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THE PROJECT 

 

The Nonreligion in a Complex Future (NCF) project was launched in April 2019, funded by the Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC). The project’s goal is to identify the social impact 

of the rapid and dramatic increase of nonreligion. To achieve this goal, the NCF project has: 

o Five focal areas: Health, Law, Education, Environment, Migration. 

o Seven research sites: Canada, Australia, the Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 

Finland), the United States, the United Kingdom, Brazil and Argentina.  

o Five research objectives: 

1. Develop new research tools to measure and describe 

nonreligion; 

2. Analyze the social impact of nonreligion;  

3. Expand the conceptualization and theorizing of diversity to 

include nonreligion;  

4. Map conflicts and collaborations between religious and 

nonreligious social actors;  

5. Advance new knowledge for living well together that can be 

used to inform public policy and practice. 

 

More information on the project website: https://nonreligionproject.ca  

 

 

RESEARCH 

 

The NCF has seven projects underway with team members and other 

contributors working and meeting regularly to move them forward. Two 

projects (Trekking Toward Awe & Nonreligion Survey) have completed the 

research design phase and are preparing ethics applications to begin data 

collection. Below is a summary of all the projects: 

 

Trekking Toward Awe: Nonreligion and Hiking 

Led by: Ryan Cragun, Douglas Ezzy & Lori Beaman 

Summary: This project takes hiking (trekking, walking, rambling) as its entry point 

with the purpose of examining how people understand their relationship to each 

other, nature and non-human animals. The project explores the experiences people 

have when they are hiking, how they make sense of them, whether or not these 

experiences prompt changes in their worldviews, and what this tells us about the constructions and 

boundaries of religious and nonreligious identities. 

 

https://nonreligionproject.ca/
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Nonreligion Survey 

Led by: Peter Beyer  

Summary: The NCF project has as one of its core objectives to find new ways of 

measuring nonreligion. To that end, this project is focused on constructing a survey 

instrument that seeks to measure substantive nonreligion in the populations of the 

various countries in the project.  

 

Legal Constructions of Religion and Nonreligion  

Led by: Paula Montero, Juan Marco Vaggione & Lori Beaman 

Summary: As nonreligion becomes increasingly present in public debates 

and legal regulations in contemporary democracies, understandings of 

nonreligion are being discussed and reshaped. This is especially visible in 

the context of public controversies such as topics connected to sexuality, 

the meaning of death and the contemporary redefinitions of religious 

freedom. This project examines the constructions of religion and 

nonreligion through the lens of (some) public and legal controversies, 

paying particular attention to processes of conflict and collaboration among the individuals, 

organizations, institutions and sectors involved. 

 

Community Gardens 

Led by: Douglas Ezzy & Lori Beaman 

Summary: Community gardens are often the product of intentional 

communities creating spaces and relationships that aim to create changed or 

new ways of relating to each other and to nature. This project examines the 

nature of these relationships and considers how nonreligion and religion play 

out in their formation. The project also uses ‘community gardens’ in the 

broadest possible sense in order to think about issues like food security, food 

sovereignty and urban agriculture and more complex relationships like 

negotiating cultural difference, zoning and land use policies, community ownership, and the connection 

between land and racial justice. 

  

Framing Migrants’ Religious Identities 

Led by: Inger Furseth & Peter Beyer 

Summary: This project explores how nonreligion is constructed in the context of 

migrants’ settlement, including how the religious and nonreligious identity of 

migrants is framed in public policies and debates and how nonreligious migrants 

and their descendants understand and practice their nonreligion. The project 

examines how factors such as public assumptions about the religiosity of 

migrants, religious contexts in countries of origin and host countries, and ideas of community and 

belonging play a role in this construction. 
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Death and Dying: Changing Policies, Practices and Laws 

Led by: Lori Beaman & Postdoc Zachary Munro  

Summary: Religion has been an important force in shaping understandings of the 

meaning of death, narratives and practices around dying, and legal approaches to 

issues such as assisted dying. The shift from religious affiliation to nonreligion 

(including atheism, agnosticism, humanism, the spiritual but not religious and 

indifference) has the potential to reshape these understandings and prompt 

nonreligious conceptualizations of life and death. This series of projects aims to 

examine the changing social practices related to five areas: palliative care, death 

cafés, medically assisted dying, obituaries/funerals and national narratives of dying. 

