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ABSTRACT 

In the Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith captured the key elements of a theory – later developed by 

many others – of why religion matters for behavior: self-interest, belief prevailing over belonging and a 

religion with an image of god as omnipotent, all-seeing and judging. The goal of this paper is to test this 

theory empirically by investigating how religion constrains people’s willingness to engage in free riding and 

fraud, i.e. cheating on taxes, falsely claiming government benefits, free riding on public transport and 

accepting a bribe. The most recent wave of the World Values Survey (2005-2008) is used to look into 

whether religion might be a factor shaping people’s attitudes toward free riding, and to what extent belief or 

participation make a difference. Results show that religion effectively exerts an influence mainly through 

belief in god. This effect was only found significant in those country groups that share an image of god as 

an active, punishing and judging being in contrast to an abstract and distant transcendental essence. This 

corresponds to previous literature where the conjecture is that fear of an all-seeing and punishing god alters 

the costs and benefits associated with fraudulent or immoral behavior making it less attractive. 

Keywords: religion, free riding, public goods. 
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INTRODUCTION 

That public goods provision is subject to the free rider problem is a consensus that long emerged in 

almost all social sciences. (Albanese, Van Fleet, 1985; Dawes, 1980; Groves, Ledyard, 1977; Olson 

1971; Hardin, 1968, Samuelson, 1954) From a policy perspective free riding is a real concern because 

it not only puts the funding of public goods at risk, it also undermines the legitimacy of public 

provision and erodes the willingness of others to contribute. Governments dedicate a great deal of 

effort to designing strategies to prevent or limit free riding and other sorts of fraudulent behavior. Due 

to lack of perfect monitoring, even with instruments of coercion and punishment in place, individuals 

still have an incentive to defect and profit from the efforts of others. There is however substantial 

evidence that documents people who contribute to public goods, cooperate or share with others 

voluntarily, even when given incentives to free ride. (Fehr et al, 2002; Andreoni, 1995a, 1995b, 

Sugden, 1984; Marwell, Ames, 1981) As Stiglitz put it (2000, p. 133), “more cooperative behavior is 

observed and less free riding is observed than economists’ analysis of selfish incentives would 

suggest”. The question rises as to what impels these individuals to neglect their narrow self-interest and 

commit to a common purpose, or considering the specific topic of this paper, abstain from free riding 

and fraudulent activities? Several authors have hinted at religion as a powerful social force that 

encourages individuals to override their tendency to non-cooperative or selfish behavior. (Guiso et al, 

2003; Johnson, Krüger, 2004; Ruffle, Sosis, 2004, Brooks, 2003) Using the most recent wave of the 

WVS, the goal is to examine empirically whether religion exerts an influence on people’s attitudes 

toward free riding and fraud, i.e. falsely claim government benefits, cheat on taxes, free ride on public 

transport and accept a bribe. Although religion has been shown to discourage free riding within 

religious groups, this effect might not apply to free riding behavior that is not related to the production 

of religious goods nor explicitly sanctioned by religious rules.  

Besides establishing an influence for religion, the aim is also to discover the underlying mechanism 

that shapes individuals’ tendency to engage in free riding and fraud. Is it belief in an all-seeing and 

punishing god or the threat of human reprisal that has a deterrent effect? Belief in the existence of a 

transcendental being, a god, is said to serve as an “internal moral enforcement mechanism” (Anderson, 

1988, p. 1069) that limits fraudulent or immoral behavior. An idea that was proposed by Adam Smith 

(1976 [1759]) in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, and that was later further developed by many others. 

Studying WVS data, Stark (2001) for example finds that belief in god effectively matters for behavior, 

but that its effect depends on whether god is perceived as a powerful and punishing being that is 

actively engaged in peoples’ lives. He argues that this particular image of god is not inherent to all 

religious cultures. Stark (2001) also finds that belief matters more than participation. This is a 
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surprising finding as religious participation is generally assumed to keep religious group members in 

line by strengthening their religious identity and instilling norms of proper conduct, which are then 

supervised through a system of external monitoring. (Sosis, 2006, 2000)  

This paper aims to contribute to the literature in two ways. First, it examines whether religion shapes 

attitudes toward free riding activities outside the religious realm with the 2005-2008 wave of the World 

Values Survey (WVS). This last wave includes countries from very diverse religious and cultural 

backgrounds. There are more Islamic, Eastern and African countries participating in this wave which 

allows testing the generalizability of previous findings. A second objective is to determine whether 

Stark’s findings can be confirmed with this more recent and extended dataset. Although the core of the 

present study constitutes a replication of Stark’s analysis, the goal is to take it a step further by 

examining probit regressions with added control variables instead of simple bivariate correlations. 

Otherwise the relation between religiosity and free riding might be considered spurious.  

