
 

 

 

RATIONAL CHOICE THEORY: IMPLICATION AND CRITIQUE 

The application of Rational Choice Theory (RCT) to the domain of religion is debatable. The 

cost-benefit model of RCT does not solely determine individuals’ allegiance to particular 

religious belief or practice. Hence religious activity is a field where applying RCT may not be 

adequate. However RCT stands out as the most reliable theory formulated so far in an 

attempt to objectively understand religious affinity. 

Rational Choice theory is part of economic theory where maximum benefit for least cost 

determines human behaviour. All behaviour accounted here is then by nature rational. As for 

example friendship and marital relations can be understood through RCT. Choice of friend or 

partner is a measure of benefits over costs.  

Applying RCT to sociology of religion has led to a reanalysis of the latter. Within which 

i. RCT explains secularization thesis through new basis, and  

ii. RCT attempts to provide new understanding in the study of sectarianism and 

religious movements. 

Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge first applied the laws of Rational Choice Theory 

to sociology of religion (1980). It has since then been furthered and modified by them 

continuously. Roger Finke and Laurence Iannaccone have also significantly contributed to 

refining RCT. 

Stark and Bainbridge developed a deductive theory of religion. The theory is based on a 

general theory of human nature and action. It is closely related to the popular exchange 

theory. According to exchange theory actors will always try to obtain maximum benefit 

through every interaction. Every human interaction is treated in the form of an exchange. 

Hence, exchange theory is a special case of RCT.  

Rational Choice Theory of Religion (RCTR) 

From this understanding then we would now be able to formulate the Rational Choice theory 

of Religion (RCTR). RCTR states that ‘within the limits of their information and 

understanding, restricted by available options, guided by their preferences and tastes, 

humans attempt to make rational choices’ (Stark and Finke, 2000: 65). Humans weigh 

rewards against costs. They develop ways to minimize costs to the most. As a result of this 

balancing of rewards against costs, explanations develop on how to minimise costs and 

maximize rewards. Humans then chose from these explanations the most effective one. 

By definition rewards are anything which is desired by humans and to obtain which humans 

are ready to incur costs. There are two types of rewards: Specific and General and both are 

limited as compared to their demands. Some rewards are very strongly desired by humans 

but which are very difficult to obtain. For example, immortality. Religion provides 

explanations in how these difficult-to-obtain rewards can be achieved by humans. 

The role of religion 



 

 

Religion is the means by which humans can achieve strongly desired rewards in everyday 

life. Religion is like a set of explanations but those which cannot be verified. But humans 

believe in it because it provides promises of beyond-this-life rewards. These other-worldly 

rewards are those which can be received only through supernatural forces. The presence of 

supernatural forces in religious explanations is a very important characteristic to be present 

in most religions. Therefore Theravada Buddhism is different from popular Buddhism, which 

has the presence of supernatural beings.  

The existence of Gods is also very important feature for any system of explanation to be 

called religion. Gods are considered to be beings which have consciousness and desire. 

This is accepted by Stark and Finke’s in their Rational Choice Theory of Religion. In RCTR 

therefore abstraction in idea of God is not accepted hence Taoism or ‘ground of being’ are 

not examples of true gods. 

Defining religion through exchange theory 

The relation of humans to gods is one of exchange. Gods provide rewards which are not 

available through everyday means. Therefore according to Stark and Finke (2000: 91) 

“Religion consists of very general explanations of existence, including terms of exchange 

with a god or gods”. Religious explanations are useful for humans on various grounds:  

i. Firstly, they show what gods want from humans and what humans want from 

god. 

ii. Secondly, they are capable of answering questions on 

a. Meaning of life 

b. How humans came to being 

c. Why do humans exist in this life 

d. What happens to them after death, and so on. 

From this understanding it shows that for RCTR religion acts more like an explanatory 

system. It does not consider it to be functional or symbolic which help in social integration, 

solidarity and maintaining order. For RCTR religion can be functional or symbolic in specific 

empirical cases. 

Gods and exchange 

Gods are believed to have different characteristics that also vary. Gods, in general, are seen 

as having power more or less, helps others being benevolent and malevolent, reliable, 

consistent. Exchanges between humans and gods are dependent on these characteristics. 

