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Abstract: This study examines differences in expenditure patterns and 
characteristics of households giving to religion (religiously committed 
households) versus households not giving to religion. In addition, 
expenditure patterns and demographic characteristics are examined 
among religious givers based on four categories of percent of income 
given to religion. A permanent income measure represents households’ 
perceived incomes and controls for large income variations and skewness. 
Descriptive statistics and parametric and nonparametric statistical tests 
are used to examine differences among households. Significant differences 
in demographics are found among households at different levels of giving 
to religion. Also, per dollar of income spent on tobacco and alcohol, as 
well as health and life insurance expenditures, differ between households 
giving to religion and households not giving to religion. No differences 
in percent of income spent are found between these two groups for 
“pleasure” and “necessity” items. Households with the highest percent 
of income given to religion give more to charities compared to households 
not giving to religion. This study offers significant evidence of the impact of 
faith on marketplace behavior, especially in charitable giving and family 
health and welfare. JEL Codes: D12, E21, Z12. Keywords:  Religiosity, 
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household expenditures, household characteristics, CEX data, permanent 
income hypothesis.

1 Religiosity and Marketplace Behavior

The influence of religiosity in the political arena, charitable giving 
and in the broader marketplace continues to garner increased 
attention in the United States (Fillinger 2013; Bekkers and 

Wiepking 2011). Religiosity has been shown to be an important antecedent 
of marketplace behavior (Brooks 2004; Iannacone 2010; Lindridge 2005). 
Vitell, Paolillo and Singh (2005) conclude that religiosity is an important 
construct for scholars across disciplines in the behavioral sciences and 
they call for more interdisciplinary research regarding religiosity and its 
impact on behavior. Although research across disciplines has examined 
marketplace behavior in various settings, one important question remains: 
do religiously-committed households spend differently than households 
that are not religiously committed?  In other words, do we see their faith 
acted out in larger patterns of consumption compared to the general 
populace?  Further, if so, how do they differ?  Are the households different 
demographically?  Most importantly, does their commitment to religion 
translate into a larger pattern of differences in household expenditures? 

Recent evidence of increased interest in and expression of faith 
underscores the need for further research into the expenditure patterns of 
religious households. In a recent Gallup Poll (Zuesse 2014), the percentage 
of individuals identifying themselves as “very religious” increased in 
nearly every U.S. state from 2013. This trend was true for traditionally 
“non-religious” states as well; for example, 22 percent of Vermont 
residents classified themselves as “very religious” this year, as opposed 
to 19 percent last year. Mississippi’s numbers rose to 61 percent from 58 
percent in the previous year. Further,  the percentage of Americans who 
describe themselves as “very religious” has increased from 38 percent to 
41 percent while only 28 percent of Americans described themselves as 
“nonreligious” compared to 31 percent in 2013 (Zuesse 2014). 
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The growing influence of religiosity on household behavior is also 
demonstrated through the growth of churches. Overall, megachurches 
(membership of 2,000 or more) are growing rapidly. Not only are individual 
megachurches growing in membership (Fillinger 2013); they are also 
growing in sheer numbers. In 2000, there were 600 megachurches; today 
there are over 1,600 and growing (Crosby 2013). As far as membership, 
megachurches have seen at least a three percent increase every year over 
the past five years (Fillinger 2013). Finally, giving among megachurch 
attenders was up six percent in 2012 over 2011 giving (Fillinger 2013). 

Given the size and growth of the religious household segment and its 
potential impact in the marketplace, the influence of faith on household 
spending is of considerable interest to practitioners, policymakers and 
academe across social science disciplines and deserves further attention. 
Research has examined the impact of religiosity in a variety of specific 
product contexts. For example, religiosity has been found to be a significant 
indicator of  charitable giving (Showers, Showers, Beggs and Cox 2011) 
and Esso and Dibb (2004) found evidence of the influence of religious 
affiliation over a cross-section of faiths (Hindu, Muslim and Catholic) on 
shopping behavior for televisions. Assadi (2003) concludes that consumer 
choices are generally influenced by their religious environments and 
Iannaccone (2010) specifically notes that, “…the heart of the Christian 
approach is a comprehensive way of life shaped by biblical principles 
and spiritual values” (p. 2). Further research is needed to fully understand 
the impact of faith or religiosity on marketplace behavior across a more 
comprehensive set of expenditure categories and households. 