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The following section sets out the theoretical 

framework and reviews relevant research on this issue. Section III presents the data and variables used 

in the analysis, followed by a presentation and discussion of the results in section IV.  
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II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In economics of religion free riding is a topic that has been discussed in great detail. The bulk of the 

literature focuses on the free rider problem in a religious context. As most religions make the 

organization of collective religious goods and activities part of their core business, there is always a 

risk of being undermined by free riders. Religious groups try to exclude members who are not 

dedicated by directly monitoring the extent of their engagement (e.g. their contributions) or by 

demanding the observance of costly (and therefore “hard-to-fake”) rituals and practices to signal their 

commitment. These “sacrifice and stigma” have a similar effect as barriers to entry. (Berman, 2000; 

Iannaccone, 1994, 1992; Irons, 2001; Sosis, Bressler, 2003; Sosis, 2006, 2000) Although this research 

proves valuable in explaining intra-group cooperation and conformity to religious rules, it says little 

about how religion influences individuals’ compliance with secular laws, or, whether religion 

constrains individuals’ tendency to free ride outside the religious realm. Could it be that the same 

mechanism of costly signals and control through frequent participation is also what constrains people’s 

tendency to take advantage of public goods produced by the state? Members of a religious group are 

often expected to monitor each other’s behavior to assess trustworthiness, reliability and willingness to 

cooperate; characteristics valuable for the successful organization of collective religious activities. It is 

reasonable to think that individuals who actively participate in religious services would be condemned 

for taking advantage of state provisions, as many find it unacceptable for people who are religiously 

committed to at the same time be dishonest. Violating the norms of society could create embarrassment 

with fellow religious group members and damage one’s reputation. Although it would be quite an 

undertaking to actually detect free riding on goods supplied by the government, as this often happens 

outside the range of influence of the own religious community and away from public scrutiny.  

Adam Smith for one did not only observe the reputational benefits and signaling function of a religious 

identity, but also noted how religious belief shapes behavior through its effect on people’s worldview. 

(Anderson, 1988, p. 1068-1072) In the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1976 [1759], III.5.12, p. 170) he 

lays out his reasoning: 

“When the general rules which determine the merit and demerit of actions, come thus to be 
regarded as the laws of an All-powerful Being, who watches over our conduct, and who, in a life 
to come, will reward the observance, and punish the breach of them; they necessarily acquire a 
new sacredness from this consideration. ... The sense of propriety too is here well supported by 
the strongest motives of self-interest. The idea that, however we may escape the observation of 
man, or be placed above the reach of human punishment, yet we are always acting under the eye, 
and exposed to the punishment of God, the great avenger of injustice, is a motive capable of 
restraining the most headstrong passions, with those at least, who, by constant reflection, have 
rendered it familiar to them.” 
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In a clear and concise way Smith explains how religion, more specifically belief in a supernatural being 

that avenges wrongdoing, can function as a constraint on individuals’ tendency to engage in immoral 

behavior. He assumes no innate difference between religious and non-religious individuals’ decision-

making process, in the sense that it is in the same way guided by self-interest and subject to rational 

calculus. When deciding about appropriate behavior both are also aware of the possible human reprisal 

that might follow from making the wrong decision. Where religious agents separate themselves from 

others is that they believe in the existence of a supernatural authority who watches their actions 

meticulously, even when human beings – whether or not in the form of a state – are not. This Supreme 

Being is believed to reward cooperation and punish defection, this way increasing the costs of free 

riding and fraudulent activities. A religious person can therefore act out of self-interest and rationally 

disfavor free riding. In fact, Smith’s logic carries a basic economics of crime argument. Belief in the 

existence of an all-seeing, powerful and judging god that punishes misconduct (1) severely (e.g. eternal 

damnation) and (2) with absolute certainty increases the costs of free riding such that it tilts the scale in 

favor of cooperation. Although standard economics of crime (Becker, 1968) presumes penalty in the 

form of state-imposed legal sanctions, other sources of punishment can have a similar deterrent effect. 

(Grasmick, Bursik, 1990; Hull, 2000; Hull, Bold, 1995)  

Smith (1976 [1759]) may have laid the groundwork of the mechanism underlying the relation between 

religion and behavior, several authors further developed and confirmed his theory with empirical 

evidence. Shariff and Norenzayan (2007) discovered that subjects primed with god-related concepts 

made higher contributions to complete strangers in a dictator game. They argued that the sense of being 

watched undermines the anonymity in which uncooperative behavior is otherwise known to thrive. 

Psychological experiments have shown that the mere suggestion of being watched (e.g. by displaying 

eyes on a computer screen) suffices to encourage pro-social behavior. (Haley, Fessler, 2005; Bateson et 

al, 2006) Belief in a god, who sees everything and watches over our conduct even when all human 

monitoring efforts fail, is therefore likely to curb individuals’ free riding tendency; especially when 

supplemented by sanctions. (Johnson, Krüger, 2004) Johnson (2005) finds that belief in a High God 

who is actively engaged in human affairs promotes the cooperation necessary for successful public 

goods provision, most likely due to the threat of supernatural punishment. Whether this punishment is 

genuine or not is trivial, because once individuals cognitively define it as real, it becomes part of their 

perception of reality and thus real in its consequences.  

