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ABSTRACT
Although studies have examined how social involvement in religion influences the provision and
receipt of social support, few have analyzed the effects of congregational context or private
involvement in religion on providing social support. Using data from the 2008-2009 U.S.
Congregational Life Survey, a national survey representative of American congregations,
multilevel models with fixed effects were used to examine the effects of congregational context
and social and private involvement in religion on providing social support. Among attenders of
religious congregations, key findings indicate that congregational context (size and theology)
does not contribute to predicting the provision of social support but that private involvement in
religion does associate with providing social support and contribute to predicting the provision of
social support. The results also affirm that social involvement in religion influences the provision
of support among attenders of religious congregations. For attenders of religious congregations,
both social and private involvement in religion matter for understanding how religion relates to
providing social support.
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In nothing do we draw so close to God as in doing good to man.
--St. Gregory the Theologian
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SOURCES OF SOCIAL SUPPORT:
CONGREGATIONAL CONTEXT AND SOCIAL AND PRIVATE
INVOLVEMENT IN RELIGION
INTRODUCTION
Social support has received much attention in the literature because of its beneficial
effects on both physical and mental health. Over twenty years ago, House, Umberson, and
Landis (1988) reviewed a variety of studies which examined the effects of social support on
health and concluded that “social relationships, social networks, and social support have
important causal effects on health, exposure to stress, and the relationship between stress and
health” (House 1987:136 as quoted in House et al. 1988:296). More recently, Putnam
(2000:328-331) depicted how social capital, from which people draw social support, contributes
to better public health, to lower age-adjusted mortality, and to better mental health through its
effect on happiness. In a more specific example, Woloshin et al. demonstrated that patients with
coronary artery disease who received inadequate levels of help taking care of themselves or of
their home were much more likely to die than the patients with no need for help. Patients
receiving inadequate help were also more likely to experience “a decline in physical function
over the follow-up period” (1997:616). The effects of social support on health outcomes have
been well documented in sociological, psychological, and health-related literatures (Cohen and
Wills 1985; Kessler, Price, and Wortman 1985; Berkman 1995; Seeman 1996; Uchino 2004;
Cornwell and Waite 2009; Ertel, Glymour, and Berkman 2009; Umberson and Montez 2010;
Thoits 2011).
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Although the relationships which social networks and social support hold with health
outcomes have received extensive attention in the literature, other important factors have been
neglected. A little-heeded call in the literature is to examine how social contexts influence
providing social support (Shumaker and Brownell 1984; House et al. 1988). This study responds
to that call. Specifically, this study focuses on attenders of religious congregations and
hypothesizes that congregational context and social and private involvement in religion associate
with the provision of social support.
What is social support?
Social support is a multi-faceted concept, encompassing social relationships, perceptions
of available social support, and social support actually provided, whether it is emotional,
informational, financial, or spiritual support (Fischer 1982; Barrera 1986; Taylor and Chatters
1988). I define social support as “mutual nurturing and caring” and “an exchange of resources
between at least two individuals perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to
enhance the wellbeing of the recipient” within interpersonal “ongoing relationships” (Shumaker
and Brownell 1984:13, 15-16). Social support can take on many forms, including but not limited
to advice, companionship, emotional support, mutual participation in hobbies, helping with
house work, caring for the sick, providing a loan, listening and comforting during a crisis, and
giving transportation or child care free of charge (Fischer 1982:126; Taylor and Chatters
1988:194; Ellison and George 1994:52; Wilson and Musick 1997:702; van Tienen et al.
2011:375).
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Who provides social support?
Past research has found that providers of social support differ based on the relationship in
which the support is given and based on personal characteristics. For example, people discuss
personal matters and seek advice from spouses and friends, and they spend social time and
discuss hobbies with friends. Neighbors look after houses, and parents and family members lend
financial support (Fischer 1982:132-133, 386-387). Family members are more likely to provide
large-scale social support, like giving a loan, emotional support, or caring for a sick person,
because these types of support require a trusting relationship. Co-workers and neighbors are
more likely to provide small-scale social support, like house-sitting or discussing work, because
these types of support require availability and spatial proximity (Feld 1984). Wellman and
Wortley’s (1990) analysis of social networks in Toronto also indicates that ties which supply
emotional support are stronger, more likely to be female, and more likely to be a parent or a child
than a friend; ties which provide companionship are strong and are more likely to be friends than
siblings, extended kin, or a parent or child.
