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Is disbelief in God, on balance, bad for you? Is belief
in God good for you? Does answering the latter
question in the affirmative also compel answering the
former in the affirmative? The interest in the psycho-
logical associations of nonbelief, atheism, and secu-
larity has steadily increased over the past decade. By
comparison, there is an extensive history of studies
concerning the putative benefits of religiosity. (For a
recent example of a scholarly debate on this topic, see
Galen, 2012 with critiques by Saroglou and Myers).
One version of a “religion is good for you” thesis (more
technically, a “religious prosociality hypotheses”) was
recently offered in this journal by McBrayer (2014),in
the form of Pascal’s wager. This argument states that,
all other reasons aside, it is better to believe, rather
than disbelieve in God because such belief has tan-

gible benefits. If valid, the converse implies that non-
belief or atheism does not provide these benefits, or
worse, works in opposition to them. Because the hy-
potheses of religion-as-benefit and atheism-as-detri-
ment are almost always presented (whether tacitly or
not) as two sides of the same coin, the present review
will first address the evidence regarding the benefits
of belief, and then focus more on the implications for
nonbelievers and atheists.

In what ways is belief in God said to be superior to
nonbelief in terms of tangible outcomes? Several do-
mains are frequently offered as illustrative of the ben-
efits of belief including superior mental and physical
well-being, better interpersonal relationships, and
greater charitable giving (Brooks 2006; Myers 2000
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Putnam and Campbell 2010). For example, McBray-
er points to evidence of associations between religi-
osity and greater happiness (Gallup 1985), more fa-
vorable health outcomes (Koenig, McCullough, and
Larson 2001) and general longevity (McCullough et
al. 2000). He cites support for the positive effects of
religious belief on relationships such as lower rates of
divorce and infidelity (Call and Heaton 1997). An-
other domain that is mentioned in conjunction with
the benefits of religious belief is that of communal
prosocial behavior, including charitable giving, vol-
unteering, helpfulness, and general “good neighborli-
ness” (Putnam and Campbell 2010). For example,
McBrayer points to results stating that the “spiritually
committed” are far more involved in charitable activ-
ities than are their counterparts. Given the apparent
relative lack of benefits for the nonreligious, should
they instead place their wager upon belief in God?

Belief vs. Belonging

If we are to approach the impressively large literature
on religion and well-being or prosociality for its rele-
vance to nonbelief or atheism, a starting point would
be to ask “what is the opposite of religious belief?” In
order to ascertain what relevance a belief-as-benefi-
cial hypothesis has for complete nonbelief, it would
seem obvious that we should simply look at the end
of the continuum that is the antithesis of religious be-
lief. If believers have superior outcomes, it should be
axiomatic that nonbelievers lack those benefits. But
here we run into a major problem. A close examina-
tion of the majority of findings cited in support of the
benefits of religious belief indicates that the studies
usually do not refer solely to belief or disbelief in God.
Rather, most utilize measures such as church attend-
ance, engagement in, or commitment to religion, or
subjective importance of religion. Most of the litera-
ture (as is the case of the examples cited by McBrayer)
has indeed found that religious attendance is related
to lower depression, lower divorce risk, greater char-
itable giving and community volunteering. Likewise
the “actively religious” have better physical health and
longevity (Hummer et al. 1999; Strawbridge, et al.,
1997). However, it bears emphasizing, in a discussion
of religious belief, that these findings refer to religious
activity and attendance rather than privately-held be-
liefin God (McCullough et al. 2000; Powell, Shahabi,
and Thoresen 2003).

The counterpoint to a religiously-involved “frequent

attender” - a “never-attender” - is not necessarily
equivalent to being a nonbelieving atheist. There is a
significant correlation between religious belief and re-
ligious practice, but it is a modest one (e.g., Pearson’s r
of 0.40; Halman and Draulans 2006). Rather, the ma-
jority of those who are not active in religious organi-
zations or who do not attend services are believers in
God who are uncommitted or unengaged with reli-
gious practices Likewise, the largest segment of the
most frequently-used comparison group to religious
affiliation — the unaffiliated (i.e., those not declaring
as a member of any religious denomination) - believe
in God. By contrast, about a third of the unafhiliated
are secular atheists and agnostics who differ marked-
ly from the religious unaffiliated on a wide range of
important variables aside from metaphysical beliefs,
such as educational attainment (Pew Forum 2008).
Therefore, the use of attendance as a measure of be-
lief and nonbelief has the effect of lumping indifferent
and uncommitted believers together with atheists and
agnostics. A more accurate description of findings
such as those cited by McBrayer would be something
like “committed or devout religious individuals tend
to have lower incidence of depression compared with
uncommitted or uninvolved religious individuals”.

