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Using the 1987-1989 General Social Survey and a 1988 Gallup survey
we looked at patterns of giving to churches. Conservative Protestants
have the highest levels of giving, Catholics the lowest, and mainline
Protestants in between. Individual giving is highly skewed, with one-fifth
in each group giving about 75 percent of the total. The main predictors of
individual giving are strong faith, conservative theology, and intense
church involvement. Persons who plan their giving ahead of time give at
higher levels. Volunteering time to churches is highest among the conser-
vative Protestants and lowest among the Catholics. It is positively associ-
ated with church attendance and financial giving.

In past years the most fruitful research on religious giving has been based on
interview data. In 1992 we sought the most useful nationwide polls available
and concluded that the best two are the General Social Survey and the 1988
Gallup survey commissioned by Independent Sector and the Catholic
Committee on Evangelization. We acquired and analyzed both.

The General Social Survey (GSS) is widely known. It is a high-quality nation-
wide survey done each year. Each survey includes approximately 1500 personal
interviews representative of all Americans 18 and over. In 1987, 1988, and 1989
it asked respondents about their religious giving. In one, two, or three of those
surveys, over 40 other questions pertinent to religious life were also asked.

The 1988 Gallup survey is less well known. In March, 1988, the Gallup
Organization had two clients who wanted similar nationwide polls, so it com-
bined the two into a single interview. One client was Independent Sector and the
other was the Catholic Bisliops” Committee on Evangelization (see Hodgkinson
and Weitzman, 1988; Princeton Religious Research Center 1988). The survey
has 2,556 personal interviews with a random sample of Americans 18 or older,
weighted to be representative of the nation.

The two surveys are very similar in sampling; yet we were surprised to find
that they produced different estimates of religious giving. The amounts reported
by members of all religious groups in the Gallup survey were somewhat lower.
The reason is unclear, but probably the specific wording of the questions is
responsible. Based on all available information we judged the GSS more credi-
ble, and we emphasize it here. The 1988 Gallup survey included several useful
additional questions, which we discuss at the end.



THE GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEYS
Levels of Religious Giving

A question in the GSS in 1987, 1988, and 1989 asked: “About how much do
you contribute to your religion every year (not including school tuition)?” This
question is ambiguous in that it asks about “your” giving and not that of your
household; yet by comparing the responses with other surveys it is clear that
most interviewees reported household giving. Table 1 shows the overall levels
of religious giving in the main religious groups. Let us note for clarity that the
definition of “Catholic,” “Protestant,” and “Jew” comes from the question,
“What is your religious preference?” It is not a matter of church membership.
Family income was asked in terms of twenty categories such as “25,000 to
29,999,” and we recoded response to the midpoint of each. The highest catego-
ry, “$60,000 and over,” was recoded to $90,000.

Table 1
RELIGIOUS GIVING IN MAIN RELIGIOUS GROUPS
Total
Sample Catholics  Protestants  Jews
No. of cases= (4484) (1124) (2827) (73)
Mean Family Income $30,958 $32,213  $29,851 $49,720
(4087)* (1028) (2585) (67)
Contributions
Religious Contributions $440 $289 $555 $510
(3633) (948) (2262) (60)
Percent of Persons
Contributing to Religion 56 64 59 60
Percent of Income
Contributed to Religion 2.0 1.2 24 0.8
(from respondents) (3486) (881) 2167) 67
Percent of Income
Contributed to Religion
(from line 2 divided by 14 0.9 19 1.0
line 1)

* Figures in parentheses are numbers of cases.

Not everyone answered the questions. On the question about religious giv-
ing, 18% refused to answer or gave no specific figure. On the question about
family income, 9% provided no information. This problem causes erratic con-
clusions when one variable having considerable missing data was divided by
another also having missing data. To minimize confusion we added a fifth line
in Table I calculated from data in the table itself. For example, 1.4% in line 5
column 1 is $440 divided by $30,958.
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Figure 3
RELATION OF CHURCH ATTENDANCE TO CONTRIBUTIONS
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the person make decisions about life; five responses were scored from 5 to 1. A
fourth asked how important it is to believe in God without question or doubt;
five responses were scored from 5 to 1. The scale score was the mean of the
items if at least 3 were answered (mean = 3.33, SD = 1.28, and Cronbach’s
alpha = .75).

