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Abstract

Considerable research in sociology, criminology, and economics aims to understand
the effect of religiosity on crime. Many sociological theories positing a deterrent
effect of religion on crime are empirically examined using ordinary least squares
(OLS) cross-sectional regressions of crime measures on measures of religiosity. Most
previous studies have found a negative effect of religion on crime using OLS, a result
I am able to replicate using county-level data on religious membership and crime
rates. If crime affects religious participation, however, OLS coefficients in this context
suffer from endogeneity bias. Using historic religiosity as an instrument for current
religious participation, I find a negligible effect of religion on crime and a negative
effect of crime on religion. To further explore the relationship between religion and
crime, I examine variation in crime incidence before and after Easter. Consistent with
the instrumental variables results, I find no evidence of a decrease in crime following
Easter.

I. Introduction

Sociologists and criminologists have long recognized the potential links
between religious belief and delinquent behavior. A number of sociological
theories have attempted to explain the mechanisms through which religious
belief may affect criminality. Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) “hellfire” hypothesis,
a theory that has received wide attention in the criminology literature, posits
that religion deters criminal behavior by increasing the costs of delinquency
through the promise of punishment in the afterlife. More recent work has
emphasized the role of religious bodies as reference groups against which
individuals frame behavior or modeled religious organizations as providers
of neural stimulation, the absence of which leads individuals to a higher
propensity toward committing crime (see Bock, Cochran, Beeghley 1987;
Ellis and Thompson 1989). A number of threads in the sociology literature
have examined whether religion has a differential effect on certain types of
crime or whether religious deterrence is more efficacious in predominantly
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religious communities. Understanding the effect of religion on crime rates
has important implications for public policy, particularly because of pref-
erential tax treatment given to religious organizations in the United States.

The common approach to empirically examining theories relating crime
and religion is to use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression with a crime
measure on the left-hand side and a measure of religious membership or
religiosity on the right-hand side.1 Baier and Wright (2001), for example,
report a meta-analysis of 60 previous studies of the effect of religion on
delinquency and find a moderate deterrent effect. Twenty-two of the studies
they consider perform OLS regressions directly; the majority of the remaining
studies measure association using variations of the linear model such as
multivariate analysis of variance.2 Typical studies find some negative and
statistically significant coefficients on religious membership measures, which
are taken as evidence that increasing religious membership in a locality
reduces crime.

For OLS regressions to provide valid estimates of the relationship between
religion and crime, religious measures must be uncorrelated with the unob-
servable locality-specific crime effects captured by the OLS error term. This
assumption fails in the case in which religious membership is itself responsive
to patterns of crime. If high crime in a particular area leads religious orga-
nizations to locate in that area in order to “convert the sinners,” then OLS
estimates of the effect of religiosity on crime will be biased upward. Alter-
natively, if criminal activities lead individuals to abandon church participation
because of guilt or institutional censure, crime may tend to decrease mem-
bership, which would cause OLS coefficients to be biased downward.

The traditional solution to the endogeneity bias of OLS estimation is to
capture exogenous variation in the explanatory variable of interest using
instrumental variables (IV) analysis. In this paper, I propose using historical
rates of religious adherence as an instrument for current religious member-
ship. If religious beliefs are transmitted intergenerationally, current cross-
sectional variation in religiosity will partly reflect the religious environment
in the distant past. Cross-sectional shocks to contemporary crime rates, how-
ever, are likely uncorrelated with past variations in religiosity. I find that
OLS estimates are biased downward relative to IV estimates. Contrary to

1 Bainbridge (1989) provides a typical example of this approach. He performs city-level
cross-sectional regressions of murder, rape, assault, burglary, larceny, and robbery rates on
number of religious adherents and demographic controls including poverty rates, race, migration
rates, divorce rates, and per capita income. Similar studies can be found in the sociology,
economics, and criminology literature—see, for example, Stark (1996), Lipford, McCormick,
and Tollison (1993), Kposawa, Breault, and Harrison (1995), Evans et al. (1995), and Hull
(2000).

2 Multivariate analysis of variance attempts to determine whether means of outcomes of
interest differ systematically according to levels of an explanatory variable; it allows for the
simultaneous analysis of the effect of a factor on multiple outcomes—for example, the effect
of church attendance on crime using as outcome measures several different types of crime.
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previous studies, I find a statistically insignificant relationship between re-
ligious adherence and crime. The simultaneous estimation also suggests that
religious adherence responds negatively to crime rates.

I then consider potential variations in religiosity generated by the occur-
rence of the Easter holiday to obtain further evidence regarding the rela-
tionship between religion and crime. Although IV estimation is not possible
with the available data, I demonstrate that there is little evidence of a causal
relationship between religion and crime. In particular, crime rates do not
generally decrease in the weeks immediately following Easter, and there is
weak evidence of a small increase in some classes of crime.

Section II presents a simple model of crime and religion. Section III
describes the basic empirical analysis using past rates of religious adherence
as an instrument for current religious adherence. Section IV presents further
empirical evidence using seasonal variation in religiosity on account of re-
ligious holidays. Section V concludes.

II. Model

Consider a model of the following form:

Crime p b � b # Religious � b # Enforcementi 0 1 i 2 i

� g # Demographics � �
(1)

i i

and

Religious p a � a # Crime � a # PastReligiousi 0 1 i 2 i

� d # Demographics � m ,
(2)

i i

where Crimei denotes the number of crimes committed in community i;
Religiousi measures the contemporary number of individuals in community
i who are religious; Enforcement denotes local crime enforcement;
PastReligious measures the historical level of religiosity in the community;
Demographics represents a vector of demographic measures including income
and unemployment, racial and age composition of the population, and total
population and population density; and � and m represent idiosyncratic errors.

Equation (1) is a straightforward application of the rational model of crime
(Becker 1968) in which potential criminals are responsive to the costs and
benefits of criminal behavior and costs and benefits differ across demographic
and religious groups. Equation (2) signifies that crime and demographics may
deter or encourage religiosity in a causal manner. The inclusion of Past-
Religious in equation (2) captures the fact that there are likely to be more
contemporary religious adherents in areas with a historically larger number
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of religious adherents because of intergenerational transmission of religious
tradition.3

The PastReligious variable serves as the instrument for religiosity. The
quality of this instrument depends on the amount of variation in historic
religiosity and the degree to which past religious participation affects current
participation. There is significant variation in my measure for past religiosity,
with some counties reporting fewer than .5 percent of their population as
adherents of a major religion, while other counties report near 100 percent
adherence. In addition, in Section III of the paper, I demonstrate that my
proxy for past religious participation is positively and significantly partially
correlated with contemporary participation. This is unsurprising given past
empirical findings that parents’ religious beliefs are positively correlated with
those of their children (Hoge, Petrillo, and Smith 1982).

