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OES BEING RELIGIOUS MAKE YOU LESS LIKELY 
to buy that head of lettuce in the produce section? 
Those may seem to be unrelated impulses, but 
BU-led research says that they actually play out in 
grocery store aisles.

Five studies, done over the last two-plus years with lead 
researcher Didem Kurt, a Questrom School of Business 
assistant professor of marketing, found that God-fearing 

grocery-goers keep a tighter grip on their wallets than do 
the nonreligious. But even the latter tend to buy less after 
exposure to religious messaging, according to the research.

Why would that be? The engine is religion’s emphasis, 
explicit or implicit, on thrift, says Kurt (who is not reli-
giously a�liated herself). “Being reminded about God,” 
she says, “actually increased shoppers’ beliefs about frugal-
ity or being prudent, being careful while spending money.”

One takeaway, she says, is that religion can be as good for 
the pocketbook as it can be for the body and soul. (Non-BU 
research has found that it can boost physical or psychologi-
cal well-being.)

A possible insight from the work by Kurt and her col-
leagues, more pertinent to grocers than to shoppers, is that 
they should consider the proximity of houses of worship 
when deciding where to put their stores, while also timing 
sales and discounts around religious holidays, when the 
frugal faithful shop for festive food. Retailers might pro¢t 
from rethinking those after-Christmas sales on nonfood 
items, Kurt says.

She and her team note that three of every four Americans 
are a�liated with one of various religions. While young 
Americans increasingly don’t join organized religion, it 
“still is a signi¢cant part of daily life for many people,” 
says Kurt, who researches shopping behavior, including 
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▶ ▶ Questrom’s Didem Kurt 
says one takeaway from 

her studies is that religion 
can be as good for the 

pocketbook as it can be  
for the body and soul.

22-27_Explorations_Bostonia_WS19_final.indd   26 1/30/19   2:25 PM



Winter–Spring 2019  BOSTONIA   27

IN PROGRESSIN PROGRESS

The Threat of Warmer Winters; Computers and 
Bias; Hidden Corporate Lobbying?; Gun Deaths 

and Life Expectancy

WARMER WINTERS 
THREATEN FORESTS
Winters in the Northeast have 
warmed three times faster 
than summers in recent years. 
Biologist Pamela Templer and 
collaborators found that winter 
snowpack is on track to decline 
by 95 percent—to an area one-
fifth the size of Vermont—by 
2100. Steadily shrinking winter 
snowpack, which protects roots 
and soil from harmful freeze/
thaw cycles, will cause large 
declines in forest growth and 
carbon storage. Snowpack also 
protects roads from temperature 
cycling, so prepare for a bumpier 
ride. Caution: Potholes ahead.

LOBBYING DISGUISED AS 
CORPORATE PHILANTHROPY
Fortune 500 and S&P 500 
corporations have been 
donating to politicians’ pet 
charities—tax free—to influence 
politicians, and until now, 
we had no idea. Economist 
Raymond Fisman and colleagues 
found that when a member 
of Congress joins a decision-
making committee related to a 
corporation’s interests in their 
district, donations to nonprofits 
headquartered in that district 
increase. On the flip side, when 
a politician leaves Congress, 
charitable giving into their 
district declines.

COMPUTER-AIDED…BIAS?
Algorithms have long been used 
to determine your credit score, 
but today, computer programs 
are increasingly being used 
to make decisions of greater 
importance. It’s a problem, say 
BU researchers, because once 
a program makes numerous 
decisions, existing biases are 
reproduced at a larger scale 
across society. That means 
algorithms could become self-
fulfilling prophecies, whether 
they’re ranking the likelihood 
of mortgage default or criminal 
recidivism. Working with MIT, 
the team has developed a review 
process that could help.

GUN DEATHS HAVE BLUNTED 
US LIFE EXPECTANCY
American life expectancy 
decreased by 2.48 years from 
2000 to 2016 because of firearm 
deaths, say School of Public 
Health researchers. White 
Americans lost an average of 
2.23 years and were more likely 
to die in suicide at an older age. 
African Americans were dispro-
portionately a¦ected by gun 
deaths, losing an average of 4.14 
years. They were more likely to 
be murdered at a younger age. 
To reduce gun deaths, the SPH 
team stresses that we need bet-
ter gun laws and social programs 
to reduce inequalities.

social in�uences, in-store decision-making, and 
impulse buying.

“Many people spend hours or days of the week 
practicing their religion,” she says. But “we don’t 
know much about how religion in�uences these 
other, nonreligious parts of people’s daily lives.”

The researchers examined broad statistical data, 
such as Americans’ shopping habits by county that 
were compiled by an advertising �rm. They also 
conducted experiments, and in one of them, more 
than 800 participants viewed photos of grocery 
items, from fruit to dairy to soda. Researchers 
asked the subjects which they’d buy, then showed 
the buyers a photo of chewing gum and asked 
whether they’d purchase it at di�erent prices, 
from 25 cents to $4.

Finally, the researchers surveyed each par-
ticipant about his or her religiosity. Results: the 
more religious participants were, the less they were 
willing to spend.

In another experiment, participants watched 
an 80-second nondenominational video with a 
speaker discussing “God’s presence in our daily 
lives,” says Kurt. “He wasn’t talking about shopping 
or spending money.” A control group meanwhile 
watched an instructional video on painting. Then 
both groups were given the grocery shopping task 
mentioned before, augmented this time by an 
unplanned item: they were told the store had a 
special issue of their favorite magazine.

“People who watched that religious video were 
willing to spend less on that unplanned item as 
compared to those who watched the control video,” 
she says, even if they weren’t religious. “They 
actually indicated that they were feeling more 
frugal, like, ‘I have to be careful while spending my 
money.’ Reminders of God might actually remind 
them about some commonly shared values such as 
frugality, even if they don’t believe in God.”

Kurt worked with Harvard Business School and 
University of Pittsburgh researchers on the studies, 
which were published online in the Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology. Boston University 
funded the research.

“Many people spend hours or days 

of the week practicing their religion,” 

says Questrom School of Business 

researcher Didem Kurt. But “we 

don’t know much about how religion 

influences these other, nonreligious 

parts of people’s daily lives.”

kk ONLINE: Read more about BU research at bu.edu/research.
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