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indicated that they had always or almost always been encouraged by leaders to think about and
discuss their expectations about the volunteer work. And while approximately a third of volunteers
reported always or almost always talking about their volunteer experience with other volunteers
(32.2%; n = 129), a much smaller number felt encouraged by their leaders to think critically about their
work (17.7%; n = 70). Likewise, only one quarter of respondents report always or almost always being
given opportunities to make connections between their service and church teachings (23.1%; n = 94)
and being provided significant feedback from their leaders (25.1%; n = 99). The majority of boomer
volunteers indicate that such opportunities for reflection are not frequent within their service contexts.
This is a particularly significant finding as opportunity for reflection has often been identified as a
central component of the service learning process [37].

3.9. Diversity

Several items on the survey examined respondents’ exposure to diverse populations and contexts
as a result of their volunteer activity. Our data reveal that the most common types of differences
encountered by boomer volunteers were related to income (50.0%; n = 203), education (46.7%;
n = 189), personal habits (40.6%; n = 164), and race/ethnicity (37.5%; n = 153). We note that even
the most common differences encountered (i.e., income and education) were experienced by half
or less of the boomer volunteers. Differences that were less often encountered by volunteers were
physical/mental/emotional health difficulties (24.8%; n = 101), religious beliefs (24.2%; n = 95), sexual
orientation (10.4%; n = 40), and political ideas (16.2%; n = 61). These findings suggest that community
ministry most often brought volunteers into contact with individuals that they considered similar to
themselves in many of these categories. Furthermore, our data indicate that only a small percentage
of volunteers indicate that they frequently feel unsafe in their community ministry’s neighborhood
(6.2%; n = 25).

3.10. Community Voice

Two items gauged the volunteers’ perception of community ministries’ responsiveness to the
needs of service recipients. Our survey data reveal that less than a quarter of boomer volunteers
indicate always or almost always receiving information about the problems experienced by those
that they are helping (22.4%; n = 88). An even smaller proportion report being involved in programs
that include service recipients in planning and organizing (17.9%; n = 70). Indeed, the majority of
volunteers indicate that such measures to increase ministry responsiveness to service recipients are not
often characteristic of the programs with which they are involved. A significant area of improvement
for community ministry programs may be in this area.

3.11. Conflict

Finally, two items sought to assess the extent to which boomer volunteers experienced any
dissonance or personal conflict while engaged in community service. Our data suggest that very
few boomer volunteers feel that their service always or almost always creates stress in other areas of
their lives (3.7%; n = 15). Likewise, few reported always or almost always experiencing conflicts or
disagreements in their community ministry involvement (3.8%; n = 15). It appears that dissonance and
personal conflict are not significant problems experienced by most boomer volunteers.

To further examine the impact that service learning contexts may have on volunteers’ experience,
we developed a series of regression models examining the relationship between the five broad service
learning characteristics identified above and volunteers’ life satisfaction, motivation to serve, and
perceived change in values, behavior and faith. For these analyses, we created a composite measure for
each of the five service learning characteristics (i.e., program quality, reflection, diversity, community
voice, and conflict) by summing volunteers’ responses to the questions included in that category. These
composite measures represent volunteers’ evaluation of these aspects of their service learning contexts.
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Table 7 below presents the results of each of our regression models exploring the impact of service
learning characteristics.

Table 7. Standardized Coefficients for Regression of Service Learning Characteristics on Life Satisfaction,
Motivation to Serve, and Values, Behavior and Faith.

Dependent Variables

Independent
Variables

Life Satisfaction
(n = 303)

Motivation to
Serve

(n = 294)

Change in
Values

(n = 303)

Change in
Behavior
(n = 302)

Change in
Faith

(n = 295)

Male −0.021 −0.144 ** 0.012 0.040 0.041
Age −0.047 0.075 −0.083 −0.054 −0.133 *

Education 0.029 0.104 * −0.056 −0.093 −0.123 *
African

American 0.037 0.059 −0.099 −0.065 −0.214 ***

Active in
Congregation 0.093 −0.033 0.141 * 0.025 0.038

Program
Quality 0.113 0.072 0.075 −0.015 0.011

Reflection 0.073 0.198 ** 0.131 0.307 *** 0.145
Diversity 0.197 ** 0.332 *** 0.063 0.118 0.133 *

Community
Voice −0.067 −0.024 0.014 −0.116 0.002

Conflict 0.060 0.197 *** 0.149 * 0.183 ** 0.096
R2 0.11 0.35 0.11 0.14 0.12

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Results in the first model reveal a significant positive relationship between life satisfaction and
the opportunity to interact with diverse individuals and groups within the context of a congregation’s
community ministry (0.197; p < 0.01). Results from our second model reveal that contexts where
reflection on service is encouraged (0.198; p < 0.01), where volunteers are exposed to diverse individuals
and groups (0.332; p < 0.001), and where volunteers have experienced dissonance or personal conflict
(0.197; p < 0.001) are all positively related to an increased motivation to serve. The final three models
reveal that opportunities for reflection and the experience of conflict are both related to perceived
changes in the volunteers’ spiritual lives. The experience of dissonance or conflict is positively related
to perceived changes in values (0.149; p < 0.05) and behavior (0.183; p < 0.01) while the opportunity
for reflection on service is positively related to perceived changes in behavior (0.307; p < 0.001).
These findings provide additional support for the notion that the characteristics of service learning
contexts make a significant difference in the experience that boomer volunteers have. Further, they
demonstrate some of the unique ways that service learning characteristics shape the experience of
Protestant boomers.

4. How to Promote Boomer Recruitment, Retention, and Reflection

Within the limitations of our study, our findings on the outcomes of boomer volunteering and the
characteristics of the service context (placement quality, opportunities for reflection and application,
recipient diversity, and recipient involvement in planning) provide a basis for recommendations in
three key result areas—recruiting, retaining/recognizing, and reflecting. We offer evidence-informed
guidance to social workers, agency leaders, and congregational leaders in activating and sustaining
the involvement of Protestant boomer volunteers in ways that address community need, energize the
mission of the agency, and deepen the religious faith of the boomer.
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4.1. Recruiting

Our boomer congregational volunteers reported that volunteering benefitted them by greater
life satisfaction when compared with their non-volunteering counterparts as well as by changes
in their values, faith, and behavior. These outcomes of their volunteering are rarely recognized
or highlighted by leaders in congregations and community service organizations. Acknowledging
and communicating the potential impact of the service on the server provides an important tool in
recruitment and sustaining boomer volunteers. The reports of deeper life satisfaction and substantive
changes in values, faith, and behavior are evident and reflect outcomes that resonate with an age
cohort seeking meaningful engagement and opportunities to reset their trajectory for the second half
of life. Opportunities to strengthen faith and engage new values and behaviors may be viewed as
paths to finishing well.

Like most volunteers, religiously-affiliated boomers are seeking opportunities to do important,
meaningful, and challenging work in the community [4]. Our respondents reported that they always
or almost always experience these opportunities a little over 50% of the time while reporting that
challenging work occurs less than 45% of the time. According to these boomers, there is considerable
room for improvement in creating the kinds of volunteer venues that attract the boomers to community
service. Invitations should clearly specify the facets of the volunteering that offer meaning, importance,
and challenge.

Significant differences in barriers to volunteering between volunteers and non-volunteers were
reported in areas such as family caregiving, health, and transportation. Agency leadership and their
congregational colleagues should consider what resources could be applied to mitigating the effects of
these barriers, thereby allowing more opportunity for boomers to benefit from community engagement.

4.2. Retaining/Recognizing

A commitment to delivery of substantive volunteer opportunities that attract congregational
boomer volunteers also energizes retention. Community service volunteers will benefit from
an intentional evaluation process that periodically assesses the meaningfulness, importance, and
challenge of the volunteer assignment and improves assignments based on this continuous review and
change process.

Our respondents also reported disturbingly low frequency levels of program characteristics
associated with quality of the volunteering experience such as discovering the expectations for
volunteering; offering information on recipients; and providing feedback. These findings provide
specific ways that congregational boomer involvement can be sustained through careful matching
of volunteer expectations with a very specific description of the assignment and information on the
characteristics of recipients. Consistent feedback and “checking in” on service performance may
further promote retention and provide recognition for their engagement.

Previous research highlights the benefits of reciprocal relations between religious volunteers
and recipients including involving them in planning of service opportunities as well as the benefit
of serving those who differ from the boomer volunteer in some important way [20]. Respondents
reported rare occurrences of reciprocal relations. Many respondents reported frequent interaction
with recipients who differed from them by income, education, or personal habits. Apart from these
differences, however, our respondents tended to serve those with similar characteristics. To the extent
that increased reciprocity and “out of comfort zone” experiences promote personal and spiritual
change, agency and congregational leaders may find that paying attention to these service facets will
yield greater attractiveness to the venue and improved rates of retention.

4.3. Reflecting

As previously mentioned, faith and service have an interactive relationship, each informing the
other. Agency leaders who want to retain and sustain these volunteers should welcome opportunities
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for them to reflect on the meaning of the volunteering for their faith development. Unfortunately,
our respondents reported low levels of opportunities to benefit from this interactive relationship,
infrequently talking about their volunteering, engaging in critical reflection; and connecting their
community ministry with their religious beliefs. Agency and congregation leaders that encourage
congregations to provide venues for reflection will facilitate the spiritual and personal benefits of the
service. In some cases, these reflection opportunities will also help the boomer volunteer process the
opportunities and issues related to the implications of service for evangelism.

5. Study Limitations and Conclusions

The current study has several significant limitations that must be taken into consideration. The
first is the age of the data itself. The initial survey was administered in 2003 when members of the
boomer cohort were between the ages of 39 and 57. Thirteen years later, the oldest members of the
boomer cohort are now 70 and many are nearing or have already reached retirement age. This is
significant for the issue of volunteering because age and work status have been shown to impact the
amount of time individuals have to invest in volunteer service. We might expect that as members of
the boomer cohort enter retirement, average levels of involvement in volunteer service will increase.
While the current data cannot speak to this directly, they do suggest important factors that are likely to
impact boomers’ volunteer experiences as they have more time to commit to volunteering in the future.

It should also be noted that our findings are not generalizable to the entire population of
congregations and attenders in the U.S. Rather than using a random sample of national congregations,
we rely on a purposive sample of 35 Protestant congregations that were actively engaged in community
ministry at the time of the survey. Congregations were selected to include geographic, denominational,
and racial/ethnic diversity. Furthermore, data was collected only from individuals who were in
attendance at a congregation on the day the survey was conducted. In addition, the sample was limited
to Protestant Christians and did not address the volunteer experience of boomers in the context of
other faith traditions. It is imperative that future research address this population in other religious
and spiritual contexts.

Therefore, it is not possible to determine with any precision how representative our sample may
be of the membership of participating congregations or of congregations in the U.S. Because our survey
data are cross-sectional it is also not possible to determine the causal direction of the relationships we
have identified between volunteering and other aspects of volunteers’ lives and religious experience
(e.g., life satisfaction, motivation to serve, faith practices).

Finally, in the current study we have adapted the service-learning characteristics originally
developed by Eyler and Giles [37]. However, we included an additional category and survey items
that were intended to assess the extent to which volunteers have experienced any dissonance or
personal conflict while engaged in community service. In doing so, we expected that exposure
to situations and contexts where volunteers experienced such dissonance may promote personal
reflection and growth. However, our finding that less than four percent of boomer volunteers indicated
experiencing dissonance or conflict in their service contexts suggests to us that most respondents may
have interpreted the survey items more negatively than intended. Future research on the effects of
service learning contexts might benefit from a close examination of the ways that the experience of
conflict and dissonance impact service learning and volunteering.

Despite the limitations of the current study, our findings provide important information on the
relationship between volunteering and the religious lives of boomer volunteers. Consistent with
continuity theory [11], these boomers continued their engagement with the congregation and with
the community ministry as they transitioned to retirement at higher rates than their non-volunteering
counterparts. Also, indicators such as life satisfaction and changes in behavior, values, and faith
verified the significant salience of the congregationally-based volunteer role for the boomers we
sampled [13]. Further, our findings contribute to a growing body of literature examining the effects
that service learning contexts have on the experience of volunteers. Our data encourage leaders of
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congregational ministry programs to provide the types of supports that our findings suggest would
encourage service. This information will be valuable to social workers, congregational leaders, and
administrators in organizations which rely on the service of volunteers to provide programs and
services. Indeed, as more members of the boomer cohort approach retirement age over the next decade
and have additional time to volunteer in their communities and congregations, research programs like
this one will inform religious and community leaders as they intentionally match the unique beliefs,
assets, and motivations of this cohort with volunteer opportunities and organizational supports that
activate and sustain the vital work they do.
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Abstract: Congregations and other religious organizations are an important part of the social welfare
system in the United States. This article uses data from the 2012 National Congregations Study to
describe key features of congregational involvement in social service programs and projects. Most
congregations (83%), containing 92% of religious service attendees, engage in some social or human
service activities intended to help people outside of their congregation. These programs are primarily
oriented to food, health, clothing, and housing provision, with less involvement in some of the more
intense and long-term interventions such as drug abuse recovery, prison programs, or immigrant
services. The median congregation involved in social services spent $1500 per year directly on these
programs, and 17% had a staff member who worked on them at least a quarter of the time. Fewer
than 2% of congregations received any government financial support of their social service programs
and projects within the past year; only 5% had applied for such funding. The typical, and probably
most important, way in which congregations pursue social service activity is by providing small
groups of volunteers to engage in well-defined and bounded tasks on a periodic basis, most often in
collaboration with other congregations and community organizations.

Keywords: religion; social services; congregations; government funding; human services; volunteers;
National Congregations Study

1. Introduction

The most lasting and important legacy of the second Bush administration’s Faith-Based Initiative
is the large body of research it inspired about religious organizations’ place in our social welfare system.
The Faith-Based Initiative did not change much on the ground. Religious organizations, including
congregations, were an important part of our social welfare system long before the initiative, and they
still are. Religious organizations, including congregations, received public funding to support social
service activities long before the initiative, and they still do. All in all, religion’s contributions to our
social welfare system have not changed much since before the Faith-Based Initiative but, thanks to
the research inspired by the initiative, we know much more about these contributions than we did
before [1–3].

In this article we focus on congregations’ social service activities. Research and writing on
this subject in the midst of the Faith-Based Initiative was shaped by the policy debate, with those
sympathetic to the initiative emphasizing the extent of social services performed by congregations
and how much more they might be capable of doing, while those unsympathetic to the initiative
emphasized how little social services congregations did, and the limits of what they reasonably could
be expected to do [4–8]. With the fading of the Faith-Based Initiative, it now is clear that the policy
debate obscured a fair degree of consensus concerning the basic facts about the extent and limits of
congregations’ social service work. Here we use data from the 2012 National Congregations Study to
describe several key features of congregations’ contemporary social service activity.
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Religions 2016, 7, 55

2. Data and Methods

2.1. Data

The National Congregations Study (NCS) is a survey of a nationally representative sample of
religious congregations from across the religious spectrum, conducted in 1998, 2006, and 2012. In those
years, the General Social Survey (GSS)—a well-known in-person survey of a nationally representative
sample of non-institutionalized, English- or Spanish-speaking adults conducted by NORC at the
University of Chicago [9]—asked respondents who said they attend religious services at least once
a year where they worship. The congregations named by these people constitute a representative
cross-section of American congregations. The NCS then contacted those congregations and interviewed
someone, usually a clergyperson or other leader, about the congregation’s people, programs, and
characteristics. Between the three waves of the NCS we now know about the demographics, leadership
situation, worship life, programming, surrounding neighborhood, and more, of 3815 congregations.

The 2012 NCS (NCS-III) gathered data from 1331 congregations. The cooperation rate—the
percentage of contacted congregations who agreed to participate—was 87%. The overall response
rate, calculated in line with the RR3 response rate developed by the American Association for Public
Opinion Research [10], but not taking account of the GSS’s own response rate, is between 73% and 78%.
We report a range because the exact response rate depends on assumptions about the congregations
associated with GSS respondents who declined to nominate a congregation after stating that they
attended more than once a year.

The probability that a congregation appears in the NCS-III sample is proportional to its size:
larger congregations are more likely to be in the sample than smaller congregations. Using weights to
retain or undo this over-representation of larger congregations corresponds to viewing the data either
from the perspective of attendees at the average congregation or from the perspective of the average
congregation, without respect to its size. More information about this and other NCS methodological
details is available elsewhere [11–14].

2.2. Variables

The 2012 NCS asked congregational informants, “Has your congregation participated in or
supported social service, community development, or neighborhood organizing projects of any sort
within the past 12 months?” Respondents were instructed to exclude any “projects that use or rent
space in your building but have no other connection to your congregation.” Any numerical estimate of
the extent of congregations’ social service activity depends on the exact way questions are asked and
the extent of probing, and we know that more informal social service activities remain underreported
without additional probing. Recognizing this, respondents who said “no” to this initial social services
question were also asked, “Within the past 12 months, has your congregation engaged in any human
service projects, outreach ministries, or other activities intended to help people who are not members
of your congregation?” Congregations responding “yes” to either of these questions are considered to
be engaged in social service activity of some sort.

In 2012, respondents who said “yes” to either of these questions were asked how many programs
they sponsored or participated in within the last year. If they said four or fewer, they were asked
to describe each program in an open-ended way. If they said more than four, they were asked to
describe their four most important programs. The median number of programs reported was two for
all congregations and three for congregations reporting some social service activity, with 73% of the
latter reporting four or fewer programs. Five percent of congregations reported 15 or more distinct
social service programs.

Interviewers were instructed to probe for each mentioned program’s purpose (up to four
programs), and they recorded verbatim the descriptions offered by the respondent. These verbatim
descriptions were coded into a set of non-mutually-exclusive variables, each one indicating a specified
program characteristic or area. Substantively, these variables indicate congregational participation in a
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wide variety of arenas, including food, clothing, health, housing, disaster relief, domestic violence,
prisons, employment, and immigration. Two coders independently coded each verbatim response,
with disagreements resolved by a referee.

Congregations that mentioned social service activity were asked follow-up questions about how
these activities were supported. For each program mentioned (up to four), informants were asked
“whether it is a program or project completely run by your congregation, or whether it is a program
that is run by or in collaboration with other groups or organizations.” Additional questions were
asked regarding all of a congregation’s social service programs, not just its most important four: how
much money was directly spent by the congregation on all of the programs, whether or not a staff
person devoted at least 25% of his or her time in the past 12 months to these projects, whether the
congregation received outside funds to support these activities, whether any outside funds came from
government sources, and whether the congregation applied within the last two years for a government
grant to support any of these activities. These items help us to assess the depth of congregational
involvement in social services.

Two additional items in the NCS survey help assess congregational interest in social services:
whether they have had a representative of a social service organization as a visiting speaker in the past
year, and whether within the past year they had a group, meeting, class, or event to plan or conduct an
assessment of community needs.

To assess differences across religious groups in social service activity, we use a modified version
of a standard categorization [15] of congregations into five broad religious traditions: Roman Catholic,
white liberal/mainline Protestant, white conservative/evangelical Protestant, black Protestant, and
non-Christian congregations. These subgroups were constructed based primarily on denominational
affiliations. Protestant congregations with at least 80% of the regularly participating adults of
African or African American descent were placed in the black Protestant category, regardless of
denomination. White Protestant congregations unaffiliated with any denomination were placed in the
evangelical category.

2.3. Assessing Change over Time

Brad Fulton’s article in this volume [16] examines stability and change in congregations’ social
service activity, so we will not say much about changes between 1998 and 2012. Still, we should
mention two methodological details that are relevant for assessing change over time with these data.

First, the two-question strategy described above to identify congregations doing any social
services is the same one used in the 2006 NCS, but different from the approach used in the 1998 NCS,
when congregations were asked only the first of these questions. This means that assessing change
since 1998 requires constructing 2006 and 2012 numbers that are comparable to 1998 numbers. This
can be done by ignoring responses to the follow-up question and analytically treating the 2006 and
2012 congregations that said “no” to the initial question the same way they were treated in 1998.

Second, the 1998 and 2006 NCS surveys allowed congregations to name and describe all of their
social service programs, with no limit. The 2012 NCS limited these descriptions to a congregation’s
most important four programs. As noted above, even in 2012, questions about funding and staff
support were asked with all congregational programs in mind, not just the most important four,
so responses to those questions are in principle comparable over time, although interpretive caution
still is advised since the context in which those questions were asked was not identical. Even more
caution should be used when interpreting results implying change over time that are produced with
information that was gathered about every program in 1998 and 2006 but only about the most important
four programs in 2012. This includes information about specific program areas and information about
collaborators. If, for example, a congregation’s fifth most important program was aimed at helping
people get jobs, that congregation would be coded as having a jobs program in 1998 and 2006 but
not in 2012. Researchers using these data to investigate change over time should keep these details
in mind.
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3. Results

Congregations focus most of their time and resources on worship services, religious education,
and pastoral care of their members. At the same time, however, almost all also serve the needy
beyond their walls in some fashion. In 2012, the vast majority of congregations (83%) reported some
involvement in social or human services, community development, or other projects and activities
intended to help people outside the congregation. Since larger congregations are more likely to engage
in social service work, this means that virtually all Americans (92%) who attend religious services
attend a congregation that is somehow active in this way. Mainline Protestant, Roman Catholic, and
Jewish congregations are somewhat more likely to report social service activity (approximately 90% in
each group) than evangelical or black Protestant congregations (approximately 80% in each group).
This difference is statistically significant at p < 0.05. Among Christian traditions, a regression analysis
shows that this difference occurs because there are more small, rural, and less-wealthy churches in
the latter two groups. Regardless of these characteristics, Jewish congregations were more likely to be
involved in social service activity. In any event, the vast majority of congregations in each of these
religious traditions engages in some sort of social service work.

Congregations participate in a great variety of social service activities, but some types of activities
are much more common than others. Figure 1 shows the variation. The single most common kind
of helping activity involves food assistance, with more than half (52%) of all congregations—almost
two-thirds (63%) of congregations active in social service—mentioning feeding the hungry among their
four most important social service programs. Addressing health needs (21%), building or repairing
homes (18%), and providing clothing or blankets to people (17%) also were among the more commonly
mentioned activities, though they were much less common than food assistance. Even more rarely
mentioned by congregations as one of their most important four social service projects are those
requiring longer-term commitments and more intensive interaction with the needy. Programs aimed at
helping prisoners, victims of domestic violence, the unemployed, substance abusers, and immigrants,
for example, each are listed by fewer than 5% of congregations as one of their most important four
programs, and only 11% of congregations place any one of these activities on their top-four list.

Figure 1. Congregational participation in selected social service program areas, 2012.

These results show that congregations are involved in an impressive range of activities,
but categories like “food assistance” or “housing/shelter” encompass a great deal of variation both
in the nature of the specific activity and in the intensity of congregational involvement in that arena.
Food assistance, for example, includes donating money to a community food bank, participating
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in a Crop Walk fundraiser, supplying volunteers who serve dinner at a homeless shelter once a
month, or operating a food pantry or soup kitchen. Congregations might address housing needs by
organizing a team of volunteers to participate in a Habitat for Humanity project, or they might partner
with city government to build affordable housing. Health assistance includes providing wheelchair
ramps or home cleaning for disabled people, hosting health fairs or speakers on health-related issues,
or supporting water projects in developing countries.

Table 1 helps us assess the depth of congregations’ social service involvement. Its three panels
provide information about the extent to which congregations are involved at all in social services,
the extent to which they display an interest in social services that is serious enough to have had an
outside speaker from a social service organization or a group that conducted a community needs
assessment, and the extent to which they are more deeply involved in social services.

Table 1. Involvement in social services by religious congregations in the USA, 2012.

Type of Involvement All Congregations a Involved Congregations a

Any Involvement 83.1% 100%

Expression of Interest

Hosted a visiting speaker from local social service organization
in past year 31.3% 35.2%

Planned or conducted an assessment of community needs in
past year 56.7% 63.5%

Deeper Involvement

Median # of social service projects per congregation in past year 2 3
One or more paid staff spent more than 25% of time on social
service projects in past year 14.0% 16.9%

Median amount spent on social service projects per
congregation in past year $700 $1500

Received outside funding support for social service programs in
past year 9.0% 10.8%

Received government funding support for social service
programs in past year 1.6% 1.9%

Applied for a government grant within past two years 4.9% 5.8%
Started a separate nonprofit organization for human service
projects or outreach in past two years 8.9% 10.1%

a The denominator in the first column is all congregations; the denominator in the second column is
congregations that are involved in social services.

As we noted above, the vast majority of congregations—83%, containing 92% of religious service
attendees—report some manner of social service involvement by saying “yes” to one of the NCS’s
two basic questions asking about such involvement. More than half (57%) say that they conducted a
community needs assessment in the last year, and almost one third (31%) say that they had a visiting
speaker in the last year who represented a social service organization. Although, as we noted earlier,
we will not focus in this article on stability and change over time, it is worth noting that a larger
percentage of congregations displayed interest in social services in 2012 than in 1998. In 1998, only
22% of congregations had a speaker from a social service agency and only 37% reported having done a
community needs assessment in the last year. In 2006, the percentages were 31% and 48%, respectively.
Both of those increases are statistically significant. Congregations appeared to be somewhat more
interested in social services and in government funding in 2012 than they were in 1998, perhaps
reflecting the fact that the Faith-Based Initiative captured people’s attention and, to some extent, their
imaginations, even if it changed little, if anything, about the nature and extent of congregational
involvement in social services. (See Brad Fulton’s article in this volume [16] for a more detailed
assessment of changes since 1998 in congregations’ social service activities.)

The bottom panel of Table 1 shows that, despite nearly universal involvement in some sort of social
service activity and relatively high levels of interest in the needs of their surrounding communities
and the wider world of social service organizations, congregations’ social service activities typically
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fall on the less intensive side of the range of activities mentioned above. Only 14% of congregations
have at least one staff member devoting at least a quarter of their work time to social service projects.
And, even excluding congregations who say that they do no social services, the median congregation
in 2012 spent only $1500 directly on its social service activities, which amounts to about 2% of the
average congregation’s budget.

Looking at other indicators of a deeper involvement in social services, 9% of congregations had at
least one program supported with outside funding. Especially in light of all the media and research
attention given the Faith-Based Initiative, congregational participation in government funding for
social services seems strikingly low. Fewer than 2% of congregations had programs supported by a
grant from a local, state, or national government agency, and only 5% had applied for a government
grant within the last two years, while 9% of congregations reported starting a nonprofit organization
focused on human services or outreach in that same time period. All of these numbers, not incidentally,
are qualitatively similar to comparable NCS numbers from both 1998 and 2006, as Brad Fulton
documents elsewhere in this volume [16]. The Faith-Based Initiative did not increase congregational
receipt of public funds in support of their social service activity.

