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A B S T R A C T   

Many people, and American Christians in particular, view God as a benevolent protector. Those who believe in 
God may therefore expect that they can safely engage in potentially risky activities, secure in the knowledge that 
God will look out for their best interests and ensure good outcomes. Initial experiments supported this hy-
pothesis, but recent attempts to replicate them failed. This unreliable pattern may reflect a false conceptual 
hypothesis, or an inadequate method: Both the initial reports and the replication attempts used outdated reli-
gious priming methods we now know to be ineffective. The present research aimed to clarify the relationship 
between thinking about God and risk-taking behaviors. A pilot study (N = 264) showed that American Christians 
do expect that God will protect them during risky activities; moreover, those who hold this expectation more 
strongly report greater willingness to take risks. This registered report then used a high-powered preregistered 
experiment to test whether having participants explicitly think about God’s (presumably protective) influence 
over what happens in their lives increases their willingness to take risks. Results confirmed that American 
Christian participants were more willing to take non-moral risks when thinking about God, compared to a control 
condition, d = 0.28, 95% CI [0.12, 0.44], p < .001. This pattern was robust to different exclusion criteria and was 
consistent across domains of career, recreational, and social risks. By using the most recent and sensitive 
methods, this study provides a more definitive test of the conceptual hypothesis that thinking about God can 
influence risk-taking.   

Many religious individuals, including most of the Christians in the 
United States, believe that God acts as a protector. In line with this idea, 
recent findings suggested that thoughts of God can increase people’s 
willingness to take risks, secure in the knowledge that God will protect 
them and ensure their safety (Chan, Tong, & Tan, 2014; Kupor, Laurin, 
& Levav, 2015). At the same time, more recent attempts to replicate 
these findings have failed (Gervais, McKee, & Malik, 2020; Gruneau 
Brulin, Hill, Laurin, Mikulincer, & Granqvist, 2018). Possible explana-
tions for this pattern are that the hypothesis—that God’s protection 
inspires risky behavior—is false, that the methods thus far used to test 
this hypothesis are inadequate, or both. We review both possibilities 
below, and provide a high-powered, pre-registered experiment using the 
most up-to-date methods to bring sharper theoretical clarity and help 
guide future research. 

1. Is the hypothesis theoretically plausible? 

The idea that God’s protection could encourage risk taking is not 

farfetched, theoretically speaking, especially among the American 
Christian participants who are the focus of our (and the majority of past) 
research. First of all, this population prototypically perceives God as 
ultimately loving, powerful, and capable of intervening in the world to 
ensure that believers experience positive, fulfilling lives (Johnson, 
Cohen, & Okun, 2015; Johnson, Li, Cohen, & Okun, 2013; Johnson, 
Okun, Cohen, Sharp, & Hook, 2019). Second, ample evidence shows 
that, outside the domain of risk, believers rely on this benevolent God to 
help them withstand other kinds of stress (e.g., Ano & Vasconcelles, 
2005; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez, 1998; Park, 2005). Third, it 
therefore stands to reason that people might similarly rely on God to 
protect them should they take a risk: If they expect that God will prevent, 
or help them cope with, negative outcomes of the risk, these expecta-
tions might disinhibit them from risky action. Below we elaborate on 
each of these ideas. 
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1.1. God as a benevolent, protective force determining people’s outcomes 

A recent survey of Americans by the Pew Research Center (2018) 
found that 48% believe that God determines what happens to them most 
or all of the time. Among Christians specifically, 74% believe that God is 
all-loving, all-knowing, and all-powerful and 77% specifically say that 
God has protected them. This latter figure jumps to 97% considering 
only those who believe in the God of the Bible. 

These characteristics of God—a benevolent and protective force 
influencing what happens in people’s lives—may explain why many 
believers view God as a secure attachment figure (Granqvist, Mikulincer, 
& Shaver, 2010; Kirkpatrick, 1999; Laurin, Schumann, & Holmes, 2014; 
Pollner, 1989). Attachment figures fit the profile of a benevolent, pro-
tective powerful entity that provides support and protection, and people 
turn to God, just as they do to attachment figures, for consolation and 
guidance in times of stress and suffering (Hamilton, Moore, Johnson, & 
Koenig, 2013; Park, 2005, 2016). Religious commitment in general, and 
secure attachment to God among Christians specifically, predict lower 
distress and greater psychological and even physical wellbeing (e.g., 
Bock, Hall, Wang, & Hall, 2018, 2023; Hoogeveen et al., 2022). 
Attachment to God as a secure base is embedded within grand narratives 
throughout the Christian Bible (Knabb & Emerson, 2013), thereby 
reflecting a widespread view of God within Christian populations. 

1.1.1. God as a source of comfort and safety in the face of stress 
A powerful, benevolent, and protective God can provide the feelings 

of security and control that can help people cope with times of stress or 
danger. Existing work has primarily shown how turning to God helps 
religious believers cope and protects their wellbeing in the face of un-
controllable misfortune, stressors and traumas. For example, Black 
women living in majority-White communities in Canada reported 
turning to their confidence in God’s love and protection to cope with the 
challenges of racism (Beagan, Etowa, & Bernard, 2012). Likewise, Af-
rican Americans experiencing life-threatening illness use prayer to ask 
God for the strength to endure and protection and healing (Hamilton, 
Kweon, Brock, & Moore, 2020), and in the wake of a 2016 Louisiana 
flood, participants who were personally affected by the disaster reported 
turning to God as a source of protection, comfort, and nurturance, even 
more so than before the disaster (E. B. Davis et al., 2019). Moreover, 
these strategies seem to work: Turning to God for help and comfort, and 
believing that God will intervene to ensure beneficial outcomes, predicts 
greater psychological adjustment both during stressful life events (in 
meta-analytical estimates by Ano & Vasconcelles, 2005) and afterwards 
(J. I. Harris et al., 2008; Pargament et al., 1998). 

