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Does Where You Stand Depend on Where You Sit?
Tithing Donations and Self-Serving Beliefs

By GORDON B. DAHL AND MICHAEL R RANSOM*

Economists and psychologists argue that individuals skew personal beliefs to
accord with their own interests. To test for the presence of self-serving beliefs, we
surveyed 1,200 members of the Mormon Church about tithing. A tithe is a voluntary
contribution equal to 10 percent of income. Since respondents must decide private
what income items to tithe, we observe how the income definition depends on a
individual’s religious and financial incentives. We find surprisingly little evidence
that an individual’s financial situation influences beliefs about what counts as
income for the tithe. However, ambiguity increases the role for self-serving biases
(JEL A12, D63)
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Preacher:“Brother Brown, I want to make
sure you understood my sermon on charity
today. If you had two farms, and Brother
White had no means of support, wouldn’t
you give him one of your farms?”

Brother Brown:“I most certainly would.”

Preacher: “What if you had two tractors,
and Brother White had no way to harvest
his crop. Wouldn’t you give him one of
your tractors?”

Brother Brown:“Why, sure I would.”

Preacher:“What if you had two horses and
Brother White’s only horse died. Wouldn’t
you give him one of your horses?”

Brother Brown:“Well, no. You see, Ihave
two horses.”

Previous psychological and economic resea
indicates that individuals are highly inclined t
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skew reported beliefs to line up with selfish inte
ests. A recent paper by Linda C. Babcock an
George Loewenstein (1997) reports several exa
ples: workers feel that compensation for ext
hours of work should be higher when they are th
ones working longer hours; in public-sector sala
negotiations that make reference to the salaries
comparable groups, the union’s list of compa
rables contains higher salary districts than the m
nicipality’s list; and in a mock traffic-accident
lawsuit in which participants are asked to predi
an impartial judge’s ruling, plaintiffs guess muc
higher award amounts than defendants. Addition
work has focused on the self-serving behavior
managers, so that, for example, the peer-compa
stock-return benchmarks chosen by managem
for required comparisons are downward bias
(Wilbur G. Lewellen et al., 1996).

A self-serving bias occurs when individual
subconsciously alter their fundamental view
about what is fair or right in a way that benefit
their interests. In many situations, these di
torted beliefs cause individuals to behave mo
self-servingly or to bargain harder to get the
“just” rewards. It can be difficult to identify
self-serving beliefs, however, since what ap
pears to be a bias may merely be the result of
individual’s self-presentation. That is, individu
als may knowingly pursue what is in their bes
interest but use the language of fairness to su
port their actions. For example, both true sel
serving biases and the conscious calculation
gain likely affect individuals’ stated beliefs on
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how best to assess tax burdens. Individuals ha
the direct financial incentive to consciously su
port and vote for changes that lower their taxe
and not necessarily for reforms that they feel a
most equitable. Indirectly, individuals’ true per
ceptions of what is fair in taxation may b
distorted by self-interest in minimizing thei
own taxes. While economists usually focus o
the direct incentive individuals have to bene
themselves when making decisions, psycho
gists emphasize the psychological inability o
individuals to separate out their own sel
interest when forming beliefs.

To test for the presence of self-interested b
liefs, we conducted a telephone survey of me
bers of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Da
Saints and asked them about their practice
tithing. Tithing is similar to a flat tax with no
deductions, where individuals make volunta
contributions to the Church equal to 10 percent
their income. While Latter-Day Saint doctrin
teaches that paying an honest tithe is necessar
be right with God, Church members must decid
for themselves what income items to tithe. Henc
we can observe how income definitions depend
an individual’s financial and religious incentives
With the identifying assumption that believin
members will not try to “cheat” God by con
sciously excluding a valid income source from th
tithing base, any observed bias in income defi
tions must be driven by self-justified perception
of what is right, and not the conscious calculatio
for gain.

Somewhat surprisingly, we find only mino
evidence that tithable income definitions a
affected by the potential for financial gain. Hav
ing received a sizable gift or inheritance doe
not seem to affect individuals’ views of whethe
gifts and inheritances should be tithed. Like
wise, whether an individual has invested in th
stock market, been unemployed, or owned h
own business does little to change the perce
tion that stock-market gains, unemployme
benefits, and monies used by the self-employ
to purchase health insurance belong in the ti
ing base. In addition, the tithing treatment o
retirement accounts does not depend on whet
an individual has ever made contributions to a
IRA or 401(k) plan. However, our results d
reveal strong evidence of self-interested tithin
behavior in the treatment of capital gains from
home, with homeowners being less likely to sa
ve
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they would tithe a housing capital gain com
pared to renters.

Self-serving biases, as defined broadly
psychologists, show up much stronger for no
financial motivations. While different incen
tives are created by the different financi
situations of survey respondents, different m
tivations are also driven by beliefs about th
importance of the Church. Individuals who a
tend church regularly, who serve in volunte
church positions, and who have previous
served as missionaries think much more co
prehensively about what items should be tithe
In accord with previous research, individua
exhibit stronger self-serving biases in the tithin
scenarios that they view more ambiguously.
addition, individuals who appear to be less ce
tain about tithing in general are also less ge
erous in their tithing donations. Finally
individuals who avoid seeking advice from
church leaders and others about what items
tithe hold to a narrower definition of the tithabl
income base. This finding supports Matthe
Rabin’s (1995) hypothesis that individual
whose moral dispositions serve as internal co
straints will avoid seeking advice that coul
interfere with their self-interest.

I. Tithing

“[Latter-Day Saints] shall pay one-tenth
of all their interest annually; and this shall
be a standing law unto them forever ... .”
(The Doctrine and Covenants of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day
Saints,Section 119, Verse 4)

Tithing is the practice of paying a tenth pa
of one’s income, or a tithe, as an offering t
God. It originated anciently, as the Bible repor
that Abraham (Genesis 14:18–20) and Jac
(Genesis 28:20–22) both paid tithes. Tithin
was also a part of the law of Moses (see Levi
cus 27:30). Today, tithing is an integral eleme
of the religious practice of the Church of Jesu
Christ of Latter-Day Saints, commonly calle
the LDS or Mormon Church. By its nature, th
tithing system of the LDS Church represents
voluntary flat tax, where members decide f
themselves what income-base definition to u
Thus, its practice allows us to observe wheth
individuals with varying financial or religious
incentives define income in a self-serving fashio
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Current practice in the LDS Church is fo
members to mail or hand deliver tithes to th
bishop, the local leader of the congregation. Th
bishop forwards the money collected to LD
Church headquarters, where central authorit
authorize expenditures. Congregations receiv
budget for the operation of local church pro
grams based on the size of the congregation,
on the amount of tithes collected. Tithes a
given with the understanding that the LDS
Church may use them for any purpose. Th
Church uses tithing funds for the constructio
and purchase of buildings and for the day-to
day operation of the Church; tithing funds ar
also used to partially support education, mi
sionary, and welfare programs (see Howard
Swainston, 1992). Hence, tithes do not repr
sent an entrance fee to a “local club,” nor doe
the amount of an individual’s donation directly
benefit his or her local congregation financially
Members are also encouraged to donate “fa
offerings,” for the relief of the poor, and funds
for the support of the LDS Church’s missionar
program. However, such contributions are n
considered to be part of the tithe (Bruce R
McConkie, 1966).

For our purposes, it is important to note tha
tithing is a voluntary private matter. Church
leaders teach that payment of an honest tenth
necessary to be right with God, but that suc
matters are between the individual and Go
While the rate of 10 percent is immutable,1

precisely which items to tithe is not laid out in
detail. Bishops do not ask members for an a
counting of what income sources were tithe
rather, in a yearly interview, each member sim
ply declares to the bishop whether or not he h
paid a full tithe. TheGeneral Handbook of
Instructions (1989), which contains official
Church policy and is distributed to every
bishop, intentionally does not specify what in
come sources should be tithed. Under the su
heading “Definition of Tithing,” the handbook
quotes an official 1970 letter (p. 9-1):

The First Presidency has written: “The
simplest statement we know of is the
if
1 “Strictly speaking there is no such thing as a par

tithing. Tithing is a tenth, and unless a person contribute
the tenth, he has only made a contribution to the tithin
funds of the Church” (McConkie, 1966 pp. 798–99).
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statement of the Lord himself, namely,
that the members of the Church should
pay ‘one-tenth of all their interest annu-
ally,’ which is understood to mean in-
come. No one is justified in making any
other statement than this.”

This same 1970 letter further explains: “Ever
member of the Church is entitled to make h
own decision as to what he thinks he owes t
Lord and to make payment accordingly” (cite
in Swainston [1992 p. 1480]).

While little direction is given on what income
sources should be tithed, Church leaders a
monish members to willingly and faithfully
tithe, and they promise accompanying spiritu
and temporal blessings (Stephen L. Richard
1983). As a result, there is a pervasive LD
culture that encourages members to donate g
erously. According to LDS theology, God i
omniscient; hence, members arguably have
tle incentive to try consciously to cheat on th
income definition, since they believe that Go
would discern any such dishonesty. Indee
since one of the primary motivations for th
tithe is obedience to God’s commandments,
tentionally lying about the income definition
would negate much of the purpose and pe
ceived benefit of the tithe.

