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Religion in the US

Religion has long been a major social institution in the United States
- 90% of US identified as Christian in the 1990s [Pew 2022]
- Now 63% do — shift to unaffiliated

Religious institutions:
1. Integral to system of belief

2. Center of social support, communal identity, and civic life

Founding of US — emphasis on religious liberty and pluralism
- Diverse religious landscape

- Two largest Christian orgs. in US: Catholic Church and Southern Baptist Convention



The Southern Baptist Convention

Evangelical Christian denomination
- Separated from National Convention in 1845

- Stemmed from disputes over slavery

Membership peaked at 16 million in 2006

- | in membership since

40,000+ congregations throughout US
- Churches are fully autonomous & independent

- — diff. SBC churches imperfect substitutes

A Southern Baptist Church



Area characteristics and church presence

SBC church presence — negative selection on all economic indicators
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The SBC church in American life

Over 40% of SBC adherents say religion most important part of life (904+% among most)

- Social networks very segregated by religion
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Research questions

What is the causal role of religion for economic & social outcomes?

- Square personal importance with negative selection

Exploit local “religion shocks” in the SBC to answer:

1. How do communities respond to religious shocks?
2. How do religious changes affect outcomes?

3. What is the role of religion & social connection as place-based amenities?



What is a local religious shock?

Explore in two ways:
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What is a local religious shock?
Explore in two ways:

1. Pastor deaths
- SBC churches use single pastor for leadership
- 1-1 mapping from pastor deaths to church closures

- Pastor deaths — supply shifter for church access

2. Pastor convictions
- Sexual abuse in SBC church — 2019 Houston Chronicle exposé
- | religious attendance & belief after local pastor conviction

- Shock to religious institutional trust

Shocks distinct in timing & granularity

- Both show religious disruptions shape outcomes
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- Social: | social activity, no voting changes

- Health: No changes

- Economic: labor force participation (LFP) | ~0.25pp, unemployment + ~0.25pp
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Preview of results
After a pastor death:

- First stage: SBC churches close — persistent effects

Social: | social activity, no voting changes

Health: No changes
- Economic: labor force participation (LFP) | ~0.25pp, unemployment + ~0.25pp

After a pastor conviction:

- First stage: | church attendance & later | affiliation

Social: voting changes (T ~0.5pp shift left)
- Health: 1 opioid mortality

Economic: LFP & unemployment — same magnitude as deaths analysis

Hedonic demand: WTP >$3,000 for church proximity (1 mi.) — 80% of pref. from
non-employment factors



Related literature

1. Religion & social/economic outcomes

Economic outcomes: Weber (1905), Gruber (2005), McCleary and Barro (2006), and Campante
and Yanagizawa-Drott (2015)

Health outcomes and “deaths of despair”: Gruber and Hungerman (2008), Case and Deaton
(2015), Case and Deaton (2021), and Giles, Hungerman, and Oostrom (2023)

Religious outcomes: Bottan and Perez-Truglia (2015)

Novel granular variation + focus on large denomination



Related literature

1. Religion & social/economic outcomes

2. Social capital & labor markets

- Granovetter (1973), Topa (2001), Calvo-Armengol and Jackson (2004), Pallais and Sands (2016),
Chetty et al. (2022a), Chetty et al. (2022b), and Chetty et al. (2024)

— Explore shocks to social capital in new setting



Related literature

1. Religion & social/economic outcomes

2. Social capital & labor markets

3. Religion & social connection as place-based amenities

- Valuing place-based amenities: Rosen (1974), Bajari and Benkard (2005), Chay and Greenstone
(2005), Greenstone and Gallagher (2008), and Linden and Rockoff (2008)

- Determinants of place-based amenities: Diamond (2016) and Almagro and Dominguez-lino (2024)

- Social connection and outcomes: Putnam (2000) and Glaeser, Laibson, and Sacerdote (2002)

— Explicitly consider religion & social connection as place-based amenities
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SBC church trends

Membership | 20% since 2006 — over 3 million people
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Where is the SBC present?

( % SB adherents
,,/ " e 2020



Church attendance and social activity

1 church visits associated with 1 non-church social activity

Non-church social visits in past year
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Beta: 0.261, t-stat: 18.828.