To qualify as a valid instrument, PastReligious must also be uncorrelated
with location-specific variations in crime rates captured by . I thus assume�i

that past religiosity does not affect current crime rates in a causal manner
and that there are no omitted factors such as geography that influence both
past religiosity and current crime rates. In my empirical analysis, I use rates
of religious adherence from 1916 as a measure of past religiosity and year
2000 crime measures. Given the large temporal separation between the in-
strument and crime rates as operationalized, there is little reason to suspect
that PastReligious and crime will be correlated except through Religious.

Table 1 compares the year 2000 demographic characteristics of counties
with high religious adherence rates in 1916 to those with low religious
adherence rates. Because of the large number of observations, the means are
precisely estimated and generally are statistically different. Unsurprisingly,
the year 2000 average of percent religious adherents is significantly lower
in areas with historically low religious participation. Interestingly, arrest rates
are about a third higher in areas with high historic religious participation,
which may reflect more stringent attitudes toward punishment among reli-
gious communities.4 The counties with high and low historic religiosity ap-
pear remarkably similar demographically, with comparable populations, in-
comes, poverty and unemployment rates, and percentages of teenagers and
young adults. Residents of counties with high religious adherence rates ex-
hibit slightly less mobility and have lower divorce rates.

Given that past religiosity is excluded from the equation defining crime

3 Because of geographic mobility, the demographics of a particular area are not obviously
exogenous. To maintain consistency with previous studies and eliminate sources of omitted
variable bias, however, I include a number of demographic controls in my empirical application.

4 If partly as a result of religious factors, law enforcement systems favoring stricter punish-
ment have developed in counties with high historic religiosity, the assumption that past relig-
iosity is uncorrelated with the error term in equation (1) may be violated. In this case, the
instrumental variables (IV) estimates of the effect of religion on crime will be biased downward
relative to the true effect.
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levels and enforcement is excluded from the equation defining religious
participation, the coefficients of both equations are exactly identified. The
coefficients can be consistently and efficiently estimated using two-stage least
squares (2SLS) regressions on each equation.

III. Basic Empirical Analysis

My data consist of a cross section of 3,008 counties in the United States
in the year 2000. Data on religious membership are drawn from Religious
Congregations and Membership in the United States 2000 (Jones et al. 2000),
a decennial religious survey with county-level membership statistics for 149
religious denominations in the United States. County-level data on historic
religious membership are taken from Religious Bodies 1916 (U.S. Bureau
of Census 1919), a supplement to the U.S. census. Religious Bodies 1916
contains county-level counts of the numbers of adherents of 109 different
denominations; the total number of adherents was divided by the 1916 census-
estimated county population to generate the historic religiosity measure. Data
on crime rates come from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (2002) Uniform
Crime Reports, which provide annual police-agency-level counts of 22 major
categories of crimes.5

In Table 2, I attempt to reproduce past findings on the relationship between
religion and crime using the year 2000 data. The top part of the table reports
results from Bainbridge’s (1989) study, which was based on 75 large met-
ropolitan statistical areas in 1980. To achieve some level of comparability,
I replicate his approach and report results for 69 counties with population
over 700,000 in the bottom part of the table. The pattern of correlations is
remarkably similar across the two studies despite the 20-year difference, with
church membership negatively and significantly correlated with rates of rape,
assault, burglary, and larceny in both studies. The correlations for the other
covariates are comparable in magnitude and significance across the two data
sets. The 2000 data provide less compelling regression evidence that relig-
iosity is negatively correlated with crime, with none of the estimates being
significantly negative, although I estimate negative coefficients for three of
six crime categories. The regression coefficients on the other demographic
variables are similar across the two studies, and the 2000 regressions achieve
slightly higher values.2R

The final row of Table 2 contains a preview of the paper’s general results.
I estimate an IV regression of crime rate on Bainbridge’s (1989) five co-
variates using past religious adherence rates as an instrument for the per-
centage of the population that is religious. For all crime categories, the
estimated coefficients on church adherents are now positive and much larger

5 Some of the data used in the paper were derived from data sets generously provided to
the public by John Lott in conjunction with his work on the relationship between crime rates
and concealed-carry weapons permits.
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TABLE 1

Comparison of County Demographics by Historic Levels of Religiosity

Few Adherents in 1916 Many Adherents in 1916
Test of Equal

Means

Correlation NMean SD Mean SD t-Statistic p-Value

Percent adherents .46 .13 .54 .12 16.10 .00 .36 3,008
Arrest rates:

Violent crime 59.94 100.63 71.36 234.16 1.61 .11 .03 2,559
Murder 96.42 83.55 119.96 143.85 3.77 .00 .06 1,357
Rape 35.74 45.75 42.79 65.31 2.88 .01 .04 2,088
Robbery 39.18 41.32 60.62 187.76 3.60 .00 .08 1,929
Aggravated assault 70.12 94.54 76.23 185.16 1.05 .23 .02 2,538
Property crime 20.29 52.99 24.79 73.68 1.80 .08 .03 2,622
Auto theft 17.62 29.10 27.49 101.58 3.33 .00 .07 2,528
Burglary 18.92 27.09 20.89 50.14 1.25 .18 .03 2,598
Larceny 21.18 52.17 30.83 301.47 1.14 .21 .02 2,604

Population 81,843 331,224 100,213 253,899 1.71 .09 .03 3,008
Population density 1,712 4,400 2,363 7,078 3.03 .00 �.01 3,008
Poverty rate .09 .05 .09 .05 �1.02 .24 �.03 3,008
Unemployment rate 4.16 .80 3.92 .71 �8.82 .00 �.16 3,008
Percent urban .79 .27 .78 .25 �1.31 .17 �.01 3,008
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Per capita income 16,800 4,667 17,340 5,887 2.77 .01 .01 2,973
Per capita income maintenance 227.58 131.53 212.36 126.21 �3.22 .00 �.07 2,973
Per capita unemployment income 41.89 24.98 43.79 22.55 2.18 .04 �.01 2,973
Per capita retirement payments 1,890.6 470.7 1,986.1 495.6 5.39 .00 .07 2,973
Percent college graduate .24 .09 .24 .10 .57 .34 .02 3,008
Percent divorced .10 .02 .09 .02 �10.82 .00 �.26 3,008
Percent recently moved .48 .07 .44 .07 �12.58 .00 �.23 3,008
Proportion of population:

Black male aged 10–19 .007 .008 .011 .011 9.92 .00 .10 3,008
Black male aged 20–29 .007 .008 .011 .011 9.76 .00 .09 3,008
White male aged 10–19 .056 .014 .057 .014 2.22 .03 .08 3,008
White male aged 20–29 .051 .014 .052 .015 1.92 .06 .07 3,008
Black female aged 10–19 .007 .008 .010 .011 10.15 .00 .10 3,008
Black female aged 20–29 .007 .008 .011 .011 10.30 .00 .10 3,008
White female aged 10–19 .053 .013 .055 .013 3.50 .00 .11 3,008
White female aged 20–29 .049 .012 .051 .013 5.75 .00 .13 3,008

Note.—Observations come from a year 2000 county-level data set. Data on religious adherents are drawn from Jones et al. (2000) and U.S. Bureau of the Census (1919).
Arrest rate data come from Federal Bureau of Investigation (2002). Demographic data are taken from U.S. Census Bureau (2002). Summary statistics for all variables except
population are weighted by county population. The Few Adherents column reports summary statistics for counties with fewer than the 1916 median percentage adherents.
The Many Adherents column reports summary statistics for counties with more than the 1916 median percentage adherents. The Test column reports a test for equal means
between the counties with few and many adherents. The Correlation column reports the weighted correlation between the percentage of adherents in 1916 and the variable
of interest.
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TABLE 2

Examination of Bainbridge’s (1989) Findings Using 2000 Data

Murder Rape Assault Burglary Larceny Robbery

Year 1980 large cities ( ):N p 75
Correlations:

Church members .03 �.38*** �.23* �.44*** �.63*** �.01
Different house .25* .58*** .29** .60*** .64*** .44
Families in poverty .62*** .37*** .36*** .38*** �.02 .49***
Blacks .55*** .32** .29** .12 �.10 .44***
Divorced .38*** .72*** .39*** .60*** .58*** .21*

Standardized beta values:
Church members .06 �.11 �.26* �.22* �.39** �.23
Different house .03 .10 �.08 .26* .30* �.31*
Families in poverty .39*** .17* .28* .40*** .03 .37**
Blacks .34*** .33*** .24* .03 .08 .29**
Divorced .40*** .59*** .30* .25* .11 .31

2R .59 .69 .32 .56 .49 .36
Year 2000 large counties ( ):N p 69

Correlations:
Church adherents �.22* �.47*** �.26* �.48*** �.38*** �.18
Percent moved .19 .51*** .27* .63*** .56*** .10
Poverty rate .62*** .27* .58*** .31** .20* .70***
Percent black .72*** .32** .56*** .39*** .24* .78***
Percent divorced .35** .74*** .42*** .73*** .62*** .22*

Standardized beta values:
Church adherents .02 �.01 �.02 .05 .06 �.11
Percent moved .14 �.02 .30* .51*** .29* .23*
Poverty rate .28** .10 .32** .05 .16 .46***
Percent black .57*** .20* .41*** .38*** .19* .61***
Percent divorced .16 .71*** .10 .31* .45** �.07

2R .69 .63 .57 .73 .54 .80
Church adherents (IV) .50* .80* .04 .40 .50 .30

Note.—The top part of the table is taken from Bainbridge (1989) and uses data for metropolitan
statistical areas with population over 500,000. Explanation of the data can be found in Bainbridge
(1989, p. 292). The bottom part of the table uses data from counties with population over 700,000.
The independent variables are crime rates per 100,000 population. Church adherents is the percentage
of the total population who are adherents to a religion, percent moved is the percentage of the total
population that have changed residence in the past 5 years, divorce rate is the percentage of
individuals over age 15 who are divorced, and poverty rate is the percentage of families living
below the federal poverty rate. Percent of the population 25 and over who had completed 4 or more
years of college, percentage of the population over 65, and per capita income were included as
additional controls in the regressions. IV p instrumental variables.

* Significant at the 5% level.
** Significant at the 1% level.
*** Significant at the .1% level.

than the OLS estimates. The OLS coefficients may be biased downward
because of endogeneity.

My empirical results estimate versions of equations (1) and (2). I measure
religiosity using the percentage of the total population who are religious
adherents of any denomination.6 I use county-level arrest rates as a measure
of enforcement. I proxy for historical religiosity using the percentage of the

6 Jones et al. (2000) draws a distinction between the formal membership reported by each
religious organization and number of adherents, which may include children and other partic-
ipants who are not formal members. I use adherents to abstract from variations across orga-
nizations because of differing requirements for formal membership. Substituting percentage of
members for adherents does not substantively alter the results.
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population who were religious adherents of any denomination in 1916. De-
mographic controls include measures of population composition by race,
gender, and age; population and population density; per capita income; uti-
lization rates for various types of social insurance; and state dummy variables.

Table 3 contains my baseline analysis. This analysis estimates a per capita
version of equations (1) and (2) with property crime rates on the left-hand
side and includes a set of covariates common in the economics of crime
literature. The column reporting OLS coefficient estimates shows a negative
and statistically significant relationship between percent religious adherents
and property crime. The magnitude of the OLS coefficient indicates that an
increase in the percentage of religious adherents from 25 percent to 50 percent
would generate a decrease in the rate of property crimes of 421 per 100,000
population, which represents a 12.2 percent decrease relative to the mean
property crime rate of 3,451. The signs and magnitude of the coefficients on
arrest rates, percent urban, and unemployment income are of a size and
magnitude that accord with intuition. Although population and population
density enter negatively and significantly, their estimated coefficients are
practically small. The high value of .73 indicates that this model is fairly2R
successful at explaining the cross-county variation in property crime rates.

The results in Table 3 for 2SLS regressions provide a very different picture
of the relationship between religion and property crime. The coefficient on
religious adherents from equation (1) is now positive and statistically indis-
tinguishable from zero. In light of the evidence that law enforcement is more
stringent in areas of high religiosity, these estimates may represent a lower-
bound estimate of the true effects of religion. With the exception of that on
unemployment rate, the other estimated coefficients are comparable in mag-
nitude and sign to their OLS counterparts. Past religious adherence enters
the estimate of equation (2) positively and highly significantly, which suggests
that religiosity in communities does persist across time. The population co-
efficients, while statistically significant, are once again practically negligible.
The negative coefficient on property crime rate in the structural equation
indicates that religious adherence responds negatively to an increase in crime
rates, although this relationship is not statistically significant.

Table 4 performs regressions similar to those in Table 3 for nine different
categories of crime. The OLS estimation generates negative and weakly
statistically significant estimates7 of the effect of religion on violent crime
but negative and highly significant effects on the rate of property crime,
which is consistent with the findings of a number of previous studies.