Personal characteristics, like age, sex, socioeconomic status, and religion, also predict
whether one provides social support. Females, younger people, people with more education, and
people in better health tend to provide more social support. People with more informal social
interaction provide more social support, as do people who value helping (Wilson & Musick
1997). Putnam and Campbell (2010:451-452) demonstrate how religious people are more likely
than non-religious people to provide some types of social support, including helping with
housework, helping “someone find a job,” and companionship, but are not more or less likely
than non-religious people to provide other types of social support, such as lending money or
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caring for a pet while its owner is away.
These studies demonstrate that many factors contribute to whether one provides social
support. The type of relationship (family member, friend, neighbor, co-worker) and the strength
of relationship influence whether and how one provides social support. The characteristics of the
provider of social support, including sex, age, socioeconomic status, health, social capital,
values, and religion, also predict whether or not he or she provides social support.
How does religion relate to providing social support?
Putnam and Campbell argue in American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us
that religious people are more likely to participate in prosocial behavior than non-religious
people primarily because of relationships formed in religious contexts. Putnam and Campbell
write:
When we include this index of religious social networks in the analysis,
religiosity becomes entirely insignificant as a predictor of virtually all measures
of good neighborliness that we examined: volunteering for secular causes, giving
to secular causes, membership in civic groups, working on a community project,
collaborating on community problems, working for social reform, attending club
meetings, serving as an organizational leader, voting in local elections, and
attending public meetings. [...] In other words, devout people who sit alone in the
pews are not much more neighborly than people who don’t go to church at all.
The real impact of religiosity on niceness or good neighborliness, it seems, comes
through chatting with friends after service or joining a Bible study group, not
from listening to the sermon or fervently believing in God. (2010:472)
This paper challenges Putnam and Campbell’s assertion that religious social networks are the
primary way through which religion influences prosocial behavior. By narrowing its focus from
the general American public to religiously active Americans, this paper hypothesizes that
congregational context as well as social and private involvement in religion all matter for
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explaining why some attenders of religious congregations provide social support while others do
not.
Congregational Context
Congregations influence their attenders in many ways. Two primary venues of influence
are the congregational size and theology. The size of the congregation influences many aspects of
congregational life, including the range of activities offered, the number of services, the avenues
for social interaction, the levels of intimacy in the congregation, and even the support anticipated
by members (Ellison et al. 2009; Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009). Ellison et al. (2009) examine the
effects of congregational context on supportiveness between members, indicating that attenders
of large congregations with 2,500 or more members anticipate that they would receive less
support from other members during an illness or a difficult situation than attenders of smaller
congregations. Scheitle and Adamczyk also demonstrate that attenders of larger congregations
are less socially embedded into their congregations (2009:23-24). One would expect that
members of large congregations who experience a less supportive congregational environment
and less social embeddedness would be less likely to provide social support because they have
less social reserves within their congregation from which to provide support.
Congregational theology may also influence the provision of social support. More
conservative, exclusive, or strict congregations encourage attenders to have higher levels of
commitment, which reduces the membership that is not actively contributing to the congregation
and generates more financial, social, and spiritual resources (Stark & Finke 2000). Attenders of
more theologically conservative congregations also experience more social embeddedness in
their congregations (Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009). Theologically conservative congregations may
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provide a more supportive environment from which attenders can provide social support.
Because commitment and social embeddedness are higher in these congregations, they may also
have stronger norms for various helping activities, including social support, framing them not as
a prosocial behavior or favor but as a divine call. Because of the higher levels of commitment
and stronger social embeddedness in theologically conservative congregations, one would expect
that attenders of more conservative denominations are more likely to provide social support.
The hypotheses concerning congregational context are:
Hypothesis #1: Attenders of larger congregations are less likely to provide social
support.
Hypothesis #2: Attenders of theologically conservative congregations are more
likely to provide social support than attenders of theologically liberal
congregations.
Social Involvement in Religion
Religious social involvement is also hypothesized to associate with providing social
support. Durkheim is perhaps the most well-known champion of the connection between religion
and social cohesion. Durkheim hypothesized that religious people actually wrongfully attributed
the social integration which they experienced to be the presence of a divine being:
In various demonstrations of sympathy, esteem, and affection from this peers, the
man who does his [ritual] duty finds a sustaining comfort which he usually takes
for granted. [...] Because he is in moral harmony with his contemporaries, he has
more confidence, courage, and audacity--like the believer who thinks he feels the
eyes of his god turned benevolently toward him. ([1912] 2001:159)
While some aspects of his theory have been challenged, scholars agree that religion has a strong
potential to bind together communities of co-religionists (Ammerman 1997; Putnam 2000).