 

How do we teach religion in post-Christian, diverse societies? 

Led by: Linda Woodhead & Solange Lefebvre 

Summary: This project examines how religious education in schools is changing 

within highly diverse, post-Christian and nonreligion majority countries. The 

project explores how these changes are impacted by issues such as the difficulty 

of including all religions and beliefs in teaching, including nonreligious beliefs, 

and criticism regarding the reduction of these varied beliefs into basic doctrines 

that may have little to do with their own experiences. The initial research is 

comparing the situation in Quebec and the UK by way of interviews with educational professionals and 

other stakeholders. 

 

 

EVENTS 

 

Workshops 

 

 

 

 

 

NCF held a series of five workshops in the fall of 2020 to target selected questions in ongoing research 

and consult with experts to shape research design in emerging projects. This series of workshops also 

kept the NCF team connected and external experts engaged in place of what would have been an in-

person team meeting if not for COVID-19 restrictions. 

Research Highlight 

The following postdoctoral and student research assistants have been instrumental in all stages of 

project design, including conducting literature reviews, facilitating research meetings, and ensuring 

comparability across countries: Guadalupe Allione Riba, Guilherme Borges, Charlotte Hobson, 

Zachary Munro, Lauren Strumos, Cory Steele, Sana Patel, Ted Malcolmson, Rebecca Banham, Alex 

McArthur, Christina Pasca, Henrique Antunes, Stian Alexander Skandsen, Vanessa Warren, 

Mathieu Colin, Elin Sandnes, Hugo Martinez, Emma Corbett and Alyshea Cummins. 
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Workshop Highlight 

Unique Dimensions of Nonreligion in Latin America 
 

Each of the NCF project’s seven research sites has its own unique context, which 

all research projects must be conscious of.  To foster a better understanding of 

the Brazilian and Argentinian contexts, this workshop featured presentations and 

discussions led by NCF Co-Investigators Paula Montero and Juan Marco 

Vaggione. Watch the presentations here.  

 

List of workshops: 

 

Date 

 

 

Workshop 

 

Location 

 

Purpose 

 

Attendees 

October 14, 

2020 

Unique 

Dimensions of 

Nonreligion in 

Latin America 

 

Virtual (Zoom) Understand the unique 

dimensions of studying 

nonreligion in Argentina and 

Brazil 

Co-Investigators, 

Collaborators, Advisors, 

Students, Postdoctoral 

Fellows, Partners, 

Contributors 
 

November 12, 

2020 

Trekking 

Toward Awe  

Virtual (Zoom) Examine two instruments 

developed by the Trekking 

Toward Awe project team to 

capture people’s trekking 

experiences: an interview 

schedule and a survey 
 

Co-Investigators, 

Collaborators, Advisors, 

Students, Postdoctoral 

Fellows, Partners, 

External Experts  

 

November 19, 

2020 

Death and 

Dying  

Virtual (Zoom) Seek expert perspectives on 

interlocking studies under 

development which explore 

the connection between 

nonreligion and practices and 

narratives around death and 

dying 
 

Co-Investigators, 

Students, Partners, 

Contributors, External 

Experts  

 

December 2, 

2020 

From Nothing to 

Something: 

Measuring 

Nonreligion 

through Surveys 

Virtual (Zoom) Discuss processes and 

challenges in constructing a 

survey instrument that seeks to 

measure substantive 

nonreligion 
 

Co-Investigators, 

Collaborators, Advisors, 

Students, Postdoctoral 

Fellows, Partners, 

External Experts  

December 3, 

2020 

Palliative Care 

Consultation 

Meeting 

Virtual (Zoom) Seek expert perspectives on 

research projects 

on palliative care currently 

under development 
 

Co-Investigators, 

Collaborators, Students, 

External Experts 

 

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLv1A6rxNhZv2KpkaIRcKVNcSTbGQus5-K
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Seminars and Webinars 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The project continued the successful ‘Meet the Author’ webinar series and ‘Building Bridges’ seminar 

series, which feature the work of international and innovative scholars of religion and nonreligion. NCF 

also organized a student skills webinar focused on Building a Strong Online Profile. All webinars can 

be found here. 

