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Overview
The Pew Charitable Trusts recently conducted a multifaceted research effort on programs designed to counter 
negative attitudes about various religions and to promote religious pluralism. The project focused on initiatives 
aimed at countering bias and prejudice against individuals based on their religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, 
or identity; promoting understanding of and appreciation for America’s diverse faith traditions; and fostering 
respectful engagement among people of different religions and people with no religious affiliation. The research 
project’s goal was to understand what those programs look like, how they operate, and what evidence exists 
about their efficacy and impact. 

Pew set this research in motion several months before the Oct. 7, 2023, attack in Israel. But the religious tensions 
heightened by the attack—and by the subsequent war and other events in the Middle East and the U.S.—made 
the questions raised by the research feel more urgent. Indeed, in a spring 2024 survey by Pew Research Center, 
44% of Americans said there was “a lot” of discrimination against Muslims in this country, and 40% said the 
same regarding Jews. Both numbers were higher than in prior years.1 

The research, which sought to determine how to counter such bias and to improve relationships across religious 
differences, consisted of three elements:

	• A literature review analyzing 61 published reports, mostly from outside the United States, that examined 
the efficacy of various approaches.

	• A survey gathering information from 21 American organizations that offer programs addressing religious 
tensions and divides.

	• In-depth interviews with 10 leaders from these provider organizations, chosen to be representative in terms 
of size, approach, and religious affiliation, if any. 

Among the central findings of the research:

	• There is no firm consensus among those who have studied this field about what sorts of programs work 
best. Nor is there a firm base of evidence to determine which programs work best. Program providers and 
funders would like to have both an answer to that important question and the evidence to support it.

	• The literature suggests, however, that approaches combining contact among members of different faiths 
with educational programs and/or skills training demonstrate the strongest evidence of attitudinal change 
among participants. Indeed, many funders and providers alike believe strongly in the value of contact 
programs, which they view as helping members of different religious groups appreciate one another.

	• The magnitude of the changes produced by programs of any design appears to be relatively small, with little 
evidence that the changes are (or aren’t) long-lasting. Few researchers or providers track participants in 
these programs over a sustained period, even though the explicit goal of this work is long-term change. 

Pew’s interviews with representatives of provider organizations found that some seek to evaluate their efforts 
by soliciting feedback from participants, usually through surveys distributed at the close of the program. But 
providers rarely follow up. Leaders invest their limited time and resources in doing the work itself rather than in 
long-term analysis, which they say can be difficult, expensive, and potentially disheartening. In any event, most 
are convinced, based on what they see and hear, that their efforts are making a real difference. 

This research informed a conference that Pew hosted in Philadelphia in April 2024. At the convening, 25 leaders 
from organizations throughout the country that provide grants for efforts to promote religious pluralism gathered 
to discuss Pew’s research, its implications for their efforts, and how the work they fund can have more impact.
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At the conference, representatives of funding organizations indicated that they see little value in asking providers 
to subject their programs to peer-reviewed academic research. In the funders’ view, academics seem more 
interested in advancing questions involving sociological and psychological theory than in practical applications. 

Instead, funder representatives said at the conference that they are largely content with providers conducting 
internal assessments of their own programs. But funders want those assessments to become more  
substantive, with the inclusion of meaningful data to support provider narratives. As one funder put it, the  
goal is to find “the sweet spot” between pure anecdote and academic rigor that produces sufficient insight  
into a program’s usefulness.

Some program leaders reported in Pew’s interviews that they base their programs on explicit theories of change. 
But few programs are rooted in research-based findings. Rather, most stem from a mix of intuition and opportunity. 
Many were inspired by the personal experiences of charismatic and concerned founders. Others relied on a sense 
among organizers about various elements of religious discord and how to address them. And still other programs 
were shaped by the imperatives and limitations of the larger institutions in which they operate.

Although providers are understandably attached to their own approaches, several organizational leaders said in 
Pew’s interviews that they feel they are operating in the dark to one degree or another. In the context of a post-Oct. 
7 world and a highly polarized American public, some leaders feel exhausted and overwhelmed—at a time when 
their work feels more vital than ever. In that context, they say it’s essential not to waste effort and resources.

Providers told Pew they would welcome research that offers guidance about which approaches are most effective 
and, equally as important, which can be brought to scale. The leader of one regional organization said, “We all 
want to put our money where it has the most impact.”

What organizations that promote religious understanding do
Within the field of countering religious bias and promoting pluralism, providers pursue different approaches and 
target different audiences. The approaches generally fall into four categories:

	• Education—teaching individuals about different religious traditions, practices, and beliefs in a way that 
promotes understanding.

	• Contact—exposure to individuals who belong to a religion different from one’s own, either face-to-face  
or indirectly.

	• Skills training—an intervention in which participants are taught ways to promote positive interactions with 
members of another faith, such as empathy training or learning to counter misconceptions.

	• Combined approaches—using more than one approach, such as combining contact with skills training.

Of the 21 U.S. provider organizations that completed the Pew survey, 16 reported conducting classroom 
education or skills training. Examples include the Faith Over Fear training offered by the Shoulder to Shoulder 
Campaign, designed to help members of Muslim and non-Muslim faith communities speak out effectively against 
Islamophobia. Seventeen organizations develop educational materials, including the case studies made available 
to educators through Harvard University’s Pluralism Project.

