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ABSTRACT—We present two studies aimed at resolving ex-
perimentally whether religion increases prosocial behav-
ior in the anonymous dictator game. Subjects allocated
more money to anonymous strangers when God concepts
were implicitly activated than when neutral or no concepts
were activated. This effect was at least as large as that
obtained when concepts associated with secular moral in-
stitutions were primed. A trait measure of self-reported
religiosity did not seem to be associated with prosocial
behavior. We discuss different possible mechanisms that
may underlie this effect, focusing on the hypotheses that
the religious prime had an ideomotor effect on generosity
or that it activated a felt presence of supernatural watch-
ers. We then discuss implications for theories positing
religion as a facilitator of the emergence of early large-
scale societies of cooperators.

Many theorists have suggested that the cognitive availability of

omniscient and omnipresent supernatural agents has had a
dramatic impact on the development of large-scale human so-
cieties. The imagined presence of such agents, along with

emotional ritual and costly commitment to the social group they
govern, may have been the major development that allowed

genetically unrelated individuals to interact in cooperative ways
(e.g., Atran & Norenzayan, 2004; Irons, 1991; Sosis & Ruffle,
2004). The research reported in this article experimentally in-

vestigated this link between two broad classes of culturally
widespread phenomena of interest to social science—religious

beliefs and cooperative behavior among unrelated strangers.
Although anecdotes documenting religion’s prosocial and

antisocial effects abound, the empirical literature has produced
mixed results regarding religion’s role in prosocial behavior.

Sosis and Ruffle (2004) examined levels of generosity in an
experimental cooperative pool game in religious and secular
kibbutzim in Israel and found higher levels of cooperation in

the religious ones, and the highest levels among religious men
who engaged in daily communal prayer. Batson and his col-

leagues (Batson et al., 1989; Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis,
1993) have shown that although religious people report more

explicit willingness to care for others than do nonreligious peo-
ple, controlled laboratory measures of altruistic behavior often
fail to corroborate this difference. Furthermore, when studies

demonstrate that helpfulness is higher among more devoted
people, this finding is typically better explained by egoistic

motives such as seeking praise or avoiding guilt, rather than
by higher levels of compassion or by a stronger motivation to

benefit other people.
However insightful these findings are, research on religion

and prosocial behavior has been limited by its overwhelming

reliance on correlational designs. If religiosity and prosocial
behavior are found to be correlated, it is just as likely that having

a prosocial disposition causes one to be religious, or that some
third variable such as guilt proneness or dispositional empathy
causes both cooperative behavior and religiosity, as that relig-

ious beliefs somehow cause prosocial behavior. Only rarely have
studies induced supernatural beliefs to examine them as a

causal factor. Bering (2003, 2006) inhibited 3-year-old chil-
dren’s tendencies to cheat (i.e., open a ‘‘forbidden box’’) by

telling them that an invisible agent (‘‘Princess Alice’’) was in the
room with them. In a different study, college students who were
casually told that the ghost of a dead graduate student had been

spotted in their private testing room were less willing to cheat on
a computerized spatial-reasoning task than were those told

nothing (Bering, McLeod, & Shackelford, 2005). These studies
suggest that explicit thoughts of supernatural agents curb
cheating behavior.

In the research reported here, we examined the effect of God
concepts specifically on selfish and prosocial behavior. Our

research design was novel in two ways. First, we introduced an
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Abstract

Though religion has been shown to have generally positive effects on normative ‘prosocial’ behavior, recent laboratoryresearch suggests that these effects may be driven primarily by supernatural punishment. Supernatural benevolence, on theother hand, may actually be associated with less prosocial behavior. Here, we investigate these effects at the societal level,showing that the proportion of people who believe in hell negatively predicts national crime rates whereas belief in heavenpredicts higher crime rates. These effects remain after accounting for a host of covariates, and ultimately prove strongerpredictors of national crime rates than economic variables such as GDP and income inequality. Expanding on laboratoryresearch on religious prosociality, this is the first study to tie religious beliefs to large-scale cross-national trends in pro- andanti-social behavior.
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Introduction

