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Abstract 

Depending from the degree of involvement in the religious life of congregations, individuals have 

access to information and support for basic needs that can help the poor to ameliorate their situations. 

In this paper, we use U.S. data and a multi-level approach to show that churchgoers who actively 

participate in the religious life of congregations have lower probabilities of experiencing poverty than 

individuals who participate less frequently and less energetically. As explanation, we argue that active 

participation promote social interactions and social capital accumulation leading, at the end, to a 

lower in the risk of poverty. We also demonstrate that congregations are active players able to 

implement strategies influencing the probability that members experience poverty. 
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1. Introduction 

The role of religion in society has recently been the subject of renewed interest. In particular, the 

literature focuses on how beliefs and practices affect various parameters ranging from micro data 

such as individuals well-being and individual behavior (Poggi, 2017, Gruber 2003, Sosis and Ru e 

2003), to macro parameters such as growth (Levy and Razin, 2012, Barro and McCleary 2003, Guiso 

et al. 2003) and the public provision of social insurance (Scheve and Stasavage 2006). Our paper 

contributes to this literature empirically investigating whether active participation in the religion life 

of congregations can protect churchgoers from poverty. We also analyses the role of congregations, 

as active players able to implement strategies influencing the probability that members experience 

poverty. 

Religion has a prominent role in the formation of social capital (as conceptualized by Bourdieu, 1991 

and Putnam, 2000) providing specific social resources available to individuals and groups through 

their social connections with a religious community. Religious individuals belong to congregations 

that are institutions formed for the purpose of providing for worship of God, for service (e.g. religious 

education; short term missions; welfare support to people in need) and for fellowship (e.g. sharing 

life with other members). Depending from the degree of involvement in the congregation life, 

individuals have access to information and support for basic needs that can help the poor to ameliorate 

their situations. In fact, cooperation and solidarity among members of the congregation can secure 

informal insurance against poverty (Narayan, 2002; Narayan & Pritchett, 1996; Woolcock, 1998; 

World Bank, 2001) and enable members to coordinate activities for mutual benefit (Levy and Razin, 

2012; Dasgupta, 1988). 

Congregations play an active role in fostering participation, cooperation and solidarity. In particular, 

congregations design policies to take care of their members, induce participation, reach out to 

nonmembers and serve the needy offering welfare services. Congregations capacity, and their 

responsiveness to civil society, can facilitate or impede the capacity of communities to mobilize social 

resources (Rankin, 2002; Woolcock, 1998). In other words, congregations capacity can determine the 

vitality of the communities networks (Zhang et al., 2017). Instead, institutional incapacity can be 

associated with reduced levels of trust, which can negatively affect resource-sharing activities among 

community members (Cleaver, 2005). Moreover, some congregations policies (e.g. high behavior 

standards and prohibitions) can lead to a higher level of intolerance of others (Guiso et al, 2003) and 

preclude people from the social networks beyond the congregation. Since the latter networks are 

important sources of information (e.g. about jobs and services), these congregations policies can 

constrain individual actions and may reproduce structural inequalities (Beall, 2001).  
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In this paper, we use data from the U.S. Congregational Life Survey and a multilevel approach to 

evaluate whether (at individual level) active participation in the religious life of congregations and 

(at congregation level) congregations’ policies affect the probabilities that worshipers experience 

poverty. Our findings indicate that participation in the religious life of congregations (in terms of 

involvement in church school and/or social groups) is positively associated with a decrease in the 

probability of experiencing poverty. We also find that congregations are active players able to design 

strategies influencing the risk of poverty. In particular, we find that congregation size, recreational 

services and behavior standards play an important role in shaping the probability that churchgoers 

experience poverty. Our results can help congregation to design adequate strategies aimed to reduce 

poverty. The latter could be also supported by public policies when appropriate. 

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 contains a discussion of the role of religious 

participation as mean to accumulate social capital and its effects on poverty. In Section 3, we present 

our empirical strategy. In Section 4, we present the data set. Section 5 contains a presentation and 

discussion of the estimation results and test. Section 6 concludes. 

 

2. Discussion on congregations, participation, social capital and poverty  

In this paper, we build on the argument that active religious participation and adequate congregations’ 

policies lead to social capital accumulation and the latter can be beneficial in reducing the individual 

probability of experiencing poverty.  This argument is based on the following hypotheses: (i) 

congregations produce social capital and members benefit from social capital that is excludable to 

nonmembers; (ii) active participation foster individual accumulation of social capital; (iii) social 

capital reduces the risk of poverty. We discuss below the relevant literature supporting our 

hypotheses. 

Congregations produce social capital 

Contemporary research on the economics of religion begins with Azzi and Ehrenberg’s (1975) 

production model of church attendance and contributions: individuals allocate their time and goods 

among religious and secular commodities in order to maximize lifetime and afterlife utility. In the 

last 30 years since Azzi and Ehrenberg’s model, the economics of religion has growth into sizable 

body of research (see Iannaccone, 1998, for a review). A wide range of payoffs to religion activities 

has been considered. These payoffs include a sense of purpose, moral instruction, group identity, 

social support and status, and mutual aid (e.g. Hull and Bold, 1989; Schlicht, 1995). The Azzi and 

Ehrenberg’s (1975) model has been extended to include religious human capital (that is the stock of 
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religion-specific experience derived from one’s past religious activities)1 and to address the 

importance of the congregations in producing religious payoffs. Of special interest for the aim of this 

paper, club models are based on the idea that the typical congregation is a mutual-benefit organization 

dedicated to the collective production of worship services, religious instruction, social activities, and 

other quasi-public “club goods”.2 Costly rituals serve to resolve free rider problems in the production 

of religious goods and players derive utility from the collective production of such goods within the 

group they belong to (Iannaccone, 1992). Following this argument, social capital (defined as network, 

interactions, trust and cooperation that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue 

shared objectives) can be seen as a club good produced by congregations that is excludable to 

nonmembers. According Berman (2000), church members benefit from access to social interactions. 