 
2 The Research Question  

 
In this study, using Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX) data, we identify 
contributions to religion as a behavioral indicant of religiosity or religious 
commitment, or, essentially, an intrinsic, religious commitment. While 
CEX data does not include any measure of self-reported religiosity or even 
religious affiliation, actual religious contributions offer a rigorous indicant 
of religiosity (religious commitment) with significant face validity. To 
the extent that religious contributions reflect one’s commitment to faith 
and following core belief systems, e.g., tithing, they should correlate 
significantly with an intrinsic religious commitment. Specifically, this 
study examines the relationship between religious giving and expenditure 
patterns in U.S. households. This research also provides a descriptive 
examination of expenditures across a comprehensive set of product/service 
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categories for a significant sample of U.S. consumers (2,406 households in 
the 2012 CEX panel data).

The primary research question of this study is “do the expenditure 
patterns of U.S. households giving to religion (religiously committed 
households) differ from households not giving to religion?”  Additionally, 
do the demographics of households giving to religion differ significantly 
from the demographics of households not giving to religion?  For example, 
James and Sharp (2007) conclude that households that give to religion 
exclusively (no contributions to any other categories of charitable giving) 
tend to be lower income, lower education households. Mixed givers (those 
who gave to both religion and other charitable giving categories), however, 
were higher income households, predominately married households, and 
the most well educated households over both exclusively secular givers and 
exclusively religious givers. The results of this study provide an important 
building block to not only understanding religiosity and characteristics 
of households but also exploring the impact of religiosity on marketplace 
behavior. 

3 Methodology 
 
3.1 Operationalizing Religiosity 
This study examines annual religious giving expenditures as a percent of 
a household’s perceived income as a measure of religiosity. This measure 
reflects religious commitment based on expenditure data across four 
quarters. Actual religious giving expenditures over four quarters provide 
a stronger alternative to internal, self-report measures that only examine 
a single moment in time. This pattern of giving likely reflects intrinsic 
commitments. Further, expenditures make intrinsic motivation explicit. 
Individuals who spend their money over a period of time toward specific 
goods or services are “putting their money where their heart is,” whether 
that is in support of their faith, a cause, or even personal enjoyment or 
utility gain. 

To calculate the giving as a percent of perceived income measure, 
total expenditure is used as a proxy for a household’s perceived income. 
Friedman (1957) argued under the permanent income hypothesis that 
consumers spend based on their expected or perceived income and that 
permanent consumption is proportional to permanent income. Because of 
the diversity in the sources of income among households (work, pensions, 
interest and dividends, social security, and so on), accurate measures of 
a household’s perceived income based on revenue inflow is problematic. 
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For example, expenditures by younger households are aided by borrowing 
from lending agencies and are often based on the household members’ 
expectations of a certain future income flow; however, expenditures by 
older households may be aided, more likely, by their savings and returns on 
savings when annual employment income flow is expected to be minimal. 
So, for some items, expenditure amounts may not differ substantially even 
though the actual reported before (or after) tax household income differs 
greatly. In addition, since this study concentrates on household behavior 
patterns across giving levels and not relative to tithe (e.g., 10 percent of 
“income”), the volatility from using strictly an inflow measure of income 
could misrepresent the amount of religious giving, as a percent of after- 
or before-tax income is decreased. Based on this argument, the terms 
“religious giving as a percent of income” or “… as a percent of perceived 
income” (RGPI) will be used interchangeably and will be calculated as:

              
(1)

3.2 The Data
The data used for this study were obtained from the interview portion 
of the 2012 Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX) (BLS 2013). The 
2012 data was the latest year available at the time of this research and 
was believed to be far enough removed from the economic downturn 
and financial collapse in 2008-09 to represent more stable economic 
conditions for U.S. households. The 2012 data, therefore, is assumed 
to be representative for examining household consumption behavior. 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ interviews are conducted quarterly with 
around 5,000 households, and in each quarter a portion of the households 
interviewed in the previous quarter drop out. Only households interviewed 
in four consecutive quarters, therefore, were included in the analysis. 
After identifying these households, data representing an entire year of 
expenditures and religious giving from 2,406 households were obtained 
and used in this study. 
 