Examining the results of 2SLS estimates leads to very different conclu-

7 The reported ordinary least squares (OLS) t-statistics use White’s (1980) heteroskedasticity-
consistent standard errors. Failing to use robust standard errors, which is typical in this literature,
generates highly significant t-statistics for all categories of crime. White tests for each of the
specifications reported in Table 4 strongly reject the null hypothesis of homoskedasticity.
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TABLE 3

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and Two-Stage Least Squares (2SLS) Estimates of the
Effect of Religion on Property Crime

OLS: Property Crime Rate
(N p 2,672)

2SLS (N p 2,587)

Property Crime Rate
Percent Religious

Adherents

Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic

Percent religious adherents �1,685 �4.74 89 .05
Arrest rate �2.69 �3.58 �2.70 �3.46
Property crime rate �4.25E�06 �.53
Historic percent religious adherents .1889 6.59
Population �8.89E�05 �3.71 �1.37E�04 �2.62 2.65E�08 9.04
Population density �.08 �7.10 �.08 �6.70 1.90E�06 1.37
Poverty rate �2,106 �1.00 �1792 �.80 �.0482 �.21
Percent urban 2,754 11.95 2642 9.83 .0760 2.66
Unemployment rate �144 �1.14 .00 .00 �.0720 �8.20
Per capita income .01 .92 .00 �.22 8.53E�06 7.46
Per capita unemployment income 8.52 4.77 8.08 4.47 1.31E�04 .76

2R .729 .727 .717

Note.—The dependent variable is the number of property crimes per 100,000 population (mean p 3,451; SDp1,626). For OLS, the independent variables
include percentage of the total population who are religious adherents and arrest rate as the ratio of total property crime arrests to total reported offenses.
The demographic controls are total population; population density; poverty rate; percent urban; unemployment rate; per capita wage, income-maintenance,
unemployment, and retirement income; proportion of the population by age (10–19, 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, 50–64, and over 65), race (white, black, other),
and gender cells; and state indicator variables. All estimates are population weighted and employ heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors. For 2SLS, the
property crime rate is modeled as a function of the percentage of the population who are religious adherents, the arrest rate, and the demographic controls.
The percentage of the population who are religious adherents is modeled as a function of the property crime rate, the historic percentage of the population
who are religious adherents, and the demographic controls. The identifying restrictions for 2SLS are that the percent religious adherents is not a function of
the arrest rate and the property crime rate is not a function of historic number of religious adherents. The demographic controls are treated as exogenous in
both structural equations.
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TABLE 4

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and Two-Stage Least Squares (2SLS) Estimates of the
Effect of Religion on Nine Types of Crime

OLS: % Adherents (b1)

2SLS

% Adherents (b1) Past Religion (a2) Crime Rate (a1)

Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic

Violent crime �157.70 �1.92 328.44 .99 .194 6.91 �9.46E�05 �1.58
Murder �2.54 �1.71 12.34 1.48 .193 4.82 �.0189 �1.96
Rape �8.70 �1.71 �26.79 �1.05 .166 5.18 �.0025 �2.12
Robbery �54.26 �1.81 182.70 1.38 .191 6.50 �5.18E�04 �2.33
Aggravated assault �90.01 �1.50 203.79 .82 .192 6.80 �1.24E�04 �1.85

Property crime �1,685.07 �4.74 89.38 .05 .189 6.59 �4.25E�06 �.53
Auto theft �201.90 �3.19 487.24 1.31 .217 6.21 �3.92E�04 �3.40
Burglary �342.37 �4.62 �344.81 �.87 .184 6.45 �5.78E�05 �1.88
Larceny �1,123.19 �3.82 9.69 .01 .189 6.36 1.05E�05 .67

Note.—For OLS, the independent variables include percentage of the total population who are religious adherents and arrest rate as the ratio of total
property crime arrests to total reported offenses. The demographic controls are total population; population density; poverty rate; percent urban; unemployment
rate; per capita wage, income-maintenance, unemployment, and retirement income; proportion of the population by age (10–19, 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, 50–64,
and over 65), race (white, black, other), and gender cells; and state indicator variables. All estimates are population weighted and employ heteroskedasticity-
robust standard errors. For 2SLS, the property crime rate is modeled as a function of the percentage of the population who are religious adherents, the arrest
rate, and the demographic controls. The percentage of the population who are religious adherents is modeled as a function of the property crime rate, the
historic percentage of the population who are religious adherents, and the demographic controls. The identifying restrictions for 2SLS are that the percent
religious adherents is not a function of the arrest rate and the property crime rate is not a function of historic number of religious adherents. The demographic
controls are treated as exogenous in both structural equations. The dependent variables are crime rates per 100,000. For violent crime, mean p 492, SD p
347; for murder, mean p 5.40, SD p 5.67; for rape, mean p 29.8, SD p 18.3; for robbery, mean p 143, SD p 143; for aggravated assault, mean p
313, SD p 218; for property crime, mean p 3451, SD p 1,626; for auto theft, mean p 401, SD p 318; for burglary, mean p 696, SD p 366; for
larceny, mean p 2353, SD p 1,110.
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sions. The second column indicates a positive albeit statistically insignificant
relationship between religion and seven of the crime measures. For all of
the measures, the 2SLS coefficient is larger than its OLS counterpart, although
in general 2SLS estimation provides less precise coefficient estimates. The
third column suggests that religious membership is negatively affected by
increases in several types of crime, although for the two broadest measures,
violent and property crimes, the relationship is not statistically significant.
The fourth column reports that the sign on past religiosity is positive and
highly significant in all cases, which suggests that from a statistical stand-
point, the historical measure is an appropriate instrument. The values2R
generated by OLS regressions and the pseudo- values for 2SLS range2R
between .55 and .90. Overall, the 2SLS results suggest that previous findings
of a negative effect of religion on crime may be driven by endogeneity bias.

Table 5 tests the robustness of these results reporting a number of alter-
native specifications. The first specification gives each county equal weight,
which has been common in past studies. The OLS results are similar to those
in Table 4, with a more highly significant coefficient on violent crimes driven
by rape. Although the IV estimates of b1 remain statistically insignificant,
several estimates change sign, and the magnitudes of the IV estimates are
much more similar to their OLS counterparts in this specification. Population
weighting might affect the IV results if there is a differential effect of religion
on crime rates in large versus small counties, an issue that I examine further
below. Given that 42 percent of the total U.S. population is contained within
the largest 100 counties, using equal weights may give the smallest counties,
which tend to exhibit low crime rates and higher levels of religiosity, dis-
proportionate influence on the overall result.