Beyond that, 16 provider organizations engage in thought leadership by publishing op-eds, producing short  
films, participating in social media campaigns, and conducting and publishing research on religious discrimination 
and bias incidents. One example is the Anti-Defamation League, which focuses much of its public-facing work  
on antisemitism.
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And nearly all the groups (18 of 21) create shared experiences and activities—such as meals, trips, retreats, 
and service projects—for members of different religious groups. Much of Interfaith Philadelphia’s work, for 
example, falls into this category. 

In the Pew survey, organizations reported a wide range of audiences for their work. Given a list of intended 
audiences, 19 of the 21 chose faith and religious leaders; 14 selected the general adult population; 13 chose 
teachers and administrators at educational institutions, K-12 students, and college students; 12 identified 
journalists and the media; and 11 named policymakers.2

Often, however, provider organizations target one specific group. For instance, the Multi-Faith Neighbors 
Network, whose members include evangelical Christian pastors, focuses exclusively on building relationships 
among clerical leaders of different faiths, with the expectation that influencing faith leaders will affect their 
congregations as well.3 

Interfaith America, by contrast, has focused most of its work historically on college campuses and other 
nonreligious settings, building networks and providing learning tools, curricula, and training. It has recently 
expanded its work to include health care institutions, civic organizations, and corporate leaders.

Regardless of what they do, most of the providers interviewed for this research do not use the term “religious 
tolerance”—a phrase used by Pew researchers at the beginning of this project. Providers consider that 
language to be outdated, passive, and unsuited to the moment. Instead, the organizations’ leaders talk about 
understanding and engagement. The goal, they say, must be active pluralism, which views religious minorities 
not as groups that must be accepted, however grudgingly, but as important participants in a diverse society.

Leaders of funding organizations who attended Pew’s April conference said they, too, are uncomfortable with 
“religious tolerance” as an umbrella term for the work but were uncertain about a fitting replacement. This 
uncertainty appears to reflect the variety of approaches that providers take as well as a lack of consensus 
about goals.

Why provider organizations do what they do 
To understand the approaches taken by various groups in the field of promoting religious pluralism, it helps 
to know their origins as well as the institutional settings in which programs were developed. None were 
motivated at the outset by academic studies concluding that a chosen approach had proved to be effective. 

Some groups were created in response to specific threats against specific religious groups at particular 
moments. The Shoulder to Shoulder Campaign, for instance, was created in 2010 in response to the vitriol 
against Muslims that accompanied the controversy over the so-called Ground Zero mosque in New York City. 

Other organizations are rooted in the beliefs or experiences of founding individuals who felt compelled to 
pursue a mission.4 The Sisterhood of Salaam Shalom, which creates and supports groups of Muslim and 
Jewish women throughout the United States, stems from co-founder Sheryl Olitzky’s 2010 trip to Holocaust-
era concentration camps in Poland.5 

The Multi-Faith Neighbors Network, which aspires to build and nurture working relationships among Muslim, 
Jewish, and evangelical Christian clerics, began a decade ago at a religious retreat in Kathmandu, Nepal. There, 
Dr. Bob Roberts Jr., a pastor from the Dallas area, and Imam Mohamed Magid, from Northern Virginia, started 
a conversation that led to a friendship and a commitment to work with their colleagues back home.6
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Interfaith America is the post-9/11 creation of Eboo Patel. In his 20s at the time of the attacks, Patel attended 
interfaith events and found them to be dominated by older people and not sufficiently focused on action. So, 
he founded an organization of his own and has run it ever since.7 

For another group of providers, the scope of their work is largely defined by the nature and interests of the 
larger institutions of which they are a part.

There’s a clear logic behind Hillel International’s creation of the Hillel Campus Climate Initiative, which works 
with students and administrators to develop and implement action plans to help make Jewish students 
feel more welcome at colleges and universities: Hillel International’s primary role is to support on-campus 
organizations for Jewish students. The Aspen Institute’s Religion & Society Program takes a top-down 
approach, dealing exclusively with leaders—matching what the institute does on multiple fronts.

Of course, funding also dictates what happens. In several cases, providers told Pew researchers that they had 
initiated certain programs because they secured a grant allowing them to do so. In other cases, providers said, 
they terminated programs not necessarily because they were ineffective but because grant funding ran out and 
was not renewed.

Funders are aware of how grantmaking policies can influence providers in ways that are not always positive. 
They want to support programs that are, as one funder put it at Pew’s April conference, “habit forming”—that 
produce long-term changes in attitudes and/or behavior. But that sort of result, hard to achieve under the 
best of circumstances, becomes more elusive when providers have little incentive to look beyond the next 
grantmaking cycle.

The question of scale
Many providers consider the cohort approach, which relies on extensive contact among groups of individuals 
over time, to be the gold standard for bridging religious divides. Social scientists categorize these efforts as 
“contact programs.” The concept is based on the seminal 1954 book by American psychologist Gordon W. 
Allport, who found that, under certain circumstances, direct contact with someone affiliated with a different 
religion or political party, or who belongs to a different racial or ethnic group, can reduce prejudice and 
intergroup anxiety.8

Providers speak glowingly about the benefits of creating, nurturing, and maintaining such cohorts, thereby 
producing an environment in which personal relationships can be forged and trust established. In interviews 
with Pew researchers, providers said in-person encounters are essential to contact programs’ success. They 
expressed such views regardless of whether they were working with clerical leaders, concerned adults, 
college students, or young people. As one provider put it, “There is no substitute for the cohort immersion 
experience.”