4. Discussion

Many of the numbers we report above might seem small, but they in fact represent a substantial
amount of congregational contribution to community well-being. The $1500 of direct congregational
spending on their social service programs, for example, may not include special offerings congregations
often gather for specific charitable purposes, the dollar value of their in-kind contributions to
community organizations, or the dollar value of staff time in congregations where staff work on
social service projects. Of course, congregations also support social service work through donations
to denominational social service organizations like Catholic Charities, Lutheran Social Services, and
Jewish Family Services.

Calculating the total monetary value of the material contributions congregations make to
communities outside their own walls is very difficult. Jeff Biddle, drawing on data from a variety of
sources, estimated that congregations spend 29% of their income on what he called “philanthropic
activities” [17]. This estimate probably overstates congregations’ spending beyond their own walls.
Other calculations suggest that congregations spend only about 15% of their income on things other
than running the local congregation [18,19]. But these low estimates assume that all of the money that
congregations give to their denominations and other mission organizations is for charitable purposes,
and conversely they assume that none of the money that congregations spend on their own operations
benefits people beyond the membership. Neither of these assumptions is accurate. Some of the money
that congregations send to their denominations supports organizational infrastructure and activities
aimed mainly at members, such as seminary education for future leaders, regional and national offices
of a denomination, or annual meetings of the denomination. On the other hand, some money spent
on a congregation’s local operations benefits people other than members, as when a clergyperson or
other paid staff member spends time on a community project or when a community group uses a
congregation’s building for little or no charge. This accounting also misses other kinds of publicly
beneficial action commonly taken by congregations, such as when they gather a special collection
for an unbudgeted charitable purpose like disaster relief or organize members for volunteer work of
various sorts. Another attempt to take more of this activity into account concluded that congregations
spent 23% of their annual budgets on social and community service ([4], p. 88). The most prudent
conclusion given the current state of knowledge is that between 15 and 30 percent of congregational
income is spent in ways that benefit non-members.

Whatever the precise number, congregations clearly contribute a lot of material resources to their
local communities and beyond. If we use the most conservative estimate mentioned in the previous
paragraph—that beyond the 2% in direct cash outlays on social services, 15% of congregational income
is spent in ways that benefit nonmembers—it would mean that about $17 billion of the $115 billion
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given to religious organizations in 2014 benefited non-members [20]. This estimate is too high since
$115 billion was given to all religious organizations, not just congregations. A more conservative
estimate would take 15% of the $22.1 billion contributed to congregations in a large but not complete
subset of denominations in 2013 ([19], pp. 1, 17), yielding $3.3 billion spent by congregations in
ways that benefit nonmembers. This number probably is too low, since it is based on an estimate of
total giving to congregations that does not include all congregations, but even by this conservative
estimate, it is clear that congregations’ financial contributions to their communities are substantial in
absolute terms.

Several other numbers in Table 1 similarly represent substantial contributions. There are more
than 300,000 congregations in the United States. If 14% of all congregations have a staff person devoting
quarter time to social services, that means that more than 40,000 congregations are engaged in that
way. If 9% started a nonprofit organization devoted to human services in the last two years, this means
that congregations created more than 27,000 new social service organizations in the last two years.
Since a small percentage of a large number equals a large number, the relatively small percentages of
congregations that are more deeply engaged in social services still adds up to a substantial amount
of activity.

A comparative perspective also provides helpful context for understanding the extent of
congregations’ contributions. The basic observation here is that congregations’ level of social service
involvement compares favorably to levels of effort observed in other organizations whose main
purpose, like congregations, is something other than charity or social service. In what other set of
organizations whose primary purpose is something other than charity or social service do the vast
majority engage in at least some social service, however peripherally? In what other organizational
population do as many as 52% somehow help to feed the hungry, 17% distribute clothing, 12% serve
the homeless, or 14% have staff devoting at least a quarter of their time to social service activities?

Burton Weisbrod’s “collectiveness index” helps us compare congregations to other organizations
in this regard [21]. This index measures the percentage of an organization’s revenue that comes
from contributions, gifts, and grants rather than from either sales or membership dues. The logic
is that an organization is more publicly beneficial the more it benefits individuals beyond its own
customers, members, or constituents, and that income from contributions, gifts, and grants measures
that propensity. The estimates of congregations’ philanthropic contributions described above can be
understood as implying a “collectiveness” score for congregations of between 15 and 30. That is, if 15%
of congregations’ income is spent trying to improve the well-being of nonmembers, we can say that 85%
of member donations can be understood as “dues” and 15% as a “gift” that supports congregations’
publicly beneficial activities. Estimates of congregational spending beyond their walls that come out
on the high side—closer to 30%—place congregations in the same vicinity as organizations primarily
engaged in welfare (which score 43), advocacy (40), instruction and planning (37), and housing (31).
Calculations that come out more on the low side still place congregations in the respectable company of
Meals on Wheels (16), as well as organizations primarily engaged in legislative and political education
(18), or general education (18).

Even the 2% of their income that congregations spend directly on social services looks impressive
in comparative perspective. What other organizations whose primary purpose is something other
than social service devote, on average, as much as 2% of their income to social services? To offer one
comparison, corporations devote only about 1% of their pretax profits to charity. In absolute terms
the $17.8 billion in charitable donations given by corporations in 2014 [20] probably amounts to more
than the total amount given by congregations, but, as a proportion of total income, congregations’
public-serving activity compares well to the charitable activity of other organizations whose main
purpose is neither charity nor social service.

All this said, the typical and probably most important way in which congregations pursue social
service activity is not with direct financial contributions. It is by organizing small groups of volunteers
to carry out well-defined tasks on a periodic basis. Examples abound: fifteen people spending several
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Saturdays renovating a house, five people cooking and serving dinner to the homeless one night a
week, ten young people spending a summer week painting a school, ten people traveling to the sight
of a natural disaster to provide assistance for a week, a couple of dozen people raising money in a Crop
Walk, and so on. In this light, it is no accident that congregations are most active in areas like food
assistance and home repair in which small groups of volunteers focused on a bounded task can be put
to best use. Congregations are very good—perhaps uniquely good in American society—at mobilizing
volunteers for this kind of work, work that usually is done, not incidentally, in collaboration with other
congregations or service organizations rather than alone. In 2012, 75% of congregations that reported
any social service activity collaborated with other congregations or service organizations on at least
one of their most important four programs.

Volunteer-based action has limits, of course, and attempts to push congregation-based volunteers
beyond these limits (such as attempting to engage them in open-ended mentoring relationships with
women transitioning from welfare to work) are fraught with difficulties [22], but congregations are
and will continue to be valuable participants in our social welfare system, especially in collaboration
with social service organizations able to use what congregations are best able to supply: small groups
of volunteers charged with tasks that are well defined and bounded in scope and time.

5. Conclusions

All things considered, a fairly clear and stable picture has emerged about the extent, nature, and
limits of congregations’ social service activities. Most congregations focus primarily on their religious
activities: worship services, religious education, and pastoral care for their own members. Virtually
all also do something that can be considered social service, social ministry, or human service work.
Some congregations do quite a lot of this, and a small percentage even receive government grants to
support such work, but for the vast majority of congregations such activity remains a more peripheral,
volunteer-driven part of what they do. Most congregational involvement in social service activity
occurs in collaboration with other community organizations, and most activity is focused on meeting
short-term, immediate needs, especially the need for food. The most typical, and important, form in
which congregations engage in social services is by mobilizing small groups of volunteers to engage in
well-defined and bounded tasks on a periodic basis.

Even though social service involvement is not their primary activity, congregations make
impressive contributions in this arena. Few other organizations, aside from those whose express
purpose is social service, conduct assessments of community needs and raise awareness of such to
the same extent. The amount of time that paid staff and congregation-based volunteers devote to
service outside the congregation itself are also significant contributions. This is the picture consistently
painted by the NCS and by other research on congregations’ social services. Freed from the need to
discern this picture’s implications for a politicized Faith-Based Initiative, we can more easily establish
a common ground of knowledge and understanding about congregations’ social service work.
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The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

GSS General Social Survey
NCS National Congregations Study
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Abstract: In the following, we characterize the contemporary conservative Evangelical movement as
an example of contentious politics, a movement that relies on both institutional and noninstitutional
tactics to achieve political outcomes. Examining multiple institutional and legislative outcomes
related to the Faith Based Initiative, we seek to understand why some states have established state
faith-based bureaucracies and passed significantly more faith-based legislation. We find that the
influence of elite movement actors within state Republican parties has been central to these policy
achievements. Furthermore, we find that the presence of movement-inspired offices increase the
rate of adoption of legislation, and the passage of symbolic policies increases the likelihood of
passage of more substantive faith-based legislation. We argue that the examination of multiple
outcomes over time is critical to capturing second order policy effects in which new institutions,
the diffusion of legislation and institutions, and increasing policy legitimacy may shape subsequent
legislative developments.

Keywords: faith-based; religion; state policy; social movements; conservative Evangelical

1. Introduction

Religious groups have long played a crucial role in the delivery of social services [1,2] From short
term needs such as food pantries and soup kitchens, to more long term activities like drug treatment
and job training [3], faith-based organizations have been a pillar of the social service sector [1–3]. While
these groups have long done these activities on their own, in the mid-1990s there was a new push
by some conservative Republicans to make these groups the default purveyors of social services and
severely limit the role of government in these services [4,5]. This effort, known as the faith-based
initiative, may have long fallen off the front page, but remains an important feature of the political
landscape for many religious organizations.

Faith-based initiatives encompass a variety of laws and practices aimed at increasing the role
of religion in government-funded social services [4]. A domestic policy priority for the Bush
administration, during the Bush years, faith-based organizations received over two billion a year
in grants on average [6]. Beyond the money, the faith-based initiatives created a new seat at the
table of government agencies for religious groups and allowed them access to government officials
in a way they had never had before [4], fundamentally altering how religious organizations and
government interact.

Between 1996 and 2009, the most active years for the faith-based initiative, over 30 states created
new faith-based liaison positions, state governments passed over 300 laws, and 11 federal government

Religions 2016, 7, 71; doi:10.3390/rel7060071 www.mdpi.com/journal/religions186



Religions 2016, 7, 71

offices created faith-based offices. Conservative preferences for smaller government, a reduced welfare
state, and privatization of public services have meshed nearly seamlessly with a genuine desire
by many religious organizations to provide social services. In addition, this disposition has been
supported aggressively by elements of the conservative Evangelical movement with an interest in
fundamentally transforming the relationship between church and state. While less known than
the battles over abortion or same sex marriage, we view these initiatives as extremely important
developments in modern church/state relations.

In this paper, we trace the institutionalization and passage of faith-based initiatives at the state
level from their inception in Texas under then Governor George Bush through his years as president
during which the faith-based initiative was pursued with the most vigor at the state level. We
examine multiple institutional and legislative outcomes related to faith-based initiatives, in order to
better understand how Evangelical political elites and their allies have been so successful in creating
faith-based institutions and uncover the drivers of the substantial variation in the volume of faith-based
legislation passed within states over time. It is important to note that, while the Obama administration
renamed the White House Office of Faith-Based Initiatives to include community and neighborhood
partnerships, the office is intact, and all previously established federal faith-based government offices
and liaisons have remained in place. Additionally, many states have maintained their faith-based
bureaucracies even without the support of the Bush administration1. Thus, while the initiative certainly
is not the domestic policy priority it once was, the supportive bureaucracies and policies remain largely
in place.

To support the initiative, President Bush spent federal funds, created various federal level
faith-based offices, and strongly encouraged states to follow his lead by enacting laws and policies
in line with what he had done in Texas and at the federal level. Following the lead, 37 states created
faith-based liaisons and enacted over 300 new laws that fundamentally reshaped how government
interacts with religious groups [4]. This dramatic creation of a whole new area of public policy deserves
our attention for several reasons. First, by examining the Faith-based Initiative, we begin to understand
not just how faith-based policies became so popular over time, but also how and why other social
policies can move to the forefront of a state’s policy agenda. Our findings emphasize the importance
of the utilization, by movement actors and allies, of political institutions and the elevation of activists
to governing positions as a tactic for the creation of favorable policy. We find that the creation of
movement-inspired bureaucracies and policy diffusion increases the likelihood of the subsequent
passage of faith-based legislation. In addition, the passage of largely symbolic policies is found
to increase the likelihood of more substantive legislative outcomes down the road. We view these
dynamics as central to understanding the political successes of the conservative Evangelical movement
in this policy area.

Second, we contribute to a broader understanding of policy successes by the contemporary
conservative movement. In recent decades, the conservative Evangelical movement has become an
increasingly salient feature of the political landscape throughout the United States [7,8]. Encompassing
a variety of organizational actors ranging from religious organizations and interest groups to traditional
social movement organizations, this movement strives to increase the presence of a particular brand
of Christianity in public life through both cultural and political change. These varied efforts are
often issue specific, including support for anti-abortion legislation, school prayer, and anti-evolution
initiatives. We use the term movement here, but the development and expansion of the Faith-based

1 While the White House no longer tracks offices, the majority of states that created faith-based offices have maintained those
offices or have maintained some level of faith based bureaucracy within the government. Twenty-three states currently with
faith-based offices or liaisons in various agencies are: Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia,
Indiana, Illinois, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, New Jersey, New York, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma,
Tennessee, Texas, Utah, and Virginia. There are very likely additional liaisons, however, without a singular agency tracking
liaisons their identification is significantly more difficult.

187



Religions 2016, 7, 71

Initiative is not well described by a traditional social movement narrative. Rather the story is one
of elite movement actors utilizing institutional tactics and existing political institutions to pursue
movement goals. In essence, Evangelical movement actors and their allies have transformed the
political opportunity structure and managed, through the creation of faith-based offices and liaisons,
to literally incorporate movement goals into the bureaucratic fabric of the state. While this is distinct
in many ways from the experience of a typical outsider social movement, we find this account to
be consistent with, and even anticipated, by a broader contentious politics framework [9] as we
detail below.

Finally, our approach underlines the utility of taking a multifaceted and longitudinal perspective
on policy developments and the benefits of attention to the manner in which political gains, even
symbolic ones, may transform future opportunities for success. Given that for many the Faith-based
Initiative has receded into obscurity, it bears emphasizing that this policy initiative represents an
important and consequential shift in governing philosophy and practice in regards to church-state
separation, as well as a codification of the desire to move social services out of the government sector
and into the religious sector [5]. Furthermore, the faith-based initiatives are of enduring significance as
the victories for Evangelical activists in this policy area in many ways paved the way for, and shaped
the strategies of, subsequent campaigns in a variety of policy arenas.

1.1. Brief History of the Faith-Based Initiative

The original implementation of the Faith-based Initiative, then known as Charitable Choice,
passed as a component of the 1996 Welfare Reform Act [4]. There were two underlying goals of this
legislation, increasing cooperation between religious groups and government agencies and increasing
the amount of funding going to religious groups providing social services [10–12]. The passage
of Charitable Choice and the subsequent Faith-based Initiative policies that followed in 2001 were
the result of many years of lobbying by elite Evangelical movement activists who used their power
within the Republican Party to promote these measures and create a new sustained state and federal
level faith-based bureaucracy [4,13]. It cannot be overstated how central the efforts of conservative
Evangelical actors were to early victories for the Faith-based Initiative at both the federal and state
level. Unprecedented access was first gained in Texas under then-Governor George W. Bush who
worked with Evangelical activists such as Marvin Olasky and Chuck Colson while creating these
policies [4,14–16]. In 1996, Governor Bush created the first state faith-based liaisons and worked
with state legislators to significantly alter state law regarding religion in the social service sector.
Subsequently, other states, such as South Carolina, Oklahoma and New Jersey, followed suit with
similar laws. Following the assumption of office by the Bush administration in 2001, significantly
more states began to implement faith-based policies and practices in innovative ways, creating a wide
variety of faith-based policies ranging from faith-based offices to special grant writing seminars, and
even exclusive funding streams that were eventually declared unconstitutional [4].

Unlike some previous social policy changes, such as Civil Rights legislation or the Equal Rights
Amendment, which had their roots in broad-based movement activism, the institutionalization of
faith-based policies did not emerge from a groundswell of bottom-up movement support [16–19].
There were no marches in the street or petitions being signed in churches demanding change in state
and federal policy. The political backers of the Faith-based Initiative have had to create a supportive
constituency for their policy after it was already in place. This push from movement activists at all
levels of government has resulted in the implementation of some type of faith-based policy or practice
in nearly every state [20], with many states creating extensive faith-based bureaucratic structures that
continue to exist long after initial efforts.
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Since 1996, 37 states have created a faith-based liaison position, and 24 of these states also created
a faith-based office (see Figure 1)2. In general, these offices have offered assistance and outreach
to faith-based groups, as well as some help connecting with state organizations and navigating the
federal government’s grants systems [4]. Interviews with faith-based liaisons suggest that these
offices and liaisons became either witting or unwitting insider movement activists [21] In one study,
which involved interviews with 30 of 34 state faith-based liaisons between 2002 and 2005, all liaisons
interviewed discussed reaching out to state legislators, state agencies, or working with governors to
access funds directly or indirectly [4]. In addition to the proliferation of offices and liaison positions,
the increase in state-level faith-based legislation was dramatic. Between 1996 and 2000, only 41 laws
passed in a total of 10 states. Between 2001 and 2009 an additional 347 laws passed in 44 states (see
Figure 2). During these years, the Faith-based Initiative became well established in the legal landscape
of many states.

Figure 1. State creation of offices of faith-based and community initiatives and faith-based liaisons
1996–2009.

Figure 2. Faith-based legislation 1996–2009.

2 Currently, 23 of these states still have offices; however, it is unclear how many still have liaisons since many liaisons are in a
variety of government offices, and the White House is no longer tracking which states have liaisons.
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1.2. Literature Review

1.2.1. The Conservative Evangelical Movement and the Faith Based Initiative

In implementing faith-based policies across state bureaucracies and legislative landscapes, the
conservative Evangelical movement met the twin goals of creating social policy based on conservative
Christian ideals and attempting to shift the burden of care away from the government and to
religious groups [4,5]. To effectively implement policy and change government bureaucracy, the
conservative Evangelical movement relied on a number of non-traditional movement tactics that
sought to transform the character of government institutions in order to implement these policies [4].
While social movements are traditionally viewed as outsiders, in reality, social movements often use a
wide range of both institutional and noninstitutional tactics. Public interest groups may engage on
occasion in noninstitutional tactics (such as organizing protest events), and many movements have
institutionalized over time into hybrid interest group/social movement organizations [22]. This latter
type of organization may function more like a social movement during issue campaigns and more like
a public interest group during periods of demobilization. Central to these phenomena are coordinated
efforts by actors with shared interests to influence governments [22].

Tarrow [23] argues that the long history of American religious social movements is distinctly
characterized by repeated entry into the realm of conventional politics, more so than any other category
of social movement. From this perspective, the contemporary conservative Evangelical movement is
not an anomaly, but directly in line with historical precedents. We view the conservative Evangelical
“movement” as a complex phenomenon comprised of a diverse and ever-shifting range of organizations
and issue campaigns. Traditional social movement organizations utilizing noninstitutional tactics do
make up a portion of this social and political movement, but these are neither the elements nor tactics
that have driven the development of the Faith-based Initiative. Thus, while there is a long rich history
of populist evangelical movements and issue campaigns [24,25], we are focusing here on a specific
effort and policy development that is particularly elite-driven and, we argue, better understood from a
perspective that emphasizes the use of institutional and insider tactics.

1.2.2. Conservative Evangelical Movement and Institutional Tactics

It has been argued that a hallmark of recent conservative social movements is that they often
do not utilize protest or disruption [7]. Rather, these movements rely more heavily on traditional
institutional tactics (mobilizing voters, lawsuits, petitions, and lobbying) and efforts to transform the
political culture and climate by electing their own members to public office [7,8,26–31].

This specific tactic of entry into institutional political arenas has been critical to the policy
accomplishments of the conservative Evangelical movement, as it has provided access to elite political
institutions [7,8]. Such access has long been conceptualized as key to movement influence and
success [32]. For more traditional “outsider” movements, access to, and influence upon, political
institutions may be sought through activities such as lobbying, protest, or attempts to shape public
opinion [32]. For the movement actors involved in the promotion of the Faith-based Initiative, access
has been cultivated by merging, in a sense, with political and state institutions through the election and
appointment of movement actors to office and through the creation of new government institutions
charged with the pursuit of movement goals [28,30,31].

Members of many social movements have pursued this specific approach of effecting social
change and achieving movement goals by holding either political or bureaucratic positions within
the state [33]. Santoro and McGuire [34] refer to such individuals as “institutional activists” who use
their insider status to promote outsider goals and highlight the roles of such activists in influencing
the content of policies pursued by the civil rights and women’s movements. While not unique to
the conservative Evangelical movement [33], we believe it fair to argue that this movement has been
uniquely successful in the use of this particular tactic. Since at least the 1980s, many elite movement
actors explicitly advocated entry into governing institutions as an effective route to achieving social and
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political change [7,28,30,31]. From school boards to state level elections, and finally to the presidential
election in 2000, movement leaders focused on creating friendly political environments to achieve
their goals by electing movement members as political leaders [26,27,29,31]. The role of evangelical
influence on social policy is then better conceptualized as not about religion per se, but rather about how
religion influences mediating mechanisms, such as political parties, into shifting public policy [35].

Entry by Evangelical movement actors into political institutions appears to have been the most
successful and enduring at the level of state political parties, specifically Republican state parties.
Orchestrated through a complex array of alliances and direct participation, religious conservatives
have achieved increasing success and acceptance in the Republican Party [30,31]. A 1994 Campaign &
Elections article suggested that the presence of movement-identified members and their allies was so
substantial in some areas that the Christian Right “had a working majority in the principle state party
organ” in eighteen states ([30], p. 118; [36]). In addition to using their individual positions to advance
movement priorities, movement actors have been successful in many states in reshaping local party
institutions and agendas to serve movement ambitions; movement activists became political actors
and movement goals became items on party platforms.

1.2.3. Faith-Based Initiatives and New Political Institutions

When social movements are successful in gaining protections or new advantages, these gains are
occasionally accompanied by the creation of new institutions tasked with monitoring or administering
these protections. Two prominent examples include the creation of the National Labor Relations Board
and the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. Such institutions can provide new points of access for
movements and, more broadly, may shift the balance of power between groups in conflict outside
of the state. Scholars such as Burstein, Einwohner, and Hollander [37] characterize these types of
outcomes as “structural” gains in which the degree of access available to movements is increased
in a significant and enduring fashion. In the case of the Faith-based Initiative, the creation of state
faith-based offices and liaison positions represents not just an additional point of access, but a set of
long-standing and government funded positions, staffed in some cases by movement actors, charged
with the pursuit of movement goals [4]. Once in place, these offices and positions create a durable link
between state governments and religious organizations.

1.2.4. Policy Diffusion as a Movement Outcome

Scholars have long noted that neo-institutional theory may provide an especially fruitful
framework for understanding social and political change [38,39]. Gross, Medvetz, and Russell
assert specifically that neo-institutional theory is useful in that “it offers a theory of change qua the
diffusion of practices across organizational fields” ([40], p. 338). In particular, they give the example
of accounts of neoliberal policy reform that rely heavily on models of diffusion and isomorphism.
We find these conceptual frames useful in the case of the Faith-based Initiative and suggest that while
diffusion may occur somewhat “mechanically”, it is also the case that diffusion may be an explicit
movement strategy and goal. In a top-down fashion, the White House under President Bush was
instrumental in the diffusion of the initiative using conferences, monthly conference calls, and letters
to governors to specifically encourage states to create partnerships and relationships with each other
in order to increase faith-based practices. Subsequently, as more states passed legislation related to
the Faith-based Initiative and created faith-based offices and liaisons, this in and of itself increased
the acceptance and legitimacy of such activities – creating legal and cultural changes that legitimated
political developments originally argued to be illegitimate and unconstitutional [41,42].

1.2.5. Movement Outcomes: Acceptance, Inclusion, and New Advantages

Finally, in a classic formulation of movement outcomes, Gamson [43] identifies two major
categories of successful movement outcomes: acceptance and new advantages. Subsequent scholars
have extended and detailed the nature of these outcomes within a political and legislative context.
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Acceptance in this context “meant some basic acknowledgement by government officials that the
challenger was legitimate” ([44], p. 463). New advantages include outcomes such as the passage of
policies reflecting movement goals, the actual enforcement and implementation of legislated gains, or
even just the entry of such legislation into the political agenda [44]. The outcome of acceptance is often
viewed as a critical precursor to substantive legislative victories [22]. However, Amenta et al. [45] note
that, because democratic governments usually recognize movements and interest groups as legitimate
challengers, scholars have largely moved beyond viewing acceptance as a movement outcome,
preferring instead to focus on “a modified version of Gamson’s “inclusion”, or challengers who gain
state positions through election or appointment, which can lead to collective benefits” ([43], p. 291).
As we noted above, the conservative Evangelical movement has been widely acknowledged as being
exceptionally successful at both entering and developing an enduring bond with the GOP (Grand Old
Party, or Republican Party) [46]. The movement has achieved an enviable degree of inclusion, but
in the specific case of the faith-based initiative, we view the notion of “acceptance” as a movement
outcome as pertinent because the basic premise of the initiative is one whose constitutionality was
initially uncertain. The initiative gained a major boost in legitimacy when the Bush administration
issued several executive orders that allowed states to pursue the creation of liaisons and offices in
response to an official federal initiative [47,48].

In a related vein, we consider it significant that much of the legislative activity at the state-level
has been largely symbolic. Since 1995, 132 individual state laws outlined provisions stating that state
contracts and agencies should partner with, or include, faith-based organizations. It is important
to note that these organizations had in fact partnered with state governments in all fifty states even
before such laws were established [4]. These policies were created not of necessity, but out of a desire
to symbolically establish the importance of faith-based social service organizations in the law. Such
symbolic policies are consequential due to the signals they send to both those in power and the
public [49–51]. In their research on congressional hearings, King et al. [52] find that attention to rights
issues was enhanced by the cumulative number of previous hearings on such issues. They suggest that
this is a function of increasing issue legitimacy, where issues or policies with analogous predecessors
are more readily assumed to be within the scope of legitimate governmental authority [52,53]. In the
case of policies related to the Faith-based Initiative, we believe that the aggregation of symbolic polices
has contributed to establishing and increasing acceptance of religious organizations as legitimate, and
in some cases preferred, recipients of government contracts and funds. In fact, many of these symbolic
policies are explicitly and specifically concerned with exactly this issue: establishing the status of
religious organizations as legitimate recipients or participants.