The second specification in Table 5 estimates OLS and 2SLS regressions
for 338 counties with religious adherence concentrated among a few major
denominations.8 If the endogeneity problem arises because of an effect of
local crime rates on religions participation, one plausible assumption is that
endogeneity bias will be less pronounced in counties with larger denomi-
nations that can provide better social support for their members. In this case,
one would expect OLS coefficients in these counties to be less negative than
overall and the 2SLS estimates of a1 to be closer to zero. Table 5 indicates
that the OLS estimates do indeed follow this pattern, with none statistically
different from zero and the estimated coefficient on the rate of violent crime
now positive. Many of the unreported coefficients of the covariates in this
specification are significant, and the OLS values average about .8, which2R
indicates that the change in significance should not be interpreted as a general

8 I employ the Herfindahl-Hirschman index (HHI), a standard measure of industry concen-
tration, which is given by , where N represents the number of denominations

N 2HHI p � siip1

and the adherent share of the ith denomination. The included counties have an HHI abovesi

.5.
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loss of fit on account of smaller sample size. The OLS point estimates of b1

for seven of the nine categories of crime are larger than the baseline, and
for violent crime these estimates approach the 2SLS baseline estimates. The
2SLS estimates of a1 for these counties also no longer exhibit the clear
negative pattern exhibited by the baseline estimates.

In the third specification, I use percentages of religious adherents from
the 1906 census as my instrument. Because the 1906 survey was the first
religious survey performed by the Census Bureau, it covers a smaller number
of counties and denominations than its 1916 counterpart. If the baseline 2SLS
results are driven by outliers or if the true relationship between crime and
religion is negative, one might expect the 1906 instrument to yield different
results. Table 5 reveals that 2SLS using the 1906 measure yields very similar
results to the baseline, with no evidence of a negative relationship between
religiosity and crime.9 The t-statistics on the instrument in the estimation of
equation (2) are slightly lower in this specification, and the standard errors
on b1 are correspondingly larger.

Specification 4 introduces additional covariates, including divorce rate,
migration rate, and other controls. Ordinary least squares regressions no
longer provide strong evidence of a negative relationship between religiosity
and crime after controlling for these additional factors. Consistent with pre-
vious results, the 2SLS estimates of the effect of religion on crime are larger
than the OLS estimates, with the estimates rising relative to the baseline
2SLS estimates for all categories of crime. The 2SLS estimates of a1 continue
to suggest a negative effect of crime rates on rates of religious adherence.

The final specification in Table 5 estimates the model for counties with in
which residents are less likely to move than the national average. Variations
in religiosity are more plausibly driven by historic factors in areas in which
residents are less mobile over time, so one might expect more pronounced
differences between OLS and 2SLS estimates in this subset of counties. I
proxy for the degree of mobility in a county with the percentage of residents
in 2000 who lived in a different county in 1995 and include counties below
the mean of 20 percent. Unsurprisingly, in this specification the estimated
effect of past adherence on current adherence jumps by 10–20 percent relative
to the baseline. The OLS estimates of b1 are similar to the baseline, and the
IV estimates for violent crime are also comparable. For property crime, the
IV point estimates are larger than the baseline, which suggests that for this
subsample OLS regressions give particularly misleading results. In general,
all the specifications reported in Table 5 suggest that the baseline finding of
no effect of religion on crime is fairly robust.

9 In unreported regressions, I used historic adherences rates from the 1950s–90s as instru-
ments. Unsurprisingly, the regressions using earlier years provide results consistent with the
baseline, and as the year of the instrument approaches 2000, the estimated coefficients on the
instrument approach unity and the IV estimates grow closer to those generated by OLS
regressions.
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TABLE 5

Alternative Specifications

Specification

OLS: % Adherents
(b1)

2SLS

% Adherents (b1) Past Religion (a2) Crime Rate (a1)

Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic

1. No population weighting:
Violent crime �78.21 �2.18 �87.41 �.60 .248 11.02 �2.94E�06 �.07

Murder 2.29 .92 8.35 .95 .193 6.45 �.0007 �.30
Rape �11.44 �2.55 �48.47 �2.41 .199 8.14 �.0009 �1.85
Robbery �3.57 �.34 21.94 .46 .213 8.36 �2.15E�04 �.92
Aggravated assault �57.38 �1.75 �44.97 �.33 .245 10.90 �2.09E�05 �.42

Property crime �689.61 �3.52 �935.25 �1.26 .248 10.91 4.83E�07 .06
Auto theft �58.04 �2.97 �76.95 �.85 .226 9.94 �2.76E�04 �2.72
Burglary �175.45 �2.75 �257.05 �1.31 .247 10.88 �8.90E�06 �.30
Larceny �432.94 �3.06 �600.69 �1.07 .247 10.88 1.50E�05 .99

2. Counties with a few predominant
denominations:

Violent crime 93.82 .77 �470.87 �.71 .160 2.42 2.20E�05 .30
Murder �3.09 �.88 �1.71 �.09 .149 1.38 .0147 1.60
Rape 6.05 .59 12.12 .19 .129 1.82 .0004 .13
Robbery 43.68 1.05 �5.92 �.03 .157 2.07 �3.83E�04 �.83
Aggravated assault 53.47 .55 �472.71 �.84 .163 2.44 8.20E�05 .66

Property crime �1,066.64 �1.34 �10,535.53 �1.64 .144 2.01 �5.48E�06 �.40
Auto theft �139.16 �1.14 �730.68 �.99 .122 1.70 �2.15E�04 �1.64
Burglary �425.41 �1.86 �2,878.10 �1.93 .144 1.92 �2.01E�05 �.30
Larceny �577.74 �.94 �7,061.51 �1.49 .146 2.05 �6.46E�06 �.31

3. Percentage of religious adherents in 1906
as instrument:

Violent crime �157.70 �1.92 586.30 1.09 .102 5.47 �1.13E�04 �1.71
Murder �2.54 �1.71 19.46 1.51 .122 4.15 �.0202 �2.04
Rape �8.70 �1.71 �12.67 �.37 .090 4.13 �.0026 �2.24
Robbery �54.26 �1.81 308.54 1.41 .108 5.35 �6.18E�04 �2.36
Aggravated assault �90.01 �1.50 305.95 .76 .100 5.32 �1.46E�04 �2.05

Property crime �1,685.07 �4.74 3,013.97 1.12 .097 5.38 �4.59E�06 �.53
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Auto theft �201.90 �3.19 372.77 .67 .108 4.34 �4.32E�04 �3.15
Burglary �342.37 �4.62 600.98 .89 .098 5.57 �5.96E�05 �1.84
Larceny �1,123.19 �3.82 2,066.88 .98 .093 5.08 1.21E�05 .70