 

Webinar Highlight  

Meet the Author: Brian Clarke & Stuart Macdonald 

 

On February 23rd 2021, NCF hosted a stimulating panel discussion with 

panelists Callum Brown (University of Glasgow), Christine Mitchell 

(University of Saskatchewan), Peter Beyer (University of Ottawa) and authors 

Brian Clarke and Stuart Macdonald about their book Leaving Christianity: 

Changing Allegiances in Canada Since 1945, which has been important in the 

study of religion and nonreligion in Canada.  

 

 

List of webinars: 

Series Date Location Guest Speaker  Title / Webinar Focus 

 

Student 

Webinars 

April 30, 2020 Virtual (Zoom) Ryan Cragun (University 

of Tampa), Joel Thiessen 

(Ambrose University) & 

Jacqui Frost (Rice 

University) 
 

Building a Strong Online Profile 

 

 

 

 

Meet the Author 

 

 

 

May 14, 2020 Virtual (Zoom) Evelina Lundmark 

(Uppsala University) & 

Stephen LeDrew 

(Memorial University of 

Newfoundland) 

Article: Unorganized Atheism and 

the Secular Movement: Reddit as 

a Site for Studying ‘Lived 

Atheism’ 

 

July 23, 2020  Virtual (Zoom) Conrad Hackett (Pew 

Research Center) 

Article: Seven Things to Consider 

When Measuring Religious 

Identity 

https://nonreligionproject.ca/past-events/
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Collaboration with the Nonreligion and Secularity Research Network 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In December, the NCF project co-organized and hosted the NSRN Annual Lecture, with guest speaker 

Dr. Sikivu Hutchinson, who spoke about the connection between institutional racism and Black 

religiosity, what it means to be a godless Black woman in the United States  and the emergence of Black 

feminist humanist perspectives in the American secular humanist and atheist movements. Read the 

event report here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meet the Author 

 

 

October 30, 2020  Virtual (Zoom) Sarah Wilkins-Laflamme 

(University of Waterloo) 

& Joel Thiessen 

(Ambrose University) 

Book: None of the Above: 

Nonreligious Identity in the US 

and Canada 

November 24, 2020 Virtual (Zoom) Christopher Cameron 

(University of North 

Carolina at Charlotte) 

 

Book: Black Freethinkers: A 

History of African American 

Secularism 

February 10, 2021 Virtual (Zoom) Zachary A. Munro 

(University of Waterloo) 

 

Article: Introducing the Non-

Religious in Alcoholics 

Anonymous 

February 23, 2021 Virtual (Zoom)  Brian Clarke & Stuart 

Macdonald (Toronto 

School of Theology, 

University of Toronto) 

 

Book: Leaving Christianity: 

Changing Allegiances in Canada 

Since 1945 

Building 

Bridges 

 

February 8, 2021  Virtual (Zoom) Jacqui Frost (Rice 

University) 

Ritualizing Nonreligion: 

Cultivating Rational Rituals in 

Nonreligious Spaces 

https://thensrn.org/2021/01/12/event-report-2020-nsrn-annual-lecture/
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TEAM HIGHLIGHTS 

 

Partner Engagement 

 

Our partners: 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Partner engagement has been strong this year. Below are a few highlights:  

• University of Ottawa Centre for Health Law, Policy & Ethics Santéships: Through this 

incredible programme, Law Students Aliyyah Jafri & Michael Elliott have joined our law 

focal area. 

• NCF Student Caucus Leader Lauren Strumos was accepted for a Graduate Fellowship 

program at the University of Victoria’s Centre for Studies in Religion and Society, starting 

September 2021. 

• In September 2020, NCF Principal Investigator Lori Beaman attended the Global Affairs 

roundtable discussion on freedom of religion or belief in the international COVID-19 context 

with Dr. Ahmed Shaheed, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or 

Belief. 

• Al Hay (Hay Research International) remains the partner representative on the project’s 

Steering Committee, which focuses on project oversight, guidance and priority setting. 

• Representatives from Pew Research Center, Canadian Civil Liberties Association, Hay 

Research International, uOttawa Centre for Health Law, Policy & Ethics and uVic Centre for 

Studies in Religion and Society have offered expertise in workshops, attended regularly 

meeting working groups and offered expert data this year designed to design projects.  