In addition, as Pew’s literature review indicates, research suggests that contact programs can change attitudes 
among noncohort members as well, once they know that a friend or associate has developed a friendship with 
someone from another religion. 

The limitation, of course, is that the cohort approach is time-consuming, expensive in terms of money and staff 
time, and, by its very nature, virtually impossible to bring to scale.

The Multi-Faith Neighbors Network, for instance, brings together cohorts of clergy members from different 
faiths for intense three-day in-person retreats, which are designed to foster trusting relationships. Cohorts 
are organized by geography to facilitate ongoing face-to-face encounters and neighborhood-based service 
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projects. It takes an enormous amount of time and effort to get each cohort up and running—and a real commitment 
from participating clerics to keep the cohorts going.

Although providers of programs that promote religious pluralism tout the value of direct contact, some researchers 
question whether the painstaking effort of assembling in-person cohorts is always necessary. Several of the papers 
reviewed for this project highlight the benefits of digital contact, particularly for young people, using interactive 
videos, podcasts, and other forms of online entertainment as teaching tools. 

Some provider organizations do work virtually, often by necessity. In the Aspen Institute’s Religion & Society 
Program, which has a national scope, many meetings are virtual, although organizers look for opportunities to bring 
participants together for field trips and other events. 

At Pew’s conference for funders, several participants said that available research about contact programs’ value 
was strong enough to give donors and providers confidence that the programs are effective when done right. 
That conclusion would suggest that future research should focus more on practical matters, such as how best to 
implement contact approaches in various situations and to avoid initiatives that could be counterproductive. 

But there are other concerns about how to make the best use of limited resources. In provider interviews and at 
the funders’ conference, participants expressed widespread concern that the demand for efforts to bridge religious 
divides far exceeds organizations’ ability to provide services—and that increased funding alone is not the answer. 
Skills training is a key element of the services provided by many organizations that work to promote religious 
pluralism. One idea to reduce costs and increase capacity—suggested by Interfaith Philadelphia—is to teach 
credentialed individuals who aren’t paid staff to become experts capable of conducting skills training sessions.

How provider organizations and funders determine what’s 
working
Defining and measuring success is not a core strength of most programs.

One 30-year veteran in the field, reflecting on the lack of evaluation, said some practitioners have been reluctant 
to quantify their results, adding, “Maybe it’s just that we don’t understand evaluation or that we don’t care enough 
about it.”

In the Pew survey of 21 providers, 14 said they collect information on their programs to evaluate effectiveness. Often, 
that consists of the kind of questionnaires that event organizers routinely distribute at the close of a conference 
or seminar, asking whether the event was useful, what participants liked and disliked, whether it changed their 
attitudes, and whether they would recommend it to friends and colleagues. 

From those questionnaires, program organizers produce a set of statistics, usually showing that high percentages of 
participants found value in a program. In addition, there are some glowing testimonials. “At least for me,” the leader 
of one organization said in an interview, “what’s most compelling are the ways in which people describe their stories 
of change.”

Organizations also measure success by tabulating the number of events staged, educational materials shared, 
individuals participating, and mentions on social media.

Few providers do more than that, for several reasons. First, they trust their gut; program leaders say they see 
and sense what’s working. Second, they are unable or unwilling to invest their limited funds in evaluation. A 
representative of one smaller organization told Pew researchers that “serious evaluation” would take place only in “a 
dream world.”
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Funders, on the other hand, want serious evaluations—within limits. Recognizing that outside evaluators can 
be seen as threatening to a provider’s operations, many donors say they are satisfied when the providers 
themselves, most of whom they trust, perform evaluations internally. Leaders of funding organizations take this 
stance even though they know through experience that providers sometimes get too close to their own programs 
to ask the right questions and find actionable answers. 

Funders understand that to generate more substantive evaluations, they must make such evaluations—and the 
money to pay for them—part of their grants to providers, something that’s not often done. Unless they do provide 
financial support, requiring more robust evaluations would essentially be an unfunded mandate. Funders say they 
want to avoid that outcome so as not to create an unnecessary burden. They also don’t want to impose their own 
cultural values on providers. 

To be sure, some providers have launched more significant evaluation efforts or are planning to do so. 

Interfaith America, for example, partnered with two researchers, Dr. Alyssa Rockenbach (North Carolina State 
University) and Dr. Matt Mayhew (Ohio State University), to conduct the Interfaith Diversity Experiences and 
Attitudes Longitudinal Study (IDEALS), a five-year examination of religious diversity in higher education. The 
study ran from 2015 to 2019 and surveyed more than 20,000 students on 122 campuses regarding religious 
diversity and acceptance over the duration of their college experience. It also examined best practices for 
interfaith learning and development.9

The Hillel Campus Climate Initiative has worked with the University of Chicago’s NORC, previously known as 
the National Opinion Research Center, to conduct “climate reviews” of Hillel’s efforts. NORC has conducted 
stakeholder surveys and focus groups and has examined campus policies, procedures, and infrastructure.10

But much more can be done.

