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Voluntary organizations, such as religious congregations, ask their members to contribute
money as a part of membership and rely on these contributions for their survival. Yet often
only a small cadre of members provides the majority of the contributions. Past research on
congregational giving focuses on cognitive rational processes, generally neglecting the role
of emotion. Extending Collins’ (2004) interaction ritual theory, I predict that individuals
who experience positive emotions during religious services will be more likely to give a
higher proportion of their income to their congregation than those who do not. Moreover,
I argue that this effect will be amplified in congregational contexts characterized by high
aggregate levels of positive emotion, strictness, dense congregational networks, and
expressive rituals. Using data from the 2001 U.S. Congregational Life Survey and multilevel
modeling, I find support for several of these hypotheses. The findings suggest that both
cognitive and emotional processes underlie congregational giving.

� 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Voluntary giving to religious organizations consistently represents the largest share of America’s philanthropy (van Slyke
and Brooks, 2005). Like other voluntary associations, religious congregations depend on the monetary contributions of their
members to survive and be successful (Hodgkinson et al., 1988; Stark and Finke, 2000; Finke et al., 2006). Member contri-
butions make up 91 percent of total church income for the average American congregation.1 Yet, congregational giving is
highly skewed with a large number of religious individuals giving no money and a minority contributing the majority of the
donations (Iannaccone, 1997; Smith et al., 2008). Congregations, and voluntary associations generally, ‘‘must strive to convert
affiliates with tepid commitments into constituents willing to sacrifice resources’’ (Scheitle and Finke, 2008: 815; see also
McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Stark and Finke, 2000). Central to this goal is identifying why some individuals give more money than
others. Yet as Finke et al. (2006) note, until recently congregational giving has received relatively scant attention in the litera-
ture, much of which is concerned with identifying correlates of giving, rather than providing a theoretical explanation of it.

Recent theoretical research focuses on economic or rational choice explanations emphasizing individuals as ‘thinkers’
making instrumental decisions on how much to contribute (e.g., Finke et al., 2006; Iannaccone, 1994; Scheitle and Finke,
2008, 2000; Whitehead, 2010). As such, this research has mostly neglected the role of emotions2 as a motive for congrega-
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tional giving and, in doing so, fails to consider how individuals may be both thinkers and feelers.3 Recent psychological and neu-
roscience research has stressed the interaction and integration of cognition and emotion in the brain (Phelps, 2006; Pessoa,
2008; Izard, 2009) and the importance of emotion for making decisions and facilitating cooperation, altruism, and giving behav-
ior (Bechara et al., 1994, 1999; Damasio, 1994; McCabe et al., 2001; de Waal, 2008; Akin et al., 2012). This line of research ques-
tions cognitive-only approaches to congregational giving that fail to consider emotion.

Durkheim ([1912] 1965) identified emotion-inducing rituals as the foundation of religious life. More recent theoretical
work suggests that positive social interactions spark emotions that are attributed to the group, thereby facilitating sacrificial
behavior on its behalf (Lawler et al., 2000; Lawler, 2001; Collins, 2004). In particular, Collins’ (2004) theory of interaction
ritual chains highlights how successful rituals result in positive socially derived emotions, which drive individuals to value
the group and its survival. Extending Collins’ (2004) theory, I argue that experiencing positive emotions during religious ser-
vices will increase congregational giving as individuals attribute the positive emotion they experience to the group. Congre-
gational contexts in which it is easier to make this attribution (i.e., congregations in which there is a stronger sense of
groupness) should facilitate this process and in doing so increase the effect of positive emotions on congregational giving.
I argue that high levels of aggregate positive emotion, strictness, dense networks, and expressive rituals are four such con-
gregational contexts.

This study offers an affective model of congregational giving that complements previous theoretical models emphasizing
cognitive factors. First, I draw on recent work in the area of emotion and cooperation to propose hypotheses regarding the
effect of individual- and congregational-level positive emotion on congregational giving and how the individual-level effect
is moderated by certain congregational contexts. Second, I combine individual- and congregational-level data from the 2001
U.S. Congregational Life Survey to create a multilevel dataset of individuals within congregations that allows me to test the
effect of positive emotion generated during religious services on congregational giving and how this effect varies by congre-
gational context. Third, I test these predictions using hierarchical regression models and find support for several of them.
2. Correlates of religious and congregational giving

One of the main areas of research on religious or congregational giving is the identification of correlates (Hoffmann et al.,
2010). Some of the most often cited demographic correlates of it include income, age, marriage, and education (Chaves and
Miller, 1999; Finke et al., 2006; Hoge, 1994; Iannaccone, 1997; see Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011 for a review of this litera-
ture). A great deal of research also focuses on religious behavioral and belief correlates. Studies have consistently found reli-
gious service attendance to be a strong predictor of congregational giving (Hoge et al., 1996; Chaves and Miller, 1999; Smith
et al., 2008; Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). Conservative religious beliefs also tend to be positively related to giving (Luidens
and Nemeth, 1994). Recent work in the area of religious beliefs focuses on the religious meaning ascribed to giving, typically
that God asks for it (Peifer, 2010; Smith et al., 2008; Miller, 1999; Vaidyanathan and Snell, 2011). However, several studies
find that the effect of religious beliefs is not as strong as attendance (Luidens and Nemeth, 1994). On the congregational-
level, theologically conservative denominations consistently have higher average levels of congregational giving (Hoge,
1994; Zaleski and Zech, 1994; Hoge et al., 1996; Finke et al., 2006).

While these correlates are important for identifying what types of people and denominations have higher levels of con-
gregational giving, this area of research generally does not provide an overarching theoretical framework for predicting
which individual or congregational characteristics should matter and why. The work that has been done in this area typically
emphasizes the application of economic or rational choice approaches to religious giving.
3. Theoretical background

3.1. Rational choice explanations of congregational giving

There are several economic or rational choice approaches to congregational giving all sharing the assumption that levels
of congregational giving are determined by weighing costs and benefits and choosing the level of congregational giving that
maximizes utility (Iannaccone, 1992, 1997). An individual’s monetary contribution to a congregation therefore depends on
the value of the goods and services it provides. However, instrumentally rational individuals will always prefer to consume
goods without contributing to their production when possible, that is, to free-ride off the contributions of others
(Iannaccone, 1992). Since the value of religious commodities depends not only on one’s own contribution to them but also
on the contributions of others, free-riders can undermine the quality of the goods congregations produce and in doing so also
reduce levels of congregational giving (Iannaccone, 1992, 1997; Stark and Finke, 2000). In this way, the two core dilemmas
rational choice approaches attempt to address are (1) how congregations can provide quality goods that outweigh the costs
of participation, including monetary contributions, and (2) curb free-riding with the latter contributing to the former.

One factor hypothesized to reduce free-riders and increase the quality of congregational goods is congregational strict-
ness. The strict church model, proposed by Iannaccone (1992, 1994), suggests that behavioral prohibitions act as screening
3 Notable exceptions include recent studies investigating negative emotion, specifically guilt, and religious giving (Smith et al., 2008; Vaidyanathan and Snell,
2011).
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devices, such that only those who really want the congregational goods and are willing to pay for them remain, whereas
those not willing to comply with the strict rules leave. This curbs free-riders and thereby raises the overall quality of the
congregational goods produced. As such, strict congregations are expected to garner more monetary contributions. Findings
in support of Iannaccone’s (1994) strict church model have been mixed. Using direct measures of behavioral strictures, one
study failed to find a significant relationship between strictness and religious giving (Peifer, 2010), whereas others found a
positive relationship (Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010).