4. Including additional controls:
Violent crime �4.06 �.05 568.58 1.48 .165 5.95 �5.46E�05 �.78

Murder �.54 �.37 17.64 1.87 .167 4.33 �.0134 �1.60
Rape 2.69 .55 �11.12 �.40 .149 5.05 �.0015 �1.35
Robbery �20.15 �.65 224.44 1.48 .167 5.52 �4.72E�04 �1.34
Aggravated assault 16.72 .26 383.71 1.33 .164 5.96 �7.15E�05 �1.01

Property crime �569.21 �1.71 1,676.53 .92 .161 5.86 �9.50E�07 �.14
Auto theft �70.85 �1.13 609.48 1.49 .200 4.46 �4.97E�04 �1.75
Burglary �82.84 �1.07 �31.70 �.07 .160 5.87 �2.80E�05 �1.04
Larceny �400.17 �1.43 1,183.90 .85 .159 5.71 8.47E�06 .87

5. Counties with low mobility:
Violent crime �166.04 �2.11 219.88 .64 .222 5.16 4.90E�05 .67

Murder �.69 �.39 7.11 .82 .234 3.44 �.0235 �1.47
Rape �10.83 �1.87 �8.84 �.30 .220 4.81 �.0025 �1.69
Robbery �52.86 �1.65 64.99 .52 .219 5.16 �7.73E�05 �.28
Aggravated assault �107.12 �1.91 165.38 .60 .222 5.20 3.53E�05 .43

Property crime �1,634.22 �4.10 474.99 .27 .225 5.34 1.93E�06 .19
Auto theft �148.97 �2.25 637.11 1.54 .267 5.13 �3.05E�04 �1.78
Burglary �335.09 �4.02 �482.17 �1.03 .221 5.34 �2.77E�05 �.62
Larceny �1,130.90 �3.38 349.34 .26 .224 5.04 3.27E�05 1.25

Note.—For OLS, the independent variables include percentage of the total population who are religious adherents and arrest rate as the ratio of total property
crime arrests to total reported offenses. The demographic controls are total population; population density; poverty rate; percent urban; unemployment rate; per capita
wage, income-maintenance, unemployment, and retirement income; proportion of the population by age (10–19, 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, 50–64, and over 65), race
(white, black, other), and gender cells; and state indicator variables. All estimates are population weighted and employ heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors. For
2SLS, the property crime rate is modeled as a function of the percentage of the population who are religious adherents, the arrest rate, and the demographic controls.
The percentage of the population who are religious adherents is modeled as a function of the property crime rate, the historic percentage of the population who are
religious adherents, and the demographic controls. The identifying restrictions for 2SLS are that the percent religious adherents is not a function of the arrest rate and
the property crime rate is not a function of historic number of religious adherents. The demographic controls are treated as exogenous in both structural equations.
Specification 2 includes the 422 counties with a Herfindahl-Hirschman index of denomination shares above .5. Specification 3 uses the total number of adherents of
any denomination in 1906 divided by the 1906 county population as an instrument for contemporary religious adherence. The additional controls in specification 4
are percent divorced, percent changing residence in the past 5 years, percent college graduates, percent recent entrants into the United States, percent of population
employed in the community service sector, and percent homosexual. Specification 5 includes counties in which more than 80 percent of the residents in the year 2000
lived in the same county in 1995.
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Table 6 reports 2SLS estimates of the model including interaction terms
to allow for different effects of religion on crime according to county pop-
ulation, percent of the population who are black, poverty rates, and per capita
religious adherents. The estimated coefficients on the interaction terms give
the differences in the effect of religion on crime in counties with high levels
of the covariate of interest as opposed to counties with low levels of the
covariate of interest. There is some evidence of a more positive effect of
religion on crime in populous counties, with seven of nine coefficients on
interaction terms being positive, two significantly so. These findings are
consistent with the previous results regarding population weighting. Counties
with high poverty rates and high proportions of black residents show a
heightened effect of religion for certain types of crime and a smaller effect
for others, with no apparent pattern.

Differentiating by the percentage of religious adherents reveals higher
positive estimated effects of religion on crime in counties with few religious
adherents for all crime categories except rape and burglary. Although the
interaction terms are not statistically significant, their magnitudes are sizable
relative to the estimated magnitudes of the base terms, which indicates an
appreciable difference between highly religious and nonreligious commu-
nities. This pattern of coefficients is consistent with an environment in which
religious individuals are more susceptible to victimization when they are a
small minority, perhaps owing to greater trust and openness. Alternatively,
it may be the case that significant social and community pressure must exist
for religion to deter crime, and such pressure is more likely to exist in highly
religious communities and less likely in areas with greater population.

IV. Further Evidence

The previous section uses instrumental variables to argue that the rela-
tionship between religious adherence and crime is zero or positive and that
past estimates of a negative relationship are biased because of endogeneity
of crime and religion. In this section, I examine intertemporal variation in
attendance at religious services on account of religious holidays to obtain
further evidence regarding the relationship between religion and crime.

The observation motivating this section is that in the United States, there
is a large increase in church attendance on Christian religious holidays,
particularly Christmas and Easter. If attendance at worship services reflects
religious feeling, then higher attendance at holidays might be viewed as an
increase in religiosity. Church attendance falls back to normal levels within
a few weeks after the holidays, however, which suggests that this increase
in religiosity, if it occurs, is relatively short lived.

Empirical evidence on the exact increase in church attendance on Easter
is scarce. Gallup data from 1999 (Gallup 1999) suggests that whereas 40
percent of adult Americans attend church services on an average Sunday,



TABLE 6

Two-Stage Least Squares (2SLS) Estimates with Interactions

Base Coefficient

Interactions

High Population High Poverty Rate
High Percentage

Black
High Percentage

Adherents

Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic

Violent crime 515.7 .89 84.3 1.49 244.3 .43 �57.8 �1.07 �143.3 �.89
Murder 29.2 1.90 1.2 1.19 �21.0 �1.71 �.7 �.78 �5.3 �1.49
Rape �68.6 �1.48 1.6 .51 89.4 2.25 2.4 .80 7.7 .65
Robbery 359.1 1.55 48.5 2.23 �213.7 �.98 6.4 .32 �63.4 �1.09
Aggravated assault 252.7 .59 37.9 .94 395.2 .96 �70.2 �1.90 �90.3 �.75

Property crime 113.3 .04 126.1 .39 5,761.8 1.86 261.5 .91 �882.6 �1.01
Auto theft 963.5 1.34 212.8 3.55 �750.6 �1.28 �18.2 �.28 �166.1 �.94
Burglary �309.2 �.43 �45.1 �.64 �69.7 �.10 151.7 2.79 2.0 .01
Larceny �498.3 �.20 �35.1 �.14 6,646.5 2.75 137.3 .57 �731.8 �1.10