1.1.2. God as a security net in the face of risk 
These findings have tended to focus on how religious individuals 

respond to stressors and misfortune outside of their control. But the kind 
of protective attachment role God plays in so many American Christians’ 
lives may also encourage them to actively approach risky situations that 
offer some chance of reward at the expense of some chance of harm. 
Indeed, people are more likely to take risks when they feel more confi-
dent that it will pay off, and that they can cope with the consequences if 
it does not (e.g., Bandura, 1982; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Krueger & 
Dickson, 1994; Wong & Yang, 2021). Human attachment figures permit 
children to more confidently explore new environments (Ainsworth, 
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Harlow, 1958; 
Levav & Argo, 2010), and also make adults more comfortable with risky 
financial and recreational decisions (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006; D. 
Davis, Sundahl, & Lesbo, 2000; Langer, 1975; Nordgren, van der Pligt, & 
van Harreveld, 2007). To the degree God serves as an attachment figure, 
the same could apply. Consider a person deciding whether or not to take 
on a dangerous hike to the top of a beautiful mountain. With God’s 
protection in mind, that person might feel either more confident that 
they will make it safely to the peak, and/or that they will be better able 
to cope with any injuries or other setbacks they suffer on the way. Either 

of these expectations of protection, just like similarly positive expecta-
tions grounded in confidence in one’s personal abilities (Bandura, 1982; 
Krueger & Dickson, 1994; Slanger & Rudestam, 1997; Wong & Yang, 
2021), could embolden our climber to take the risk and seek the summit. 

1.1.3. Theoretical significance 
To summarize, an extensive literature on perceptions of God as a 

protective attachment figure, in combination with what we know about 
the underpinnings of risk decisions, leads straightforwardly to the pre-
diction that reminders of God will increase risk taking, at least among 
American Christians. Moreover, testing this prediction carries theoret-
ical importance. For one thing, it builds on theories of religious coping to 
extend our understanding of God’s role in situations beyond uncon-
trollable stressors and traumas to everyday controllable decisions. For 
another, it provides a strong test of the authenticity of people’s self- 
reported God images, which are notoriously vulnerable to social desir-
ability concerns. When religious believers claim they view God as a 
loving benevolent figure, or that they rely on God in the face of stress, it 
is possible they are doing so out of a feeling of obligation to present 
themselves in a socially-desirable way (Gebauer, Sedikides, & Schrade, 
2017; Sedikides & Gebauer, 2021) or to give the theologically-correct 
response (Slone, 2004). Testing whether mere reminders of God make 
people more willing to take risks may help address the question of social 
desirability. Finally, conclusive evidence against the hypothesis would 
suggest that God may play a relatively limited role in influencing be-
lievers’ approach to risk, perhaps shaping their attributions and 
emotional responses to life events, but not their behavior or behavioral 
intentions. For these reasons, it is crucial that tests of the God-risk hy-
pothesis use methods well-suited to provide strong conclusions. 

1.2. Have past methods used to test this hypothesis been adequate? 

Past studies that find an effect of God on risk-taking (Chan et al., 
2014; Kupor et al., 2015) as well as past studies that do not (e.g., Gervais 
et al., 2020; Gruneau Brulin et al., 2018) have employed similar 
methods. They all have used experimental manipulations to activate the 
notion of God in the minds of participants, intending this as a proxy for 
manipulating belief in God. This is a common approach in the psy-
chology of religion (Willard, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2016), and one our 
pre-registered study will take as well, though using a markedly different 
manipulation. We note, however, that deeply held, chronically activated 
beliefs could also have a causal effect on behavior that superficially 
activated ideas might not. We return to this important point later. 

Past experiments have used between-subjects manipulations, 
randomly assigning participants to a religious priming condition or to a 
control condition. Many used an implicit priming method (adapted from 
Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007) that asks participants to unscramble a se-
ries of five word sets into coherent 4-word sentences, with half of the 
word sets containing words relating to God and religion. Participants 
then reported their willingness to take risks, either via various self- 
report measures (Gervais et al., 2020; Gruneau Brulin et al., 2018; 
Kupor et al., 2015), or behaviorally using the Balloon Analogue Risk 
Task (Chan et al., 2014). 

Recent work on best practices for activating religious cognitions to 
experimentally test their effects (Shariff, Willard, Andersen, & Nor-
enzayan, 2016; White, Kelly, Shariff, & Norenzayan, 2019) strongly 
suggests that none of the past studies on God and risk were optimally 
designed to detect a true effect, if one indeed exists. Specifically, (a) 
implicit priming methods, (b) between-subjects designs, and (c) samples 
that included large numbers of non-believers could all have contributed 
to past literature’s inconsistent findings and failed replications. Luckily, 
alternative methods could resolve each of these issues and provide 
greater power to detect an experimental effect. 

1.2.1. Methodological shortcoming #1: Implicit primes 
Implicit priming methods may be ineffective at activating religious 
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concepts. Efforts to replicate implicit social priming effects in general (e. 
g., Doyen, Klein, Pichon, & Cleeremans, 2012; Harris, Coburn, Rohrer, & 
Pashler, 2013; Pashler, Coburn, & Harris, 2012), as well as implicit 
religious priming effects in particular (e.g., Berniūnas, Dranseika, & 
Tserendamba, 2020; Billingsley, Gomes, & McCullough, 2018; Gomes & 
McCullough, 2015), have often failed. By contrast, the effects of explicit 
religious primes, like directly telling participants to think about God 
when making their decisions, have proven reliable (e.g., Billingsley 
et al., 2018; Ginges, Sheikh, Atran, & Argo, 2016; White et al., 2019). A 
recent meta-analysis supports this distinction, finding that experiments 
using explicit religious primes have far more reliable effect sizes than 
those using implicit ones (Shariff et al., 2016). Together, these findings 
have led many to conclude that implicit religious priming may not be 
useful for testing anything at all, and that research should use exclu-
sively explicit reminders (for discussion, see Hoogeveen & van Elk, 
2021; Watanabe & Laurent, 2021). 

Our primary study therefore used an explicit experimental manipu-
lation, asking participants to think about God’s influence over what 
happens in their life. This prime does not directly mention risks, or 
protection from harm, because doing so may artificially pressure par-
ticipants to respond in a certain way (Watanabe & Laurent, 2021). At the 
same time, it reminds participants of the general idea that God has the 
power to influence their outcomes, and the research outlined above (as 
well as pilot data reported below) suggests that for many people this is 
likely to cue thoughts of God’s protection and benevolence, which 
theoretically could increase risk taking. 