II. Survey

To gain insights into potential biases in pe
sonal-income definitions, we conducted a su
vey which asked members of the LDS Churc
about their tithing practices. Using compute
assisted telephone interviewing (CATI), a pro
fessional survey company interviewed 1,20
Latter-Day Saints living in the state of Uta
between May 7 and May 20, 1996.2 While the
LDS Church has a worldwide membership to
taling 9.7 million, we chose this sample becau
of Utah’s high concentration of Church mem
bers. Martin B. Bradley et al. (1992) estima
that approximately 72 percent of the state po
ulation is LDS, and 73 percent of those ra
domly telephoned in our survey indicated th
they were members of the LDS Church. Ind
viduals were eligible to complete the survey
t
s
g 2 A copy of the survey is available from the authors upon

request.
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5 We arrived at this estimate after discussions about
tithing with several bishops.
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they indicated that they were members of t
LDS Church, the male or female househo
head, and 18 years of age or older.3 The re-
sponse rate to the survey was 43 percent, wh
the response rate is defined as the numbe
completed interviews divided by the number
eligible potential respondents.4 On average, the
survey took 10 minutes to complete. The A
pendix contains information on survey admi
istration, sample management, and interview
training, and Table A1 provides further deta
on the final sample disposition.

Survey participants were presented with h
pothetical situations involving potential incom
sources and asked how they would treat
items for tithing purposes. To examine ho
variations in the hypothetical situations affe
responses, we administered one version of
tithing questions to half the respondents (Bal
A) and a second version to the other half (Bal
B). Respondents were also asked demograp
labor-market, and church-activity question
Table 1 lists some of the demographic and
bor-market characteristics of the survey sam
and provides a comparison to data for the en
state of Utah from the 1990 U.S. Census. T
sample for our phone interview is more fema
and better educated, a pattern sometimes
served in telephone interviews (Groves, 198
The higher marriage rate and larger family siz
observed in our sample relative to the Ut
Census accord with the LDS Church’s teachin
on the importance of marriage and family life.

Because of the personal nature of tithing, w
determined that asking individuals whether th
contributed tithes to the Church and what item
they actually tithed would result in an unaccep
ably high refusal rate. Instead, we asked qu
tions about church activity, since individua
who are more involved with the LDS Churc
are more likely to believe in the importance
tithing. In addition, by asking tithing question
about hypothetical scenarios, we are able
examine the beliefs of all respondents. Inde
to test for the presence of self-serving bias,
3 During the initial screening of candidates, any potentia
respondent who volunteered that he or she was not an activ
member of the LDS Church or did not tithe was also not
interviewed.

4 This response rate is consistent with other telephon
interviews on sensitive subjects (Robert M. Groves, 1989)
re
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beliefs of individuals who have never exper
enced an income source are as important as
beliefs of those who have. Due to the confide
tial nature of tithing, no official estimate of the
number of tithe-payers is released. Our be
estimate of the proportion of tithe-payers fo
members who regularly attend church is arou
two-thirds.5 Although we cannot identify those
respondents in our sample who do not tith
their answers probably reflect less about th
personal beliefs and more about their perceptio
of how an active church member should tithe.

Table 2 reports summary statistics on th
church-activity and tithing-advice variables w
collected. Almost 80 percent of respondents
tend “Sacrament Meeting,” the main Sunda
service, at least three times a month, on avera
In addition, 87 percent of the sample have a
tended church social activities, half of all male
and 13 percent of females have served full-tim
missions,6 and around 70 percent of males an
females currently hold a volunteer calling in th
Church.7 As will be seen later, these church
activity measures strongly influence an individ
ual’s answers to the tithing questions. Slight
over half of the respondents discuss what item
to tithe with their spouse, while around 40 pe
cent have sought outside advice about tithing

The survey questions as read to participa
appear in Table 3, along with the fraction of pa
ticipants answering “yes,” “no,” and “not sure.
The tithing questions span five broad categori
gifts and inheritances, housing capital gains, sto
investments, miscellaneous deductions, and ret
ment savings. The fraction of individuals wh
agree that an item should be included in the tit
able income base provides a measure of consen
in the population. Similarly, the fraction of indi-
viduals answering “not sure” provides a measu
of uncertainty in the population for a potentia
income item. To put the degree of consensus
our survey in perspective, the Gallup Poll define
l
e

e
.

6 All male members are encouraged to serve full-time,
unpaid, two-year proselyting missions for the LDS Church
when they reach 19 years of age. Female members may
choose to serve 18-month missions when they turn 21.

7 The LDS Church operates without a paid clergy or
staff; instead members are “called” to serve in volunteer
positions, such as organist, Sunday School teacher, or even
bishop.
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TABLE 1—CHARACTERISTICS OFSURVEY PARTICIPANTS AND 1990 UTAH CENSUS DATA

Characteristic Category
Surveya

(percent)
Utah Censusb

(percent)

Female 58.4 51.2
Age 18–25 years 7.5 7.4

25–34 years 21.0 25.5
35–44 years 24.6 23.1
45–54 years 18.4 14.4
55–64 years 10.5 11.6
65 years and older 18.0 18.0
(refused) (N 5 20) —

Married currently married 80.7 66.7
(refused) (N 5 8) —

Childrenc no children 10.3 25.0
1 or 2 22.8 30.9
3 or 4 37.4 28.5
5 or more 29.5 15.7
(refused) (N 5 9) —

Children under 18
living at home no children at home 43.2 54.2

1 or 2 27.1 27.4
3 or more 29.7 18.4
(refused) (N 5 11) —

Schooling high-school dropout 7.4 14.8
high-school graduate 22.2 23.6
some college 39.6 36.4
Bachelor’s degree 21.5 16.4
advanced degree 9.2 8.7
(not sure) (N 5 3) —
(refused) (N 5 9) —

Incomed less than $10,000 5.4 11.2
$10,000 or more, but less than $20,000 10.8 15.6
$20,000 or more, but less than $30,000 15.3 15.3
$30,000 or more, but less than $40,000 20.7 15.1
$40,000 or more, but less than $50,000 14.1 12.9
$50,000 or more, but less than $60,000 12.3 9.5
$60,000 or more, but less than $80,000 10.9 11.3
$80,000 or more 10.5 9.2
(not sure) (N 5 58) —
(refused) (N 5 112) —

a Sample of 1,200 LDS Church members over age 18 in Utah, who were either the male or female household h
b Authors’ calculations using 1990 U.S. Census data for individuals over age 18 living in Utah, who were eith

householder or spouse of householder. Percentages were calculated weighting by the inverse of the sampling pro
c For the Census, number of children ever born are for females only.
d Income from Census inflated 24 percent to account for Utah’s income growth rate from 1989 to 1996.
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8 In this paper we only briefly discuss the degree of
consensus among survey participants. For a more detailed
discussion of how tithing beliefs provide insight into the
popular definition of income as it relates to tax policy,
interested readers are referred to Dahl and Ransom (1997).
super-majority consensus as 80 percent ag
ment, consensus as two-thirds agreement,
support as a simple majority for a public opinio
referendum on 27 issues (Lydia Saad, 1996). A
matter of notation, question numbers followed b
an “A” indicate questions asked on Ballot A
while question numbers followed by a “B” indi
cate Ballot B.

While the main focus of this paper is to test fo
observed differences in beliefs as a function
financial incentives, the level results are also
e-
d

a

teresting.8 Table 3 reveals a fair amount of con
sensus among respondents on what items sho
be included in the tithing income base. The r
sponses to Questions 1–3 indicate that Latt
Day Saints generally agree that cash gifts a
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9 Previous research has shown that choices can depend
significantly on the way a problem or question is framed
(Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, 1981). One expla-
nation for our results is that, when individuals are presented
with a combined gain and loss, they mentally bundle the two
events into a single transaction, in this case a gain of $300.
However, when the gain and loss questions are asked sep-
arately, the $200 loss is viewed as a distinct event, and
individuals do not feel comfortable taking a separate deduc-
tion from their total income. This type or mental accounting,
which depends on the grouping of gains and losses as well
as the reference income from which a loss would be de-
ducted, could also explain why individuals do not agree on
the tithing treatment of a capital gain on a house when a new
house is purchased with the proceeds. Perhaps some respon-
dents view the selling of an old home and the buying of a
new home as a single transaction, with no net increase
resulting from the exchange (see Richard H. Thaler, 1985;
Kahneman, 1992)
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inheritances count as income for tithing purpose
Respondents apparently think about income as
amount of cash available for immediate consum
tion but do not seem to impute income from
in-kind transfers when figuring their tithing base
Latter-Day Saints’ perceptions on how to tre
housing capital gains indicate that the source a
subsequent use of the gain strongly impact tithi
beliefs (Questions 4 and 5). A house that is
primary residence is not viewed as an incom

TABLE 2—CHURCH-ACTIVITY AND TITHING-ADVICE

CHARACTERISTICS OFSURVEY PARTICIPANTS

Characteristic Percent

Number of times respondent attends
Sacrament Meeting each month

Less than one 10.8
(0.9)

One 3.8
(0.5)

Two 4.9
(0.6)

Three 12.0
(0.9)

Four or more 66.0
(1.4)

Attends LDS Church social activities, not
including Sunday meetings

87.1
(1.0)

Served full-time mission for the LDS Church
Males (respondent or spouse) 50.6

(1.4)
Females (respondent or spouse) 13.4

(1.0)

Currently holds volunteer calling in the LDS
Church

Males (respondent or spouse) 69.7
(1.3)

Females (respondent or spouse) 72.7
(1.3)

Discusses what items to pay tithing on with 51.8
spouse (1.4)

Sought advice about what items on which to
pay tithing from:

Church leader 22.9
(1.2)

Friend 5.7
(0.7)

Family member (other than spouse) 16.1
(1.1)

Someone else 2.5
(0.5)

Did not seek advice 62.3
(1.4)

Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses.
generating instrument as strongly as a second
rental house. In addition, when the capital gain
reinvested into a new home, far fewer responde
feel they have experienced an increase in incom
The answers to the stock-market scenarios (Qu
tions 6 and 7) indicate that respondents are
agreement that investment gains should be tith
but point toward some incongruities on how ind
viduals think about losses. The framing of th
questions makes a substantial difference to
joint treatment of gains and losses; when resp
dents are asked how to treat a gain and a los
two separate survey questions instead of one, t
are much less likely to deduct a loss from the
income base.9 The responses to Questions 8–
indicate that Latter-Day Saints consider some
the deductions allowed in the federal tax code
be tithable income. A majority of responden
would tithe disability and unemployment benefi
and would not deduct from tithable income feder
and state taxes, charitable contributions, or hea
insurance costs for the self-employed. While r
spondents do not agree on a single unifi
treatment of retirement savings, 83 percent wo
tithe contributions to an individual retirement a
count, either when the money is deposited
when the money is later taken out (Questions
and 12.1/12.2).