2. Data and Methods

To explore the determinants of various faith-based policy developments, we used multiple sources
of data and statistical approaches. Data on faith-based policies were collected from two main sources.
First, data on all legislation related to the Faith-based Initiative were gathered using the LexisNexis
search engine. This is a standard tool used in legal research and contains data on all laws passed in
every state between 1996 and 2009, including the content of each law passed, as well as its author
and date of passage. Using search terms related to the faith-based initiative such as “faith-based” and
“charitable choice”, we have compiled a reasonably complete record of legislative implementation
related to the Faith-based Initiative. Additional data on state faith-based liaisons was collected from
LexisNexis, personal interviews, and the White House Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives.
Data compiled from these three sources provide a comprehensive picture of both state faith-based
liaison and office creation.

2.1. Types of State Legislation

In this section, we outline the various types of faith-based legislation that states have passed
between 1996 and 2009. After detailed examination of over 300 laws, it was determined that the
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legislation could be divided into roughly nine different categories of laws (provided in Table 1).
Broadly, the goal of this varied legislation was to create a new legal culture that would facilitate more
openness to faith-based organizations (FBOs). This has been pursued through the passage of what
we have categorized here as two types of legislation: symbolic and “concrete”. The nine categories
of laws were constructed so as to identify the primary impact of each law. The distinction between
symbolic and concrete was made by assessing whether such laws would alter the allocation of resources
for, or substantively change, existing policy practices in regards to FBOs. The first type, symbolic laws,
are those that suggest states work with FBOs, use language that encourages participation, or create an
atmosphere that suggests greater friendliness, without mandating extra participation. This category
also includes laws that set up faith-friendly structures such as state administrative boards to work
with FBOs. These are not laws that direct action, but rather suggest action.

Table 1. Type and number of Faith-based Initiative laws benefiting faith-based organizations.

Type of Law
# of
Laws

“Symbolic” laws aimed at ensuring a friendly environment for FBOs (140 total)

1. Include language in legislation that encourages partnering and collaborating with faith-based
organizations, including incorporating Charitable Choice/faith-based language into state law 136

2. Create a faith-based advisory board 4
“Concrete” laws creating government access for FBOs (185 total)
3. Include members of the faith community on agency advisory boards 73
4. Make appropriations to faith-based offices/organizations 59
5. Require government agencies to consider use of faith-based organizations for specific
government programs, such as drug rehabilitation, prison programs, or youth activities 45

6. Exempt faith-based organizations from standard regulations or licensing requirements 6
7. Assist with grant writing process (or assign extra points to application) 2
Other laws not categorized as either symbolic or concrete (22 total)
8. Create an Office of Faith-based Initiatives or FBL position * 11 *
9. Regulations on faith-based organizations and requiring religious groups to have their own
501(c)(3)s (non-profit organizations) 11

Data was collected using LexisNexis database; * Due to the collinearity that would be created by including these
laws in the dependent variable while examining the impact of the presence of a faith-based office or liaison as
an independent variable, we have dropped these 11 laws from the dependent variable in the MMC (Multilevel
Model for Change) analyses.

On the other hand, concrete legislation is that which creates greater access for faith-based groups
and expands faith-based practices by directing that specific actions be taken. While these laws do not
necessarily create an advantage for faith-based groups (although some argue that they might), they do
target FBOs for special help and explicit inclusion in the public sphere. These laws include creating
funding streams geared toward the state Office of Faith-Based and Community Initiatives (OFBCI)
or other “faith-based efforts”, laws specifically requiring faith-based programs, or laws that require
representatives from faith-based groups be appointed to state advisory boards. Table 1 lists the types of
laws, the number of each, and whether we have categorized them as symbolic or concrete. In addition,
there were a number of bills which were difficult to categorize (regulations regarding tax status) or
that would present methodological complications if included in the analyses (those laws creating
faith-based offices and liaison positions). The laws concerning tax status regulations are included in
counts of total laws, but not those of symbolic or concrete legislation. The pieces of legislation creating
faith-based offices and liaison positions are not included in any of the analyses of passed legislation
below because the presence of these offices and positions is examined as an independent variable in
those models (see Table 2).
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Table 2. State legislation by year. Number of faith-based laws passed by Year (1996–2009).

Year States #Laws #States

1996 none 0 0
1997 AZ (2), CA (1), FL (1), MI (1), TX (1) 6 5
1998 FL (2), ID (1), KY(1), NJ (1) 5 4
1999 AZ (2), CA (1), FL (1), LA (1), MI (1), NJ (1), TX (4) 11 7
2000 AZ (3), CA (2), CO (3), FL (7), KY (1), MA (1), MI (1), NJ (1) 19 8
2001 AK (1), AL (2), CA (1), FL (6), GA (1), IA (1), IN (1), LA (2), 32 20

MA (1), MD (1), MN (1), MT (1), NC (1), NJ (2), NV (2),
OH (2), OK (1), OR (2), TX (2), VA (1)

2002 AZ (1), CO (1), FL (4), LA (1), MA (1), NJ (3), OK (3), PA (1), VA (2) 17 9

2003
AZ (2), CA (1), FL (3), IA (1), IL (1), IN (3), KS (1), LA (1),
MA (1), MD (2), MI (2), MN (1), MS (2), NJ (1), NM (3),

OH (1), OK (3), OR (2), TX (4), WI (1)
36 20

2004
AK (1), AL (1), AZ (3), CO (1), CT (1), FL (4), IA (1),

IN (1), KS (1), LA (2), MA (1), MD (1), MI (1), MO (1), MS (2),
NJ (2), OK (1), OR (1), VA (2), WY (1)

29 20

2005
AL (2), AR (1), AZ (4), CA (1), CO (2), FL (3), IL (1), IN (2),

KY (2), MD (1), MN (1), NC (2), ND (2), NJ (2), NM (1),
OH (2), SC (2), TN (2), TX (3), VA (2), WV (1)

39 21

2006
AL (2), AZ (3), FL (1), GA (1), IN (1), KS (1), KY (1),

LA (3), MA (1), MD (2), MO (1), MS (2), NJ (2), OH (1),
SC (1), TN (2), VA (4), WA (3)

32 18

2007
AK (3), AL (2), AR (3), AZ (4), FL (3), HI (1), IL (1), IN (1),
MA (1), MD (2), MN (1), MO (1), MS (2), MT (1), ND (1),

NH (1), NJ (1), OK (5), SC (1), TN (1), TX (6), VA (2), WA (1)
45 23

2008
AK (1), AL (3), AZ (1), CA (1), FL (1), HI (1), IA (2), ID (1),

LA (2), MA (1), MO (1), MS (1), NC (2), NJ (1), NM (1), OK (2),
SC (1), TN (1), UT (1), VA (2)

27 20

2009
AL (1), AR (1), AZ (2), CA (1), IA (2), ID (1), IL (2), IN (4),

43 23KS (1), KY (2), LA (2), ME (1), MI (1), MO (1), MS (3),
NC (1), ND (1), NJ (5), OH (1), OR (1), TN (2), TX (7), VA (2)

Total 347 44

2.2. Statistical Models and Dependent Variables

In the following, we employ two different statistical approaches on a variety of dependent
variables related to implementation of the Faith-based Initiative. Each method allows the exploration
of a different type of outcome and different specific research questions.

2.2.1. Event History Analysis

Our first set of analyses examine the factors associated with a greater likelihood of a state creating
an OFBCI or a faith-based liaison position. We use discrete time event history analysis [54] to analyze
longitudinal data on a dichotomous dependent variable indicating whether a state had created an
OFBCI or appointed a faith-based liaison in a given year. Once a state had created an office or a liaison
position, subsequent observations were removed from the analysis, as the state was no longer at risk of
one of these events. Using a variety of techniques, we identified Alaska as an overly influential outlier
on a number of variables. We have dropped Alaska from all analyses, resulting in models based on 531
state-year observations.
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2.2.2. Multilevel Model for Change

In our second set of analyses, we use a multilevel model for change (MMC), or hierarchical linear
modeling for change [55], to explore the factors associated with increasing passage of legislation
over time. The dependent variable in these analyses is the year-to-year cumulative count of faith-based
legislation in each state. Each time a state passes another piece of legislation, the cumulative count
increases; this creates a dependent variable that characterizes what can be thought of as trajectories of
growth in faith-based legislation. As an illustration, Figure 3 displays trends in this dependent variable
within four states: Texas, Connecticut, Florida and Indiana. In the cases of Texas and Florida, there is
a clear pattern of consistent passage of new legislation over time. As this modeling strategy may be
unfamiliar to some, we will explain the structure of the model in more detail below.

Figure 3. Cumulative count of faith-based legislation for selected states, 1995–2009.

2.3. Independent Variables

A number of factors may have influenced whether a state implemented particular aspects of the
Faith-based Initiative. These include the size of a state’s Evangelical constituency, the local strength of
the conservative Evangelical social movement, a state’s political environment, and policy diffusion.

2.3.1. Indicators of Evangelical Social Movement Resources

Measuring the strength of the Evangelical movement at the state level over time has proved to be
an exceedingly difficult task. Within the movement, a number of different organizations (such as the
Christian Coalition or Focus on the Family) have both risen and faded in influence and prominence over
time. The challenges to constructing state-level estimates using membership or organizational data for
such groups have proven insurmountable (and to our knowledge have not been overcome elsewhere).
Consequently, we utilize a set of measures that do not measure the conservative Evangelical movement
directly, but rather are indicators that previous research and social movement theory would lead us
to expect to be strongly associated with movement strength: the percent of a state’s population that
identifies as Evangelical and the proportion of congregations in a state that are Evangelical.

These measures are drawn from data compiled by the Association of Religious Data Archives that
draw upon the 1990, 2000, and 2010 waves of the Religious Congregations & Membership in the United
States survey (RCMS) published by the Glenmary Research Center [56–58]. These data provide the best
subnational estimates of religious adherence by religious tradition currently available [19]. In addition
to the estimated percentage of the state population that identifies as Evangelical, we construct a
measure that identifies the proportion of all surveyed congregations that identify themselves as
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Evangelical. While these two factors are highly correlated, we expect that they might tap different
important aspects of both potential movement resources and religious political culture within states.
The annual values for these factors, used in the event history analyses, are estimated using a linear
interpolation between survey wave years.

Two important limitations to these measures bear mentioning, one empirical and one theoretical.
The empirical limitation is that the RCMS suffers from significant undercounts of particular
denominations, especially historically African-American denominations [19]. As such, we consider
our measures of Evangelical adherents and congregations throughout as primarily measures of white
Evangelical adherents and congregations. The second limitation is that while we expect the number
of adherents and congregations to be directly related to the resources upon which the Evangelical
movement can and does draw, we cannot distinguish whether the political impact of, for example,
a larger proportion of Evangelical state residents is a result of movement activity or political actors
responding to, or reflecting, constituent preferences. As this is a rather serious limitation, we will
return to this issue in the discussion.

2.3.2. Political Opportunity Structure

Politics-driven policy. We also examine multiple characteristics of the state political opportunity
structure. First, we assess the impact of the overall political ideology of a state’s legislature and
governor using Berry et al.’s measure of state government ideology3 [59]. We expect states with
more ideologically conservative governments will be more likely to implement legislation related
to the Faith-based Initiative. Higher values on this measure indicate more ideologically liberal
state governments.

Strength of the Evangelical movement within state Republican parties. It has been widely argued
that, broadly speaking, entry into and influence within state Republican parties has been critical to
legislative and political success for the conservative Evangelical movement. In order to investigate
whether this is true in the specific case of the Faith-based Initiative, we use a variable characterizing the
degree of influence and presence of the Evangelical movement within state Republican parties. This
index of Evangelical movement influence was developed by Green and his colleagues [28,30]. Ranging
from 1 (least influential) to 5 (most influential), the scale incorporates several measures derived from
interviews and other data. In 1994, data were collected from a Campaigns and Elections study that relied
upon two types of informants: state-level political insiders and Evangelical movement activists. This
study was repeated in similar fashion in 2000. While not perfect, this work provides the only measure
of this important aspect of Evangelical movement strength. We expect a stronger degree of influence
in state Republican parties will be positively associated with both the institutionalization of, and a
higher volume of legislation related to, the Faith-based Initiative.

Problem-driven policy. Advocates for faith-based initiatives are often driven by a genuine desire to
facilitate the capacity of faith-based organizations to provide social services to their target populations,
often the poor. As such, it is entirely possible that more extensive implementation of the Faith-based
Initiative may develop, at least in part, as a response to the severity of poverty within a state. In order
to assess this possibility, we include the Census Bureau’s state poverty rates.

The Bush Administration. Finally, in our Event History analyses, we include a dummy variable
indicating the years in which the Bush Administration was in office. The Bush administration used
multiple approaches to encourage states to create their own faith-based institutions. We expect that
this alone significantly increased the likelihood of any state taking such steps.

3 This measure was created using the roll call voting records of state legislators, the partisan divisions of the elected bodies,
the outcomes of congressional elections, and the party of the state governor [59].
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2.3.3. Second Order Policy Effects

Institutionalization. In our MMC analyses, we also examine the influence that institutionalization
of the Faith-based Initiative at the state level may have on subsequent legislative developments.
We include a dummy variable indicating whether a state has created a faith-based liaison position
or faith-based office. As state liaisons have reported working with governors and state legislators
to propose and pass faith-based initiatives, we expect the presence of offices and liaisons to increase
the likelihood of adoption of faith-based legislation. In a small number of cases, pieces of legislation
were primarily concerned with the creation of a faith-based office or liaison position (most offices and
liaison positions were established by governors). In order to avoid artificially inflating the association
between legislative passage and the presence of an office or liaison, we have removed these 11 laws
from the cumulative count of total legislation4.

Institutional Duration. Furthermore, we expect that newer offices or liaisons may face a greater
challenge in overcoming institutional inertia. Conversely, more established offices or liaisons may be
more likely to have cultivated the connections, relationships, and institutional legitimacy necessary
to get things done. In order to test this, we include a measure of institutional duration, which is the
annual count of the number of years since the establishment of a faith-based office or liaison.

Policy Diffusion. The creation of faith-based offices or the passage of faith-based legislation in
nearby states may increase the likelihood of a state adopting similar institutions and policies. In order
to uncover evidence of state-level diffusion, we examine the impact of the count of contiguous states
with faith-based offices or liaison positions within the Event History analyses. In the MMC analyses,
we explore the impact of the count of faith-based legislation passed in contiguous states in the previous
year on the passage of new legislation in a state.

Policy Legitimacy. Finally, in one set of MMC analyses, we examine whether the aggregation of
symbolic legislation within a state increases the likelihood of the passage of more concrete legislation.
This variable is operationalized as a state’s cumulative count of symbolic faith-based legislation lagged
by one year. Extending King at al.’s concept of issue legitimacy to policies themselves, it may be the
case that recurrent passage of such legislation enhances the legitimacy of policy developments in
this specific area and in doing so lays the groundwork for more substantive, if initially controversial,
legislation. However, it may also be the case that symbolic legislation may be passed as a substitute for
concrete action, as was suspected by some in the case of the Faith-based initiative [4,5,7].

2.4. Control Variables

In addition to these theoretically relevant variables, policy research suggests that particular
socio-demographic and economic characteristics of states should be taken into account [60–62].

Economic. States with fewer economic resources may be less likely to appoint faith-based liaisons
or create offices, as such innovations may be perceived as too costly [60]. This factor is included as a
control in all models, in the form of real state revenue per capita. Revenue data are from the Statistical
Abstract of the United States [63].

Religiosity. Second, we control for the overall level of religiosity in a state with a measure of
estimated total religious adherents (to any religion) in a state relative to the state population. We
expect that states with larger proportions of religious adherents may be more supportive of faith-based
policies regardless of the efforts of Evangelical movement actors. In order to control for this possibility,
we include this variable in all models. These data are also drawn from the Religious Congregations &
Membership in the United States survey and are interpolated between survey wave years (1990, 2000,
and 2010).

4 Our institutionalization dummy variable indicates the presence of an office or liaison in the year after the passage of such
legislation. We also ran these analyses including these 11 laws and find that the results are identical in all substantive respects.
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3. Results

3.1. Event History Analyses

Institutional Impacts: The Creation of Faith-Based Offices and Liaisons

This first set of analyses examines the state-level factors associated with the creation of either a
faith-based office or liaison position. Table 3 contains the results of six Event History models. The first
four models are reduced models examining the impact of a variety of movement and political factors
individually in models containing only control variables. Our full models 5 and 6 include all factors and
introduce our two highly correlated measures of Evangelical movement resources separately. Within
both of these full models, the following factors are significantly associated with an increased likelihood
of state creation of an office or liaison: the variable characterizing the influence of the Christian Right
in the state Republican Party, the Bush administration dummy variable, and our measure of policy
diffusion. It is noteworthy that, controlling for other factors, neither the size of a state’s Evangelical
community in terms of adherents or organizational presence appear to be significantly related to
whether a state established a faith-based office or liaison. Indeed, the only characteristic internal to
states related to this outcome is the strength of movement actors within the state Republican Party.
The two remaining factors, the Bush Administration dummy and the diffusion variable, both capture
pressures and processes originating outside of states.

Table 3. Event History Analysis of State Creation of a Faith-Based Liaison Position and/or Office of
Faith-Based Community Initiatives: 1998–2007 *.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Evangelical Movement Resources
% White Evangelicals 1.02 0.99

(0.024) (0.03)
% Congregations Evangelical 15.34 1.28

(28.92) (2.23)
Political Opportunity Structure

Republican Control of Both Houses
of the State Legislature 2.01 * 1.95 ˆ 1.92 ˆ

(0.70) (0.73) (0.73)
Ideology of State Government (t-1) 0.97 * 0.97 * 0.97 *

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Evangelical Movement 1.60 ** 1.78 *** 1.69 **

Influence in State Republican Party (0.22) (0.28) (0.25)
Bush Administration in Office 8.68 *** 4.14 4.00

(6.92) (3.6) (3.54)
Policy Diffusion

Number of Neighboring States 1.56 * 1.65 * 1.66 *
Faith-based Office (0.31) (0.34) (0.35)
Control Variables

Per Capita State Revenue 0.99 1.10 1.11 ˆ 0.97 1.12 ˆ 1.12 ˆ
(0.12) (0.10) (0.07) (0.14) (0.07) (0.06)

Poverty Rates 0.95 0.91 0.97 0.99 0.95 0.92
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.04) (0.08) (0.08)

% Religious Adherents 1.01 1.03 1.02 1.02 1.02 1.02
(0.016) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Log Pseudolikelihood ´100.15 ´99.14 ´90.69 ´98.05 ´87.54 ´87.69
N 357 357 357 357 357 357

Notes: ˆ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; * Exponentiated coefficients are presented so that a hazard
ratio interpretation can be applied to the coefficients above. It should be noted that all models contain a set of
year dummy variables for the years 2000–2001, 2002–2003, 2004–2005, 2006–2007 but are not presented above.

The Bush administration dummy variable is the single most influential factor in these analyses
indicating that the odds of any state creating an office or liaison were nearly nine times higher following
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the 2000 election. The second most influential factor is the Christian Right influence variable, which
ranges from 1 (weak influence) to 5 (great influence). The results of Model 6 indicate that states in
which the Christian Right are characterized as having great influence on the state Republican Party
have an estimated odds of creating an office or liaison that is three times larger than those in a state
with weak Christian Right influence. Finally, the odds of a state creating an office or liaison when two
neighboring states have done so are roughly 50% higher than a state with no such developments in
contiguous states.

In summary, beyond the nationwide promotion of the creation of faith-based institutions by the
Bush administration, the strength of the Christian Right within Republican state parties and policy
diffusion appear to be the central drivers of state adoption of faith-based offices and liaison positions.

3.2. Multilevel Model for Change Analyses

3.2.1. Legislative Impacts: The Passage of Faith-Based Legislation

In the following set of analyses, we explore the factors influencing trajectories of change in the
cumulative count of state faith-based legislation using a multilevel model for change. We find this
approach both appropriate and highly useful for a number of reasons. First, this approach allows us to
examine whether developments within states over time, such as the creation of faith-based institutions
or shifts in the ideological composition of state governments, are associated with legislative outcomes.
Simultaneously, we can assess whether relatively stable state characteristics, such as the proportion of
Evangelicals in a state, drive substantially different overall trends of legislative activity between states.
This is important, as we do not expect within-state variation in such factors to matter, that is, minor
changes over time in the percent of Evangelical residents are not expected to drive trends. Rather, it is
the influence of stable differences across states that are of interest. Such assessments are not possible in
the context of either fixed-effects or first-differenced time series approaches, which are often used to
examine legislative outcomes5.

In this two-level model, states are the larger, level II units and the cumulative counts of state
legislation over time are the level I units. The level I model describes how states change over time,
while the level II model describes how these changes vary across states [49]. The following is our level
I model for cumulative faith-based legislation, Y, for each state s at time t:

Yts “ π01 ` π1sTIMEts ` π2sOFFICEorLIAISONts ` π3sGOVIDEOts ` . . . . . . πqsXqts ` ets. (1)

Annual state levels of cumulative legislation are a function of an intercept (π01, the grand mean
of cumulative legislation across states when all predictors are set to mean values), TIME (π1s), the
presence of a state OFBCI or liaison (OFFICEorLIAISON) at time t (π2s), while controlling for other
variables included in the level I analysis (πqs).

Using only time-varying independent variables, the level I analysis attempts to explain within-state
year-to-year change in state faith-based legislation. Specifically, given the construction of the dependent
variable as a cumulative count, the variable will either stay the same year-to-year, meaning no passage
of legislation, or it can increase indicating the passage of legislation. The level II analysis, on the other
hand, utilizes a set of time-invariant independent variables and examines the manner in which largely
stable state characteristics predict the value of both the intercept and the slope of an individual state’s

5 In addition, pooled cross-sectional analyses often raise serious problems in terms of high levels of autocorrelation and
heteroscedasticity, both of which are present in these data. The error structure of the MMC model allows residuals to be
both autocorrelated and heteroskedastic within the larger level II units (states, in this analysis), which allows more efficient
use of the data [55]. Finally, one key assumption of the MMC is that unobserved panel level effects are not related with the
variables in the analyses. Using a Hausman test, it was determined that that this assumption is satisfied in the dataset and
the use of an MMC approach is appropriate.
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entire trajectory of change in cumulative legislation over the period examined. The outcome variables
in the level II model are the π parameters from the level I model:

π01 “ β00 ` β01CRSTRENGTH1s ` . . . . . . ` β0qXqs ` r0s

π1s “ β00 ` β11CRSTRENGTH1s ` . . . . . . ` β1qXqs ` r0s

π2s “ β00 ` r0s

(2)

For example, we hypothesize that states with a stronger Christian Right influence in state
Republican parties will experience more substantial increases in cumulative faith-based legislation
over the entire 1996–2009 period.

The level II model assesses factors that impact initial values (the intercept) and rates of increase or
decline in the dependent variable over the entire period examined (literally, the slopes in Figure 3).
In 1996, no state had passed any faith-based legislation. As a consequence, the initial values, or the
intercept for the MMC model, for all states is zero. As such, we will not be examining or discussing
determinants of initial values in the following. The trajectory of change in total legislation for each state
over the entire period examined is characterized in π1s and is regressed upon a measure of Christian
Right party influence (CRSTRENGTH) and a vector “Xqs” of our other time-invariant predictors.
The other time-invariant variables in the following analyses, all in the form of their average over the
period studied, are % white Evangelical, % congregations Evangelical, and % religious adherents.

3.2.2. Determinants of Year-to-Year Change in Total Faith-Based Legislation

Models 1–5 in Table 4 present our reduced models that contain all control variables and introduce
each independent variable individually. Models 6 and 7 are our full models that contain all variables
and introduce our correlated measures of Evangelical strength individually. First, we discuss the
variables that are examined at level I of the models, those which predict change year-to-year in
cumulative legislation.

Beginning with our measure of institutionalization, we find that annual change in legislation is
strongly influenced by the presence of either a state OFBCI or the presence of a faith-based liaison.
Based on an examination of the predicted values for Model 66, a hypothetical state with average values
on all variables and an office or liaison would pass roughly two more pieces of faith-based legislation
every three years than an identical hypothetical state lacking an office or liaison. In addition, the
likelihood of a state passing legislation increases substantially the longer a state has had a faith-based
office or liaison. We can only speculate on the mechanisms driving this effect. This may represent
some combination of faith-based liaisons deepening their relationships with legislators, finding ways
to overcome institutional inertia, or a consequence of the increasing institutional legitimacy of more
longstanding offices or liaisons. We should mention that these two measures, presence of an office
or liaison and the number of years such offices or positions have existed, are unavoidably highly
correlated. However, both factors consistently remain highly statistically significant (p < 0.000), and
have nearly identical impacts, in the absence of one another in both full and reduced models.

Turning to one aspect of a state’s political context, we find that states with more conservative
state governments are more likely to pass legislation year-to-year. Finally, our diffusion variable
(total faith-based legislation passed in contiguous states as of the previous year) is highly significant,
indicating that states with neighbors that are actively pursuing a faith-based legislative agenda are
more likely to pass such legislation themselves.

6 This is the full model with the best fit in these analyses.
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3.2.3. Determinants of Overall Trends in Total Faith-Based Legislation

Of the level II variables examined, only one factor emerges as significantly influential of overall
trajectories of change in cumulative legislation consistently across models: the strength of the Christian
Right within the state Republican Party. Using the coefficients from Model 6, Figure 4 displays the
predicted values of cumulative legislation for three states where the Christian Right has very weak,
moderate, and very strong influence within the state Republican Party (all other variables set to
mean values). The magnitude of this effect suggests that this factor is one of the most influential in
these analyses.

Figure 4. Predicted cumulative faith-based legislation for states containing Christian right social
movements with weak, moderate, & strong influence within the State Republican Party

The only other level II variable that is significant in any model is the percent of state congregations
that are Evangelical (reduced Model 3). This suggests, as expected, that states with larger numbers of
Evangelical congregations have passed more faith-based legislation. The proportion of Evangelical
congregations is positively correlated with Christian Right influence in state Republican parties
(r = 0.61). Not surprisingly, on average, the Christian Right has more influence in Republican parties in
states where there is a larger Evangelical presence. In order to assess the extent to which this collinearity
is impacting these estimates, models 6 and 7 were run omitting the Christian Right party influence
variable (see Model 2, Table 5). These models indicate that, controlling for non-collinear factors, the
measure of Evangelical congregations is highly significant and positively associated with a larger
volume of faith-based legislation in the absence of the state Republican Party influence variable. Overall
then, states with larger proportions of Evangelical congregations and more Evangelical influence
in state Republican parties are more likely to pass legislation, and, in many cases, these are the
same states7.