What is clear from these studies is that not only does belief in god matter for behavior, but also how 

one perceives or characterizes this transcendental authority. The concept of a High God is not 

necessarily shared by all religious traditions. Studying WVS data for 1990-‘91, Stark (2001) finds that 

self-reported importance of god is significantly and negatively correlated with respondents’ acceptance 
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of morally deviant behaviors; but only in countries like Turkey, the US, Western Europe and India. He 

claims that in these societies, god is perceived as an omnipotent, righteous and punishing being who is 

concerned with people’s lives; in contrast to Japan and China where the conception of god or the 

supernatural is too vague, abstract or distant to exact conformity. In these countries, no significant 

relation was found between belief and morality. In concurrence with Smith’s (1976 [1759]) focus on 

belief as an important channel through which religion exerts an influence on behavior, Stark (2001) 

also found evidence that belief matters more than participation. In regressions where both belief in god 

and participation in religious services were taken up as explanatory variables, the latter turned out non-

significant. This is quite a remarkable finding seen as much of the academic work on this topic often 

downplayed belief as a factor of influence, despite it being at the hart of every religion and exactly 

what distinguishes religious membership and participation from other forms of social capital. (Froese, 

Bader, 2007; Stark, 2001)  

Researchers are starting to acknowledge the importance of incorporating different aspects of religiosity 

into the analysis to really grasp religion’s influence on attitudes and behavior. This often reveals 

counterworking effects of religious dimensions or a difference in relevance depending on the economic 

outcome considered1

Similar conclusions can be drawn from experimental studies. Tan (2006) concludes that the overall 

absent influence of religion on social preferences is due to the opposing effects of religion’s different 

. Torgler (2006) considers several indicators of religiosity and finds that they are 

all positively related to tax morale in separate estimations, but when taking up both belief (trust in 

religious institutions and self-reported religiosity) and behavior (church attendance and being an active 

member of a church group), he finds that although both are significant the effect of the latter is stronger 

and more stable across estimations. Analyzing the exact same dataset (the 3rd wave of the WVS), Finke 

and Adamczyk (2008) report a significant influence of religious participation and self-reported 

religiosity on the disapproval of cheating on taxes and accepting bribes. They, however, find a larger 

effect for belief than for participation. Guiso et al (2003) also report a generally favorable impact of 

religion on various economic attitudes but with differing effects for participation (which is considered 

a measure of intensity of belief) and affiliation. What appears from these studies is that authors define 

the concepts of belief and participation based on the available data. This of course makes comparisons 

difficult, but also complicates determining what aspect of religiosity matters most in influencing 

economic outcomes. 

                                                      

1 Based on data from the World Values Surveys, particular religious beliefs are found to be positively associated 
with economic growth (Barro, McCleary, 2003) and environmental-friendly attitudes and behaviors (Owen, 
Videras, 2007), in contrast to religious participation which has a negative or negligible effect. 
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dimensions. He finds that contributions made to an anonymous partner are positively influenced by 

religious belief, but negatively by participation. Anderson and Mellor (2009) observe no effect for 

affiliation on contributions in public goods games, but a slightly positive influence emanating from 

church attendance. In similar experiments, Anderson et al (2010) report no significant results for 

religious participation, but instead discover that cooperation is sustained over several interactions only 

among religious subjects. Ahmed and Salas (2009) observe no difference in generosity between 

religious and non-religious individuals in Mexico, India and Sweden, confirming previous findings by 

Orbell et al (1992) who look at cooperative behavior in a multi-person prisoners’ dilemma game. This 

shows that although all major religions exhort their followers (to some degree or another) to be 

benevolent and generous to others, religious adherence alone might not suffice to translate this 

behavior to a non-religious setting. What seems to stand out is that the more one limits the definition of 

religiosity, the less likely one is to find a significant effect on economic outcomes. An empirical study 

should therefore include information on all core dimensions of religion, i.e. belief, belonging and 

behavior, to capture the influence of religion as much as possible. (Tarakeshwar et al, 2003; 

Woodberry, Smith, 1998) 
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III. DATA 

For the purpose of this study, data are taken from the most recent wave of the World Values Survey 

(WVS), conducted in the period of 2005-2008. This unique survey was carried out in five waves in 

more than 70 countries around the world and provides a wealth of information on a broad range of 

topics such as work, family, gender, politics, religion, democracy and the environment. In each country 

respondents were presented with the same questions translated into the local language. The 

participating countries cover all continents and are characterized by a wide variety in level of economic 

development and historical religious and cultural background. In the last wave, representative national 

surveys were administered to more than 80 000 individuals in 57 countries2

 

. All countries and a small 

number of cases that did not have information on key variables were excluded. This resulted in a 

substantial reduction of the sample size to 37 countries and 44 800 observations. Although the WVS 

offers the advantage of including a greater number of countries, unfortunately this also leads to more 

sampling, collection, and measurement problems. The variables for the analysis are constructed based 

on the relevant WVS questions. 