III. Does Where You Stand Depend
on Where You Sit?

In this paper, we are able to test for th
presence of self-serving biases within th
unique system of tithing donations. Since ind
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TABLE 3—TITHING QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES

Question

Percentage answering

NYes No Not sure

1A) Imagine that your parents give you $500 for Christmas. Would you pay tithing
on this gift?

61.9
(2.0)

32.7
(1.9)

5.3
(0.9)

599

1B) Imagine that your parents give you a sofa worth $500 for Christmas. Would
you pay tithing on the value of this gift?

33.2
(1.9)

60.8
(2.0)

6.0
(1.0)

600

2A) Your uncle, who was not a member of the Church and has therefore never paid
tithing, passes away and leaves you $10,000 cash in his will. Would you pay
tithing on this inheritance?

81.1
(1.6)

12.5
(1.4)

6.4
(1.0)

598

2B) Your uncle, a member of the Church who paid tithing all his life, passes away
and leaves you $10,000 cash in his will. Would you pay tithing on this
inheritance?

77.5
(1.7)

14.5
(1.4)

8.0
(1.1)

599

3A) Suppose you inherit the land your family has farmed for generations. You
continue farming the land, which has an assessed value of $700,000. Would
you pay tithing on the value of the land you inherited?

41.0
(2.0)

40.2
(2.0)

18.8
(1.6)

597

3B) Suppose you inherit the land your family has farmed for generations. You sell
the land, for which you receive $700,000. Would you pay tithing on this
money?

80.3
(1.6)

12.2
(1.3)

7.5
(1.1)

600

4A, B) Now I want you to imagine that you own a home and are ready to retire.
You sell the home and receive $50,000 more for the home than you originally
paid for it. Suppose that you use all of the money from the sale of your home
to buy a new home. Would you pay tithing on the $50,000 gain you received
when you sold your home?

43.0
(1.4)

41.0
(1.4)

16.0
(1.1)

1,198

5A) Now consider another alternative. Suppose that you put all of the money from
the sale of your home in the bank and rent a condominium. Under these
circumstances, would you pay tithing on the $50,000 gain you received when
you sold your home?

66.6
(1.9)

21.7
(1.7)

11.7
(1.3)

599

5B) Suppose that you are looking for an investment, so you buy a second house for
$75,000 to rent out. Later you sell this house for $100,000. So you sell the
house for $25,000 more than you paid. Would you pay tithing on this gain?

78.5
(1.7)

12.3
(1.3)

9.2
(1.2)

600

6A) Imagine that to save for your child’s college education, you buy shares of a
stock for $1,000, and later sell them for $1,500. So you sell the stock for $500
more than you paid. Would you pay tithing on this gain?

75.0
(1.8)

18.4
(1.6)

6.7
(1.0)

599

7A) Imagine again that you are investing to save for your child’s college education.
You buy shares of a stock for $1,000, and later sell them for $800. So you sell
the stock for $200 less than you paid. Would you subtract this loss from your
income before paying tithing?

22.9
(1.7)

65.6
(1.9)

11.5
(1.3)

599

Question

Percentage answering

NA B C Not sure

6B) Imagine that to save for your child’s college education, you buy shares of
two different stocks, for $1,000 each. Later you sell one stock for $1,500
and the other for $800. So you gain $500 on one stock and lose $200 on
the other. Which of the following amounts would you pay tithing on?

23.8
(1.7)

50.8
(2.0)

8.1
(1.1)

17.3
(1.5)

596

A—The $500 gain
B—The $500 gain minus the $200 loss, or in other words, the $300

combined gain
C—None of the gain

Imputed responses from 6A and 7A 47.6 18.5 17.2 16.6a
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TABLE 3—Continued.

Question

Percentage answering

NYes No Not sure

8A, B) Imagine that you receive a paycheck totaling $1,000 before any
deductions. If $150 is deducted for federal and state taxes, would you
subtract this amount before paying tithing on the paycheck?

26.5
(1.3)

68.7
(1.3)

4.8
(0.6)

1,199

9A) Imagine that you are injured at your job and are unable to work ever
again. You receive a monthly disability check. Would you pay tithing on
these benefits?

78.8
(1.7)

13.5
(1.4)

7.7
(1.1)

599

9B) Now imagine that you lose your job, and in the six months it takes you to
find a new job, you receive unemployment benefits. Would you pay tithing
on these benefits?

71.8
(1.8)

16.0
(1.5)

12.2
(1.3)

599

10A) Suppose you own your own business and have to pay for health
insurance for you and your family. Would you deduct the cost of this
policy from the income of your business before paying tithing?

30.1
(1.9)

55.0
(2.0)

14.9
(1.5)

598

10B) Suppose you are paying $375 a month to support a missionary from
your ward who could not afford to pay for his own mission. Would you
deduct this contribution from your income before paying tithing?

15.0
(1.5)

76.2
(1.7)

8.8
(1.2)

600

11A, B) Now imagine that to save for your retirement, you set up an
individual retirement account. Each month while you are working, $100
is automatically deducted from your paycheck and placed into the
account. When you retire, you will receive a monthly retirement check
from the account. While you are working, would you pay tithing on the
money put into the account each month?

64.8
(1.4)

28.5
(1.3)

6.7
(0.7)

1200

Question

Percentage answering

NA B C Not sure

Asked if Question 115 “Yes”:

12.1A, B) Now imagine that you are retired and receiving a monthly
retirement check from your account. Remember that, while you were
working, you paid tithing on the money you put into the account.
Which of the following would you now pay tithing on?

29.3
(1.6)

51.3
(1.8)

6.4
(0.9)

13.0
(1.2)

778

A—The full amount of your monthly retirement check
B—The amount of your monthly retirement check that represents the

interest earning on the account
C—No part of the monthly retirement check

Asked If Question 115 “No”:

12.2A, B) Now imagine that you are retired and receiving a monthly
retirement check from your account. Remember that, while you were
working, you didnot pay tithing on the money you put into the
account. Which of the following would you now pay tithing on?

63.8
(2.6)

11.5
(1.7)

11.2
(1.7)

13.5
(1.9)

340

A—The full amount of your monthly retirement check
B—The amount of your monthly retirement check that represents the

interest earning on the account
C—No part of the monthly retirement check

Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses.
a Includes individuals who responded “not sure” to either Question 6A or 7A.
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fundamentally convince herself that her defin
tion accords with God’s will. If this identifying
assumption is made, any self-serving incom
definitions for tithing are the result of chang
in underlying tithing beliefs, and not a con
scious calculation for gain. However, eve
without this additional assumption, our surve
provides a natural experiment for the presen
of self-serving behavior outside of the labor
tory setting.

A. Financial Motivations

To test for the presence of self-serving belie
based on financial incentives, we asked surv
participants about their experience with diffe
ent income sources.10 Table 4 documents th
variation in experience, revealing substant
differences in individuals’ financial situations
For example, 60 percent of the sample have
one time contributed to a tax-deferred pens
plan, 19 percent have received an inheritan
worth $5,000 or more, and 79 percent ha
owned a home. With this information, we ca
test, for example, whether tithing beliefs abo
the capital gains on a house depend on whe
or not the individual has ever owned a home

If beliefs vary only by experience with a
income source, the difference in the mean
sponses to a tithing question conditional on
individual’s circumstance will characterize an
self-serving bias. However, closer examinati
reveals that tithing beliefs depend on a varie
of other personal characteristics, some of wh
are explored later in this paper. For individu
tithing questions, urban respondents may ha
different opinions than rural respondents, ed
cation or income level may affect the way pe
ple define income, and church involvement a
a variety of other personal characteristics m
affect tithing beliefs. Insofar as any of thes
characteristics is correlated with a person’s
nancial circumstances, the results will suff
from omitted variable bias. We chose to mod
the responses to the tithing questions as
unordered choice model with three possibiliti
which depend on personal characteristi
10 Note that we can only test for the presence of self-
serving bias for some of the questions listed in Table
3, since we only collected information about the potential
income sources listed in Table 4.
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“yes,” “no,” and “not sure.” The multinomial
logit (ML) model used in estimation is

(1) Pr~yij 5 k!

5
exp~b9kxi!

@exp~b9yesxi! 1 exp~b9noxi! 1 exp~b9not surexi!#

k 5 yes, no, not sure

wherebno is normalized to zero,yij is individ-
ual i ’s answer for income itemj , and xi is a
vector of personal characteristics affecting a
individual’s beliefs about what constitutes a fa
definition of tithable income.