1.2.2. Methodological shortcoming #2: Between-subjects designs 
Between-subjects studies often lack the statistical power to detect 

real-but-small effects. Studies that are underpowered to detect small 
effects often result in inconsistent findings across studies (Button et al., 
2013; Ioannidis, 2005; Lakens & Etz, 2017). Within-subjects designs can 
provide greater power by measuring change in behavior relative to each 
participant’s baseline tendencies; this eliminates one potentially large 
source of variance, increasing power to detect small effects without a 
prohibitive cost (Bellemare, Bissonnette, & Kröger, 2014). Within- 
subjects religious priming has previously been used successfully to 
assess how thinking about God changes prosocial behavior, by assessing 
how much money participants will give away to strangers before and 
after being asked to think about God (White et al., 2019). 

One obvious solution to this problem would be to have our study use 
a within-subjects design. However, as above, we wanted to avoid 
experimental demand characteristics that arise through easier hypoth-
esis guessing in within-subjects designs. For this reason, our study re-
tains prior work’s between-subjects approach, but dramatically 
increases the sample size to ensure we are sufficiently powered to detect 
potentially-small religious priming effects, and to overcome the noise 
from individual variation in baseline risk-taking. 

1.2.3. Methodological shortcoming #3: Failure to focus on believers 
Finally, past studies’ inclusion of non-religious alongside religious 

participants muddies the conceptual waters. Whereas much early work 
on religious priming claimed that activating culturally widespread 
religious notions should work as an experimental analog to the natural 
presence of those notions in a believer’s mind (e.g., Shariff & Nor-
enzayan, 2007), more recent work calls this into question. For example, 
research on prosocial behavior tends to find that religious priming 
reliably increases generosity among believers, but does nothing to the 
behavior of atheists (Shariff et al., 2016; White et al., 2019). The prior 
work on God and risk taking tested for moderation by religious belief, 
and reported none (Chan et al., 2014; Gervais et al., 2020; Kupor et al., 
2015); however, the primary purpose of those experiments was to test 
for a main effect of condition, meaning if they risked being underpow-
ered to detect that main effect (due to their between-subjects designs), 
they were even more so underpowered to detect interactions with belief. 
We therefore focused our studies exclusively on samples of Christians 

from the United States, as this is a population for which there is sub-
stantial prior evidence of belief in a powerful, protective, benevolent 
God, which is the key belief likely to increase risky behavior. 

1.3. An additional theoretical consideration 

In designing our proposed study, we also had to take into account the 
well-established finding that thinking about God causes people to more 
closely conform to moral norms and avoid behavior that would garner 
social disapproval (e.g., not sharing money with strangers, Billingsley 
et al., 2018; Shariff et al., 2016; White et al., 2019). Risks can occa-
sionally fall into this latter category (e.g., dangerous driving, substance 
use, gambling, and risky sexual activity), and these behaviors are 
negatively correlated with belief in God (Arnett, 1998; Diaz, 2000; 
Hoffmann, 2000; Kerestes, Youniss, & Metz, 2004; Marsiglia, Kulis, 
Nieri, & Parsai, 2005; Murray, Ciarrocchi, & Murray-Swank, 2007; 
Noussair, Trautmann, van de Kuilen, & Vellekoop, 2013; Poulson, 
Eppler, Satterwhite, Wuensch, & Bass, 1998; Sinha, 2016; Steinman & 
Zimmerman, 2004; Welte, Barnes, Tidwell, & Wieczorek, 2017). 
Conversely, God primes might increase certain risky behaviors—like 
diving into a roiling ocean to try to save a drowning child—not because 
they are risky but because they are prosocial. For these reasons, it was 
essential for us to study risks that are morally neutral: neither particu-
larly moral nor particularly immoral. 

1.4. Overview and registered study 

In summary, the conceptual hypothesis that God beliefs enable risk- 
taking seems plausible; a pilot study described below helps further 
bolster its underpinnings. By contrast, the methods used to date to test 
this conceptual hypothesis fall short of current standards. The primary 
goal of the present study is to provide a more definitive test, using the 
most up-to-date methods, of whether or not experimentally activating 
beliefs about God’s protection can increase risk-taking. 

We first present results from a pilot study which found that (a) that 
American Christians expect that God will protect them in the face of self- 
generated risks, and (b) that these expectations are correlated with self- 
reported willingness to take this risk. We then present a pre-registered, 
approved-prior-to-data-collection experimental test using a strong 
explicit manipulation, a well-powered sample comprised exclusively of 
American Christians, and a measure of morally neutral risk-taking. This 
design offered the best chance of detecting a causal effect of reminders of 
God beliefs, if indeed there is a true effect. Specifically, we randomly 
assigned participants to think about God’s influence over what happens 
in their lives, or to a control condition, before asking their willingness to 
engage in a morally neutral self-generated risky behavior from daily life. 
Beyond the above-mentioned theoretical implications of the risk hy-
pothesis, if reminders of God do increase risk-taking, this would suggest 
religious beliefs may provide more than coping in the face of unavoid-
able suffering, but may make believers more willing to put themselves 
into dangerous situations they could otherwise choose to avoid entirely. 
People often avoid risk more than they rationally should (e.g., Kahne-
man & Tversky, 1979); if some religious beliefs help them overcome that 
tendency, allowing them to confidently pursue novel experiences and 
seize opportunities that they would otherwise miss out on, this could 
plausibly be one of the competitive advantages that many religions 
provide their believers (see D. Johnson, 2015; Laurin & Kay, 2017; 
Norenzayan et al., 2016). 

2. Pilot study 

This pilot study aimed to further test the plausibility of the concep-
tual hypothesis. If American Christians do not expect God’s protection in 
the face of risks, or if this expectation does not correlate with willingness 
to take risks, that would cast serious doubt on the conceptual hypothesis 
and discourage us from pursuing the proposed project. Full materials, 
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data, and analysis scripts are available at https://osf.io/wtycq/. In this 
and the accompanying Supplementary Materials, we report all mea-
sures, manipulations, and exclusions. 