“In our space, there really isn’t so much of an emphasis on measuring success or impact,” the leader of one 
national program said in an interview with Pew researchers. “It’s very much: We reached x number of people 
and delivered x, y, and z in terms of materials and events, and so we assume that we accomplished something. 
… [But] did what you do make the change that you say it did? Can we actually assume that knowing about other 
people and their religions reduces their bias? There isn’t really any accountability.”

What the research says about what works
For the most part, the literature about programs designed to foster the growth of religious pluralism and 
understanding supports providers’ and funders’ views about the benefits of sustained contact among 
individuals—but not always. And the literature has a number of limitations, including the fact that little of it looks 
at U.S.-based programs.

One study, for example, compared two recreational adult soccer teams in Iraq—one a mixed team of Muslims 
and Christians, the other only Christians. Researchers found that players on the mixed team were more likely to 
support one another on the field but not necessarily off the field.11 Another study, which looked at regions of the 
Philippines and Indonesia that were comparable in religious diversity, found that interactions among Christian 
and Muslim university students that resulted in friendships reduced negative attitudes but that limited, casual 
contact had the opposite effect.12

There is also evidence that indirect contact between members of different faiths—sometimes achieved through 
watching videos and engaging with specially designed games and exercises—can have a positive impact, 
especially on young people. A well-regarded study that looked mostly at American university students found that 
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watching a Canadian situation comedy called “Little Mosque on the Prairie” improved the students’ attitudes 
toward Muslims.13 

Approaches that rely on electronic contact could be particularly useful in the U.S., given its size, its religious 
diversity, and the invisibility of many smaller religious groups in much of the country. 

Programs that educate young people about the beliefs and practices of various religions seem relatively 
effective in changing attitudes.14 Consider a program piloted in Modesto, California, in partnership with the First 
Amendment Center, that taught high school students about world religions. It produced marked improvement 
in student attitudes toward supporting other people’s right to practice their religions and respecting and 
understanding diverse traditions.15 Even so, leaders from several of the provider organizations whom Pew 
interviewed said their experience has caused them to be skeptical about the value of simply teaching the basics 
of various religions, an approach they referred to as “Islam 101” or “Judaism 101.”

Some of the most robust effects seem to come from efforts that combine approaches, such as contact; education; 
and skills-building, where the skills include empathy, leadership, and openness. Not surprisingly, intervention 
programs that involve multiple interactions over time tend to be more effective than one-time meetings. On the 
other hand, there is little evidence to suggest that efforts to improve the overall climate of religious acceptance 
at a college or university—a hot topic, given the much-publicized campus tensions that surfaced in 2023 and 
2024 (and the focus of several of the largest U.S. organizations doing religious pluralism work)—are particularly 
effective. 

Studies indicate that the positive effects of most programs, regardless of the setting, tend to be small in 
magnitude and relatively short-lived, although the latter conclusion is at least partially the result of the general 
failure or inability of research efforts to monitor change over long periods. 

The existing literature offers no real sense of why various approaches produce positive outcomes. To be sure, 
finding causality in this sort of work is difficult and not of great interest to providers, who are more concerned 
with practical ways to make programs better than with theories of cause and effect. 

What’s missing in the literature and what’s needed
For any U.S. organization seeking guidance on effectively targeting religious bias, trying to glean lessons from the 
existing literature can be frustrating. Nearly 80% of the 61 studies reviewed for this report focused on programs 
that operate outside the United States. Of those studies, nearly 40% focused on Israel and the conflict in the 
Middle East. In addition, most participants in the programs studied were young people in school settings.

Furthermore, the U.S.-based programs covered in the literature do not reflect the nation’s religious diversity. 
Published studies of U.S. programs primarily examine how learning about Judaism and Jewish history affects 
attitudes toward Jews, as well as the impact of campus climates on the perceived inclusion of religious minorities 
there. There are no reports about any organized efforts aimed at influencing members of the majority religious 
group, Christianity, to show greater religious understanding of minority faiths.

Other deficiencies in the published literature reflect the limitations of the studies themselves. For instance, 
few studies document truly negative outcomes, which may be the result of “publication bias”—the sense that 
providers, scholars, and academic journals alike are disinclined to study or highlight programs deemed to be 
unsuccessful. The field could benefit from an examination of the tacit and explicit knowledge generated by 
programs that failed. Learning what doesn’t work helps donors and providers alike allocate more resources to 
programs that are more likely to produce positive results.
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To address such shortcomings, providers might design and build programs specifically to facilitate meaningful 
assessment.

	• In any program, it’s important to compile extensive data about participants before starting an intervention. 
It’s hard to judge how much change occurs as a result of a program without knowing where the participants 
started. That means not just gathering baseline data on participants’ attitudes but also probing the depth 
and nature of their religious faith or lack thereof, as well as factors such as exposure to political or cultural 
movements that might influence their views.

	• If a program’s goal is to promote increased understanding and acceptance based on religion, providers 
should try to isolate that element as much as possible. That can be difficult. In the tensions surrounding 
the Middle East, for instance, the strains between Islam and Judaism are only part of the issue. No matter 
the setting, hostile attitudes among members of different faith traditions can involve religious beliefs, 
experiences, histories, practices, texts, objects, and identities. 