7 Given the high collinearity between these two variables, we cannot adjudicate between or assess the relative contributions
of these two factors. However, across a wide range of models and while controlling for other indicators of Evangelical
movement strength, the Evangelical party influence variable consistently emerges as a better predictor of faith-based
legislative activity.
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3.2.4. Determinants of Trends in Total Symbolic and Concrete Faith-Based Legislation

In our final set of analyses, we examine the determinants of two different dependent variables:
total cumulative symbolic and total cumulative concrete faith-based legislation. Models 3–7 in Table 5
examine these dependent variables. Model 1 in Table 5 is Model 6 from Table 4. Model 2 is Model 7 from
Table 4 with the collinear Evangelical influence variable dropped, both provided for comparison. In all
models, we find that the presence of an office or liaison is significantly associated with year-to-year
increases in both symbolic and concrete legislation. Also consistent across models is the finding that
the passage of faith-based legislation is more likely the longer an office or liaison has been established.
Similarly, in all but Model 7, more ideologically conservative state governments are more likely to pass
faith-based legislation of either type.

There are a number of noteworthy differences in the factors that are significantly associated with
symbolic and concrete legislative outcomes. In the absence of one another, the measures of Evangelical
congregations and Evangelical influence in Republican parties are significantly associated with a larger
volume of both total and symbolic legislation, but not with concrete legislation (although % Evangelical
congregations is significant at the level of a one-tailed test in Model 6). Similarly, our measure of policy
diffusion is significantly associated with a higher volume of symbolic, but not concrete legislation (in
this case, the diffusion variable indicates whether the passage of symbolic legislation in neighboring
states is associated with the passage of symbolic legislation within states, and the same for concrete
legislation). This reveals that the significant effects of policy diffusion, Evangelical congregations,
and Evangelical party influence on total legislation are primarily driven by patterns of adoption of
more symbolic legislation. On the other hand, the adoption of more concrete legislation appears to be
determined primarily by characteristics of state governments, specifically their ideological composition
and the presence and longevity of faith-based institutions.

There may be multiple reasons for this. One interpretation is that symbolic policies offer a low-risk
(and no cost) way for politicians to signal affiliations or support for particular constituencies. As such,
the political calculus surrounding support for symbolic policies is likely distinct from that associated
with more substantive legislation. In addition, it is often the case that more substantive legislation is
more controversial and correspondingly more difficult to pass. The combination of political conditions
necessary to pass such legislation do not necessarily line up neatly with state-level indicators of
social movement strength or patterns of policy diffusion. Alternatively, these results are consistent
with a scenario in which the efforts of faith-based liaisons, and their offices are the central driver
of the passage of more concrete legislation, a task made easier in the context of more ideologically
conservative governments.

Finally, in Model 7, one additional independent variable is added to these analyses: a state’s
cumulative count of symbolic faith-based legislation lagged by one year. We include this model
to investigate a final question: does the passage of symbol legislation increase the likelihood of
subsequent passage of concrete legislation? This variable is highly significant and positive indicating
that year-to-year states that have previously passed more symbolic legislation are more likely to pass
concrete legislation. We interpret this as an indication that the recurrent passage of symbolic legislation
enhances the legitimacy of policy developments related to faith-based initiatives and consequently
increases the likelihood of subsequent adoption of more substantive legislation.

4. Discussion

In the big picture, these results identify where and when states were more likely to pass
measures that implemented the conservative Evangelical movement goals of reshaping church/state
relationships and fostering the devolution of the welfare sector to religious groups. Our findings
suggest that both institutional activism and the creation of movement-inspired state institutions have
been extremely effective means of pursuing these outcomes. We find in these analyses a direct effect of
elite movement actors on the passage of legislation. States where the Evangelical movement has made
the biggest inroads into state Republican parties have passed a larger volume of faith-based legislation.
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These states are also more likely to create state faith-based offices and liaisons institutionalizing access
and attention to a set of movement issues. In both sets of analyses, patterns of state creation of
faith-based institutions and the passage of faith-based legislation are better predicted by the degree
of influence held by movement actors within state Republican parties than the composition of states’
religious communities. Once established, the presence of these liaisons and offices has resulted in an
enduring increase in the likelihood of the subsequent passage of faith-based legislation. Transforming
the political opportunity structure itself, this partial outsourcing of movement activity to the state
results in second order policy effects that subsequently further movement goals.

We also find that another self-reinforcing dynamic, diffusion, has greatly aided the expansion
of the Faith-based Initiative. In addition to the top-down diffusion process captured in the Bush
administration’s appeal to governors nationwide to create OFBCIs, states were more likely to both
create office and liaison positions and pass symbolic faith-based legislation if their neighbors were
doing so. In this context, we think it is reasonable to consider the diffusion of institutions and policies,
in part, as a second-order policy outcome. Again, given the real concerns about the constitutionality of
early legislative efforts related to the Faith-based Initiative, the existence of policies and institutions
elsewhere provides assets, in terms of both practical models and policy legitimacy, to movement actors
attempting to garner support for similar policies.

Finally, we find the previous passage of symbolic faith-based legislation is associated with a
greater likelihood of subsequent passage of concrete policy outcomes. The passage of these initial
unfunded, suggestive, and symbolic policies were viewed by many as low risk political pandering
to the conservative religious base [7]. However, our findings suggest that these policies have had a
very real impact, significantly reshaping political culture in regards to the legitimacy of church-state
interactions in the domain of social services. In Gamson’s [43] classic terms, symbolic policies have
won increased acceptance of FBOs as legitimate potential recipients of funds and laid the groundwork
for subsequent actual receipt of this new advantage. Perhaps most interesting is the fact that while
indicators of Evangelical movement strength and influence are not directly associated with the adoption
of more concrete legislation, they are strongly related to the creation of faith-based institutions and the
passage of more symbolic legislation, both of which are among the very few factors which increase the
likelihood of passage of more concrete legislation (see Figure 5). More substantive policy outcomes are
then a second order outcome resulting from institutionalization of movement goals and actors and
enhanced policy legitimacy via the recurrent passage of symbolic legislation.

Figure 5. Model of long-term and second order policy impacts.
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5. Conclusions

While movement actors and allies were clearly successful in the years examined here, what is
perhaps more surprising is how much of the initiative remains. At the national level, the renamed
White House Office of Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships has continued under the Obama
administration to partner with faith-based groups in the hopes of expanding their social service work.
While the name change highlighting the more formal inclusion of community groups has been viewed
as a signal to Evangelicals that they no longer dominate the White House agenda, Obama has still not
rescinded Bush’s order on allowing religious groups to discriminate in hiring even when receiving
federal funds (perhaps the most important legal decision impacting church/state relations from either
president). Both of these actions suggest that the changes made to church/state relationships under
Bush administration have not been fully diminished. Additionally, over twenty states still maintain
state offices of faith-based initiatives that have pursued a variety of efforts to bring religious groups
into greater partnership with government agencies, with two states, Delaware and Arizona, either
creating or further codifying their offices after President Bush left office. While several states, such
as Alaska and Minnesota, have closed their faith-based offices, the vast majority remains, and both
the ideas and bureaucracy of the faith-based initiative have continued largely intact at the state and
federal level.

The influence of the Evangelical movement has been widespread, impacting not only faith-based
policy, but also a wide range of policy domains including education, marriage, health policy, and
reproductive rights. These successes have been achieved through the use of a diverse set of both
noninstitutional and institutional tactics, and, especially through effective utilization of an existing
political institution, the Republican Party. The effectiveness of this institutional activism is rivaled only
by the successes associated with the creation of new government institutions tasked with pursuing
movement goals. While this tactic may have been utilized in an exceptionally consequential manner
in the case of the Faith-based Initiative, access gained through new institutions is not unique to
the Evangelical movement and is, in our opinion, an underdeveloped area in our understanding of
long-term policy outcomes. Attention to the longer-term second order impacts of policy developments
requires taking a perspective on policy outcomes that is both long-term and multifaceted. We expect
such a perspective to be valuable for understanding developments in other policy arenas in which
the Evangelical movement has focused its efforts and a broader set of policy achievements by the
contemporary conservative movement writ large.
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Abstract: When congregations seek to address social needs, they often pursue this goal through
acts of service and political engagement. Over the past three decades, a tremendous amount
of research has been dedicated to analyzing congregation-based service provision and political
participation. However, little is known about how congregations’ involvement in these arenas
has changed during this period. To help fill this gap, this study analyzes three waves of data
from a national survey of congregations to assess how congregations’ participation patterns in
service-related and political activities have been changing since the 1990s. It also examines trends
among subpopulations of congregations grouped by their religious tradition, ethnoracial composition,
and ideological orientation. Overall, this study finds that among most types of congregations,
the percentage participating in service-related activities is substantial and increasing, while the
percentage participating in political activities is less substantial and decreasing. This decline in
political participation has implications for the role congregations play in addressing social needs.
Relieving immediate needs through service provision without also pursuing long-term solutions
through political participation can limit congregations’ ability to comprehensively address social
needs. Among the few types of congregations that have high and/or increasing participation rates
in both service-related and political activities are Catholic, predominantly Hispanic, and politically
liberal congregations.

Keywords: social services; political participation; congregations

1. Introduction

When congregations seek to address social needs, they often pursue this goal through acts of
service and political engagement. Their service provision typically aims to provide short-term relief
through meeting the immediate needs of individuals, whereas their political participation often aims
to produce long-term solutions by advocating for policies to improve social conditions. Over the past
three decades, a tremendous amount of research has been dedicated to analyzing congregation-based
service provision and political participation. However, little is known about how congregations’
involvement in these arenas has changed during this period1. To help fill this gap, this study analyzes
three waves of data from a national survey of congregations to assess how congregations’ participation
patterns in service-related and political activities have been changing since the 1990s.

1 Chaves and Wineburg [1] and Todd and Houston [2] are among the few recent studies that assess changes in congregations’
participation patterns in service-related and political activities.
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The analysis indicates that between 1998 and 2012 the percentage of congregations involved
in service-related activities has been increasing, while the percentage of congregations participating
in political activities has been decreasing. By 2012, twice as many congregations were participating
in service-related activities than political activities. The analysis also examines participation trends
among subpopulations of congregations grouped by their religious tradition, ethnoracial composition,
and ideological orientation. With regard to general involvement in service-related activities, the
participation rate among every type of congregation analyzed has either remained the same or
increased since 1998. However, when involvement in specific types of service-related activities are
analyzed, divergent participation trends among congregations are observed. With regard to general
involvement in political activities, the participation rates among evangelical Protestant, predominantly
white, and politically conservative congregations have exhibited the most substantial decreases.
Meanwhile, the political participation rates among Catholic, predominantly Hispanic, and politically
liberal congregations have been increasing. These divergent trends are even more pronounced when
involvement in specific types of political activities are analyzed.

Overall, congregations continue to play a substantial role in addressing social needs; yet, their
involvement is shifting to occur primarily through acts of service and less through political engagement.
This shift has important implications for congregations’ broader contribution to improving social
conditions. Providing short-term relief of immediate needs through service provision without also
pursuing long-term strategies to improve social conditions through political participation can limit
congregations’ ability to effectively and comprehensively address social needs.

2. The Contemporary State of Congregation-Based Service Provision and Political Participation

Over the past three decades scholars have conducted extensive research on congregation-based
service provision [3–9]. These studies indicate that most congregations participate in some type of
service-related activity, and the most common activities involve meeting people’s immediate needs for
food, healthcare, clothing, and shelter. A small percentage of congregations have paid staff members
who devote a portion of their work time to service provision; however, most congregations rely
solely on volunteers to provide services [9,10]. Because the resource requirements associated with
offering social services often exceed a congregation’s capacity, many congregations provide services
in collaboration with other organizations [7,11–13]. A few congregations receive external funding to
support their service provision and a very small percentage receive government funding [1,9]. As part
of providing services, some congregations participate in activities such as assessing the needs of their
community, promoting opportunities to provide volunteer service, and hosting representatives from
social service agencies as guest speakers [10,14–16].

Additional research has examined how participation in service-related activities varies by
congregations’ religious tradition, ethnoracial composition, and theological orientation [3,4,17–20].
Most of these studies indicate that evangelical Protestant congregations are the least likely to
participate in service-related activities, while theologically liberal congregations are the most likely
to participate. Further, these studies indicate that the ethnoracial composition of a congregation is
not a significant predictor of service provision. Studies that focus on specific types of service-related
activities reveal additional variations in participation rates across the aforementioned congregational
subpopulations [3,21–25].

Similarly, scholars have conducted extensive research on congregation-based political
participation. Although a smaller percentage of congregations participate in political activity than
in service-related activity, the political participation rates are nonetheless sizable, and congregations
are involved in a wide variety of political activities [2,10]. Some activities focus on helping members
become politically informed, such as facilitating group discussions on political topics, distributing
voter guides, and hosting political leaders [26,27]. Other activities focus on mobilizing members for
political action, such as sponsoring voter registration drives, partnering with community organizing
coalitions, lobbying political officials, and participating in demonstrations [28,29].
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Research has also examined how participation in political activities varies by congregations’
religious tradition, ethnoracial composition, and political orientation [23,27,30,31]. Although
participation in political activities occurs among all major types of congregations, most of these studies
indicate that participation rates are highest among Catholic, predominantly black, and politically
liberal congregations. Other studies that focus on specific types of political activities reveal additional
variations in participation rates across the congregational subpopulations [32–38].

Collectively, these studies produce a detailed portrait of congregations’ participation in
service-related and political activities, revealing how their participation rates vary for particular types
of activities and the extent participation rates vary by congregations’ religious tradition, ethnoracial
composition, and ideological orientation. Despite the trove of studies, however, research in this field is
lacking a systematic national assessment of how congregations’ participation patterns in service-related
and political activities have changed over time. To begin to fill this gap, this study analyzes data that
span three decades to assess how congregation-based service provision and political participation
have been changing since the 1990s. This study also examines how congregations’ involvement in
specific types of activities has varied over this time period and whether the participation rates among
major congregation types have varied as well.

3. Methods

3.1. Data

To examine trends in congregation-based service provision and political participation, this study
analyzes three waves of data from the National Congregations Study (NCS) [39]. The NCS is a
nationally representative, repeated cross-sectional survey of congregations in the United States.
The survey gathered data on the congregations from key informants and its three waves of data
collection occurred in 1998 (n = 1234), 2006–2007 (n = 1506), and 2012 (n = 1331). See Mark Chaves and
Alison Eagle’s [9] article in this volume for a more detailed description of the NCS data.

3.2. Variables

The analysis uses the following NCS survey items to construct variables that measure a
congregation’s involvement in specific service-related activities. Each congregation was asked if
it had participated in or supported social service projects of any sort within the past 12 months.
Responses were used to construct the binary variable—provided formal social services2. Congregations
that indicated providing social services were asked how much money they spent on the services
(amount spent on social services), whether any of the services were supported by outside funds (received
external funding), and whether they received funding from the government (received government funding).
Congregations were also asked if they collaborated with outside organizations to provide these services
and if any of their paid staff members devoted more than 25% of their work time to providing these
services (employed staff for social service programs). In addition, every congregation was asked if it had
a group that assesses community needs, if it hosted a social service representative as a visiting speaker, and
whether it had promoted opportunities to provide assistance to people outside their congregation3. A final
service-related variable was constructed to indicate whether a congregation had participated in at least
one type of service-related activity asked about in the NCS.

The analysis uses the following NCS survey items to construct binary variables to indicate a
congregation’s participation in specific political activities. Each congregation was asked if it had a

2 In Waves II and III, if the respondent answered “no” to this question, the interviewer asked follow-up questions to probe
into whether the congregation provided any type of social services. For consistency, in order to assess change over time
related to this item, Wave II and III responses generated from the follow-up questions were not included in the analysis.

3 The survey item related to the variable—promoted opportunities to provide assistance—was only included in Waves II and III of
the NCS.
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group that discusses politics, if it distributed voter guides, and if it hosted a political representative as a visiting
speaker4. The analysis uses these variables to indicate a congregation’s involvement in efforts to help
its members become politically informed. Each congregation was also asked whether it had promoted
opportunities to participate politically, helped people register to vote, lobbied elected officials, or participated in
a demonstration or march. The analysis uses these variables to indicate a congregation’s involvement
in efforts to mobilize its members for political action. A final political participation variable was
constructed to indicate whether a congregation had participated in at least one type of political activity
asked about in the NCS.

In addition to assessing participation trends among the entire population of congregations,
this study examines trends among the subpopulations of congregations based on their religious
tradition, ethnoracial composition, and ideological orientation. The analysis focuses on the four
most prevalent religious traditions in the U.S.: Catholic, black Protestant, mainline Protestant, and
evangelical Protestant. The black Protestant category includes Protestant congregations affiliated
with a historically black denomination as well as congregations in which at least 80% of the
participants are black. The differentiation between mainline Protestant and evangelical Protestant
is based on the Steensland et al. [40] classification scheme. The categories for the ethnoracial
composition of a congregation are based on whether at least 80% of its regular participants are
of the same race or ethnicity (i.e., predominantly white, predominantly black, or predominantly Hispanic).
The ideological orientation of a congregation is measured on a conservative-liberal continuum along
two dimensions—theological and political. In the NCS, respondents were asked, “Theologically
speaking, would your congregation be considered more on the conservative side, more on the
liberal side, or right in the middle?” A dummy variable was constructed for each response option
(i.e., theologically conservative, theologically moderate, and theologically liberal). The NCS asked an
identical question related to the congregation’s political orientation and the response options were
used to construct the following dummy variables: politically conservative, politically moderate, and
politically liberal.

4. Results

Table 1 displays the percentage of congregations involved in service-related and political activities
in 1998, 2006–2007, and 20125. The table also indicates whether there has been a significant change in the
percentage of congregations participating in each type of activity between 1998 and 2012. The analysis
indicates that the percentage of congregations involved in at least one type of service-related activity has
been increasing since 1998, and for each specific activity the percentage of participating congregations
has either remained the same or increased since 1998. However, the percentage of congregations
participating in at least one type of political activity has been decreasing, and for each specific activity
the percentage of participating congregations has either remained the same or decreased since 1998.
Although most of the changes in participation rates are modest, the divergent trends are widening the
gap between the percentage of congregations involved in service provision and the percentage involved
in political participation. Between 1998 and 2012, the percentage of congregations participating in
at least one type of service-related activity increased from 71% to 78%, while the percentage of
congregation participating in at least one type of political activity decreased from 43% to 35%.

4 The variable—hosted a political representative as a visiting speaker—was constructed using two related NCS survey items. If
a congregation indicated hosting either an elected government official or a political candidate as a visiting speaker, this
variable was coded 1. If not, it was coded as 0.

5 For all of the analyses in this study, the data are weighted using the following congregation level
weight—wt_all3_cong_dup—which treats each congregation as one unit regardless of its size. This is the appropriate weight
to use when assessing trends among congregations because a congregation’s likelihood of appearing in the NCS sample is
proportional to its size and using the congregation level weight undoes the over-representation of larger congregations in
the NCS [39].
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Table 1. The percentage of congregations involved in service-related and political activities for
each wave.

Percentage of Congregations that . . . Wave I
1998

Wave II
2006–7

Wave III
2012

p value a

Service-related Activities

Participated in at least one type of service-related activity 70.8 72.8 78.2 0.050
Provided formal social services 58.4 45.4 60.4 0.614

Amount spent on social services (median) ˆ $100 b,c 17.6 22.8 20.0 –
Received external funding b 18.4 17.7 12.4 0.102
Received government funding b 4.6 3.5 1.6 0.076
Collaborated with outside organizations b 81.4 75.8 81.2 0.961

Employed staff for social service programs 6.4 6.9 11.5 0.026
Had a group that assesses community needs 36.9 48.4 56.7 0.000
Hosted a social service representative as a visiting speaker 22.1 30.6 31.3 0.003
Promoted opportunities to provide assistance d – 93.6 91.8 –

Political Activities

Participated in at least one type of political activity 43.0 44.3 34.9 0.026
Had a group that discusses politics 6.3 6.3 5.8 0.666
Distributed voter guides 17.0 17.2 12.9 0.057
Hosted a political representative as a visiting speaker 8.7 10.2 8.1 0.740
Promoted opportunities to participate politically 26.2 21.4 14.5 0.000
Helped people register to vote 8.3 17.8 11.1 0.178
Lobbied elected officials 4.4 7.9 6.6 0.131
Participated in a demonstration or march 9.2 8.3 12.5 0.123

Source: National Congregations Study [39]; a p value for mean difference test comparing Wave I and Wave III
values; b Percentages for this variable are based on the subset of congregations that provided formal social
services; c All values are adjusted to 2012 dollars; d The percent change since 1998 for this variable cannot be
assessed because this item was not included in Wave I of the NCS.

The diverging participation patterns are even more pronounced when the participation rates for
similar types of service-related and political activities are compared. In 2012, 57% of congregations
had a group that assesses community needs, which is a 54% increase since 1998. In comparison, the
percentage of congregations that had a group that discusses politics remained at approximately 6%.
Similarly, in 2012, 31% of congregations hosted a representative from a social service agency as a
visiting speaker, which is a 50% increase since 1998. Meanwhile, the percentage of congregations that
hosted a political representative as a visiting speaker remained at approximately 9%. In 2012, more than
90% of congregations promoted opportunities to provide assistance to people outside their congregation.
In comparison, only 15% of congregations promoted opportunities to participate in political activities,
which is a 45% decrease since 1998. These divergent trends provide further evidence for congregations’
dampening interest in political participation contrasting with a growing interest in service provision.

As the percentage of congregations involved in service-related activities has been increasing, a
few noteworthy shifts have also occurred with congregations’ funding sources for providing formal
social services. In 2012, only 12% of congregations received external funding to support their social
service programs, which is a 33% decrease since 1998. Furthermore, the percentage of congregations
that receive government funding to support their programs has been decreasing. In 2012, less than
2% of all congregations that provided formal social services received government funding, which is a
65% decrease since 1998. At the same time, however, the median amount of money that congregations
spend on social service programs has increased. In addition, the percentage of congregations with staff
members who devote more than 25% of their work time to social service programs has nearly doubled
since 1998. These trends indicate that even though a decreasing percentage of congregations have
been relying on external funding to support their social services, the amount of money and resources
congregations are allocating to social service provision has been increasing.

The second analysis examines subpopulations of congregations grouped by their religious
tradition, ethnoracial composition, and ideological orientation, and it assesses differences in their
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participation patterns for specific types of service-related and political activities. This analysis helps
to identify sources of the general upward trend in congregation-based service provision and general
downward trend in political participation. It also identifies the types of congregations that diverge from
the participation trends exhibited by the majority of congregations. Table 2 displays the percentage
of congregations by religious tradition, ethnoracial composition, and ideological orientation in 1998,
2006–2007, and 2012. The table also indicates whether there has been a significant change in the
percentage of congregations within these subpopulations between 1998 and 2012.

Table 2. The percentage of congregations by religious tradition, ethnoracial composition, and
ideological orientation for each wave.

Percentage of Congregations that Are . . . Wave I 1998 Wave II 2006–7 Wave III 2012 p value a

Religious Tradition

Evangelical Protestant 45.7 47.8 46.1 0.904
Mainline Protestant 26.3 19.6 20.3 0.053
Black Protestant 15.8 23.4 21.4 0.088
Catholic 7.3 6.1 5.5 0.161

Ethnoracial Composition

Predominantly white 72.8 63.0 58.4 0.000
Predominantly black 17.2 24.4 21.2 0.234
Predominantly Hispanic 1.3 2.2 5.9 0.003

Theological Orientation

Theologically conservative 59.8 62.8 62.8 0.441
Theologically moderate 29.9 29.5 25.0 0.166
Theologically liberal 10.3 7.7 12.2 0.448

Political Orientation

Politically conservative 62.0 58.0 54.8 0.068
Politically moderate 30.6 34.6 33.7 0.406
Politically liberal 7.4 7.4 11.5 0.072

Source: National Congregations Study [39]; a p value for mean difference test comparing Wave I and Wave
III values.

The analysis indicates that between 1998 and 2012 the percentages of mainline Protestant and
Catholic congregations have been decreasing and the percentage of black Protestant congregations
has been increasing, while the percentage of evangelical Protestant congregations has remained at
nearly 50%. During this same period, the percentage of predominantly white congregations decreased
from 73% to 58% and the percentage of predominantly Hispanic congregations increased from 1%
to 6%, while the percentage of predominantly black congregations remained at approximately 20%.
The distribution of congregations based on their self-described theological orientation has remained
relatively unchanged between 1998 and 2012. During this same period, the percentages of politically
liberal and politically moderate congregations have been increasing; yet, over 50% of congregations
continue to identify as politically conservative. Overall, the prevalence of evangelical Protestant and
theologically conservative congregations has remained stable, while the prevalence of predominantly
white and politically conservative congregations has been decreasing. Although assessing changes in
the population of U.S. congregations is not the focus of this study, these changes have implications for
the overall contribution of congregations to service provision and political participation.

Analyzing the service provision participation patterns among subpopulations of congregations
reveals sources of the general upward trend and identifies the types of congregations that deviate from
this trend. Figure 1 displays the percentage of congregations by subpopulation involved in at least
one type of service-related activity in 1998, 2006–2007, and 2012. The figure illustrates that the service
provision participation rate among every type of congregation analyzed has either remained the same
or increased since 1998. This finding provides strong evidence that the substantial and increasing

217



Religions 2016, 7, 51

involvement in service-related activities among congregations is not isolated to a select few types of
congregations; rather, participation is prevalent among most types of congregations.

Figure 1. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation involved in at least one type of
service-related activity by wave.

Differences in service provision participation patterns among congregations become evident,
however, when specific types of service-related activities are analyzed. Figure 2 displays the
percentage of congregations by subpopulation with a group that assesses the needs of its surrounding
community. Between 1998 and 2012, the participation rate among Catholic congregations for this
activity has remained steady at approximately 50%, while the rate among each major type of
Protestant congregation has been increasing. Evangelical congregations had the largest increase
(from 28% to 52%) and black Protestant congregations had the highest participation rate in 2012
(66%). In 1998, predominantly black and Hispanic congregations were significantly more likely than
predominantly white congregations to have a group that assesses community needs; however, since
then, the participation rate for this activity among predominantly white congregations has increased
73%—making their participation rate nearly equal to that of predominantly black and Hispanic
congregations. A similarly substantial increase in needs-assessment participation occurred among
theologically conservative congregations as well. These results indicate that much of the increase
in community needs assessments derives from increasing participation rates among evangelical
Protestant, predominantly white, and theologically conservative congregations, which represent the
largest subpopulations of congregations and until recently, had the lowest participation rates. These
upward trends are consistent with recent research that observes increasing levels of evangelical social
engagement on a broad range of issues [41].