4 Descriptive Results and Analysis

4.1 Descriptive Results
Table 1 provides an overall descriptive view of the households in this study. 
Means or proportions of selected household characteristics are provided 
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for all 2,406 households that were interviewed for four consecutive 
quarters during 2012. Standard deviations and medians are also provided. 
In addition, these descriptive statistics are provided for both households 
not giving to religion and for those that gave to religious organizations. 
A majority of the households studied did not give to any religious 
organization (58 percent). Mean before-tax income for all households 
was $65,601 with those contributing to religious organizations having a 
substantially higher before tax income of nearly $76,881. Median income 
was also higher by $8000. In addition, total expenditures for households 
giving to religious organizations ($56,581) were higher than the mean for 
non-givers ($45,742), with the mean total expenditure for all households of 
$50,301. The household characteristics’ median values are generally lower 
than their respective means (except for age and education of households 
giving to religion). This is especially evident for total expenditures, before-
tax income, and the dollar amounts given to both religious and charitable 
organizations. The mean amounts given to religion and charity by all 
households were $1,155 and $474, respectively, while median amounts for 
both giving categories were zero. Mean giving to religious organizations 
by only the “giving” households was $2,747 with a median of $900. These 
religiously-committed households gave a mean difference of nearly $200 
more to charitable organizations than households not giving to religion 
($584 and $394, respectively), while median contributions to charities by 
both groups were zero. 

Minimum and maximum values were also examined for all the 
household characteristics, providing evidence that a wide variety of 
households and their life stages are represented. The average household 
was found to be somewhat mature in age and life stage with the head of 
the household’s mean age at 52.5 years and the mean number of children 
less than 1. Forty percent of the households have household heads aged 
40 to 59, while 34 percent are at least 60 years old and only 26 percent are 
less than 40 years old. Consistent with past findings (Kinnaman and Lyons 
2007), the less-than-40-years-old head of the household group makes up a 
much lower percentage (18 percent) of those households that contribute to 
religious organizations. This same age group represented 31 percent of all 
of the households that did not give to a religious organization. 

The overall mean number of earners per household is 1.30 earners. Also, 
it was found that of those households that gave to a religious organization, 
the mean amount given to religion as a percent of total expenditure (i.e., 
our permanent or perceived income measure) was 4.8 percent. While the 
median was only 2 percent, when amount given to religion was examined 
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relative to before-tax income instead of total expenditures, the skewness 
of the data was even greater for the same group of households. Also, for 
all households the standard deviation in percent given to religion was 
substantially higher using before-tax income as the denominator. These 
findings appear to support the use of total expenditures as a more stable 
metric for estimating amount of religious giving as a percent of perceived 
income. 

Interestingly, while mean years of education of a single head of 
household or of the highest education level between spouses was only 
slightly different between all households and only households that gave to 
religion, median years of education were 13 and 14, respectively. Finally, 
while 54 percent of all the households were made up of married couples, 
married households in the religious giving group made up 63 percent of 
that group. 

4.2 Empirical Analysis of Household Characteristics
To more closely examine differences in the demographics of households 
by their level of commitment, the means of the household characteristics 
provided in Table 1 are disaggregated further into five categories of giving 
as a percent of total household expenditures (0 percent, 0.01-1 percent, 
1.01-3 percent, 3.01-5 percent, and over 5 percent) and provided in Table 
2. The proportions are also disaggregated for the categorized age and 
marriage variables. The giving categories were determined with some 
continuity in mind, but were primarily driven by the desire to maintain 
reasonable sample sizes in each group. Households that did not give 
anything to religious organizations had the lowest mean total expenditures, 
before tax income, age of the household head, and years of education. 
Interestingly, it was not found that average incomes and expenditures 
increased as percent of income to religious organizations increased. The 
highest average before tax income was found to be in the 0.01 to 1 percent 
giving category where the mean was $86,932. Analysis of variance with 
pairwise comparison tests found mean before tax income for the 0.01 to 
1 percent giving category to be significantly greater than in the 3.01 to 5 
percent and over 5 percent giving groups, as well as the 0 percent giving 
category (at 5 percent significance). Similarly, average total household 
expenditure was significantly greater for the 0.01 to 1 percent giving 
category than all the other groups. Comparable findings were found using 
distribution-free non-parametric tests on medians.

Household size and number of children fluctuated very little across all 
five categories, although the families that gave 0.01 to 1 percent of their 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of 2012 CEX household characteristics. 

 Characteristic 

All Households 
(n = 2406) 

Did not Give 
to a Rel. Org. 