To take a specific example cited by McBrayer, Arthur
Brooks, in his book Who Really Cares, argued that
those with regular church attendance were more like-
ly to have made a charitable donation and volunteered
during the past year (Brooks 2006, 35). But again,
this leads to the question: more likely than whom?
Brooks’ use of the data (taken from the Social Capital
Community Benchmark Survey 2000) involved cate-
gorizing people as “religious” if they attended church
once a week or more, in contrast to those labelled as
“secular” who reported no religious preference or at-
tending church less frequently than a few times per
year (Brooks 2004, 4). That is, the “seculars” consist-
ed of the completely nonreligious combined with the
non-practicing religious, and thus comparisons were
made between those known to be active and com-
mitted members of social groups versus nonmembers.
Brooks’ results are better described as: people who
are embedded members of normative community
groups (i.e., religious organizations) and who attend
the groups regularly, give more to charities than those
who are not regular members.

In fact, the primary sources cited as support for the
belief-as-beneficial theory themselves have often
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qualified their findings as applying only to the ef-
fects of religious engagement rather than religious
belief. Brooks (2004) stated: “the role of religion in
giving appears to turn on the practice itself...” (p. 7).
Likewise, in the cited research on marriage, Call and
Heaton state: “of the dimensions of religious expe-
rience, attendance has the greatest impact on mari-
tal stability” (1997, 389). Contrary to the implication
lent by McBrayer’s description of the General Social
Survey data in which “religious people” are superior
in terms of a range of personal relationship variables
to those who never attend church, although religious
attendance is related to non-monogamous sex, reli-
gious belief is not and the nonreligious do not difter
from the religiously-affiliated in regard to cheating
sex (Atkins and Kessel 2008; Farmer, Trapnell, and
Meston 2010). In their book American Grace, Putnam
and Campbell stated that “religious beliefs... turn out
to be utterly irrelevant to explaining the religious edge
in good neighborliness.” Rather, the religiously-based
social network predicted prosociality, such that “even
an atheist who happened to become involved in the
social life of a congregation . . . is much more likely
to volunteer in a soup kitchen than the most fervent

believer who prays alone” (2010, 472-473).

In an odd instance of “burying the lede” later in his
paper, McBrayer brings up and then counters a pos-
sible objection that it is not belief in God, but rather
the practice of a religion that matters. This is followed
by something of a non sequitur: “while such research
might undermine the thesis of this paper that belief
in God is good for you, it would still be an interest-
ing conclusion if a renewed wager could show that we
have strong prudential reasons to practice a religion,
even if it didn’t go as far as belief in God” (138). Aside
from the serious problems in referring to a practice
without a belief in God as “religion”, the fact that col-
lective social engagement appears to be the beneficial
component in religious practice certainly raises the
question, in the context of a discussion of whether
religion is “good for you”, whether religious belief is
even necessary to obtain prosocial benefits.

What factors predict prosociality?

If believing in God is relatively unimportant for these
benefits, then what else could account for the rela-
tively strong relationship between engagement in re-
ligious practice and positive outcomes? As alluded to
above, prosocial characteristics such as happiness and

charitable giving are found most often when using
measures such as religious engagement or attendance
at services. Why is this? Frequent church attenders
tend to have greater social contact and denser social
networks than non-attenders (Ellison and George
1994). The relationship between religious attendance
and physical or mental well-being are largely mediat-
ed by factors such as social capital and perceived social
support derived from group engagement (Salsman et
al., 2005; Stark and Maier 2008; Yeary et al., 2012).
'This explains why, for example, church attendance is
more strongly related to mental health than are indi-
vidual religious beliefs (Acevedo 2010; Berthold and
Ruch 2014; Patrick and Kinney 2003; Smith, Mc-
Cullough, and Poll 2003). Such results indicate that
when the social relationships and support associated
with collective religious engagement are taken into
consideration, the relationship between belief in God
and well-being often disappears or is substantially di-
minished (Greenfield and Marks 2007; Jackson et al.,
1995). For example, religious and nonreligious group
members with equal levels of group participation have
equivalent physical health, indicating that positive
health effects are attributable to the social participa-
tion component, rather than to the belief component

(Shor and Roelfs 2013).

In a variety of other domains mentioned by McBray-
er (e.g., marriage), although religious attendance is
linked with benefits, religious beliefs have not been
found to be related to actual interpersonal behaviors
(e.g., divorce, fewer conflicts; Clydesdale 1997; Sulli-
van 2001). Likewise, for forms of communal prosocial-
ity such as charitable giving and volunteering, it is not
belief in God, but rather the social networking present
in religious groups that drives the effect (Brown and
Ferris 2007; Monsma 2007; Reitsma, Scheepers, and
te Grotenhuis 2006; Smith and Stark 2009). Mem-
bership in religious groups simply increases the likeli-
hood that one will be asked to donate money or time,
or that social activities, accompanied by peer influenc-
es, and interactions will be structured around chari-
table activities (Becker and Dhingra 2001; Campbell
and Yonish 2003; Merino 2013). Even nonreligious
individuals, if they are socially linked to active mem-
bers of religious congregations engage in more volun-
teering (Lim and MacGregor 2012). Unfortunately,
when many studies report prosocial effects stemming
from religious social networks, they are often mis-
interpreted as demonstrating that religious belief is
driving such behavior. For example, McBrayer cites
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Lim and Putnam’s (2010) findings that religiosity
boosts life satisfaction only when coupled with the
social networking that occurs in religious services,
but this fact is never followed to its full implications:
What is the evidence that religious belief is uniquely
beneficial and why does the social group need to be
religious in character in order to yield similar ben-
efits? If a particular study does not include nonbe-
lievers and atheists who are similarly socially engaged,
it cannot address the associations with religious be-
lief independently of the role of social engagement.
For example, Lewis, MacGregor, and Putnam (2013)
found that religiously-based social networks predict-
ed volunteering, informal giving, and civic participa-
tion but the study did not include a specifically sec-
ular counterpart to those engaged in church groups
and thus found a prosocial effect as a function of
social networking, not belief in God or religiosity.