Figure 2. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation with a group that assesses community
needs by wave.
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Figure 3 displays the percentage of congregations by subpopulation with staff members who
devote at least 25% of their work time to social service programs. Between 1998 and 2012,
the percentages of Catholic congregations with staff for social services has been decreasing, while the
percentages among mainline Protestant and black Protestant congregations have more than doubled.
During this same period, a modest upward trend in congregations employing staff for social services
occurred among predominantly white and Hispanic congregations as well as among theologically
conservative and liberal congregations. The largest increase occurred among theologically liberal
congregations, whose participation increased more than six-fold from 3% to 19%. Although this study
does not assess the depth of congregations’ involvement in service-related activities, this particular
activity—allocating staff time to providing social services—certainly signals substantial involvement
in service provision6.

Figure 3. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation that employed staff for social service
programs by wave.

Analyzing the political activity participation patterns among subpopulations of congregations
reveals sources of the general downward trend and identifies the types of congregations that deviate
from this trend. Figure 4 displays the percentage of congregations by subpopulation involved in
at least one type of political activity in 1998, 2006–2007, and 2012. The figure illustrates that the
political participation rate among each major type of Protestant congregation has been decreasing since
1998. The largest decrease occurred among evangelical congregations, whose participation dropped
from 38% to 24%—the lowest participation rate among the religious traditions analyzed. During
this same period, however, the participation rate among Catholic congregations has been increasing.
By 2012, 75% of Catholic congregations were participating in at least one type of political activity.
Additionally, the participation rate has been decreasing among politically conservative congregations
and increasing among politically liberal congregations. In 1998, liberal congregations were 1.4 times
more likely than conservative congregations to participate in political activities; since then, they have
become 2.8 times more likely to participate. This analysis indicates that much of the decrease in
congregation-based political activities derives from decreasing participation rates among evangelical
Protestant, predominantly white, and politically conservative congregations. Offsetting this decrease
are the political activities of Catholic and politically liberal congregations, whose participation rates
have been substantial and increasing since 1998.

6 For a detailed description of the breadth and depth of congregation-based service provision see Chaves and Eagle’s [9]
article in this volume.
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Figure 4. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation that participated in at least one type of
political activity by wave.

Differences in political participation patterns among congregations become more pronounced
when specific types of political activities are analyzed. Figure 5 displays the percentage of
congregations by subpopulation that distributed voter guides. In 1998, participation rates for this
activity were highest among black Protestant and evangelical Protestant congregations (23% and 19%
respectively); however, in 2012, the percentage of evangelical Protestant congregations that distributed
voter guides decreased to 11%. Meanwhile, the percentage of Catholic congregations distributing
voter guides has more than doubled since 1998—increasing from 14% to 39%—which surpasses the
participation rate among each major type of Protestant congregation by a wide margin. Similar to
the divergent trend among Catholic congregations is an increase in the participation rate among
predominantly Hispanic congregations. Between 1998 and 2012, the percentage of predominantly
Hispanic congregations distributing voter guides increased from less than 1% to 13%. During this same
period, the percentage of predominantly white congregations distributing voter guides halved to 9%
and the participation rate among black congregations remained steady at approximately 17%. Similar
trends are observed among the other activities that focus on helping members become politically
informed (results not displayed). The percentage of black Protestant congregations participating in
these types of activities remained relatively unchanged, while the participation rates increased among
Catholic and Hispanic congregations and decreased among evangelical and white congregations.

Figure 5. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation that distributed voter guides by wave.

Similar trends are also observed for activities that focus on mobilizing members for political action.
Figure 6 displays the percentage of congregations by subpopulation that promoted opportunities
for their members to participate politically. Between 1998 and 2012, the participation rate among
Catholic congregations for this activity remained at approximately 33%, while the rate among each
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major type of Protestant congregation has been decreasing. Black Protestant congregations had the
largest decrease (from 36% to 16%) and evangelical congregations had the lowest participation rate in
2012 (7%). During this same period, the percentage of predominantly white and black congregations
that promoted opportunities to participate politically decreased significantly, while the percentage of
predominantly Hispanic congregations that promoted such opportunities increased marginally.

Figure 6. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation that promoted opportunities to participate
politically by wave.

Figure 7 displays the percentage of congregations by subpopulation that participated in a
demonstration or march. In 1998, Catholic congregations were at least two times more likely than
each major type of Protestant congregations to participate in a demonstration or march. Since then,
the percentage of Catholic congregations involved in this activity has more than doubled, while
the participation rates among the Protestant congregations have remained the same. In 2012, more
than half of all Catholic congregations had participated in a demonstration or march, which makes
their participation rate for this activity four times greater than those observed among the Protestant
congregations. Similarly, the percentage of Catholic congregations that had lobbied an elected
official doubled between 1998 and 2012, increasing from 12% to 24%. Similar to the divergent trend
among Catholic congregations is an increase in the participation rate among predominantly Hispanic
congregations. Between 1998 and 2012, the percentage of predominantly Hispanic congregations
that participated in a demonstration or march increased from less than 1% to 17%. Over this same
period, the participation rate among predominantly white and black congregations remained at
approximately 10%.

Figure 7. The percentage of congregations by subpopulation that participated in a demonstration or
march by wave.
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Divergent trends were also observed among congregations with different political orientations.
For every political activity analyzed, the participation rates among politically conservative
congregations have either remained the same or decreased since 1998, while the participation rates
among politically liberal congregations have either remained the same or increased. Between 1998 and
2012, the percentage of politically conservative congregations that distributed voter guides decreased
from 20% to 13%. Meanwhile, the percentage of politically liberal congregations that distributed voter
guides increased marginally from 13% to 24%. Similarly, the percentage of politically conservative
congregations that promoted opportunities to participate politically decreased from 26% to 10%,
while the percentage of politically liberal congregations that promoted such opportunities remained
steady at approximately 45%. During this same period, the percentage of politically conservative
congregations that participated in a demonstration or march remained steady at approximately 8%,
while the percentage of politically liberal congregations that participated in a demonstration or march
almost tripled, increasing from 15% to 43%.

5. Discussion

Despite the few divergent trends, the substantial and generally increasing participation rates in
service-related activities among most types of congregations supports the view that service provision
is an institutionalized and nearly universal practice of congregations. Congregational political
participation, however, appears to be becoming a niche practice. While many types of congregations
exhibit less substantial and generally decreasing political participation rates, participation rates are
relatively high among Catholic and politically liberal congregations and increasing substantially among
predominantly Hispanic congregations. The following paragraphs discuss contours of the divergent
trends in political participation exhibited among Catholic, politically liberal, and predominantly
Hispanic congregations.

The high percentage of Catholic congregations involved in political activities is not a new finding;
however, it is noteworthy that their participation rates have increased, while the rates among each
major type of Protestant congregation have either remained the same or decreased. Furthermore,
Beyerlein and Chaves [27] observed that in 1998 the primary differences in congregations across
religious traditions were not in the rates of participation, but rather in the types of political participation.
Each religious tradition engaged in politics in distinct ways. While this observation remains true
among the major types of Protestant congregations, substantial shifts have taken place such that the
rate of participation has become a primary difference between Catholic congregations and Protestant
congregations. By 2012, Catholic congregations had the highest participation rate for every political
activity analyzed except for hosting a political representative as a visiting speaker.

The trend of fewer politically conservative congregations and more politically liberal
congregations participating in political activities runs counter to popular perceptions [42].
These perceptions are fueled by media outlets and political pundits, whose coverage of religion
and politics tends to focus almost exclusively on the religious right and rarely even mentions religious
progressives [43]. Although the overall number of politically-engaged conservative congregations
remains greater than the number of politically-engaged liberal congregations, the gap is shrinking
and the difference in public attention each group’s political activity receives is of greater magnitude
than the difference in their actual levels of engagement [44]. The persistent perceived prominence
of the religious right and relative absence of religious progressives in the political arena is partly
attributable to three related factors. First, the general rightward shift of American political culture
since the 1980s has resulted in the policy positions of religious progressives receiving less of a
public hearing [45]. Second, the religious right has mobilized so effectively for a media-oriented
political culture that its representatives have crowded out religious voices advocating for progressive
policies [46]. Third, secular voices—sometimes simply non-religious voices and sometimes clearly
anti-religious ones—increasingly dominate progressive policy discourse [47].
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Another complex element of the findings is the seemingly contradictory evidence that the
percentage of predominantly Hispanic congregations participating in specific types of political activities
has been increasing, while the overall percentage of Hispanic congregations participating in at least
one type of political activity has been decreasing. Although Figure 4 illustrates a substantial drop in
the percentage of Hispanic congregations that participated in at least one type of political activity, this
statistic can be misleading. Additional analyses indicate that the initially substantial and increasing
participation rate among Hispanic congregations between 1998 and 2006–2007, and the subsequent
major decrease in participation in 2012, were produced primarily by changes in the participation rate
for one type of activity—helping people register to vote, which increased from 41% to 66% between
1998 and 2006–2007, and then dropped to 11% in 2012. These substantial swings in participation rates
correspond to changes in voter registration laws that significantly impacted congregations’—especially
Hispanic congregations’—ability to help people register to vote.

In particular, the 1993 National Voter Registration Act made it much easier for community-based
organizations to conduct voter registration drives, and which in turn contributed to burgeoning voter
registration rolls for the next 15 years [48,49]. However, following the 2008 elections, which had the
highest turnout rate since 1960 and the largest turnout of Hispanic and black voters in U.S. history,
several states began introducing and enacting more stringent election regulations [50]. Particularly
relevant was legislation that imposed burdensome requirements on organizations seeking to help
people register to vote [51]. The most restrictive measures were passed in Southern states that have
substantial Hispanic populations [50,52]. These laws led several civic engagement organizations
to discontinue their voter registration activities; many of which had focused on registering racial
and ethnic minorities, since minority citizens disproportionately register through voter registration
drives [50,51].

Analyzing data from Wave I and Wave II of the National Congregations Study indicates that a
significant number of Hispanic congregations were among the organizations that began participating
in voter registration activities during the 15 years following the 1993 National Voter Registration Act.
Analyzing the Wave III data indicates that between 2006–2007 and 2012 the percentage of Hispanic
congregations involved in voter registration activities decreased significantly7. This finding suggests
that the major drop in participation may have been at least partly in response to the stricter regulations
following the 2008 elections.

The large percentage of Hispanic congregations involved in voter registration activities in 1998
and 2006–2007 account for a substantial portion of the Hispanic congregations participating in at least
one type of political activity. Consequently, when a significant percentage of Hispanic congregations
had discontinued this activity by 2012, it led to the assessment that the general involvement in
political activity among Hispanic congregations had decreased since 1998. Additional analyses,
however, indicate that the participation rates among Hispanic congregations for all of the other
political activities analyzed have either remained the same or increased since 1998. Based on these
analyses, a more accurate assessment is that apart from the aberrations caused by changes in voter
registration laws that disproportionately affected Hispanic congregations, the participation rate among
Hispanic congregations involved in political activities has increased since 1998.

6. Conclusions

Although this study provides a detailed analysis of congregations’ involvement in service
provision and political participation over the past three decades, it has limitations. First, the analysis
is based on a limited number of service-related and political activities; other participation patterns
could be observed if a wider variety of activities were analyzed. In addition, the data on congregations’
involvement in these activities were collected with minimal probing, and studies have demonstrated

7 Similar but dampened patterns are observed among predominantly white and black congregations.
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that additional probing results in a larger percentage of congregations reporting involvement [4,10].
Furthermore, other methodological differences, such as using narrow or broad definitions of
congregation-based service provision and political participation as well as giving respondents a
list of activities to select from versus asking them to recall activities from memory, can influence
a congregation’s likelihood of reporting involvement in such activities and may have produced
differences in the reported participation rates across studies [4,10]. In order to ensure that the
longitudinal analyses in this study are unaffected by such methodological differences, this study
relies on the three waves of data collected by the NCS, which used consistent methods across each of
its three waves.

Second, this study does not analyze the extent of congregations’ involvement in service-related
and political activities. Although it is important to understand differences between congregations with
no involvement and those with at least some involvement, scholars and practitioners could benefit
from understanding changes among congregations in the volume and scope of their service provision
and political participation. In addition, with regard to congregation-based political activities, it would
be beneficial to understand changes in the issues congregations are addressing as well as changes in
the positions they are taking on those issues. Other studies have examined how the number, type, and
content of activities congregations participate in have changed over time [1,2,53], but these studies are
limited to analyzing only two waves of data.

Third, this study does not examine how the size of a congregation is associated with its
participation in service-related and political activities. Although the correlation between congregational
size and participation in such activities is known to be significant and stable over time, one point
is worth noting. Because this study conducted its analysis at the congregation level and did not
differentiate between the size of congregations, this study underrepresents the percentage of church
attenders in congregations that provide services and participate politically. Since it is also important
to know the number of people exposed to congregation-based service-related and political activities,
future studies could conduct similar change-over-time analyses at the attendee level.

Fourth, the analysis of participation patterns among congregational subpopulations does not
include non-Christian congregations nor ethnoracially diverse congregations8. The relatively small
percentages of non-Christian congregations in the U.S., and subsequently in the NCS, inhibits analytical
precision, and combining all of the congregations from non-Christian traditions into one category
would obscure any differences that exist between those traditions. Future research could collect
sufficiently large samples of congregations within these less prevalent traditions and conduct similar
longitudinal analyses going forward. In contrast, the NCS does contain a sufficiently large number of
ethnoracially diverse congregations; however, these congregations were not included in the analysis
for important methodological reasons9. Within the subset of ethnoracially diverse congregations, there
is substantial variation in ethnoracial composition. Some have one ethnoracial group that represents a
large majority of its members, others are split 50/50 across two ethnoracial groups, and some have
equal representation across multiple ethnoracial groups. Thus, combining each type of ethnoracially
diverse congregation into one category would make it difficult to specify the source of variation in
outcomes. This limitation is not unique to congregational studies; it pertains to any study attempting
to analyze outcomes associated with ethnoracial diversity. Rather than treating ethnoracially diverse
groups as having similar composition, researchers could use more refined methods that capture the
variation in composition that exists among ethnoracially diverse groups. Finally, future research could
enhance understanding of congregational activities by analyzing how congregation-based service

8 Based on the operationalization used in this study, a congregation is considered to be ethnoracially diverse if no single
ethnoracial group represents 80% or more of its members.

9 The analysis of congregational subpopulations does not include predominantly Asian and Native American congregations
because of their insufficient representation in the NCS.
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provision and political participation are associated with the interaction between a congregation’s
religious tradition and ethnoracial composition.

Despite these limitations, this study fills a critical need by providing the first longitudinal analysis
to assess how congregations’ involvement in service provision and political participation has changed
over the past three decades. Overall, this study finds that among most types of congregations,
the percentage participating in service-related activities is substantial and increasing, while the
percentage participating in political activities is less substantial and decreasing. This decline in
political participation has implications for congregations’ ability to effectively address social needs.
Congregations can address social needs more comprehensively when they combine acts of service with
political engagement. In doing so, they can relieve immediate needs while at the same time advocate
for long-term solutions. Among the few types of congregations that have high and/or increasing
participation rates in both service-related and political activities are Catholic, predominantly Hispanic,
and politically liberal congregations. Although their representation among the total population of
congregations in U.S. is relatively small, Catholic congregations are among the largest congregations
and predominantly Hispanic and politically liberal congregations are among the fastest growing.
While it is likely that a high percentage of congregations will remain involved in service provision, the
future trajectory of congregation-based political participation remains uncertain.
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Abstract: In the wake of the Faith-Based Initiative in the USA, substantial research has resulted in
an increased awareness of religious congregations and faith-based organizations as welfare service
providers. The next frontier appears to be the role of religious organizations in international social
and economic development, a topic that only recently started to attract academic interest. In this
paper, we review available literature on the role that religious, or faith-based, organizations play
in international social and economic development. We also provide results from our own study of
USA international NGOs1 that are faith-based. We divide the paper into the positive contributions of
faith-based international NGOs and the drawbacks of these NGOs. We find that faith-based nonprofits
constitute almost 60 percent of USA-based international development organizations, and their
contribution to international social development is quite considerable. We conclude with a call for
further research and nuanced understanding of the role religion plays in international development.

Keywords: international development; international social and economic development; religious
community; faith based organizations; faith-based NGOs; humanitarian work

1. Introduction

Some scholars look at the Faith Based Initiative of the George W. Bush administration as a failure.
They conclude that too few congregations joined the ranks of social service providers and, as such,
it was much ado about nothing [1]. It is our contention that the errant expectation for congregations
and other faith-based organizations to do more welfare provision came from a misunderstanding of
the level of welfare service provision from the faith-based community before the initiative took place.
The gloomy review of the faith-based initiative failed to account for the already impressive engagement
of the faith community in social services provision [2]. In the USA context, the faith community
provides more welfare services to more people than any other group of nonprofit organizations.
There are numerous congregations as well as faith-based organizations caring for the welfare of
Americans even though this is not their primary raison d'être.

Starting with this perspective, we aim to recognize one area of welfare activity that is also poorly
understood—faith-based international social and economic development. This is an important field of

1 In this paper we use the terms nonprofit organizations and NGOs interchangeably. We use these terms as close as possible
to the sources we use, acknowledging that, in the US, it is more common to use the term nonprofit, while in many other
countries NGO is the more common term.
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social practice in which people and organizations in rich countries, with or without their government,
support people and communities in less prosperous countries. In general, the term international
development applies broadly to a variety of international activities. In this paper we focus on the efforts
of voluntary associations, such as nonprofits and NGOs, specifically those considered faith-based or
religious. We attempt to review the historical context and existing literature, discuss some strengths
and some weaknesses of faith-based organizations in international social and economic development,
as well as carry out a modest empirical investigation on the scope and the role of USA faith-based
international development organizations. We identified as many resources as we could find from as
many locales as possible though a large share of our findings came from USA-based literature.

2. Literature Review

Religion is a wide term that reflects many worldviews. Carole Rakodi contended that “‘religion’
and the English words used to talk about it, such as faith or belief, do not always translate directly
into other religious traditions and languages” ([3], p. 640). While this may be linguistically the case,
Muslim and Hindu faith-based development organizations are deeply aware that they originate from
and represent a specific faith tradition. In this respect we distinguish between the “substantive” and
“functional” definitions of religion [3–5]. We do not follow a substantive definition that is focused
on how religion is carried out such as “the sacred”, rather we apply the functionalist definition that
focuses on “what religion does” for society or a group ([3], p. 638). In this paper, we do not explore the
various theological and hermeneutical aspects of religion, but rather how religion or more precisely
faith organizations operate in comparison to secular organizations.

International social and economic development is a wide field that focuses on improving
basic conditions and the quality of life of people living in developing countries. It can start with
country-to-country support, but it is also commonly understood as the activity of private (usually
nonprofit) organizations that bring skills, resources, expertise, and goods from a rich environment to
a foreign country where it is most needed. In this respect, we do not cover in-country organizations
that strive for social and economic development such as local churches or local denominations.
There are, however, many schools of thought and understanding concerning the exact definition and
characteristics of international social development. This field of activity includes, but is not limited
to, economic development, literacy, vocational education, higher education, human rights, political
freedom, reduced poverty, secure housing, sustainable development, social infrastructure, health
promotion, and quality of life or subjective well-being [6–8]. As is common in the literature, we do not
imply that these organizations enhance national or regional development. We assume that they strive
to improve quality of life in a sustainable manner that in some cases lead to meaningful development.

Just as international social and economic development is a comprehensive and hard to define
concept, so is religion. Some scholars argue that the study of international development in its historical
and anthropological context is inseparable from the study of religion [9]. Our focus is not on the
religiosity of people and workers but on the organizations that carry out international development
work. For the past twenty years, there has been considerable debate over what a faith-based
organization is and what a faith-based development organization is [10–12]. In most instances,
we opted to go with the definitions used by the sources we reviewed as well as with the organizations
we studied. This makes our work easier but it introduces the risk of drawing conclusions from studies
that defined faith-based development organizations in different ways.

Dicklitch and Rice proposed that “FBNs [Faith-based NGOs] can be defined as non-state actors
that have a central religious or faith core to their philosophy, membership, or programmatic approach,
although they are not simply missionaries” ([13], p. 662). An inclusive framework is put forth by
Carole Rakodi, whose work demonstrates that “religion and development are not separate spheres of
life—they are intertwined and each influences the other” ([3], p. 635). Tara Hefferan, Laurie Occhipinti
and Julie Adkins modified a typology put forth by Sider and Unruh—a typology focused on the US
context—to consider what role “faith” plays in FBOs working in Latin America and the Caribbean.

229



Religions 2016, 7, 19

By identifying several key areas for examining faith, the typology allows researchers to consider how
“faith and religion are manifested in goals, mission, programming, and funding” along six different
faith axes, ranging from “secular” to “faith-saturated” ([14], p. 9). We are far from being able to
accurately theorize or even describe the behavior of faith-based organizations. What this study seeks to
add is a more comprehensive review of the scope and impact of faith-based development organizations
based on extant literature and a modest independent study.

At the G20 Interfaith Summit Meeting 2015 in Istanbul, Peter Howard attempted to elicit what is
required of an NGO to be defined as a faith-based organization. First is the notion of the sacredness of
life: Faith-based NGOs value the life of everyone. Workers of faith-based NGOs understand people as
created in the image of God with transcendent sacredness so that workers can engage with greater
honor. Instead of thinking of rights in terms of minimum standards of asylum, food, or education,
they think of rights in terms of inclusion, abundance and community. Second, faith-based NGOs have
long-term and consistent presence in areas with great needs. This international presence brings with it
faith assets such as people, networks, leaders, infrastructure, buildings, and donations. These assets
can be mobilized faster, more comprehensively, and wherever needed when compared with public
agencies or secular NGOs. Third, faith-based NGOs apply and obey their conscience: Using religious
doctrines they advocate for the needy and serve as a voice of conscience. Fourth, faith-based NGOs
operate from the standpoint of faith. All world religious traditions emphasize that their faith is an
important tool for coping and resiliency. Fifth, faith-based NGOs uphold the theology of mercy and
forgiveness. Merciful people and organizations care for and are appreciated by their beneficiaries.
Finally, faith-based NGOs emphasize charity. Charity in this context is the willingness to give time,
attention, and resources in abundance. Clearly, an empirical investigation will show that not every
faith-based NGO fully adheres to all six requisites. In fact, many likely fall short of meeting all six.
However, on average faith-based international development organizations may be characterized by
these six requisites and often aspire to actualize them. Organizations that follow all six criteria offered
by Howard tend to follow their mission with corresponding programs rather than alter programs to
pursue funding opportunities [15].

Since the dawn of the 19th century, American Protestant denominations have sent volunteers
and paid missionaries to spread their teachings worldwide, including places that were considered
unsafe such as Africa, Asia, and Latin America [16]. Many Catholic missionaries and organizations
brought technology and knowledge to remote parts of the world for hundreds of years. Numerous
religious employees and volunteers took to the road and journeyed long distances spending years
trying to evangelize the natives. These missionaries, in addition to spreading their respective religious
messages, provided social and healthcare services that formed the foundation of many countries’ health
and human services infrastructure [17,18]. In many countries, the basic universities, hospitals, and
other major institutions started with these religious missions. Today, many faith-based international
social and economic development organizations provide care and establish civic infrastructure with,
or often without, an eye towards proselytization. As Hefferan et al. rightly contended, faith-based
development organizations are very diverse and understudied. They noted enormous variation in
organizations that fall within the category of faith-based organizations. They suggested that most
faith-based development organizations are Christian, however others are Muslim, Jewish, “spiritual”
or multi faith, and Buddhist, with a few that are Baha’i, Hindu, or Jain [14].

Unfortunately, there is very little data regarding the role of religion in mainstream social and
economic development studies and policy [3,19,20]. Kurt Alan ver Beek argued that within the context
of international social and economic development, spirituality is taboo. ver Beek searched the three
leading development studies journals; Journal of Development Studies, World Development, and the Journal
of Developing Areas, for any mentioning of religion or spirituality. He covered the years 1982 to 1998
and found almost no hits. For example, in the Journal of Development Studies there were 46 hits for
“gender”, 38 for “population”, 19 for “environment”, one for “religion”, and none for “spirituality”.
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Most telling is the fact that in all three journals between 1982 and 1998 there was not one article in
which religion was a major theme [21]. ver Beek concluded that:

Given the apparently integral link between spirituality and issues central to development,
it would seem reasonable that spirituality would occupy a relatively prominent
place in development theory and practice. However, the subject is conspicuously
under-represented in development literature and in the policies and programmes of
development organisations ([21], p. 36).

Ten years after ver Beek’s study was published, more publications regarding the nexus between
religion and international development were published. However, as Jones and Petersen noted,
the majority of these publications suffered from being instrumental in their approach, narrowly
focusing on specific faith-based organizations, and were frequently based on normative assumptions
rather than empirical assessments. These authors explained “that, in chronological terms, the
interest in religion came more from the development industry, particularly the big multilateral
and bilateral donors, than from universities and research organisations” ([22], p. 1292). Jones and
Petersen acknowledged that more had been written on religion and international social and economic
development in the last ten to twenty years. However, despite this, the additional literature was
not written systematically, and did not enable full assessment of the role of religion and faith in
international development [22]. In studying faith-based development organizations, authors often
demonstrate a bias. They either dismiss or wholly support faith-based organizations. While we aim
to highlight the unique contributions of faith-based development organizations, we apply a more
balanced approach.

Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind the debate over the effectiveness of humanitarian aid
in achieving international development goals. Faith-based organizations provide humanitarian services
and welfare services designed to reduce suffering and improve living conditions. There is significant
debate in development literature about whether humanitarian aid actually helps with development of
countries [23]. For the purpose of this paper, we assume the term international development to include
the humanitarian and welfare activities of faith-based organizations. We follow the USA’s National
Taxonomy of Exempt Entities which includes humanitarian organizations in their “International Relief
and Development” category [24].

3. Strengths and Weaknesses

We begin our investigation with a discussion of suggested strengths and contributions of
faith-based international NGOs to international social and economic development. Next, we devote
a section to their asserted criticism and review potential weaknesses of faith-based international NGOs.
On the strengths and contributions side, we begin with trust in faith-based organizations by the
people who are being helped. This is followed by sections on faith networks, religious volunteers
for international social and economic development organizations, and funding of international
work and the share of the faith community. We then move to an independent study we carried
out to compare scope and scale of secular versus faith-based international development nonprofit
organizations. We then discuss the impact of faith-based international organizations on the life of their
service recipients.