	• Providers should be as clear as possible about a program’s goal. Is it to affect viewpoints or behavior, 
and how so? Is the aim to promote religious pluralism, create more positive campus climates for diverse 
faith traditions, reduce antisemitism, challenge negative stereotypes toward Muslims, or something else? 
It’s important to be as specific as possible at the outset about what success might look like—with the 
understanding that attitudes are much easier to track and measure than behavior. (Indeed, no published 
study of a U.S.-based program reviewed for this report measured behavioral change.)

	• Once providers have established a program’s desired outcomes, they should ask themselves whether the 
program is designed to produce those outcomes—and, if not, adjust accordingly.

	• Finally, program providers should put in place measures to determine whether the desired outcomes have 
been achieved in the short term, then stay in touch with participants for a longer period to see whether and 
to what degree the impacts last. Longitudinal studies are vital. After all, everyone wants to promote real 
change that endures for years.

Conclusion
At Pew’s April 2024 convening, funders said they viewed some of the research findings—from the literature 
review, the survey of providers, and the follow-up interviews with those providers—as more important than 
others. They concurred that gathering more baseline information about program participants and tracking them 
over time are essential to evaluating a program’s effectiveness. Funders were less concerned with establishing 
a precise delineation of goals, on the grounds that any progress in enhancing religious literacy and establishing 
warmer feelings among members of different faith traditions is worth the effort.

As noted earlier, many funders would like to see research shift toward a focus on implementation to probe and 
test approaches more thoroughly, perhaps by looking at how they work with different audiences and in different 
situations. If one variation of the contact method has shown promise in schools, for instance, see what happens 
when it is implemented at a workplace or among religious congregations. Program providers also said in Pew’s 
interviews that they would be happy to get evidence-based practical guidance about how to make their programs 
as effective as possible. In addition, some funders expressed interest in finding ways to enhance curiosity about 
other religions so that learning about them becomes a positive and more routine way to bridge differences.

Funders would also like to see an effort to map all the providers and programs working in the field of religious 
pluralism—who they are, what they are doing, and what’s known about the effectiveness of their efforts. For 
that to happen, providers would have to commit to sharing the results of assessments and evaluations of their 
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programs, whether done in-house or by outside researchers. That is essential if those in the field are to benefit 
from the experiences of their counterparts, both positive and negative.

Talking and writing about efforts that fall short of creators’ hopes is as important as trumpeting tales of success— 
if not more so. Failing to discuss shortcomings increases the chances that other providers will invest time, energy, 
and money in repeating mistakes.

Progress along all these lines is essential if this important work is to move closer to reaching its potential.

Methodology 
This section describes the research that is the basis of this report. The research, all of which was conducted or 
commissioned by Pew, aimed to learn about programs designed to counter bias and prejudice against individuals 
based on their religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, or identity; to promote understanding of and appreciation for 
America’s diverse faith traditions; and to foster respectful engagement among people of different religions or with 
no religious affiliation.

The research included a nonrandom survey of organizations that offer such programs. Organizations were 
identified through recommendations by individuals working in the field, interviews with representatives of some of 
those organizations, and a literature scan.

The survey was disseminated in English to individuals at 33 organizations from Dec. 15, 2023, to Feb. 14, 2024, 
yielding 21 complete responses. The list of invited participants expanded during fielding of the survey, with 
invitations and reminders being sent on a rolling basis in Qualtrics. The survey was primarily used to identify 
potential interviewees and provide context to interview answers. 

All forms of survey research are subject to unmeasured errors that cannot be eliminated, including coverage error, 
sampling error, nonresponse error, measurement error, and data processing and editing error. Because of the 
nonrandom sample and recruitment strategy employed, results cannot be generalized to the entire population. 

From the survey, 10 potential organizations were identified for interviews to try to get a range of organizations by 
size and religious focus (e.g., organizations with a Jewish, Muslim, Christian, and/or no particular religious focus). 
All 10 organizations agreed to be interviewed. Interviews were conducted by Larry Eichel, a Pew senior adviser, and 
Sarah Spell, officer, survey research quality and support. Each interview involved an interviewer and a notetaker; 
nine of the 10 participants consented for their interviews to be recorded on video and transcribed. Interviews took 
place from Feb. 13 to March 13, 2024, over Microsoft Teams and were typically about an hour long. 

The purpose of the interviews was to better understand how organizations choose what approaches, activities, 
and audiences to engage with; how they prioritize resources and activities; what they are trying to change, such as 
specific attitudes and behaviors; and how they think the organization’s activities will create those changes. 

The literature scan was conducted by Sally Barker, a doctoral student in psychological sciences and director of the 
Culture, Religion, Attitudes, and Beliefs (CRAB) Lab at the University of Maine. 

On Pew’s behalf, Barker conducted a scoping review to describe and document sources that make up the evidence 
base assessing programs that address religious bias and tensions. Included in the scan were any sources that 
describe an approach, method, or program that aims to change an attitude or behavior that probably reflects 
an increase in religious tolerance at the individual level. The review excluded sources that examine the effect of 
macro-level change, such as institutional policies. The scan included sources that test the efficacy of interventions 
and programs on a variety of outcome measures.



10

To conduct the scoping review, Barker used the OneSearch online catalog with full-text articles, books, journals, 
theses, and dissertations across all major databases, such as EBSCO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. 
Unpublished research was retrieved in collaboration with Pew and through a combination of keywords to search 
for organizations that have publicly available program evaluations. 