Church visits in past year

Specification: county, state X year, and demographic X year FEs
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Basic model: valuing religion
Why should we expect religion to matter? Model three key features:
1. Religion as a source of social capital
2. Religion as an amenity

3. Religion as an source of norms
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Basic model: valuing religion
Why should we expect religion to matter? Model three key features:
1. Religion as a source of social capital
2. Religion as an amenity
3. Religion as an source of norms

Individual recieves utility from church attendance a and some other action y:

1
Ula,g) = [el@w+ (1-c@)b] + ra  + Xy - ¢y’
expected income
- Job-finding rate m(a) = o, + Ba = e(a)=eo+ra (networks — jobs)

~—~
help-wanted  chyrch
ads referrals
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Basic model: valuing religion
Why should we expect religion to matter? Model three key features:
1. Religion as a source of social capital
2. Religion as an amenity
3. Religion as an source of norms

Individual recieves utility from church attendance a and some other action y:

Ula,y) = [e(a)w+ (1 —e(a))b] + ~va + Ay - %wyz

amenity val.

- Direct amenity value from church attendance, v > 0

14



Basic model: valuing religion
Why should we expect religion to matter? Model three key features:
1. Religion as a source of social capital
2. Religion as an amenity
3. Religion as an source of norms

Individual recieves utility from church attendance a and some other action y:

1
Ula,y) = [e(@w+ (1 —e(@)b] + o + Xy - ey
~~ 2
hedonic i
“reward” cost of deviating

from church

- Norms channel — cost (governed by ¢) of actions not aligned with church values

- Church bliss point normalized to 0: y* = % — hedonic/alignment tradeoff

14



Testable implications
Pastor deaths — church closures: | «a

Church abuse scandals — belief shock: | a and | ¢

Effects for both:

1. 1 unemployment (networks)
2. | labor force participation (networks)

3. | home prices (bundled amenities + job-finding benefits)

Effects only with scandals:

1. 7 Norm compliance / moral adherence (| belief = | deviation costs)

Today: Reduced-form evidence & some decomposition

15
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Estimating the effects of pastor deaths: data

Scan & OCR universe of SBC
pastors from 1970 to 2008

— Pastor names & locations
biannually

Merge to Social Security Death
Master File & Infutor

— Universe of deaths &
locations up to 2013

Variation in pastor deaths with
exact church locations

‘PASTORS
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Abel William M PO Bx 582 New-
land NC 28857
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40389 e

1970 SBC Annual
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Abercombie C L 1310 No Crain
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Aherug-‘nhlc C M Wheeler Tx
0
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Ahf.t'olﬂbll‘ M L Rt 4 Pickens 8C
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5236 MCCAUA Al 35111

Abernathy D J 741 No Mills Av
Orlando Fl 32803
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London NC 2

Abe-mlm,\' Domld Rt 1 Fyfte Al

Abvernathy Eugene 2611 §W 13 Pl
Fort Laudercale Pl 33312

Avernathy James W 3407 Kester
Wood Dr Knoxville Tn 37918

Abernathy Jerry D 706 Pecan
Crossett At 71638

Abvernathy Paul 700 Morgan
Falls Rd Dunwoody Ga 30043

Abernathy Roy Rt 3 Canton Ga
30114
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Estimating the effects of pastor deaths: regression

Exploit variation in treatment & timing — matched controls

- Match on state, income, education, race, & church presence

Y.i=v%4+0,+ Z BrPastorDeath, x 1{t — T, = k} + XXt + €+
k#—1

Y,;: outcome in zip code z in year ¢
t — T,: time from first pastor death
By effect of pastor deaths

X,¢: time-varying controls

18



Churches close when pastors die
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Robust to using non-binary, non-absorbing treatment [Chaisemartin & D'Haultfeeuille, 2024]
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Estimating the effects of pastor convictions: data
125 SBC pastor convictions for sex crimes from The Houston Chronicle

Abuse of Faith: The database

Partl Part2 Part3 Part4 Part5 Part6é Database Videos

-
T3
=

In the past 20 years, hundreds of Southern Baptists with formal church roles have engaged

in sexual misconduct, a new investigation by the Houston Chronicle and San Antonio
Express-News reveals. They were pastors. Deacons. Youth pastors.