Such exchanges can also be of varying nature. Like, short-term or long-term, less important 

or more significant. These exchange relations change from one society to the other 

depending on the nature of the particular society. In societies having division of labour 

dealings with gods are taken up as responsibilities by specific organizations. These 

organizations in their work further develop a cultural system of exchange. 

Stark and Finke explain how religious explanations are difficult to be considered as neutral 

(2000). Humans believe strongly in these and therefore place a lot of trust on them. This 

attribute therefore makes religion a collective and communal system. The collective nature of 

religion is expressed in the communal form of ritual and ceremony practices. Maintaining 

rituals provide confidence to the loyalists. An example of ritual is praying. It is a private form 



 

 

of ritual that gives assurance in the existence of gods and the possibilities of miracles and 

mystical experiences. 

Nature of religious organization 

A number of religious organizations develop in society providing religious explanations. 

According to RCTR religious organizations also operate in an ‘economic’ way. Religious 

organizations are like firms which are providing products in the form of religious explanations 

to consumers that are humans. Humans then chose between these firms i.e. the religious 

organizations as to who is providing the greatest products in exchange of minimum costs. 

Costs in this case are in the form of costs of religious participation and rewards are 

measured by humans in terms of their preferences and level of benefits. Among these 

religious organizations there are certain exclusive organizations who involve religious 

specialists (Stark and Finke, 2000). Exclusive organizations provide those rewards that are 

least uncertain to achieve. 

People chose their religious organizations according to their preferences regarding what 

they want from the latter. These preferences vary widely. Preferences are in the nature of 

religious involvement. Some prefer expressive excitement while others calm contemplation 

at worship. One tenet of RCT is that human preferences are relatively stable and uniform. 

What humans want from religion are in general:  

 security, 

  comfort,  

 material wellbeing,  

 entertainment and others. 

Religion as a system offers rewards that are difficult to achieve. Hence religious answers are 

required in everyday problems of human life. Religious organizations will emerge based on 

these preferences and trying to provide for all types of individual choices.  

Markets with religious organizations will emerge surrounding these preferences that will 

either be in tune with predominant social values or which deviate from them. So, according 

to RCT there will be those organizations which are in low tension with society and those 

which are in high tension with society. In a free religious market all types of organizations will 

be present. Those with high tension will be ultra-strict and those with low-tension will be ultra 

liberal. Generally most religious organizations will be neither of the two. They will be in the 

centre where most individual preferences will be present. 

RCTR’s understanding of religious market 

RCTR emphasizes on the supply side of religious markets. Since the religious preferences 

of individuals are fixed and religious change is not so common the role of ‘religious 

entrepreneurs’ are important. The religious entrepreneurs are those who provide new ways 

to cater to religious needs. They provide new ways that appeal to customers and which so 

far have not been expressed by them. 

A pluralistic religious market is one where various religious organizations are present that 

cater to almost all types of individual preferences. Competition in this religious market is 



 

 

between religious organizations. They will try to attract more members by offering newer and 

newer ways of achieving rewards. 

According to conventional theory in case of religion there is no pluralism or competition 

among religious organizations. This questions the authority of religious beliefs and 

encourages indifference leading to secularism. Rather the presence of unchallenged church 

ensures that dissent and deviance do not develop at all.  

RCTR on the other hand says that monopolistic religious market that is existence of only one 

religious organization does not meet all religious needs. The place of religious spec ialists 

and functionaries are secure in the monopolistic religious market though they may not be 

popular. Individual preferences are not seen therefore humans have no choice. This results 

in very few allegiances to the organization and widespread indifference. But if pluralistic 

religious market is present individuals can chose according to preference. There will be more 

religious participation and more and more promotion of religion will be possible. RCTR 

believes pluralism will help to develop more and more spontaneous religious participation. 

There will be more religious vitality among the people. 

Use of empirical studies to prove the claims of RCTR 

Various studies have been conducted to prove the claims of RCTR. Some studies are in 

favour of them and some have found limitations in the use of methods by RCTR. 