While Iannaccone’s (1994) theory emphasized behavioral distinction as a means of increasing the quality of goods and
curbing free-riders, Stark and Finke (2000) offer their own rational choice argument focusing on how theologically distinct
beliefs increase the quality of congregational goods and thereby increase member commitment, including congregational
giving (see Wellman and Corcoran, 2013 for further discussion of these arguments). In particular, theologically distinctive
beliefs are more extensive (i.e., make demands on many spheres of an individual’s life), expensive (i.e., impose material, social,
and/or psychic costs), and exclusive (i.e., require commitment to one religious organization and/or deity). Stark and Finke
(2000) propose that more theologically distinctive religious groups offer their members more advantageous religious expla-
nations including explanations regarding dependable and trustworthy gods who provide otherworldly rewards (i.e., benefits
received in an afterlife) to individuals in exchange for their commitment. Moreover, by holding to deviant beliefs that effec-
tively separate members from the outside world, these groups also offer their members this-worldly religious social capital
in the form of tight-knit communities. Several studies find support for the positive effect of theological exclusivity on con-
gregational giving (Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010; Corcoran, 2013).

Church size is also thought to be related to the number of free-riders in a congregation. Stark and Finke (2000) propose
that larger churches, due to having less dense social networks and ineffective monitoring and sanctioning capacities, will
have more free-riders and lower average levels of giving as a result. Several studies find an inverse relationship between con-
gregational size and giving (Hoge, 1994; Zaleski and Zech, 1994; Hoge and Augustyn, 1997; Wuthnow, 1997; Finke et al.,
2006). Some work has begun to investigate dense social ties as the key means by which congregational rules are monitored
and sanctioned (Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008).

3.2. Non-instrumental motives of congregational giving

Rational choice explanations have focused on congregational giving as an economic, instrumental decision based on max-
imizing benefits in pursuit of a given end. There has been relatively little theoretical research exploring non-instrumental
explanations of religious giving. Notably, Peifer (2010) highlights the social contexts in which giving occurs and argues that
congregational social cohesion increases giving by generating a sense of community. Hill and Vaidyanathan (2011) also
stress congregational contexts, specifically that they can socialize individuals into particular habits4 of giving that influence
not only religious giving but secular giving as well.

Emotion has received relatively little attention in research on religious or congregational giving. Notably, Smith et al.
(2008) and Vaidyanathan and Snell (2011) suggest guilt as a motivator of religious giving; however, both studies find that
guilt is not a primary motive for giving for the majority of people. This seems to be a result of what Smith et al. (2008:110)
call ‘‘comfortable guilt’’ in which some religious individuals live ‘‘. . .with an awareness and feeling of culpability for not giv-
ing money more generously,’’ but do not experience enough discomfort for it to motivate them to increase their giving (see
also Vaidyanathan and Snell, 2011). The role of positive emotion as a predictor of religious giving is mostly absent from the
literature and is not mentioned in reviews of charitable and religious giving studies (Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). Outside of
religious giving research, some scholars have argued that giving makes individuals feel good about themselves and causes
them to experience a ‘‘warm glow’’ that acts as an emotional catalyst for future giving (Andreoni, 1990; Batson and Shaw,
1991; Akin et al., 2012). However, these studies emphasize a psychological approach to emotion and do not consider how
positive emotions can be socially derived, which may also serve as motivation for giving.

In Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim ([1912] 1965) theorizes that commitment to religious groups is achieved
and maintained through collective religious rituals, which produce ‘‘collective effervescence’’—a strong, shared emotional
experience that connects participants to the collective. Extending Durkheim, Collins’ (2004) theory of interaction rituals
assumes that individuals seek to experience Emotional Energy (EE) and that interaction rituals (i.e., interactions between
two or more people) are a primary means by which individuals do so. EE is a socially derived emotion that results from
the collective effervescence generated by interaction rituals. It can be thought of as a continuum ranging from the low end
as sadness, lacking ambition, and other negative emotions to the high end as joy, enthusiasm, and other positive emotions.

The extent to which rituals are able to produce high levels of EE, depends on meeting four important conditions: the bod-
ily assembly of participants, barriers excluding outsiders, a mutual focus of attention, and a shared mood (Collins, 2004). The
bodily assembly of people is necessary to create a situation in which ritual participants can be affected by the presence and
emotional experiences of others. Emotions are often contagious; like viruses they can spread, such that the emotions’ of
individuals around each other tend to converge (Hatfield et al., 1994; Barsade, 2002; Hendriks and Vingerhoets, 2006;
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006; Hareli and Rafaeli, 2008). When an individual observes the emotional states of others, this
4 Vaidyanathan and Snell (2011) also investigated ingrained habit as a motive for religious giving, referring to it as ‘‘socialized giving’’. However, they found
that both low and high givers expressed socialized giving and some high givers were not socialized to give. Based on this, they concluded that socialized giving
may be a necessary but insufficient motivator for some people and completely unnecessary for others.
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can automatically and unconsciously activate them in the observer (de Waal, 2008). This process is facilitated by similarity
and social closeness, which makes it easier for the observer to identify with the object thereby enhancing the ‘‘subject’s
matching motor and autonomic responses’’ (de Waal, 2008: 286). Barriers excluding outsiders increase the similarity of
the ritual participants and help create a mutual focus of attention for all involved, which in turn facilitates emotional con-
tagion and a shared emotional mood. These ingredients combined generate collective effervescence—‘‘a feeling of being
brought out of oneself into something larger and more powerful’’ (Collins, 2004: 39; see also Durkheim, [1912] 1965), which
inflates individuals with EE. However, EE is not permanent; while it stays with individuals after they have left successful
rituals, it wanes the longer they go without participating in a subsequent ritual. In this way, regular ritual participation is
essential for sustaining and recharging EE over time.

Based on the assumption that individuals desire EE and want to continue experiencing it, they will seek to determine the
source of it (see Lawler and Yoon, 1996). Because EE is a result of a collective emotional experience (i.e., collective efferves-
cence) and is first experienced during the interaction ritual, it should be at least partly attributed to the group, that is, ‘‘the
emotions experienced individually are interpreted by actors as coming from something they share’’ (Lawler and Yoon, 1996:
95), which is their interaction ritual experience. Since they value EE, they should also come to intrinsically value the group
and be more willing to support its survival. For congregations, a primary means of doing so is through monetary contribu-
tions. In this way, the model predicts that EE should increase financial contributions to the congregation.

Religious services typically entail all four ritual ingredients and can yield strong emotional experiences. While religious
rituals vary in their ability to produce these experiences (Baker, 2010; Wollschleger, 2012; Wellman et al., 2014), they are
‘‘the defining moments for religion, the ritual encounters with the holy to which other rituals look back if only in pale imi-
tation’’ (Collins, 2010: 5). Religious rituals typically differ from secular ones in the holy, divine, or transcendent symbols that
they entail and evoke, which allow individuals to feel as though they are channeling and experiencing the divine (Collins,
2010). This line of thought leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Individuals who experience positive emotions during religious services at a congregation should have higher
levels of congregational giving.