Social capital developed in a religious congregation is similar to social capital developed in other
voluntary organizations in that congregations, PTAs, and other voluntary organizations provide a
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setting “where relationships of trust are formed, where a sense of identity is
nurtured” (Ammerman 1997:363), where people can learn and improve leadership and civic
skills, and where people are exposed to other community, regional, national, or international
organizations. Religious social capital is different from secular social capital, though, because
religious relationships are “morally freighted” (Putnam and Campbell 2010:477). Consequently,
requests for support in a religious context “seem more appropriate and weightier than
comparable requests from a co-worker or someone you know from the gym” (Putnam and
Campbell 2010:477). Social involvement in congregations can serve as a resource and a
motivation from which people can provide others with social support.
Research on congregation-based social support has focused on the effects of religious
social involvement on health and on receiving social support. For African American attenders
who experienced high levels belonging within their congregations, congregational support for a
healthy lifestyle was effective in helping them to have a healthier lifestyle (Krause, Shaw, and
Liang 2011). African Americans who attended services at their congregation were more likely to
ask fellow attenders for support during personal crises (Ellison and Taylor 1996). People who
attended church more frequently and who were members of their congregations also had more
social capital in their congregations and received more social support, due to having larger social
networks and more contact with ties (Ellison and George 1994; Ellison and Taylor 1996). Social
involvement in a congregation contributes to experiencing beneficial health outcomes, generates
social capital, and provides a context in which one can receive social support.1
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The two types of social involvement examined in this study are worship service
attendance and social embeddedness in one’s congregation. The hypotheses concerning social
involvement are:
Hypothesis #3: More frequent worship service attendance is associated with being
more likely to provide social support.
Hypothesis #4: More social embeddedness in a congregation is associated with
being more likely to provide social support.
Private Involvement in Religion
Private involvement in religion is also hypothesized to associate with providing social
support. This section challenges Putnam and Campbell’s assertion that religious social networks
are the main mechanism for understanding how religion relates to prosocial behavior (2010:472).
This paper argues that for religiously active persons, both social and private involvement in
religion relate to providing social support. Aspects of private involvement in religion focused on
in this study are participation in private devotional activities and religious experiences.
Research has suggested participation in private devotions influences receiving and
providing social support. In fact, African Americans who prayed and read religious literature
more frequently were more likely to cope with personal crises in a religious way by praying or
by asking others to pray for them (Ellison and Taylor 1996). Ellison and Taylor interpreted that
private religious devotions influenced personal coping methods because the religious content of
prayers and sacred literature help people to interpret crises in religiously meaningful ways and to
respond to crises in religiously acceptable ways. Participating in private devotions may also
suggest that one is intrinsically interested in religion, that one is integrating religious beliefs into
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everyday life, and that religious teachings are more salient in one’s life (Gorsuch & McPherson
1989:353; Hansen, Vandenberg, & Patterson 1995; Ammerman 1997:368).
The perception of sensing God’s presence may also be linked to provision and receipt of
social support. Elderly African Americans receive more social support from church members and
provide more social support to church members than elderly Caucasians do (Krause 2002).
Krause attributed this racial difference to the observation that “African American religiosity and
worship traditions emphasize both a profound sense of intimacy with the divine, and a horizontal
extension of that intimacy into the human community (Carter 1976; Costen 1993; McKay
1989)” (Mattis and Jagers 2001:523 as quoted in Krause 2002:131). Sensing God’s presence,
while a personal experience, may have social consequences if encourages attenders of religious
congregations to extend intimacy and support to others.
Based on this literature, frequency of private devotions and how much one senses God’s
presence in worship services at his or her congregation are used as indicators of private
involvement in religion. The hypotheses concerning private involvement are:
Hypothesis #5: Those who participate in private devotional activities more
frequently will be more likely to provide social support.
Hypothesis #6: Those who report sensing God’s presence more often in their
congregation’s worship services will be more likely to provide social support.