(n = 1394) 

      Gave to 
        Rel. Org. 
        (n = 1012) 

Mean Std. Dev. Median         Mean 
         (Median) 

Number of Earners 1.30 0.98 1.00 1.29  
(1.00) 

1.32  
(1.00) 

Total Household 
Expenditures (Perm. Inc.)a $50,300.76 $35,549.86 $41,050.90 $45,741.85 

($38,035.25) 
$56,580.52 

($45874.55) 

Number of Children 0.64 1.10 0.00 0.64 
(0.00) 

0.64 
(0.00) 

Percent of Total Expenditures 
to Religious Organizations 2.01% 6.30% 0.00% 0.00% 

(0.00%) 
4.79% 

(2.04%) 

Percent of Before Tax 
Income to Religious Org. 2.05% 9.57% 0.00% 0.00% 

(0.00%) 
4.86% 

(1.70%) 

Age (of Household Head) 52.56 16.78 52.00 49.99 
(50.00) 

56.11 
(56.50) 

Years of Education (Max of 
Household Head or Spouse) 13.50 1.93 13.00 13.32 

(13.00) 
13.70 

(14.00) 

Household Size 2.55 1.52 2.00 2.50 
(2.00) 

2.63 
(2.00) 

Before Tax Income $65,601.18 $58,796.13 $48,873.78 $61,984.66 
($45,249.83) 

$76,880.96 
($56,824.00) 

Amount to Religious Org. $1155.28 $5907.65 $0.00 $0.00 
($0.00) 

$2,746.65 
($900.00) 

Amount to Charity $474.22 $2252.18 $0.00 $394.43 
(0.00) 

$584.13 
(0.00) 

 Proportion               Proportion 

Household Head 
< 40 Years Old 0.257    0.311 0.183 

Household Head 
40-59 Years Old  0.401    0.400 0.401 

Household Head                       
≥ 60 Years Old 0.342    0.289 0.416 

Married 0.539    0.471 0.634 

a. Total Expenditure represents a household’s permanent or perceived income in this study.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of 2012 CEX household characteristics.
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perceived income to religious organizations were largest in size with a 
mean of 2.92 (and median of 3) family members. The only variable that 
trended upward as percent of income given to religion increased (outside 
of the obvious, average amount given to religion and percent of income 
given) was age. Mean age was similar for both the 0 percent and 0.01 
to 1 percent giving categories at 49.99 and 50.86, respectively, while 
increasing substantially to 56.19 years for the 1.01 to 3 percent group, 
59.26 years for the 3.01 to 5 percent group and 60.92 years for the over 5 
percent group. Both mean and distribution-free median tests found that the 
household groups with over 1 percent giving had significantly older heads 
of households than the 0percent and 0.01 to 1 percent giving groups. Also 
median age for those giving over 5 percent of their perceived income to 
religion was greater than the households making up the two categories 1.01 
to 3 percent and 3.01 to 5 percent giving. These findings would support 
the argument that as households mature, their spiritual growth and fewer 
expenditure demands and trade-offs (college, children, mortgages, etc…) 
create or allow for opportunities to give more to religion, in both dollar 
amount and relative to the household’s income level. 

The amount of charitable contributions across the percent of income 
to religion categories was not well defined, in terms of revealing a 
consistent pattern. In some cases, households give to charities as part of 
their perceived church offering or tithe. In other cases, households give 
their tithe first and then give to charities above and beyond what they 
consider a contribution to religion (James and Jones, 2011; Johnson and 
Cornell, 1972). And of course, as evidenced by the data, many households 
giving to religion will choose to only contribute to religious organizations 
and give nothing directly to charities. This varying degree of commitment 
to charities by those giving to religion may explain why significant 
differences in means were not found among all five giving categories. A 
difference in charitable giving was found, however, when median giving 
to charities was examined, but only between households not giving to 
religion (median = $0) and households giving more than 5 percent of their 
perceived income to religion (median = $60). Variances in amount given 
to charities were large within each category contributing to the lack of 
significant differences in means, in spite of the fact that sample means in 
the two top percent of giving categories were over twice as much as the 
three lower categories. In addition, each of the first four giving categories 
representing 0 percent to 5 percent given to religion had at least half of 
the households contributing nothing to charities. The opportunity cost 
concept, at least in terms of utility, would suggest that households giving 
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no or a very small percentage of income to religion might value charities 
more highly and, therefore, allocate more dollars, either in amount or as a 
percent of income, on average, to non-religious charities. To some extent 
this was found to be true among the lower giving-to-religion categories. 
It was found that the non-givers to religion gave as much to charity as 
those giving 0.01 to 1 percent and 1.01 to 3 percent; however, non-givers 
to religion had substantially lower incomes, on average. This argument, 
however, did not hold when compared to households in the highest percent 
of income to religion category. Accounting for both income differences and 
skewness of the data across all giving categories, a distribution-free test on 
the percent of income given to charity found that the greater than 5 percent 
of income to religion category also had a significantly higher proportion of 
income given to charities compared to the three lowest giving categories. 
This may suggest that households who value contributions to religion very 
highly (i.e., giving more than 5 percent of their income to religion), also 
place a high utility value on their contributions to charitable organizations. 
This may be reflective of an inclination toward tithing.