It is accepted by rational choice theorists that choice of religious affiliation is different from 

choosing other products of everyday life. Religious affiliation is received through birth and is 

believed strongly. So making changes in religious choices is not very common or easily 

done. The reason for this according to RCTR theorist Stark and Finke can be explained by 

social and religious capital. 

Social capital means the network of personal relationships that an individual develops with 

other members of their religious organizations (Stark and Finke, 2000). Changing to new 

religious organizations cannot replenish that capital.  

Religious capital is the accumulated stock of religious knowledge and activities in which 

individuals already make a lot of investments (Iannaccone, 1990). According to Iannaccone 

the more an individual has religious capital the more the individual gains satisfaction from 

religious activity. 

From the above it can be understood why more younger age-group convert their religious 

affiliation because they have lesser religious capital. Also it can be understood why older 

people participate more in religious activities. 

Secularization and pluralism 

Rational choice theorists have from the beginning rejected the understanding that with 

modernity there has been more of secularity and marginalization in religion. Secularization 

as an inevitable process of modern society is a myth. There is a misunderstanding that 

modernity and religion are not compatible with each other. Losses of religious vitality, 

indifference to religion, low rates of church membership are not examples of secularization 

according to RCTR theorists. They have explained this through the example of United States  



 

 

Rational choice theorists have challenged traditional theorists by showing how United States 

which is one of the most technologically advanced country is also one of the most religious 

country. The reason for this is US has a free religious market while Europe has monopolistic 

authority and strict regulation.Through their studies of United States between 1776 and 1990 

Finke and Stark argue that the development of free competitive religious market resulted in 

the rise of more religious affiliation and church attendance. 

Iannaccone (1991) also applied RCTR to understand religious behaviour in 18 countries in 

Europe. More competition in religious market resulted in more church attendance in most of 

the European nations. Scandinavia is an example of how religious monopoly has reduced 

religious vitality. In Sweden (study by Finke,2007) subsidies in established church have 

affected the emergence of other religious organizations. In Germany bureaucratic rules have 

affected the same. All these studies therefore, reveal that less competition and more 

monopolist religious market reduces religious vitality.  

Sects, cults and movements 

Rational Choice Theory has also been applied to the empirical field of sects and cults. Stark 

and Bainbridge (1979, 1985, 1987) and Stark and Finke(2000) through their studies have 

defined sects and cults as deviant religious organizations. Sects are ‘deviant religious 

organization that breaks away from an established religious organization’. Cults on the other 

hand, refer to a deviant religious organization that is entirely new. Both Sects and cults are in 

high tension with the surrounding socio-cultural environment. 

Every religious organization is internally differentiated. Membership to the organization is 

also directed by such differentiation. Depending on the nature of allegiance membership can 

be of better-off or worse-off or between more-powerful and less-powerful. These differences 

lead to conflict within the organization. Such conflicts lead to emergence of different sects. 

The relatively deprived members break way to form sects. This happens when the former 

finds that the potential gains are much greater than the potential costs in moving out.  

According to Stark and Bainbridge(1987) there are four possible consequences of conflict 

within the religious organizations: 

i. The differing parties will balance each other and the group would be 

able to maintain unity and cohesion. It would be at an equilibrium 

tension with society. 

ii. The opposing parties will split the group into two. One will go 

churchward and the other will go sectward. 

iii. The most common possibility is that the powerful majority belief 

remains prominent and the whole group moves churchward. 

iv. The dissatisfied group becomes the majority and is able to move the 

whole group sectward. However this requires special conditions. 

These outcomes do not all follow the tenets of RCTR. Only in the schismatic sect 

movements do we find that the economic theoretical bases of RCTR are found. 

Empirical evidence of RCTR: Study on sects 



 

 

Iannacone’s work (1988, 1992, 1995 ) includes the principles of RCTR as part of his studies 

on sects. Iannocone has used the approach to analyse the main features of sects in terms of 

their strictness, conservatism, high levels of participation, low socio-economic social base 

and others. His work is also significant because of its emphasis on the role and nature of the 

‘free-rider’ in religious organizations. The concept of the ‘free-rider’ has been proposed by 

Iannacone in sociology of religion. The ‘free-rider’ is that member of the group who does not 

contribute to the resources or make any effort yet enjoys the privileges and provisions of the 

group. 