The coefficients from the multinomial logi
model are hard to interpret, especially since t
marginal effects of the regressors on the pro
abilities do not necessarily have the same si
as the parameter estimates. Therefore, we c
ated “adjusted” probabilities conditional on fi
nancial circumstance. To understand how t
adjusted probabilities are created, consider
questions and incentives associated with t
capital gain on a primary residence (Tab
6, Question 4). We first estimated a multinomi
logit model using experience with home own
ership, church activity, and a variety of demo
graphic variables as explanatory variables11

We then went back to the raw individual dat
and coded every respondent as “owned b
never sold a home.” Using the coefficient es
mates from the ML estimation, we estimated
predicted value lying between 0 and 1 for ea
individual by multiplying the estimated coeffi
cients by the corresponding individual value
for the explanatory variables. Finally, w
formed simple averages of the predicted valu
by financial incentive to arrive at the adjuste
percentages for “yes” (40.9 percent), “no” (44
percent), and “not sure” (15.0 percent). Simil
procedures, coding every respondent first
“owned and sold a home” and then as “nev
owned a home,” yield the second and third row
in Table 6. The likelihood-ratio statistic, calcu
lated from estimating the restricted (without th
home-ownership variables) and unrestrict
11 The explanatory variables appearing in the ML model
are the same as those in Table 11 (excluding the version-B
dummy).



712 THE AMERICAN ECONOMIC REVIEW SEPTEMBER 1999
TABLE 4—QUESTIONS AND RESPONSESABOUT POTENTIAL INCOME SOURCES

Question

Percentage answering

NYes No Not sure

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever received
a cash gift of $300 or more?

37.8
(1.4)

60.0
(1.4)

1.3
(0.3)

1,190

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever received
an inheritance worth $5,000 or more?

19.0
(1.1)

79.8
(1.2)

0.3
(0.2)

1,189

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever owned a
home or condo?

79.1
(1.2)

20.2
(1.2)

0.3
(0.2)

1,194

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever sold a
home or condo?

54.3
(1.6)

45.6
(1.6)

0.1
(0.1)

949

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever made
any investments in the stock market,not including
investments which are part of a retirement plan?

35.6
(1.4)

62.7
(1.4)

1.1
(0.3)

1,192

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever
contributed to a tax-deferred pension plan, such as
an IRA or 401(k)?

60.3
(1.4)

35.8
(1.4)

3.2
(0.5)

1,192

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever been out
of work and actively looking for a job for longer
than a month, without being able to find one?

29.3
(1.3)

68.4
(1.3)

1.5
(0.4)

1,190

Have you [or your husband/or your wife] ever owned
your own business which made more than $5,000 in
annual income?

30.5
(1.3)

68.1
(1.4)

0.4
(0.2)

1,188

Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses.
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ML equations, reveals that home ownership s
nificantly affects tithing beliefs for Question 4
A similar procedure was used for other que
tions, substituting the appropriate experien
variables for home ownership.

Tables 5 through 9 list the impact of financi
incentives for the various tithing question
Each table first lists the raw percentages a
swering “yes,” “no,” and “not sure” by experi
ence with the income source. To the right
these percentages is the chi-square statistic
the independence of the rows and column
which can be interpreted as a simple test for t
significance of a person’s financial incentives
determining beliefs. The tables also list th
adjusted percentages resulting from the ML e
timation. To the right of these adjusted percen
ages, we report the likelihood-ratio statistic fo
whether the coefficients on the incentive va
ables corresponding to the “yes” and “not sur
outcome categories are jointly zero.

While the adjustment does change some fr
tions by 5 percentage points or more, in gene
the adjustment does not drastically alter the ov
all picture. This is not, however, because the a
-

-

-

r
,
e

-
-

-
l
-
-

ditional regressors do not help explain individua
answers. Indicators of church activity, such
participating in church meetings, attending soc
activities, having served a mission, and holding
volunteer calling, have significant coefficients in
majority of the estimated ML equations. The ag
gender, and education of the respondent, as w
as the number of children, family income leve
and county population size also influence belie
about many of the hypothetical questions asked
participants. As expected, the predictive ability
most of these explanatory variables is smaller
the “not sure” answers compared to the “ye
answers.

Most of the results do not support extrem
self-serving behavior, at least not to the extent
previous research on such biases. Beginning w
Table 5, Question 1 reveals that individuals w
have received a gift are even more likely to tith
gifts, the exact opposite of self-serving motive
Adjusting for observed covariates only strengt
ens this result. There also seems to be little e
dence for self-serving behavior with inheritance
When confronted with a cash inheritance from
late uncle, individuals are equally generous
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TABLE 5—GIFT AND INHERITANCE QUESTIONS BY POTENTIAL FINANCIAL INCENTIVE

Question and potential financial
incentive

Raw percentages Chi-square
testa

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted
percentages

LR testb

[p-value]Yes No Not sure Yes No Not sure

1A) Imagine that your parents give you $500 for Christmas. Would you pay tithing on this gift?
Received a gift 64.1 31.8 4.1 1.2 63.4 32.9 3.7 1.8
Never received a gift 60.2 34.1 5.7 [0.545] 60.8 33.1 6.2 [0.41

1B) Imagine that your parents give you a sofa worth $500 for Christmas. Would you pay tithing on the value of th
gift?

Received a gift 34.4 63.0 2.7 6.5 36.8 59.8 3.4 4.9
Never received a gift 31.1 62.3 7.7 [0.038] 30.3 62.6 7.0 [0.08

2A) Your uncle, who was not a member of the Church and has therefore never paid tithing, passes away and lea
$10,000 cash in his will. Would you pay tithing on this inheritance?

Received an inheritance 90.3 7.8 1.9 6.9 86.5 11.4 2.1 4.2
Never received an inheritance 78.7 13.2 7.1 [0.033] 80.7 12.2 7.1 [0.1

2B) Your uncle, a member of the Church who paid tithing all his life, passes away and leaves you $10,000 cash i
will. Would you pay tithing on this inheritance?

Received an inheritance 79.0 18.5 2.5 6.2 74.2 23.0 2.7 11.9
Never received an inheritance 77.3 13.9 8.7 [0.045] 78.1 12.8 9.1 [0.0

3A) Suppose you inherit the land your family has farmed for generations. You continue farming the land, which h
assessed value of $700,000. Would you pay tithing on the value of the land you inherited?

Received an inheritance 39.8 40.8 19.4 0.0 38.1 46.7 15.1 2.6
Never received an inheritance 40.6 40.4 19.0 [0.989] 40.9 38.9 20.2 [0.2

3B) Suppose you inherit the land your family has farmed for generations. You sell the land, for which you receive
$700,000. Would you pay tithing on this money?

Received an inheritance 82.4 10.9 6.7 0.5 80.0 14.4 5.5 1.3
Never received an inheritance 79.5 13.1 7.4 [0.779] 80.0 12.0 8.0 [0.5

a Chi-square test for independence of rows and columns.
b Likelihood-ratio test for the incentive variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.
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their payment of tithes whether or not they ha
actually received an inheritance (Question 2
Those who have not received a cash inheritan
however, are three times as likely to answer “n
sure”; perhaps these individuals had not seriou
thought about the question prior to the surv
because they had no need to consider it.12 The
results for inheriting the family farm likewise
show little, if any, evidence of self-interested b
liefs. For example, for Question 3B, equal fra
tions (approximately 80 percent) of responden
who have and have not received an inheritance
that a large land inheritance sold for cash shou
be tithed.

The one outstanding exception to the lack
self-serving behavior shows up with housing ca
ital gains in Table 6. With these questions, respo
is-
t-
er
in
old
er

12 An alternative interpretation is that, when respondents
answer “not sure,” they really mean “no.” If “not sure” is
classified as “no,” the results presented in Tables 5–9 becom
even stronger, with a large bias for capital gains on a home an
very little self-serving bias for the remaining questions.
.
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dents who have never owned a home are up
20-percent more likely to believe that tithin
should be paid on the capital gain. For example
Question 5A, a super-majority (after adjusting f
covariates) of those who have never owned
home feel that cash-realized gains from a prima
residence should count as tithable income, co
pared to less than 63 percent of homeowners.
Question 4, the effects of home ownership are a
highly significant, both before and after adjustin
for observed covariates. The differences in beli
between homeowners and non-homeowners
appear in Question 5A, when the capital ga
results from a secondary house purchased as
investment. Apparently, homeowners do not vie
a primary residence as an income-generating
strument as strongly as a secondary investm
house, while non-homeowners make no such d
tinction (Question 5A vs. Question 5B). Interes
ingly, non-homeowners are less likely to answ
“not sure” to most of the housing-capital-ga
questions. In fact, those who have owned and s
a home are uniformly the most likely to answ
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TABLE 6—HOUSING-CAPITAL-GAIN QUESTIONS BY POTENTIAL FINANCIAL INCENTIVE

Question and potential financial
incentive

Raw percentages Chi-square
testa

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted
percentages

LR testb

[p-value]Yes No Not sure Yes No Not sure

4A, B) Now I want you to imagine that you own a home and are ready to retire. You sell the home and receive $5
more for the home than you originally paid for it. Suppose that you use all of the money from the sale of your
to buy a new home. Would you pay tithing on the $50,000 gain you received when you sold your home?

Owned but never sold a home 41.8 43.6 14.5 11.5 40.3 44.7 15.0 14.4
Owned and sold a home 39.8 42.2 18.0 [0.022] 39.7 42.2 18.1 [0.00
Never owned a home 51.7 33.5 14.8 54.4 30.6 15.0

5A) Now consider another alternative. Suppose that you put all of the money from the sale of your home in the ba
rent a condominium. Under these circumstances, would you pay tithing on the $50,000 gain you received whe
sold your home?

