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Dissertation Abstract 

 

“Migration, Risk Sharing Networks and Religious Choice” [Job Market Paper] 

 

Social and economic networks are especially important in the rapidly expanding urban 

environments in many developing economies. Networks facilitate entry into the urban economy, 

increase the returns to migration, and insure against risk. Religious networks, compared to ethnic 

or village networks which have been studied in the migration literature, are unique in allowing, 

and often encouraging, the entry of outside members. I posit the following hypothesis: as 

economic forces induce migration from rural to urban areas, migrants leave behind their village 

network at origin. On arrival in the city they join the optimal available network which, given 

their openness and institutional coordination, is found in religious communities. As a result, 

patterns of migration will be correlated with patterns of religious change, which may partially 

explain the rapid religious transition from ethnic religions towards Pentecostalism observed in 

many African nations. 

 

Additionally, while it is understood that outmigration from a community can weaken risk sharing 

networks, I consider the response of rural households to these weakened networks. I posit that 

rural religious institutions expand as households look to alternative sources for the benefits 

previously provided by the village network.  

 

Up until recently, there has been limited data available to study the role of religious institutions in 

migration. I present two new datasets from Ghana to address this scarcity. I firstly collect 

institutional data from a small sample of Pentecostal churches in Accra. I secondly use the Yale-

Northwestern ISSER Ghana Panel survey, adding a unit to the fourth wave of the panel to elicit 

information on the religious participation and denominational history of households.  

 

Identification of the effect of migration on the religious choices of migrants and out-migrant 

households are complicated by endogeneity concerns. To address this, I construct instruments for 

migration using a measure of household exposure to price shocks in both the gold mining industry 

and the construction industry. Using these instruments, I demonstrate that migration does influence 

the propensity to convert towards Pentecostalism, and further, induces conversion of households 

with outmigrants.  

 

To test for the mechanism, I use information on service provision, transfers, consumption 

smoothing, religious giving, and religious consumption to establish that religious institutions act 

as economic networks. I find that Pentecostal churches provide strong networks – Pentecostal 

churches provide more services and allow greater consumption smoothing, at the cost of greater 

religious involvement and religious contributions, consistent with the classic club goods model. I 

then examine changes in network benefits after migration and find that migrants who convert 

receive more benefits and are more successful at entering the job market. Origin households who 

convert are no better off than non-convert households.   

**(some of these results still forthcoming)** 
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