METHODS
Data and Sample
The data used for this analysis are from the 2008-2009 U.S. Congregational Life Survey
(USCLS) (Research Services, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 2008/2009). This dataset is uniquely
suited to examine this study’s hypotheses because it contains data on both congregations and
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their attenders. These data were collected by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Research Services
and funded by The Lilly Endowment. The sampling frame for the data collection was developed
by Harris Interactive, includes the congregations that participated in the 2001 USCLS, and is
generalizable to all U.S. congregations. Of the congregations which participated in the 2001
USCLS and which could be verified as existing congregations, 26.3% participated in the
2008-2009 USCLS. Of the new sample of congregations developed for the 2008-2009 USCLS,
11.1% participated. Data were collected through self-administered surveys. A congregational
representative (a clergy member, administrator, treasurer, or lay leader) completed a
congregational profile. During services over a weekend of each congregation’s choice, attenders
were invited to complete questionnaires about their involvement in and attitudes about the
congregation. Because data were only collected over one weekend, more frequent attenders were
more likely to participate than less frequent attenders.
Two selection filters were used to create the sample for this study. First, the sample was
limited to adult attenders of religious congregations, and respondents who were less than 18
years old were excluded in the sample. Second, because the dependent variables ask if
respondents provided a form of social support in the last year, visitors and respondents who had
attended their congregation for less than a year were excluded from the sample. This selection
filter was used to increase the likelihood that the congregation influencing the attender was the
congregation which he or she was currently attending. Before the selection filters, the data
contained 63,371 attenders from 250 congregations. After the selection filter, the sample
contained 55,519 attenders from 250 congregations. The selection filters introduced slight biases
into the sample (see the Appendix). Compared to the cases with data on attenders and their
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congregation, the sample was older, had more education and income, and had a smaller
percentage of Hispanics and a larger percentage of Caucasians. Religiously, the sample attended
worship services more frequently, was more socially embedded in congregations, engaged in
private devotional activities more frequently, and sensed God’s presence in worship services
more frequently.
Due to using casewise deletion to address missing data, the analytical sample shrank
further to 33,406 attenders from 235 congregations (see the Appendix). The loss of cases was
primarily due to two variables: income and sensing God’s presence. Over 12% of the sample did
not report their income. This problem is common in survey research because often respondents
refuse to disclose their income (Penn 2007). Also, about twenty-two percent of the sample did
not respond to the question about how often they sensed God’s presence in worship services at
their congregation. Missing data exist for the question about sensing God’s presence because
14% of participants were randomly selected to answer a different set of questions at that part of
the questionnaire and because of refusals. The full sample also differs from the analytical
sample. Compared to the sample, the analytical sample was younger, had a smaller percentage of
females, had more education and income, had smaller percentages of Asians and people of other
races, and had a larger percentage of Caucasians. The composition of congregations became less
Catholic/Orthodox and more Conservative Protestant.
Compared to nationally representative surveys, the analytic sample is biased toward
religiously active persons. In a nationally represenative survey of the American public, the 2008
General Social Survey (National Opinion Research Center 2008), 27.5% of respondents attended
religious services once a week or more, while 78.4% of the analytical sample did so. The rate of
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weekly church attendance is three times higher in the sample analyzed in this study than it is in
surveys of the American public. The sample analyzed in this paper is much more similar to the
American public in terms of private religiosity. In the nationally representative 2007 Baylor
Religion Survey (Baylor University 2007), 65.6% of respondents prayed or meditated outside of
religious or read sacred texts outside of religious services at least weekly. In the analytic sample,
73.06% spent time in private devotional activities, including prayer, meditation, and scripture
reading, at least once a week.
Dependent Variables
The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether respondents provided any
of three types of social support to a non-family member in the last year. The forms of social
support examined include: loaning money; caring for someone who was very sick; helping
someone find a job. These variables were dummy coded: 0) for respondents who did not provide
any of the three types of social support; 1) for respondents who provided at least one of them.
Independent Variables
Congregational context variables include size and theological conservatism. Size of
congregation was measured through the following question: “How many people—counting both
adults and children— regularly participate in the religious life of this congregation—whether or
not they are officially members of this congregation?” Congregational size was transformed by a
natural log because the measure was skewed. This transformation also reflects that an increase in
size from 50 to 100 should have more of an impact on providing social support than an increase
in size from 1,000 to 1,050 (Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009:22). Theological conservatism is
measured through the following question: “Theologically, would this congregation be
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considered ...” Response categories include: 1) More on the liberal side; 2) Right in the middle;
3) More on the conservative side.
