
 

What motivates generosity? Researchers
study Muslims, Catholics

June 21 2012

(Phys.org) -- Many people have it in their hearts to be generous, but what
motivates their actions?

Generosity is accepted and encouraged as a practice, but the reasons
behind the behavior are not well understood. An interdisciplinary team
of faculty working with Arizona State University’s Center for the Study
of Religion and Conflict are exploring what motivates people to be
generous and how religion influences their actions.

The study is funded through a $363,000 grant from the John Templeton
Foundation/University of Notre Dame Science of Generosity Initiative.
Aspects of generosity that researchers are examining through the
initiative include how one person’s kindness to others affects the
recipient’s kindness in the future and what the difference is between
those who are giving and those who aren’t.

“Generosity is an important part of human behavior that we don’t know
much about,” said Carolyn Warner, ASU School of Politics and Global
Studies professor and principal investigator for the ASU project. “It
wouldn’t hurt if there were more of it in the world.”

Warner and her team are identifying generosity motivators in religions
through a comparative study of Muslims and Catholics. Their aim is to
discover aspects of religion that motivate people to give of their time,
effort and financial resources, and how those motivators might be
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similar or different in two of the world’s major religions.

“There have been studies about people who are religious that find that
they tend to be more generous than people who aren’t. There’s a debate
about that. We aren’t trying to determine whether people who are
religious are more or less generous,” Warner said.

“What we want to know is what is it in the religious experience that
might prompt generosity,” she added.

ASU psychology professor Adam Cohen and Ramazan Kilinc, a political
scientist at the University of Nebraska, joined Warner as co-principal
investigators in the study that took them to Dublin, Milan, Paris and
Istanbul.

“We traveled to these countries because of the focus on Catholicism and
Islam,” Warner said. 

Researchers examined factors within each religion that might motivate
generosity, such as a sense of duty to one’s God, the love of Jesus or
Mohammad, feelings of being blessed and the way each religion is
organized. The work involved interviews, participating in religious group
activities and conducting experiments.

“These kinds of studies are very important for understanding the varied
role that religion plays in society,” said Linell Cady, director of the
Center for the Study of Religion and Conflict. “So much attention is
focused on conflict that attention is needed to understand those values
and resources within religion that provide the building blocks for strong,
vibrant communities.”

The study’s findings were extremely clear in some cases such as
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motivation to give. Muslims strongly feel that if they are blessed then
they have an obligation to God to share with those less fortunate than
themselves. They also feel that they are following in the footsteps of the
Prophet Mohammad by being charitable to others. Catholics don’t see an
obligation to God as a primary motivator to help others; instead, their
love for Jesus motivates them to help others.

Commonalities were also apparent. Members of both religions were
more likely to volunteer to help if the person asking for the donation was
personally known to the member, such as an imam, priest or other
person who is admired within the religious institution.

Another common thread exists within the positive experience of giving
and actually connecting with people you are helping, such as working at
a soup kitchen and sitting down to eat with someone who is down on
their luck.

A third commonality was an extensive reliance on volunteers to help
sustain the religious entity, such as the parish church or Islamic
association. Researchers found that Catholicism is less hierarchical than
commonly thought. Many religious functions are carried out by the laity,
and they respond by helping. Muslims also felt a strong sense of
responsibility to contribute to the daily functions of their religious
associations.

“People are very giving,” Warner said. “Community is very important
for Muslims and Catholics, not in terms of peer pressure to behave in
certain ways, but because they like being with other people. They find it
gratifying to help others and to interact with those in need.”

Another finding points to the crucial roles of religious organizations in
connecting people who need help with government social-service
organizations.
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“They are the ones often making the connection and bringing that person
to the state or city office to start getting help,” Warner said. “They fill in
the cracks, along with secular volunteer groups.”

Challenges that the researchers needed to overcome during the study
included gaining access to parishioners in the Catholic churches and
organizing psychology experiments with Catholics and Muslims in
Dublin and Istanbul, respectively.

“Catholics are more reticent to talk about money or the extent to which
they are helping others. They are supposed to be modest about those
things,” Warner said. “The Islamic associations we worked with were
open to our study because they welcomed the opportunity to help
increase the understanding of Islam.”

The experiments were conducted on site with people from the
community.

“We wanted to find out how the religions affect their believers in their
own settings,” Warner said.

Officials from both religions expressed interest in learning about the
primary generosity motivators among their members.

“People are interested in finding out about their own religion,” Warner
said. “For many of the study participants, the experience of being
generous is, in and of itself, profoundly religious.”
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