There are other factors that are associated with reli-
gious belief that often complicate interpretation of the
relationship with prosociality. For example, women
are found in greater numbers in religious groups and
they are also more likely to engage in prosocial behav-
ior such as charity and volunteering. Controlling for
demographic factors such as the proportion of mar-
ried women with children has been found to diminish
or eliminate the relationship between religious de-
nomination and prosociality (Galen and Kloet 2011a;
Manning 2010). Similarly, with physical benefits such
as mortality risk, studies controlling for demograph-
ics and religious service attendance eliminate much or
all of the effect due to religion (Sullivan 2010), sug-
gesting that demographic characteristics, psychoso-
cial influences, and the lack of attendance account for
the higher mortality rates of those with no religious
preference. Likewise, in the research on divorce, de-
mographic characteristics have the greatest influence
on dissolution (Call and Heaton 1997). Atheists and
agnostics have a lower rate of divorce than some re-
ligious groups such as conservative Protestants large-
ly because of differences in the age at marriage and
education levels (Pew, 2008). In sum, many previous-
ly-reported characteristics associated with religiosity
are not a function of belief itself, but rather of demo-
graphics and social embeddedness. When studies use
religious engagement they are also sampling factors
such as general motivation, conscientiousness, and
willingness to participate in programs or social events
rather than simple belief in god. To amend McBray-

er’s advice that: “...one of the best things one can do is

become involved in a religion” (135), the last element
in the statement is superfluous (i.e., the involvement
does not have to be religious involvement).

Normative context

In an attempt to rebut the criticism that any benefits
of religiosity are reducible to practice, McBrayer men-
tions that all of the empirical studies cited were done
in the United States where the overwhelming majori-
ty of religious people are theists, so “the data collected
so far seems to track theistic belief just as well as it
tracks religious practice”. However, this inadvertently
brings up another important qualification of the asso-
ciations between religiosity, secularity, and well-being:
the religious context. As mentioned earlier, it is in-
deed accurate to state that forms of well-being such as
happiness and life satisfaction are associated with re-
ligious engagement. However, this relationship varies
as a function of the predominance of religion in the
country or society. Where religiosity predominates,
religiously-involved people are more mentally healthy
than secular people, but where religiosity is not domi-
nant, either no relationship exists, or the nonreligious
are happier and have fewer mental health problems
than the religious (Diener, Tay, and Myers 2011,
Eichhorn 2012; Gebauer, Sedikides, and Neber-
ich 2012; Leurent, et al. 2013; Lun and Bond 2013;
Snoep 2008; Stavrova, Fetchenhauer, and Schlosser
2013). Such a pattern is best explained by a norma-
tive effect such that worldviews, whether religious or
secular can vary in degree of alignment between indi-
viduals’ beliefs and the prevailing social milieu. Thus,
a communally-oriented individual is likely to be reli-
gious if residing in a religiously-predominant country
but the opposite is true in a secular country. In fact,
on a societal level, countries with the greatest level of
disbelief in God are the most functional, stable, and
secure nations and regions (Barber 2011; Paul 2009).
In these contexts, religiosity does not appear to confer
any benefits such as buffering against stress, and being
embedded or socially engaged in a community does
not require religious contextualization. For example,
in a study conducted in Norway (a very secular coun-
try), religious and nonreligious middle aged adults did
not differ in their levels of social support, and secular
older adults reported higher levels of social support
than the religious (Kvande etal., 2014).

Of conviction and curvilinearity

In the same manner that the absence of religious be-
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havior is misinterpreted as the absence of belief in
God, when considering studies finding that strong-
ly convicted or devout individuals do better than the
less devout, the question must be asked “what is the
opposite of having strong religious beliefs or convic-
tions?” The majority of studies use measures or sub-
jective importance anchored at the low end by choices
such as “religion is not important to me”. For exam-
ple, McBrayer mentions the frequently-used dimen-
sion of intrinsic religiosity, which refers to the degree
to which religion is important or serves as a guiding
basis in an individuals’ life. One of the items on the
intrinsic religiosity scale is “I try hard to live all my
life according to my religious beliefs” (Gorsuch and
McPherson 1989). Another item, this one scored
in reverse (i.e., disagreeing indicates greater intrin-
sic-ness) is, “although I believe in my religion, many
other things are more important in my life”. It is of
dubious validity when such questions are answered
from the standpoint of an atheist. First, the latter item
is “double-barreled” in that an atheist faces a dilem-
ma regarding with which portion of the item to dis-
agree. More importantly, how would such a construct
capture an individual who lives a life of meaning and
commitment to a belief system, but the beliefs are not
religious ones (e.g., secular humanism)? Studies using
intrinsic religiosity have the effect of combining in-
different religious individuals together with compete
nonbelievers and thus the intrinsic measure only has
validity when used on religious individuals. One could
imagine a similar problem in defining a liberal as one
who scores low on a scale designed to measure “sub-
jective importance of conservatism”. Such data do not
address the question of whether or not “religion (or
atheism) is good” because degree of commitment to
a belief system is confounded with the particular type
of metaphysical belief.