The Personal Religious Behavior Scale is composed of three items, scored
from 5 to 1. The first asked about frequency of prayer and offered six responses
ranging from several times a day to never; they were scored from 5 to 1. The
second asked, “How close do you feel to God most of the time?” and offered
five responses ranging from extremely close to “no belief in God,” scored from
5 to 1. The third asked, “Have you read any past of the Bible at home within the
last year?” and then asked how often. Responses ranged from several times a
day to never, scored from 5 to 1. The scale score was the mean of the items if at
least 2 were answered (mean = 3.01, SD = 1.03, and Cronbach’s alpha = .73).

Importance of the church was measured by a 3-item. Importance of the
Church Scale, scored from 5 to 1. One item asked how important “the teachings
of your church or synagogue” are in helping you make decisions about your life.
Five responses, ranging from “very important” to “not very important,” were
scored from 5 to 1. A second asked how important attending religious services
regularly at church or synagogue is for being a good Christian or Jew, and five
responses ranging from “very important to “not very important” were scored
from 5 to 1. A third asked how important it is to follow faithfully the teachings
of one’s church or synagogue for being a good Christian or Jew. The same
responses followed, scored from 5-to 1. A mean of the items, if at least 2 were
answered, formed the scale score (mean = 3.35, SD = 1.21, and Cronbach’s
alpha = .81).

Church involvement was measured by two measures: frequency of church
attendance and whether or not the person is involved in church activities or
organizations other than attending services. The dependent variables were the
square root of contributions and square root of percent of income contributed,
the same as in Table 5.

Regression coefficients are shown in Table 6. The variables were entered in
three steps. In the first step, the seven background and family characteristic vari-
ables were entered. The strongest predictors of the amount contributed were
older age, marital status (married persons versus others), and (for other
Protestants) education. For Catholics, the percentage of income contributed is
strongly a function of age (beta= 28); for Protestants this is much less true.
Level of income negarively predicts the percentage of income contributed
(betas= -.14 for Catholics, -.27 for mainline Protestants, and -.18 for other
Protestants). For some reason being married predicts percentage of income con-
tributed among Protestants but not among Catholics.

The second step of the regressions added measures of personal faith and
beliefs about the church. In preliminary analysis the Creedal Assent Scale was
unimportant when studied in competition with the Personal Religious Behavior
Scale and Importance of the Church Scale, so we deleted it. It seems that creedal
beliefs in general are much less important in encouraging contributions than
personal religiosity and specific beliefs about the church.

The measures of personal faith and beliefs added immensely to the predictive



Table 6
STANDARDIZED REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS

Contributions Percent of Income
Catholics Protestants Catholics Protestants
Mainline Other Mainline Other
Step 1
Young Age -.15% -04  -04 -.13* .05 -07
Old Age 21% 20%  14% 28%* 15 .16%
Education a1 A1 23* .05 .05 16*
Family Income A3% .03 16%* -.14% -27%  -18%
Years of Religious School 15% -.02 .05 .09 .03 5%
Attended Sunday School A3* .07 .00 4% .09 -.02
Marital Status .14* 36 22% .08 30%  20%
Adjusted R” 18 18 17 18 A2 10
Step 2
Young Age -.10 -.07 .03 -.08 .02 .01
Old Age 19%* A2 .06 27* .08 .08
Education J19% A5% 0 22% A1* .08 A5%
Family Income 19% d6*  26% -.08 -16%  -.09*
Years of Religious School 5% .01 .01 09 .06 A1*
Attended Sunday School .08 -01  -.06 .10 02 -.08*
Marital Status 3% 28% 17 .06 23%  15%
Personal Behavior Scale 20% 23%  35% 16* 16%* 35%
Import. of Church Scale 26% 28%  25% 27* 27%  23%
Adjusted R* 30 33 40 29 23 31
Step 3
Young Age -.08 -.06 02 -.06 .03 .00
Old Age 3% 11 .06 20% .07 .08
Education A1* .09 16% 04 .05 09*
Family Income A3* A5% 0 23% -.14* -15%  -11*
Years of Religious School A1 -.02 .00 .05 .04 .10%
Attended Sunday School .03 -04  -05 05 .00 -.07*
Marital Status 2% Jde6* 14% .06 de*  13%*
Personal Behavior Scale .06 A7% 0 18* .01 4% 18%*
Import. of Church Scale .07 .00 A2% .08 10 10*
Church Attendance .38% 45%  25% 41%* 33%  29%
Active in Church Org. 15% d4% 0 17* A1* .00 A%
Adjusted R* 43 51 A48 42 .30 .38

* Significant at .05 by t-test.















Determinants of Religious Giving

The 1988 Gallup survey included numerous questions useful for studying
influences on religious giving. Their predictive power was similar to that in the
GSS data, so the data are not displayed here. But we had three additional findings.