Mean years of education was not found to differ among any of the 
giving categories, including non-givers to religion. When examining 
medians, however, the greater than 5 percent giving category was found 
to exceed the education level of non-givers (14 years versus 13 years). 
Also, it was found that of households not giving to religion, about 47 
percent were married and around 40 percent had a household head aged 
40 to 59, with the remaining proportion of households split fairly evenly 
between less than 40 years and 60 years old or more. While the percent 
of married households was between 60 percent and 67 percent across the 
four groups who gave to religion, the proportion of households differed 
substantially for the three age groupings. For households with the head 
of household 60 years or older, the percent falling into a specific giving 
category ranged from 28 percent for 0.01 to 1 percent giving to 56 percent 
for greater than 5 percent giving. Also, about 47 percent of the households 
giving 0.01 to 1 percent of their income to religion have household heads 
aged 40 to 59, while this age group makes up only 30 percent of the over 
5 percent of income to religion category. Each of the three highest giving 
to religion categories are made up of only 13 to 17 percent of households 
with heads of household less than 40 years old. While consistent with the 
mean and median examination of the age variable, the proportions by age 
group provide further insight into the overall distribution of the age data. 
The proportions falling into each age group show an inverted u-shape for 
both the non-giving and lowest percent giving categories while illustrating 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of 2012 CEX household characteristics, 
               by percent of income given to religious organizations. 

        Percent of Total Household Expenditures Given to Religious Organizationsa 

Household 
Characteristics 

 
0% 

(n=1394) 

0.01%  
to 1% 

(n=338) 

1.01%  
to 3% 

(n=265) 

3.01%  
to 5% 

(n=132) 
> 5% 

(n=277) 

   Mean   

Number of Earners 1.29 1.54 1.31 1.19 1.12 

Total Household 
Expenditures 
(Perm. Inc.) 

$45,741.85 $63,535.81 $55,124.77 $51,455.75 $51,928.37 

Number of 
Children 0.64 0.84 0.58 0.56 0.50 

Percent of Total 
Exp. to Religious 

Organizations 
0.00% 0.40% 1.81% 3.89% 13.36% 

Percent of Before 
Tax Inc. to Rel. 
Organizations 

   0.00% 0.44% 1.86% 3.87% 13.61% 

Age (of Household 
Head) 49.99 50.86 56.19 59.26 60.92 

Years of Education 
(Max of Household 

Head or Spouse) 
13.32 13.56 13.76 13.92 13.88 

Size of Household 2.50 2.92 2.59 2.52 2.36 

Before Tax Income $61,984.66 $86,931.73 $73,378,98 $71,370.50 $70,593.04 

Amount to 
Religious Org. $0.00 $278.49 $975.46 $1,997.41 $7,809.84 

Amount to 
Charities 

 
$394.43 $388.13 $393.59 $802.70 $901.41 

 

   
Proportion 

  

Household Head   
< 40 years 0.311 0.254 0.166 0.129 0.137 

 

Household Head 
40-59 years  

0.400 0.467 0.434 0.371 0.303 
 

Household Head    
≥ 60 years 

0.289 0.278 0.400 0.500 0.560 

Married 0.471 0.666 0.608 0.598 0.639 

a. The interval length of the categories representing percent of income given to religion above the 0% given to religion category 
were established with some continuity in mind (e.g., 2 percent), but were primarily determined with the desire to maintain  
reasonable sample sizes in each category.  
 
  

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of 2012 CEX household characteristics, 
by percent of income given to religious organizations. 
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an upward trend for the two highest percent of income given to religion 
categories.

The findings here involving income, age and education appear to be 
consistent with many of the findings from past studies on religious giving, 
as summarized by Lincoln, Morrissey and Mundey (2008). With some 
ambiguity from education, there was still some evidence of religious givers 
being more educated (when examining medians). Also, a household’s 
percent of income to religion tends to increase as households age, and 
households in the higher percent of income given to religion categories 
tend to have lower incomes, on average, than the lowest and most popular 
giving to religion category, 0.01 to 1 percent. Finally, the data supports the 
use of a permanent income measure (i.e., total expenditure) for developing 
a relative expenditures variable since it would appear to provide less 
skewness and variability within each of the giving categories compared to 
using before tax income.