The literature review, survey, and interviews were designed to inform a convening of funders of programs related 
to religious pluralism. The one-day gathering, hosted by Pew, took place on April 16, 2024, in Philadelphia.

Below is a detailed description of each of the individual elements.

The survey 
The questionnaire to which 21 organizations responded read as follows: 

Q1. Does your organization have one or more programs/projects that focus on the following objectives? 

	• To counter bias and prejudice against individuals based on their religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, or 
identity. 

	• To promote understanding of and appreciation for America’s diverse faith traditions. 

	• To foster respectful engagement among people of different religions or no religion. 

 Frequency

Yes, multiple programs/projects 19

Yes, one program/project 2

No 0

For the next set of questions, please answer thinking only of the program(s)/project(s) which focus(es) on one or 
more of the following objectives:

	• To counter bias and prejudice against individuals based on their religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, or 
identity. 

	• To promote understanding of and appreciation for America’s diverse faith traditions. 

	• To foster respectful engagement among people of different religions or no religion. 

Q2. Who are the intended audiences for these programs/projects? (Select all that apply.)

  Frequency

General adult population 14

Teachers and administrators at educational institutions 13

Children or minors in K-12 education 13

Students in post-secondary education (e.g., community college, college) 13

Journalists and media 12

Policymakers 11

Faith or religious leaders 19

Other specific population (please specify) 5



11

Q3. How often do you engage with audiences (e.g., those in trainings, audiences of one-time talks, 
policymakers)? (Please select all that apply.) 

 Frequency

Once (e.g., a single event) 3

Multiple times (e.g., events spaced over time) 21

Not applicable 0

 

Q4. Where do these programs/projects take place? (Please select all that apply.) 

 Frequency
Local (e.g., a city or metro area) 17

State 10

Regional (e.g., multiple states) 12

National 20

International 5

Q5. Which of the following activities do these programs/projects engage in? (Check all that apply.) 

 Frequency

Conduct trainings or classroom education 16

Give one-off talks (e.g., keynote speaker, inspirational talks) 17

Develop original educational materials 17

Create shared experiences and activities between two or more separate groups 
(e.g., shared meals, trips, service projects) 18

Thought leadership to challenge social norms (e.g., publishing op-eds in major 
news outlets, producing movies, social media campaigns) 16

Conduct and publish research on religious discrimination and bias incidents 
(e.g., tracking and reporting incidents) 6

Promote institutional policies and procedures 6

Advocate for or against particular legislation 2

Field-building (e.g., developing the ideas, network, and infrastructure) 14

Something else not listed above (please specify) 6

Q6. Does your organization collect any information on these programs/projects to evaluate if and how the 
program/project works? 

 Frequency
Yes, for all programs/projects 7

Yes, for some programs/projects 14

No 0
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Q7. Who evaluates the information on these programs? (Check all that apply.) (Base: Q6 = “Yes, for all 
programs/projects” or Q6 = “Yes, for some programs/projects”) 

 Frequency
Program staff 19

External organization or contracted evaluator 8

Finally, we would like to know more about your organization to help us contextualize responses. 

Q8. Which best describes where the work your organization does takes place? 

 Frequency
Local (e.g., a city or metro area) 3

State 0

Regional (e.g., multiple states) 1

National 14

International 3
 

Q9. How many full-time employees does your organization currently have? 

 Frequency
1-4 1

5-25 14

26-49 0

50-100 3

101 or more 3

Don’t know 0

Q10. About how many part-time employees, contractor-employees (e.g., 1099 workers), or seasonal employees 
does your organization employ in a year? 

 Frequency
1-4 9

5-25 9

26-49 1

50-100 2

101 or more 0

Don’t know 0

Q11. Thank you for taking this survey. As part of our research, we would like to conduct in-depth interviews to 
better understand the field. Would you be interested in being interviewed? 

 Frequency
Yes (please specify your name and preferred 
contact information) 15

No 3

Maybe, but I have questions before committing 3
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The survey was completed by the following organizations: Auburn Theological Seminary, Senior Fellows program; 
The Center for Christianity & Public Life; Christianity Today; Facing History & Ourselves; Hate/Uncycled, 
Anti-Defamation League; Institute for Social Policy and Understanding; Hillel Campus Climate Initiative, Hillel 
International; Interfaith America; Interfaith Philadelphia; Kaufman Interfaith Institute, Grand Valley State 
University; Islamic Networks Group; Multi-Faith Neighbors Network; Muslim Leadership Initiative; Neighborly 
Faith; Not in Our Town; The Pluralism Project, Harvard University; Rekindle Fellowship; Religion & Society 
Program, Aspen Institute; Shoulder to Shoulder Campaign; Sisterhood of Salaam Shalom; and Western States 
Center. Several other organizations answered some but not all questions. Those results were not included in the 
data above.

In-depth interview questionnaire 
This is the protocol used by the interviewers.

1.	 Can you start by first describing your organization and your role? 

2.	 What is your organization’s mission? 

3.	 As you might remember from the questionnaire you took, we are interested specifically in religious 
tolerance programs. I’m going to read out specific aims of these programs; while I do so, please think 
about if and how your organization focuses on each aspect. [Read each aim with a pause between each.] 

	° To counter bias and prejudice against individuals based on their religious or spiritual beliefs, practices, 
or identity.