Owned but never sold a home 67.2 22.1 10.2 6.1 63.0 25.8 11.2 16.9
Owned and sold a home 61.9 24.2 14.0 [0.190] 61.6 24.8 13.5 [0.00
Never owned a home 74.6 15.8 9.7 81.0 9.3 9.7

5B) Suppose that you are looking for an investment, so you buy a second house for $75,000 to rent out. Later yo
this house for $100,000. So you sell the house for $25,000 more than you paid. Would you pay tithing on this

Owned but never sold a home 83.1 9.2 7.6 9.0 79.2 11.2 9.6 3.4
Owned and sold a home 75.9 13.0 11.1 [0.061] 75.5 13.6 10.9 [0.48
Never owned a home 73.0 18.9 8.2 81.5 12.5 6.0

a Chi-square test for independence of rows and columns.
b Likelihood-ratio test for the incentive variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.
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“not sure,” even though they were actually force
to make a similar decision at one time. In contra
for most of the other questions on tithing belief
those never experiencing a potential incom
source are much more likely to answer “not sure

As shown in Table 7, there appears to be litt
evidence with stock investments for the “whe
you stand is where you sit” hypothesis. Withou
controlling for observed covariates, there a
pears to be some evidence for self-interest
treatment of stock-market gains and losses
tithing purposes. However, whether an individ
ual has investments in the stock market is co
related with other variables which influenc
tithing beliefs, such as age, family income leve
and various church-activity measures. Afte
controlling for observed covariates, the surve
questions on the tithing treatment of stock in
vestments reveal very similar attitudes for tho
who have and those who have not invested
the stock market. The only striking difference
that those who have never invested in the sto
market are more likely to be unsure about th
scenario, which may account for some of th
differences in the fractions answering “yes” an
“no” conditional on experience with stocks. Th
fact that these questions exhibit so little se
serving behavior is remarkable, especially sin
,

”

-
d
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e

the debate over the treatment of capital gains
federal tax purposes appears to largely be
vided by wealth and stock position.

In Table 8, there is only minor evidence th
being unemployed affects an individual’s b
liefs about the tithability of unemployment be
efits. There are small differences in the fract
of “no” and “not sure” responses by circum
stance, but not in the number of responde
answering “yes.” There is also some eviden
for self-interested behavior for Question 10
which asks about the deductibility of heal
insurance for the self-employed. While 35 p
cent of the self-employed would deduct heal
insurance costs before figuring out their titha
income, only 27 percent of the rest of the sa
ple would. However, the likelihood-ratio stati
tic for the incentive variables appearing in t
ML equations is insignificant.

Table 9 reveals that the potential for financ
gain does not affect respondents’ tithing tre
ment of retirement savings. Participants w
asked two questions: (i) whether they wou
tithe contributions placed into an individual r
tirement account (IRA), and (ii) how the
would tithe subsequent withdrawals from t
account. The combined responses in Ta
9 summarize how individuals would tithe co
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TABLE 7—STOCK-INVESTMENT QUESTIONS BY POTENTIAL FINANCIAL INCENTIVE

Question and potential
financial incentive

Raw percentages Chi-square
testa

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted
percentages

LR testb

[p-value]Yes No Not sure Yes No Not sure

6A) Imagine that to save for your child’s college education, you buy shares of a stock for $1,000, and later sell them
$1,500. So you sell the stock for $500 more than you paid. Would you pay tithing on this gain?

Invested in stocks 76.4 19.7 3.9 4.1 74.3 21.9 3.8 6.2
Never invested in stocks 74.0 17.9 8.1 [0.132] 75.5 16.4 8.1 [0.045]

7A) Imagine again that you are investing to save for your child’s college education. You buy shares of a stock for
$1,000, and later sell them for $800. So you sell the stock for $200 less than you paid. Would you subtract this
from your income before paying tithing?

Invested in stocks 27.9 63.0 9.1 6.1 25.6 64.2 10.2 2.2
Never invested in stocks 19.8 66.9 13.3 [0.047] 20.7 66.7 12.6 [0.337

Question and potential
financial incentive

Raw percentages Chi-square
testa

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted
percentages

LR testb

[p-value]A B C Not sure A B C Not sure

6B) Imagine that to save for your child’s college education, you buy shares of two different stocks, for $1,000 each.
Later you sell one stock for $1,500 and the other for $800. So you gain $500 on one stock and lose $200 on th
other. Which of the following amounts would you pay tithing on?A—The $500 gain;B—The $500 gain minus the
$200 loss, or in other words, the $300 combined gain;C—None of the gain.

Invested in stocks 24.9 56.9 7.2 11.0 9.3 25.9 52.8 8.4 12.9 2.9
Never invested in stocks 23.6 47.7 8.6 20.2 [0.025] 23.4 49.8 8.2 18.6 [0.405

a Chi-square test for independence of rows and columns.
b Likelihood-ratio test for the incentive variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.

TABLE 8—SELECTED MISCELLANEOUS DEDUCTION QUESTIONS BY POTENTIAL FINANCIAL INCENTIVE

Question and potential
financial incentive

Raw percentages Chi-square
testa

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted
percentages

LR testb

[p-value]Yes No Not sure Yes No Not sure

9B) Now imagine that you lose your job, and in the six months it takes you to find a new job, you receive unemploy
benefits. Would you pay tithing on these benefits?

Been unemployed 72.2 20.1 7.7 6.5 71.8 19.7 7.5 6.8
Never been unemployed 71.5 14.4 14.1 [0.039] 71.3 14.6 14.1 [0.033

10A) Suppose you own your own business and have to pay for health insurance for you and your family. Would you
deduct the cost of this policy from the income of your business before paying tithing?

Owned own business 36.0 50.8 13.2 4.7 34.3 51.9 13.7 2.7
Never owned own

business
27.2 57.0 15.8 [0.095] 27.4 56.7 15.9 [0.255]

a Chi-square test for independence of rows and columns.
b Likelihood-ratio test for the incentive variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.
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tributions (principal) and earnings (interest) o
the IRA. The imputed responses exhibit no se
serving bias. For the covariate-adjusted perce
ages, almost identical fractions of responde
with and without tax-deferred pension pla
-
t-

ts

would pay on the principal plus interest (5
percent), the principal only (4 percent), the in
terest only (3 percent), or no part (3 percen
Interestingly, experience with an IRA or 401(k
does not affect the finding that around one-fift
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Response Question 11 Question 12.1 Question 12.2

(2P)1I yes A
P 1 I yes B

no A
P only yes C
I only no B
No part no C

TABLE 9—RETIREMENT-SAVINGS QUESTIONS BY POTENTIAL FINANCIAL INCENTIVE

Potential financial
incentive

Raw percentagesa

Chi-square
testb

[p-value]

Covariate-adjusted percentagesa

LR testc

[p-value](2P)1I P1I
P

only
I

only
No
part

Not
sure (2P)1I P1I

P
only

I
only

No
part

Not
sure

[Imputed responses on how to tithe contributions (principal) and earnings (interest) on an individual retirement account]d

Contributed to IRA
or 401(k) 18.1 55.5 3.4 3.0 2.8 17.2 7.7 18.7 52.1 3.7 3.0 3.2 19.3 0.77

Never contributed to
IRA or 401(k) 20.1 47.4 4.8 3.4 3.8 20.6 [0.171] 19.3 52.4 4.2 3.3 3.3 17.4 [0.979

a P 5 tithe principal;I 5 tithe interest.
b Chi-square test for independence of rows and columns.
c Likelihood-ratio test for the incentive variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.
d Responses were imputed from Questions 11 and 12.1/12.2 as follows, with participants answering “not sure” to any part of Ques

or 12.1/12.2 being coded as “not sure.” Using broader or more detailed response categories in the analysis yields very similar resu
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13 For Questions 7A and 10A the opposite is true, since
these two questions ask whether items should be excluded
from the income base. For these questions, a “no” answer
implies that the individual would tithe the money.
of the sample would double-tithe the principa
by tithing both contributions to the IRA and
later the full amount of the monthly retiremen
check. In addition, individuals with and withou
tax-deferred pension plans are equally unsu
how to deal comprehensively with retiremen
savings.

B. Testing the Identification Assumption

This paper attempts to identify the extent o
self-serving biases due to the subconscious
teration of beliefs, separate from any conscio
calculation for gain. The critical premise is tha
devout Church members will notconsciously
“cheat” God by allowing financial self-interes
to affect their income definition. In the previou
section, the various church-activity variable
were used as controls for sample heterogene
However, another useful interpretation of the
variables is that they measure the degree
which the maintained assumption holds for in
dividual respondents. The prediction is that th
financial-incentive variables should have mo
explanatory power for less devout membe
than for firmly committed members.

Table 10 assesses the impact of church att
dance, one measure of church involvement,
self-serving beliefs. A summary measure of th
e

l-
s

y.

o

bias is the difference in the percentage of
spondents with and without a financial incenti
answering “yes,” “no,” or “not sure” to a ques
tion. A simple test of the identifying assumptio
checks whether financially motivated diffe
ences in these summary measures are sm
for individuals who attend church regularly
Since other characteristics of the responde
may also affect the degree of self-serving b
liefs, we created “adjusted” probabilities usin
the same variables and techniques explaine
subsection A of this section. In this multinom
nal logit framework, the appropriate test exam
ines whether the interaction term between
frequent-church-attendee variable and the
nancial-incentive variable significantly ente
the ML equation.