However, if the degree of worldview conviction is
treated separately from the meta-physical belief con-
tent, that is, if the strength or coherence of beliefs
is separated from whether or not the beliefs are re-
ligious, another interesting hypothesis is apparent.
'There are benefits for having eizher a strongly religious
or a firmly nonreligious worldview. This “curvilinear”
relationship indicates that those with the least firm
beliefs - the indifferent, undecided, or confused - have
the lowest well-being. In fact, when studies have been
methodologically and analytically equipped to detect
this effect, many have indeed found that strong be-
lief either way is associated with mental health, with

affirmatively nonreligious individuals and atheists ex-
hibiting mental health equivalent to the highly reli-
gious (Buggle et al., 2000; Eliassen, Taylor, and Lloyd
2005; Horning et al., 2011; Meltzer et al., 2011;
Mochon, Norton, and Ariely 2011; Riley, Best, and
Charlton 2005; Ross 1990; Shaver, Lenauer, and Sadd
1980; Wilkinson and Coleman 2010).

'This pattern is also seen cross-nationally. For example,
data from the World Values Survey, representing fifty
nations, indicate that those for whom religion is ei-
ther “very important” or “not at all important” report
a greater level of happiness than those for whom re-
ligion is “rather important” and “not very important”
(Rees 2009). Taken together with the above-men-
tioned point about the difference between religious
commitment and religious belief, this provides more
context to the 1985 Gallup data McBrayer cites
showing a linear positive relationship between greater
“spiritual commitment” and greater life satisfaction.
In fact, a more recent Gallup-Healthways poll found
that moderately religious individuals had poorer men-
tal health than the highly religious and the nonreli-
gious (Newport, Agrawal, and Witters 2010). (The
report was titled “Very Religious Americans Report
Less Depression, Worry”). Yet, if belief in God itself is
beneficial, why are the moderate believers benefitting
less than the complete nonbelievers?

One possible explanation for this curvilinear effect
is that greater certainty or commitment in people’s
beliefs or worldviews, whether religious or secular,
may result in greater emotional stability, comfort, or
acceptance compared with persistent ambivalence or
uncertainty (Galen and Kloet 2011b). Relevant to
the above-mentioned lumping problem, those who
are “fence-sitters,” or who have doubtful or uncertain
views, such as “seekers”, “questers” or “spiritual but not
religious” have been found to exhibit lower well-being
that those with more certain worldviews such as athe-
ists and the religiously devout (Hunsberger, Pratt, and
Pancer 2002; King et al. 2013; Krause 2006; Krause
and Wulff 2004; Lavric, and Flere 2010). Combined
with the evidence of social-contextual effects, an ad-
ditional explanation is that lower levels of religiosity
are associated with poor mental health only if this is
relatively atypical or is viewed as deviant, as would be
the case in a religiously-predominant milieu in which
lack of belief is pejoratively referred to as “apostasy” or
“backsliding”. Worldviews, whether religious or sec-
ular, tend to be associated with mental health if they
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are confidently held, perceived to be normative, and
consensually validated by others.

Taken together, the importance of being socially en-
gaged with others who share coherent worldviews
would appear to require an alteration in the religious
belief-as-benefit hypothesis. Both atheists and secular
individuals exhibit identical benefits to the religious
under such conditions. In attempting to counter the
possible objection that belief in God isn’t a necessary
condition for securing benefits, McBrayer states that
“at least some studies suggest that the most plausible
secular alternatives don’t have the same positive ef-
fects”, citing a study comparing religious and secular
civic participation (Acevedo, Ellison, and Xu 2014). A
closer examination of that particular study indicates
several things. Acevedo et al. indeed state that religious
organizations may offer “slightly stronger” effects rela-
tive to other forms of civic engagement, however it is
not mentioned by McBrayer that the study also found
that nonorganizational religious participation (e.g.,
prayer) was associated with greater psychological dis-
tress, and that both organizational religious involve-
ment and secular volunteering mitigate the noxious
effects of financial hardship on distress, with the reli-
gious involvement effect merely being stronger. More
to the present point, in this study “secular” referred
broadly to any non-church civic groups and activities
(e.g., voting, volunteering) not specifically to nonreli-
gious groups with affirmative, shared secular world-
views (e.g., humanist alliances, atheist organizations).
If one wishes to ascertain the effect of religious beliefs
rather than social influences present in any group, the
equivalent comparison to a group of religious believ-
ers is a group of equally committed secular believers,
not merely those who are members of civic groups.
Again, the actual implication of the study (i.e., not all
types of groups have equivalent benefits), is confound-
ed with the religious belief content of the groups (i.e.,
civic groups are not affirmatively secular groups).