Congregations vary in their ability to produce interaction rituals that will generate high levels of collective effervescence.
Congregations with higher levels of collective effervescence should have higher rates of congregational giving:

Hypothesis 2. Congregations with higher aggregate levels of positive emotion should have higher average levels of
congregational giving.

The underlying proposed mechanism connecting EE to congregational giving is attributing it to the group and coming to
value the group as a result. This attribution should be easier in ritual contexts where there is already some perception of
groupness, which enhances the intersubjective emotional experience. As such, these types of contexts should amplify the
positive effect of EE on congregational giving by facilitating the attribution of EE to the congregation. In particular, I propose
that congregational contexts in which there are high aggregate levels of positive emotion, barriers excluding outsiders, dense
networks, and institutionalized expressive rituals should increase the effect of EE on congregational giving.

Attributing the positive emotion one experiences during interaction rituals to the group should be facilitated in ritual
contexts where the other participants are also experiencing positive emotions. When individuals experience emotional con-
tagion and collective effervescence, their ritual experience becomes more intersubjective; they feel what others are feeling
and others’ feel what they are feeling, which makes it easier to attribute their emotional experience to the group. Thus, I
argue that the positive effect of experiencing EE during religious services, as specified in Hypothesis 1, will be stronger in
contexts where the positive emotion is shared with the other participants. In this way, I propose an interaction effect
between individual positive emotions experienced during religious services and congregational positive emotion.

Hypothesis 3. Experiencing positive emotions during religious services should have a greater positive effect on
congregational giving in congregations with high aggregate levels of positive emotion.

The positive effect of experiencing EE on congregational giving should also be moderated by barriers excluding outsiders.
Barriers excluding outsiders from participating in rituals raise levels of homogeneity, which facilitates a common mood and
focus of attention and thus, a stronger collective experience (Collins, 2004; Kanter, 1972). As such, barriers excluding outsid-
ers should facilitate the attribution of EE to the group. Behavioral strictures are a primary means of preventing outsiders
from participating in rituals and thus, they are a core type of barrier to outsiders. Congregational strictness may therefore
affect giving not only by curbing free-riders (Iannaccone, 1994), but also by amplifying the effect of EE on congregational
giving. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4. Experiencing positive emotions during religious services should have a greater positive effect on
congregational giving in strict congregations (i.e., congregations with barriers that exclude outsiders).

Dense congregational social networks also provide a context that should heighten the effect of EE. Research on congre-
gational giving and congregational networks tends to focus on their greater monitoring and sanctioning capacities (Finke
et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008). Providing an alternative explanation, Peifer (2010)
highlights how congregational social cohesion establishes a sense of community, which increases giving. Positive emotions
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experienced during religious services in tight-knit congregational communities should make it easier for individuals to attri-
bute those emotions to the congregation as the congregational community should already be a salient social unit in their
mind. As such, I propose that dense congregational friendship ties should amplify the positive effect of EE on congregational
giving.

Hypothesis 5. Experiencing positive emotions during religious services should have a greater positive effect on
congregational giving in congregations with dense social networks.

Lastly, I predict that congregations in which the bodily expression of emotion is institutionalized and encouraged should
strengthen the positive effect of EE. Emotional contagion is facilitated by individuals observing the bodily expression of emo-
tion in other ritual participants. Collins (2004) notes how collective laughter, applause, dancing, and other bodily expressions
serve to generate rhythmic entrainment, which makes the experience more intersubjective and thus more easily attributable
to the group. Chaves (2004: 143–144) makes a similar argument when he describes how ‘‘enthusiastic’’ worship, including
‘‘raising one’s hands, jumping or shouting, applauding, calling out ‘amen’, speaking in tongues, and giving lay testimony’’,
encourages ‘‘participants to focus on other participants rather than on their own individuality, a leader, a script, or a perfor-
mance.’’ Thus, I propose that congregations that have institutionalized these types of expressive bodily movements should
heighten the positive effect of EE on congregational giving.

Hypothesis 6. Experiencing positive emotions during religious services should have a greater positive effect on
congregational giving in congregations that have institutionalized expressive rituals.

There are two particular religious traditions that are known for having institutionalized such bodily expression into their
rituals—Pentecostal and historically Black Protestant congregations. Pentecostal congregations typically provide opportuni-
ties for conversion experiences, speaking in tongues, prophecy, lay testimony, dancing, and divine healing during their
church services (Poloma, 1982, 1989; Woodberry and Smith, 1999; Chaves, 2004). Expressive worship is also central to Black
Protestant congregations. In their qualitative interviews with Black Protestant clergy, Shelton and Emerson (2012) found that
these clergymen and women identified expressive worship as a key difference between black and white Protestant churches.
One deacon stated:

‘‘African American Christians tend to be expressive in their worship styles, so-called ‘ecstatic’ in their worship style.
Where white Christians tend not to be that way, tend to be less expressive, less ecstatic, more inner-focused. Where
we [blacks] tend to be more outer-communal-focused’’.

[Shelton and Emerson, 2012: 61]

Lincoln and Mamiya (1990: 347) also identify the expressive outer-communal-focused nature of Black Protestant congre-
gations; they note how worship in these churches is a ‘‘reaffirmation of a common bond’’ and ‘‘common experience.’’ It is not
surprising then, that Chaves (2004) found Pentecostal and Black Protestant churches to have some of the highest levels of
enthusiastic worship (e.g., applauding, shouting, raising hands, and saying ‘amen’). Thus, in order to test Hypothesis 6, I oper-
ationalize ‘congregations that have institutionalized expressive rituals’ as Pentecostal and Black Protestant congregations.

4. Data and methodology

To test these hypotheses, I use data from the 2001 U.S. Congregational Life Survey (USCLS) (Woolever and Bruce, 2002).
Hyper-network sampling (McPherson, 1982) was used to draw a random sample of American congregations. These congre-
gations were identified by using responses from participants in the 2000 General Social Survey (GSS) who stated that they
had attended at least one religious service in the last year. These individuals were asked to name the congregation they
attended. This resulted in a sample of 1,214 unique congregations that were invited to participate with 434 congregations
completing the study (i.e., a 34 percent response rate). The congregations in the USCLS are demographically similar to con-
gregations in the 1998 National Congregations Study,5 which is a nationally representative sample of American congregations
with a higher response rate (80 percent) (Hill and Olson, 2009). The USCLS includes a congregational profile completed by a
congregational leader and an attendee survey (i.e., all individuals age 15 and older who attended worship services on a weekend
in April 2001 were asked to complete a survey).6 I combined these data sources to create a multilevel dataset—attendees within
congregations. Following previous research using the USCLS and predicting congregational giving (Scheitle and Finke, 2008;
5 The National Congregations Study does not collect individual-level data and thus cannot be used in this study.
6 The average number of respondents per congregation was roughly 288. The USCLS did not record how may eligible survey participants were in attendance,