Free riding attitudes 

The World Values Survey of 2005-2008 includes four suitable items for examining individuals’ free 

riding attitudes:  

1. Claiming government benefits to which you are not entitled  

2. Avoiding a fare on public transport  

3. Cheating on taxes if you have a chance  

4. Someone accepting a bribe in the course of their duties 

Some items do not exactly classify as free riding but as the spread of these types of behavior could 

hamper economic progress and undermine the well-functioning of a state in the same way free riding 

would, the extent of their (dis)approval by the respondents is also scrutinized. For each item, 

respondents were asked to what extent they thought it was justified by placing themselves on a scale 

from 1 to 10, with 10 being “always justified” and 1 “never justified”. For the probit analyses the 10-

                                                      

2 Participating countries are Andorra, Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Bulgaria, Burkina Faso, Canada, Chile, China, 
Cyprus, Egypt, Ethiopia, Finland, Georgia, Germany, Ghana, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Jordan, 
Malaysia, Mali, Mexico, Moldova, Morocco, Norway, Peru, Poland, Romania, Rwanda, Serbia, Slovenia, South 
Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Trinidad Tobago, Turkey, Ukraine, 
Uruguay, USA, Vietnam, Zambia, Colombia, France, Hong Kong, Iran, Iraq, Netherlands, New Zealand, Russia 
and the United Kingdom. Data was retrieved from the WVS website on www.worldvaluessurvey.org. 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/�
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point scale responses were converted into dichotomous variables with 1 being “never justified” and 0 

otherwise3

Examining attitudes instead of actual free riding behavior raises the concern of respondents not 

revealing their true preferences but instead giving socially desirable answers. A few arguments are put 

forward in this respect. First, the decision of whether or not to actually engage in free riding depends 

not only on one’s preferences but also on country characteristics such as the coercive power of the 

state, the level of corruption, the availability of particular public goods, and so on. To determine the 

influence of religiosity on individual preferences, attitudes toward free riding and fraudulent activities 

are more interesting to examine than actual behavior. Second, given that data on individual religiosity 

and attitudes toward free riding is readily available, this allows identifying the mechanism underlying 

the relation between religion and free riding for a larger sample including countries with very diverse 

backgrounds. 

.  

 

Religiosity measures 

The extensive dataset of the WVS comprises several questions related to respondents’ religiosity. The 

goal is to capture the three essential aspects of belief, belonging and behavior. Importance attached to 

god is used as an indicator of intensity of belief. In answer to the question “How important is God in 

your life?” respondents were asked to place themselves on a scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 10 (“very 

important”). The higher respondents score themselves on the god-importance scale, the more likely 

they are expected to disapprove of the aforementioned free riding activities. Intensity of belief could 

reflect the strength with which individuals perceive the possibility of supernatural punishment as a real 

threat or experience a deep-felt presence of god watching their every move and judging its propriety. 

The extent of participation in religious services is used as a measure of religious behavior. The answers 

to “Apart from weddings and funerals, about how often do you attend religious services these days?” 

are transformed into an appropriate indicator. The response categories range from 1 being “more than 

once a week” to 7 being “never, practically never”. Only the order of these categories is reversed in 

order to interpret the resulting variable as an increasing measure of religious participation. Information 

on affiliation is usually taken into account by including dummies for individuals’ denomination. This 

study takes a different approach. Following Stark (2001), religious traditions are distinguished by 

grouping countries together with a similar religious context assuming they share a comparable image 

                                                      

3 This seemed most appropriate as the distributions of the answers showed that more than half the sample clearly 
stated that they thought each of the behaviors was never justified, whilst the others were scattered over the rest of 
the categories. A dummy for a dependent variable leads above all to a simplified analysis. 
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of god4

 

: the Western Hemisphere, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, the Islamic World, the East and 

Far East and Africa. This means that it is not the isolated effect of belonging to a particular religious 

denomination that is measured. Instead the influence of a particular religious culture is evaluated 

through the effects of belief and participation, as their interpretation depends heavily on the religious 

tradition in which they are expressed (this will become clear in section IV).  