The latter lead to a remarkably generous mutual insurance network based on religiously motivated 

charitable acts. The access to mutual insurance is excludable, making it a club good. Levy and Razin 

(2012) propose a simple model of religious organizations for analyzing the relation between religious 

beliefs, religious participation and social cooperation. They formalize an equilibrium notion of stable 

religious organizations which accounts for the social behavior as well as for the affiliation choices of 

individuals. In the equilibrium, members enjoy a higher level of cooperation from others.  

Active participation foster individual accumulation of social capital  

Empirical studies support the theoretical prediction that congregations produce social capital and 

suggest that the degree of participation in religious life is positively associated with the amount of 

accumulated social capital. Ellison and George (1994) find a positive relationship between religious 

participation and a variety of social resource in a survey of 2,956 households in the southeastern 

United States. In particular, they find a positive association between frequency of church attendance 

and (1) social network size, (2) frequency of telephone and in-person contacts, (3) variety of support 

received, and (4) perceived quality of the supportive relationships in which respondents were 

involved. Bradley (1995) also find a positive relationship between religious participation and social 

interactions showing that, in comparison to less active churchgoers, attenders report larger networks, 

more frequent telephone and in person contacts, and enhanced perceptions of the supportive quality 

of their relationships (cooperation). Thus, evidence suggests a strong positive association between 

religious attendance and support network size. 

Social capital reduces the risk of poverty 

                                                           
1 Iannaccone, 1984 and 1990; Durkin and Greeley, 1991 
2 An alternative strand of literature views churches as standard neoclassical firms in which producers sell their religious 
goods and services to consumers (see Iannaccone, 1998, for a review). 
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Previous literature suggests that social capital at the individual and community levels can contribute 

significantly to poverty reduction (Bebbington, 1999; Grootaert and Van Bastelaer, 2002; Narayan, 

2002; Woolcock and Narayan, 2000). Social capital is a vital ingredient for economic development 

since it underpins growth and prosperity and, therefore, is able of reducing poverty (Putnam, 1993).  

Social relations are viewed as key channels for mobilizing resources and are therefore a tool to 

ameliorate poverty (Zhang et al, 2017). In particular, social relations among close friends, neighbors 

and immediate family members secure an insurance against the vulnerability of the poor (Woolcock, 

2000). Social interactions between people of different socio-economic backgrounds are important in 

terms of “getting ahead” providing information and opportunities to promote interests with people of 

influence (Cleaver, 2005).  As the number of social interactions increases, the proportion of family 

members and relatives within the network decreases, which in turn improves network diversity and 

gives actors more heterogeneous social resources. These advantages can arguably enable households 

with larger networks to go beyond their immediate social circle in order to establish contact with 

external actors and mobilize high quality resources (Zhang et al, 2017). Having good contacts can 

increase the probability to find a job and lead to higher wages and/or occupational prestige 

(Granovetter, 1995; Lin, 1999; Mouw, 2003). Therefore, actors that are rich in social capital have a 

lower probability of living in poverty.  

 

3. Methodology  

We propose to use multilevel methods for assessing to what extent differences in the characteristics 

of individuals, congregation-specific factors and denomination-specific effects can explain 

differences with respect to individual outcomes (individual poverty status). Since we wish to 

empirically test whether both individual active participation in the religious life of congregations and 

congregations’ policies affect the probabilities that worshipers experience poverty, these methods are 

particularly attractive. In fact, they offer a means of quantifying the extent to which differences in 

outcomes reflect differences in the effects of congregation-specific features, which are distinct from 

differences in outcomes reflecting differences in variations in the attributes of the individuals (once 

controlled for differences in outcomes associated to denomination specific effects).  

We use three-level data with individuals at level 1, congregations at level 2 and denominations at 

level 3. In particular, individuals are clustered in congregations and congregations are clustered in 

denominations. Therefore, multilevel models are the most appropriate approach since they permit to 

fully exploit the richness of hierarchical data structures (Skrondal et al., 2004; Snijders et al., 1999; 

Goldstein, 1995; Hox, 1995). In fact, an individual belonging to a certain congregation tends to be 
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more similar to the other individuals of that congregation than to some other individuals belonging 

to a different congregation. In the same way, congregation affiliates to a certain denomination tends 

to be more similar to the other congregations affiliated to that denomination than to some other 

congregations affiliated to a different denomination. As result, standard errors may follow 

denomination and/or congregation dependency paths.  Ignoring these problems, i.e. pulling the data 

together, would produce downward biased estimated standard errors.  Hence, significance test about 

the effects of congregation covariates are not correctly estimated and may produce spurious 

“significant” results (Hox, 1995). A simple solution could be that of using robust methods to estimate 

standard errors but multilevel models are more appropriate since they permit to fully exploit the 

hierarchical structure of the data.  

