious faith, the survey sample included 1,146 
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self-identified atheists and agnostics. Key findings 
of the survey include: 
 

• 67% of atheists and 35% of agnostics believe 
“the findings of science make the existence 
of God less probable.” 

• Nearly 7 in 10 atheists and more than 4 in 
10 agnostics say that for them personally, 
unguided chemical evolution and Darwin’s 
mutation/natural selection mechanism have 
made the existence of God “less likely.” 

• More than 7 in 10 atheists and nearly 4 in 
10 agnostics agree with evolutionary 
biologist Richard Dawkins that “the 
universe we observe has precisely the 
properties we should expect if there is, at 
bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and 
no good, nothing but blind, pitiless 
indifference.”  

• By contrast, 6 in 10 theists and more than 2 
in 10 agnostics say the existence in nature of 
“many things that are exquisitely designed 
and highly complex” has made the existence 
of God “more likely” for them personally. 

• 45% of Americans as a whole, 69% of 
atheists, and 60% of agnostics agree that 
“evolution shows that human beings are not 
fundamentally different from other 
animals.”  

• 55% of Americans as a whole, 71% of 
atheists, and 68% of agnostics agree that 

“evolution shows that moral beliefs evolve 
over time based on their survival value in 
various times and places.”  
 

Data for this nationwide survey was collected 
from March 17-20, 2016 using SurveyMonkey 
Audience, a nationally representative panel of more 
than 6 million people recruited from the 30+ 
million people who take SurveyMonkey surveys 
each month. The SurveyMonkey platform has been 
utilized for public opinion surveys by NBC News, 
the Los Angeles Times, and other media 
organizations. Survey respondents were randomly 
sampled from members of SurveyMonkey 
Audience in the United States who are 18 years of 
age or older. More detailed information about the 
survey’s methodology is presented in Section 3. 
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1. THE IMPACT OF EVOLUTION AND OTHER 
SCIENTIFIC IDEAS ON BELIEF IN GOD 
 
 

 “I don’t [believe in God] but I really want 
to... I’m constantly struggling. But looking 
right at the facts—evolution and science—
they’re saying, no there is none.” 

Kyle Simpson, age 27, interviewed by NPR.6 

 
The Pew Research Center reported earlier in 

2016 that “science” was frequently cited by respond-
ents in one of its recent surveys as a reason they lost 
their religious beliefs: 

 
About half of current religious “nones” who 
were raised in a religion (49%) indicate that a 
lack of belief led them to move away from 
religion. This includes many respondents 
who mention “science” as the reason they do 
not believe in religious teachings, including 
one who said “I’m a scientist now, and I don’t 
believe in miracles.”7  

 
Another respondent to the same Pew survey 
identified “learning about evolution when I went 
away to college” as the reason for losing his or her 

religious beliefs. However, Pew provided no 
quantitative breakdown of the percentage of those 
abandoning their religious beliefs who cited either 
science in general or evolution in particular as 
influencing their loss of faith. 

According to the new survey reported here, an 
overwhelming 67% of self-identified atheists and 
35% of self-identified agnostics say “the findings of 
science make the existence of God less probable,” 
while 30% of atheists and 60% of agnostics say “the 
findings of science are neutral with regard to the 
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existence of God.” Self-identified theists are evenly 
split between those who think “the findings of 
science make the existence of God more probable” 
(48%) and those who think “the findings of science 
are neutral with regard to the existence of God” 
(48%).8  

In order to determine which specific ideas from 
science have influenced a person’s beliefs about the 
existence of God, respondents were given an 
inventory of eight science-related ideas often raised 
in popular discussions of science and faith. They 
were then asked “for you personally, which of the 
following ideas have made the existence of God less 
likely, more likely, or have had no impact on your 
belief in the existence of God.” Inventory items 
included: 

• The universe began with the Big Bang nearly 
14 billion years ago. 

• Life began from non-life through an 
unguided process of chemical evolution. 

• All life forms on Earth (including humans) 
are descended from a single common 
ancestor. 

• All life forms on Earth (including humans) 
were produced by an unguided process of 
mutation and natural selection. 

• Nature is filled with disease and death. 

• Nature is filled with many things that are 
useless or poorly designed. 

• The laws of physics are fine-tuned to allow 
life to develop in the universe. If they were 
the slightest bit different, life could not exist. 

• Nature is filled with many things that are 
exquisitely designed and highly complex. 

SCIENCE-RELATED IDEAS WITH THE MOST 
IMPACT ON THE LOSS OF BELIEF IN GOD 
 

Which science-related ideas have had the biggest 
impact on the erosion of religious faith? Two ideas 
influenced the most people by far in their loss of 
faith: unguided chemical evolution and unguided 
Darwinian evolution in biology. 

 
• 66% of atheists and 44% of agnostics said that 

for them personally, the idea that “life began 
from non-life through an unguided process 
of chemical evolution” has made the 
existence of God “less likely.” 

• 65% of atheists and 43% of agnostics said that 
for them personally, the idea that “all life 
forms on Earth (including humans) were 
produced by an unguided process of 
mutation and natural selection” has made the 
existence of God “less likely.” 