Expert Perspectives 
 

We have had extensive consultation not only with our Partners, Collaborators and Advisors, but also 

with external experts in all NCF focal areas including healthcare workers, law practitioners, educators 

and spiritual care providers. Additionally, we received funding through uOttawa’s Visiting Researcher 

Program to host ongoing Brazilian contributor in the law focal area, Camila Nicácio. 
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Student Training and Mentoring 

 

The NCF project has a strong student mentoring and training programme, implemented through the 

hiring of research assistants, student participation in project events, and the formation of a Student 

Caucus, which has grown from nineteen to thirty members this year. Students from all seven NCF 

research sites have been hired to work on ongoing projects with tasks such as compiling literature 

reviews, attending regular meetings with Co-Investigators and collaborating on overall research design. 

The Student Caucus leader Lauren Strumos (University of Ottawa) continues to represent student 

interests on the Steering Committee and regularly engage student caucus members, in addition to 

leading the Meet the Author webinar series and running the project’s Instagram and Facebook accounts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This year, several students have joined the project through various student programs: 

• Sarah Nour Bouali and Somunachi Okee-Aguguo (University of Ottawa) through the uOttawa 

CO-OP Program. 

• Remy Georgia Ling (University of Exeter) and Hafsa Fatima (Brooklyn College) through the 

MITACS Program. 

• Aliyyah Jafri and Michael Elliott (University of Ottawa) through the uOttawa Centre for 

Health Law, Policy and Ethics Santéships Program. 

• Aniqa Sheikh (University of Ottawa) through the uOttawa Undergraduate Research 

Opportunity Program (UROP). Her project with the NCF won first prize in the UROP 

competition. 

The project has also been able to extend event invitations to students whose applications were cancelled 

or postponed due to COVID-19 restrictions to keep them engaged with NCF while waiting for 

restrictions to lift.  

 
Steering Committee & Administrative Team 

 

In March 2020, the NCF Administrative team and Steering Committee (comprised of Co-Investigators, 

Advisors, Student Caucus Leader and a Partner Representative) met virtually to determine strategies 

for navigating pandemic limitations and keeping research active in the upcoming project year. Since 

then, the Administrative team and Co-Investigators have met regularly and communicated with the rest 

of the team to form research working groups, organize events and keep project goals and objectives 

engaged.  
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MEDIA, SOCIAL MEDIA, AND WEBSITE 

 

Online Media  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In December 2020, the NCF project was featured in the Federation for the Humanities and Social 

Sciences blog post for International Mountain Day. Lily Polowin, Digital Communications Officer for 

the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences interviewed members of the Trekking Toward 

Awe project (Lori Beaman, Ryan Cragun, Douglas Ezzy) to find out more about the project goals, 

methodologies and theoretical frameworks. Read the blog post here. 

 

Website 
 

The project website (nonreligionproject.ca) hosts project information in publicly accessible language 

and highlights the latest project activities including events, publications and media appearances. This 

year, the website has had significant growth with 7850 new page-views and1410 new users from 56 

countries.  

 
 Geographic spread of NCF website users 

http://www.ideas-idees.ca/blog/trekking-toward-awe-nonreligion-complex-future-project-examines-nonreligion-and-hiking
https://nonreligionproject.ca/
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Social Media 

 

The project’s social media accounts have been key sites for connecting with other international projects, 

students and scholars of nonreligion. This year, NCF has gained 182 new followers and subscribers 

across social media platforms and many more views and connections with potential partners and 

experts. The NCF Twitter has been a fruitful site for knowledge mobilization and exchange through the 

sharing of relevant research, events and opportunities. The YouTube channel has made various events 

publicly accessible, the NCF Instagram has served as a more visual platform to attract interest in the 

project and the Facebook account keeps the NCF Student Caucus informed and engaged with student 

opportunities. 

 

 

LOOKING FORWARD 

 

In the next year, we will continue to plan virtual events and hold virtual research meetings to move 

projects forward until we are able to meet in-person again. The NCF project is co-organizing the 2021 

Nonreligion and Secularity Research Network (NSRN) Conference, which will be held virtually from 

June 16th to 18th 2021. The theme for the conference is Nonreligion in a Complex Future and will feature 

multiple papers and sessions from NCF team members as well as a special update session on the work 

of the NCF project. For more conference and registration details, see the programme here.  

 

 

https://nonreligionandsecularity.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/2021-nsrn-preliminary-conference-programme-03-2021.pdf
https://twitter.com/nonreligioncf?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/nonreligioncf/
https://www.facebook.com/NCFStudentCaucus/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCqggLEwnj99fC1LMN0g4MuQ