2.1. Methods 

2.1.1. Participants 
Participants completed an online survey through Prolific’s online 

panels (www.prolific.co), in return for a small monetary payment. We 
recruited an initial sample of 350 participants; of these, 309 met the 
eligibility criteria: Their Prolific pre-screen data indicated they were 
from the United States and they identified as Christian, and they also 
identified as Christian within the survey. Moreover, to avoid con-
founding the action’s risk with its perceived morality, we excluded an 
additional 45 participants who self-generated a risk that they deemed 
either exceptionally moral (n = 30) or exceptionally immoral (n = 15, 
the same pattern of results is found when analyzing data from all par-
ticipants). The final sample therefore included 264 participants (139 
women, 116 men, and 9 who reported other gender labels or did not 
answer the question; 74% White, 10% Black, 7% Hispanic or Latino, 6% 
Asian, 3% multiple or other ethnicities; age M = 40.35). Most partici-
pants believed strongly in God (M = 4.46 on a 5-point scale Liket-type 
scale, 93% of participants score above scale mid-point). This sample 
was sufficient to detect within-subjects differences of d = 0.17 or cor-
relations of r = 0.17 with 80% power. 

2.1.2. Procedure 

2.1.2.1. Open-ended description of a risk. Participants were told that this 
study investigates their perspective on risks in daily life. They were told 
that “A risky activity is one that has uncertain consequences: It could be 
dangerous and cause you harm, or it could really pay off, for example 
with material benefits, or with the thrill of the experience.” Participants 
first described a risk that they have considered taking in the past. To 
ensure generalizability across different types of risks that people 
encounter in daily life, participants were randomly assigned to describe 
either: (a) a recreational risk, such as “hiking a potentially unsafe trail or 
going down a potentially dangerous ski slope”, (b) a financial risk, such 
as “investing some of your income in a speculative stock or in a new 
business venture," (c) a risk in their career, such as “asking your boss for 
a promotion or leaving your current well-paying job to start a new career 
you enjoy more”, or (d) a risk in their social relationships, such as 
“disagreeing with a close friend or family member about a major issue, 
or moving to a new city far away from your friends and extended fam-
ily.” These different domains of risks encompass many different types of 
morally-neutral risks, thereby providing generalizability while still 
avoiding domains of risk that are overly moral or immoral. 

After describing the risky activity, participants were reminded that it 
“could be dangerous and cause you harm, or it could really pay off, for 
example with material benefits or with the thrill of the experience,” and 
were asked to describe, “If you decided to take this risk, what is a bad 
outcome, danger, or harm that you might suffer?” Because we wanted to 
probe beliefs about how God might mitigate negative outcomes of risk- 
taking, this writing prompt encouraged participants to think specifically 
and concretely about the potential dangers of their actions. We used 
their description of the potential bad outcomes they might experience to 
frame the questions about God’s protection below. 

2.1.2.2. Beliefs about God’s protection. On the next page of the survey, 
we reminded participants of the potential bad outcome they had 
described, and asked them to rate six items pertaining to that bad 
outcome. The first three measured their expectation that God would 
protect them by helping them to avoid bad outcomes, e.g., “God will 
prevent this bad outcome from occurring and ensure a good outcome” 
(α = 0.92); the next three their expectation that God would protect them 

by helping them cope with the bad outcome, if it did occur, e.g., “God 
will ensure that in the long run, any suffering this experience brings you 
is offset by good experiences later” (α = 0.86). All items used 5-point 
scales ranging from definitely not to definitely with a midpoint of unsure. 

An additional item not directly relevant to protection, but nonethe-
less relevant to God’s reactions, asked participants whether participants 
believed that God would respond to the risk taking by punishment with a 
bad outcome or reward with a good outcome. The Supplemental Ma-
terial describes the rationale behind this item, and analyses suggesting 
that on average participants expected reward more than punishment, 
though the majority felt unsure. 

2.1.2.3. Likelihood of risk taking. Participant reported their likelihood 
of actually engaging in the behavior within the next month, if they had 
the opportunity, on single item with a 7-point scale from extremely un-
likely to extremely likely. 

2.1.2.4. Moral valence of risk. Participants selected whether engaging 
in the action would be the “morally right” thing to do, the “morally 
wrong” thing to do, or whether the “activity isn’t really relevant to 
morality. Engaging in it is neither especially morally right or wrong.” As 
noted above, 85% (n = 264) of the eligible sample of 309 selected the 
third option, indicating that the domains of activity investigated here (i. 
e., social, career, recreational, and financial risks) are not typically 
considered morally relevant. 

2.1.2.5. Demographics. Finally, participants reported their de-
mographic characteristics (including gender, age, ethnicity, income, 
educational attainment, political orientation, nationality, and religious 
denomination) as well as their level of belief in God (3-item composite of 
“I believe in God,” “I believe in a divine being who is involved in my 
life,” and “There is no God or higher power in the universe” [reverse- 
scored], all on scales from strongly disagree [1] to strongly agree [5]) 
and other indicators of religious commitment (e.g., level of religiosity, 
spirituality, frequency of religious service attendance). Participants also 
reported how concerned they were about COVID-19 and they had the 
opportunity to leave additional comments about how they believe God 
responds to risk-taking. 

2.2. Results 

2.2.1. Does God protect risk-takers? 
Participants’ reports that God would prevent bad outcomes and that 

God would help them cope with bad outcomes were very highly corre-
lated, r(262) = 0.82, p < .001, indicating that both are likely part of the 
same package of beliefs in a protective, benevolent God, but we analyzed 
each separately because they are conceptually distinct and each 
theoretically-plausible motivators of risk taking. We used one-tailed 
one-sample t-tests to test whether responses were significantly above 
the scale midpoint. As depicted in Fig. 1, for avoiding bad outcomes, 
scores were near but significantly above the midpoint of 3 (“not sure”), 
M = 3.14, SD = 1.11, t(263) = 1.99, p = .024. For coping with the bad 
outcome, scores were similarly above the midpoint, M = 3.31, SD =
1.08, t(263) = 4.65, p < .001. These figures in no way reflect that be-
lievers feel absolutely certain of God’s protection, which is reasonable 
given religious teaching that God’s plans are often beyond human un-
derstanding and cannot be known with certainty, and the acceptance 
that answers to many religious questions are mysterious and inexpli-
cable (Liquin, Metz, & Lombrozo, 2020). However, only a small mi-
nority (6%) felt sure God would NOT protect them in any way (i.e., 
selected “definitely not” for both items); nearly all thought there was at 
least some chance God would protect them, with half or more suspecting 
God would probably or definitely help them avoid (48%) and cope with 
(58%) bad outcomes. Overall, these analyses suggest only a minority of 
participants dismissed the idea of God’s protection. 
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2.3. Likelihood of risk taking 

The average likelihood of actually taking the risk in the next month, 
M = 3.79, SD = 2.01, did not differ from the scale midpoint of 4 
(“Neither likely nor unlikely”), t (263) = − 1.68, p = 3.79, with some 
participants being willing, some unwilling, and other unsure about 
whether they would take the risk. People were more willing to take the 
risk to the extent they expected God to help them avoid, r (262) = 0.18, 
95% CI [0.07, 0.30], p = .002, or cope with, r (262) = 0.13 [0.01, 0.25], 
p = .037, bad outcomes. Likelihood of risk taking was not correlated 
with merely believing in God, r (262) = − 0.02 [− 0.14, 0.10], p = .71. 
This offers preliminary evidence that risk taking is positively correlated 
with the belief that God will help risky decisions turn out for the best, 
despite their potential harms.  

