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The world overwhelmingly believes in God, and the level of belief is increasing.
  If belief is growing, it is reasonable to expect that the ability to freely choose and practice one’s religion is also growing in importance.  But we may also inquire whether religious freedom is important to the wellbeing of societies.  Empirical evidence suggests that it is.  Specifically, restriction of religious freedom correlates with diminished wellbeing and violent social conflict.
  This essay will briefly document the relationship between religious freedom and pivotal socio-economic concerns, including: the economy, women’s socio-economic wellbeing, military spending and conflict, and health.  

Religion is restricted in a wide variety of ways around the world.  Appendix IX describes how four key dimensions are measured, including overall religious freedom, government favoritism of a limited number of religious groups, restrictive government regulation of religion, and social regulation of religion. If these four different indexes of religious freedom are valid, they should strongly correlate with other measures of related freedoms, which, as is shown in Appendices VI, VIII, and IX, they do. However, they do so in some very interesting ways that speak to the uniqueness of religious freedom.  First, as expected, score for the religious freedom in general correlates strongly and significantly with Freedom House’s civil liberty index (.862) and political liberties index (.822) (See Appendix VI), with Reporters Without Borders’ press freedom index (.804), with the Heritage Foundation’s economic freedom index (.743), and with the longevity of democracy
 (.646).

An interesting variation is seen if we look at how the different dimensions of religious freedom relate to each of these other measures.  Government regulation of religion (GRI) is most highly correlated with each of the measures (.713 with FH civil liberties, .704 with FH political liberties, .702 RWB press freedom, .579 with HF economic freedom, and .557 with longevity of democracy)(An explanation of the meaning of GRI, GFI, and SRI is given in Appendix IX).  Lower correlations are found when looking at social regulation of religion (SRI) (.535 with FH civil liberties, .534 with FH political liberties, .502 RWB press freedom, .454 with HF economic freedom, and .437 with longevity of democracy).  These lower correlations indicate that social regulation of religion represents an aspect of religious freedom that is not captured by the other freedom measures.  The varying dimensions of religious freedom are seen even more when comparing the correlations between government favoritism of religion (GFI) and the freedom measures (.244 with FH civil liberties, .229 with FH political liberties, .234 with RWB press freedom, .312 with longevity of democracy, but no significant correlation with HF economic freedom index).  Therefore, one reasonable way to interpret the varying degrees of correlation between the GRI, SRI and GFI and other Freedom measures is as an indication that the dimensions of religious freedom are something different from other freedoms.  As Nobel laureate Amartya Sen has indicated, it would be surprising indeed if it were possible to reduce freedoms into a single measure.

Religious Freedom & Socio-Economic Wellbeing

This section presents summary results of comparing several hundred socio-economic indicators reported by the United Nations, the CIA World Factbook, and Grim and Finke (2007) with the Center for Religious Freedom’s measures for overall religious freedom (RF), and the GRI, SRI and GFI for the 101 countries and territories included in this study.  In previous research, Roger Finke and I have concluded that “while governments typically view religious regulation as a necessity to maintain order and reduce potential violence, the irony is that more regulation leads to increased persecution, which means less order and more violence, as shown by the data.”
  If this is the case, a logical extension is that high restrictions on religious freedom will correlate with poor socio-economic outcomes and be inversely correlated with good outcomes.  In total, I found more than one hundred significant correlations.  The tables below presents the correlations which illustrate the relationships between religious freedom and socio-economic indicators as well as the unique ways the three dimensions of religious freedom aree related to certain socio-economic phenomena. 

Note that I am only reporting correlations, and that of course correlations do not imply causation.  While there are a variety of advanced statistical techniques that can be used to test causal theories, the purpose of this section is more modest – merely to demonstrate that restrictions on religious freedom have many important correlates, each of which could (and should) be studied in further depth.