Moving to individual-level variables, independent variables for social involvement in
religion include frequency of attendance at worship services and social embeddedness in one’s
congregation. Frequency of attendance at worship services is measured through the following
question: “How often do you go to worship services at this congregation?” Response categories
are: 1) Once a month or less; 2) Two to three times a month; 3) Once a week; 4) More than once
a week. Social embeddedness in a congregation is measured through the following question: “Do
you have any close friends in this congregation?” Response categories are: 1) No, I have little
contact with others from this congregation outside of activities here; 2) No, I have some friends
in this congregation, but my closest friends are not involved here; 3) Yes, I have some close
friends here as well as other close friends who are not part of this congregation; 4) Yes, most of
my closest friends are part of this congregation.
!

Independent variables for private involvement in religion include frequency of

participating in private devotional activities and frequency of sensing the presence of God during
worship services. Frequency of participating in private devotions is measured through the
following question: “How often do you spend time in private devotional activities (such as
prayer, meditation, reading the Bible alone)?” Response categories are: 1) Never; 2) Hardly ever;
3) Occasionally; 4) Once a week; 5) A few times a week; 6) Every day. Frequency of sensing
God’s presence is measured through the following question: “How often do you experience the
following during worship services at this congregation? A sense of God's presence.” Response
categories are: 1) Rarely; 2) Sometimes; 3) Usually; 4) Always.
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Control Variables
Past research indicates that a variety of demographic characteristics and the religious
tradition of one’s congregation covary with provision of social support and key independent
variables. Older people are less likely to provide social support (Wilson & Musick 1997) and are
also more socially embedded in congregations (Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009). Women are more
likely to provide social support and are more religious than men (Wilson & Musick 1997).
Higher levels of education and income are associated with providing more social support, with
less religiosity, and with less social embeddedness in religious congregations (Wilson & Musick
1997; Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009). Regarding race, African Americans are more religious and
receive and provide more social support than Caucasians (Wilson & Musick 1997; Krause 2002).
Mainline Protestants and Roman Catholics experience less social embeddedness in their
congregations than Conservative Protestants do (Scheitle & Adamczyk 2009:23). Because of
these relationships with dependent and focal independent variables, the hypotheses stated above
are tested controlling for respondents’ age, gender, educational attainment, income, and race and
for congregational religious tradition.
Control variables are measured in the following ways. Age is measured in years. Gender
is a dummy variable: 0) Male; 1) Female. Educational attainment is measured with the following
scale: 1) Less than High School diploma; 2) High School diploma; 3) Trade school or Associate’s
degree; 4) Bachelor’s degree; 5) Graduate degree. Pre-tax income is measured through the
following scale: 1) Less than $10,000; 2) $10,000 to $24,999; 3) $25,000 to $49,999; 4) $50,000
to $74,999; 5) $75,000 to $99,999; 6) $100,000 to $124,999; 7) $125,000 to $149,000; 8)
$150,000 or more. Race is measured through dummy variables for the following racial
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categories: African American; Asian; Caucasian; Hispanic; other race. The other race category
includes respondents who are multiracial. Congregational religious tradition was coded
according to a quasi-RELTRAD scheme (Steensland et al. 2000) which excludes the category for
Black Protestants. Religious tradition categories utilized in this study are: Conservative
Protestant; Mainline Protestant; Roman Catholic/Orthodox; other religious tradition (Unitarian
Universalist, Jewish, and Latter-Day Saint congregations). While Black Protestants were
included in the sample, the historically African American denominations were coded into the
Conservative Protestant category due to potential multicollinearity between the African
American racial category and the Black Protestant religious tradition category.
Analytic Strategy
The hypotheses were tested using multi-level logistic regressions with fixed effects.
Multilevel methods are uniquely suited to this type of analysis, because they can incorporate
both individual-level and group-level predictors in analyses and can also adjust for the clustering
in the sampling design. Fixed effects models assume that individual-level predictors operate the
same way in the different congregations and allow the intercept, or base level of providing each
type of social support, to vary across congregations. Congregation-level variables are then used
to predict the intercept (Rabe-Hesketh & Skrondal 2008). Two model fit statistics, the AIC and
BIC, were also incorporated to examine the larger contributions of congregational context, social
involvement in religion, and private involvement in religion to predicting the provision of social
support. Analyses were performed in Stata 12.
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FINDINGS
Descriptive statistics for the variables are in Table 1. Overall, 49.5% of respondents
provided social support to a non-family member within the past year. Specifically, 26.8% of the
respondents provided a loan to a non-family member in the past year, 20.9% of the respondents
cared for a non-family member who was very ill in the past year, and 23.3% helped someone
outside of their family to find a job in the past year.