2.3.1.1. Variation between risk domains. We did not predict differences 
across the different types of risk we asked participants to generate, and 
analyses examining them separately are necessarily underpowered. 
Nevertheless, we conducted these separate analyses (reported in detail 
in the Supplementary Materials) and found directionally similar effects 
for each domain in most cases. The one exception was participants 
seemed to expect God would only help them cope with (not avoid) bad 
outcomes of financial risk. For that reason, our main study omits the 
financial risk category, focusing on the other three. 

2.4. Discussion 

These pilot data indicated that Christian participants from the United 
States tended to believe that God would (or at least might) protect them 
from the potential harms of taking risks, helping them both avoid 
negative outcomes of risky behavior and cope with bad outcomes that 
did arise. These beliefs were also correlated, weakly but significantly, 
with an increased willingness to engage in the risky behavior within the 
next month. Our method ensured that the risks participants considered 
were not especially moral or prosocial, which corresponded to the vast 
majority of risks they generated across recreational, career, financial, 
and social domains. These findings lend credence to the hypothesis that 

thinking about God could increase American Christians’ willingness to 
take risks, by mitigating the perceived threat of risky behavior. We 
tested this hypothesis in the primary preregistered study, using an 
experimental manipulation of whether participants were thinking about 
God. 

Of course, even if people consider God as a likely source of protection 
in the face of risk, it may nonetheless be that brief experimentally- 
induced reminders of God are not sufficient to affect risk taking. If our 
pre-registered study produced a null result, those findings could point to 
two conclusions. First, that researchers may want to stop using experi-
mental methods to assess any effect of God beliefs on risky behavior. 
Second, that if believing in a benevolent, protective God figure in-
fluences people’s risk decisions, as the pilot data hints that it might, it 
may do so in ways that would be better assessed through alternative 
non-experimental methods, like longitudinal studies that can capture 
natural variation in people’s real beliefs over time. 

3. Registered study 

Participants in the primary experiment described a potentially-risky 
activity that they had considered taking, and then were randomly 
assigned to think about God or not prior to reporting their likelihood of 
taking the risk in the near future. We limited our sample to American 
Christians, excluded participants who described their risk as moral/ 
immoral rather than morally neutral, and excluded participants who 
failed various comprehension and attention checks throughout the sur-
vey, to ensure this sample had the best chance of detecting an experi-
mental effect, if any existed. Full materials, data, analysis scripts, and 
the originally-approved registered report are available at https://osf. 
io/h8s7w/. 

3.1. Methods 

3.1.1. Participants 
Participants completed an online survey through Prolific’s online 

panels in return for a small monetary payment. We planned to recruit 
participants on an ongoing basis until we reach a final sample of at least 
300 participants per condition after exclusions, and we retained any 
participants beyond this total who passed all exclusion criteria. The pilot 
study revealed small correlations between belief in God’s protection and 
willingness to take risks, r = 0.13 for avoidance of harm, r = 0.18 for 
coping with harm, equivalent to Cohen’s ds between 0.26 and 0.37. 
Although these correlations come from a different analysis than that of 
the primary experiment, they provided some estimate of what (small) 
effect sizes we might have expected in the main study. A priori power 
analyses indicated that a sample size of 306 per condition would be 
required to detect the smallest of these effects with 90% power in an 
independent samples t-test. 

Individuals were only eligible to participate if they were from the 
United States and they identified as Christian: We only advertised to 
participants if they identified a US nationality and Christian religion in 
their Prolific profile, and excluded those who, within our survey, did not 
report US nationality (N = 24) or a Christian faith (N = 47). We also 
excluded participants who failed an English-language comprehension 
question at the beginning of the survey (n = 55), who failed an attention 
check question at the end of the survey (n = 1), who failed to follow 
instructions to write about an risk they have considered taking (n = 1), 
or who indicated their activity was morally right (n = 117) or morally 
wrong (n = 79), as opposed to morally neutral. 

We also excluded participants who did not answer “God” in some 
form to the question “Who or what did we ask you to think about when 
answering the last set of questions?”; n = 153. This was intended as a 
manipulation check, with no parallel question in the control condition 
because such a question would have had no answer. This difference 
between conditions, especially given the unexpected high number of 
participants who failed the check, undermines the goal of random 

Fig. 1. Likelihood that God will help people who take risks to avoid bad out-
comes, and cope with bad outcomes if they should occur. Black points indicate 
the mean (and 95% confidence interval), colored points represent individual 
participants’ scores. The horizontal line indicates the scale’s neutral midpoint. 
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assignment, so we also include below unplanned robustness checks that 
included participants even if they failed the manipulation check 
question. 

The final sample consisted of 631 Christians from the United States, 
including 59% Protestant Christians, 34% Catholic Christians, 1% 
Eastern Orthodox Christians, and 7% non-denominational or other 
Christian denominations (e.g., Jehovah’s Witness). This final sample 
was 52% female, 47% male, 1% non-binary or not reported gender; 80% 
White, 6% Black, 6% Asian, 5% Hispanic or Latino, 3% multiple or other 
ethnicities; aged between 18 and 78 years (M = 42 years); with a median 
income of $60,000 - $69,999, and 66% had greater than High School 
education. Most participants very strongly believed in God, M = 4.38, 
SD = 0.73, on a 5-point scale, 93% above scale midpoint. 