Control Variables 

Standard individual characteristics were included as control variables. Assuming older people are more 

risk-averse and therefore less likely to approve of free riding and fraudulent behavior, age is included 

in the estimating equations. In socio-psychological research women are often found more compliant 

and law abiding than men, and people with children or families feel more constrained towards rule 

breaking as close relational ties are said to restrain deviance. (Grasmick, Bursik, 1990; Tittle, Welch, 

1983) Gender is accounted for with females as the control group. A dummy variable is included which 

equals 1 if the respondent is married (or living together as married) and 0 otherwise, and a variable 

stating the number of children (0 to “8 or more”). A self-reported indicator of social class is included 

which covers five categories (1=Lower, 2=Working, 3=Lower middle, 4=Upper middle and 5=Upper 

class), to take into account individual’s socio-economic background. Schooling is also taken up in the 

regressions although it is difficult to make predictions about its effect. Educated individuals may be 

less inclined to conform because they better understand the ways to engage in free riding or fraudulent 

activities without getting caught, but the opposite is true if their schooling only makes them more 

aware of the severity and likelihood of potential sanctions. Respondents with less than primary 

education form the control group.  

There is a trend in recent empirical research to consider individuals’ psychological characteristics in 

explaining micro-economic behavior. Most popular indicators are the Big 5 personality traits 

(openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism) and the locus of control. 

The latter refers to the extent to which individuals believe they can control events that affect them. 

People who believe that what happens in life is primarily the result of their own behavior (and thus 

have an internal locus of control) are assumed more likely to take responsibility for their own actions, 

in contrast to those with an external locus of control who are inclined to blame someone or something 

                                                      

4 Froese and Bader (2005) are right to claim that individuals within religious groups or particular societies differ 
in their perception of god, and that a measure that captures this variation is more accurate in explaining 
behavioral and attitudinal differences. However, data limitations prevent the use of such an indicator, but if the 
hypotheses examined here are correct, this measure would only reproduce the findings with more robust 
coefficients. 
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else. In the WVS, the item that comes closest to measuring an individual’s locus of control asks to 

indicate on a scale from 1 (“none at all”) to 10 (“a great deal”),  how much freedom of choice and 

control one feels they have over the way their life turns out. In the context of the present study, it is 

assumed that respondents with an internal locus of control (who give a higher score on the 10-point 

scale) might be less likely to justify free riding or fraudulent behavior because they are more conscious 

of the consequences of their personal involvement in such behavior. 

In order to control for the level of economic development, the institutional structure and other omitted 

unobserved country characteristics, country-dummies are included in the analysis.  

 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 reports the summary statistics of free riding attitudes and explanatory variables per country-

group. What stands out immediately is that individuals from the Islamic World are most likely to 

disapprove of any of the free riding attitudes. On average, people from African and Eastern European 

countries display the lowest levels of disapproval of free riding. Falsely claiming government benefits 

seems to be less vigorously disfavored by respondents, followed by cheating on taxes, free riding on 

public transport and finally bribery, which is clearly rejected by a large majority in all categories. A 

similar variety is observed in the measures of religiosity. Respondents from Islamic countries report on 

average the highest level, closely followed by those from Africa and the Western Hemisphere. It is not 

surprising to find that Western Europeans report the lowest intensity of belief, a level similar to those 

from the East and Far East. Whilst economic development and other forces of modernization are said 

to have paved the way for widespread secularization in Western Europe (Norris, Inglehart, 2004), 

religions in the East are characterized by the lack of a clear and marked image of god as an 

omnipresent being (Stark, 2001), which explains the lower intensities of belief. Western Europeans 

also take part the least in religious services in contrast to Africans that display the highest level of 

participation. As for the control variables, there are a few noteworthy results. Respondents from 

African and Islamic countries are on average younger. Africans are the least likely to be married in 

contrast to respondent from Islamic or Eastern countries. Individuals from the Islamic World and the 

Western hemisphere have the highest average number of children and Europeans the lowest. As 

schooling is highly correlated with level of development, Africa displays the lowest level of education.  
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Table 1

 

: Descriptive statistics 

Western 
Hemisphere 

Western 
Europe 

Eastern 
Europe 

Islamic 
World 

East & 
Far East 

Africa 

Benefits .458 .618 .492 .620 .443 .478 

Fare .421 .547 .488 .703 .525 .492 

Taxes .593 .568 .513 .755 .623 .639 

Bribe .734 .736 .676 .841 .669 .558 

God Importance 8.234 4.561 6.774 8.655 4.793 8.412 

Religious 
Participation b 

3.288 1.816 2.937 3.654 2.423 5.013 

Female .546 .517 .539 .534 .505 .495 

Age 40.975 46.790 45.185 37.408 43.631 32.099 

Internal locus  
of control 

7.879 7.145 6.739 6.888 6.842 6.757 

Marital Status .578 .619 .663 .703 .701 .470 

Children 2.086 1.509 1.524 2.285 1.833 1.809 

Schooling 3.749 4.679 4.890 4.243 4.688 2.938 

Class 1.067 2.005 1.505 1.872 1.626 1.200 

Note: b: In Islamic countries respondents were asked how often they prayed. 
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III. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