4.3 Empirical Analysis of Household Expenditures
Given the numerous characteristic differences among households across 
the five percent of income given to religion categories, one might expect 
these differences to extend into expenditure behavior of households, as 
well. Table 3 provides, mean values of selected expenditure items across the 
five percent giving categories along with all households giving to religion. 
The expenditure items range from the so-called “sin” items (tobacco and 
alcohol), pleasure related items (entertainment and food away from home), 
necessary goods (apparel and mortgage interest  for housing), to security 
for self or family (health insurance, life insurance, and contributions to 
retirement pension plans for only households whose reference person 
is less than 60 years old). Since income levels are substantially higher 
for households giving to religion, it is not surprising that simple two 
group t-tests between “all givers” and “non-givers” found mean absolute 
expenditure amounts for the expenditure items entertainment, food away 
from home, health insurance, life insurance, contributions to retirement 
plans, and apparel to be significantly higher for the “giving to religion” 
households. On the other hand, even with greater average household 
income, dollar expenditures on tobacco and alcohol were significantly less 
for the “giving to religion” households ($170 versus $391 and $284 versus 
$408, respectively). 

Using analysis of variance and follow-up mean contrast tests to examine, 
more specifically, each of the four “giving” categories against the non-
giving households, it was found that the two giving categories with the 
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highest average incomes usually spent significantly more than non-givers 
to religion on most of the goods and services studied, except for tobacco 
and alcohol. This was true for entertainment, food away from home, health 
insurance, life insurance, contributions to retirement plans, and apparel. 
Only the 0.01 to 1 percent category had significantly higher expenditures 
on mortgage interest and for the three security items, significant mean 
differences from those not giving to religion extended to all four “giving” 
groups. Households in the 0.01 to 1 percent giving group, for example, 
spent, on average, around $1000 more on entertainment, $800 more on 
food away from home, almost $3000 more on contributions to retirement 
pension, $500 more on apparel, and over $1500 more on mortgage interest 
per year versus the non-givers to religion households. Again, this is not 
surprising given the mean before tax income for the lowest “giving-to-
religion” household group was around $25,000 more than the “no-giving-
to-religion” household group. 

Perhaps some of the most interesting findings from examining absolute 
expenditures were from the fact that while all four “giving” categories 
had significantly less tobacco expenditures than households not giving to 
religion, only the two highest levels of religiosity groups, 3.01 to 5 percent 
and greater than 5 percent, were found to spend significantly less dollars 
on alcohol, with mean differences from non-givers of $190 and $230, 
respectively. Additionally, even though the highest religiosity group (over 
5 percent of permanent income given to religion) had the lowest income 
among the four giving groups, it had the highest average expenditure on 
both health insurance ($2924) and life insurance ($645). This could be 
reflective of later life stages. The distribution-free nonparametric Kruskal-
Wallis test with pairwise comparisons on median differences also found 
similar deviations between the four “giving” versus the “non-giving” 
groups to that of the ANOVA results. 

To control for income differences among households in the different 
“giving” categories, percent of permanent household income spent on each 
item was also examined and provided in Table 3. In contrast to examining 
dollar expenditures, two group t-tests of mean expenditures on a good or 
service as a proportion of income resulted in no significant differences 
for entertainment, food away from home, apparel, and mortgage interest. 
Significant differences, however, were still found between “giving” 
households and “non-giving” households for health insurance, life 
insurance, contributions to retirement, tobacco, and alcohol. For every 
dollar of income, households giving to religious organizations spent, on 
average, 1.21 cents more on health insurance, 0.41 cents more on life 
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insurance, and contributed 0.77 cents more to their pension. Conversely, 
these same households, on average, spent significantly less per dollar of 
income on tobacco and alcohol (0.71 and 0.38 cents lower, respectively). 
This is almost half or more of what the households not giving to religion 
spend.