	° To promote understanding of and appreciation for America’s diverse faith traditions.

	° To foster respectful engagement among people of different religions or no religion. 

	     Does one of these particularly resonate with your work? 

4.	 What are the goals of your organization’s religious tolerance programs? 

	° Probe: What is the most important goal? 

5.	 How does your organization define the success of its programs? 

6.	 Now, I’d like to hear about each of the religious tolerance programs your organization has, specifically 
what activities it engages in, and the audience(s) with whom it engages. And, if possible, can you please 
let us know the name of each program when you describe it? 

	° Probe: In the questionnaire, you reported that your organization does [answer from survey question 
5]. Can you say more about these activities and how they fit with this specific program? 

	° Probe: Who do you work with [youth/adults; individuals/institution]? Why? How do you make the 
decision about who to target for engagement?

	° Probe: How (or why) do you think these activities will produce the desired results/changes?

	° Probe: How did your organization get the idea to do this program? (Are they reading literature, seeing 
other organizations, intuition?) 

7.	 Can you tell me about how your organization spends its time and resources on specific programs? Does it 
prioritize some programs? 

8.	 How does your organization evaluate its programs? 

9.	 When you think about your work, what is your organization’s distinct contribution to the field? 
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10.	 From your perspective, what do you think works best in promoting religious tolerance or reducing 
divisions between different faith traditions? [Note to interviewer: With this question, we’re hoping they 
will think outside of their organization’s programs.] 

	° Probe: Why do/why don’t you engage in that? 

	° Probe: Is there anything that your organization doesn’t do that you think is necessary to promoting 
religious tolerance or reducing divisions between different faith traditions? 

11.	Do you think there is anything else I should know about religious tolerance programs—either about your 
organization or the field more broadly? 

Representatives of the following organizations were interviewed: Hate/Uncycled, Anti-Defamation League; 
Hillel Campus Climate Initiative, Hillel International; Interfaith America; Interfaith Philadelphia; Multi-Faith 
Neighbors Network; The Pluralism Project, Harvard University; Religion & Society Program, Aspen Institute; 
Resetting the Table; Shoulder to Shoulder Campaign; and Sisterhood of Salaam Shalom.

Literature scan
The literature scan captured and reviewed 61 articles and reports that described and analyzed religious 
tolerance programs. What follows is a list of 60 of them, as categorized by Barker. One report is not listed 
because it was shared by the organization involved on a confidential basis.

Education approaches 
Evidence from the U.S.

Barr, D.J., Boulay, B., Selman, R.L., McCormick, R., Lowenstein, E., Gamse, B., et al. (2015). A randomized 
controlled trial of professional development for interdisciplinary civic education: Impacts on humanities 
teachers and their students. Teachers College Record, 117 (2), 1-52.

Domitrovich, C.E., Harris, A.R., Syvertsen, A.K., Morgan, N., Jacobson, L., Cleveland, M., Moore, J.E., & 
Greenberg, M.T. (2022). Promoting social and emotional learning in middle school: Intervention effects of 
facing history and ourselves. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 51 (7), 1426-1441.

Lester, E., & Roberts, P.S. (2006). Learning about world religions in public schools: The impact on student 
attitudes and community acceptance in Modesto, Calif. First Amendment Center.

Schultz, L.H., Barr, D.J., & Selman, R.L. (2001). The value of a developmental approach to evaluating character 
development programmes: An outcome study of Facing History and Ourselves. Journal of Moral Education, 30 
(1), 3-27.

Global evidence 

Al Sadi, F.H., & Basit, T.N. (2013). Religious tolerance in Oman: Addressing religious prejudice through 
educational intervention. British Educational Research Journal, 39 (3), 447-472.

Malone, P. (1998). Religious education and prejudice among students taking the course Studies of Religion. 
British Journal of Religious Education, 21 (1), 7-19.

Contact approaches
Evidence from the U.S.

Barnas, T.J. (2022). The effectiveness of interfaith dialogue in countering religious intolerance: A 
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phenomenological study of interfaith youth program alumni. Journal of Security, Intelligence, and Resilience 
Education. 13 (2).

LaBouff, J.P., & Ledoux, A.M. (2016). Imagining atheists: Reducing fundamental distrust in atheist intergroup 
attitudes. Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 8 (4), 330-340. 

Global evidence

Abu-Rayya, H.M., & Brown, R. (2023). Living together: An integrated acculturation-contact strategy to promote 
ethnic harmony between young British Muslims and Anglo-Britons. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 26 (1), 
203-222.

Benatov, J., Berger, R., & Tadmor, C.T. (2021). Gaming for peace: Virtual contact through cooperative video gaming 
increases children’s intergroup tolerance in the context of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology, 92, 104065.

Blaylock, D., Hughes, J., Wölfer, R., & Donnelly, C. (2018). Integrating Northern Ireland: Cross-group friendships in 
integrated and mixed schools. British Educational Research Journal, 44 (4), 643-662.

Commins, B., & Lockwood, J. (1978). The effects on intergroup relations of mixing Roman Catholics and 
Protestants: An experimental investigation. European Journal of Social Psychology, 8 (3), 383-386.

Faibish, N., Rajabi, N., Miodownik, D., & Maoz, I. (2023). Spontaneous contact and intergroup attitudes in 
asymmetric protracted ethno-national conflict: East Jerusalem Palestinian students in an Israeli academic setting. 
Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 29 (4), 385-388.