20



Timing of convictions

Number of Southern Baptist church convictions

30+

Total convictions: 279
Pastor convictions: 125

2006: Peak SBC membership

T T T T T
2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Year

3 All church staff ' Pastors
21



Estimating the effects of pastor convictions: regression

Follow same matched controls strategy as in deaths analysis
DiD with individual-level data:

Yiee =a+6c+7 + Z BrConviction, x 1{t — T, = k} + AXy4 + €1
k#—1

Y;e: outcome for individual 4 in county c in year ¢
t — T,: time from year of conviction T, in county ¢
B effect of pastor conviction

X,;¢: Time-varying controls
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Baptists stop attending church after convictions

Large decline in church attendance for Baptists in treatment counties

Baptist share attending church weekly
S
[R—
—
Baptist share attending church weekly
S

2 2
P I T N
Years since conviction Years since conviction
(a) Treatment counties (Baptist) (b) Control counties (Baptist)

23



Other denominations not affected

No effects for non-Baptists

Non-baptist share attending church weekly
N
—
-
i

Non-baptist share attending church weekly

Years since conviction

(a) Treatment counties (Non-Baptist)

Years since conviction

(b) Control counties (Non-Baptist)

24



Persistent deceases in attendance
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Pastor deaths: economic outcomes

LFP |, unemployment 1

Effect of pastor deaths on LF participation
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Effect of pastor deaths on unemployment rate
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Pastor deaths: social effects

Table 1: Effect of pastor death on social activities

Dependent Variables:

Church visits Social visits Bowling visits

(1) () 3)

Variables
log( PastorDead=1 0.1 -0.031* -0.014** -0.173**

(0.014) (0.006) (0.067)
Fixed effects
County X X X
State x Year X X X
Race x Year X X X
Age group x Year X X X
Sex x Year X X X
City size x Year X X X
Fit statistics
Observations 20,650 17,768 19,678
Pseudo R? 0.12 0.05 0.14
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.01, **: 0.05, *: 0.1
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Pastor convictions: economic effects

LFP |, unemployment T — same direction/magnitude as deaths analysis
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Pastor convictions: social effects
Voting behavior — shift left in presidential & senate elections
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» voting and pastor deaths
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Pastor convctions: deaths of despair

25% 1 opioid-related mortality relative to baseline

Effect of conviction on opioid mortality

H
T T T T T T T T T T T

-7 -6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Years since conviction

No effects with aggregate health
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Pastor deaths: home price effects of nearby churches

Can leverage exact church locations for spatial decomposition

Estimate the following with non-parametric 1V:

log (Pjs) = 0(05¢) +&(65,1004) + BX; + Yeiye + i) + Eje
~—— —_——— ——' ~—~—

Church dist 1994 dist Chars.  County x  Tract FEs
year FEs

Flexibly control for pre-period distance from church with ¢
(Borusyak and Hull, 2022)

Instrument for ;; with an interaction of pre-period distance d; 1994 & death timing

Estimate nonparametric effect 9(6) of church distance on log home prices using NPIV
(Chen and Christensen, 2018; Newey and Powell, 2003)

Sample: 7,470,446 home transactions from 1990-2008 from Corelogic
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The nearest church being farther — lower home values

5% 1

0%
’ IE' Linear IV

E Non-parametric IV
|E| Non-parametric OLS

~5%

Effect on price

—-10% A

0 2 4 6
Distance to closest church (mi)



From price effects to preferences

Assume household i chooses housing option J; to maximize indirect utility:

Uij = =565+ Uy (Agmagi)) + & — P
- P;: sale price of house j
- 0;: distance from house j to nearest SBC church
- Aj and 7,,(j): observed home chars. & unobserved neighborhoods chars., repsectively

- &1 vertical unobserved quality of house j
- Let X = (07, 45,7, &)

36



From price effects to preferences

Assume household i chooses housing option J; to maximize indirect utility:
-6
Uiy = =B8; 05 + U (Aj,m() + & — P,

Two ingredients:

1. Continuity: choice of housing option j — equiv. to choice of continuous house,
neighborhood chars. X for price P;

— >7 million home transactions =>~ continuous choice of §;

2. Bajari and Benkard (2005): no i-specific taste for particular housing options

— housing option j's price P; = smooth function p of j's observed, unobserved chars.
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From price effects to preferences

Assume household i chooses housing option J; to maximize indirect utility:
-6
Uiy = =B8; 05 + U (Aj,m() + & — P,

Two ingredients:

1. Continuity: choice of housing option j — equiv. to choice of continuous house,
neighborhood chars. X for price P;

— >7 million home transactions =>~ continuous choice of §;

2. Bajari and Benkard (2005): no i-specific taste for particular housing options

— housing option j's price P; = smooth function p of j's observed, unobserved chars.