The bivariate odds ratios between the focal independent variables and providing social
support are in Table 2. These odds ratios were calculated in models in which providing social
support was regressed on only one independent variable. For congregational context variables,
attenders of larger congregations were more likely to provide social support, but attenders of
more theologically conservative congregations were no more or less likely to provide social
support. The bivariate relationships do not lend initial support for either of the congregational
context hypotheses. For social involvement in religion, more frequent attendance of worship
services was associated with being less likely to provide social support, and social embeddedness
was associated with being more likely to provide social support. Of the social involvement
hypotheses, the bivariate relationships lend initial support to the hypothesis for social
embeddedness. For private involvement in religion, respondents who participated in private
devotions more frequently were more likely to receive social support, as were respondents who
sensed God’s presence more frequently. The bivariate relationships lend initial support to both of
the hypotheses concerning private involvement in religion.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics
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Table 2
Bivariate Odds Ratios for Regressing the Provision of Social Support on Each Focal
Independent Variable
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Before presenting the multivariate results, the correlations between the focal independent
variables in Table 3 are discussed. On the congregational level, size of congregation and
theological conservatism are only very weakly correlated. On the attender level, the correlation
between the two social involvement variables, attendance and social embeddedness, is 0.232,
suggesting that the measures tap into a similar construct but do not tap into identical aspects of
social involvement in religion. The correlation between the two private involvement variables,
private devotions and sensing God’s presence, is 0.252. Again, this correlation suggests that the
variables for private involvement in religion tap into a similar concept but that they measure
different aspects of the concept. There are also moderately weak correlations between the
measures for social and private involvement in religion that reflect an underlying dimension of
general religiosity.
The multivariate analyses are in Table 4. The odds ratios in Model 1 are used to evaluate
the hypotheses. For congregational context, neither of the hypotheses were supported.
Controlling for religious tradition, size of congregation was not related to providing social
support, and theological conservatism was negatively related with the likelihood of providing
social support. The results provide mixed support for the hypotheses concerning social
involvement in religion. More frequent attenders were unexpectedly less likely to provide social
support, while more socially embedded attenders were more likely to provide social support.
Additional analyses in Model 2 found an interaction between attendance and social
embeddedness. The predicted probabilities for providing social support across the various levels
of attendance and embeddedness are in Table 5. This interaction suggests that the effects of
attendance on providing social support differ based on the level of social embeddedness. The
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Table 3
Correlations between Focal Independent Variables
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Table 4
Multilevel Logistic Regressions for Providing Social Support
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Table 5
Predicted Probabilities for Providing Social Support by Attendance and Embeddedness
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effect of attendance on providing social support is negative only for those not highly socially
integrated in their congregation, while the effect of attendance on providing social support is
slightly positive for people highly embedded in their congregations. Regarding private
involvement in religion, the hypotheses were fully supported. Attenders who participated in
private devotions were more likely to provide social support, and attenders who sensed God’s
presence more frequently in worship services were also more likely to provide social support.
The hypotheses concerning social embeddedness, private devotions, and sensing God’s presence
were supported.
In Table 6, the model fit was also examined across multivariate analyses to evaluate the
relative contributions of congregational context, social involvement, and private involvement to
predicting the provision of social support. In comparing the AIC and the BIC, the model with the
lower AIC or BIC has better model fit, and the model with a higher AIC or BIC has worse fit.
Comparing Models 1 and 2, the AIC is lower in Model 2 and the BIC is lower in Model 1. When
the congregational context variables are added to a model which contains control variables,
model fit does not conclusively improve. Comparing Models 1 and 3, the AIC and BIC are both
lower in Model 3. When adding the social involvement variables to a model with control
variables, model fit does improve. Both the AIC and BIC are lower in Model 4 than in Model 1.
Adding the private involvement variables to a model with control variables also improves model
fit. The best fitting models examined are Models 5 and 6. The AIC is lower for Model 6, but the
BIC is lower for Model 5. Since there was no statistically better fitting model between Models 5
and 6, the principle of parsimony was used to select Model 5 as the best fitting model. Adding
the congregational context variables to a model which contained the control variables and the
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Table 6
Model Fit Statistics
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social and private involvement in religion variables did not improve model fit. Examining model
fit suggests that social and private involvement in religion contribute to predicting whether
attenders of religious congregations provide social support.