Note.—The reported values are estimates of the effect of religion on crime rates b1 obtained from the model described in Section II. The Base Coefficient
column reports the estimated coefficient on percent religious adherents for a county with low levels of the four covariates of interest. The High Population
column reports the estimated coefficient on an interaction term equal to the percent religious adherents times one if the county has population above the median
county population and zero otherwise. The other interaction columns are constructed similarly. The total effect of religion on crime for a county with above
median population but below median values of the other three covariates is thus the sum of the Base and High Population coefficients. The crime rate is
modeled as a function of the percent of the population who are religious adherents, an interaction term, the arrest rate, and the demographic controls. The
demographic controls are total population; population density; poverty rate; unemployment rate; percent urban; per capita wage, income maintenance, un-
employment, and retirement income; proportion of the population by age 10–19, 20–29, 30–39, 40–49, 50–64, and over 65, race white, black, other, and
gender cells; and state indicator variables. Historic rates of religious adherence are used as an instrument for year 2000 rates of religious adherence. Hetero-
skedasticity-robust t-statistics are reported.
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attendance increases to 50 percent on Easter Sunday.10 Without weekly at-
tendance figures, the instrumental variables approach of the previous section
is unavailable for estimating the exact magnitude of the effect of religion on
crime. If increasing religiosity reduces the incidence of crime and religiosity
increases around Easter, however, one would expect to observe a decrease
in the incidence of crime following Easter.

Although the church attendance data support viewing holidays as a shock
to religiosity that has short-term effects, there are other potential mechanisms
through which holidays may affect religiosity. Religiosity might build slowly
in the weeks prior to a holiday as individuals prepare for its occurrence.
Alternatively, if individuals require time to implement new religious attitudes
after a holiday, it may be that the religious effects of the holiday are not
immediately observable. If religion exerts a causal effect on crime rates, each
of these competing explanations is potentially observable in data on crime
incidence that includes periods both before and after the holiday. Clearly it
is also possible that holidays exert no causal effect on religiosity, a situation
that cannot be distinguished from that of no effect of religiosity on crime
using only crime incidence data.

I focus attention on the period before and after Easter instead of Christmas.
Because it occurs near the end of the calendar year and around several other
significant holidays, it is difficult to statistically isolate the effects of Christ-
mas from other seasonal crime effects, such as changes in work schedules.
The calendar date of Easter, in contrast, varies annually, making it possible
to isolate effects of Easter from trends in criminality that may be occurring
because of changes in weather or other shifting factors during March and
April.

To examine daily trends in crime rates, I use data from 1995–2002 collected
through the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS). Designed
as a replacement for the Uniform Crime Reports, the NIBRS contains detailed
information on individual crime occurrences collected by state and local law
enforcement agencies. One drawback of the NIBRS data is that they have
not been fully implemented nationwide—I observe data from only 995 coun-
ties, or approximately 30 percent of all counties in the United States, at some
point in the sample.

Table 7 reports county-level regressions of the daily number of crimes on
indicator variables for each of the 4 weeks immediately preceding and fol-
lowing Easter. The indicator variables nonparametrically capture the trends
in crime rates through the Easter season. The regressions include county,
year, day-of-year, and day-of-week fixed effects to control for seasonal and
geographic variations in crime rates. For each year, I consider crimes com-
mitted during the period between March 2 and May 20, which encompasses

10 The validity of self-reported church attendance figures is a subject of a fair amount of
debate—see, for example, Hadaway, Marler, and Chaves (1993).



TABLE 7

Comparison of Crime Incidence before and after Easter

Murder Rape Robbery Aggravated Assault

Raw % Change t-Statistic Raw % Change t-Statistic Raw % Change t-Statistic Raw % Change t-Statistic

Weeks before:
4 �.00116 �19.78 �1.90 �.00354 �6.12 �1.71 .00333 2.94 1.26 �.05832 �1.48 �1.86
3 .00034 5.87 .51 �.00430 �7.43 �2.12 .00804 7.10 2.66 �.06725 �1.71 �2.13
2 .00075 12.74 .98 �.00505 �8.73 �2.22 .00862 7.62 2.52 �.09152 �2.32 �2.46
1 .00077 13.04 1.05 �.00235 �4.07 �1.01 .00404 3.57 1.14 �.00251 �.06 �.07

Weeks after:
1 .00165 28.08 2.02 �.00165 �2.84 �.66 .00220 1.94 .70 �.11352 �2.88 �3.16
2 .00129 22.01 1.75 .00149 2.58 .61 .00491 4.34 1.52 �.05000 �1.27 �1.44
3 .00084 14.31 1.31 �.00115 �1.99 �.52 .00332 2.93 1.20 �.05095 �1.29 �1.51
4 �.00023 �3.92 �.36 �.00207 �3.58 �1.13 .00005 .05 .02 �.00901 �.23 �.33

Auto Theft Burglary Larceny

Raw % Change t-Statistic Raw % Change t-Statistic Raw % Change t-Statistic

Weeks before:
4 .00390 .89 .71 �.00337 �.32 �.31 .00813 1.82 1.16
3 �.01256 �2.88 �1.99 �.00127 �.12 �.11 �.00915 �2.05 �1.12
2 �.00297 �.68 �.48 �.00926 �.87 �.66 �.00966 �2.17 �1.10
1 .00996 2.29 1.25 .01047 .98 .62 �.01316 �2.95 �1.34

Weeks after:
1 �.00924 �2.12 �1.16 �.01938 �1.81 �1.18 �.00797 �1.79 �.93
2 .00323 .74 .47 �.02038 �1.90 �1.17 .00085 .19 .09
3 .01955 4.48 2.63 �.02086 �1.95 �1.38 .01180 2.65 1.47
4 �.00635 �1.46 �1.06 �.02257 �2.11 �1.70 .00241 .54 .36

Note.—Results of county-level regressions of daily crime counts on indicator variables equal to one for each day that falls within the period 4 weeks before Easter, 3
weeks after Easter, and so on, are reported. Weeks were defined as a Sunday–Saturday period; Easter Sunday itself is thus included in the dummy for 1 week after. The
Easter indicators are measured relative to days falling more than 4 weeks before or 4 weeks after Easter. The Raw column reports raw coefficient estimates. The % Change
column converts the estimated coefficient into a percentage change by dividing by the mean daily county count of crimes. Observations were included for March 2–May
20 of each year for the years 1995–2002. The regression includes controls for day-of-week, day-of-year, year, and county fixed effects. There are a total of 295,582
observations in each regression, representing 995 counties. The t-statistics are based on standard errors clustered on counties.
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the entire period from 4 weeks before Easter to 4 weeks after for all the
years considered.11 Figure 1 depicts time-series plots of the estimated co-
efficients along with before- and after-Easter averages.