This paper seeks to answer three questions. First, whether the influence of religion reaches outside the 

purely religious sphere and shapes individuals’ attitudes towards taking advantage of modern welfare 

state provisions. Although free riding on public goods is rarely explicitly forbidden in religious texts, 

there is reason to believe that religious (i.e. god fearing) individuals will disapprove of such behavior 

as it is generally understood to be wrong. The second question I will try to answer is whether belief in 

god matters more than participation in collective religious activities. According to Adam Smith, fear of 

the punishment of an all-seeing, omnipotent and judging god, introduces a sizable cost-factor that 

dissuades individuals from immoral behavior. Following from this, is the question of whether the 

prevailing image of god in countries with a particular religious culture matters for how belief 

influences people’s decisions about free riding and fraudulent behavior? Part of the objective is to 

examine whether Stark’s (2001) findings can be confirmed with a more recent and extended dataset, 

and to draw conclusions from regression analyses with added control variables without which the 

relation between religiosity and free riding might be considered spurious. 

 

Method 

Regressions are estimated in a probit framework as all four dependent variables are dichotomous and 

most explanatory variables interval-scaled. For each of the country groups, four probit regressions 

estimate the likelihood of a respondent judging particular free riding and fraudulent behaviors as 

“never justified”, i.e. wrongfully claiming government benefits, free riding on public transport, 

cheating on taxes and accepting a bribe. Age, gender, marital status, number of children, schooling, 

class, locus of control and country dummies are included as control variables. This allows isolating the 

effect of religious participation and belief in god. Given that there is a possibility of an endogenous 

relation between importance of god and the dependent variables, all regressions are tested for 

endogeneity. It is reported in the results for which regressions the latter is established and Two Stage 

Least Squares is used instead with the measure for belief in god replaced by instrumental variables.  

 

Results 

Table 2 outlines the results of the estimations and shows the probit coefficients of the likelihood of a 

respondent judging each of the four activities as “never justified”. A first glance at the estimated 

coefficients indicates that even with more recent WVS data and using the probit method, evidence can 

be found for Stark’s (2001) conclusions. Belief in god turns out to be one of the most consistent and 

stable predictors of the likelihood that a respondent denounces free riding. In all country groups where 

according to Stark god is viewed as a powerful and judging being actively concerned with people’s 
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lives, there is a positive and significant effect of belief in god. This means that only for the East and 

Far East does god not matter much, after controlling for standard socio-demographic and psychological 

characteristics. As hypothesized this is probably because the image of supernatural authorities 

dominant in those countries is too vague and distant to exact conformity. For African nations belief in 

god is even the only significant explanatory variable. Hence, there is a relation between religious belief 

and the disapproval of free riding or fraudulent activities. Religious participation, on the other hand, 

does not nearly have as much influence. In fact, it is non-significant for all country groups and even 

negative in Eastern Europe and the (Far) East. Only in Western Europe and the Islamic World is 

religious participation positive and significantly related to the disapproval of cheating on taxes. This 

suggests that religiosity is related to individuals’ free riding tendency but contrary to popular opinion, 

its constraining effect does not operate mainly through participation in a religious network, but through 

belief in an all-seeing and punishing supernatural agent that monitors human behavior.  

Age and internal locus of control are the only control variables that turn out to be just as good 

predictors of the disapproval of free riding as self-reported importance of god. People might become 

more sensitive to threats of sanctions as they age because they have more to loose. The social stakes 

acquired over the years such as reputation, material wealth and status, increase the potential costs of 

free riding drastically. As suggested in section III, people with an internal locus of control are more 

likely to denounce free riding. When it comes to their attitudes toward free riding and fraudulent 

behaviors no significant difference is found between men and women. Nevertheless, in those cases 

where the coefficient for female is significant, the effect is always positive. The effect of being married 

is positive in most cases, but children do not make people consistently less prone to free riding. 

Number of children is positively related to the disapproval of free riding and fraudulent activities in 

Western Europe (where it is also significant), the East and Far East and Africa. In the other regions the 

effect is mostly negative. A possible explanation is that Children may in fact be capturing two 

opposing mechanisms. Individuals with children may feel a restraint when it comes to free riding 

because of the high social stakes, but at the same time children can force a household to gather means 

of existence in the most creative ways possible. Although a similar ambiguity was expected from 

schooling, it turns out that the effect of education is consistently positive and significant in most cases, 

except for Western Europe where it is negative for free riding on public transport and cheating on 

taxes. More educated individuals are thus more inclined to think of all free riding behaviors as never 

justified. A higher social class is generally associated with a lower tendency to disapprove of the 

specified free riding activities in all country groups. Except for the Islamic World and Eastern Europe, 

the negative effect of class is always significant in case of bribery. That is, respondents who report that 

they belong to a higher social class are less likely to think bribery is never justified. 
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Table 2:

Western Hemisphere 

 Religion and attitudes toward free riding and fraudulent activities 

Benefits Farea Taxesa Bribe 

Female -.022 -.008 -.036 .026 
Age .009* .008* .007* .010* 
Marital Status .059 .076* -.017 .047 
Children -.018 -.026* -.013 -.022 
Schooling .052* .027* .033* .082* 
Class -.041 -.089* -.042 -.048* 
Internal locus of control .050* .050* .041* .054* 
Religious Participation .008 -.005 .009 .002 
God Importance .023* .099* .112* .053* 
R² .047 - - .065 
N = 5717 (Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Trinidad & Tobago) 

Western Europe Benefits Farea Taxes Bribe 
Female .035 .008 .182* .144* 
Age .012* .016* .008* .009* 
Marital Status .125* .106* .019 .109* 
Children .043* .022 .026* .033* 
Schooling .035* -.018* -.013 .042* 
Class 0 0 -.016 -.059* 
Internal locus of control .043* .031* .032* .032* 
Religious Participation -.006 .003 .019* .005 
God Importance .023* .046* .032* .018* 
R² .077 - .037 .052 
N = 9663 (France, Britain, West Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Finland, Switzerland, Andorra) 

 

N = 7014 (Poland, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Romania, Ukraine, Moldova, Serbia)  
 
Note: * significant 5%-level. a: endogenized probit analysis. b: In Muslim countries respondents were asked how 
often they prayed. 
 

Eastern Europe Benefits Fare Taxesa Bribea 

Female .006 .067* .005 .007 
Age .007* .006* .008* .008* 
Marital Status .023 .067 .018 .032 
Children -.007 .026 .012 -.010 
Schooling .027* .005 .017 .025* 
Class -.012 -.007 .003 -.023 
Internal locus of control .036* .038* .031* .014 
Religious Participation -.025* -.029* -.024 -.028 
God Importance .021* .030* .038* .037* 
R² .157 .159 - - 
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Islamic World Benefits Fare Taxes Bribe 
Female .075* .062* .107* .053 
Age .007* .008* .009* .009* 
Marital Status .066 .091* .054 .024 
Children .001 0 -.013 -.007 
Schooling .029* .040* .035* .038* 
Class -.021 -.053* -.038* 0 
Internal locus of control .013* .015* .028* .030* 
Religious Participation b .009 .011 .024* .007 
God Importance .065* .105* .103* .123* 
R² .084 .053 .043 .070 
N = 9712 (Turkey, Indonesia, Egypt, Iran, Jordan) 

East & Far East Benefits Fare Taxes Bribe 
Female -.007 .105* .064* .055 
Age .006* .007* .004* .006* 
Marital Status .072 .024 .009 .005 
Children .007 .032* .021 .024 
Schooling .007 .006 .010 .010 
Class -.010 -.040 -.032 -.046* 
Internal locus of control .062* .059* .055* .052* 
Religious Participation -.009 -.020 -.028* -.031* 
God Importance .005 .007 .019 .011 
R² .099 .154 .122 .159 
N = 7027 (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Vietnam, Hong Kong) 

Africa Benefits Fare Taxes Bribe 
Female .048 .037 .012 .071* 
Age .003 .002 -.001 .003 
Marital Status -.014 .019 .034 -.072 
Children .016 .021 .026 .023 
Schooling .017 .030 .022 .040* 
Class .016 -.017 -.025 -.057* 
Internal locus of control .005 .004 .001 -.007 
Religious Participation b -.003 -.020 0 -.003 
God Importance .140* .164* .153* .150* 
R² .055 .040 .257 .066 
N = 5667 (Ghana, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Zambia) 
 
Note: * significant 5%-level. a: endogenized probit analysis. b: In Muslim countries respondents were asked how 
often they prayed. 
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IV. DISCUSSION 

In line with previous findings, the results of the present analysis show that religiosity does not only 

serve to encourage conformity within religious groups, but also shapes individuals’ tendency to abide 

by rules supported by society as a whole, i.e. falsely claiming government benefits, cheating on taxes, 

free riding on public transport and bribery. (Finke Adamczyk, 2008; Torgler, 2006; Johnson, 2005; 

Guiso et al, 2003) Although economic development has led to secularization sweeping over the 

European mainland, even in these nations the divine remains an important source of compliance. 

Smith’s reasoning in the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1976 [1759]) is thus further substantiated by 

empirical evidence. Belief in god turns out to be the most important channel through which religion 

exerts an influence on people’s economic morale. Through the concept of a supreme being, religion is 

said to offer a cheap and cost-efficient enforcement mechanism that supplements the efforts of secular 

institutions to exact law abidance. (Anderson, 1988: 1069) The findings also highlight the importance 

of belief in a particular image of god as an all-seeing, punishing and judging being actively engaged in 

people’s lives, in contrast to a vague and distant supernatural essence. This confirms both Stark’s 

(2001) hypotheses with the most recent wave of the World Values Survey (2005-2008).  