In the table, a negative value forDyes (the
difference between the percentage of indiv
uals with and without a financial incentiv
answering “yes” to a question) or a positiv
value forDno indicates a self-serving bias fo
most of the questions.13 Likewise, a positive
difference between frequent and infreque
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TABLE 10—DEGREE OFFINANCIAL SELF-SERVING BELIEFS BY CHURCH ACTIVITY

Question

Percentage-point difference in percentage answering “yes,” “no,” or “not sure” between respondents with
and without a financial incentive

LR testa p-value

Dyes
(adjusted for covariates)

Dno
(adjusted for covariates)

D(not sure)
(adjusted for covariates)

Frequent
church

attendees

Infrequent
church

attendees Difference

Frequent
church

attendees

Infrequent
church

attendees Difference

Frequent
church

attendees

Infrequent
church

attendees Difference

1A 5.3 210.7 16.0 22.4 10.6 213.0 23.0 0.2 23.2 2.11 0.348
1B 7.7 0.4 7.3 25.0 6.7 211.7 22.6 27.0 4.4 3.73 0.155
2A 7.2 4.4 2.8 22.9 2.7 25.6 24.2 27.1 2.9 1.48 0.476
2B 22.4 28.3 5.9 8.2 17.2 29.0 25.7 28.9 3.2 1.86 0.395
3A 22.8 20.6 22.2 5.9 20.7 214.8 23.1 220.2 17.1 4.08 0.130
3B 2.0 25.6 7.6 21.7 11.7 213.4 20.3 26.1 5.8 4.29 0.117
4A, Bb 214.1 217.8 3.7 11.4 16.6 25.2 2.7 1.2 1.5 0.39 0.825
5Ab 215.8 229.8 14.0 12.9 24.9 212.0 2.9 4.9 22.0 1.35 0.508
5Bb 21.4 210.7 9.3 24.5 6.1 210.6 5.8 4.6 1.2 2.42 0.299
6A 20.0 210.2 10.2 5.5 5.7 20.2 25.4 4.6 210.0 2.97 0.226
7Ac 4.8 4.5 0.3 23.6 2.9 26.5 21.2 27.5 6.3 1.17 0.556
6Bd 4.7 9.6 24.9 20.9 1.6 22.5 23.7 211.2 7.5 1.59 0.661
9B 5.5 214.5 20.0 4.2 7.3 23.1 29.6 7.3 216.9 6.93 0.031
10Ac 5.0 17.0 212.0 24.2 25.7 1.5 20.8 211.2 10.4 2.31 0.316

Notes:The D operator denotes the percentage-point difference between mean responses for individuals with a financial incentive a
without a financial incentive. Hence, a negative value forDyes or a positive value forDno indicates a self-serving bias (except for Questio
7A and 10A, where the opposite is true). Likewise, a positive difference between frequent and infrequent church attendees forDyes or a negative
difference forDno indicates that individuals who attend church relatively frequently are less self-serving in their beliefs.

a Likelihood-ratio test for the interaction term between the appropriate incentive variable and the frequent-church-a
variables appearing in the multinomial logit equations.

b In this table, the incentive variable for the housing questions is whether or not the individual owns a home, reg
of whether he or she has ever sold a home.

c these two questions ask whether items should be excluded from the income base, so an answer of “no” implies
individual would tithe the money.

d In this table, for Question 6B an answer of A or B is interpreted as “yes” and an answer of C is interpreted as
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14 The two-part question on retirement savings (Ques-
tions 11 and 12.1/12.2), also displays little difference
between frequent and infrequent churchgoers (the likeli-
hood-ratio test statistic is 2.55, with ap-value of 0.769).
church attendees forDyes or a negative dif-
ference forDno suggests that individuals wh
attend church relatively frequently are le
self-serving in their beliefs. To understand t
table, consider Question 1A. For freque
church attendees, individuals who have r
ceived a gift are 5.3-percentage-pointsmore
likely to answer that they would tithe a cas
gift and 2.4-percentage-pointsless likely to
answer that they would not tithe a cash gi
compared to individuals who have never r
ceived a gift. In contrast, infrequent churc
attendees with a financial incentive are 10
percentage-pointsless likely to answer that
they would tithe a cash gift and 10.6-percen
age-pointsmore likely to answer that they
would not tithe a cash gift. Most of the othe
questions reveal a very similar pattern: fr
quent churchgoers appear less self-serv
than infrequent churchgoers. While the diffe
ences support the notion that devout memb
are less subject to the bias, except in the c
-

-

of Question 9B, the likelihood-ratio test sta
tistics are insignificant at conventiona
levels.14

C. Nonfinancial Motivations

So far, this paper has focused on whether in
viduals bias their judgments of fairness in th
direction of their own financial self-interest. Whil
testing for this kind of self-serving belief naturall
appeals to economists, our survey allows for te
of other biases as well. Motivations that are n
directly financial in nature could also result i
self-serving beliefs. In particular, previous re
search points to self-serving biases which depe
on an individual’s affiliation with a group. In one
of the earliest studies on self-serving biase
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Albert Hastorf and Hadley Cantril (1954) foun
that perceptions of potential penalities in a footb
game between Princeton and Dartmouth
pended on the team allegiance of the specta
More recently, David Moore (1997) found th
Democrats and Republicans have very differ
views about the ethical standards of Bill Clinto
versus Newt Gingrich.15

Perhaps the most obvious nonfinancial mo
vation in our survey is how much an individu
cares about the Church. Presumably those m
involved with the LDS Church maximize utility
by thinking about the income base mo
broadly, since they place more weight on ove
all financial well-being of the Church. Peop
who care less about the LDS Church may co
vince themselves that fewer things should
tithed because that maximizes their utility.
simple test for self-serving bias would exami
whether reported beliefs are tilted to line u
with an individual’s utility maximization, that
is, whether the tithable income base is po
tively correlated with church-activity measure

As expected, the survey reveals a strong b
linked to religious activity, with individuals
more involved with the LDS Church thinkin
much more comprehensively about income
tithing purposes. For example, consider Qu
tion 2A, which asks if respondents would tithe
$10,000 cash inheritance. Those who atte
church services less than once a month on
erage answered “yes” 41 percent of the time (
percent answered “no”; 10 percent were “n
sure”), revealing a sharp division in belief
However, the group of respondents who atte
church every week exhibited strong intern
consensus, with 90 percent answering “yes”
percent answered “no”; 5 percent, “not sure
The effect of church attendance for other surv
questions is depicted in Figures 1 and 2, reve
ing similar variation in tithing beliefs.

To analyze succinctly the joint influence o
beliefs of all of the church-activity variables, i
e
-

r-15 The question asked of 1,022 interviewees was: “Re-
gardless of which political party you identify with, who do
you think has higher ethical standards: Bill Clinton or Newt
Gingrich?” Seventy-eight percent of Democrats versus 31
percent of Republicans thought Clinton had higher stan
dards, revealing a strong division of beliefs along party
lines. Interestingly, attitudes were mostly unrelated to
knowledge of ethics charges against Gingrich.
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addition to demographic and income variable
we created an overall index of “generosity
This index was formed by taking the fraction o
questions an individual answered in such a w
as to increase tithable income.16 For example,
the index increased if the individual responde
that he or she would tithe a cash gift (Questio
1A) or would not deduct taxes before tithing
paycheck (Question 8). Hence, an index val
of 0 would mean that the individual would no
include any of the hypothetical income sourc
in the tithing base, while an index value of
would imply that the individual’s accounting
definition of income included every item in th
survey. The mean of the generosity index w
0.65 (standard error5 0.24), so that respon
dents believe on average that about two-thir
of the questionnaire items belong in the tithab
income base. A similar index to measure “u
certainty” was defined by taking the fraction o
times a respondent chose “not sure.” The me
of the uncertainty index was 0.10 (standard e
ror 5 0.13).

In Table 11 we present the results of regress
each of these indexes on church-activity, dem
graphic, and income variables using ordinary le
squares. Looking first at the generosity regressi
these variables explain over one-fourth of the va
ation in the index. The church-activity question
have the greatest impact on tithing generosity,
that a respondent who attends church every we
participates in church social activities, has serv
a mission, and holds a calling has an index sc
that is 40-percentage-points higher on avera
compared to respondents with no such chu
involvement. In other words, for individuals with
this high level of church activity, on average the
answered almost five additional questions in
way that increased the tithable income base co
pared to less active respondents. These res
provide further evidence of a strong self-servin
bias based on a respondent’s attachment to
LDS Church. In addition, Latter-Day Saints wit
more children, who discuss which items to tith
with their spouse, and who are in the lowest fam
ily income group have significantly higher gene
osity-index scores on average.
- 16 For Question 6B, answering either A or B increased
the index. Since it is unclear how to deal with the two-part,
conditional questions on retirement savings, Questions 11
and 12.1/12.2 are excluded from the index.
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FIGURE 1. RESPONSES TOSURVEY QUESTIONS BY AVERAGE MONTHLY CHURCH ATTENDANCE, BALLOT A
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In the uncertainty regression, far less of t
variation in responses can be explained by
regression variables. Church activity signi
cantly affects the uncertainty index, with mem
bers who attend church every week answer
fewer questions “not sure.” Respondents in th
early forties are also less uncertain, wi
younger and older respondents answering “
sure” more often. Females are more uncert
than males, on average. As might be expect
those who refused or answered “not sure” to
income question also answered “not sure” to
tithing questions more often.

D. Ambiguity and Bias

Previous psychological research provides
few additional theories about where self-servi
biases might be expected to show up. The lit
ature finds that the more ambiguous a situati
the more likely individuals are to exhibit sel
serving biases. For example, David Dunning
e

g
r

t
n
,

-
,

t

al. (1989) asked individuals to provide sel
evaluations for a variety of character trait
They found that the more ambiguous the tr
category, the more self-serving were individ
als’ assessments. Applied to our survey, t
theory predicts that, for a question item that
viewed as nebulous, respondents will be le
likely to tithe the item compared to the resul
for a clear-cut question. The idea is that, f
ambiguous questions, individuals are more a
to formulate arguments and rationales that
low them to pursue their own self-interest
good conscience.