Somewhat surprisingly, rates of murder, rape, and larceny show the largest
average increases post-Easter. Rates of auto theft and aggravated assault
exhibit no obvious trend over the period surrounding Easter. On average,
crimes are higher in the period after Easter for four of the seven categories
of crime. Statistically, there is no systematic evidence of a difference in crime
incidence before and after Easter. Rates of murder and rape increase in the
weeks prior to Easter, while rates of auto theft, burglary, and assault decline
initially but then spike immediately prior to the holiday. Although in the
week immediately following Easter there are statistically significant decreases
in rates of assault and auto theft, rates of murder and rape increase following
Easter, and rates of assault and auto theft increase quickly after this first
week. The nonparametric estimates thus do not suggest a gradual increase
in religiosity before Easter or a gradual increase after Easter. The overall
evidence from these regressions is also not consistent with a substantial
negative effect of religion on crime.

Table 8 estimates a simplified version of the model with a single indicator
for after Easter but now including interaction terms to allow for different
post-Easter effects according to county population, percent religious adher-
ents, poverty rate, and service attendance. Consistent with the 2SLS finding
that larger counties exhibit a greater positive effect of religion in most cat-
egories of crime, Table 8 reports greater crime rate increases in large counties
after Easter for all crime categories. Changes in crime rates for all categories
except murder and robbery are statistically different in large counties relative
to the baseline. The results grouping by percentage of religious adherents
indicate that for six of the seven crime classifications, there is a greater
increase in crime rates after Easter in counties with more religious adherents,
although the differences generally are not statistically significant. There is
no apparent difference in the effect of Easter in counties with high and low
levels of poverty.

The final column in Table 8 reports an interaction term based on the
proportion of adherents who do not attend services regularly. Counties that
have many adherents but few regular attendees may experience a larger
increase in church attendance on Easter. If changing church attendance exerts
a causal effect on crime, one might expect the changes in crime rates in
these counties to be magnified relative to the baseline. In actuality, the op-
posite is true—for all crime categories except aggravated assault and burglary,
these counties exhibit smaller changes in crime rates after Easter than those
with lower membership rates.

11 The results are not sensitive to the choice of starting and stopping date.
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V. Conclusions

This paper provides new evidence regarding the effect of religiosity on
crime rates. Previous research has empirically tested causal models of relig-
iosity and crime using OLS regressions. Using a cross-sectional county-level
data set from the year 2000, I am able to generate findings similar to those
of a number of past sociological and economic studies that find a negative
and significant relationship between religious adherence and crime. A simple
model of crime and religiosity suggests, however, that OLS estimation in
this context will be biased and inconsistent because of the endogeneity of
religious participation. Using historic rates of religious adherence as an in-
strument, I estimate the model using 2SLS estimation and compare the results
to OLS estimation. For most categories of crime, religious adherence is
negatively affected by increases in crime rates, which leads OLS estimates
to be biased toward a finding that religion reduces the incidence of crime.
Controlling for endogeneity, I find no statistically significant relationship
between religious adherence and property crime or violent crime. There is
some evidence that religion may encourage crime in areas with greater pop-
ulation or few religious adherents.

I use exogenous potential variation in religiosity generated by the occur-
rence of the Easter holiday to obtain further evidence regarding the rela-
tionship between religion and crime. If there is a negative effect of religion
on crime and the substantial increases in church attendance in the United
States on Easter represent a temporary increase in religiosity, one might
expect to observe lower crime rates immediately following Easter. I find that
crime rates are slightly higher for most categories of crime in the first 4
weeks after Easter, controlling for seasonal and other factors, although these
increases are not statistically significant.

My findings suggest that past research has overstated the salutary effect
of religion on crime. Although there is a clear intuitive argument for why
religion might reduce crime, the mechanisms through which crime might
affect religion are less well understood. One possible explanation is that
religious individuals are more trusting and therefore more prone to victim-
ization, a force that might tend to increase crime in religious communities
or discourage religiosity in areas with high crime rates. Fruitful future re-
search might examine the extent to which this phenomenon might undercut
any positive tendency for religious individuals to commit fewer crimes
themselves.
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Figure 1.—Trends in crime rates before and after Easter. Reported coefficients have been converted to percentage changes by dividing by the mean
daily county count of each crime type. The dashed lines represent averages of the four estimated coefficients both before and after Easter.



TABLE 8

Comparison of Crime Incidence before and after Easter Including Interactions

Base Coefficient

Interactions

High Population High Poverty Rate
High Percent

Adherents
High Percent
Nonattendees

Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic Estimate t-Statistic

Murder 5.83 .42 18.01 1.87 �2.10 �.22 24.37 2.41 �20.08 �1.97
Rape 11.99 2.41 12.60 3.64 �5.35 �1.55 �2.17 �.58 �3.02 �.81
Robbery �4.94 �.94 6.64 1.41 5.15 1.13 3.64 .73 5.98 1.19
Aggravated Assault �6.86 �2.63 13.74 5.26 3.17 1.20 3.86 1.33 �.59 �.20
Auto theft �.05 �.02 13.43 4.06 2.99 .97 0.55 .17 1.50 .45
Burglary �4.06 �1.91 12.42 5.34 2.65 1.18 1.00 .40 �1.22 �.48
Larceny �4.47 �2.58 13.68 8.01 1.97 1.20 3.12 1.61 0.50 .26

Note.—Regressions of daily county-level crime counts on an indicator variable equal to one on all days after Easter in a particular year and interaction
terms are reported. Reported coefficients have been converted to percentage changes by dividing by the mean daily county count of each crime type. The
Base Coefficient column reports the percentage change in the crime category after Easter for counties with low levels of the four covariates of interest. The
High Population column reports the estimated coefficient on an interaction term equal to the after-Easter indicator variable times one if the county has a
population above the median county population and zero otherwise. The total change in crime count following Easter for a county with above the median
population but below median values of the other covariates is thus the sum of the Base and High Population coefficients. The other results are constructed
similarly. The High Percent Nonattendees column groups counties according to the proportion of all religious adherents who do not attend regularly.
Observations were included for March 2–May 20 of each year for the years 1995–2002. The regressions include controls for day-of-week, day-of-year, year,
and county fixed effects. There are a total of 299,500 observations in each regression, representing 994 counties. The t-statistics are based on standard errors
clustered on counties.
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