On the side of drawbacks of faith-based international development, we start with issues of
proselytization by these faith-based NGOs. This is followed by a discussion on the faith-based NGOs’
inclination to work alone and to avoid partnerships and coalitions. The last section of drawbacks
deals with religion as a source or contributor to armed conflicts, genocide, terrorism, and other human
atrocities. We conclude with a summary as well as suggestions for future research.
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4. Trust of People Being Helped

When helping people locally or internationally, forming trust relationships is essential. People
that trust the helpers, and do not suspect their motives, are more likely to be transformed and
adapt to change. A variety of studies show that faith-based international organizations enjoy strong
popular support and trust among the poorest and neediest populations. These organizations and
their workers reach people at the grassroots level, speak their language and respect their sentiments
and culture. For example, Jones and Petersen reported that “a 2008 Gallup poll showed that 82% of
people in sub-Saharan Africa claimed that they trusted religious organisations more than other societal
institutions” ([22], p. 1305). Rick James, based on the World Bank set of studies, concluded that
faith-based development organizations are better at reaching out to client population in development
than workers of secular organizations [12]. Similarly, Erica Bornstein studied Protestant NGOs in
Zimbabwe with a focus on the World Vision national office in Harare as well as in the field. She found
that for staff members in the field, faith serves to create bonds of community [25].

Clarke and Jennings contended:

...the language of faith, the religious idiom, frequently better reflects the cultural norms in
which the poor and marginalised operate. They are better able to draw such individuals
and communities into global discourses of social justice, rights and development, without
recourse to the often distancing language of secular development discourse ([26], p. 16).

The problem with these contentions is that few of them were empirically tested. With the exception
of the Gallup findings, referenced above, all other sources seem to rely on anecdotal information, and to
some extent, on ideological preferences [22]. However, there are very few reports suggesting that
religious development workers deterred locals or caused them to distrust the service organizations.

Bruno De Cordier studied Western Muslim FBOs, primarily from the United Kingdom and their
work in Central Asia, Iraq, and Pakistan. Some of the studied organizations were large scale and
include such organizations as the Islamic Relief Worldwide and Muslim Aid. De Cordier found that
Muslim FBOs were more effective in these countries because of their religious beliefs and affiliations.
The locals distrusted Western relief organizations and saw them as agents of the corrupt West. Muslim
NGOs, alternatively, are viewed as authentic and people are willing to accept help from them [27].
These findings support Jonathon Benthall’s assertion that “It is well established that international
Christian NGOs can work effectively in Christian parts of Africa through local church networks,
and there is surely considerable potential for international Islamic charities to work in a similar way
among Muslims” ([28], p. 7).

Robert Leurs reports that, Christian and secular organizations find it difficult to function in
Muslim-dominated Kano State. Local residents prefer working with organizations that shared their
own religious heritage [29]. Put differently, people on the ground often prefer faith-based providers to
secular ones, and if possible those of a faith that locals can relate to.

Deryke Belshaw found in humanitarian work in Africa five advantages FBOs have over secular
providers. They can have: (1) the long-term commitment to their memberships as they have served
the community for a long time; (2) the majority of the FBO’s members are likely to consist of the
poorest and most marginalized in developing countries; (3) links to sister organizations that possibly
provide funding and expertise; (4) emphasis on the “golden rule” (i.e., treat others as you yourself
wish to be treated) as a guide to social relationships; and (5) spiritual and relational experiences
that can raise the self-regard and confidence of marginalized people and help them benefit from
new opportunities. While not all FBOs live by these standards, they more often describe FBOs as
compared with secular ones [30]. Alkire noted the reason why many governments and world financial
organizations financially support faith-based development organizations is that these organizations
are vital and effective partners in international efforts to reduce poverty. Their perceived closeness to
poor communities and their highly motivated staff and volunteers prove them indispensable [31].
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Just as people on the ground trust religious social and economic development organizations,
so do many big funders. In the context of Africa, Paul Gifford noted that “Agencies of official Western
aid, reluctant to give to governments they considered corrupt, sought out more reliable local partners,
often churches with their extensive networks, grassroots membership, and established structures”
([32], p. 94).

5. Faith Networks

It seems that in the past two decades more forces within international social and economic
development look to religion to be part of the solution. Possibly the first initiative was the Development
Dialogue on Values and Ethics, established in 1998 by James Wolfensohn, then president of the World
Bank, and George Carey, then Archbishop of Canterbury. The initiative sought a wide-ranging
international and national dialogue among faith and development institutions, with the effort to
combat world poverty as the central focus and it evolved into the World Faiths Development
Dialogue [33]. The participants realized that the role that faith-based organizations and people
played in international social and economic development identified them as important partners in care
and that their contributions were unique and significant.

In a related report published by the World Bank in 2000, researchers found that in many
developing countries, faith-based organizations develop pervasive networks that often supersede
those of local government or other social service providers. It cited examples from Benin to Panama
and from Vietnam to Georgia, of religious organizations serving as the dominant care providers and
offering services without regard to ethnicity, nationality or religion [34].

Perhaps the most salient example of faith-based networks is the collaborations formed to sustain
a prolonged response to the global refugee crisis. According to a report from the United Nations in
2012, there is a great need for more support from international faith-based organizations in response
to refugee crises. UN High Commissioner for Refugees António Guterres reported that faith-based
relief agencies “can help prevent conflict and address the root causes of displacement, assist refugees
in making informed choices in exile, and play a central role in making solutions sustainable by
helping refugees integrate in their new communities” [35]. In her qualitative research among Syrian
refugees, and the role of religion in their experience, Estella Carpi found that “secular humanitarian
responses fail to address the potentialities that lie within engagement with the faiths of displaced
groups.” She concluded that religious observance among refugees does more than provide a source of
community [36].

Many humanitarian efforts involved faith-based organizations working in tandem to address
overwhelming issues. This sentiment was officially reported by the United Nations. The World
Conference on Religion and Peace (aka the “UN of religions”) officially concluded that

Religious communities are, without question, the largest and best-organized civil
institutions in the world today, claiming the allegiance of billions of believers and bridging
the divides of race, class and nationality. They are uniquely equipped to meet the
challenges of our time: resolving conflicts, caring for the sick and needy, promoting
peaceful co-existence among all peoples ([37]).

Berger noted that faith-based NGOs are embedded in extensive networks of both faith-based
organizations and secular NGOs that allowed them to be successful in various important campaigns
such as the 2000 jubilee year. This massive campaign started as a movement to advocate for
international debt relief. The organizers used the biblical term of debt relief (jubilee) to gain support,
predicting that in the year 2000 most poor countries would be free of their debt. According to Berger,
they were successful and received support from all across the political map. In 1996, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank announced a new initiative with the aim of ensuring that no poor
country faced a debt burden it could not manage. Berger concluded that “Religious nongovernmental
organizations were also active in the Nobel Prize winning International Campaign to Ban Landmines
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and are actively involved in the 1000-plus member NGO Coalition working for the advancement of
the International Criminal Court” ([19], p. 20). Similarly, although our focus is not on within-country
development efforts, many faith-based international NGOs have the advantage of local congregations
that they can mobilize in their development and welfare services. Having supporting allies on the
ground is a strategic advantage that many secular NGOs lack.

6. Volunteers for International Social and Economic Development

The number of international nonprofit and social agencies relying on the help of volunteers
has grown enormously in recent decades. International volunteering utilizes volunteers who are
not citizens of the country in which they are working. In the past fifty years, the number of
international religious volunteers and service providers has dramatically increased. In the last half
century missionary work did not plateau but expanded. Micklethwait and Wooldridge suggested that
missionary work expanded with reduced cost of travel as new opportunities arose. Several geopolitical
events (such as the end of colonialism, the fall of most communist regimes, and the spread of democracy
that has weakened the control of state-sponsored religions) opened many countries to the presence of
religious volunteers. However, not all religious groups are equally involved in international work [38].
Hanson and Xiang noted “the US is the largest single exporter of Protestant Christianity” ([39], p. 6).
Similarly, Brouwer, Gifford and Rose discovered that Protestant denominations with the most restrictive
religious doctrines and distinctive worship practices often engage more volunteers worldwide and
also have enjoyed the most membership growth [40].

Rieffel and Zalud estimated that, in 2006, out of 43,000 Americans engaged in long-term
international volunteering, 8000 were affiliated with specific faith-based organizations such as Habitat
for Humanity, Catholic Relief Services, and the Presbyterian Hunger Program [41]. However, this
estimate excludes missionaries whose primary goal is to propagate the religion of the sending
agency such as the thousands of missionaries sent annually by The Church of Jesus Christ and
Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) or the Assemblies of God. Moreau, Corwin, and McGee reported
that in 2001 alone, an estimated 350,000 Americans travelled abroad with Protestant missionary
agencies for periods that may range from a week to over a year [42]. Furthermore, these estimates
did not take into account the many religiously-motivated international volunteers who are serving in
secular organizations [43]. Sadly, there are no equivalent statistics regarding religious international
volunteering from European countries.

Benjamin Lough studied international volunteers from the USA and determined that young
adults aged 15–24 years were those most likely to engage in unpaid service abroad, followed by
those approaching traditional retirement age (55–64 years). This was likely the result of the time and
cost required from international volunteers. Similarly, two-thirds of international volunteers were
living in higher earning households ($100,000 or more). Lough also found that almost half (45%) of
those volunteering abroad were “associated with a religious organization”, a higher rate of religious
affiliation than domestic volunteers (estimated at around 35%) [44].

When discussing international volunteering, there are three key types to consider. One type
is known as “volunteer tourism”. McGehee and Santos defined volunteer tourism as “utilizing
discretionary time and income to travel out of the sphere of regular activity to assist others in
need” ([45], p. 760). Those who can afford the time and cost fly to a remote community and provide
a needed service such as building a structure, monitoring an election, providing medical care, digging
a well or paving a path in a rain forest. A second type of international volunteering has to do with
responding to a natural disaster or other emerging crises. Many faith-based and social organizations
are ready to respond to any humanitarian crisis. This type of volunteering usually involves civil
professionals (from construction experts to medical workers) who are trained in relief work and who
are willing to be mobilized on short notice [46,47].

The third archetype of international volunteering may be called long-term deployment. Long-term
volunteers commit to a relatively long period of service (ranging from a few months to many years)
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and relocate to a place where they are needed. In the secular world, one of the most commonly known
types of long-term volunteering is the Peace Corps. In 2006, for example, there were 7800 Peace Corps
volunteers who spent lengthy periods of time outside of the USA [41]. Many faith-based organizations
also send volunteers for long periods of time to help meet local needs and/or for proselytizing.
As noted above, their numbers are significant and if we include missionaries they are the majority of
long-term deployed volunteers.

Lough found out that when looking at the type of main organizations for volunteers who spent
all or almost all of their time volunteering internationally from 2007 to 2012, 45.4% were religious
organizations. The next most common type of international organization were social and community
service organization (10.8%) [44].

7. Funding for Faith-Based International Development

According to the National Center for Charitable Statistics, organizations categorized by the
National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) Code Q, international affairs, reported a total of
$40.1 billion in gross receipts in 2014 [24]. Much of this came from government grants, and investments.
Giving USA 2015 reported that $15.1 billion of this funding came from private donations [48].
The four international development organizations with the largest amount of private support in
2013 were all faith-based organizations: Food for the Poor with $891.4 million (mostly from donations
in kind), World Vision with $826.9 million, Feed the Children with $613.7 million, and Compassion
International with $596.1 million. These four organizations account for 20% of the total donations
given to international affairs. As a trend, giving to the international NGOs declined gradually over
the last seven years from its peak in 2008 at $22.26 billion. This trend is a result of the impact of the
recession on charitable giving [49].

Elizabeth Ferris suggested that in the early 2000s “the church related agencies associated with
the World Council of Churches mobilized over US $1 billion per year for relief and development
and the members of the Caritas Internationalis family, in 162 countries, mobilized at least that
amount” ([50], p. 313). These sums do not include locally raised funds, the many religious groups
that not affiliated with these two large organizations, and religious donations to secular organizations.
This amount is similar to the sum reported by Dicklitch and Rice who estimated that combined
the major faith-based international social and economic development organizations spend about
two billion dollars a year [13].

One source of private funding for international development comes from collective donations.
It is not uncommon for congregants in various faith traditions to be asked during a worship service to
make a financial donation to an international relief effort sponsored by or associated with that place of
worship. The National Congregations Study (NCS), drawn from a representative sample of U.S. places
of worship, found in 2006 that nearly half (41.6%) of religious congregations held gatherings to consider
“travel to another country to provide assistance to people in need” [51]. Moreau, Corwin, and McGee
reported that donations to Protestant missionary agencies totaled $3.75 billion, a 44% increase in
five years [42].

Smillie and Minear noted that while both secular and faith-based international social and economic
development organizations receive money from governments, faith-based organizations limit this
source of income to keep their independence while secular organizations are almost fully dependent
on government support and can be viewed as an arm of government. These authors suggested that,
for example, 70% of funds for Action Contre la Faim in France came from official sources, while World
Vision USA received only 23% of its income from the government in 2001. Oxfam GB received 28%
from the government and the Lutheran World Federation just 20% [52].

International development attracts larger donors as well. Sixty percent of corporate donors look
overseas to make a difference, indeed 57% of the Fortune 500 companies gave to internationally based
charitable organizations [49]. While corporations can be lucrative sources of philanthropy, it is also
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important to recognize that corporate giving strategies often focus on improving conditions in regions
where the firm hopes to develop markets as well.

As an example of the resources that one faith-based organization can garner, Paul Gifford
reported that in 2008, Caritas international (the Catholic international development organizing body)
alone employed 440,000 paid staff and 650,000 volunteers, and had a combined estimated worth
of US $5.5 billion. He also noted many smaller Catholic organizations that support international
development such as the British MIVA (Missionary Vehicle Association) that purchased and distributed
some 3000 ambulances, special cars, boats and so forth). He concluded that “It is not necessary to
list more. The list is virtually endless, and the extent of Western funding is virtually impossible to
discover, because so much is invisible as it is personal” ([32], p. 93).

8. The Scope of Religious vs. Secular International Development Organizations

We made the case that people in the developing countries often prefer faith-based NGOs especially
if they match their own faith. We also documented the impressive volume of volunteers and funding
that comes from and through religious international development. We noted that most of the very
large international social and economic development organizations are faith-based ones. The one thing
we did not yet document is the ratio of faith-based vs. secular international development organizations.
In this case, we decided to carry out our own investigation.

Our aim was to identify faith-based international development within a larger pool of
organizations associated with international social and the economic development. Unfortunately,
data were only available for USA-based international organizations. Using data from the National
Center on Charitable Statistics, we looked at those organizations that fall under the NTEE category
of Q3 International Development organizations [24]. With the help of NCCS and Jon Durnford at
DataLake Nonprofit Research, we found that 59% (3505) of international development organizations
were faith-based organizations. Although constituting a majority of the number of organizations,
faith-based nonprofits only accounted for an estimated 40% ($12,493,572,141) of gross revenues, and
30% ($9,702,649,428) of the total assets of Q3 organizations that filed a form 990 (annual tax report for
nonprofits organizations) with the Internal Revenue Service. The prevalence of religiously affiliated
organizations in international development emphasizes the need for further research in this field.

In order to get an idea of the kinds of services being provided by international NGOs, we took
a small sample of organizations, based on their self-identification, divided them into religious or
secular and collected information provided on their websites. We recognize that information on
organization websites is provided for publicity purposes and can be exaggerated. Considering
the dearth of empirical data on faith-based organizations in international development and the
limited scope of this article, we felt that this would be one feasible starting point. Using a random
sample of Q3 organizations from the NCCS and Guidestar websites, we went to the organizations’
websites reviewing their mission statements and mining for information [24,53]. If we found terms
related to religion like “faith”, “Christian”, “Jewish”, or “God”, we categorized them as faith-based
organizations. We took a quota sample of 21 faith-based organizations, as well as a similar sample
of secular organizations. Even this small sample of organizations covered a wide range of services.
Almost every organization was involved in more than one activity. The types of services included,
but were not limited to: food provision, clean water, clothing, refugee services, education, medical,
orphanages, microfinance, infrastructure, advocacy, and technology. As we compared the kinds of
activities that each type of organization was involved in, we found that faith-based organizations on
average provided significantly more kinds of services (4.2 types of services per organization) compared
to the secular organizations (2.6 types per organization, p < 0.05). As such, faith-based international
organizations were covering wider range of services while secular ones tend to specialize in limited
number of service areas. The implications for this finding are unclear, further research may consider
how providing more types of services per organization relates to levels of collaboration.
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As we compared what kinds of services were provided by faith-based and secular organizations,
there were no significant differences. In other words, faith-based organizations were not predominant
providers of one type of service like clean water or clothing. We also compared the locations
of services provided by each type of organization, but the websites provided this information in
inconsistent formats, some reporting work in “Africa” and others focusing on specific cities or villages.
Even after attempting to compare by country or region, no clear patterns emerged from the data.
Overall, a comparison of websites of international NGOs suggests that the differences between
faith-based and secular NGOs are not readily distinguishable online.

9. Impact on the Ground

Maybe the most difficult task is to assess the “on the ground” impact of faith-based international
social and economic development organizations. In this respect, we rely on and quote from
Narayan et al. These authors reviewed all the available World Bank country reports and came up with
the following summary:

In some regions NGOs with the strongest presence are religiously affiliated. This is the case,
for instance, in Benin, where these organizations function as one of the most visible and
widely distributed institutional safety nets for the poor. The majority of the orphanages are
run by Catholic sisters, the only country-wide nutritional program is managed by Cathwell
(Catholic Relief Services), and nuns and priests have set up several programs to assist the
sick, the abandoned, and the destitute. In Cotonou, the Catholic Church is arguably the
strongest presence helping the most vulnerable (Benin 1994). In Panama (1998) over half
the communities acknowledge churches and schools for their support. In Vietnam (1999)
poor Catholic households in need of support turn to the church. In Georgia, the Russian
Orthodox Church and the International Orthodox Churches Charities run soup kitchens for
the elderly and disabled and distribute food and medicines (Georgia 1997). These efforts
were praised by local people who noted that “although local Armenian and Georgian priests
had organized the distribution, they did not reject any minority, including Jews, Greeks or
Russians” (Georgia 1997). In Pakistan (1993) the PPA reports “a deeply entrenched tradition
of private charity and welfare reinforced by Islamic religious obligation.” Mosques and
shrines are valued as sites of charity. Ashrams are mentioned in some places in India as
places of refuge for the poor ([34], p. 134).

Narayan et al. also searched for negative examples of the work of faith-based international social
and economic development organizations. They managed to find some examples but they were all
related to small highly evangelical groups whose overall share of international social and economic
development was marginal. These evangelical groups often put proselytization ahead of service
provision and, as such, agitated local communities and their traditions. We will discuss this issue in
greater detail below. It is important to note the negative side of faith-based international social and
economic development, however, we should keep in mind that its magnitude is dwarfed in comparison
with the size of faith-based international social and economic development support. This is what
Narayan and colleagues reported:

While faith-based groups are often mentioned as sources of help, in Panama “discussions
revealed that Christian sects have occasionally had a divisive effect among indigenous
communities. In one Kuna island community, for example, part of the community
refuses to recognize the Asambleas de Dios, with their congress not wanting any more
churches because the proliferation of churches is seen as fragmenting the community
into small units . . . If the community is divided, those divisions are reflected in church
organizations” (Panama 1998)...Georgians expressed mixed sentiments toward the role of
religious organizations that required them to switch faiths. The report notes, “This issue
perplexed an Azerbaijani family, who finally decided to accept aid from Jehovah’s
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Witnesses, despite initial reluctance to accept a pacifist faith whose tenets they might
have to violate if members were called to serve in the Georgian army. They compromised
by deciding the ‘less important’ family members—mother and sister—would use the aid”
(Georgia 1997) ([34], p. 140).

In many parts of the world, faith-based organizations are the major source of care in developing
areas. For example, Bennell, Harding, and Rogers-Wright reported that in Sierra Leone, about 75% of
primary schools are owned and managed by FBOs [54]. Daun reported that in Africa, Christian
(Catholic and Protestant alike) missionaries brought the concept and practice of formal education
and the establishment of educational institutions [55]. Later, the spread of Islam led to the provision
of education throughout the continent. These key world religious influences are the foundation of
educational facilities and institutions throughout Africa. The late Nelson Mandela told the audience in
the World Council of churches in 1998 “My generation is the product of missionary education. Without
(that) I would not be here today. I will never have sufficient words to thank the missionaries for what
they did for us” [56].

Gifford reported that in Africa “Historically, churches were far more involved in education than
colonial governments” ([32], p. 85). Indeed, according to Hastings in 1945, in the areas of tropical Africa
that were ruled by Great Britain, 96.4% of the school-attending children did so through a mission
school [57]. Gifford found that “In Africa in 2009 there were claimed to be over 12,000 Catholic
infant schools, 33,000 primary schools, and almost 10,000 secondary schools, plus about twenty
universities” ([32], p. 86). The qualification in the above sentence refers to the fact that many of
these schools are currently financed by African governments. Gifford also demonstrated that among
university students the majority graduated from Christian schools, and where there are national tests,
students from religious schools pass at a significantly higher rate [32].

Gifford assessed that “In Africa, in 2010, the Catholic Church operated 16,178 health centers,
1074 hospitals, 5373 out-patient clinics, 186 leper colonies, 753 homes for the elderly and the physically
and mentally disabled, 979 orphanages, and 2947 educational and rehabilitation centers” ([30], p. 90).
He also reported that half of all AIDS-related organizations in Africa are provided by Catholic
organizations. Gifford concluded that in health “As with schools, the church led the way, long before
governments” ([32], p. 91).

At least in one occasion, in 1947, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to two Quaker
organizations—the Friends Service Committee in London and the American Friends Service Committee
in Philadelphia—for humanitarian service and dedication to peace and nonviolence. Other religious
leaders such as the Dali Lama, Mother Teresa, and Bishop Desmond Tutu also received the Nobel
Peace Prize.

There are very few empirical studies of effectiveness comparing religious and secular development
organizations. One related study compared Christian and secular micro-finance organizations.
Mersland, D’Espallier and Supphellen reported that “Christian MFIs have significantly lower funding
costs and consistently underperform in terms of financial profit indicators. Contrary to our hypotheses,
Christian MFIs are as efficient in assuring loan repayment and their average loan sizes are on par
with those of their secular peers” ([58], p. 145). It is not our contention that faith-based international
development organizations should be considered superior to their secular counterparts. The mere fact
that they add international development services that otherwise would not have been provided is
an important contribution that needed to be assessed and better understood.

10. The Issue of Proselytization

In a previous paragraph, we noted that corporate support for international development is often
a means to capture markets and obtain gains. The same is often said about faith-based international
development which is often perceived as a means for converting locals and gaining new supporters.
It is no secret that many evangelical development organizations are hoping for converts and may even
try to convert local service recipients. Two points should be made in this respect.
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First, both secular and faith-based organizations are engaged in some form of conversion.
They both try to increase the education of locals, make them more capable to handle complex issues,
and think more like people in the West. Some faith-based organizations add a faith element while
others do not. However, all organizations aim to transform the way people in developing countries
think and operate. In this respect, Berger noted:

From the start, NGOs have been a moral entity. They have challenged the “Wrong” in favor
of the “Right” and sought to alter inequitable distributions of power and resources in favor
of the disenfranchised. Religious NGOs, however, recognize the religious rather than purely
“reasoned” origin of the values, which they seek to realize. The Golden Rule “Love thy
neighbor”, underpinning all religious traditions, exhorts believers to be concerned with the
condition of others, thereby bringing religious practice into the public sphere ([19], p. 19).

Second, data from numerous sources suggests that most faith-based development organizations
focus on service delivery rather than on proselytization. For example, Barr, Fafchamps, and Owens
reported that in Uganda “The activities of surveyed NGOs and the methods they use to spread their
messages (workshops, open air speeches, and door-to-door visits) appear similar to the traditional
charitable works performed by churches. However, there is very little evidence to suggest that the
surveyed NGOs are, in fact, ‘churches in disguise’: only 30% of surveyed NGOs are faith based, and the
content of their messages is highly varied” ([59], p. 664).

Similarly, Dicklitch and Rice study FBOs in Africa highlighting the Mennonite Central Committee
(MCC) which operates in twenty African countries. The authors argued that “the MCC successfully
contributes to development initiatives in 20 African countries because of its philosophical and
programmatic approach, which focuses squarely on accountability, a holistic approach to basic human
rights, and a listen and learn approach that encourages self-help initiatives and empowerment rather
than a culture of dependency” ([13], p. 661). These authors also contend that workers of the MCC
explicitly avoided acts of proselytization, allowing their care and actions to speak for them. The authors
reported that “Although it is an FBN, the MCC is not a traditional missionary organization. It does not
seek to proselytise, although it works with mainly local faith-based organizations such as Presbyterians,
Lutherans, and United Methodists” ([13], p. 668).

An interesting perspective on proselytization is offered by Robert Woodberry. He studied a large
number of countries in which missionaries were actively proselytizing in the 19th and early 20th century
versus countries in the same developing world where missionary work was prohibited. Woodberry
found that the missionary movement had strong, positive influence on liberal democratization.
Countries open to missionaries ended up upholding democratic principles and experienced democratic
government significantly more so that countries not exposed to missionaries [60]. In another
perspective on proselytization, Dena Freeman explains how the Pentecostal movement in Africa seeks
to transform individual converts, helping them to break away from traditional cultural norms, thereby
liberating themselves to pursue wealth and personal progression [61]. The issue of proselytization
must be recognized when discussing religion and international development, though an understanding
of its scope and consequences should be further studied.

11. Coordination and Isolation

In addition to proselytization, faith-based international NGOs are often accused of acting alone
and refusing to collaborate with other organizations from different faith traditions, secular NGOs,
and public agencies. The logic of this criticism is that resources are limited, and if more coordination
and collaboration were to take place, NGOs could maximize their beneficial impact, minimize waste
and overlap, and more people could be served at lower cost. While there are no studies that
comprehensively address this topic, it seems like a given in many public discussions. Benedetti
suggested that the less fundamentalist faith-based NGOs are more willingly participate in partnerships
and coalitions, while the more religiously fundamentalist NGOs are less likely to collaborate [62].
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Ghandour for example, reported a case in which moderate Islamic NGOs actively collaborated with
secular and moderate Christian NGOs. However, again, there are not enough empirical data to
substantiate this assertion [63].

It should be noted that coordination and collaboration are very complex and problematic issues
among all types of international NGOs, not only religious [64,65]. NGOs fear full partnership as it
may mean downsizing, inability to claim success, loss in donor support, and possible mission drift.
In a report for Congressional Research Services, Marion Lawson noted that “several aid officials have
suggested that aid workers are too busy to devote time and attention to coordination, a task that most
are not evaluated on as part of their individual performance reviews” ([66], p. 17). Lawson’s report
provides a long list of the benefits and barriers to international development collaboration and assesses
that it is problematic to the sector as a whole and not to one sub-sector or another.

Clearly there is a need to develop new and nuanced models to guide intra and cross- sectoral
partnerships and collaborations to avoid pitfalls and better serve those in need. It is however, a joint
challenge to faith-based NGOs and the other organizations in the field of international social and
economic development.