In fact, when comparisons are made between church
and secular group members, many of the putative
advantages of religious belief (e.g., number of close
friends, perceived social support) disappear (Galen
and Kloet 2011a).In an example of such a comparison,
when Galen, Sharp, and McNulty (2015) controlled
for the demographic (e.g., sex, income, education) and
group attendance-related differences between church
and secular group members there were few associa-
tions with prosocial behavior that were attributable to

religious belief itself.
Secular groups and nonreligious well-being

To briefly review, benefits in terms of personal well-be-
ing and prosociality accrue from sharing social contact
and a group identity in a supportive context, regard-
less of religious content. Turning attention toward a
greater focus on atheists and nonbelievers, what do
we know about sources of nonreligious well-being
and types of specifically nonreligious groups that can
offer these benefits? Is “not believing in God together
with other nonbelievers” good for you?

'There has been significant growth in the opportunity
to encounter other secular and nonreligious people,
whether informally on the internet (e.g., meetups,
facebook groups) as well as through formal organiza-
tions in schools, universities, and communities (e.g.,
secular, freethought, humanist, or atheist alliances, the
Centers for Inquiry), reflecting a shift from individual
nonbelief to a collective identity (Galef 2010; Guen-
ther, Mulligan, and Papp 2013). Although in most of
these groups, the absence of religious belief itself is the
ostensible common focus, they frequently also involve
other socio-political issues and communal activities
such the dissemination of science and critical thought,
promotion of church-state separation, volunteering
for community service, and the like. As with other
social organizations based upon shared worldviews,
this communal activity serves to strengthen group
cohesion as well as enhance self-understanding for
the nonreligious (Smith 2013). Such social contact, as
mentioned above, also has beneficial personal effects.
As is the case with religious affiliation, being afhiliated
with a nonreligious group is associated with greater
well-being and prosociality relative to being unaffil-
iated (Galen and Kloet 2011a; 2011b; Galen, Sharp,
and McNulty 2014). Because nonbelief also carries
a social stigma in a religiously-predominant context,
for many nonbelievers, part of the narrative content
in nonreligious groups involves themes of social and
familial rejection and negotiation of being “the Oth-
er” in society (Guenther, Mulligan, and Papp 2013).
One recent study found that perceived discrimina-
tion on the part of atheists was negatively associated
with their well-being, but it also increased the sense
of identifying as an atheist, which itself was positively
associated with well-being (Doane and Eliott 2015).
That is, atheists strengthen their group identification
in the face of discrimination; a strategy that is protec-
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tive from the harmful effects of social rejection that
would be experienced more acutely if handled alone.
It therefore seems justifiable as well as ironic to state
that promulgating the theory that religion is benefi-
cial has the effect of not only reducing nonbelievers’
level of well-being, but it also leads them to further
identify strongly as atheists.

Given that being engaged in a supportive social com-
munity confers benefits regardless of religious con-
tent, are there any differences in the factors relevant
to well-being that distinguish believers and nonbe-
lievers? Aside from the ubiquitous need for social be-
longing, there are other more existential and epistemic
needs linked to psychological well-being such as hav-
ing a sense that one’s life has meaning, purpose, and a
degree of control. However, nonbelievers are likely to
make a distinction between a belief that one’s specific
life has purpose or meaning, as opposed to a belief
that life in general or existence itself is purposeful and
meaningful. Nonreligious individuals make such a
distinction because they do not believe that an exter-
nal agency establishes and maintains a meaningful or
teleological universe, but they may still view their own
lives are meaningful, preventing a sense of nihilism.

Interestingly, some objective differences in worldviews
between atheists and the religious are not always re-
flected in their subjective reactions or mental health.
For example, although studies have found that athe-
ists report lower levels of meaning in life, this does
not translate into the perception of a crisis or a greater
searching for meaning compared to those in other be-
lief groups (Horning et al. 2011; Schnell and Keenan
2011), indicating that atheists’ lower general sense of
meaning does not affect their overall happiness or life
satisfaction. Another universal concern is the sense
that one exists in an environment operating with a de-
gree of order and control, which can be derived from
a variety of external sources such as deities (for the
religious) as well as stable socio-political institutions
(Kay et al., 2010). One such secular alternative source
of order is a belief in the efficacy of the scientific
worldview, which makes the universe comprehensi-
ble. Evidence indicates that not only is the belief in a
scientific worldview negatively correlated with belief
in a religious worldview, but to the extent that one
worldview increases in value, the other one decreases
in value, in a compensatory or hydraulic-type rela-
tionship (Preston and Epley 2009). Therefore, a reli-

gious worldview with an external sense of purpose and

meaning is merely one type among a broader array of
systems including endorsement of scientific progress
and a belief in stable socio-political institutions that
all provide similar existential and epistemic functions
(Rutjens, van Harreveld, and van der Pligt 2013). For
example, when individuals encounter stressors such
as threats to their sense of control or reminders of
mortality, they exhibit a heightened belief in those
scientific theories that specifically provide a sense of
order and predictability (Farias et al., 2013; Rutjens,
van der Pligt, and Harreveld 2010), indicating that
the endorsement of a secular, scientific worldview can
provide similar benefits and existential meaning for
nonbelievers that a religious worldview does for be-
lievers (Tracy, Hart, and Martens 2011). For exam-
ple, studies of atheists have indicated that they derive
happiness and fulfillment from their affinity for logic
and science (Hunsberger and Altemeyer 2006).