 
For atheists, the next most influential idea in making 
the existence of God “less likely” is the evolutionary 
claim that “all life forms on Earth (including 
humans) are descended from a single common 
ancestor.” Some 55% of atheists indicate that this 
idea has made the existence of God less likely for 
them personally. 

However, the survey shows that the Darwinian 
mechanism of unguided mutations and natural 
selection is far more influential when it comes to 
questions about the existence of God than common 
ancestry. Even 44% of atheists and 70% of agnostics 
say that the idea of common ancestry either has no 
impact on their belief in God or it makes the exist-
ence of God more likely.  

Among self-identified theists, meanwhile, 39% 
think universal common ancestry makes God more 
likely and another 65% say the claim has no impact  
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on their belief in God’s existence. 
This does not mean that views about common 

ancestry are unimportant. For example, they may 
play a role in shaping views about human unique-
ness and the status of human morality (see Section 
2 of this report). But when it comes to debates over 
the existence of God, the vast majority of theists 
and agnostics do not seem to believe that claims 
about common ancestry are particularly relevant, 
and nearly half of atheists appear to agree. 

What about the impact of so-called “natural 
evil” on people’s loss of faith? In public conver-
sations about science and the loss of faith, the 
existence of disease and death feature prominently, 
as do alleged examples of poor design and useless 
features found in nature. It is noteworthy that 
while these ideas do impact a large proportion of 
self-described atheists and agnostics, this survey 
suggests they are influential for significantly fewer 
atheists and agnostics than unguided chemical and 
biological evolution. Indeed, disease/death and poor 
design made the existence of God less likely for only 
half of atheists and less than a third of agnostics, 
whereas chemical and biological evolution made 

the existence of God less likely for two-thirds of 
atheists and more than 40% of agnostics.  

 
SCIENCE-RELATED IDEAS WITH THE MOST 
POSITIVE IMPACT ON BELIEF IN GOD 

 
Although some science-related ideas make the 

existence of God “less likely” for significant 
percentages of people, other science-related ideas 
have positively influenced belief in God’s existence. 
The two science-related ideas that make the 
existence of God “more likely” for the largest 
number of people are complex design in nature and 
the fine-tuning of the laws of physics for the 
existence of life: 

 
• 58% of theists and 22% of agnostics say that 

for them personally, the idea that “nature is 
filled with many things that are exquisitely 
designed and highly complex” has made the 
existence of God “more likely.” 

• 45% of theists and 19% of agnostics say that 
for them personally, the idea that “the laws 
of physics are fine-tuned to allow life to 
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develop in the universe. If they were the 
slightest bit different, life could not exist”  
has made the existence of God “more likely.” 
 

In many public discussions of faith and science, 
more intellectuals are willing to endorse the fine-
tuning of the laws of physics as a science-related 
idea that supports belief in God than the existence 
of design in biology.  In fact, many theists who 
embrace Darwinian theory and who reject evidence 
of design in biology nevertheless embrace evidence 
of fine-tuning in physics. But according to 
respondents, the idea that there are exquisitely 
designed and highly complex things in nature has 
influenced significantly more Americans than the 
idea of fine-tuning. Whereas 45% of Americans 
report that design in nature made the existence of 
God more likely for them personally, only 35% 

report the same thing when it comes to fine-tuning. 
The gap in influence is even wider among those 
who believe in God. Whereas 58% of theists say 
that design in nature made the existence of God 
more likely for them personally, only 45% say the 
same thing about fine-tuning. The influence gap 
even holds among agnostics: 22% of agnostics say 
that design in nature made the existence of God 
more likely for them personally, but only 19% say 
the same thing about fine-tuning. 

Overall, this survey provides evidence that 
unguided chemical evolution and the Darwinian 
mutation/selection mechanism are the most 
significant drivers of science-related erosion in 
faith in God, whereas complex design in nature is 
the most significant driver of science-related 
support for God’s existence. 
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Table 1 
SCIENCE-RELATED IDEAS THAT HAVE MADE THE 

EXISTENCE OF GOD LESS LIKELY FOR ATHEISTS/AGNOSTICS 
 
For you personally, which of the following ideas have made the existence of God less likely? 
 
Atheists 

 

Agnostics 
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Table 2 
SCIENCE-RELATED IDEAS THAT HAVE MADE THE 

EXISTENCE OF GOD MORE LIKELY FOR THEISTS/AGNOSTICS 
 
For you personally, which of the following ideas have made the existence of God more likely? 