One measure of the ambiguity or complexi
of a question is the fraction of respondents w
answer “not sure.” Using this measure, Tab
3 reveals a wide range of ambiguity for th
different survey questions. Consider Questio
3A and 3B, which ask whether an individua
would tithe the inheritance of a family farm. O
respondents who were told that the farm w
sold immediately for cash (Question 3B), on
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FIGURE 2. RESPONSES TOSURVEY QUESTIONS BY AVERAGE MONTHLY CHURCH ATTENDANCE, BALLOT B
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7.5 percent were “not sure,” while 80 perce
said they would tithe the inheritance. In co
trast, for respondents who were told that th
would continue to farm the land (Question 3A
18.8 percent are uncertain how to answer, w
the remaining respondents almost equally s
on whether to tithe the assessed value of
land. In fact, for most of the questions, ca
appears to be the least ambiguous item in
spondent’s minds, while in-kind items, pap
gains, and questions with a more complex str
ture evoke much more uncertainty among
spondents.

Figure 3 graphs the relationship betwe
question ambiguity and consensus among
spondents for all of the survey questions. In t
figure, consensus is defined as the fraction
respondents choosing the most agreed-upon
swer. Since the fractions of all individuals a
swering “yes” or “no” are mechanically relate
to the fraction answering “not sure,” the figu
t
e

-

-
-

-

f
n-

plots the degree of consensus among sur
respondents who did not answer “not sure” to
question versus the fraction of all responden
answering “not sure” to the question. Except f
Question 1B, there is agreement that the pot
tial income sources asked about in the surv
should be tithed. The regression line through t
points indicates that, for every percentage-po
increase in the fraction of individuals who an
swer “not sure” to a question, agreement amo
survey respondents answering “yes” or “no
drops by 1.67 percentage points. In general,
more ambiguous the question, the more like
survey respondents are not to tithe the poten
income source.

The relationship between ambiguity and tit
ing generosity can also be examined at the
dividual level. Here the theory predicts th
individuals who are more uncertain about tit
ing in general are more likely to be biase
toward minimizing their tithing obligation. Ac-
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TABLE 11—DETERMINANTS OF TITHING GENEROSITY AND UNCERTAINTY

Independent variable

Dependent variable

Generosity indexa Uncertainty indexb

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Intercept 0.3115* 0.0637 0.1432* 0.0408
Version-B dummy 0.0329* 0.0122 20.0038 0.0078
Sought advice from:

Church leader 0.0160 0.0213 0.0145 0.013
Family member (other than spouse) 0.0275 0.0258 0.0244 0.01
Friend or someone else 20.0140 0.0400 0.0152 0.0256

Discuss items to tithe with spouse 0.0289† 0.0167 20.0062 0.0107
Average church attendance:

Less than once a month — — — —
Once a month 0.1078* 0.0370 20.0334 0.0237
Twice a month 0.1225* 0.0338 20.0152 0.0216
Three times a month 0.1786* 0.0285 20.0154 0.0182
Four times or more a month 0.2279* 0.0255 20.0494* 0.0163
Not sure or refused 0.0535 0.0808 20.0114 0.0517

Attend church social activities 0.0646* 0.0228 0.0138 0.014
Served mission 0.0375* 0.0155 0.0016 0.001
Hold calling 0.0659* 0.0176 0.0106 0.0113
Educational attainment:

High-school dropout — — — —
High-school graduate 20.0005 0.0262 20.0089 0.0167
Some college 0.0313 0.0252 20.0135 0.0161
Bachelor’s degree 0.0102 0.0277 20.0134 0.0177
Advanced degree 20.0202 0.0321 20.0304 0.0205
Not sure or refused 20.0227 0.1054 0.0693 0.0675

Age 0.0011 0.0025 20.0032* 0.0016
Age squared3 100 20.0010 0.0025 0.0039* 0.0016
Female 0.0215 0.0140 0.0303* 0.0089
Married 20.0264 0.0187 0.0109 0.0119
Number of children 0.0064† 0.0033 0.0014 0.0021
Any children living at home 20.0030 0.0168 20.0028 0.0108
Family income category:

Income, $30,000 — — — —
$30,000# income, $50,000 20.0558* 0.0170 0.0068 0.0109
$50,000# income 20.0316† 0.0184 20.0050 0.0118
Not sure or refused 20.0727* 0.0206 0.0301* 0.0132

Urbanc 20.0012 0.0149 0.0072 0.0095

Mean (standard deviation) of index: 0.65 (0.24) 0.10 (0.13)
F-statistic: 12.48 2.44
R2: 0.266 0.066
Number of observations: 1,168 1,168

a Fraction of questions respondent answered in such a way as to increase tithable income, excluding Questions
12.1/12.2.

b Fraction of questions respondent answered “not sure,” excluding Questions 11 and 12.1/12.2.
c Salt Lake, Utah, Weber, or Davis County.
* Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.
† Statistically significant at the 10-percent level.
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cording to this hypothesis, an individual’s sco
on the uncertainty index should be negativ
correlated with the fraction of the remainin
question items she thinks should be tithed
fraction we call the “conditional generosity in
a

dex.” In Table 12, the first specification presen
the results of regressing the conditional gen
osity index on the uncertainty index, controllin
for the version of the survey and the avera
percentage of all survey respondents w
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FIGURE 3. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN QUESTION AMBIGUITY AND CONSENSUSAMONG RESPONDENTS
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answered “not sure” to the same questions
which the respondent answered “not sur
There is a statistically significant and negati
relationship between how uncertain an indivi
ual is about tithing and how generous he or s
is on the remaining questions. Specification (
in Table 12 adds in all of the explanatory va
ables included in Table 11. Even controlling f
these other covariates, the coefficient on
uncertainty index remains significant at the 1
percent confidence level.

E. Selective Information Search

A final subject which can be examined wi
our survey data is how the willingness to sear
for information relates to self-serving biase
Rabin (1995) develops a model that disti
guishes between moral dispositions as c
straints versus preferences and outlines h
such constraints can give rise to self-servi
biases. He argues that an individual with a pr
erence to be moral will seek information in a
-

attempt to do what is right. In contrast, “... an
agent with moral constraints sometimes strict
prefers less information to more: When her be
liefs tell her it is morally okay to engage in an
enjoyable activity, an agent will avoid gathering
further information that might jeopardize he
moral green light” (p. 3). Applying this frame-
work to tithing, seeking information about wha
items to tithe could cause individuals to feel tha
they should increase their tithing donations
Therefore, the hypothesis predicts that respo
dents with a preference to be moral will ask fo
advice and tithe more potential income source
while those with a constraint to be moral wil
avoid advice that could increase their tithin
obligation.

Table 2 reveals that almost half of marrie
respondents do not discuss which items to p
tithing on with their spouses, and that 62 pe
cent of respondents do not seek advice fro
someone else, such as an LDS Church lead
The fact that so many people do not ask fo
tithing advice lends plausibility to Rabin’s hy-
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TABLE 12—EFFECTS OFAMBIGUITY AND THE SEARCH FOR INFORMATION ON TITHING GENEROSITY

(DEPENDENT VARIABLE 5 CONDITIONAL GENEROSITY INDEX)

Independent variable

Regression

(i) (ii) (iii)

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Intercept 0.7053* 0.0120 0.6770* 0.0128 0.3886* 0.064
Version-B dummy 0.0192 0.0138 0.0226 0.0139 0.0254* 0.01
Uncertainty indexa 20.1241* 0.0537 — — 20.0799† 0.0484
Average uncertainty of questionsb 0.4655* 0.1203 — — 0.2528* 0.1066
Sought advice from:c

Church leader — — 0.0659* 0.0241 0.0319 0.021
Family member (other than spouse) — — 0.0538† 0.0286 0.0547* 0.0261
Friend or someone else — — 0.0269 0.0464 20.0041 0.0403

Discuss items to tithe with spouse — — 0.0550* 0.0180 0.0231 0.01
Average church attendance:

Less than once a month — — — — — —
Once a month — — — — 0.1013* 0.0373
Twice a month — — — — 0.1101* 0.0340
Three times a month — — — — 0.1789* 0.0287
Four times or more a month — — — — 0.2136* 0.0258
Not sure or refused — — — — 0.0798 0.0814

Attend church social activities — — — — 0.0850* 0.0229
Served mission — — — — 0.0377* 0.0157
Hold calling — — — — 0.0764* 0.0177
Educational attainment:

High-school dropout — — — — — —
High-school graduate — — — — 20.0102 0.0264
Some college — — — — 0.0231 0.0254
Bachelor’s degree — — — — 0.0045 0.0279
Advanced degree — — — — 20.0438 0.0324
Not sure or refused — — — — 20.0264 0.1062

Age — — — — 20.0020 0.0025
Age squared3 100 — — — — 0.0029 0.0025
Female — — — — 0.0500* 0.0141
Married — — — — 20.0169 0.0188
Number of children — — — — 0.0068* 0.0034
Any children living at home — — — — 0.0004 0.0170
Family income category:

Income, $30,000 — — — — — —
$30,000# income, $50,000 — — — — 20.0571* 0.0172
$50,000# income — — — — 20.0386* 0.0185
Not sure or refused — — — — 20.0527* 0.0208

Urband — — — — 0.0054 0.0150

Mean (standard deviation) of index: 0.72 (0.24)
F-statistic: 6.31 2.86 13.26
R2: 0.016 0.024 0.290
Number of observations: 1,200 1,200 1,168

Notes:The conditional generosity index is the number of questions the respondent answered in such a way as to
tithable income divided by the number of questions for which the respondent didnot answer “not sure.” The index does no
include Questions 11 and 12.1/12.2.

a Fraction of questions respondent answered “not sure,” excluding Questions 11 and 12.1/12.2.
b The average percentage of all survey respondents answering “not sure” to the questions that the respondent answ

sure.”
c The second and third specifications include interaction terms for the advice variables.
d Salt Lake, Utah, Weber, or Davis County.
* Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.
† Statistically significant at the 10-percent level.



n
-
i
i
d
v
d
i

n

e
h

n

e
t

e
f-

n
e
e

s

o
d

h
r
e
r
o

r
n
e
to

on

ou
In
i-

hat
-

e
-
-

nt,
y-

s,
ts,

s,
lf-
-
e

i-
in-
S
t
n-
in

g,
e
e

ed
lf-

ns
in-
-
rd
,
y-
to
at
se

724 THE AMERICAN ECONOMIC REVIEW SEPTEMBER 1999
pothesis. Assuming that the costs of gatheri
information are not prohibitive, the main com
peting explanation for why some people rema
unsure about which items should be tithed
that theywantto be uncertain about what shoul
be tithed. For example, there are few alternati
explanations for why people who have sol
their homes remain uncertain about the tithab
ity of those gains (see Table 6).