Analysis of variance and non-parametric tests were also performed 
across the five specific giving categories finding support for the influence 
of religiosity on a household’s expenditure patterns as a percent of income. 
The analysis of variance procedure found that the mean amount spent per 
dollar of income was significantly greater for each of the three highest 
giving categories (1.01 percent or more) than the non-giving category 
when examining the proportion of permanent income spent on health 
insurance and life insurance. And, all four “giving” categories were found 
to be significantly lower than non-givers for per dollar of income spent on 
tobacco and alcohol. In contrast to the two group t-test discussed earlier, no 
differences were found among the five “giving/non-giving” categories for 
the proportion of a household’s permanent income directed to retirement 
contribution plans. Differences in a household’s per dollar of income spent 
on apparel were found between the two lowest “giving” households and 
“non-giving” households. The 0.01 to 1 percent and 1.01 to 3 percent of 
income given to religion households spent, on average, about 0.3 to 0.4 
cents more on apparel than those not giving to religion for every dollar of 
permanent income. Consistent with the t-tests, however, the analysis of 
variance did not find any differences in means across the five categories 
for entertainment, food away from home, and mortgage interest. As in the 
dollar expenditures case, similar findings were found when implementing 
the distribution-free Kruskal-Wallis test for median differences (with some 
additional giving categories showing differences from non-givers for this 
more robust procedure). 

5 Conclusions and Implications 

5.1 Conclusions
This study reveals significant differences in household expenditure patterns 
and demographics between those giving to religion (religiously committed 
households) and those not. Specific findings included:

1. Significant differences between those giving to religion and those 
not giving to religion were found for tobacco and alcohol in both dollar 
expenditure amount and percent of a household’s permanent income. All 
four categories representing at least some percentage of income given to 



49

religion exhibited less expenditure per dollar of income on these items 
than households who did not give to religion. This was also true for total 
dollar amount spent on tobacco and only for the 3.01 to 5 percent and over 
5 percent of income given to religion households for alcohol.

 

 
 

Table 3.  Mean expenditures and percent of total expenditures: selected goods/services,  
                by percent of total expenditures given to religious organizations, for 2012 CEX 
                households. 

  Percent of Total Expenditures Given to Religious Organizations  

 

 

0% 
0.01%  
to 1% 

1.01%  
to 3% 

3.01%  
to 5% > 5% 

 
All “Giving” 
Households 

 (n=1394) (n=338) (n=265) (n=132) (n=277) (n = 1012) 
 

Good/Service   
Mean Expenditures & Percent of Total Expenditures  

Entertainment 
$ 2146.70 3194.02a 2584.34a 2257.50 2385.36 2690.87a 

% 4.55 4.86 4.30 4.29 4.57 4.56 

Food Away 
from Home 

$ 2201.18 3028.69a 2695.15a 2606.75 2501.37 2741.98a 

% 4.59 4.57 4.57 4.43 4.53 4.54 

Health 
Insurancea 

$ 1869.49 2632.35a 2789.96a 2492.06a 2923.88a 2735.12a 

% 4.60 4.72 6.09a 5.95a 6.80a 5.81a 

Life 
Insurancea 

$ 230.86 499.19a 545.76a 621.93a 645.41a 567.42a 

% 0.47 0.62 0.85a 0.99a 1.19a 0.88a 

Contribution 
to Retirement 
Pension (Ref. 
age < 60 yrs)b 

$ 6271.61 9245.48a 8124.12a 9571.67a 8535.88a 8833.74a 

% 11.08 11.62 11.73 13.30 12.15 11.85a 

Tobaccoa 
$ 390.65 233.69a 138.29a 184.95a 116.25a 170.21a 

% 1.16 0.60a 0.42a 0.37a 0.28a 0.45a 

Alcohola 
$ 407.51 386.19 299.72 217.61a 177.42a 284.42a 

% 0.80 0.55a 0.43a 0.37a 0.28a 0.42a 

Apparel 
$ 1019.20 1585.09a 1369.35a 1106.46 1026.91 1313.38a 

% 2.03 2.46a 2.34a 1.97 1.78 2.18 

Mortgage 
Interest 

$ 2996.44 4528.63a 3299.99 3026.43 2371.23 3420.45 

% 5.15 5.82 5.27 4.78 4.18 5.09 
a  Indicates the group mean differs significantly from the 0% of income given to religion group.  Findings from 
the two group t-test between all “giving” households and “no giving” households, as well as the multiple group 
ANOVA, were generally supported by the distribution-free nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis test with some 
additional differences revealed (e.g., 0.01 to 1% group > 0% group for percent of income spent on mortgage 
interest and entertainment).   
b. Sample sizes for Contributions to Retirement Pensions include only households in which the survey reference 
person’s age is less than 60 years.  With this restriction, sample size for “all giving households” was 591 and 
sample sizes for each category from 0% giving to over 5% giving were 991, 244, 159, 66, and 122, respectively.  