thus individual weights cannot be implemented. Regarding the USCLS and response rates, Thomas and Olson (2010) note that ‘‘there are many reasons to think
that’’ response rates ‘‘have less of an impact on one’s ability to correctly determine the direction of relationships between variables in a population, than they do
on one’s ability to make accurate estimates of mean values for that population’’ (625). Like Thomas and Olson (2010) and others (Scheitle and Finke, 2008;
Whitehead, 2010), this study does not seek to make point estimates of mean values for the congregational population, but instead seeks to identify the direction
of relationships between variables. Moreover, despite the limitations of the USCLS, given that it is a nationally representative congregational survey and is one
of the only multilevel datasets of individuals within congregations, it is considered an ‘‘invaluable resource for congregational research’’ (Doughtery and
Whitehead, 2011: 97; see also Scheitle and Adamczyk, 2009; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Schwadel, 2009; Smith, 2010; Whitehead, 2010).
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Whitehead, 2010), I restrict the sample to individuals 18 years of age or older and handle missing data with list-wise deletion.
This results in a final sample of 344 congregations and 46,571 attendees.7

For the sake of comparability with past USCLS congregational giving studies (Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010)
and because the data is multilevel, I use hierarchical linear modeling (HLM).8 HLM accurately estimates standard errors of
clustered cases within larger units (i.e., attendees within congregations), and permits the estimation of higher-level factors
(Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002). It allows for the estimation of level-1 effects (i.e., individual-level variables predicting individual
giving), level-2 effects (i.e., congregational variables predicting average rates of giving), and cross-level interaction effects (i.e.,
congregational variables predicting individual-level slopes). In particular, the cross-level interaction terms make it possible to
examine whether the effect of EE varies across congregations and congregational characteristics. I use HLM 6.0 to estimate the
models. All predictors are grand mean centered except for dichotomous variables, which aids in the interpretation of the results
but does not substantively alter them. I report unstandardized and standardized9 beta coefficients.

4.1. Dependent variable

To measure religious giving, I use the USCLS attendee question: ‘‘About how much do you give financially to this congre-
gation?’’ Respondents choose between five different responses, which were coded as follows: 0 = ‘‘I do not contribute finan-
cially here,’’ 1 = ‘‘I give a small amount whenever I am here,’’ 2 = ‘‘I give less than 5 percent of net income regularly,’’ 3 = ‘‘I
give about 5–9 percent of net income regularly,’’ and 4 = ‘‘I give 10 percent or more of net income regularly.’’ Maintaining
these values is consistent with previous research using the same variable (Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010).

4.2. Independent variables

USCLS attendees were asked a series of seven questions regarding how often they experienced the following during wor-
ship services at their congregation: (1) A sense of God’s presence; (2) Inspiration; (3) Boredom; (4) Awe or mystery; (5) Joy;
(6) Frustration; and (7) Spontaneity. For each of these questions, respondents were provided with the responses ‘‘rarely,’’
‘‘sometimes,’’ ‘‘usually,’’ and ‘‘always.’’ For positive emotional experiences (i.e., a sense of God’s presence, inspiration, awe
or mystery, joy, and spontaneity), these responses were coded from 1 = ‘‘rarely’’ up to 4 = ‘‘always.’’ Negative emotional expe-
riences (i.e., frustration and boredom) were reverse coded as 1 = ‘‘always’’ up to 4 = ‘‘rarely’’. The responses to these seven
questions were summed to create an additive EE index (Cronbach’s alpha = .757).

To create the congregational-level measure of positive emotion, I computed the mean level of EE for each congregation,
that is, I aggregated the EE index by averaging the index values for attendees within a congregation. Following previous
research (Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010), I measured congregational strictness using an additive index of con-
gregational responses (0 = ‘‘no’’ and 1 = ‘‘yes’’) to six questions regarding whether the congregation has any rules or prohibi-
tions regarding: (1) smoking, (2) drinking alcohol, (3) dancing, (4) dress/hairstyles/jewelry/makeup, (5) gambling, and (6)
how much money congregants should give. This index ranges from 0 to 6 and has a Cronbach’s alpha value of .775. To mea-
sure the density of congregational networks, I used the mean level of friendships within each congregation (see Scheitle and
Finke, 2008; and Whitehead, 2010).10 Religious tradition is measured by dichotomous variables representing whether a con-
gregation falls within a particular religious tradition (evangelical Protestant, Black Protestant, mainline Protestant, Catholic, or
Other) based on Steensland et al.’s (2000) classification scheme. Diverging from Steensland et al. (2000), I separate Pentecostal
evangelical Protestant congregations from non-Pentecostal evangelical Protestant congregations. Drawing on Melton (2003), I
code congregations affiliated with the Assemblies of God, Foursquare Church, Full Gospel, or Church of God in Christ as Pente-
costal. Non-Pentecostal evangelical Protestant serves as the referent category.

4.3. Control variables

I include the following individual-level control variables in all models: sex (0 = male, 1 = female), education, income
(logged family income in thousands of dollars), age (in years), marital status (0 = not married, 1 = married), and religious ser-
vice attendance (1 = ‘‘This is my first time’’ up to 7 = ‘‘I attend more than once a week’’). Education is measured as two binary
7 The number of congregations in this study is similar to that of previous studies using the same data (see Whitehead, 2010).
8 Following previous studies (Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010), the dependent variable is treated as continuous. Models in which the outcome

variable is treated as ordinal produce results that are substantively the same as those presented in this paper (results not shown).
9 Gelman (2008) identifies standardizing variables prior to estimating regression models as one method to produce standardized beta coefficients in

multilevel regression. Since binary predictors are already on an interpretable scale they do not need to be transformed. Because ‘‘the coefficients for the binary
predictors correspond to a comparison of x = 0 to x = 1, or two standard deviations’’, in order for other predictors to be directly comparable to them, Gelman
(2008: 2867) suggests that all other predictors be scaled by subtracting their means and then dividing by two standard deviations. I follow his suggestion,
which allows for the direct comparison of the effects of all predictors.

10 This variable is computed from the individual-level control variable intra-congregational close friendships. Whereas the intra-congregational close
friendships variable measures the amount of friends an individual has in his/her congregation, congregational network density takes the average of all these
individual values and thus represents the level of social connectedness of the congregation as a whole (see Scheitle and Finke, 2008). Since Hypothesis 5
predicts that the positive effect of EE will be amplified in tight-knit congregations (i.e., a characteristic of the congregation not the individual), the latter
measure is used to test this hypothesis.



Table 1
Descriptive statistics.