The evidence for the limited influence of religious participation is inconsistent with what is found in 

similar studies (Guiso et al, 2003; Torgler, 2006). A possible explanation is that the characteristics of 

perfect monitoring and severe punishment generally attributed to god, change individuals’ perception 

of reality thereby increasing the costs of free riding significantly. Torgler (2006) considers the notion 

of belief by using measures of self-reported religiosity and trust in church institutions, but these do not 

reflect nor fully capture the effect of religious belief. In addition, these measures might not translate 

cross-nationally as not all religions have church institutions like the Christian faiths. Even if they do, 

they surely do not fulfill a key role such that trust in them would accurately reflect the extent of 

religious belief. Likewise, self-reported religiosity does not measure a particular belief and can be a 

sign of active involvement in religious institutions, strong spirituality or all kinds of convictions or 

beliefs. God importance is a more accurate measure of belief in god, and a concept that easily transfers 

to other religious traditions as it is often the core of a religion. Moreover, the aspects of monitoring and 

punishment clearly point out how belief in god can motivate social action. Off course a similar 

argument can be used to explain the insignificant effect of religious participation. Finke and Adamczyk 

(2008) argue that the importance of attendance varies for different religions and that the freedom of 

worship is not respected to the same degree in all countries. However, if religion has effectively been 

useful in sustaining cooperation in nations and cultures all over the world as claimed by Johnson and 

Krüger (2004), this only confirms that its effect cannot be reduced to religious rituals or other social 

mechanisms. Only an aspect of religion that is more universally acknowledged can have this effect. A 
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second possible explanation is that the only way frequent participation in religious activities is able to 

constrain individuals’ free riding tendency is by assisting the internalization of religious beliefs, this 

way reinforcing the link between supernatural sanctions and free riding behaviors. (Sosis, 2006) If this 

is the case, including a variable that captures belief is likely to reduce the effect of participation to a 

negligible level. This only confirms that belief and not behavior is the most important channel through 

which religion constrains free riding tendencies. 

Also noteworthy is how the size of the coefficient of god importance varies over the country groups 

where the latter is significant. The coefficient is largest in Africa, followed by the Islamic World and 

the Western Hemisphere (i.e. Latin America) and finally Western and Eastern Europe. One possible 

explanation is that particular free riding attitudes considered here have to do with modern welfare state 

provisions that might not be available to the general public in all countries. The lack of opportunity to 

violate a law might in itself inhibit respondents to judge the free riding activities as never justified in 

ways unrelated to fear of divine retribution. An alternative explanation is provided by Tittle and Welch 

(1983, p. 653), who conclude from their findings that religion poses much more of a constraint on 

deviance in those environments where “secular controls” are lacking. Similarly, Finke and Adamczyck 

(2008) find that where people have only religious institutions or teachings to rely on to sanction 

particular behaviors, religion’s influence is greater. Norris and Inglehart (2004) also confirm that the 

authority of established religions tends to decrease in more developed and advanced nations. It can be 

argued that where proper state or other secular authorities are deficient, individuals are more likely to 

experience supernatural forces as important and powerful sanctioning bodies.  
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CONCLUSION 

This paper examined the influence of individual religiosity (as measured by belief in god and religious 

participation) on attitudes toward falsely claiming government benefits, cheating on taxes, free riding 

on public transport and accepting bribes. The results showed that religion exerts an influence on free 

riding attitudes mainly through belief in god and only in those countries where an image of god is said 

to prevail as an omnipotent, punishing and judging being. This not only confirms Adam Smith’s theory 

about belief in the existence of a supernatural authority that offers a sort of “internalized moral 

enforcement mechanism” (Anderson, 1988: 1069), but also Stark’s (2001) hypothesis that only a 

specific image of god as an omnipotent and punishing being that is actively engaged in people’s lives 

can exact conformity. This view of god is not intrinsic to all faiths, as shown by the lack of significant 

results for belief in god in the East and Far East. In the latter region god is said to be more or less 

perceived as a vague and distant transcendental essence, not powerful enough to enforce compliance. 

The empirical analysis does not provide evidence for religious people’s higher morality compared to 

non-religious individuals. Instead it shows that in their judgment of free riding and fraudulent activities 

both religious and non-religious individuals are motivated by  the same cost and benefit argument. 

Individuals that fear more punishment or for some reason associate larger costs with a particular action 

are more likely to distance themselves from it, whether the source is religious or secular does not really 

matter. The only difference is that belief in a punishing and active god is a much cheaper and efficient 

instrument to achieve compliance. 

Although this study is limited in the sense that it does not examine free riding behavior per se, the most 

significant contribution was to produce more evidence for the mechanism underlying the relation 

between religion and behavior. This can easily be achieved by examining attitudes for which data is 

more readily available, for a large and very diverse sample. The 2005-2008 wave of the World Values 

Survey offers such a possibility. 
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