In summary, the findings support some but not all of the hypotheses. For congregational
context, the hypothesis that attenders of large congregations would be less likely to provide
social support was not supported in either the bivariate or multivariate analyses. Neither was the
hypothesis supported that attenders of more theologically conservative congregations were more
likely to provide social support. Concerning social involvement in religion, only the hypothesis
for social embeddedness was supported. Although attendance was hypothesized to associate
positively with providing social support, both the bivariate and multivariate analyses suggested
that it was negatively associated with likelihood of providing social support. In both the bivariate
and multivariate analyses, social embeddedness was positively associated with providing social
support. Additional analyses demonstrated that the effect of attendance on providing social
support differed based on level of social embeddedness. For attenders not highly embedded in
their congregations, the relationship between attendance and providing social support was
negative. Both hypotheses for private involvement in religion were supported. In both bivariate
and multivariate analyses, respondents who engaged more frequently in private devotional
activities were more likely to provide social support, and respondents who sensed God’s
presence more frequently in worship services were also more likely to provide social support.
Social and private involvement in religion were both included in the best fitting model for
predicting the provision of social support, but congregational context was not.
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DISCUSSION
This study contributes four main findings to the literature on religion and social support:
1) congregational size and theology do not consistently contribute to predicting the provision of
social support; 2) within religious traditions, attenders of more theologically liberal
congregations are more likely than attenders of conservative congregations to provide some
forms of social support; 3) the effect of worship service attendance on providing social support is
dependent on how embedded one is in their congregation; 4) both social and private involvement
in religion matter for understanding the relationship between religion and providing social
support among attenders of religious congregations. This section discusses the hypotheses,
findings, and implications for existing research.
Congregational Context
This study, to my knowledge, is the first to examine whether congregational context
relates with providing social support. The findings reported above suggest that congregational
size and theology do not consistently contribute to predicting whether attenders of religious
congregations provide social support. Congregational size was not associated with providing
social support in multivariate analyses, but theology associated with providing social support in a
way contrary to what was hypothesized. These effects are discussed in turn.
Although attenders of larger congregations experience less social embeddedness (Scheitle
& Adamczyk 2009) and expect to receive less support (Ellison et al. 2009), the hypothesized
negative relationship between congregation size and providing social support was not supported
in the findings. Although attenders of larger congregations cannot be socially integrated with
every other member of the congregation, they can participate in small groups which provide
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social capital, support, and intimacy. Attenders of large congregations who belong to a small
group can develop a stronger sense of belonging and commitment to the congregation as a whole
and become more active in congregational activities (Putnam & Campbell 2010:63-68; Stark &
Finke 2000:154-157). In addition to these close small group relationships, attenders of large
congregations can also develop extensive networks of acquaintances, from whom they can learn
about requests for social support or resources for providing social support (Granovetter 1973).
Possibly due to small group participation and networks of weaker acquaintances, attenders of
large congregations are just as likely as attenders of small congregations to provide social
support.
Theological conservatism’s hypothesized positive association with providing social
support was not supported in this study; in the multivariate analysis, attenders of more
theologically liberal congregations within a specific tradition were more likely to provide social
support than attenders of theologically conservative congregations within the same religious
tradition, controlling for the differing levels of providing social support across traditions. This
unexpected finding may be the result of differing theological emphases between liberal and
conservative congregations and of a bias in the data. More liberal congregations have more of a
horizontal or outward focus on serving people and loving one another in their theology, while
conservative congregations have more of an inward and upward focus on God and doctrine
(Davidson 1975:85). The data utilized are also biased toward active participants of
congregations. Attenders of liberal congregations in this sample are likely to be much more
committed to and involved in their congregations than other members who attend services less
frequently (Stark & Finke 2000:210). The horizontal theology typical of theologically liberal
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congregations may have such an influence on committed members that they were more likely to
provide social support than members of conservative congregations.
Social Involvement in Religion
Overall, social involvement in religion matters for understanding why attenders of
congregations provide social support. This finding lends support to Putnam and Campbell
assertion that religious social networks matter for understanding why religious persons engage in
prosocial behavior (2010:471-473). For predicting the provision of social support, the social
involvement variables were present in the best fitting model. Only one of the social involvement
hypotheses, however, was supported. Respondents who attended worship services more
frequently were not consistently more likely to provide social support, yet respondents who were
more socially integrated in their congregations were more likely to provide social support.
Additional analyses demonstrated that the effect of attendance on providing social
support differed based on how embedded one was in his or her congregation. For respondents
who had at least some close friends in their congregation, attendance had a minimal effect on
likelihood of providing social support. For those who had no close friends in their congregation
or little contact with fellow congregants outside of congregational activities, higher levels of
attendance were associated with being less likely to provide social support. These results suggest
that relationships developed in religious congregations matter for understanding why attenders of
religious congregations help others. Attendance of worship services may not always contribute to
providing social support because it does not require one to develop relationships in the
congregation. People can faithfully attend religious services, even multiple times a week, yet
leave right after the service, not develop friends, and not participate in congregational activities.