Many methods of coping with physical and emotional
stressors rely on mechanisms that are similar or anal-
ogous for the religious and nonreligious alike. Acts of
secular reverence -- being in nature, playing sports,
enjoying music or art, being loved or supported, and
serving others — play an equivalent role for the non-
religious that spiritual concepts play for the religious.
Researchers have found that for patients awaiting sur-
gery, the use of reverence in a secular sense rather than
the religious/spiritual sense, predicts shorter hospital-
ization (Ai, Wink, and Shearer 2011). Further, many
of the mechanisms often attributed to the use of pos-
itive religious coping and its connection with better
physical functioning are largely reducible to basic sec-
ular factors that do not require a spiritual worldview
such as social support and the instilling of hope (Ai
et al., 2007). In another example, the use of medita-
tion and relaxation, practices not necessarily spiritual
in content, can function effectively for both religious
and nonreligious individuals to buffer stressors and
improve physical and mental health.

One area that reveals more clear differences between
religious and nonreligious individuals pertains to
end-of-life issues. One the one hand, individuals re-
gardless of their religiosity express similar desires to
find meaning and to have connection with friends
and family. However, in contexts where religiosity is
predominant, the nonreligious can have concerns that
religious elements not be introduced into their treat-
ment (Smith-Stoner 2007). In cases of prolonged, fu-
tile suffering, the nonreligious are more likely than the
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religious to avoid aggressive life-extending measures
and are more open to the idea of physician-assisted
death (Balboni et al. 2007; Phelps et al. 2009). In sum,
many of the same factors that promote well-being in
the religious are also effectively utilized by the nonre-
ligious, although the differences in their worldviews
may be most apparent when dealing with existential
issues such as death and the sources of meaning in life.

The nonreligious advantage

Rather than frame the question as a comparison be-
tween the religious and nonreligious in the somewhat
defensive manner as “are the nonreligious as well-off
as the religious?” an alternative way of framing the
question pertains to areas that may indicate a nonreli-
gious advantage. Part of McBrayer’s argument in favor
of placing a wager on belief rather than nonbelief was
that there was “simply not the clear, careful empirical
evidence tying belief in God to negative outcomes”
(137). In response to the potential charge that reli-
gious belief makes one intolerant, McBrayer counters
that people who are spiritually committed are more
likely to be tolerant of other people and races. Rather
than re-iterate the earlier point that definitions such
as “spiritually committed” are not tantamount to be-
lief in God or religious identification, a firmer refuta-
tion of this argument is based on the copious amount
of research on religiosity, tolerance, and prejudice.

Contrary to McBrayer’s thesis, surveys as well as ex-
perimental research conducted over the past half cen-
tury have provided no evidence that religious belief
in general makes people more tolerant, and yielded
much evidence to the contrary. For example, a me-
ta-analytic review of studies found that religiosity was
linked with greater racism, largely through its influ-
ence on promoting group identity and its association
with conformity and traditionalism (Hall, Matz, and
Wood 2010). Agnosticism, by contrast, was linked
to the greatest racial tolerance. Experimental work
has shown that activating Christian concepts in the
minds of participants causes them to display more
prejudice toward African-Americans, illustrating an
associative connection between religious identity and
racism (Johnson, Rowatt, and LaBouff 2010). A wide
range of what might be best described as parochial
attitudes (i.e., constraint in dealing with different
others, xenophobia, closed-mindedness) have been
repeatedly linked with religious belief (Galen, Sharp,
and McNulty 2015; Putnam and Campbell 2010).

However, McBrayer does attempt to make a point
that bears further scrutiny pertaining to what specific
types of religious belief should be considered relevant.
McBrayer advocated for placing the wager on belief
in God by stating that there is no empirical evidence
tying religious belief to negative outcomes. He con-
tends that some oft-cited evidence of harmfulness
(e.g., the Crusades) is not compelling because “ ...it is
not the belief that God exists but some auxiliary belief
like ‘God wants me to kill the heathens’ that is effica-
cious”(137) and that it is “...not in our best interest to
hold EVERY religious belief”. He argues that ... itis
implausible that religious belief is efficacious in many
of the hackneyed examples on offer” suggesting that
instances such as the Crusades are more related to
other interests (e.g., greed). Apart from disregarding
the pernicious effects that belief in a divine sanction
can have on potentiating aggression and exacerbating
conflict (Bushman et al., 2007; Neuberg et al. 2014),
this brings up a valid point regarding the presence of
different strains or types of religious belief.