Continuous choices of char. bundles 4+ smooth price function P; = p(d;, A}, 1n(5),&5)

— Household i's FOC identifies disutility from church distance 3;

36



Hedonic willingness-to-pay

Dollar-denominated average WTP to be 1 mile closer to church = $3,235

100

Density

50

0% 2% 4% 6%
WTP to be 1 mi closer to a church

» WTP in $



Effect on price

Decomposition of church value

Split value of proximity into employment channel e(d;) and residual amenity value 07
—Bidj = —aidj +vie(d;), (o 7)) ~ Mp, X).

Differential slopes of price effects and employment effects help decompose WTP

/

Effect on employment/population

7 G H 2
Distance to closest church (mi) Distance to closest church (mi)

(a) Home price effects slope (b) Employment effects slope
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Employment value vs. other amenities

Over 80% of church proximity value comes from non-employment factors

0
1

0% 20% 80% 120%
Fraction of total preference due to non—-employment factors
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Conclusion
We study effects of religion in the US with two complementary strategies

Provide framework for how religion affects outcomes — key features:
- Religion as an amenity

- Religion as a source of social captial

Find reduced-form effects of religious loss on:
- Economic outcomes (LFP & unemployment)
- Social outcomes (social activity & voting)

- Health outcomes (opioid mortality)

Characterize household preferences for church proximity
- Many households willing to pay to be closer to churches

- Effects come both from 1 employment effects (20%) and other amenities (80%)

40
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Few other competing churches

200 -
L]
o
o
<
o}
Q 150
E L]
&
[0]
o
j °
o
g 100+ o .
el
©
s
@ .o
E SOA L]
2 e .
= o o
3
o .
(%] ° .
L]
0
T T T T
200 400 600 800

Non-Southern Baptist adherence rate per 1,000

43



Estimating the effects of pastor deaths: regression

Difference-in-differences with non-binary treatment [Chaisemartin & D'Haultfeeuille, 2024]

Yi=m+6.+ Z 5k{10g
kA1

Y.+: outcome in zip code z in year t

PastorDead,; + 0.1
Matched, + 0.1

) Xt —T, = k}] + €44

t — T,;: time from pastor death — allows for multiple events
By effect of pastor deaths

Intuition: compare outcomes for “switchers” & control units with same baseline treatment
status

- Estimand is AVSQ — average of actual versus status quo outcomes

- ldentification comes from parallel trends conditional on baseline treatment
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Churches close when pastors die
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Cumulative

Cumulative pastors deaths over time

deaths following first death
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Estimating the effects of pastor convictions for other outcomes

Apply same matched controls approach to aggregate outcomes

With aggregate data:

Yot =0+ + Z BrConviction, x 1{t — T, =k} + X¢t + €ct
k#£—1
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Various measures of church attendance
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Baptist standardized church attendance.

(c) Std. attend
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Delayed increase in non-religious share
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Driven by persuasion, not mobilization

No effects on turnout
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0.01 ]
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No effect on voting outcomes

Effect of first death on president two-party dem. vote share

0.01
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Effect of pastor death on senate two-party dem. vote share

0.01+

-0.014

u
610-5

T T
4t0-4 2t0-1

T T T
01 23 45
Years since first death

(b) Senate vote shares
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No aggregate health effects

Years since first death
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No aggregate health effects

Effect of conviction on aggregate mortality
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Pastor deaths: deaths of despair

No change in opioid mortality

Effect of pastor deaths on opioid mortality
o
!
0
|
H
|
|
H
H
|
|
H
H
|
H
|
h
V
H
|
H
E
H
¢
H
i
-
T
H
|
|
H

T T T T T

T
-6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4

Years since first death

No effects with aggregate health a

55



WTP in dollars

0.00154

0.00101

ity

Densi

0.0005 1

0.00001

$5,000 $10,000 $15,000
WTP to be 1 mi closer to a church

$20,000

$25,000
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Prices to preferences derivation

0dlog(P)

From NPIV on home prices we nonparametrically recover 8(9) = 95

Rewrite household optimization problem to be directly over bundles of housing characteristics:

s max Ui(&aﬂ],f) - p(éaaanag)a ui(éaaanag) = 7/316 + Ui(_C)(aan) + 5
,a,mn,EeX

And take the FOC:

8ui
00

Jp

X, 0

Op

8Ui
<, o

o Bh

p(Xy,) 0(3s,)

XJi

57