3.1.2. Procedure 
Participants chose to take part in a study on risk-taking attitudes (no 

mention of God or religion was made in the recruitment materials). After 
providing consent, and passing an English comprehension question 
(where they read a passage of text and identified which character per-
formed a specific action), participants wrote about a risky action that 
they have considered taking in daily life. Participants were then 
randomly assigned to two between-subjects conditions that either 
explicitly primed God (n = 303) or did not mention God (n = 328), 
before reporting their willingness to engage in the risky behavior in the 
future. Full details are available in the Supplementary Materials. 

3.1.3. Self-generated risk 
Participants completed the self-generated risk task, in which they 

wrote about a risk that they have considered taking in the past and might 
engage in in the future. Similar to the pilot study, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of three prompts, describing different domains 
of risk-taking (recreational, career, or social; omitting financial risks for 
reasons described above). 

3.1.4. God prime 
We explicitly asked half of the participants to think about God while 

reporting their willingness to take the risk. Participants in the God Prime 
condition were instructed “Before you answer these questions, please 
think about God’s influence over what happens in your life. Think about 
your likelihood of engaging in this risky activity or behavior, after 
considering God’s influence over your life.” Participants in the control 
condition were not reminded of God, but merely asked to “Think about 
your likelihood of engaging in this risky activity or behavior.” 

3.1.5. Willingness to take the risk 
After describing the risk in the text box, participants reported the 

likelihood that they would take this risk in the future, through a series of 
questions that specified different timespans: “If you had the opportunity 
to engage in this behavior within the next [two days/week/two 
weeks/month/two months/three months], what is the likelihood 
you would do it?” on a scale ranging from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 
(extremely likely). We averaged these six items into a score of willingness 
to take the risk (Cronbach’s α = 0.98). The timespans were presented in 
random order. We included multiple timespans not because we wanted 
to learn anything about participants’ specific time horizon; rather 
because multi-item measures, generally provide more reliable measures 
than do single items, and doing it this way avoided redundancy in 
question phrasing which might annoy participants. To reinforce the 
manipulation, for participants in the God Prime condition only, each 
item began with “After considering God’s influence over your life, if you 
had the opportunity to engage in this behaviour…”. 

3.1.6. Moral valence of risk 
Participants selected which of these statements described their risky 

activity: the morally right thing to do, the morally wrong thing to do, or 
the activity isn’t really relevant to morality and engaging in it is neither 

especially right nor wrong. As planned, only participants who selected 
the third statement, indicating their risky activity was irrelevant to 
morality (80% of total responses), were retained in the final analysis. 

3.1.7. Manipulation check 
Next, participants in the God framing condition answered the open- 

ended question: “Who or what did we ask you to think about when 
answering the previous set of questions about your likelihood of taking 
the risk?”1 

3.1.8. Hypothesis guessing 
Participants wrote open-ended answers to the questions “What do 

you think the purpose of the study was? What results do you think we 
expected to find?” A research assistant coded answers from participants 
in the God condition into the following categories: (a) thinking about 
God will increase willingness to take the risk, n = 23, (b) thinking about 
God will decrease willingness to take the risk, n = 5, (c) anything else, n 
= 275 (we originally planned to code (c) as three separate catego-
ries—non-directional hypotheses that God will affect behavior, non- 
specific purposes about measuring behavior or risk-taking that did not 
mention God, or other nonsensical, irrelevant, incorrect responses—but 
our pre-registered analyses treated them as a single category so we 
coded them as such). Participants in the control condition had no reason 
to know we were studying how God affects risk, and indeed no partic-
ipants in the control condition mentioned God or religion in their hy-
pothesis guess. 

3.1.9. Individual differences and demographics 
Finally, participants completed additional questions probing their 

demographic characteristics (gender, age, ethnicity, income, educa-
tional attainment, political orientation, nationality, and religious 
denomination), and their religious beliefs and commitments. 

3.2. Results 

3.2.1. Primary hypothesis test 
Our primary analysis used an independent-samples t-tests to 

compare participants’ willingness to engage in the risky behavior when 
thinking about God vs. when not reminded of God. As depicted in Fig. 2, 
participants were significantly more likely to take the risk when thinking 
about God (m = 3.90, sd = 2.01), than in the control condition when not 
reminded of God (m = 3.34, sd = 2.02), Cohen’s d = 0.28, 95% CI [0.12, 
0.44], t(625.34) = 3.52, p < .001. With this confirmatory finding in 
hand, we turned to a series of analyses testing its robustness; unless 
otherwise noted, these analyses were pre-registered with a specific 
analysis plan but with the caveat they would be labeled “exploratory”. 

3.2.2. Robustness checks 

3.2.2.1. Variation across domains. First, we explored whether the effect 
of thinking about God on risk taking was present within each domain of 
activity, by conducting independent-samples t-tests separately with each 
of the three risk types. As we noted in our pre-registered plan, these 
analyses necessarily had lower power than the full analysis because each 
participant reported on only one risk type. Participants were signifi-
cantly more likely to take career risks when thinking about God, d =
0.39 [0.12, 0.65], t(224) = 2.90, p = .004; the trend was similar but not 
significant for both social risks, d = 0.23 [− 0.08, 0.54], t (148) = 1.47, p 

1 The qualification “about your likelihood of taking the risk” deviates from 
what we had pre-registered. We made this change to clarify the intended target 
of our question, after launching the study and noticing that many of the first 20 
participants answered the original, unclarified question by describing some-
thing relevant to the study that was not God, such as “Social relationships,” “A 
risky action,” “Whether or not it is a morally right thing to do or not”. 
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= .14, and recreational risks, d = 0.21 [− 0.05, 0.46], t(240) = 1.60, p =
.11 (see Supplementary Fig. S3). 

3.2.2.2. Hypothesis guessing. Due to the explicit nature of our manipu-
lation, we considered that participants in the God priming condition 
could change their behavior as a function of their suspicions about how 
the experimenters would want them to respond. For example, partici-
pants who correctly guessed our hypothesis could have tried to provide 
favorable data, or conversely they could have been motivated to show 
their individuality by disconfirming it. Only a small minority of partic-
ipants in the God-framed condition mentioned a specific directional 
hypothesis about how thinking about God could affect risk-taking (7.6% 
reported thinking about God would increase risk-taking, and 1.7% re-
ported thinking about God would decrease risk-taking). The majority 
(90.7%) did not list a hypothesis that mentioned both God and risk- 
taking. 