We test Rabin’s hypothesis more formally i
Table 12. In specification (ii) of Table 12, we
regress the conditional generosity index on th
various advice variables. As Rabin’s theory pr
dicts, individuals who seek advice from Churc
leaders, friends, spouses, or other family mem
bers are more generous in their tithing donatio
on average. While theR2 value for this regres-
sion is small, the coefficients on three of th
four advice variables are statistically significan
In specification (iii) of the table, which adds
controls for individual characteristics, only th
family-member-advice variable remains signi
icant, while the other coefficients fall by more
than 50 percent. In Table 11, where the depe
dent variable is the generosity index as oppos
to the conditional generosity index, only th
spouse-advice variable is significant.

What explains the differences among the
three specifications? First, Table 11 reveals th
individuals who seek advice are more likely t
be uncertain. The generosity index confoun
this correlation, while the conditional generos
ity index does not.17 Secondly, individuals who
seek advice appear to be those individuals w
are more involved in the LDS Church. Fo
example, seeking advice from a Church lead
is strongly positively correlated with whether o
not an individual attends church three times
more each month (r 5 0.18,p-value5 0.001).
One interpretation is that members who a
regular churchgoers have a preference, and
a constraint, to be moral, so that they are pr
cisely the respondents who are more likely
ask for advice. Viewed in this light, adding
ot

fit
elf-
us
e

17 In general, the estimated coefficient from any covari-
ate that is correlated with the uncertainty index suffers from
omitted-variable bias in Table 11. For example, using th
generosity index masks the fact that females are mo
generous than males when controlling for the fact tha
females are also more uncertain (compare Tables 11 a
12).
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church-activity measures into the regressi
partially controls for individuals who have a
preference to be moral.

IV. Conclusion

Does where you stand depend on where y
sit? The results from our survey are mixed.
contrast to previous studies on self-serving b
ases in other domains, our survey reveals t
tithable income definitions are not strongly mo
tivated by the potential for financial gain. W
find surprisingly little evidence that an individ
ual’s financial position influences tithing be
liefs. Individuals’ experience with gifts and
inheritances, the stock market, unemployme
tax-deferred pension plans, and self-emplo
ment all have little effect on how individuals
would tithe (respectively) gifts and inheritance
stock gains and losses, unemployment benefi
retirement-plan contributions and withdrawal
and health-insurance expenditures for the se
employed. Only in the tithing treatment of cap
ital gains from a home do we find solid evidenc
of self-interested tithing behavior.

However, we observe large self-serving b
ases based on religious motivations, so that
dividuals with a strong attachment to the LD
Church have a very different view of wha
counts as income for tithing purposes. Respo
dents who have served a mission, participate
church social events, hold a volunteer callin
and attend church regularly define the incom
base to include almost twice as many incom
items on average compared to less involv
members. As previous research predicts, se
serving biases show up more for questio
which respondents view as ambiguous, and
dividuals who display more uncertainty in an
swering the questions are biased towa
minimizing the tithable income base. Finally
our survey lends support to Rabin’s (1995) h
pothesis that individuals who are constrained
be moral avoid seeking advice about tithing th
might cause them to feel they should increa
their tithing donations.

Our research on tithing practices does n
imply that individuals will not protect their self-
interest by professing to hold beliefs that bene
them. Rather, our research focuses on how s
interest influences beliefs at the subconscio
level. We find that, when thinking about th
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tithe, Latter-Day Saints possess the ability
sort out their financial self-interest from a ge
eral standard of what is right or fair. While it
possible that our results do not generalize
other groups and issues,18 our survey nonethe
less provides an interesting comparison to
literature that finds individuals are unable
filter out their own interest in a variety of othe
settings.

APPENDIX

We hired Western Wats Research Cente
professional survey company with offices
Provo, Utah, and Orem, Utah, to conduct o
phone survey on tithing practices. One adv
tage of using a company operating out of Ut
is that a majority of the interviewers were LD
Church members and hence familiar with t
tithing system of the LDS Church. The surv
had a quota of 1,200 completed interviews w
Latter-Day Saints residing in Utah, with add
tional quotas set for each county in proporti
to its population. Additionally, each county ha
a minimum quota of at least one complet
interview, regardless of population size. T
quotas for the four largest counties were: S
Lake (502), Utah (183), Davis (132), and Web
(110).

Western Wats first randomly generated
county-stratified list of 12,000 telephone num
bers, with the expectation that a large fraction
these numbers would be either disconnected
business numbers and hence unusable. Ind
by the end of the survey, a third of the numbe
were known to be unusable. Using random-d
dialing, numbers from all counties were dial
each day, alternating between Ballot A and B
the survey. If the phone line was busy, t
appropriate respondent was not available, or
phone was not answered, the phone number
called again until at least three attempts h
been made over the ten days of interviewin
Interviewers stopped dialing or redialing num
bers from a given county when the county qu
o
on-
g
he
8
d
,

18 For example, most researchers believe that sel
serving biases are extremely prevalent in the general po
ulation, even though clinically depressed individuals (Lau
ren Alloy and Anthony Ahrens, 1987) and, in selective
instances, women (Eleanor Maccoby and Carol Jacklin
1974) do not exhibit self-serving biases.
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was met. Details on the final sample dispositio
are provided in Table A1.

The survey was administered using Com
puter Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI
in which interviewers read the questions off
computer screen and entered responses o
keyboard as the survey progressed. Resp
dents were called during the period of Ma
7–21, 1996 on weekday evenings (except Mo
days), and on Saturdays. We determined tha
was inappropriate to call respondents on Su
days and on Monday evenings. Most activ
Latter-Day Saints spend a large amount of tim
on Sundays in church-related activities, whi
Monday night is officially designated by the
LDS Church as “Family Home Evening,” a tim
for Latter-Day Saints to engage in family
oriented activities. Calling on either Sundays
Monday evenings would potentially result in
biased sample, since many active Latter-D
Saints would likely be unavailable or refuse t
answer a survey on these days. Potential resp
dents to our survey had to meet the followin
screening requirements: they had to be (i) t
male or female head of the household, (ii) 1
years of age or older, and (iii) a self-reporte
member of the LDS Church. Additionally

f-
p-
-

,

TABLE A1—SAMPLE DISPOSITION

Category Number

Eligible 2,787
Completed 1,200
Refused 1,541
Respondent terminated 46

Not eligible 1,182
Not LDS 1,051
Self-reported: not active LDS 122
Self-reported: non-tithing payer 9

Eligibility unknown at end of survey 3,803

Dialing attempts requiring a callback 12,027
Respondent not available 4,255
Phone line busy 819
No answer/answering machine 6,953

Unusable 4,156
Business 1,089
Language barrier 122
Disconnected 2,945

Average length of call: 10 min. 4 sec
Incidence (eligible/[eligible1 not eligible]): 70.2 percent
Response rate (completed/eligible): 43.1 perce
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during the initial screening of candidates, an
potential respondent who volunteered that he
she was not an active member of the LD
Church or did not tithe was not interviewed.

To ensure consistent and accurate intervie
ing, we supplemented the general training
interviewers provided by Western Wats wit
instructions specific to our survey. We deve
oped two documents for the survey company
short interviewer instruction manual and
primer on concept definitions. The interviewe
instructions provided specific responses to co
mon questions respondents might have ab
the survey, alerted interviewers to the fact th
tithing can be a sensitive issue for some, a
discussed questions requiring special attentio
The concept-definitions manual provided mo
detailed definitions for the variables embedd
in our survey questions. Most of the demo
graphic questions asked in our survey we
modeled after the Current Population Surve
(CPS); for example, the education categori
match current CPS definitions. Indeed, many
the demographic questions were copied verb
tim from the CPS, as were many of the writte
instructions provided to interviewers. These tw
training documents are available from the a
thors upon request.

To monitor and assist the training of inter
viewers, Ransom attended the two training se
sions provided to interviewers on the first tw
nights of calling and remained to observe actu
calls. Dahl monitored survey calls via a three
way phone line on three of the other interview
ing evenings. In the months preceding th
survey administration, the authors and five vo
unteers pretested early and final versions of t
survey instrument on a total of 40 random
selected Utah residents. Additional pretesting
the final version was performed by the Weste
Wats Research Center.
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