Military Spending and Conflict.  The restriction of religious freedom is strongly and significantly correlated with various indicators of militarization and conflict, as shown in Table 1.  All four religious freedom measures are correlated with the percentage of a country’s Gross Domestic Product spent on the military, which means that, in countries with lower religious freedom, a greater share of GDP tends to be spent on the military.  All four religious freedom restriction measures also correlate with a country’s having experienced an armed conflict sometime since 1988, but the SRI is most strongly (.457) and significantly related, indicating that additional attempts should be made to better understand the impact of social regulation of religion.  The four measures are also strongly correlated with physical religious persecution, as estimated in the 2007 Grim and Finke article (see footnote ii).  
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Restriction of Religious Freedom indicators

Military Spending and Conflict CRF GRI SRI GFI N Ct.
Military Expenditure (% of GDP) in 2005.  (0.328 ** 0.344 ** 0.327 ** 0.301 ** 94 2
Armed Conflict since 1988. 0.319 ** 0.242 * 0.457 *** 0.223 * 94 3
Physical Religious Persecution, 2001-05. 0.734 *** 0.653 *** 0.674 *** 0.223 * 100 3

*Ex p <.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; N =Number of countries compared; Cf.: 1=UN; 2=CIA; 3=Grim & Finke 2007




Women’s Socio-economic Status.  The first indictor of women’s socio-economic status contained in Table 2 is the number of seats held by women in national parliaments.  The strongest correlation is with the SRI, which indicates that the greater barrier to women’s participation is associated with the social regulation of religion (– .536) rather than government regulation of religion, with which the correlation is much weaker (– .260) and less statistically significant (p < .05).  Though the restriction of religious freedom has a number of strong correlations with each of the other indictors of lower socio-economic status for women, one caveat is important.  While the level of earned income for females, measured in purchasing power parity dollars, goes down as restrictions on religious freedom go up (– .565), the same is true for males (– .535).  Thus, restrictions of religious freedom appear to negatively affect females and males alike.
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The Economy.  Given that the restriction of religious freedom is correlated with the socio-economic status of women (and men), it is not surprising to see correlations with other economic indicators, which are shown in Table 3.  The negative correlation with gross domestic product (– .251), indicates that when restrictions are high, GDP is lower.  Interestingly, the correlation is significant with the overall religious freedom measure and with the social regulation of religion index, pointing again to the importance of further study on the impact of social regulation of religion on the economy.   The number of cell phone subscribers (arguably associated with economic wellbeing) is also inversely related to the restriction of religious freedom.  The human development index, which takes into account a range of development indicators as well as economic viability, also follows the same pattern.  
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The Economy CRF GRI SRI GFI N Ct.
Gross Domestic Product (US$ billions). —.251 * —.194 -.214 * —.162 89 1
Cellular subscribers, 2003. —.616 *** 526 ***  _ 462 ***  _— (021 89 1
Human Development Index (HDI), 2003. — 457 FHE o 33] wE — 28] ** —.049 88 1

*Ex p <.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05; N =Number of countries compared; Cf.: 1=UN; 2=CIA; 3=Grim & Finke 2007




Health.  Besides the human development index, which also includes measures related to health, Table 4 presents several other direct measures of health.  Again, for each, restrictions on religious freedom correlate with poorer outcomes.  Increasing restrictions on religious freedom correlate with fewer physicians (– .251), higher infant mortality (.437), higher percentage of underweight children (.293) and higher fertility (.349), which is a negative trend only in countries that cannot support population growth.  
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God’s Economy


While the correlations presented here do not establish a causal connection between religious freedom and socio-economic wellbeing, they do indicate that a regulated and restrictive religious economy does not benefit all God’s children.

—Brian J. Grim is Senior Research Fellow in Religion and World Affairs at the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, a quantitative sociologist, and a religious demographer. 
� Of the 90,435 people randomly surveyed between 1999 and 2004 in eighty-four different countries, 87 percent answered “yes” when asked, “Do you believe in God?” Twenty years earlier, only 82 percent answered “yes”: based on my analysis of the World Values Survey (http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/). 


� For a statistical analysis of the effect of religious regulation on social conflict, see B.J. Grim  and R. Finke, “Religious Persecution in Cross-National Context: Clashing Civilizations or Regulated Economies?,” American Sociological Review 72 (2007): 633-658. “Religious persecution” is defined as the physical abuse or displacement of people due to religion.


� Calculated by Grim and Finke (2007) from Freedom House’s 1999 report: Democracy’s Century: A Survey of Global Political Change in the 20th Century. 


� Amartya Sen, Rationality and Freedom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).


� See B.J. Grim and R. Finke, “Religious Persecution in Cross-National Context: Clashing Civilizations or Regulated Economies?,” American Sociological Review 72 (2007): 654.