Evidence indicates that the concept of religion con-
tains many separate facets or orientations, with dif-
fering patterns of associations. For example, Gordon
Allport’s (1954) classic work on religiosity and prej-
udice distinguished between intrinsic (sincere) versus
extrinsic (utilitarian) religiosity. General religiosity
itself does contain elements of prosocial, humanistic,
inclusive values, but these compete with a separate
set of conservative, exclusive, and authoritarian in-
fluences (Malka et al., 2011; Taniguchi and Thomas
2011; Saroglou, Corneille, and Van Cappellen 2009).
Ironically, many of the individual benefits associated
with practicing religion in a group are obtained at the
expense of others who are not in that group. Thus, the
portion of religiosity relevant to belief in God is as-
sociated with benevolence towards those who are dif-
ferent (the outgroup), but a separate portion pertain-
ing to religious identification has an insulating effect,
focusing prosociality toward only ingroup members
(Preston and Ritter 2013). Obviously, focusing only
on the prosocial portion of religious belief as the one
on which to place a wager is tantamount to a “no true
Scotsman” fallacy in which the non-prosocial forms of
belief is not “real” religious belief.

It is here that we see evidence of relative nonreligious
advantage. Although there is a nearly universal ten-
dency for humans to favor those who are proximate
or similar to us as opposed to those who are strangers,
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people differ in the degree to which this tendency is
emphasized in their psychology, morals, and behav-
ior. Some individuals and socio-cultural groups make
sharp distinctions between friends, family and kin on
one hand, and foreigners or outgroup members, on
the other. In contrast, some individuals show little
nepotistic favoritism or xenophobia, viewing others as
equal regardless of group membership or proximity.
Religion has been demonstrated to increase the ten-
dency toward ingroup favoritism or “parochial altru-
ism” (Choi and Bowles 2007). Religiosity’s function
within groups and cultures has always involved what
Henrich et al. (2010) describe as: “prosocial behaviour
towards co-religionists (and the exploitation of non-
co-religionists)” (S88). Some anthropological theories
suggest that religion itself, in regard to its origin and
function, has more to do with binding together social
and cultural groups than it does with abstract met-
aphysical beliefs. Rather, according to this view, the
metaphysical beliefs have evolved for the purpose of
group binding rather than universal morality (Bloom
2012; Graham and Haidt 2010; Norenzayan and Sha-
riff 2008), giving rise to concepts such as “God’s cho-
sen people” and sanctified ethno-religious boundaries.

Because of this, any putative beneficial associations
with religion should always be contextualized in re-
lation to group membership. Although those who are
more religious place a higher value on benevolence
toward friends and family, they are less likely than the
nonreligious to value the universal welfare of strangers
and outgroup members (Saroglou, Delpierre, and
Dernelle 2004). As a result, general outgroup-in-
clusive trust is negatively associated with religiosity
(Welch, Sikkink, and Loveland 2007). This is also re-
flected in different patterns of moral attitudes. Those
who are secular in outlook tend to determine what is
right or wrong in a way that is more narrowly focused
on issues of consequentialist or utilitarian care-based
and fairness-based (“individualizing”) morality, and
the use of an “ethics of autonomy” -that people ought
to be allowed to live as they choose as long as others
are not harmed (Graham and Haidt 2010). By con-
trast, those who are more religious tend to also mor-
alize notions of sanctity, loyalty to one’s ingroup, and
obedience to authority (“binding morality”), which
are more arbitrary and relativistic to group status. As a
result, although religiosity is predictive of individuals’
attitudes regarding reproductive morality such as “il-
licit” sexuality, or hedonism, it shows no relationship
to social or cooperative morality (e.g., lying, cheating,

stealing, hurting others; Weeden and Kurzban 2012).

'This also contradicts several of McBrayer’s assertions
regarding the beneficial influence of religious beliefs
on charitable giving and volunteering. Any discussion
of religion and charitable giving must begin with the
fact that the largest sources of charity are religious
organizations themselves (AAFCTP 2002; McK-
itrick et al., 2013). However, McBrayer attempts to
counter any potential objections of religious nepo-
tism by referring to Brooks (2006) for evidence that
“religious giving swamps nonreligious giving even to
secular causes like the United Way or giving to fam-
ily and friends” and “the religious are also more like-
ly to donate blood, volunteer, and give directions to
those who are lost”. Aside from factual objections to
these assertions (e.g., blood donation and spontane-
ous helping of anonymous strangers are not related
to religiosity; Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis 1993;
Gillum and Masters 2010) and the abovementioned
problems with Brooks’ data in defining the compar-
ison groups of the givers, there are also problems in
such research pertaining to the categorization of the
sources of charity or giving. In many surveys and
studies, “religious” giving is narrowly defined as giv-
ing to houses of worship or congregations, whereas
“secular” sources of charity also include such things,
as one study describes them (Center on Wealth and
Philanthropy 2007), gifts to a school, program, or
hospital run by a religious organization or those “that
many would agree embodies spiritual values” (7). For
example, donations to organizations like the Salvation
Army or Samaritan’s Purse could be defined as “sec-
ular” because they are not churches, despite having
clearly religious connections and goals.