12. Religious Groups and Their Contribution to Tension and Terrorism

The final criticism levied against faith-based NGOs in the international development context is
that they contribute to tensions and conflicts. The current terrorist activities taken by ISIS, for example,
are seen as the result of people’s adherence and blind commitment to one faith tradition. Hasenclever
and Rittberger noted “Often the political resurgence of religious communities is accompanied by
violent clashes in and between nations. Take, for example, the bloody conflicts in Algeria, Bosnia,
East-Timor, Kashmir, Nigeria, Palestine, and Sri Lanka, to name but a few” ([67], p. 641).

Terrorism is often affiliated with religious groups [68]. However, contending that world conflicts
and military harm is the outcome of religious fanaticism is to ignore the fact that such conflicts are
complex phenomena involving motives that are rooted in political, economic, territorial, cultural,
and psychological in nature. Religion is a force that can galvanize and unified people to the point
of extremism [69]. Hasenclever and Rittberger, who above listed many religious-based conflicts also
argued that “although differences in religious creed are hardly ever a genuine source of violent clashes,
under certain conditions, they have the potential to escalate conflict behavior” ([67], p. 642).

In the context of international social and economic development, the faith-based organizations
are countering the impact of extremist groups. There are many ways by which people can actualize
their faith. Hatred and terrorism is one way; serving people in need is another way. The faith-based
international development organizations are emphasizing the latter.

13. Discussion and Conclusions

International social and economic development is an important field of care in which people and
organizations in rich countries, with or without their government, support people and communities in
less prosperous countries. The great divide between developed and developing countries, also known
as the North–South division, calls on people in the rich parts of the world to assist those in poorer
areas. Unfortunately, international social and economic development is not a high priority for most
people and financial support for this noble aim has declined since the last recession of 2008.

In the realm of international affairs, religion has often been seen as a divisive influence, creating
conflict between once peaceful neighbors, leading to war between nations and peoples. Critics suggest
that religion gives a license and even encouragement to kill all that are different, as is currently
highlighted in mass media with regards to ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria). For many in the public
the only purpose of faith-based international development is to gain new members and become more
influential. The distrust of religious people and organizations is partially based on past transgressions
and modern day focus on extreme groups. Advocates of international development in contrast claim
long-standing traditions of social improvement and unique advantages to address the most pressing
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social problems. Government officials and diplomats often ask, “What value does faith bring to the
realm of international development” [70]? This paper is an attempt to elucidate the various elements
that should be considered in answering that question.

Following ver Beek, we started this article by stating that the involvement of the faith community
in international social and economic development is underreported and understudied [21]. In this
article, we documented some of the involvement of faith-based organizations in the field of
international social and economic development. Until the year 2000, there were no studies that focused
on the role of the faith community in contributing to international social and economic development.
Since 2000, more studies were focusing on faith-based involvement in international social and economic
development, but most of them were case-studies, anecdotal accounts, and authors’ reflections.
Still, a picture had emerged. We now know that in many parts of the world, the key international
social and economic development organizations are religious. In the United States, the four largest
development organizations are faith-based and these organizations alone account for 20% of all funds
devoted to US-originated international social and economic development. We also know that a large
number of volunteers who constitute the majority of international development workers are working
in a faith-based organization or are being motivated by religious conviction. Findings from Europe,
though not as encompassing as the data from the USA are, suggest similar trends.

We divided most of the article into two unequal parts. The first views at faith-based international
development organizations favorably and reports their strengths and importance. We also discussed
in this section some sources that disagree with the rosy picture of the faith-based international
development organizations. The second part looks at the drawbacks of these organizations and
discusses the criticism directed at faith-based international development organizations. Here again,
we also cite sources contending against the criticism.

Our own empirical investigation found out that of all organizations that are categorized as
international development 59% can also be defined as faith-based. This empirical investigation
definitely indicates the importance of faith-based factors in international social and
economic development.

At this stage, more focused investigation should be conducted to assess real impact of
these organizations on the ground, including the financial and employee/volunteer contribution.
Our findings, so far, suggest that faith-based international social and economic development is similar
to welfare services provided by congregations in the USA. Faith-based NGOs are heavily involved in
direct relief and development, the majority of them are not on the ground for proselytization purposes,
and they go unnoticed and underappreciated. The faith-based international development field is
taken for granted and rarely documented. Ultimately, faith-based organizations, like their secular
counterparts, are attempting to alleviate the negative life conditions of people in the communities they
are serving.

Deneulin and Rakodi reviewed the field of faith-based international development 30 years after
the publication of a special issue of World Development on “Religion and Development”. They noted
that much is still unknown. They suggested two broad implications. “First, the assumptions of
secularization and secularism that supposedly define the relationships between religion, society,
and politics have to be revisited. Second, development studies must recognize that religion is dynamic
and heterogeneous” ([4], p. 45). After reviewing the literature and conducting our study, we concur.
Faith plays a key role in international development work, some of which is clearly recognizable and
some very latent. Clearly, further study of this field is warranted.

It was surprising that there is no one comprehensive source about the scope and magnitude of
faith-based international social and economic development. Most accounts we found were limited to
one country or one region and even these were limited to one faith tradition or one sub-set of activities
such as hunger relief or health prevention. On the flip-side, it was also surprising that there are few
sources that attempted to reflect the wide diversity among faith-based international development
organizations. Those NGOs affiliated with a distinct faith tradition may differ from the unaffiliated,
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and those that are focused on one country may differ from the more globally focused ones. We hope
that we brought some clarity and insight, but acknowledge that much work is still ahead.

Author Contributions: The authors worked together on all parts of the paper, and both equally contributed to
the content and writing.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: This article examines an important but relatively overlooked aspect in the field
of international giving in the U.S.—individual monetary donations to Christian faith-related
international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs)—and outlines the cognitive process
influencing donors who choose to keep up their financial support to Christian faith-related INGOs.
The propositions forwarded in this article draw on existing literature on Christian giving to
international causes, INGO management, donor retention and finally, the logic of self-perception to
highlight how existing donors might evaluate their repeat giving decision. The more existing donors
of Christian faith-related INGOs can identify themselves with the INGO’s identity—comprising its
beliefs and values, its claims to legitimacy, and performance—the more likely it is for donors to be
satisfied and decide to maintain a stable relationship with the specific INGO.
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1. Introduction

Financial donations from private individuals play a vital role in maintaining select types of
international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs)1. Retaining such donors, however, remains a
challenge for all kinds of NGOs. Sargeant and Woodliffe ([2], p. 2) note that half of all first-time donors
to an NGO do not donate a second time; among repeat donors, loss rates as great as 30% annually
are very common. Despite the persistence of this fundamental problem facing many NGOs, there
is surprisingly little research about the mental process of evaluation of individuals who maintain
long-term monetary relationships with an NGO. Of particular interest in this article are the judgement,
perception and reasoning of existing donors of INGOs that combine Christianity and humanitarian
service, also referred to as Christian faith-related INGOs. This type of INGO is motivated by its
Christian doctrinal roots, but its operations are difficult to distinguish from those of secular INGOs.

1 In this article, I view INGOs as a sub-set of NGOs i.e., NGOs that are based in and receive funds from high-income countries,
located primarily in the global North but are working to address the needs of those in one or more low-income countries,
largely in the global South. NGOs can be defined in a variety of ways, but are often defined by what they are not (i.e., not
government or business) rather than what they are. The question of what NGOs are, is widely debated. Lewis ([1], p. 327)
argues that there are two ways in which NGOs are distinct—their identity as a subset of third sector organizations that
do not make a profit and derive their authority independent of a political process and also that they engage in emergency
relief, service delivery and/or policy and rights advocacy. I use the term nongovernmental organization instead of the more
US-specific term for this same breed of organizations, namely nonprofit organization (NPO). I do so in order to avoid an
overload of terms and abbreviations in this article. I recognize that US-based NGOs, whether international in their scope
of activities or not, are referred to as nonprofit organizations. When I am certain that the concerned author is referring to
an NGO that is headquartered in a global North country but focuses its operations on the needs—be it emergency relief,
service delivery and/or rights-based and advocacy interventions—in the global South, then I use the term INGO.
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Their mission and their working culture reflect the Christian faith and life of their “Christ above
Culture theological foundation” ([3], p. 339). Examples include INGOs such as Catholic Relief Services,
Catholic Agency for Overseas Development (CAFOD), Church World Service, American Friends
Service Committee, Lutheran World Services and Mennonite Central Committee—all of which appeal
for funding to both Christian religious and secular sources.

Historically, individuals have accounted for more than half of all U.S. international giving. Herzer
and Nunnenkamp ([4], p. 2) state that individual donations, both in cash and in-kind, constitute
the most important revenue source for U.S.-based INGOs engaged in international development
cooperation2. Individual giving to international causes however suffered a considerable setback
following the 2008 financial crises. According to Giving USA [5], it was in 2015 that individual giving
to international affairs recorded an upward trend for the first time since the 2008 financial meltdown3,4.
Despite a slow climb towards pre-2008 levels, the extent of individual giving to international affairs is
yet to return to its pre-recession levels and INGOs are finding fundraising increasingly problematic [8].
This, presumably, has created a highly competitive environment among INGOs fundraising in the
U.S. More knowledge therefore of how (and why) existing donors to international causes—be it in
emergency relief, service delivery and/or advocacy and rights-based interventions—stay committed
to their respective INGOs may help explicate the donor base of Christian faith-related INGOs and offer
insight into how to reverse the decline of individual contributions to international causes.

While religious motivations were once primary in the establishment of international relief and
development NGOs, the arrival of modernity is said to mark a shift in the operating philosophy
from an “ethic of [Christian] duty” to an “ethic of results” among INGOs ([9], p. 205). While
the former concentrates on the motivations and values that drive organizational actions, the latter
type of ethic accords primary importance to measurable consequences of those actions. Although
not mutually exclusive, the two philosophies, some argue, can be at odds with one another,
requiring Christian agencies to consciously maintain a sense of the sacred and faith alongside the
secular ([9], p. 229). Several U.S.- and faith-based INGOs, for instance, are engaging with a more secular
identity, attributable to the convention of church-state separation, media distaste for participation
in public policy by overtly religious organizations, and an emphasis on greater sensitivity toward
increasingly multicultural and multi-faith societies ([10], p. 2; [9]). However, beyond recognition of an
organizational shift from chiefly religious to secular values, little is known about how the individual
donor base of these agencies evaluates its giving intentions. In particular, this article seeks to address
the following: How do individual donors of Christian faith-related INGOs based in the U.S. judge and
evaluate their intention to sustain their financial commitment to the INGO?

This article begins with a brief overview of the long-standing relationship between Christianity
and international giving in the US. It finds that, over the years, Christian giving to international causes
has evolved from one dominated by missionary activities to a gradual expansion into the realm of

2 In Herzer and Nunnenkamp’s [4] study, these NGOs (referred to as Private Voluntary Organizations) are those registered
with the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and do not therefore include the full sample of US-based NGOs
engaged in international affairs (see footnote 3). To qualify for registration with USAID, NGOs are required to fulfil a list
of several conditions including the following: have to be US-based, solicit cash contributions from the US general public,
conduct overseas program activities consistent with the general purposes of the US Foreign Assistance Act and/or Public
Law 480, exempt from federal income taxes under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, incorporated for no less
than 18 months and provide financial statements to the public upon request. This registration is necessary to compete for
specific funding categories such as development and humanitarian assistance grants.

3 Giving USA’s [5] estimate of giving to the international affairs subsectors includes giving to organizations working in
international aid, development, or relief; those that promote international understanding; and organizations working on
international peace and security issues. It also includes research institutes devoted to foreign policy and analysis, as well as
organizations working in the domain of international human rights.

4 Giving USA [6] attributed the decline in individual giving to international affairs to the non-occurrence of any major
international natural disaster in 2014. In 2013, Global Impact [7] ascribed a decline in individual giving to international
causes to economic troubles in the US and domestic natural disasters that caused individual donors to lessen their
contributions to the international sector.
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development [11]. This expansion paralleled the onset of the Progressive Era during which Christian
organizations of a wide variety emerged. Of particular interest to this research are the breed of INGOs
that fall in the center of a continuum of religiosity (between faith-embedded on one end and secular
agencies on the other) and are referred to as Christian faith-related INGOs. Although there is an
abundance of literature on how these Christian faith-related INGOs balance their religious and secular
identities, there is comparatively less known about the cognitions that influence the commitment of
individual donors of these agencies. This article then reviews factors known in literature to influence
donor retention; factors gathered from the perspective of NGOs and to a far lesser extent, from an
evaluation of the thought processes of donors themselves. In an effort to therefore begin the process of
filling a gap in the literature, this article forwards four propositions on the mental process of knowing,
including aspects such as judgment, perception, and reasoning that influence the repeat giving decision
of individual donors of Christian faith-related INGOs.

2. Review of the Literature

2.1. Christianity and International Giving in the U.S.

In reviewing popular U.S. literature of the 19th century, Wuthnow [12] finds no apparent link
between Christianity and giving. Not until the 1880s did church leaders explicitly emphasize tithing,
the designation of one-tenth of a Christian’s income for church or charitable giving. Charity implied
several acts including “love in general to helping the poor, and it did not always connote connections
with religion” or even money ([12], p. 9). However, most references to charity included discussions
on Christian charity, a phrase made popular by a sermon by Massachusetts Bay Colony Governor
John Winthrop delivered while aboard his flagship, the Arbella, in 1630. Winthrop voiced his hopes
that Christian charity would inspire the behavior of the settlers of the New World toward each other:
“We ought to account ourselves knit together by this bond of love, and live in the exercise of it, if we
would have the comfort of our being in Christ” [13]. Winthrop thus set forth Christian charity as a
key element of American identity. This identity was embedded in a host of organizations, both state
and non-state, that bridged religion (mostly Christianity) and individual giving of time, talent and
treasure [12,14,15]. Christian charity of the 19th century was a lifestyle, a way of behaving that fell
between “a purely ideal general concept of love and something as narrowly conceived as giving money
to the church or to some other good cause” ([12], p. 13). This ideal permeated international giving
to individual missionaries and missionary organizations, the precursors of cross-border assistance
mediated by modern INGOs.

If 19th century missionary work belonged to Christian Protestant missionaries from Britain, then
the 20th was dominated by Protestant missionaries from North America ([16], p. 37). Starting in the
early 1920s, North Americans have comprised the largest segment of Protestant missionaries overseas,
totaling one-half to two-thirds of the world’s missionary force [16]. These Christian missions mobilized
committed groups of volunteers who were (and continue to be) motivated by religious precepts and
the belief that they were doing God’s work [17,18]. At about the same time period, many missionary
organizations expanded their strictly religious focus to include developmental activities. Some entered
into a formal relationship with the United Nations, and others began orienting their mission to serve
the general public. Religious denominations and organizations began establishing NGO offices to
organize their service delivery. This evolution reflected a time when missionaries began efforts to
address poverty and suffering brought on by “rapid industrialization, the legacy of slavery, and
the First World War and the belief in improvement characteristic of the Progressive era” ([19], p. 87).
Nielssen, Okkenhaug and Skeie ([20], p. 19) note that following World War I, “missions had to be
justified in secular terms because support simply for evangelisation did not generate funding.”
Berger ([21], p. 20) and McClearly and Barro [22] similarly note that the need for resources from
a broader base of adherents led many religious organizations to seek formal recognition as NGOs.
Casanova [23] traces the evolution of organized religion from a sole emphasis on the private sphere
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of moral and spiritual regulation of individual conduct to a more recent attentiveness on shaping
the conduct of public life. This reinvented breed of Christian NGOs “did not think of themselves as
surrendering to secular and political influences, but as making the ancient religion more relevant to
modern society” ([18], p. 534).

2.2. Christian Faith-Related NGOs, Managing Identities

Post-World War II saw a dramatic rise in the number and diversity of Christian NGOs, particularly
those referred to variously as faith-related, faith-inspired or secular-Christian NGOs. Like their
secular counterparts, they comprise agencies that are engaged in three broad types of activities,
namely emergency relief, service delivery, and policy and rights advocacy [24]. Benedetti [25]
describes faith-related Christian NGOs as those whose identity, membership, funding, mission
and services are indistinguishable from their secular counterparts, who use language similar to
that of secular NGOs, but whose mission nonetheless uses Christianity as a point of reference and
ideology. Scheitle ([26], p. 3) refers to them as parachurch organizations and “the religious market’s
other supplier”. Berger ([21], p. 31) describes them as organizations that venture “beyond notions
of social responsibility to assertions of ‘Rights’ and ‘Wrongs’, ‘Truths’ and ‘Untruths’”. These NGOs
justify their actions as being inspired and guided by the teachings and principles of Christianity or from
a particular interpretation or school of thought within Christianity ([27], p. 1). In essence, Christian
faith-related NGOs are those [28,29] in which:

(1) Christianity is explicit in their origins or history, but may not be explicit currently;
(2) staff are not required to affirm Christianity, but senior staff often do;
(3) programs and services are not entirely Christian, but Christian content may be available if

desired; and,
(4) there is a mix of private and secular funding.

By choosing to classify themselves as NGOs, these religiously-based organizations have taken on
“a political identity and inject their uniquely religious voices into a predominantly secular discourse
about the nature of the new world order” ([21], p. 19). Some scholars refer to INGOs as essentially
“fund-raising institutions, which then either partner with, or subcontract to, non-governmental
organizations or community-based organizations [CBOs] in the recipient country” ([30], p. 22). Most
INGOs, including Christian faith-related INGOs, adopt a multi-unit organizational structure with local,
national, and international components. INGO governance (of such aspects as mission, strategies,
and accountabilities) assumes a variety of forms. Some INGOs are centrally controlled, others may
have a central secretariat that mobilizes members around shared values but exercises little direct
control, and numerous other INGOs fall in between the two extremes of governance arrangements [31].
Generally stated, the central secretariat is headquartered in a global North country and is responsible
for executing global actions, controlling service quality, protecting the shared ideological brand,
and providing support services such as fundraising, IT, and administration. According to Brown,
Ebrahim and Batliwala ([32], p. 1099), a key challenge for INGOs is balancing centralized coordination
of aspects such as brand and service quality with less centralized aspects such as local information,
capacity, customization, and innovation.

Although Christian faith-related INGOs may not necessarily consider their foundations in
Christian conviction to conflict with their global operations, existing literature highlights that
managing the two is a continual balancing act. Religiosity is reflected in a number of different
components including in the INGO’s mission statement, culture, affiliation to a religious denomination,
staffing policies, choice in implementing partners, and sources of financial support, to name a few.
Ebaugh et al. [33] conclude that a faith-related NGO publicly expresses its religious identity in its name,
its mission statement or the use of religious symbolism. It can also be expressed through its design and
implementation methods, the organization’s culture and practices, staffing and funding. World Vision
International, one of the world’s largest Christian faith-related INGOs, partners with secular agencies to
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deliver services and maintain its dual organizational identity. Its field offices, notes Stoddard ([34],
p. 27), work in partnership with both secular and religious local organizations of all faiths, and it
integrates faith into its activities in varying degrees of religiosity depending on the country where it is
operating. Chen ([35], p. 111) cites the case of Habitat for Humanity’s reconstruction work in Sri
Lanka post-Tsunami. The INGO’s commitment to tackling issues of housing and homelessness draws
upon international best practices which in turn allows the INGO “to reduce, if not avoid, negative
stigmatism associated with being a Christian NGO.” Downplaying its Christian associations in the course
of doing its work in primarily Buddhist Sri Lanka allowed Sri Lankan stakeholders to identify more
with Habitat’s professional, pragmatic and technical aspects as a housing provider. In managing their
identities, some other faith-related NGOs utilize their faith in a more humanistic than religious fashion
by referring to the general, unspecified faith of their target population. Thaut ([3], p. 334) describes
the reliance on this humanistic approach through the example of one NGO’s mission statement that
reads: “founded on the belief in the brotherhood and sisterhood of all of humankind, and in the faith
and goodwill that people have toward each other, regardless of their religious creed.” NGOs can use
multiple means to communicate their religious orientation to the public.

Ebaugh et al. [33] identify a range of religious expressions. While some faith-related agencies may
require volunteers or staff to pray with clients, others might only display their religiosity by introducing
religious principles into discussions of lifestyle or behavioral issues. Staffing policies and practices are yet
another window into both understanding and managing organizational expression of religiosity. In its
work in Afghanistan, for instance, World Vision’s national office consists of a mostly Muslim staff, and
its programs are indistinguishable from those of secular agencies. McGregor ([36], p. 738) notes how
some Christian NGOs acknowledge a shared interest in broader spiritual concerns by providing prayer
mats and creating Muslim prayer spaces within their offices. Like secular agencies, a faith-related NGO
might also consciously limit “how much government funding it may accept without compromising
the goals of the organization” ([3], p. 334). Christian Aid restricts government funding to 30% of
its total income in order to maintain its independence (though, notably, not to protect its religious
goals [3], p. 335). Vanderwoerd [37] argues that even though government funding might alter NGO
religiosity, government funding is not the cause of adaptations in NGO structures and processes. Other
scholars reinforce this notion in observing that religious NGOs, unlike secular ones, are in fact better
placed to avoid the mission creep problem because they can appeal to a religious base for monetary
support ([34], p. 29).

Thus, even though we have considerable understanding of the strategic approaches that Christian
faith-related INGOs use to manage their service delivery, we know far less about the characteristics—be
it attitudinal, behavioral, geographic or demographic—of their individual donor base. Of particular
concern to this article are the cognitions or psychological evaluations of donors that continue their
financial support to the INGO.

2.3. Donor Retention as One Expression of Loyalty to an NGO

Scholarship on donor retention is perplexing. It tends to confuse the notion of retention with
loyalty. Referring to this prevalent misinterpretation, Wymer and Rundle-Thiele ([38], pp. 173–74)
write that “an examination of the context in which the term loyalty is used and examining the
way in which loyalty is measured often makes it clear that retention (not loyalty) is the true focal
construct being investigated.” In focusing on donor retention (as an outcome) this article recognizes
that donor loyalty/commitment (an antecedent) can and does manifest itself in a variety of ways
besides through a donor’s sustained monetary contributions to one or more NGOs [39]. Scholars have
documented how donors express loyalty through attitudes and behaviors such as proximity-seeking
and long tenure [40,41], positive affect [42], motivation and involvement [43], and behaviors such as
performance and obedience to organizational policies [44]. Thus, although donor loyalty has been
variously used to encompass antecedents and consequences of attachment, for the purposes of this
paper, donor retention is conceived of as a consequence of one’s loyalty to an NGO, a loyalty expressed
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by keeping up financial support of an NGO over time ([45], p. 154). Duration as a measurement
of loyalty differs among researchers. Sargeant [46] and Bennett and Ali-Choudhary [47] define a
committed giver as one who has made monetary contributions to the NGO in the preceding 18 months.
Naskrent and Siebelt [48] define retention by identifying two types of donors: committed givers and
cash donors. Committed donors are active donors with ongoing direct debits and cash donors are those
who have given two or more cash gifts to the NGO, including one within the preceding 24 months.
This article considers both types of donations made within the preceding 24 months in examining
donor retention.

Attention to donor retention remains a challenge and a failing within the NGO sector. One
chief reason for this lack of consideration is a poor record in relationship-building. Sargeant and
Shang ([49], p. 7) fault the sector for being “content simply to refill an increasingly leaky bucket and
ignoring opportunities to build meaningful relationships with supporters over time.” They argue
that this process demands implementation of a significantly better “business model” for fundraising.
Many other scholars and fundraising associations ([50], p. 157; [51–54]) recommend adopting the
repurchasing perspective of commercial customer retention. Willingness to give again (or donate a
larger amount or recommend the NGO to family and friends) is an expression of a donor’s loyalty
to the NGO [1]. According to Sargeant ([55], p. 1), even small improvements in the level of donor
attrition can have profound impacts on the “profitability” of fund-raising.

Arnett, German and Hunt ([56], p. 90) borrow from business-consumer marketing literature to
develop an identity salience model of relationship marketing success between NGOs and individual
donors5. They recommend that NGO managers focus on increasing the salience of their donors’
NGO-related identity and on developing such identities in potential donors. This is reflected in
the suggestion forwarded by Choi and DiNitto ([57], p. 111) who urge service delivery NGOs
to identify and target existing and potential donors on religious grounds or to partner with
faith-based organizations, particularly if their donor base has given only or predominantly to religious
organizations. Arnett, German and Hunt [56] further recommend that NGOs encourage their
existing and potential donors to become more actively involved in NGO-related activities while also
maintaining and, when possible, improving organizational prestige. In the context of donors for whom
religiosity is salient, changes in religious giving is directly related to attendance in religious services or
in other words, sustained (and higher mounts of) giving is found to be positively related to frequent
attendance in religious activities [58,59]. This is found to be true for secular givers as well i.e., the
same people who commit the most time to an organization also give the most money to it ([60], p. 172).
Activities that increase involvement and attachment are known to increase identity salience5, which in
turn encourages donors to promote (and donate to) the NGO in the future [61]. Treating individual
donors like customers dedicated to patronizing a specific store requires NGOs to focus on attracting
and maintaining a rapport with their donor-customers. Here, NGOs can draw on extensive research on
which factors foster the development and maintenance of relationships, including trust, commitment,
mutual control, satisfaction, compliance, internalization and identification, to name a few. Although
there is no consensus on which factor is most influential in retaining individual donors, researchers
seem to agree that the NGO must offer donors, like a retail store would its customer, a good reason to
repurchase [62].

5 Identity salience is a concept grounded in identity theory. According to Arnett, German & Hunt ([56], p. 89), identity
salience posits that people have several "identities," that is, self-conceptions or self-definitions in their lives. These identities
are arranged hierarchically and salient identities, according to identity theory, are more likely to affect behavior than those
that are less important. Therefore, increasing the salience of NGO-related identity refers to increasing the importance of the
NGO in defining the identity of the donor.
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2.4. Repeat Donor Intention as Expressed by the Donors Themselves

The limited amount of literature on the psychological evaluations of individuals may be explained
partly by the general scholarly consensus that philanthropic individuals, by giving large or frequent
gifts, exercise undue influence over NGO activities [63,64]. Fundraising campaigns, notes Kelly [65],
are anchored by a few lead donors who usually restrict the use of their major gifts. As such, there
is greater scholarly interest in understanding motivations of a few, well-heeled donors rather than
stretching the net wide to uncover interests of several, smaller donors. Furthermore, many faith-based
organizations, especially very large ones such as Catholic Charities, depend heavily on external
funding sources, often including the government. Very few can survive or count on individual donors
to sustain them [66].