We specify the following three-level dynamic logit model where the first level is the individual (j) 

participating in the religious life of a certain congregation, the second level is the congregation (i) 

affiliated to a certain denomination, and the third level is the denomination (k). The equation of 

interest is 

 

(1)      𝑦∗ = 𝑧 𝛾 + 𝛼 + 𝑧 𝛼 + 𝑎 + 𝑣 + 𝑢  

 

where the dependent variable yikt is the poverty state of individual j belonging to congregation i 

affiliated at denomination k; 𝛼 , 𝛼 , and γ are the parameters to be estimated. zjik and , zik are, 

respectively the vector of individual and congregation explanatory variables. 𝑎   is the random 

intercept for congregation i and vk is the random intercept for denomination k. The random intercepts 

are assumed to be independently normally distributed.  

The importance of clustering may be evaluated estimating the three level null models (without 

covariates) and computing intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC). The overall error term can be 

decomposed into three additive components by adding the first, second and third level variances, 

given the assumption of independence between random effects belonging to different levels. This 

implies that we can compute the interclass correlation between both congregation variance (ICC_c) 

and denomination variance (ICC_d): 

 

(5)                   𝐼𝐶𝐶_𝑐 = 𝜎 /(𝜎 + 𝜎 + 𝜎 )      
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(6)                             𝐼𝐶𝐶_𝑑 = 𝜎 /(𝜎 + 𝜎 + 𝜎 ) 

 

where 𝜎 , 𝜎 , 𝜎  are respectively the first, second and third level variances.  

 

4. Data and descriptive statistics 

In this paper, we use data from the U.S. Congregational Life Survey (CLS). The United States 

represents an interesting case study because of the vitality of religion and its religious structure. In 

fact, the U.S. is a religiously pluralistic society. It embraces hundreds of Christian denominations, 

several strands of Judaism and Islam, and dozens more varieties of non-western religions, some of 

whose adherents have sustained their faiths here for generations, while still others have built new 

institutions and houses of worship (Chaves and Eagl, 2015). In 2001, there were 207.983 million 

adults in the U.S., and 80% of them were religiously affiliated. We focus on the Christian share of 

the U.S. population, that is the 77% - 159.5 million adults (Barry and Keysar, 2006)  

We use the random sample of U.S. congregations attended by individuals who participated in the 

General Social Survey (GSS). All GSS participants who reported that they attended worship at least 

once in the prior year were asked to name the place where they worshiped. Since the GSS involves a 

national random sample of individuals, congregations identified by GSS participants comprise a 

national random sample of congregations. Of 1,214 congregations invited to participate in 2001, 434 

returned completed surveys from their worshipers (36%).3  

Three types of surveys were completed in each participating congregation: an attendee survey 

completed by all worshipers age 15 and older who attended worship services; a congregational profile 

survey describing the congregation’s facilities, staff, programs, and worship services completed by 

one person in the congregation; and a leader survey completed by the pastor, priest, minister or other 

leader. Together the information collected provides a unique multi-level look at religious life in the 

US.  

After removing records containing missing relevant data, our 2001 sample includes information on 

over 66,509 worshipers in 303 congregations.4 These congregations are affiliated to 26 

denominations.  

                                                           
3 A second wave took place in the fall of 2008 and spring of 2009. Response rate was very low, of 2544 congregations 
invited to participate, 254 returned completed surveys. Therefore, we do not use the second wave. 
4 We include in our sample only individuals aged 15+ belonging to congregations, visitors are not included in our sample 
since they could belonging to different congregations. 
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The worshipers 

Our sample includes data on Conservative Protestant, Mainline protestant and Roman Catholic 

worshipers. Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 2. We observe the 40% of the churchgoing 

population in conservative protestant churches. The 36% of worshipers belong to mainline protestant 

congregations. The 24% of our sample belong to Catholic congregations. 

Data give detailed information of the degree of individual participation in the religious life of 

congregations. Overall, 83% of worshipers attend frequently worship services - that is, they attend 

weekly or more often. The 78% of worshipers are involved in some small group associated with the 

congregation, beyond attending worship services. In particular, the 26% of worshipers are involved 

in church school, Sunday school, or other religious education class. The 22% are involved in prayer, 

discussion, or Bible study groups. The 30% are involved in fellowships, clubs, or other social groups. 

This means that worshipers connect with their congregation primarily during worship services. 

However, they also connect with their congregation thought small groups. Both worship services and 

small groups could be important means to accumulate social capital.  

The 45% of worshipers have been attending the congregation for 10 years or more. Long-term 

commitment to the congregation is related to higher rates of worship attendance and participation. 

Weekly worshipers are more likely to be found among those who have been attending the 

congregation for 11 years or more (48% compared to 33%). Those who attend worship week after 

week are twice as likely as occasional worshipers to be involved in congregational small groups (88% 

compared to 36%).  

The average worshiper aged 25 years or older is well educated: 44% of worshipers have at least a 

college degree compared to 30% for the U.S. population.5 While the U.S. population is split fairly 

evenly between men and women, fewer men attend worship than women (40% compared to 60%). 