A growing program of research from across the social sciences
now supports the long-held claim that religion positively affects
normative behavior (see [1] for a review). Religiosity shows
consistent positive correlations with charity and volunteerism [2],
and negative relations with lax attitudes about the justifiability of
moral transgressions [3]. Moreover, experimental work has shown
that religious priming increases ‘prosocial’ generosity and co-
operation, and decreases cheating [4–6].
However, recent studies suggest that not all religious beliefs are

equal in this respect. Though supernatural punishment is
associated with increases in normative behavior, laboratory
research reveals the concept of supernatural benevolence to be
associated with decreases in normative behavior. For example,
university students with stronger beliefs in in God’s punitive and
angry nature tended to be the least likely to cheat on an academic
task, whereas stronger beliefs in God’s comforting and forgiving
nature significantly predicted higher levels of cheating [7]. These
results remained robust after controlling for plausible third
variable candidates.
This pattern of results is consistent with theories highlighting the

effectiveness of supernatural punishment–specifically–at regulating
moral behavior and, as a result, group cooperation [8–9,1]. These
theories argue that human punishment is a highly effective
deterrent to anti-social behavior within groups, but one that faces
inevitable limitations of scale. Human monitors cannot see all
transgressions, human judgers cannot adjudicate with perfect
precision, and human punishers are neither able to apprehend
every transgressor, nor escape the potential dangers of retribution.
Divine punishment, on the other hand, has emerged as a cultural
tool to overcome a number of those limitations. Unlike humans,

divine punishers can be omniscient, omnipotent, infallible, and
untouchable-and therefore able to effectively deter transgressors
who may for whatever reason be undeterred by earthly policing
systems.
Supernatural benevolence, however, is not theorized to be

similarly effective at stabilizing cooperation within groups.
Moreover, the evidence thus far suggests that though the more
‘positive’ religious attributes may provide their own benefits, such
as better self-esteem [10] or health coping [11], their role in
encouraging moral behavior may be, at best, minimal and, at
worst, negative.
Indeed, recent social psychological research has used priming

experiments to establish causality in this negative relationship.
Christian participants spent ten minutes writing about God’s
forgiving nature, God’s punitive nature, a forgiving human,
a punitive human, or a neutral control. In a subsequent and
purportedly unrelated task, participants were given the opportu-
nity to overpay themselves for the study using a common measure
of petty theft where participants ostensibly privately assign
themselves payment for correctly answered anagrams. Though,
on average, participants in the punishing God and both human
conditions overpaid themselves less than 50 cents more than what
they deserved for their anagrams, and did not statistically differ
from the neutral condition, those who wrote about a forgiving God
overpaid themselves significantly more-nearly two dollars (Un-
fortunately, because the level for both the control and the
punishing god prime conditions were at a statistical floor in this
study, the ability of punishing god primes to reduce levels of theft
could not be reliably assessed) [12].
The important question that arises from all of these religion and

prosocial behavior studies is to what degree do these laboratory-
based effects translate to large-scale societal effects? Ultimately,
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Fear of supernatural punishment may serve as a deterrent to counternormative behavior, even in

anonymous situations free from human social monitoring. The authors conducted two studies to

test this hypothesis, examining the relationship between cheating behavior in an anonymous setting

and views of God as loving and compassionate, or as an angry and punishing agent. Overall levels

of religious devotion or belief in God did not directly predict cheating. However, viewing God

as a more punishing, less loving figure was reliably associated with lower levels of cheating.

This relationship remained after controlling for relevant personality dimensions, ethnicity, religious

affiliation, and gender.

The belief in supernatural agents has been a powerful force found throughout all cultures
and across all of recorded human history (Atran & Norenzayan, 2004; Boyer, 2001; Guthrie,
1993). One of the most common (if controversial) assumptions about these beliefs is that
they encourage moral behavior. A number of researchers and theorists even suggest that these
beliefs persisted and proliferated precisely because of the social utility served by these purported
prosocial effects (for recent examples, see Johnson & Krüger, 2004; Wilson, 2002).

For years, however, these theories were left empirically wanting. Most of the confirmatory
evidence was anecdotal, and the empirical research that did investigate trait religiosity and
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