 
Theists 

 
 
Agnostics 
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2. THE IMPACT OF EVOLUTION ON BELIEFS ABOUT 
HUMAN UNIQUENESS AND ETHICS 
 

Many scientists and other thinkers have 
invoked Darwinian theory to argue that human 
beings can no longer be viewed as unique among 
animals. This line of argument reaches back to 
Charles Darwin himself, who sought to prove in 
The Descent of Man that “there is no fundamental 
difference between man and the higher mammals 
in their mental faculties.”9 Many of Darwin’s 
followers during the past century have made similar 
claims. The late Harvard paleontologist Stephen Jay 
Gould argued that Darwinian “biology took away 
our status as paragons created in the image of 
God.”10 Indeed, in the Darwinian view human 
beings are but “a fortuitous cosmic afterthought.”11 
Princeton University bioethicist Peter Singer 
invokes evolutionary theory to argue that 
handicapped human newborns are less valuable 
than healthy pigs and dogs. Singer makes clear that 
Darwinism supplies the foundation for his view of 
human beings: “All we are doing is catching up with 
Darwin. He showed in the 19th century that we are 
simply animals. Humans had imagined we were a 
separate part of Creation, that there was some 

magical line between Us and Them. Darwin’s 
theory undermined the foundations of that entire 
Western way of thinking about the place of our 
species in the universe.”12 Darwinian theory is 
likewise cited by some environmentalists to justify 
that humans are not special among living things. In 
the words of former Earth First! activist 
Christopher Manes, “Darwin invited humanity to 
face the fact that the observation of nature has 
revealed not one scrap of evidence that humankind 



�

10 DARWIN’S CORROSIVE IDEA 
�

is superior or special, or even particularly more 
interesting than, say, lichen.”13 

Although Darwinian natural selection has 
played a role in these arguments about human 
uniqueness and human exceptionalism, more 
central has been the evolutionary claim that 
humans, like all animals, ultimately descend from a 
single, simple pre-human organism. While evolu-
tionary arguments against human uniqueness are 
well established among intellectuals in elite culture, 
how much influence has evolution had on the 
general population’s views of human uniqueness? 

The answer appears to be “quite a lot.” Accord-
ing to this survey, 43% of Americans agree that 
“evolution shows that no living thing is more 
important than any other,” and 45% of Americans 
believe that “evolution shows that human beings 
are not fundamentally different from other 
animals.”  

The highest levels of support for the idea that 
evolution shows that humans aren’t fundamentally 
different from other animals are found among self-
identified atheists (69%), agnostics (60%), 18 to 29 
year-olds (51%), and those who live in New 
England (51%) and the Pacific region (50%). 

 
EVOLUTION AND ETHICS 

 
Evolutionary thinkers also have applied 

Darwinian theory to ethics, arguing that ethical 
precepts evolve based upon their survival value. 
Darwin himself offered this kind of analysis in The 
Descent of Man.14 

A majority of Americans (55%) now believe 
that “evolution shows that moral beliefs evolve over 
time based on their survival value in various times 
and places.” About 7 in 10 (71%) of self-described 
atheists embrace this idea, as do 68% of self-
described agnostics, 58% of 18-29 year-olds and 
those over 60, 58% of those who live in the Mid-
Atlantic region, and 57% of those who live in the 
Pacific region. 

At the same time, evolutionary thinkers such as 
Dennett and Dawkins have claimed that Darwin’s 
unguided version of evolution means that the 
universe itself provides no evidence of any 
permanent, transcendent standards of good and 
evil. How widespread is this view? Some 72% of 
atheists and 39% of agnostics say they agree with 
Richard Dawkins that “the universe we observe has 
precisely the properties we should expect if there is, 
at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no 
good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.” By 
contrast, only 15% of theists adopt this view.  
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3. SURVEY METHODOLOGY AND NOTES 
 

The data for this nationwide survey was 
collected during March 17-20, 2016 using 
SurveyMonkey Audience, a nationally 
representative panel of more than 6 million people 
recruited from the 30+ million people who take 
SurveyMonkey surveys each month. The 
SurveyMonkey platform has been utilized for 
public opinion surveys by NBC News, the Los 
Angeles Times, and other media organizations. 
Survey respondents were randomly sampled from 
members of SurveyMonkey Audience in the United 
States who are 18 years of age or older, and the 
survey included 3,664 respondents overall. 
Percentages reported for some questions may not 
add up to 100% because of rounding.  

According to SurveyMonkey, 
“SurveyMonkey Audience respondents represent a 
diverse group of people and are reflective of the 
general population. However, as with most online 
sampling, respondents have Internet access and 
voluntarily joined a program to take surveys... We 
automatically balance results according to census 
data for age and gender, while location tends to 
balance out naturally.” SurveyMonkey conducts 
“regular benchmarking surveys to ensure our 
members are representative of the U.S. population.” 
More information on how respondents are 
recruited for SurveyMonkey Audience is available 
here: www.surveymonkey.com/mp/audience.  

Although SurveyMonkey Audience is a 
representative panel, respondents to this particular 
survey were more secular than the general 
American adult population, with a significantly 
greater proportion of self-identified atheists and 
agnostics.15 However, we chose not to do any post-
survey weighting to correct the overrepresentation 

of these groups, in part because a key goal of the 
survey was to ascertain the impact of various ideas 
on those who have lost their religious faith. Hence, 
the overrepresentation of these two groups was 
helpful in gaining a sufficient number of 
respondents from each group to provide better 
comparative data from self-identified atheists, 
agnostics, and theists.  
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