In 2001, only the 1.9% of worshipers is unemployed while the U.S. unemployment rate is more than 

4%.6 The poverty rate7 in our sample is 9.8%, less than the poverty rates registered for the U.S. 

population in 2001 (11.7%).8 Weekly worshipers are on average less educated than occasional 

                                                           
5 U.S. Census Bureau 
6 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
7 We compute a proxy of the poverty rate. Unfortunately, we only have data on the household income ranges: <$10,000, 
$10,000-$24,999, $25,000-$49,999, $50,000-$74,999, $75,000-$99,999, and >$100,000. First, we compute the 
equivalent income applying the OECD equivalence scale to the midpoint of each interval. Second, we define as poor the 
individuals with an equivalent income below $15,000. This is our poverty variable (equals to one if the individual is poor, 
zero otherwise) and it is used in the multilevel analysis as dependent variable. 
8 U.S. Census Bureau 
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worshipers are (48% compared to 43%). They are also older (40% compared to 24% aged 55+) 

Despite these differences, weekly worshipers are on average less likely to be poor and unemployed 

than occasional worshipers are. These descriptive statistics are coherent with previous literature (see 

Iannaccone, 1998 for a review of previous studies). They are also coherent with the idea analysed in 

this paper that participation is associated with lower probabilities of experience adverse events as 

poverty.  

 

The congregations 

Mainline Protestants comprise 44% of all congregations in our sample.  Conservative Protestants 

comprise 31% of all congregations and Roman Catholics constitute the 24% of all congregations. 

Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 3. 

Congregation size represents an important characteristic to understand the U.S. congregational 

landscape. Size is important because it produces different patterns of participation and financial 

support. The median annual per capita donation decreases as congregational size increases (e.g. 

Sullivan, 1985; Stonebraker, 1993; Zaleski and Zech, 1994). Moreover, people in smaller 

congregations participate more in the life of their congregations than do people in larger 

congregations (Iannaccone, 1998; Eagle, 2015). Observing the data, we note 18% congregations in 

our sample are small (100 or less regular participants, counting both adults and children) and 39% 

congregations are medium size (100-400 regular participants). Small and medium size congregations 

have on average a budget per participant of $1079. The 43% are large congregations with 400 regular 

participants or more and they have on average a budget per participant of $839.  

Congregations mainly focus on collective worship, religious education, and pastoral care of their 

members. All congregations develop strategies to reach out to nonmembers and the majority of them 

have some planned procedures designed to ensure that new members become integrated into the life 

of the congregation. The majority of them serve the needy offering welfare services. Some offers also 

recreational services. 

Congregations offer on average five worship services each week. Almost all work on recruiting new 

members using different strategies. Among the latter, congregations encourage people to invite 

others, establish/maintain a website, send letters to visitors, mail flyers or newsletters, have 

neighborhood activity, advertise on newspaper/radio/TV, participate in public event to bring people 

in, telephone visitors, visit visitors, have recruitment committee, contact people new to the area, email  

visitors and run community survey. The CLS includes 14 questions to identify whether congregations 
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implement these strategies. We compute an index measuring the intensity of outreach activities 

counting the number of strategies adopted over the total number of outreach activities considered in 

the survey. The index assumes value between zero (no outreach activities) and one (maximum 

commitment to outreach activities). We find that on average the index score 0.5 indicating a medium 

commitment to work on recruiting new members.  

The 86% of congregations have some planned procedures designed to ensure that new members 

become integrated into the life of the congregation. Among these procedure, we find: follow-up visits 

by clergy, lay leaders, or members; designated people to extend hospitality and invite new members 

for meals; a group or course for new members; invitation to join a small group, fellowship group, or 

similar group; invitation to take on a task within the congregation or in service to the community; 

other procedures or activities. The CLS collects data on these procedures and we compute the number 

of procedures planned by congregations over the 7 procedures considered in the survey. We obtain a 

follow-up index that assumes a value between zero (no procedures planned) and one (maximum 

commitment in integrating new members). The index scores on average 0.3 indicating a modest 

commitment in integrating the new members in the life of congregations. 

The vast majority of congregations (97%) reported some involvement in social or human services, 

community development, or other projects and activities intended to help members and people outside 

the congregation. Congregations engage in a great variety of welfare services including emergency 

relief, counseling/support groups, housing for seniors, other senior programs (not housing), health-

related programs, political/justice work,  abuse/recovery programs, voter registration, prison ministry, 

housing for others (not seniors), care for people with disabilities, community organizing,  immigrant 

support services, environmental activities and activities for the unemployed. The CLS collects data 

on these services and we compute the number of welfare services offered by congregations over the 

16 services considered in the survey. Our welfare services index assumes a value between zero (no 

welfare services) and one (all services provided). The index scores on average 0.28 with large 

congregations offering more services (0.36 compared to 0.15). 

The 73% of congregations offer recreational services. The latter include sporting activities, arts/ 

music/cultural activities, hobby groups and other social/ recreational/leisure activities. The CPS has 

four questions regarding recreational services and we compute the number of recreational services 

offered by congregations over the total number of services considered in the survey. Our recreational 

services index assumes a value between zero (no services) and one (all services provided). The index 

scores on average 0.4 with once again large congregations offering more services (0.53 compared to 

0.19). 
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Behavioral standards can be demanded by congregations to mitigate a religion’s free-rider problems 

(that emerges when active members and individuals participating less frequently benefit from 

congregation services in the same amount) and by screening out half-hearted members and inducing 

higher levels of participation among those who remain (Iannaccone, 1998). The 73% of congregations 

in our sample demands some behavior standards concerning how much money people give to the 

congregation, eating, prohibitions against gambling, prohibitions against homosexual behavior, 

prohibitions against unmarried adults living together, prohibitions against drinking alcohol and/or 

prohibitions against members smoking. The CPS collects information on seven possible prohibitions. 