Thus, detailed information on the mental process of evaluation that drives individual donor
commitment (which in due course sustains commitment) to an NGO receives less than needed
attention in the academic community. Some notable exceptions include the works of Nathan and
Hallam [67] who studied both committed donors and lapsers of eleven different NGOs from the
vantage point of recruitment, communications, tipping points and decisions to lapse. They concluded
that NGOs were not meeting the needs of their donors, with most lapsers of a given NGO reporting
that “they had never really had any loyalty to it [the NGO] in the first place” ([67], p. 317). The lack
of understanding and respect for needs was found to run both ways. Naskrent and Siebelt [48] drew
similar conclusions when they studied donor retention in Germany from the donor’s point of view.
They found that NGOs must communicate both qualitatively and emotionally about how the donor
has contributed to the prior success and activities of the NGO if they want to foster repeat giving.

Ciconte and Jacob ([68], p. 117) refer to it as the “care and feeding” approach which begins
with informing and educating donors about the NGO and how their contributions will make a
difference. This approach is echoed in the findings of Khodakarami, Petersen and Venkatesan [69] who
analyzed donation data gathered over two decades in a public university. They draw a distinction
between intrinsic and extrinsic motivators and find that the latter, more so than the former, influenced
repeat giving by donors. Intrinsic motivators are those that are an endogenous part of a person’s
engagement in an activity. For example, a donor may choose to give to an NGO because they can
inherently relate to it or have personal experience with that very NGO and/or believe that they
will benefit from the cause that the NGO is engaged in. Extrinsic motivators on the other hand
originate outside the person and encourage them to achieve a desired outcome. These may include
the NGO’s communication and relationship building efforts, the NGO’s marketing efforts or a sense
that the NGO is responsive to the donor’s concerns. As the donor’s relationship with the university
evolved, Kodhakarami et al. [69] found donors to have learned more about new initiatives that were
worth supporting and these were less related to their intrinsic motivators. It was the donors who felt
appreciated and/or whose concerns were addressed by the university that were significantly more
willing to donate repeatedly. Beldad, Snip and van Hoof [70] are another set of scholars to conduct a
survey among residents of two cities in the Netherlands to determine the factors influencing repeat
donation intention. Like Kodhakarami et al. [69] they found that repeat donations were predicated
on donors’ positive experience with the NGO. This positive experience meant that the “transaction”
between the donor and the organization proceeded without any problem and that the donation act did
not cause difficulty and inconvenience for the donor. However, unlike Kodhakarami et al. [69], the
authors Beldad et al. [70] find repeat donation intention to be positively influenced by such intrinsic
motivators as a donor’s affinity with the cause, trust in the NGO and the NGO’s positive reputation.
Surprisingly, donor intention to repeatedly donate was not found to be influenced by a moral obligation
to help others. Beldad et al.’s [70] survey instrument, however, did not did not ask respondents their
religious affiliation nor the extent of their religiosity.

As the sustainability of many Christian INGOs and their projects depends largely on regular
monetary donations, it is important to understand not only why people donate but also to know the
mental process of judgment, perception and reasoning that governs repeat donations. Although the
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factors influencing first-time donations might influence repeat donations as well, the intent of the
propositions forwarded in the next section is to utilize the logic of self-perception from the discipline
of social psychology to identify how repeat donors of Christian faith-related INGOs are likely to
rationalize their commitment to monetary giving.

3. Proposition Development: Christian Faith-Related INGOs and Individual Donors’ Evaluation
of Retention

Hou, Zhang and King [71] utilized the logic of self-perception developed by Bem [72] to examine
how donors make sense of a breach of trust and the decision-making behavior deployed by donors to
restore their violated trust. This logic is particularly useful in understanding donor retention behavior
for it posits that rather than determining whether an INGO is worthy of continual trust (exercised,
for instance, through repeat monetary giving), donors come to view themselves as a trusting or a
trustworthy person. Donors have “virtually no knowledge” a priori of their internal states and about
which stimuli or cues influenced their repeat giving behavior to the INGO in question ([72], p. 6).
Individual donors have therefore to be “explicitly trained” and this occurs when they come to “know
their own attitudes, emotions, and other internal states partially by inferring them from observations
of their own overt behavior and/or the circumstances under which the behavior occurs” [72].

Self-perception of generalized trust and trustworthiness—the belief, for example that a few
providing assistance to the multitude of the world’s poor is basically good—is traced to socialization
that occurs through early parenting [73,74], moral education [75], and/or religious upbringing [76].
These beliefs and attitudes are intrinsic motivators that, according to the theory of self-perception, are
cues drawn from the individual’s own overt actions. Such internal cues can, as was reviewed earlier,
be reinforced through INGO-led efforts that include repeat trust interactions between the INGO and
the donor ([77], enabling a donor’s “emotional buzz” of feeling good, elated, and energized from
interactions with INGO staff, leadership, other donors, and/or beneficiaries [78], or recognition and
approval of those in their network [79]. But according to the theory of self-perception, since donors
draw on their own past behaviors to gather evidence for their existing beliefs and attitudes, it is critical
that such external reinforcements from the INGO remain “subtle or less discriminable” and do not
discount any intrinsic motives that the donor may hold ([72], p. 9). Thus, the logic of self-perception
emphasizes that following the first donation, an INGO’s subsequent appeals for funds should not be
so strong or excessive that it is construed as a “hard sell” because the donor is more likely to give
again if his or her repeat giving decision is seen by him or her as freely chosen ([2], p. 282). The theory
therefore builds on the idea that a donor’s trust and trustworthiness can be developed through a
process of gradual exposure to the INGO; a process of induced self-perception change where the donor
comes to trust the specific INGO and complies (i.e., gives) again (or gives higher sums) out of a desire
to maintain the instilled self-view.

This is depicted in Figure 1 as a mental process comprising confirmation, perceived validity and
satisfaction. A high level of confirmation is formed when INGO performance is evaluated by a donor
to be greater than or equal to donor expectation; a low level of confirmation (or disconfirmation) is
formed in the opposite case. Perceived validity or legitimacy is the comparison between the actual
performance and the expectation post-giving. Perceived validity has a positive effect on the satisfaction
of individual donors donating to a specific INGO. When first-time individual donors accumulate some
giving experiences and improve levels of confirmation, perceived validity increases. Improved levels
of confirmation lowers perceived risk (enhances perceived benefits), thus creating conditions that
increase the chances of continued giving to the specific INGO. The process is developed into four
propositions elaborated below.
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Figure 1. Repeat giving decision of an individual INGO Donor. Source: Adapted (with permission)
from ([71], p. 9).

Level of Donor Confirmation and Satisfaction

Proposition 1. Confirmation from existing donors has a positive influence on donor satisfaction and the resulting
repeat giving decision to the INGO.

Confirmation is the comparison between INGO performance as perceived by an existing
individual donor and their expectations prior to making their financial donation. If the performance of
the INGO is perceived to be greater than or equal to the expectation prior to giving, then the INGO
donor is satisfied and is more likely to trust the INGO with his or her money in the future. That donors
have expectations on how they will be treated after making a contribution is well known. But the
problem for INGOs, quite like for any NGO, is in recognizing what those expectations might be.
This is made more difficult because, often, donors themselves are unaware of their expectations.

Given this obscurity, it is reasonable to draw on existing research that points out that donors
expect quality service that fulfils some key fundamentals, namely: (a) that the act of making the first
(and subsequent) donation is easy and trouble-free; (b) that the INGO meets the promise/s it makes at
the time of soliciting funds; (c) that it gives priority to their interests on an ongoing basis; and (d) the
overall donation experience remains a positive one. For an INGO donor who has made his or her first
donation, the intent to give again lies in the INGO meeting these minimum expectations applicable to
donors of a variety of NGOs. Of particular interest to this research are the expectations that may be
specific to the donor of a Christian faith-related INGO. There are no absolutes with respect to what
each INGO donor might expect and what could be done to satisfy his or her need for confirmation but
Bennett and Barkensjo [80] suggest the adoption of “relationship fundraising” wherein every effort is
made to segment the donor base and to develop a uniquely tailored service, and a carefully researched
understanding of the “quality of service” for each of the identified segments. Unlike the more prevalent
a priori segmentation method (where the number and types of segments are determined in advance
by the fundraiser) a post-hoc segmentation model could be utilized where the number of segments
and segment characteristics is inferred from data collected via questions and feedback from existing
donors of Christian faith-related INGOs. Such inferences are drawn from statistical techniques (like
K-means clustering) and is deployed in the works of Wedel and Kamakura [81], and Durango-Cohen,
Torres, and Durango-Cohen [82]. Such post-hoc segmentation could be useful because the traits of
donors of Christian faith-related INGOs are not known. What we do know from existing research is
that one likely segment characteristic is the religiosity of their donor base. A Christian faith-related
INGO attracts a donor base similar to that of a secular INGO and will therefore recruit some that are
deeply religious or strongly affiliated to the Christian church and others that are less so. A deeply
religious donor may therefore expect the INGO to meet its stated promise of serving a Christian
mission. For instance, Catholic Relief Services (CRS), on its webpage, declares its commitment “to
the Church and its teaching” and highlights that it does so by putting its “faith into action to help
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the world’s poorest create lasting change” [83]. The governance of the agency is tied to the Catholic
Church and to bishops who comprise its board of directors, a board that is “selected by the National
Council of Bishops and is staffed by men and women committed to the Catholic Church’s apostolate
of helping those in need” [84]. While a deeply religious Catholic donor may seek confirmation from
the aforementioned details presented in the INGO website, those less religious donors may draw on
the same expectation-conformation process or may seek it from other organizational attributes such as
the INGO’s ability to fulfil promises made at the time of soliciting funds.

A donor may, for instance, expect CRS to live up to its stated promise of devoting its resources
“where it’s needed most” [83]. Donors may have been socialized by their parents who instilled
in them trust in kith and kin by letting them learn through experience that they can rely on
others [73,74]. If an INGO such as CRS were to breach this long-instilled generalized expectation,
then the INGO could hurt its ability to retain this donor. In their research of eleven different UK
charities, Nathan and Hallam ([67], p. 322) found that donors were often offended by spending that
they found to be unnecessary, such as on highly paid staff. The realization that their case NGO had
“made the Sunday papers where one of the directors was living in Hampstead with a six bedroom
house and three bathrooms” had influenced this research participant’s sense of pride, resulting in him
suspending his donations to the NGO ([67], p. 322). Some INGO donors may expect the INGO to use
the donated sum to fulfil its stated purpose and this propensity to trust may have its origins in one’s
religious beliefs or in early childhood experiences. When this generalized expectation—that the INGO
mirror their religiosity or that media coverage favorably portray INGO’s use of public donations—is
not confirmed then it is likely to hurt the donor’s positive sense of self. This is rendered worse when
the INGO fails to explain itself to the donors.

As such, the expectations and the source/s of expectation–confirmation that trigger repeat giving
may be different for different clusters of donors. But evidence on how different levels of religiosity or
how different aspects of an individual’s intrinsic characteristics influence repeat giving intentions is
yet to be studied. Donor expectations that are confirmed by the INGO may directly lead to satisfaction,
trust, and consequent repeat giving or may be preceded by a validity-check i.e., a procedure of
determining the credibility or the soundness of the INGO’s appeals for more funds (see Figure 1).
This is addressed in propositions 2 and 3 below.

Proposition 2. The perceived validity of donors has a positive influence on donor satisfaction and their repeat
giving decision to the INGO.

Proposition 3. Confirmation from existing donors has a positive influence on perceived validity and the said
donor’s repeat giving decision to the INGO.

If confirmation is the reassurance of one’s already held beliefs about INGO performance, then
validity is interpreted in this article to refer to the verification of these beliefs by an external entity.
For an INGO, questions about the validity of its performance, are questions primarily of perceived
legitimacy. INGO legitimacy, writes Vestergaard ([85], p. 98) depends on the “perceived validity
of each of the three actors in the humanitarian exchange—the benefactor, the beneficiary and the
donor.” Although INGOs base their legitimacy largely on the premise that they are accountable to the
populations they serve i.e., its beneficiaries, they are accountable to a host of different stakeholders
from the local to the transnational level. The list typically includes donors (private, public, and/or
corporate), government from the donor country (in the case of this article, the US government), host
national government (i.e., the country where the INGO’s beneficiaries reside), host local government,
the INGO board, leaders, staff, and volunteers, and partner agencies (such as Southern NGOs and
CBOs), licensing and accrediting bodies, and other INGOs. Each one of them influences organizational
performance and the overall perceived legitimacy of the INGO. As a result, there is little scholarly
agreement on the precise set of measures to help evaluate INGO performance but existing approaches
broadly fall under “reputation” and the “hybrid multi-dimensional” categories ([86], p. 440).
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Reputation measures are particularly important since they influence the INGO’s ability to both
recruit and retain donors. Forman and Stoddard [87] write that northern donors have expressed a clear
preference for donating to high performance, and, by implication, highly reputed NGOs. Reputation
plays a critical role for INGOs because, as Meijer ([88], p. 36) argues, “not only is the service intangible,
the donors also do not consume it. . . . In view of the fact that the charity [in this case, the INGO] does
not directly deliver a product to the donor and that it is often difficult for the donor to check on the
output of the charity, reputation becomes an important issue.” Donating to a high performance INGO
helps donors develop self-continuity, self-distinctiveness, and self-esteem [89]. Some scholars such
as Breeze ([90], p. 14) find that an existing donor’s need for self-worth may translate into the donor
feeling unable to alter his or her previous giving decision and this, in turn, enables donor retention.

But other scholars argue that in a highly competitive funding environment where potential and
existing donors are increasingly aware of the accountability deficits of INGOs, leaving retention to
a donor’s continual need for self-worth may not be sufficient. Donors can be won over by another
INGO, perhaps because the INGO is perceived to be performing better and/or because it offers better
incentives to induce repeat giving by its donors [91]. Furthermore, not all Christian faith-related
INGOs have the resources necessary to build the reputation and image that the few large, high-profile
INGOs enjoy. The perceived validity of performance of INGOs (regardless of size and public profile)
could be nurtured among existing donors through adoption of a hybrid multidimensional approach,
mentioned earlier. This approach measures INGO reputation but also considers the INGO’s goals
and resources. Several watchdog groups, such as Charity Navigator, adopt such an approach. They
host financial data on aspects such as overhead ratios (i.e., all of an INGO’s expenses other than those
spent on programs and services it delivers), together with information on accountability, transparency
and outcomes.

However, in keeping with the logic of self-perception which recommends the adoption of means
that make sense to each donor, unless the information is made relevant and is simplified, donors will
resist consuming it to make decisions on repeat giving. As a source of validation, an INGO could
offer its existing donors, irrespective of the size of their existing donation/s, with a ‘behind-the-scenes’
tour of the INGO’s facility where they get to meet other donors, raise concerns, offer feedback and
engage with members of the board of the INGO, leaders and staff that administer the INGO’s programs
and members of partner organizations from developing countries who may be visiting the INGO
headquarters. Such face-to-face interactions provide donors access to at least some of the people,
products and processes that make up the overhead costs and more importantly, support achievement
of INGO mission. It also provides INGOs direct access to qualitatively and emotionally communicate
to the visiting donors about how they have contributed to the prior activities of the INGO. This, in turn,
has the potential to generate self-attribution (rather than attribution by an external entity such as a
watchdog group), a process where donors get to formulate their own perception of INGO performance,
even considering involvement in areas where the INGO might need their skills and expertise. By
dedicating more time to donor relations, Worth ([92], p. 242) says that these efforts can yield “more
over time than the occasional foundation gift.”

Proposition 4. An existing donor’s satisfaction with the service quality can have a positive effect on trust and
increase the likelihood of the INGO retaining the donor.

This proposition draws on the previous three to suggest that the quality of INGO service must
meet or surpass donor expectations in order to enable retention. A number of scholars suggest that
from a donor’s perspective, INGOs are better served in addressing issues of service value than of cause
value [62,93]. Cause value is the primary work of the INGO such as providing relief to victims of war
or natural disasters, improving access to clean water or fighting global poverty and injustice. Service
value, on the other hand, are the things that an INGO does specifically for the donor, such as showing
appreciation and acting on donor complaints and feedback. If individual donors are satisfied with
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the quality of the service, then they are likely to trust the INGO and this trust may create a behavioral
response i.e., a donor’s decision to continue to donate.

In the INGO context, the amount of cause value that an INGO delivers depends on how well it
accomplishes its work, which could be measured as how much change the INGO brings about for
every donated dollar spent. But the notion of change can be hard to quantify because its meaning
varies depending on the type of work being measured, its aims and the capacity of the INGO in
question. For an INGO that is providing earthquake relief in Haiti, change is relatively easily measured
by counting the delivery of emergency supplies and the number of people assisted. As Ebrahim
and Rangan ([94], p. 19) write, even though providing emergency relief in the immediate aftermath
of a disaster “is a complex activity, requiring highly sophisticated coordination and supply chain
management capabilities,” it focuses on meeting survival needs rather than longer-term changes and
is therefore possible to quantify the change that such an INGO delivers. Similarly, if an INGO engages
in post-emergency community development in Haiti and provides services such as access to education
and health care to all children below the age of five, then defining, tracking and reporting on progress to
donors, although resource intensive, is doable. However, for a Christian faith-related INGO that aims
to implement longer-term changes such as ending gender violence, it is nearly impossible to attribute
changes solely to its interventions. Eradicating gender violence in Haiti or any given geography would
require analysis and interventions at multiple levels including individual, interpersonal, community,
and societal. It would furthermore involve several organizations, institutions, and coalitions, both
governmental and nongovernmental.

Because it is hard for all INGOs to collect and share objective measures on all aspects of their
performance, scholars such as McGrath [62] recommend implementing donor satisfaction by working
towards improving service value. This is an aspect related to what the INGO does for its donors. In the
general NGO context, Sargeant and Lee [95] have demonstrated that satisfaction and involvement do
not directly engender retention but that their impact is mediated by commitment. Commitment,
according to Allen and Meyer ([96], p. 3), is of the normative, continuance and affective kind.
Normative commitment refers to commitment that donors feel if they think about giving as a behavior
that they must engage in. Continuance commitment is what they feel they need to do, and affective
commitment is what they want to do. It is one or any combination of the three types of commitment that
“provide a means to increase donor satisfaction so that donors will want to give again” ([61], p. 129).

Christian faith-related INGOs, like other NGOs working internationally, are known for their
ability to represent, through imagery, the distant others as a cause of public action. The imagery as part
of fundraising appeals are utilized by INGOs to generate a “shock effect” or a “positive image”—both
of which generate normative commitment among potential and existing donors. The former type of
normative appeal, writes Chouliaraki ([97], p. 10), is meant to invoke guilt and indignation but runs
“the risk of fatigue and apathy”. The latter, although a positively framed appeal for donations, “glosses
over asymmetries of power and runs the risk of denying the need for action on the grounds that it
may be unnecessary or, even, unreal” [97]. Continuance commitment is based on calculations of the
costs that an individual thinks he or she may incur upon terminating donations to the INGO. It is a
commitment derived from cost-benefit analysis undertaken to fulfil a financial need (for instance the
possibility of losing on tax savings) but is predominantly a commitment realized from the donor’s
psychological need for gratification, the type of satisfaction identified earlier as the “emotional buzz” of
feeling good about oneself. The final type of commitment is the affective kind and translates as the sense
of identification and affiliation that the donor feels with the achievements (and struggles) of the INGO.
Given that commitment is the most directly influencing variable of retention, donor retention is best
achieved when the INGO cultivates all three types of commitment. Naskrent and Siebelt ([48], p. 772)
find that information shared with donors on how they have contributed to the success and recognition
of the INGO has potential to strengthen all three types of commitment, and hence the service value of
donor contributions.
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But if the logic of self-perception is to be applied to increasing service value of a donor’s
contribution, then all such INGO communications may be more effective if the appeals are subtle and
do not overuse emotions (of guilt, shame, pity or anger). Chouliaraki [97] refers to communications
devoid of emotions as the “post-humanitarian” nature of appeals where the focus is not on the moral
question of ‘why give’ (or ‘why give again’), but rather on an introspection of donors themselves.
Madianou ([98], pp. 255–57) cites the case of the US-based INGO WaterForward that works on clean
water projects in developing countries. She finds that the webpage does not share a single image
or story of the people being helped through the INGO. There is not even any context of the specific
projects funded nor the national contexts. The emphasis, instead, is on the network of users because
the site is designed as a digital photo album where users can invite their friends (via existing accounts
on Facebook or Twitter) but at a price. Users buy space for their friends’ portraits for $10 each and
collected funds are used for clean water projects. But doing so, Madianou [98] points out, can render
donor action [of initial and continued giving] hollow, and even meaningless.

In citing Madianous’ [98] example of the aforementioned INGO, I do not intend to highlight that
service value is best created by de-emotionalizing INGO appeals for more funds but instead, that donor
retention may require a better balance between the emotional and moral appeals common among
strongly Christian INGOs at one extreme, with the technocratic, aesthecized appeal of INGOs such as
WaterForward, at the other. To achieve this balance, a more strategic approach to donor segmentation
may be required. The INGO may consider, for example, a branding strategy that is viable for both
those who are strongly affiliated to Christian doctrines and others who are more skeptical of emotional
and moral funding appeals.

4. Conclusions

This article examines an important but relatively overlooked aspect in the field of international
giving in the US—individual monetary donations to Christian faith-related INGOs—and outlines
the cognitive process influencing donors who choose to keep up their financial support to Christian
faith-related INGOs. Since the era of World War II, these INGOs have grown in prominence as
representatives of their local donor publics. Today, they deliver services such as health care, disaster
relief and education, influence policy and build capacity of people and their organizations across
various parts of globe. Differing from congregational and denominational structures, which tend to
focus on the development of their membership, the Christian faith-related INGOs addressed in this
article seek to fulfil explicitly public missions. The extent to which they emphasize their religious or
spiritual foundations varies considerably, as does their financing. That said, many are privately funded
with a substantial portion of their financial resources coming from a large number of smaller donors.

Despite the critical role of individuals in helping sustain funding of Christian faith-related INGOs,
there is surprisingly little research on how individual donors personally evaluate their repeat purchase
decision. This article does not examine the demographic characteristics such as age, gender, level of
education, income levels, race or ethnicity of those that sustain their giving intentions to an INGO.
Instead, it relies on the logic of self-perception which postulates that individuals more easily focus on,
process, recognize and retrieve self-relevant rather than self-irrelevant information. As institutions
that identify themselves as mediators acting on behalf of US public’s concern for the well-being
of distant others, INGOs can and do influence donor intent to continue giving. The propositions
forwarded in this article highlight that the more existing donors can identify themselves with the
INGO’s identity—comprising INGO’s beliefs and values (proposition 1), its claims to legitimacy
(propositions 2 and 3) and performance (proposition 4)—the more likely it is for them to be satisfied
and decide to maintain a stable relationship with the specific INGO.

Given the paucity of a priori information on the characteristics (attitudinal, behavioral, geographic
and demographic) of the donor base of a US-based Christian faith-related INGO, this breed of
organizations may benefit from post-hoc segmentation. Such a donor segmentation strategy relies on
no pre-judgment about the segment bases of the donors. Instead, the segmentation places existing
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donors of Christian faith-related INGOs into groups with others who have similar views/responses to
questions asked and feedback received. The segments so created are likely to be more understandable
to this breed of INGOs and offer an opportunity to each such INGO to communicate its beliefs and
values, its claims to legitimacy and its performance more effectively and in doing so, increase the
likelihood of retaining its individual donor base.
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The roots of social work and other helping professions run deep in community-based connections,
and joining with local faith-based entities to explore strengths and challenges is essential to good
organization and planning.

Far too often, however, resources in the community go unnoticed, only revealing themselves to
social work scholars and professionals when they immerse themselves among those they are trying
to help. As the preceding pages demonstrate, local religious institutions have a long tradition of
emphasizing and promoting community development and communal assistance. And these entities
are usually best placed to serve those most in need—right in the communities where they live, work
and pray.

By and large, faith-based entities are more than eager to partner with local scholars and
professionals. The Congregational Nurse Program in Greensboro, NC, where I teach, is a telling
example of how, in many cases, religion-based organizations welcome help in attending to their
congregations’ needs.

A decade ago the Greensboro nurse program was well established and doing great work in the
community. But until a chance encounter between a nurse in the program and a social work professor
at a local university, the Congregational Nurse Program was not on the radar of any of the area’s
campuses. The program’s coordinator had reached out to local universities to explore how students
could study social work by working alongside nurses to meet the needs of the community’s most
vulnerable, but nothing came of the effort.

It took that chance encounter a decade ago for the collaboration to come to fruition. Together with
the Congregational Nurse Program, our social work department at the University of North Carolina
Greensboro created a field education unit that paired social work students with congregational nurses.
Our collaboration, in turn, resulted in a far deeper effort: Two university social work programs,
together with a local philanthropic organization with faith-based roots and an established group of
nurses in the community, working to provide an array of services to people whose needs were not
being met by traditional providers.

Through this action research project, today we have a well-coordinated team of social work
students, nurses and community health workers stationed in more than 50 locations around Greensboro.
Much of the effort is located in churches and synagogues, as well as in faith-affiliated shelters for those
experiencing homelessness.

What we have discovered is that coming to church to see that nice nurse or social worker holds
far less stigma than, say, going into a mental health clinic, or even a doctor’s office. At our locations
we can screen for health problems, assess mental wellness and identify needs—all without anyone else
knowing anything, except that someone went to church.

The same can be said for shelters for those experiencing homelessness. By embedding ourselves in
the shelters, we have become part of the service array, and can be where those in need are. Our initial
collaboration with the Congregational Nurse Program eventually led to funding for an integrated
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health clinic in the local day shelter. Today, our students are an integral part of the clinic, which
addresses medical and behavioral health needs, and are involved in a wide range of activities.

Of course, not all faith-based organizations are interested in these types of partnerships.
But many are.

Relationship building is invaluable in the helping professions, allowing for a melding of missions
among often fundamentally different institutions. My university’s partnership with the Congregational
Nurse Program and a local philanthropic organization, the Cone Health Foundation, exemplifies how
relationship building can overcome the financial and organizational hurdles that often stymie efforts
to help those in need.

Because we locate ourselves in local churches, synagogues and shelters, there is little to no
overhead cost to our program. We do not have to rent an office, pay for utilities, or buy expensive
equipment. We rely on the resources generously provided by entities in the community. And they, in
turn, have come to rely on our knowledge and our students’ engaged labor.

The partnerships we have established in Greensboro are rich with opportunities to address unmet
needs, all while educating the next generation of professional social workers through immersion in the
community. Such joining of forces, as the articles in this volume illustrate, best leverage the respective
skills and resources that different institutions bring to the table. It is our hope that the insights in
these pages will inspire others to take a deeper look at religiously affiliated helping and the many
possibilities it holds for effective cooperation.
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