2. Significant differences in both mean dollar expenditures and 
expenditures as a percent of permanent income between those giving to 
religion and those not giving to religion were found for health insurance 
and life insurance. While all four categories for percent of income given to 
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Table 3. Mean expenditures and percent of total expenditures: selected 
goods/services, by percent of total expenditures given to religious 
organizations, for 2012 CEX households. 

.
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religion were found to average greater dollar expenditures on both health 
and life insurance, controlling for income by examining means on a per 
dollar of income basis found households in only the top three “giving” 
categories (1.01-3 percent, 3.01-5 percent and over 5 percent of income 
given to religion) had higher expenditures on life insurance compared to 
households who did not give to religion.

3. Examination of expenditures on a per dollar of household income 
basis found no significant differences in expenditure patterns among all 
five categories representing percent of income given to religion (including 
those giving zero percent to religion) for contributions to pension plans, 
mortgage interest, food away from home, and entertainment.

4. The two highest percent of income to religion categories had 
significantly higher percent of income given to charities compared to 
households not giving to religion. This may indicate that households who 
value contributions to religion highly, also place a high utility value on 
their contributions to charitable organizations. This could also reflect 
households committed to the concept of tithing.

5. A majority of the households studied (58 percent)  did not give to any 
religious organization. 

6. The only variable that trended upward as percent of income given 
to religion increased (outside of the obvious, average amount given to 
religion and percent of income given) was age. These findings would 
support the argument that as households mature, spiritual growth and fewer 
expenditure demands or trade-offs (college, children, mortgages, etc…) 
allow for and create opportunities to give more to religious organizations, 
in both dollar value and relative to income levels. 

7. The less than 40 years old head of the household group makes up a 
much lower percentage (18 percent) of those households that contribute to 
religious organizations. 

8. Households giving to religion were more likely to be married 
compared to households not giving to religion (63 percent versus 47 
percent). 

9. The highest average before tax income and total expenditures 
were found to be in the 0.01 to 1percent religious giving category. Both 
means and medians of these two variables for this “giving” group were 
found to be significantly higher than for the 0 percent given to religion 
category which contained the lowest mean and median values of before 
tax income and total expenditures. Despite having the lowest income, 
average expenditure per dollar of household income by the “non-giving” 
group was greater than the 0.01 to 1 percent giving to religion group for 
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tobacco and alcohol. Average expenditure per dollar of household income 
did not differ between these two groups for the remaining expenditure 
items studied except apparel, in which the 0.01 to 1 percent group spent 
more than the 0percent group.

Our findings are generally consistent with previous research (James 
and Sharpe 2007, Showers et al. 2011) describing religious giving 
households, on average, as higher income households, predominately 
married households, and more educated (by median education) compared 
to households not giving to religion. 

5.2 Implications
The results of this study offer significant evidence of the impact of faith 
on marketplace behavior, especially in charitable giving and family health 
and welfare. We add our call to a long list of authors for more research and 
a comprehensive recognition and understanding of the influence of faith 
on all aspects of life. 

While this preliminary descriptive and analytical study suggests that 
differences appear to exist in terms of expenditure behavior between 
religiously-committed households and households who do not give to 
religion, certainly more in-depth analysis is needed, including multivariate 
analysis techniques that include controlling for various covariates, such 
as income, family size, age and education. Research is also needed to 
further isolate factors which differentiate behavior that is influenced by 
religiosity and that which is not. Social norms and perceived consequences, 
and economic or environmental influences offer many questions to be 
explored as potential covariates of expenditure allocations within a 
religiosity framework. We concur with Bekkers and Wiepking (2011) 
that longitudinal analyses are needed to better understand the impact of 
religiosity on expenditures, including charitable giving. Longitudinal 
analyses of differences in expenditures across life stages could prove 
particularly enlightening. Another area of research priority is the impact of 
major economic or social climatic shifts (e.g., 9/11, 2008 financial collapse, 
etc…) on expenditure patterns of households who give to religion versus 
those who do not give to religion. Do sudden and dramatic events change 
expenditure patterns, including specific charitable giving choices, of these 
two types of households?  The findings in this study point to the fact that 
differences do exist among households by their level of commitment 
to religion and reveal the importance of further exploring the impact of 
religious faith on marketplace and economic behavior. 

Showers et al.
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