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Social embeddedness in one’s congregation may associate with providing social support for
many reasons. People more embedded in their congregations may have more opportunities to
learn about needs in the community or congregation, may experience social support within the
congregation from which they can offer others support, and may have through their congregation
a moral peer group where expectations to help others and to provide social support are strong
(Ammerman 1997:367). For social involvement in religion, attendance of worship services
sometimes associates with being less likely to provide social support, but social embeddedness in
one’s congregation associates with being more likely to provide social support.
Private Involvement in Religion
Both measures for private involvement in religion, frequency of private devotional
activities and sensing God’s presence, contribute to providing social support. The best fitting
model for predicting the provision of social support also included these variables. Contrary to the
expectations of Putnam and Campbell (2010), the findings concerning private involvement in
religion demonstrate that both social and private involvement matter for understanding how
religion associates with providing social support among attenders of religious congregations. The
findings suggest that those who integrate religious teachings and practices into their daily lives
through private devotions and in doing so make religion a more salient aspect of their lives are
more likely to provide social support (Gorsuch and McPherson 1989:353; Hansen, Vandenberg,
and Patterson 1995; Ammerman 1997:368). This study also confirms the hypothesis that sensing
God’s presence contributes to providing social support, which was discussed but not statistically
examined in previous literature (Carter 1976; Costen 1993; McKay 1989; Mattis and Jagers
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2001; Krause 2002). These findings suggest that private involvement in religion also matters for
understanding why attenders of religious congregations provide social support.
Summary
These findings emphasize the importance social and private involvement in religion for
predicting the provision of social support. Although congregational context (size and theology)
did not contribute to predicting the provision of social support, attenders who were more socially
and privately involved in religion were more likely to provide social support. Social involvement
in religion, especially social embeddedness in a congregation, generates social resources from
which one can provide social support. Private religious involvement, including private
devotional activities and sensing God’s presence, also associates with providing social support.
Overall, social and private involvement in religion matter for predicting whether attenders of
religious congregations provide social support.
CONCLUSION
While this study examines congregational and individual-level predictors of providing
social support, many other questions about religion and social support remain. How do other
aspects of congregational context influence whether attenders provide social support? Do
worship style, clergy characteristics, and types of activities offered matter? Does involvement in
other aspects of congregational life, such as small groups or community-focused activities, also
influence providing social support? Another area of needed research is clarifying how social and
private involvement in religion contributes to providing social support. This study discusses why
social and private involvement in religion may or may not contribute to providing social support
but does not empirically test these mechanisms. Analyzing social support and religion in panel
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data may also help to clarify time-order. For example, does intimacy with God lead people to
provide social support, does providing social support lead people to experience more intimacy
with God, or is the relationship reciprocal? Do people who provide social support choose to
attend more theologically liberal congregations, or does the congregational theology shape
attenders into providers of social support? These questions would further add to the sociological
understanding of how religion and religious contexts influence the provision of social support.
A major limitation of this study is that it does not control for general sociability. Indeed,
many measures of sociability, including network size, frequency of contact with others, and
perceived quality of relationships are associated with religious service attendance (Ellison &
George 1994; Bradley 1995). Informal social interaction is also related with providing social
support (Wilson and Musick 1997). Yet because this study does not control for sociability, the
associations found between religion and social support could be spurious and due to sociability.
Not being able to control for general sociability is a major weakness of this study.
This study contributes two important findings to the literature on religion and social
support. First, congregational context (i.e., size and theology) does not consistently contribute to
predicting social support. Secondly, private involvement in religion is associated with providing
social support. While previous research emphasizes the influence of social involvement in
religion on engaging in prosocial behaviors and on providing social support, this research
demonstrates that private involvement in religion also matters for predicting whether attenders of
religious congregations provide social support.
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NOTE
1. Although belonging to a religious congregation can contribute to beneficial health outcomes,
negative experiences within a congregation can contribute to negative health outcomes,
especially for leaders. Krause, Ellison, and Wulff (1998:735) have demonstrated that negative
social interactions within congregations increase depressive affect and decrease positive affect
for elders and clergy in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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Appendix
Attrition Table and Selection Filters
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