To examine whether hypothesis guessing was associated with our 
experimental effect, we used a linear regression predicting willingness to 
take the risk from a dummy-coded variable specifying whether partici-
pants were (a) in the control condition [coded as the reference group], 
(b) in the experimental condition and guessed the hypothesis that God 
would increase risk-taking, (c) in the experimental condition and guessed 
the hypothesis that God will decrease risk-taking, or (d) in the experi-
mental condition and guessed something else. Compared to the control 
condition (likelihood m = 3.34, sd = 2.02), thinking about God did 
significantly increase risk-taking among participants who were unable 
to guess a specific directional hypothesis, m = 3.94, sd = 2.04, b = 0.60 
[0.28, 0.93], p < .001, indicating that the effects of the God priming 
condition were likely not driven by participants merely responding to 
experimenter demand. The other two comparisons were not statistically 
significant (hardly surprising given how few participants guessed a 
directional hypothesis), but participants who guessed the hypothesis 
that God will increase risk-taking reported slightly higher likelihoods, m 
= 3.70, sd = 1.74, b = 0.36 [− 0.49, 1.22], p = .40, and those who 
guessed the hypothesis God will decrease risk-taking reported slightly 
lower likelihoods of risk-taking, m = 2.73, sd = 1.23, b = − 0.61 [− 2.39, 
1.18], p = .50. Intriguingly, these are in the direction one would expect 
under experimenter demand, though it is equally possible that partici-
pants based their hypothesis guesses by looking back at how they 

themselves had just acted. In any case, these comparisons come from 
such a small number of participants that we cannot interpret them with 
any confidence. 

3.2.2.3. Variation in exclusion criteria. One additional set of robustness 
checks was not pre-registered, and examined how the effect held up to 
different exclusion criteria. In light of the higher exclusion rates in the 
God condition due to the manipulation check being present only in that 
condition, we deemed it especially important to test whether the effect 
held up if we retained otherwise-qualified participants who failed to 
mention “God” in their manipulation check response. It did: In this 
sample, we again found that participants were more likely to take the 
risk when thinking about God, m = 3.91, sd = 2.01, than in the control 
condition, m = 3.34, sd = 2.02, d = 0.28 [0.13, 0.43], t (699) = 3.79, p <
.001. This finding rules out a series of alternative explanations based on 
the one-sided manipulation check we used; for example, that the kind of 
participant who would fail that manipulation check, and was therefore 
only present in the control condition, was dispositionally more risk- 
averse. 

Having conducted one non-pre-registered robustness check, we 
thought it worthwhile to further explore the consistency of the effect in 
additional unplanned analyses. The observed effect emerged if we 
retained even participants who described risks that they felt had (im) 
moral connotations: In this larger sample, participants were still more 
likely to take a risk when thinking about God, m = 3.88, sd = 2.06, than 
in the control condition, m = 3.37, sd = 2.05, d = 0.25 [0.11, 0.39], t 
(753.55) = 3.47, p < .001. More generally, if we analyze all participants 
with available data, completely setting aside all exclusion criteria, we 
continue to find a robust effect of thinking about God on likelihood of 
taking risks, m = 3.92, sd = 2.05, in the God condition versus m = 3.40, 
sd = 2.05, in the control condition, d = 0.26 [0.13, 0.39], t (915) = 4.01, 
p < .001. 

4. Discussion 

This registered report used the best experimental practices in the 
psychology of religion to test the hypothesis that thinking about God will 
increase non-moral risk-taking. In a pilot study, we found that American 
Christians hold the explicit belief that God will protect them from harm 
and ensure that risky behavior will turn out for the best. Our primary 
study used a high-powered, pre-registered explicit priming method, and 
found that when thinking about God, American Christians reported a 
greater likelihood of taking a risk in their career, social life, or a recre-
ational activity, compared to a control condition that did not mention 
God or religion. These results lend credence to theoretical claims that 
belief in a benevolent and controlling God can increase certain types of 
risky behavior. They also emphasize the importance of using more 
reliable and robust methods when testing the experimental effects of 
religion on psychological phenomena.  

4.1.1. Best practices in experimental methods to study religion 
Past findings have provided inconsistent evidence for (Chan et al., 

2014; Kupor et al., 2015) and against (Gervais et al., 2020; Gruneau 
Brulin et al., 2018) the general hypothesis that experimental reminders 
of God will increase risk-taking. Therefore, our registered experiment 
aimed to provide the best possible test of the hypothesis, using improved 
methods that correct several issues present in past experiments. We did 
not use the implicit sentence-unscrambling task that had been used in 
several original studies of religious priming effects with recent failed 
replications (e.g., Billingsley et al., 2018; Gervais et al., 2020; Gomes & 
McCullough, 2015), but instead used an explicit framing method that 
has been shown to be much more reliable in activating religious beliefs 

Fig. 2. Likelihood that participants will engage in the risky behavior in the 
near future. Black points indicate the mean (and 95% confidence interval), 
colored points represent individual participants’ scores. The horizontal line 
indicates the scale’s neutral midpoint (neither likely nor unlikely). 
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and subsequently shaping behavior (e.g., White et al., 2019). Such 
explicit requests to think about God while making decisions are an 
ecologically-valid part of life in religious communities, and in this study 
was able to increase Christians’ willingness to take risks. We also 
ensured that our study had sufficient statistical power to detect small 
effects in our between-subjects design. We further limited our sample to 
Christians (who generally view God as a benevolent protector) rather 
than including a broader sample of the American population that in-
cludes many people with more disparate beliefs (about God’s character, 
or whether God exists at all) and would be unlikely to respond to our 
experimental prompt. Finally, we focused on willingness to take 
morally-neutral risks, both by priming domains of risk that are not 
obviously connected to morality and focusing on participants who self- 
identified their risk as morally-neutral (thus excluding risky behaviors 
that may be viewed as overly moral or immoral, and therefore 
confounded with the effect of religious primes on prosociality, Shariff 
et al., 2016). Each of these factors gave us the best chance of detecting an 
experimental effect, according to prior empirical findings and theo-
rizing. We confirmed the robustness of our results across multiple 
exclusion criteria within the available data. 

Further considerations that would improve the likelihood of suc-
cessful experiments might include relying on within-subjects designs, to 
improve statistical power by using each participant as their own control, 
and ensuring that dependent measures are carefully chosen to avoid 
ceiling and floor effects. In the case of risk-taking, this consideration led 
us to ask participants to generate risks that they have considered taking, 
and our pilot data confirmed substantial variability across the whole 
range of willingness to take these risks in the future. If we had asked 
participants to think about risks that were easy to agree to, or very 
dangerous risks that few people would attempt under any circum-
stances, it would be unlikely that many people would change their 
willingness after thinking about God. 