We compute an index about the degree of strictness summing up the number of prohibitions 

demanded by congregations over the total number of prohibitions considered in the survey. Our index 

assumes a value between zero (no prohibitions) and one (maximum strictness). The index scores on 

average 0.32. Small congregations demand on average stricter behavioral standards than large 

congregations (0.37 compared to 0.28). In fact, congregations demanding strict behavioral standards 

tend to be small because each congregation must monitor members in order to maintain its behavioral 

requirement and monitoring costs increases with group size (Iannaccone, 1998).  

 

5. Main empirical results 

The first step in our empirical strategy is to evaluate the importance of clustering (as explained in 

Section 3).  To do so, we estimate both the two-level and three level null models (without covariates). 

Then, we decompose the total variance into between and within clusters and compute intra-class 

correlation coefficients (ICC). Table 4 reports the variance decomposition and the ICC calculations 

for the null models. Results show that the cluster effects are considerable at both congregation level 

and denomination level. Focusing on the two-level models, we find that about the 17% of the total 

variability is explained by the congregation level while about the 83% of the total variability is 

explained by the individual level. Using the three level model, we can decompose the variation at 

congregation level into the two components reflecting the congregation and the denomination level. 

We find that the denomination level variation is about 5% of the total variability. The total variability 

explained by the congregation level remains large. Therefore, it is important to identify congregation 

characteristics and strategies affecting the probability of being poor. This could help congregations 

to design strategies able to reduce poverty among members. In this connection, public policies could 

also be designed to support congregation strategies to reduce poverty. 
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The individual determinants of poverty 

Estimates of poverty are reported in Table 5: columns 1 and 2 present the conditional maximum 

likelihood estimates and the asymptotic standard errors obtained using the three-level logit model that 

includes micro covariates (Model 1).  

After controlling for the unobserved effects, the participation in the religious life of congregations is 

negatively correlated to the probability of experiencing poverty. In particular, we find that 

involvement in Sunday school and church school decreases the probability of experiencing poverty 

(the coefficient is -0.14 and highly statistically significant). Involvement in fellowships, clubs, or 

other social groups is also very important: involvement in these activities decreases the probability 

of experiencing poverty (the coefficient is -0.17 and highly statistically significant). Instead, 

participation in worship services, in prayer groups and community services have not statistically 

significant impact on the risk of poverty. Thus, our results indicate that participation to some religious 

activities allow the accumulation of social capital that enable individuals to reduce the risk of poverty, 

while participation in other religious activities do not. Among the latter, frequent participation in 

worship services seems to be not enough to accumulate social capital. This is not so surprising since 

social interactions during worship services are limited. On the contrary, religion courses and social 

groups foster social interactions. Community services in principle permits to develop social 

interactions with individuals belonging to the community (not members also). However, these 

individuals are often the needy and/or individuals searching for information, that are individuals not 

able to mobilize high quality social resources. Even if prayer groups, in principle, could enforce trust, 

we do not observe a statistical significant effect on the probability of experiencing poverty.  

Long-term commitment to the congregation reduces the probability of experiencing poverty. 

Individuals attending congregations for many years have been able to accumulate more social capital. 

In other words, time permits to construct social relations and consolidate them. Consequently, 

attending congregations for six years or more offers an insurance against adverse events and provides 

opportunities to promote interests with other members. 

The specifications include also observed individual socio-demographic characteristics. We find that 

the level of education significantly reduces the probability of experiencing poverty. The chance to be 

poor seems to decrease when the individual is active in the labor market and when the individual is 

married. Nevertheless, the probability of experiencing poverty increases in households with children. 

We also find that the probability of experiencing poverty increase when the individual is females, 

belong on some ethnic groups and she/he is born abroad. The coefficients on age dummies indicate 
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that an increase in an individual's age decrease the probability of experiencing poverty, but this 

phenomenon reverses in old age.  

The estimate of the variances of the random intercepts for congregation and denomination (𝜎 , 𝜎 ) 

are positive and statistically significant, even after controlling for the individual observed 

heterogeneity. The inclusion of the observed individual characteristics reduce the proportions of the 

total variability explained by the congregation (from 14% to 7%) and the denomination (from 5% to 

1%). Unobserved heterogeneity across denomination is small, but unobserved heterogeneity remains 

relative large across congregations: some individuals are more inclined to escape poverty than other 

individuals do simply on the basis the congregation they attend.  

The congregation level determinants of poverty  

In this subsection, we focus on congregation heterogeneity disentangling the role of observed and 

unobserved heterogeneity at congregation level. In particular, we test the impact of the following 

possible congregation determinant of poverty persistence: the size of the congregation 

(small/medium/large), the number of worship services offered each week, the total congregation 

budget per participant and some strategies implemented by congregations.  Among the latter, we 

focus on strategies designed to reach out to nonmember, to integrate new members into the life of the 

congregation, to serve the needy offering welfare services and to offer recreational services for 

members. Estimates are reported in Table 6: columns 1 and 2 report the parameter estimates and the 

standard errors of the three level random intercepts model that also includes congregation covariates 

(Model 2). 