Variables N Mean SD Min Max

Individual-level outcome
Congregational giving 46,571 2.38 1.09 0 4

Congregational-level variables
Congregational positive emotion 344 20.57 1.23 16.33 24.30
Congregation Size (LN) 344 5.66 1.21 2.40 8.59
Strictness 344 0.85 1.49 0.00 6.00
Network density 344 2.75 0.27 1.75 3.60
Non-Pente. Evangelical (reference) 344 0.20 – 0 1
Mainline 344 0.41 – 0 1
Catholic 344 0.25 – 0 1
Black Protestant 344 0.02 – 0 1
Pentecostal 344 0.05 – 0 1
Other 344 0.07 – 0 1

Individual-level predictors
Emotional Energy 46,571 20.66 3.43 7 28

Individual-level controls
Age 46,571 48.54 15.20 18 100
Sex 46,571 0.60 – 0 1
Marriage 46,571 0.60 – 0 1
Less than high school (reference) 46,571 0.03 – 0 1
High school 46,571 0.48 – 0 1
College 46,571 0.49 – 0 1
Income (LN) 46,571 10.76 0.75 8.52 11.51
Attendance 46,571 5.75 1.07 1 7
Devotional practices 46,571 3.64 1.53 0 5
Exclusive theology 46,571 2.83 1.27 1 5
Close friends 46,571 2.62 0.90 1 4
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variables with ‘‘less than a high school degree’’ as the referent category: (1) Has a high school degree (1 = has a high school
degree, 0 = otherwise) and (2) Has a college degree (1 = has a college degree, 0 = otherwise). Respondents were provided with
categorical responses for family income and the mid-point of each category was used with 100,000 dollars being used for the
highest category. The result was then logarithmically transformed. To control for the influence of theological distinctiveness
and religious beliefs, following prior research (Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010; Peifer, 2010) I
include a measure of the exclusivity of beliefs, measured by respondents’ agreement with the statement ‘‘all the different
religions are equally good ways of helping a person find ultimate truth’’ (1 = ‘‘Strongly agree’’ up to 5 = ‘‘Strongly disagree’’).
Since Peifer (2010) emphasizes social cohesion as a predictor of religious giving, I control for intra-congregational close
friendships (1 = ‘‘I have little contact with others from this congregation outside of activities here up to 4 = ‘‘Most of my clos-
est friends are part of this congregation’’) (see also Corcoran, 2013). Moreover, following Scheitle and Finke (2008), I also
control for frequency of personal devotion activities (e.g., prayer, meditation, and reading the Bible in private) (0 = ‘‘Never’’
up to 5 = ‘‘Every day’’). On the congregational-level, I control for congregation size (average attendance logged). Table 1 pro-
vides descriptive statistics.
5. Results

I start by estimating a null random-intercepts-only model. Table 2 presents the variance components from this model and
shows that congregational giving significantly varies across congregations (variance 0.184). This results in an intraclass cor-
relation of 0.153 (0.184/0.184 + 1.021), that is, 15.3 percent of the variance in congregational giving is between
congregations.

Table 3 provides the models testing the direct effects of the predictors. Model 1 presents the base model with only
individual-level control variables. In terms of demographic variables, females and older, married, more highly educated
Table 2
Variance components of congregational giving.

Standard deviation Variance component df Chi-square P-value

Between congregations 0.429 0.184 343 9801.120 0.000
Within congregations 1.011 1.021
Total 1.205



Table 3
HLM models predicting congregational giving: unstandardized coefficients and standardized betas displayed.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand.
Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta

Intercept 2.312*** 0.030 – 2.321*** 0.030 – 2.484*** 0.036 – 2.444*** 0.036 –

Level 1 (Individual)
Age 0.013*** 0.000 0.181 0.013*** 0.000 0.179 0.013*** 0.000 0.179 0.013*** 0.000 0.179
Sex 0.040*** 0.009 0.018 0.028** 0.009 0.013 0.029** 0.009 0.013 0.028** 0.009 0.013
Marriage 0.120*** 0.009 0.055 0.121*** 0.009 0.055 0.121*** 0.009 0.056 0.122*** 0.009 0.056
Less than high school (reference) – – – – – – – – – – – –
High School 0.138*** 0.023 0.063 0.135*** 0.023 0.062 0.137*** 0.023 0.063 0.137*** 0.023 0.063
College 0.103*** 0.024 0.047 0.110*** 0.024 0.050 0.113*** 0.024 0.052 0.113*** 0.024 0.052
Income (LN) 0.170*** 0.006 0.117 0.174*** 0.006 0.120 0.175*** 0.006 0.121 0.174*** 0.006 0.120
Attendance 0.307*** 0.004 0.300 0.302*** 0.004 0.295 0.301*** 0.004 0.295 0.301*** 0.004 0.294
Devotional practices 0.064*** 0.003 0.090 0.056*** 0.003 0.078 0.055*** 0.003 0.078 0.055*** 0.003 0.078
Exclusive theology 0.052*** 0.004 0.060 0.054*** 0.004 0.063 0.052*** 0.004 0.061 0.052*** 0.004 0.061
Close friends 0.150*** 0.005 0.124 0.144*** 0.005 0.119 0.142*** 0.005 0.117 0.141*** 0.005 0.117
EE 0.020*** 0.001 0.062 0.019*** 0.001 0.061 0.019*** 0.002 0.061

Level 2 (Congregational)
Congregational Positive Emotion 0.041*** 0.011 0.046 0.041*** 0.011 0.046
Congregation Size (LN) �0.036** 0.012 �0.041 �0.037** 0.012 �0.041
Strictness 0.074*** 0.009 0.101 0.074*** 0.009 0.101
Network density 0.207*** 0.050 0.052 0.207*** 0.050 0.052
Non-Pente. Evangelical (reference) – – – – – –
Mainline �0.129*** 0.032 �0.060 �0.128*** 0.031 �0.059
Catholic �0.257*** 0.041 �0.118 �0.298*** 0.032 �0.119
Black Protestant 0.332*** 0.090 0.152 0.333*** 0.090 0.153
Pentecostal 0.159* 0.062 0.073 0.161* 0.061 0.074
Other �0.127* 0.056 �0.058 �0.133* 0.056 �0.061

Variance components
Between Congregations 0.095*** 0.093*** 0.027*** 0.026***

Within Congregations 0.763 0.759 0.759 0.758
EE 0.001***

Level-2 N = 344; Level-1 N = 46,571; Two-tailed significance tests:
� p < .10.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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individuals with larger incomes are more likely to have higher levels of congregational giving. Consistent with past research,
the religion control variables all have statistically significant positive effects on congregational giving—frequency of religious
service attendance, frequency of devotional practices, proportion of close friends in one’s congregation, and exclusive theol-
ogy. In terms of the standardized beta coefficients for the religion control variables, religious service attendance by far has
the strongest effect followed by close friends, devotional practices, and exclusive theology. Outside of certain socio-demo-
graphic variables, religious behavioral predictors typically have the strongest effects on congregational giving with conser-
vative religious beliefs having moderate, but consistent, positive effects (Luidens and Nemeth, 1994; Hoge et al., 1996;
Chaves and Miller, 1999; Smith et al., 2008; Bekkers and Wiepking, 2011). Thus, these findings follow previous research.
Model 2 adds the key individual-level predictor—EE experienced during worship services—to the model, which has a signif-
icant positive effect on congregational giving and significantly improves model fit (v2 = 234.441, d.f. = 1; p < .001). Higher
values of EE are associated with higher levels of congregational giving, supporting Hypothesis 1. Examining the standardized
beta coefficients, the magnitude of the EE effect is on par with that of exclusive theology an often cited predictor of congre-
gational giving (Stark and Finke, 2000; Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008; Whitehead, 2010).