First, we had information on number and age of children. Does having chil-
dren of school age influence giving? How about Catholic families with children
in Catholic school? The survey had information of indirect value.

A recent study found that in 1980 approximately 24 percent of Catholic chil-
dren in grades 1 to 12 were attending Catholic school (N.C.E.A. 1986, p. 2). In
general, do Catholics families with school-age children, many of whom pay
school tuition, give less to the church? The answer is no. For a more precise test
of the effect of school-age children, we looked at married Catholics who were
under 50 years of age and whose spouses are aiso Catholic. We compared the
religious giving of those with and without children under 18. People with chil-
dren gave much more—an average of $216, compared with only $83 for mar-
ried Catholics of the same age without children. We still do not know if the chil-
dren were attending Catholic schools, so we cannot test if Catholic school atten-
dance versus other school attendance is a factor in giving. But we can say that in
general for Catholics, having children is associated with higher giving.

Second, we had information on how active the respondent is in his or her
community. We found that the more active the person is in the community, the
more he or she gives to religion. This pattern provides no support for the
hypothesis that evangelical Protestants give more because they are relatively
less involved in community organizations. (The three denominational categories
differed little in their reported level of active in the community; the percentage
saying they were “very” or “fairly” active was 25 for the Catholics, 32 for the
mainline Protestants, and 30 for the other Protestants.)

Third, the survey included two questions about whether people plan their
giving ahead of time (see Table 8). The survey asked everyone who said they
had contributed to religion whether they tried to give predetermined or fixed
amounts. As the table shows, people who gave the most said that they tried to
give a certain percentage of their income each year and that they tried to give a
fixed dollar amount each week. Those who decided amounts on the spot gave
much fess. Of the three groups, the “other Protestants” are most likely to plan to
give a certain percentage of their income each year.

Analysis of Time Volunteered

The Gallup survey asked several questions about hours volunteered to non-
profit organizations of all kinds, and the bottom two lines of Table 7 summarize
the hours volunteered to religious organizations. Table 9 provides more detail.
Persons who are members of churches and who attend regularly are much more
likely to volunteer than others. Also, persons active in other community activi-
ties are likely to volunieer more for their churches.

Table 9 suggests that volunteering in churches should be seen as one facet of
being active in the community generally; it should not be seen as an alternative



Table 8
MEAN AMOUNTS CONTRIBUTED BY PERSONS GIVING OR NOT
GIVING A FIXED PERCENTAGE OR AMOUNT TO A CHURCH

Catholic Mainline Prot. Other Prot.
N= (732) (569) (928)

Questions to persons who contributed
to religion in the last year:

In making your contributions to a
church, synagogue, or mosque, do
you try to give a certain percentage
of your income each year?

Percent “Yes” 8 17 25
Yes: Mean Amount $625% $945% $1270%
No or Don’t Know: Mean Amount $134 $213 $133

In making these contributions, do you
try to give a fixed dollar amount each
week—as in making a pledge—or do
you decide what to give each time you
attend religious services?

Percent “Fixed Amount” 24 30 19
Fixed Amount: Mean $423* $854 $1192%
No, Mixed, or Don’t Know: Mean $91 $139 $251

*Difference is significant at .05.

to community involvement in some fixed-sum sense, so that more church
involvement would be associated with less involvement elsewhere. Churches
and community organizations draw on the same pool of volunteers.

Jannaccone (1990) has suggested that high-income persons would be less
likely to volunteer their time, all else being equal, because their time is worth a
large amount of money, and rationally they would tend to give more money and
less time. The opposite would be true of low-income persons; they would tend
to volunteer more time and give less money. To test these ideas in our data, we
calculated correlations (see Table 10). The hypothesis is not supported. Time
volunteered is positively associated with amount of money given (r = .32) and
with frequency of church attendance (r = .27). Time volunteered is only weakly
associated with family income (r = .06).

As a further check we calculated partial correlations while partialling out
family income. The partial correlation between hours volunteered and amount
of money given was the same as the zero-order correlation (r = .32). Similarly
the partial correlation between hours volunteered and frequency of church atten-



Table 9
BREAKDOWNS IN HOURS PER MONTH
VOLUNTEERED TO RELIGION
Catholic Mainline Prot.  Other Prot.
N HoursPer N HoursPer N Hours Per