We find that individuals in small congregations (defined as congregations with less than 100 

individuals -children and adults- regularly participating) have larger probabilities of experiencing 

poverty than individuals attending medium-large congregations. This result is in line with the idea 

that individuals with larger networks are able to go beyond their immediate social circle in order to 

establish contact with external actors and mobilize high quality resources (Zhang et al, 2017). In 

larger congregations, the proportion of family members and relatives within the network decreases, 

which in turn improves network diversity and gives actors more heterogeneous social resources. The 

latter are important for creating opportunities for reducing the risk of poverty. Coherent with this idea, 

recreational services increasing social interactions and opportunities to mobilize social resources 

decrease the individual probability of experiencing poverty (the estimated coefficient is -0.4 and 

highly statistical significant).  
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Social interactions between people of different socio-economic backgrounds are important in terms 

of providing information and opportunities for escape poverty. Congregation members are generally 

heterogeneous in terms of backgrounds offering opportunities for heterogeneous social interactions. 

However, there are case in which congregations develop strategies aimed to reduce heterogeneity. 

High behavior standards and prohibitions can be used to screen out members and induce higher level 

of participation among those who remain. In these congregations, even if participation is high, the 

low level of heterogeneity across members could lead to limited social capital accumulation. 

Moreover, members could also develop high level of intolerance of others precluding themselves 

from the social networks beyond the congregation (e.g. sources of information about jobs and 

services). The result is that congregation strategies implementing behavior standards and prohibitions 

can increase the individual probability of experiencing poverty. Our finding confirms this intuition 

(see Table 6). The estimated coefficient of the strictness index (measuring the strictness in terms of 

behavior standards and prohibitions) is positive (0.6) and highly statistical significant.  

Once controlled for congregation size, congregation strategies designed to reach out to nonmember 

and to integrate them into the life of the congregation do not significantly reduce poverty. 

Congregation strategies aimed to serve the needy offering welfare services also do not have a 

statistical significant impact on the members probabilities of experiencing poverty. This is probably 

because these welfare services are mainly aimed to the community and, therefore, to not-members.  

Finally, note that the inclusion of the observed congregation characteristics reduce unobserved 

heterogeneity across congregations (from 7% to 5%). However, some unobserved heterogeneity 

remains confirming that some individuals are more inclined to escape poverty than other individuals 

do simply on the basis the congregation they attend.  

6. Concluding Discussion 

We use U.S. data and a multilevel approach to evaluate whether individuals actively participating in 

the religious life of congregations have lower probabilities to experience poverty than individuals 

participating less frequent and less energetically. Our findings indicate that participation in the 

religious life of congregations is negatively correlated to the probability of experiencing poverty. In 

particular, we find that involvement in church school as well as in social groups decreases the 

probability of experiencing poverty. As possible explanation, we can observe that these activities 

promote social interactions and social capital accumulation leading, at the end, to reduce the risk of 

poverty. We also find that long-term commitment to congregations is important to construct social 

relations and consolidate them. In fact, we find that longer memberships are positive associated with 

decreases in the probability of experiencing poverty.  
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The reader could be concerned about possible self-selection problems. Richer people may have more 

resources for participating in the religious life of congregations (e.g. income to give to the 

congregation in order to satisfy some behavior standards). Moreover, people who benefit of income 

opportunities offered by the religion network may be more likely to stay in the congregation than 

those who do not. There could be self-selection bias in both those who join the congregation and 

those who remain members of the congregation. However, we can argue that one general feature is 

that the poor have a lower opportunity cost of time and a lower stock of financial and physical capital 

than the rich. Since social interaction is time intensive, and since social capital can substitute, at least 

partially, private capital, the poor should choose to rely more upon social interaction than the better 

off. According with this argument, the poor people should participate more actively to the religious 

life of congregation than the non-poor people. This is the reason why we believe that the self-selection 

bias argument reinforces our conclusions. However, future availability of panel data could help in 

shedding light on how participation (and social capital accumulation) today affect participation and, 

therefore, poverty tomorrow. 

We also focus on congregations as active players able to design strategies influencing the risk of 

poverty. In order to assess the importance of such strategies, we disentangle the role of observed and 

unobserved heterogeneity at congregation level (controlling for unobserved heterogeneity at 

denomination level). We find some important results. First, we find that individuals in small 

congregations have larger probabilities of experiencing poverty than individuals attending medium-

large congregations. This result confirms the idea that individuals with larger networks are able to go 

beyond their immediate social circle in order to establish contact with external actors and mobilize 

high quality resources. Second, congregations offering recreational services, increasing social 

interactions and opportunities to mobilize social resources, decrease the individual probability of 

experiencing poverty. Third, congregation strategies implementing behaviour standards and 

prohibitions (used to screening out members) increase the individual probability of experiencing 

poverty. On one hand, these strategies can reduce heterogeneity across members limiting social 

capital accumulation and, on the other hand, they can enhance intolerance of others precluding 

individuals from the social networks beyond the congregation (also sources of social capital).  