Model 3 adds the congregational-level variables to the model and presents the full model with all predictors. In this
model, net of all the controls, EE maintains a significant positive effect of the same magnitude as that in Model 2. On the
congregational-level, consistent with past research, congregational friendship density and strictness have significant positive
effects on the average level of congregational giving, while congregational size has a significant negative effect. Non-
Pentecostal evangelical congregations have higher average levels of congregational giving compared to Mainline, Catholic,
and Other congregations; however, they have significantly lower average levels of congregational giving compared to Black
Protestant and Pentecostal congregations. In other analyses (not shown), Black Protestant congregations also exhibited
higher average levels of congregational giving compared to mainline Protestants. This is interesting in light of Keister’s
(2008) findings that Black Protestants have lower wealth compared to mainline and evangelical Protestants. Thus, while
Black Protestants have lower average levels of resources to give, these results show that on average they give higher
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percentages of their income than mainline and non-Pentecostal evangelical Protestants. Turning to the standardized beta
coefficients, the magnitude of the Black Protestant coefficient is larger than the coefficients for the other religious traditions
in the model.

Congregational positive emotion also has a significant positive effect on congregational giving, that is, congregations with
higher aggregate levels of positive emotion have higher average rates of giving, providing support for Hypothesis 2. Congre-
gational positive emotion significantly improves model fit compared to a base model with all other variables (model not
shown; v2 = 13.675, d.f. = 1; p < .001). Examining the standardized beta coefficients, the magnitude of the congregational
positive emotion effect is similar to that for congregational size and network density, which are two of the main predictors
of congregational giving in rational choice explanations (Stark and Finke, 2000; Finke et al., 2006; Scheitle and Finke, 2008;
Whitehead, 2010). The congregational-level variables account for roughly 71 percent of the variation in giving across con-
gregations (0.093 level-2 variance in Model 2 to 0.027 in Model 3). In Model 4, the slopes for EE are allowed to vary across
congregations. In other words, I estimate a nested random-coefficient regression model where the fixed effect of the EE coef-
ficient now represents the weighted average of its slopes across the 344 congregations. Model 4 shows that the coefficient
for EE does significantly vary across congregations (i.e., EE’s variance component of 0.0012 is statistically significant) and
that the weighted average of slopes for it remains statistically significant.

In Table 4, I test whether EE varies with random slopes and with congregational positive emotion, strictness, congrega-
tional friendship density, and religious tradition, that is, I estimate cross-level interactions between individual-level EE and
these congregational-level predictors and allow the slope for EE to vary across congregations. This produces an intercepts-
and-slopes-as-outcomes regression model. Models 1 through 4 add these interaction terms to the model separately. The
interaction effect for EE and intra-congregational network density (Model 3) and the interaction effects between EE and reli-
gious traditions11 (Model 4) are not statistically significant. However, the interaction effects for EE and congregational positive
emotion and EE and strictness are significant and positive (Models 1 and 2). The positive effect of EE on congregational giving is
higher in congregational contexts characterized by higher congregational positive emotion and strictness. Figs. 1 and 2 illustrate
these significant interaction effects. The low and high values of the congregational variables represent the 25th and 75th per-
centiles of congregations respectively. Fig. 1 shows that the positive effect of EE on congregational giving becomes stronger in
congregations with high levels of congregational positive emotion. Similarly, Fig. 2 illustrates that the positive effect of individ-
ual EE on congregational giving is amplified in congregations with high levels of strictness. In terms of the standardized betas,
the magnitude of the strictness interaction effect is similar to the effect of congregational size and slightly stronger than the
congregational positive emotion interaction effect. Model 5 estimates these two interaction terms in the same model; both
remain statistically significant and together significantly improve model fit (v2 = 13.608, d.f. = 2; p < .01; compared to Model
4 in Table 3). These results support Hypotheses 3 and 4 but not Hypotheses 5 and 6.
6. Discussion

Congregations depend on funding from their members for their livelihood and yet giving is highly skewed with 20 per-
cent of members providing over 80 percent of the donations (Iannaccone, 1997; see also Smith et al., 2008). Because the
majority of individuals give nothing or very little to their congregations, it is important to determine what factors affect
monetary giving and why some individuals are willing to give more than others. Rational choice explanations typically
emphasize the screening, monitoring, and sanctioning capacities of congregations as a means of inducing instrumentally
rational actors to contribute. The significant effects of strictness, congregational size, congregational network density, and
theological exclusivity are consistent with this perspective. While these results provide some support for rational choice
explanations, the majority of American congregations are not strict or theologically exclusive and the majority of America
congregation-goers attend large, not small, congregations (Stark and Finke, 2000; Thumma and Travis, 2007). Thus, these
rational choice explanations fail to explain congregational giving within the average American congregation or for the aver-
age attender of American congregations. The positive effects of individual- and congregational-level emotion on giving net of
strictness, congregational size, and theological exclusivity suggest that in the average American congregation emotion-
inducing rituals may be especially important for facilitating higher levels of congregational giving. Moreover, the magnitude
of the individual-level EE effect is on par with that of theological exclusivity and the magnitude of the congregational-level
positive emotion effect is roughly equivalent to that of congregational size. Thus, the effects of emotion are similar in
strength to two of the main rational choice predictors of giving. Although strict congregations amplify the individual-level
effects of EE, congregations of any size with any level of strictness or theological exclusivity can theoretically generate these
types of rituals. This study suggests that congregations can increase the proportion of income their members donate by
structuring their rituals to promote positive emotional experiences. Since many churches have control over the form and
type of worship service they offer, future research should investigate what types or characteristics of rituals facilitate posi-
tive emotional experiences for participants.
11 Ottoni-Wilhelm (2010) and Cornwall (2010) note the importance of fully interacting models, which requires interacting a variable with each religious
tradition not just particular traditions specified by hypotheses. Hence, in Model 4, I interact EE with each religious tradition even though Hypothesis 5 is only in
regards to comparing Black Protestants and Pentecostals to non-Pentecostal evangelicals.



Table 4
HLM models predicting congregational giving: unstandardized coefficients and standardized betas displayed.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand.
Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta

Intercept 2.439*** 0.036 – 2.444*** 0.035 – 2.444*** 0.040 –

Level 1 (Individual)
Age 0.013*** 0.000 0.179 0.013*** 0.000 0.179 0.013*** 0.000 0.179
Sex 0.028** 0.009 0.013 0.028** 0.009 0.013 0.028** 0.009 0.013
Marriage 0.122*** 0.009 0.056 0.122*** 0.009 0.056 0.122*** 0.009 0.056
Less than high school (reference) – – – – – – – – –
High school 0.137*** 0.023 0.063 0.137*** 0.023 0.063 0.137*** 0.023 0.063
College 0.113*** 0.024 0.052 0.113*** 0.024 0.052 0.113*** 0.024 0.052
Income (LN) 0.174*** 0.006 0.120 0.174*** 0.006 0.120 0.174*** 0.006 0.120
Attendance 0.301*** 0.004 0.294 0.301*** 0.004 0.294 0.301*** 0.004 0.294
Devotional practices 0.055*** 0.003 0.078 0.056*** 0.003 0.078 0.055*** 0.003 0.078
Exclusive theology 0.052*** 0.004 0.061 0.052*** 0.004 0.061 0.052*** 0.004 0.061
Close friends 0.141*** 0.005 0.117 0.141*** 0.005 0.117 0.141*** 0.005 0.117
EE 0.019*** 0.002 0.061 0.021*** 0.002 0.066 0.020*** 0.002 0.063