Month Month Month
18-29 183 i 8 15 172 2.0
30-39 197 i 91 17 184 2.4
40-49 104 4 92 1.6 154 3.1
50-69 147 1.5 162 1.9 263 35
70 + 59 5 98 7 114 11
Education
Less than high school 192 g 95 3 239 1.7%
High school graduate 255 9 150 1.7 322 1.7
Some college 144 8 138 1.5 210 39
College graduate 106 1.5 147 22 121 43
Family Income
Under $20,000 304 3 210 9% 437 1.5%
$20,000-29,999 127 1.3 99 1.2 152 39
$30,000-39,999 115 1.6 73 23 147 33
$40,000-49,999 55 3 47 35 62 1.8
$50,000 and over 98 6 101 1.8 98 4.7
Sex
Male 339 8 254 1.7 441 2.8
Female 360 i 276 14 455 24
Hew Active in Community
Very active 45 3.4% 56  4.1* 103 5.2%
Fairly active 119 2.2 99 34 154 49
Only somewhat active 173 6 167 1.1 211 2.6
Not at all 342 1 188 3 394 .9
Church Attendance
Once a week 239 1.9% 163 39*% 336 6.1*

Once a month or less 154 122 3 175

9
2-3 times per month 127 3 92 1.7 130
3
None 177 1 153 1 253

— 00 N\ =

*Breakdown is significant at .05.



Table 10
CORRELATIONS BETWEEN
VOLUNTEERING AND OTHER MEASURES

Hours Church Giving to
Volunteered Attendance Religion
Church Attendance 27*
Giving to Religion 32% 30%
Family Income .06* -.01 A7*

*Significant at .05 or beyond. Minimum N = 2289,

dance was the same as the zero-order correlation (r = .27). This tells us that we
should see hours volunteered as closely associated with other measures of
church commitment, not related to them negatively in a fixed-sum framework.
When one of these measures is high, the others tend to be high also. There is no
support for the notion that high-income people tend to volunteer less than others.
The relationship between family income, money contributed, and hours vol-
unteered is shown in Figures 7 and 8. The two figures are drawn with the same
vertical metric. Note that Catholic giving and volunteering levels are much lower
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Figure 8
RELIGIOUS CONTRIBUTIONS AND VOLUNTEERING HOURS
BY FAMILY INCOME
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than Protestant. Whereas Protestant volunteering is quite constant in all the
income groups, Catholic volunteering is highest among people with family
incomes under $40,000; then it drops off. (We did not show mainline Protestants
and other Protestants separately because of erratic patterns in the data.)

CONCLUSIONS

In this study we have uncovered new data on several topics. We found, as in
past research, that denorninations vary widely in levels of giving. Conservative
Protestants are highest, and Catholics are lower than all major Protestant
denominations. Mainline Protestants are in the middle. The main denomination-
al differences in giving occur mostly among highly educated and high-income
members; in this subgroup the differences in levels of giving are the greatest,
with high-income conservative Protestants giving very large sums.

Due to the varations in denominations, we concluded that Protestant-
Catholic comparisons in giving may be misleading and should be replaced by
more detailed comparisons that distinguish among different types of Protestant
denominations. Accordingly, we divided the Protestants in our sample into two
categories, mainline and others (mostly conservatives). This proved useful for




descriptive and explanatory purposes. Distinctions such as this should be made
in all studies. We expected that determinants of giving might be different for
Catholics, mainline Protestants, and other Protestants, but this did not occur in
any systematic way.

Giving by individual members is highly skewed in every denomination, with
the top one-fifth of givers giving about 75% of the total. This skew prompted us
to experiment with transforming the data on amount given, and we found that
the correlations with the square root were in fact stronger than with the raw
amount contributed. Using the square root seemed to straighten out the associa-
tions and show their true strength. We used the square root in correlation and
regression analysis.

The main predictors of giving are strength of faith and amount of involve-
ment in the church. Church attendance is the single strongest predictor in our
data. Conservative theology and conservative views on moral issues such as pre-
marital sex were also associated with higher religious giving. We lacked good
measures of institutional factors such as church size, rules about membership,
level of satisfaction with leadership, and so on.

The 1988 Gallup survey showed that levels of non-religious philanthropic
giving among Catholics, mainline Protestants, and other Protestants were rough-
ly the same even though the levels of religious giving were different. We found
too that persons active in community organizations tend to give more, not less,
to their churches. Also, church members who plan the amount of their religious
giving ahead of time give much more than those who decide each week.

Finally, our new information on religious volunteering showed that the best
predictors of amount of time volunteered for the church are rate of church atten-
dance and level of overall activity in the community. Family income is not a
predictor. Catholic volunteering, like Catholic giving, is lower than Protestant
volunteering.

The biggest weakness of the data we analyzed was the lack of measures on
institutional factors, such as local church leadership, stewardship methods, or
decision-making processes.
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