We conclude underling the possible roles of public policies in promoting congregation strategies able 

to reduce the risk of poverty. For example, subsides for organizing recreational services can foster 

social interactions and, at the end, reduce the risk of poverty. In the same way, tax-incentives for 

increasing congregation size could also have positive effects in reducing the probability of 
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experiencing poverty. Finally, congregations should be encouraged to increasing the heterogeneity 

across members avoiding to develop a specific focus on some socio-economic group.   
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Table 1. Congregations by denomination 

 Denomination 

 American Baptist Churches 

 Disciples of Christ 

 Episcopal Church 

Mainline Protestant Lutheran 

denominations Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 

 United Methodist Church 

 Presbyterian Church USA 

 Unitarian 

 United Church of Christ 

Catholic denomination Roman Catholic Church 

 Seventh-day Adventist 

 Baptist 

 Conservation Baptist Association of Ame 

 Free Will Baptist 

 National Baptist Convention 

 Southern Baptist 

 Christian & Missionary Alliances 

Conservative Protestant Churches of Christ 

denominations Anderson Church of God 

 Church of the Nazarene 

 Foursquare Gospel 

 Lutheran Church, Missouri Synod 

 Pentecostal 

 Assemblies of God 

 Conservative Christian 

 Non-denominational Evangelical 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics: worshipers (year is 2001) 

    Weekly  Occasional 

Worshipers  All Worshipers  Worshipers 

Demographics:       

All 100 82.78% 17.22% 

age is less than 25 years 7.24 6.76 9.52 

age is 25-44 33.20 31.02 44.22 

age is 45-54 21.80 21.82 22.01 

age is 55-64 16.08 16.75 12.87 

age is 65+ 21.68 23.66 11.37 

Female 59.99% 60.45% 58.00% 

Have children living at home aged 0-6 6.97% 6.28% 10.38% 

Have children living at home aged 7-12 13.56% 13.16% 15.74% 

ethnic group is White or Caucasian 76.26 77.57 71.28 

ethnic group is Black or African American 5.80 5.67 6.51 

ethnic group is  Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 11.01 10.09 14.64 

ethnic group is Asian or Pacific islander 4.28 4.11 4.58 

other ethnic groups (including American Native) 2.66 2.56 2.99 

Less than high school completion (population aged 25 or more) 5.97 5.88 5.70 

High school completion (population aged 25 or more) 31.67 32.66 26.70 

Trade certification (population aged 25 or more) 6.70 6.60 7.07 

Associate's degree (population aged 25 or more) 11.81 11.77 12.10 

Bachelor's degree (population aged 25 or more) 27.05 26.64 29.40 

Graduate's degree (population aged 25 or more) 16.79 16.44 19.02 

Married 68.03% 69.09% 63.44% 

Active  57.71% 55.85% 67.41% 

Born in another English-speaking country (not USA) 3.86% 3.69% 4.28% 

Born in a non-English-speaking country 7.57% 6.90% 10.03% 

Povety rate  9.77% 9.26% 11.46% 

Unemployed rate  3.08 2.90 3.70 

Affiliations       

Catholic 24.40 23.96 26.51 

Mainline Protestant 35.93 36.23 34.51 

Conservative Protestant 39.67 39.81 38.98 

Church involvement:       

Attending current church less than 1 year 10.57 8.74 19.35 

Attending current church 1-2 years  11.54 10.85 14.91 

Attending current church 3-5 years  16.64 16.43 17.67 

Attending current church 6-10 years 16.41 16.72 15.10 

Attending current church 11-20  17.97 18.62 14.92 

Attending current church 20 plus 26.87 28.65 18.05 

Involved in small groups 77.68 88.25 36.23 

   Involved in Sunday school, church school, or Sabbath school 26.13% 29.44% 11.15% 

   Involved in prayer, discussion, or Bible study groups 22.10% 25.57% 6.15% 

   Involved in fellowships, clubs, or other social groups 29.45% 33.24% 11.92% 

Participation in community service 19.64% 21.95% 8.94% 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics: congregations (year is 2001) 

Congregation characteristics  

Affiliations   

Catholic 24.62 

Mainline Protestant 44.00 

Conservative Protestant 31.38 

Size:   

% People (children and adults) regularly participating [1-100] -small congregations 18.0 

% People (children and adults) regularly participating (100-400]- medium congregation 38.7 

% More than 400 people (children and adults) regularly participating  - large congregations 43.3 

Strictness:    

Strictness index (mean number of prohibitions reported/7) - see note 1 0.32 

   Strictness index if congregation is small (100 participants or less) 0.37 

   Strictness index if congregation is large(400 participants or more) 0.28 

Congregational programs:    

Number of worship services offered each week 4.69 

outreach activities index (mean number of outreach activities reported /14) - see note 2 0.52 

   outreach activities index if congregation is small (100 participants or less) 0.43 

   outreach activities index if congregation is large (400 participants or more) 0.53 

Follow-up index 0.33 

   Follow-up index  if congregation is small (100 participants or less) 0.31 

   Follow-up index  if congregation is large (400 participants or more) 0.32 

welfare services index (mean number of community welfare services reported/16) - see note 3 0.28 

   welfare services index  if congregation is small (100 participants or less) 0.15 

   welfare services index  if congregation is large (400 participants or more) 0.36 

recreational services (mean number of community recreational services reported/4) - see note 4 0.40 

   recreational services if congregation is small (100 participants or less) 0.19 

   recreational services if congregation is large (400 participants or more) 0.53 

Financial situation:    

total congregational budget (TCB) per  participant (US$) 973 

   TCB per  participant if congregation is medium-small (<400 participants) 1079 

   TCB per  participant if congregation is lagel (400 participants or more) 839 

 