Level 2 (Congregational)
Congregational positive emotion 0.040*** 0.011 0.045 0.039*** 0.011 0.044 0.041*** 0.011 0.046
Congregation Size (LN) �0.036** 0.012 �0.040 �0.037** 0.013 �0.041 �0.036** 0.012 �0.041
Strictness 0.074*** 0.009 0.100 0.073*** 0.009 0.099 0.074*** 0.009 0.101
Network density 0.208*** 0.050 0.052 0.206*** 0.051 0.051 0.206*** 0.050 0.051
Non-Pente. Evangelical (reference) – – – – – – – – –
Mainline �0.126*** 0.032 �0.058 �0.128*** 0.032 �0.059 �0.127*** 0.032 �0.058
Catholic �0.257*** 0.040 �0.118 �0.258*** 0.040 �0.118 �0.258*** 0.040 �0.119
Black Protestant 0.332*** 0.893 0.153 0.334*** 0.089 0.154 0.332*** 0.090 0.153
Pentecostal 0.159* 0.089 0.073 0.154 0.061 0.071 0.160* 0.061 0.074
Other �0.139* 0.056 �0.064 �0.134** 0.056 �0.062 �0.132* 0.056 �0.061

Cross-level Interactions (Level 1 � Level 2)
EE � Congregational positive emotion 0.004* 0.002 0.030
EE � Strictness 0.004** 0.001 0.040
EE � Network density 0.005 0.006 0.008
Variance Components
Between Congregations 0.026*** 0.026*** 0.027***

Within Congregations 0.758 0.758 0.758
EE 0.0001** 0.0000** 0.0001***

Model 4 Model 5

Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand.
Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta

Intercept 2.444*** 0.040 – 2.439*** 0.036 –

Level 1 (Individual)
Age 0.013*** 0.000 0.179 0.013*** 0.000 0.179
Sex 0.028** 0.009 0.013 0.028** 0.009 0.013
Marriage 0.122*** 0.009 0.056 0.122*** 0.009 0.056
Less than high school (reference) – – – – – –
High school 0.137*** 0.023 0.063 0.137*** 0.023 0.063
College 0.112*** 0.024 0.052 0.113*** 0.024 0.052
Income (LN) 0.174*** 0.006 0.120 0.173*** 0.006 0.120
Attendance 0.301*** 0.004 0.294 0.301*** 0.004 0.294
Devotional practices 0.056*** 0.003 0.078 0.056*** 0.003 0.078
Exclusive theology 0.052*** 0.004 0.061 0.052*** 0.004 0.061
Close friends 0.141*** 0.005 0.117 0.141*** 0.005 0.116
EE 0.021*** 0.004 0.066 0.021*** 0.002 0.065

Level 2 (Congregational)
Congregational positive emotion 0.041*** 0.011 0.046 0.038** 0.011 0.043
Congregation Size (LN) �0.036** 0.012 �0.040 �0.036** 0.012 �0.040
Strictness 0.074*** 0.009 0.102 0.072*** 0.009 0.099
Network density 0.206*** 0.050 0.051 0.207*** 0.050 0.052
Non-Pente. Evangelical (reference) – – – – – –
Mainline �0.127*** 0.032 �0.058 �0.126*** 0.032 �0.058
Catholic �0.257*** 0.040 �0.118 �0.257*** 0.040 �0.118
Black Protestant 0.304*** 0.094 0.140 0.334*** 0.089 0.153
Pentecostal 0.160* 0.061 0.064 0.154* 0.061 0.071
Other �0.136* 0.056 �0.062 �0.139* 0.056 �0.064

(continued on next page)
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Table 4 (continued)

Model 4 Model 5

Unstand. Stand. Unstand. Stand.
Coef. SE Beta Coef. SE Beta

Cross-level interactions (Level 1 � Level 2)
EE �Mainline 0.002 0.005 0.005
EE � Catholic �0.004 0.004 �0.013
EE � Black Protestant 0.022 0.023 0.070
EE � Pentecostal 0.015 0.010 0.046
EE � Other �0.009 0.009 �0.029
EE � Congregational positive emotion 0.003� 0.002 0.022
EE � Strictness 0.004** 0.001 0.034

Variance components
Between Congregations 0.026*** 0.026***

Within Congregations 0.758 0.758
EE 0.0001*** 0.0000**

Level-2 N = 344; Level-1 N = 46,571; Two-tailed significance tests:
� p < .10.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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Fig. 1. Relationship between individual emotional energy, congregational positive emotion, and individual giving (x-axis = ±2 SE’s).
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Fig. 2. Relationship between individual emotional energy, congregational strictness, and individual giving (x-axis = ±2 SE’s).
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Past studies, relying primarily on rational choice explanations, have focused on the cognitive processes by which indi-
viduals make giving decisions (see Peifer, 2010 and Hill and Vaidyanathan, 2011 for notable exceptions). In doing so,
they fail to consider emotional processes. Individuals are viewed as ‘thinkers’ making decisions regarding how much
to give, rather than as ‘feelers.’ Yet the findings of this study highlight how there is more to congregational giving than
cognitive motivations. The amount of EE individuals experience during worship services has a consistent positive effect
on congregational giving. This suggests that emotion, not just cognition, plays a role in financial decisions regarding how
much to give to one’s congregation. In fact, psychological and neuroscience research identifies emotion and cognition as
being intertwined in the brain (Phelps, 2006; Pessoa, 2008; Izard, 2009). Some research argues that emotion precedes
cognitive processing (Zajonc, 1980, 1984, 1998), showing that individuals are typically able to determine how they feel
about something before they can even articulate what it is. Other studies have connected emotion to cooperative behav-
ior. For example, McCabe et al. (2001) had participants play experimental cooperation games, where there was an incen-
tive to not cooperate if one’s partner cooperated but disincentives for mutual non-cooperation. They found that
participants who cooperated more frequently showed higher levels of activation in the emotional limbic system of
the brain, thereby suggesting the importance of emotion for facilitating cooperative behavior. The current study further
supports this conclusion with survey data and pinpoints how emotionally charged group rituals may be catalysts for
encouraging cooperation or contribution to the group.