Beyond the ambiguity in the identity of the target
of giving, the literature indicates that the association
between greater religiosity and greater charitable giv-
ing is strongest in the context of religious giving to
an unambiguously religious recipient, and weakest
or nonexistent in general community contexts when
the recipient is not religious (Borgonovi 2008; Choi
and DiNittio 2012; Lam 2002; McKitrick et al.,
2013; Monsma 2007; Wang and Graddy 2008). For
example, Christians and the non-affiliated are equal-
ly likely to give to basic necessity organizations (i.e.,
food, shelter; Ottoni-Wilhelm 2010). A gradient of
religious ingroup preference can be seen more clearly
in experimental contexts wherein factors such as the
group identity of the various partners or “helpers and
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helpees” can be controlled (Galen 2012). When the
religious or secular identity of potential charities is
manipulated and cross-referenced with the religious
identity of the giver there is no evidence of a relation-
ship between religious attendance and secular giving
(Bekkers 2007; Eckel and Grossman 2004).In fact, the
higher the level of individuals’ religiosity, the greater
the allocation of giving and volunteering toward re-
ligious rather than secular causes (Center on Wealth

and Philanthropy 2007; Forbes and Zampelli 2013).

In the case of community volunteering, a similar pat-
tern is manifest, indicating that religious individuals
do not volunteer more than the nonreligious when
the organization or cause is secular (Borgonovi 2008;
Galen, Sharp, and McNulty 2015). For example, In
the Portraits of American Life Study, the proportion
of the religiously unaffiliated who report volunteering
at least one hour in a month (61%) was equivalent to
other major religious denominations such as Catholics
(62%) and Mainline Protestants (59%). However the
differences were greater for volunteering that was not
with a religious organization, with 81%, 68% and 73%
for those same categories. This indicates that religios-
ity is not associated with general community volun-
teering in the United States, but it does guide where
people volunteer, such that the religious spend more
time volunteering in churches, whereas the nonreli-
gious spend more time volunteering outside churches
(Cragun 2013). Thus, although religiosity is positive-
ly associated with both religious and non-religious
civic engagement, factors such as service attendance
increases within-group bonding but are negatively
associated with civic engagement in more religiously
and ethnically diverse settings (Storm 2015). Signif-
icant differences in levels of communal prosociality
between religious groups (e.g., liberal vs. conservative)
argue against any general “religious belief is benefi-
cial” effect and illustrate the previously-mentioned
phenomenon of separate religious strains working at
odds with other beliefs (e.g., views of God as benevo-
lent vs. judgmental; Driskell, Lyon, and Embry 2008;
Mencken and Fitz 2013).

'Thus, one way in which the expression of prosociality
on the part of nonbelievers is relatively advantageous
is in the way it is “indiscriminate” — without reference
to the group identity of those likely to benefit. Assis-
tance offered only to those sharing a religious identity
rather than non-group members does not represent
generalized dispositional generosity operating inde-

pendently of religious identity or motivation. Rather,
religiosity promotes a motivation that is ideological
or group-based and less universally prosocial. By con-
trast, nonreligious values such as individual autonomy
and generalized trust promote an alternative secular
ethos of civic engagement (Storm 2015).

Problems with the wager

One of the assumptions of Pascal’s wager was: If one
believes in God and God happens not to exist, what is
lost? McBrayer’s response was that one would forego
present benefits by not believing in theism, whereas
“belief in God advances many of our goals” (131). But
this version of the wager as stated assumes that there
are no disadvantages to belief, even if the belief is mis-
placed. One more complicated, yet empirically-based
response is that if such a belief leads one to engage
in forms of communal religious belief, there is some
evidence to believe one would be personally better off
(or as McBrayer puts it getting “what we want in life”,
136), but that others in the community (particularly
those who do not share one’s beliefs) would be worse
off than if one engaged in communal nonbelief. Fur-
ther, theists do not do better than non-theists because
of their general religious belief; the particular type of
religious belief matters. Some forms (e.g., intrinsic be-
lief in a benevolent deity) are associated with proso-
cial, universalist behavior, but others (extrinsic belief
in a wrathful deity) are associated with parochial and
insular behavior, therefore “belief” is not beneficial.
As reviewed above, there is no compelling evidence
that lacking a belief in God itself is detrimental. If
one wishes to define benefits objectively in terms of
communal public good and functioning societies, one
is better off among the many atheists in Sweden and
Denmark than among the many theists in the Unit-
ed States. It is inaccurate and simplistic to assert that
only belief in God itself is prudentially justified by

positive outcomes whereas disbelief is detrimental.

Likewise, if one wishes to judge the merit of a giv-
en worldview by the outcomes that result from such
a belief (as William James stated it, judging a belief
by its “fruits rather than its roots”), then the evidence
indicates that it is beneficial to have a coherent world-
view and to engage in regular meaningful interactions
with others who share this view in a supportive envi-
ronment that allows for prosocial engagement with
the broader community. There is no reason to suggest
that any religious, spiritual, or supernatural concepts
need be invoked in order to facilitate this.
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