Sects are cautious in preventing such tendencies by putting costly demands on the 

members. They are highly demanding and are capable of restricting those whose 

commitment is less. The demands can be in the form of wearing particular dresses, 

prohibitions on food habits, distinct separate lifestyles and regulated behaviour patterns. 

These help the sect to be distinct from the others surrounding it. The demands also ensure 

that only those who truly value the sect and believe in it will become its member. The high 

commitment demanded from its members help the sects to avoid free-riders in the group. 

Sects by maintaining such norms become relatively segregated groups in society. However, 

to ensure gratification of its members, sects encourage friendships and socialization within 

the group. This results in high participation of the members in the life of the sects. 

Criticisms of Rational Choice Theory of Religion 

Critiques of RCTR attack the core principle of how to RCTR understands religion. Is it 

suitable to consider religious affiliation in terms of exchange value and rational choice, or is it 

simply a matter of choice? 

There is a fundamental difference between religion and consumer products. This has been 

explained by Bruce (1993) through his study. One does not change his/her religion based on 

changes in the market. One does not chose religion from what is in offer in the market. 

Rather religion is about belief and hence it is hardly changed at all. More so because 

commitment is a necessary characteristic of religious believers. Believers of religion accept it 

as the truth and there is no choice in accepting truth. The social and cultural backgrounds of 

individuals play a determining role in their choices. Beliefs are always shaped by the 

socialization and cultural environment in which individuals find themselves. RCTR is 

criticized for not considering these social, cultural, traditional and historical factors. 

Sherkat(1997) particularly criticizes RCTR’s focus on individual choices without regard to 

any socio-cultural context. Sherkat’s study shows that markets are always based on social 

relations. Religious markets are more based on social ties. According to Sherkat it is 

valuable to know the difference between choice and preference and not make them equal. 

An individual’s choice is not determined by preference alone but by the surrounding attitudes 

and reactions.  

Critics have criticized RCTR’s approach to what constitutes truth. Truth is not only 

embedded in the means-ends relationship that RCTR is stressing on. Truth can also reside 

in describing things as they are. In religion particularly truth prevails in such nature i.e. truth 

as making sense of things around us. Thus, RCTR emphasized more on what Weber 

described as Zweck Rationality. While in religion it is more a case of ‘Epistemic Rationality’.  



 

 

Epistemic rationality is a concept developed by Jerolmack and Porpora (2004) which is 

especially applicable for beliefs than for actions because it involves making sense of things. 

Beliefs stem from direct experience and are warranted by them. RCTR by emphasizing on 

mean-ends rationality ignores the role of experience as an important aspect of religion.  

RCTR also fails in approaching the punishment part of religion, the presence of evil and 

ethics in religion. The cost-benefit model of RCTR is also incapable of explaining the 

realization of values over personal advantages and cost in religion. 

The other very important critic of RCTR is that it equates religion with the belief in 

supernatural. Such an understanding is problematic for it shows ethnocentric bias. RCTR 

mainly serves the exclusivist western religions and cannot be applied to religions which are 

non-exclusivist.  

Finally, critics have pointed out to the neglect of social and cultural influences on religious 

choice and preference of people. The notion of religious markets is also highly problematic. 

Most essentially the non-availability of any accounting unit or currency makes the economic 

model less effective. 

Having discussed the critical points in RCTR, however mention should be made of its 

usefulness in dealing with sects and movements. The cause of sect formations and the role 

of the members can be discussed at length through RCTR approach. 

Conclusion 

While concluding the major effect of RCTR on sociology of religion has to be acknowledged. 

It has been able to show that religion can also involve active agency and human behaviour 

can be motivated by needs and desires and pursued with the help of means. RCTR is 

capable of bringing out religion from the dark zones of irrationality, delusion or false 

consciousness. RCTR is guilty of ‘economization’ of religion (Robertson 1992) but it is also 

true in showing the competition amongst religious organizations and the changing loyalties 

of its followers. 

RCTR should be applauded for being able to challenge the long-held belief that pluralism 

undermines religion. Finally, RCTR is an useful model of aggregate processes which has 

been able to effectively consider people as consumers of religion.  
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