Francis, L.J., McKenna, U., & Arweck, E. (2019). Countering anti-Muslim attitudes among Christian and religiously 
unaffiliated 13- to 15-year-old students in England and Wales: Testing the contact hypothesis. Journal of Beliefs & 
Values, 41 (3), 342-357.

Gilad, R., Halabi, S., & Hewstone, M. (2021). Effects of power asymmetry on the sustained impact of a contact-
based intervention on perceptions of relations between Arabs and Jews in Israel. Peace and Conflict: Journal of 
Peace Psychology, 27 (3), 339-349.

Gross, Z., & Maor, R. (2020). Is contact theory still valid in acute asymmetrical violent conflict? A case study of 
Israeli Jewish and Arab students in higher education. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology.

Hammack, P.L. (2009). Exploring the reproduction of conflict through narrative: Israeli youth motivated to 
participate in a coexistence program. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 15 (1), 49-74.

Hewstone, M., Cairns, E., Voci, A., Hamberger, J., & Niens, U. (2006). Intergroup contact, forgiveness, and 
experience of ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. Journal of Social Issues, 62 (1), 99-120.

Hughes, J. (2007). Mediating and moderating effects of inter-group contact: Case studies from bilingual/bi-
national schools in Israel. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 33 (3), 419-437.

Kanas, A., Scheepers, P., & Sterkens, C. (2015). Interreligious contact and out-group trust: Findings from conflict 
and non-conflict regions in Indonesia and the Philippines, in Sterkens, C., & Vermeer, P. (eds.), Religion, Migration 
and Conflict, 121-146.

Loader, R., & Hughes, J. (2017). Joining together or pushing apart? Building relationships and exploring difference 
through shared education in Northern Ireland. Cambridge Journal of Education, 47 (1), 117-134.
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Masarwah Srour, A., Ziv, T., Aldinah, S., Dawud, M., Sternberg, M., & Sagy, S. (2022). Can we promote children’s 
openness towards the other group in violent conflict? The story of Jewish and Arab kindergarten teachers in 
Israel. Intercultural Education, 33 (4), 1-15.

Maoz, I. (2004). Coexistence is in the eye of the beholder: Evaluating intergroup encounter interventions 
between Jews and Arabs in Israel. Journal of Social Issues, 60 (2), 437-452.

Mousa, S. (2020). Building social cohesion between Christians and Muslims through soccer in post-ISIS Iraq. 
Science, 369 (6505), 866-870.

Nasie, M., Ziv, M., & Diesendruck, G. (2022). Promoting positive intergroup attitudes using persona dolls: A 
vicarious contact intervention program in Israeli kindergartens. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 25 (5), 
1269-1294.

Paolini, S., Hewstone, M., Cairns, E., & Voci, A. (2004). Effects of direct and indirect cross-group friendships 
on judgments of Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland: The mediating role of an anxiety-reduction 
mechanism. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30 (6), 770-786.

Razpurker-Apfeld, I., & Shamoa-Nir, L. (2020). Imagined contact with strongly identified outgroup members: Do 
religious trappings make the man? Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 23 (4), 384-396.

Reimer, N.K., Hughes, J., Blaylock, D., Donnelly, C., Wölfer, R., & Hewstone, M. (2022). Shared education as a 
contact-based intervention to improve intergroup relations among adolescents in postconflict Northern Ireland. 
Developmental Psychology, 58 (1), 193-208.

Shwed, U., Kalish, Y., & Shavit, Y. (2018). Multicultural or assimilationist education: Contact theory and social 
identity theory in Israeli Arab-Jewish integrated schools. European Sociological Review, 34 (6), 645-658.

Smith, E.M., & Minescu, A. (2022). The imaginary friends of my friends: Imagined contact interventions which 
highlight supportive social norms reduce children’s antirefugee bias. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 25 (5), 
1295-1311.

Visser, H.J., Moyaert, M., Bertram-Troost, G.D., & Liefbroer, A.I. (2023). Learning orientations in interfaith 
initiatives: A case study of the interfaith leadership program Emoena. Religious Education, 118 (4), 369-384.

Walther, J.B., Hoter, E., Ganayem, A., & Shonfeld, M. (2015). Computer-mediated communication and the 
reduction of prejudice: A controlled longitudinal field experiment among Jews and Arabs in Israel. Computers in 
Human Behavior, 52, 550-558.
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between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland via E-contact. European Journal of Social Psychology, 49 (2), 
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Pew has not published Barker’s report. Those wanting to know more about it can contact the author at sally.
barker@maine.edu or Pew’s Julie Sulc, senior officer, religion, at jsulc@pewtrusts.org.

The funders’ convening
The convening, held in Philadelphia on April 16, 2024, was attended by 25 representatives of these organizations: 
Arthur Vining Davis Foundations, Connelly Foundation, Doris Duke Foundation, El-Hibri Foundation, The Fetzer 
Institute, Hub Foundation, John Templeton Foundation, Lily Endowment Inc., The Henry Luce Foundation, M.J. 
Murdock Charitable Trust, The Neubauer Family Foundation, Pillars Fund, Radiance Foundation, Templeton Religion 
Trust, Russell Berrie Foundation, UJA Federation of New York, and WF Fund.
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