Past research on religious giving has consistently found a positive effect of regular church attendance. While requests
for donations during religious services may partly explain this relationship (Bekkers and Schuyt, 2008), the results of this
study identify the emotional experiences of participants as also relevant. These experiences include general emotions,
such as ‘joy’ and ‘awe’, and religion-specific ones, such as experiencing ‘a sense of God’s presence.’ This study proposes
that certain social contexts may moderate the effects of EE on congregational giving. In particular, the cross-level inter-
action effects identify how certain congregational contexts—those characterized by high levels of positive emotion and
strictness—increase the individual-level positive effect of EE. I argued that this is due to these contexts amplifying
the degree to which EE is attributed to the congregational ritual experience. Although the interaction effect between
EE and strictness was of a similar magnitude to the effects of congregational size and network density, the interaction
effect between EE and congregational positive emotion was smaller. Yet, even the smaller interaction effect between EE
and congregational positive emotion has important potential financial implications for congregations. As Smith et al.
(2008) show, even small increases in the amount individuals give can, in the aggregate, create immense financial wind-
falls for congregations. Although I predicted a moderating effect between EE and congregational network density, it was
not supported. This may be because congregational network density operates in different ways across congregations; it
may make individuals feel a part of a tight-knit community in some congregations (Peifer, 2010), and have the opposite
effect in others, particularly when the dense ties are used for the purposes of monitoring and sanctioning (Scheitle and
Finke, 2008).12 Only in the case of the former, should EE become more easily attributable to the congregation. Of course,
not all religious rituals are equally as successful at generating EE. Given that positive emotion experienced during worship
services is positively associated with higher levels of congregational giving on both the individual- and congregational-lev-
els, future research should investigate what factors affect the success of a religious ritual (see Baker, 2010; Draper, 2014;
Wellman et al., 2014 for recent research in this area).

My hypothesis regarding a conditional relationship between EE and institutionalized expressive rituals—operationalized
by Pentecostal and historically Black Protestant congregations—was also not supported. However, institutionalized expres-
sive rituals on their own do seem to have an effect on average levels of congregational giving. Although most prior studies of
giving have focused on religious traditions as operationalizations of strictness or conservative religious beliefs (Hoge, 1994;
Zaleski and Zech, 1994; Hoge et al., 1996), the higher average levels of giving in Black Protestant and Pentecostal congrega-
tions compared to non-Pentecostal evangelical congregations suggest that the emotional expressiveness of rituals may also
contribute to explaining variation in congregational giving across religious traditions. These findings emphasize the impor-
tance of differentiating Black Protestant and Pentecostal congregations from evangelical and mainline congregations. While
some past studies have separated out individuals who attend Black Protestant congregations (see Keister, 2008 and Corcoran,
2013), this study is the first to do so at the congregational-level. Notably, I find that Black Protestant congregations, even
though their attendees have fewer resources (Keister, 2008), have the highest average levels of congregational giving (as
measured by the average percentage of attendees’ net income given regularly) compared to the other religious traditions
in the model. Moreover, it seems that Pentecostal congregations may be the driving force behind the higher average levels
of giving among evangelical congregations reported in prior studies. This would suggest that their emotionally expressive
rituals are primarily responsible for their giving rates, not their conservative theology. Due to the small number of Black
Protestant and Pentecostal congregations in the sample, additional research using oversamples of these congregations is
needed to further confirm these results. Future research would also benefit from directly measuring the extent to which
emotionally expressive rituals are institutionalized to determine if this explains the higher average levels of congregational
giving among Black Protestant and Pentecostal congregations.

The findings of this study could be generalizable to other types of voluntary organizations. Religious congregations are
just one type of voluntary association (Harris, 1998); many organized membership-based groups, such as social movement
12 See Kitts (2000) for a discussion of the different mechanisms by which social networks can affect group commitment.
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organizations and clubs, also depend on funding from members. The hypotheses proposed in this study are not dependent on
religious characteristics as EE may be generated from non-religious rituals (Collins, 2004) and shared collective emotion
and strictness are not religion-specific factors. Thus, the relevance of emotion for giving may also operate in secular organi-
zational contexts as well.

The current study is not without limitations. First, because the data is cross-sectional, causal inference cannot be drawn.
Currently, there is no available longitudinal multilevel data of religious attendees within congregations. As such, this study
used one of the best available sources of multilevel data for congregations. Outside of religious giving studies, some past
research has suggested that giving makes individuals feel good about themselves and causes them to experience a ‘‘warm
glow,’’ which in turn is predicted to facilitate future giving in order to repeat the feeling (Andreoni, 1990). This research pre-
dicts a reciprocal relationship between a certain type of emotion (i.e., a warm glow) and giving. In the current study, EE is
measured by emotions individuals experience during worship services including spontaneity, awe, joy, and a feeling of God’s
presence. While giving may provide one with a ‘‘warm glow,’’ why this would necessarily affect feelings of spontaneity, awe,
and so on during religious services is less clear. The warm glow reverse causal logic also has a difficult time explaining the
interaction effects, that is, why giving more would create a stronger ‘‘warm glow’’ in certain contexts versus others. More-
over, the positive effect of congregational positive emotion on congregational giving, net of one’s own EE, suggests a direct
effect of congregational emotion.13 Individuals with low EE give more in congregations with higher congregational positive
emotion, which is inconsistent with the reverse causal effect predicted by warm glow explanations. Second, although the USCLS
is currently the only dataset that has questions able to measure both congregational giving and EE, it does not provide infor-
mation on when or how individuals give (i.e., spontaneously during the service or through planned giving). Since EE is not
merely an instantaneous emotion, but lasts even after the interaction ritual ends (Collins, 2004), EE should have a positive effect
on all types of giving. However, because EE wanes the longer one goes without repeating the ritual, it might affect spontaneous
giving during worship services more than planned giving as EE should be higher for the former. Since Smith et al. (2008) provide
evidence that individuals who plan their contributions give more, investigating whether EE increases giving among spontaneous
givers, who typically give less, is a fruitful avenue for future research.

Finally, like much of past research, the current study is unable to directly control for the quality of religious goods offered
by congregations. Due to this, a rational choice approach to congregational giving may reinterpret the EE findings as merely
capturing an individual’s perception of the quality of the religious goods offered and heightened satisfaction with them. This,
however, is an insufficient explanation. According to rational choice approaches, in order for there to be high levels of con-
gregational giving, not only must the quality of the religious goods exceed their cost, but the congregation must effectively
curb free-riders through screening and/or monitoring and sanctioning. If the former condition is met without the latter, then
instrumentally rational individuals are expected to consume the higher quality good without contributing to its production,
that is, to free-ride. Since the positive effect of EE is net of the factors predicted to curb free-riding— congregational strict-
ness, congregational size, and congregational network density—it cannot be reduced solely to a rational choice explanation.
While the interaction effect between EE and strictness may be interpreted instrumentally—EE has a greater positive effect in
congregations with fewer free-riders—this interpretation cannot explain the interaction effect between EE and congrega-
tional positive emotion net of the other variables. Rational choice approaches are therefore unable to fully explain the EE
findings. Still, more research is needed to further elucidate the influence of EE on congregational giving and the underlying
cognitive and emotional mechanisms at work.

Although it has limitations, the results identify important relationships between positive emotion, congregational con-
texts, and congregational giving. While past giving research has focused on rational choice explanations, this study contrib-
utes to diversifying theoretical research on religious giving by extending Collins’ (2004) interaction ritual theory to
hypothesize non-cognitive predictors of congregational giving, specifically emotion. The results of this study provide support
for the hypothesis that positive emotions produced by religious rituals are associated with higher levels of congregational
giving, net of income and other relevant factors. Future research should further consider how both cognitive and emotional
processes underlie congregational giving and giving more broadly.
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