Note: 
 1. Seven possible prohibitions: homosexual behavior; unmarried adults living together; drinking alcohol; gambling; prohibitions 
against members smoking; how much money people give to the congregation; and what people eat 
 2. 14 possible outreach activities: encouraged people to invite others, established or maintained a website; letters sent to visitors, 
mailing flyers or newsletters, neighborhood activity, newspaper/magazine ads, worship or public event to bring people in, telephoning 
visitors, telephone book ads,  visiting visitors, recruitment committee, contact people new to the area, email visitors, radio/TV ads, 
community survey. 
 3. 16 possible welfare services: emergency relief, counseling/support groups, housing for seniors, other senior programs (not housing), 
health-related programs, other welfare/service activities,  political/justice work,  abuse/recovery programs, voter registration, prison 
ministry, housing for others (not seniors), care for people with disabilities, community organizing,  immigrant support services 
environmental activities, activities for the unemployed. 
 4. Four possible community services: sporting activities or teams; arts, music, or cultural activities or programs; hobby or craft groups; 
other social, recreational, or leisure activities 
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Table 4. Evaluation of the importance of clustering 

The null model             

poverty (t) 2-levels model 3-levels  model 

  coef  std err coef  std err 

constant -2.437 ** 0.048 1.705 ** 0.076 

level congregation: 𝜎  0.682 ** 0.002 0.588 ** 0.064 

level denomination: 𝜎        0.218 ** 0.051 

icc_congregation 17.2%     14.4%     

icc_denomination       5.3%     

Log likelihood -22220     -22178     

**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 
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Table 5. Estimates (individual determinants only) 

Dependent variable is Model 1 

poverty Coef.   SE 

Individuals partecipation in the religious life of congregations      

Attending current church less than 1 year reference group 

Attending current church 1-2 years  -0.210 ** 0.039 

Attending current church 3-5 years  -0.298 ** 0.071 

Attending current church 6-10 years -0.398 ** 0.060 

Attending current church 11-20 years -0.405 ** 0.071 

Attending current church 20 years or more -0.386 ** 0.095 

Going to worship services at this congregation weekly or more  0.041  0.035 

Involved in Sunday school, church school, or Sabbath school -0.065  0.038 

Involved in prayer, discussion, or Bible study groups -0.014  0.040 

Involved in fellowships, clubs, or other social groups  -0.183 ** 0.028 

Participation in community service 0.028  0.043 

Individual socio-demographic characteristics      

age is less than 25 years reference group 

age is 25-44 -0.649 ** 0.080 

age is 45-54 -0.918 ** 0.067 

age is 55-64 -1.183 ** 0.060 

age is 65+ -0.834 ** 0.044 

Female 0.349 ** 0.040 

Less than high school completion (population aged 25 or more) reference group 

High school completion (population aged 25 or more) -0.563 ** 0.035 

Trade certification (population aged 25 or more) -0.742 ** 0.069 

Associate's degree (population aged 25 or more) -1.145 ** 0.081 

Bachelor's degree (population aged 25 or more) -1.452 ** 0.061 

Graduate's degree (population aged 25 or more) -1.998 ** 0.136 

married -1.306 ** 0.067 

Have children living at home aged 0-6 0.679 ** 0.077 

Have children living at home aged 7-12 0.701 ** 0.055 

active  -0.777 ** 0.044 

ethnic group is White or Caucasican  reference group 

ethnic group is Black or African American 0.378 ** 0.116 

ethnic group is  Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin 0.570 ** 0.103 

ethnic group is Asian or Pacific islander 0.343 ** 0.098 

other ethnic groups (including American Native) 0.474 ** 0.116 

Born in another English-speaking country (not USA) 0.625 ** 0.103 

Born in a non-English-speaking country 0.868 ** 0.097 

Constant 0.024 ** 0.002 

level congregation: 𝜎  0.261 ** 0.047 

level denomination: 𝜎  0.036 ** 0.006 

icc_congregation 7.3%     

icc_denomination 1.0%     

Log likelihood   -17215     
 **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05  
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Table 6. Estimates (individual and congregation determinants) 

Dependent variable is  Model 2 

Poverty Coef.   SE 

Individuals partecipation in the religious life of congregations      

Attending current church less than 1 year  reference group 

Attending current church 1-2 years  -0.206 ** 0.049 

Attending current church 3-5 years  -0.336 ** 0.081 

Attending current church 6-10 years -0.440 ** 0.066 

Attending current church 11-20 years -0.410 ** 0.086 

Attending current church 20 years or more -0.431 ** 0.095 

Going to worship services at this congregation weekly or more  0.038  0.040 

Involved in Sunday school, church school, or Sabbath school -0.135 ** 0.045 

Involved in prayer, discussion, or Bible study groups -0.017  0.042 

Involved in fellowships, clubs, or other social groups  -0.172 ** 0.029 

Participation in community service 0.028  0.053 

individual socio-demographic covariates yes  yes 

Congregation attributes      

People (children and adults) regularly participating [1-100] -small congregations 0.566 ** 0.090 
More than 400 people (children and adults) regularly participating  - large 
congregations -0.288 ** 0.080 

Number of worship services offered each week 0.001  0.003 

outreach activities index  -0.107  0.146 

welfare services index 0.278  0.203 

recreational services index -0.384 ** 0.095 

Follow-up index -0.110  0.192 

Strictness index 0.606 ** 0.122 

total congregational budget (TCB) per  participant (US$) -2E-04 ** 0.000 

Constant 0.322 * 0.147 

level congregation: 𝜎  0.169 ** 0.017 

level denomination: 𝜎  0.036 ** 0.011 

icc_congregation 4.8%     

icc_denomination 1.0%     

Log likelihood  -14826     
 **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; the list of the individual socio-demographic covariates is reported in Table 5.  

 