Future studies that aim to test the reliability or replicability of claims 
about religion and psychology do not only need to conduct high- 
powered direct replications, but also to continue developing innova-
tive methods that use more robust techniques. This may in part involve 
using explicit primes, rather than fickle implicit priming techniques. But 
it should also involve making sure that methods are adapted to the 
specific theoretical question and population of study. Experimental 
studies of religion are most likely to be effective when they activate 
religious beliefs that participants already endorse, and likely to be 
ineffective when attempting to change a person’s pre-existing beliefs. 
Effective experimental work in the psychology of religion therefore re-
quires that researchers understand the belief commitments of their 
participants, and ask research questions that are meaningful and 
appropriate to their samples of participants. (For further discussion of 
the use of experiments to study religious cognition see Hoogeveen & van 
Elk, 2021; Watanabe & Laurent, 2021.) 

4.1.2. Implications for understanding religious impacts on motivation 
If thinking about God does truly increase believers’ willingness to 

take risks, this would provide another context in which commitment to a 
benevolent, powerful God can help believers cope with life’s stressors. 
Belief in God may not only help people to manage the pain of unchosen 
suffering (Ano & Vasconcelles, 2005; Pargament et al., 1998; Park, 
2005), but also support confidence that self-chosen risks might turn out 
for the best, and thereby could encourage people to seize opportunities 
they would have otherwise avoided. Notably, in our experiment re-
minders of God did not lead people to recklessly approach all risks: the 
mean in the God-framed condition was near the scale midpoint of 
“neither likely nor unlikely”. It merely reduced the number of partici-
pants who were extremely unlikely to take the risk in the future (35% of 
participants scored between 1 “extremely unlikely” and 2 “moderately 
unlikely” in the control condition, but only 24% of participants in the 
God condition). Indeed, there is well-documented tendency for people 
(and animals) to be risk averse (see Hintze, Olson, Adami, & Hertwig, 

2015), preferring safer options over more risky options with a higher 
expected value. Thinking about God might help people overcome this 
bias, adding to the many ways that religious beliefs can support be-
lievers’ flourishing and wellbeing. 

Shifting our level of analysis, it is conceivable that a benevolent, 
protective God’s influence on the willingness to take risks contributed to 
the sociocultural popularity of this particular type of God (Laurin & Kay, 
2017; Norenzayan et al., 2016). Taking risks is not only an individual 
venture, but a social one as well: Coordinated action of many sorts, from 
group hunting to investments in infrastructure, involve some degree of 
risk. If societies with cultural representations of benevolent Gods are 
more willing to take such risks, this could be another factor contributing 
to the spread of these representations. 

To be clear, the data we have presented here provide no direct 
support for these tentative ideas about individual and societal benefits. 
Our purpose in speculating about them here is to highlight the potential 
connections between the influence of God reminders on risk-taking and 
some relevant theoretical frameworks, to inspire future research that 
might test these connections directly. 

4.1.3. Limitations and future directions 
The methodological steps we took to maximize our chance of 

detecting an experimental effect of thinking about God limited the 
population of participants we sampled from and the materials we used. 
In terms of populations, we focused on American Christians, consistent 
with substantial prior literature showing that American Christians view 
God as a benevolent protector (e.g., Granqvist et al., 2010; Johnson 
et al., 2015, 2013; Kirkpatrick, 1999), something we confirmed in our 
Pilot Study. These effects would likely also be found in other religious 
traditions that have a culture of appealing to benevolent interventionist 
deities to mitigate potential harms, but people who believe that higher 
powers are distant, ambivalent, or otherwise not interested in ensuring 
human welfare are unlikely to take greater risks when thinking about 
their gods. Other aspects of religion might also bolster confidence to take 
risks through alternative mechanisms, such as if religious concepts 
remind people of their valued group identities (e.g., as Christians), 
which may increase self-esteem and perceived social support and 
thereby buffer anxieties about risky actions. 

In terms of materials, we used self-reported willingness to take a self- 
generated risk; further research might test whether the pattern extends 
to behavioral measures of risk. For example, researchers could ask 
participants to think about God before completing the Balloon Analogue 
Risk Task (Chan et al., 2014), a commonly used behavioral measure of 
risk taking in which participants must decide how much to inflate a 
balloon in order to win points, with more pumps increasing their payout, 
but also the risk that the balloon will pop and they will lose everything. 
Similarly, it would be valuable to extend the findings to risk-taking in 
more naturalistic settings would also be valuable. Reminders of God 
could also be presented in a more ecologically valid way, such as a 
sermon or prayer about God’s protection, similar to those that Christians 
might experience in their typical religious practice. Finally, while we 
focused specifically on risks without moral connotations, we did not 
directly test whether this mattered. Nonetheless, we suspect that 
thinking about God would probably discourage, rather than increase, 
willingness to engage in immoral risks, such as those perceived as 
obviously harmful to oneself or others, or those explicitly identified as 
immoral within one’s religious community (e.g., drinking and driving, 
drug use). 

4.2. Conclusions 

This experiment used improved methods to resolve inconsistencies in 
the prior literature, and found that experimentally activating thoughts 
of God can increase willingness to take non-moral risks. More generally, 
our findings indicate that future studies testing these constraints on 
generalizability are likely to be most successful when they adopt the 
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methodological reforms employed in our study, such as focusing on 
specific religious beliefs and risky behaviors that have a solid theoretical 
rationale for showing any effect, ensuring that samples have sufficient 
statistical power, and avoiding implicit priming methods that are typi-
cally ineffective in modern high-powered studies. In addition to future 
experimental work, a full understanding of religious psychology also 
requires a range of non-experimental methods, as many religious beliefs 
(and they ways they are entwined with everyday life) cannot be un-
derstood in brief psychological interventions, but only as they develop 
across the life-course through a combination of individual experiences 
and social influences. Our studies contribute to these theoretical and 
methodological developments, by showing that American Christians do 
expect that God will help believers to cope with the potential dangers of 
risky action, and subsequently that they are more willing to take risks 
when thinking about God. 
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