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ABSTRACT


Despite recent public and academic interest in faith-based social service delivery, especially in terms of government funding, research has focused on congregations and found little evidence of receipt of, interest in, or awareness about recent changes in policies regarding government funding to these groups. We present descriptive data from the first national survey of faith-based, social service coalitions, two-thirds of our sample of 656 having received government funds.  We describe these organizations in terms of organizational demographics, range of activities and programs, funding, and religiosity, including three scales tapping religious policies and practices. We conclude that this type of faith-based organization has, in the past, and is most likely to garner any new government funds made available for faith-based social service programs.   

Religious nonprofit organizations constitute the third largest sub-sector of the United States nonprofit economy, behind health and education, measured in terms of total revenues (Chaves 1998).  In 1995, religious organizations received approximately 44 percent of all charitable donations, totaling $60 billion (Kaplan 1996). While most of these contributions go toward maintaining religious congregations, expenditures on social services are greater than the financial charitable donations of either corporations or foundations (Doyle 1993).  Nevertheless, until the mid-1990s, religious nonprofits received little attention in the organizational literature on nonprofit associations.


In Daphne Layton’s Philanthropy and Voluntarism: An Annotated Bibliography (1987) only 2.1 percent of the 2,195 entries deal explicitly with religious institutions. Likewise, Hall (1992) reports that only 4.7 percent of the 916 projects in the Independent Sector’s 1986-87 compilation of research-in-progress deal specifically with religion. Two widely cited edited volumes, Powell’s The Nonprofit Sector: A Research Handbook (1987) and Hodgkinson and Lyman’s (1989) The Future of the Nonprofit Sector: Challenges, Changes, and Policy Considerations  have no  chapter on religious nonprofits and make very little reference to the role of religion in secular nonprofits.


Over the past decade, scholarly attention to religious nonprofits has increased, fueled in part by the political attention paid to religious organizations by the Charitable Choice provision in the 1996 Welfare Reform Act and by President Bush’s Faith Based and Community Initiative, both mandates that attempt to provide increased funding to religious groups that provide social services. In 1994 an entire issue of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (summer 1994) contained articles devoted to religion. Two edited volumes on nonprofit organizations, VanTil (1990) and Clotfelter (1992), contain chapters on religious nonprofits, as does  Powell and Clemens’ (1998) edited book, Private Action and the Public Good (1998).


In the years since the Charitable Choice provision was passed by Congress (1996), there have been a number of studies of religious nonprofits that are involved in the social services arena (Ammerman 2001; Bartkowski and Regis 2003; Campbell 2002; Chaves 1999; Cnaan and Boddie 2001; Dudley and Roozen 2001; Farnsley 2003; Gronbjerg and Nelson 1998; Monsma 1996; Monsma and Mounts 2002; Twombly 2002).  In addition to demonstrating the degree to which such organizations are currently engaged in social service programs, these studies also address the issue of government funding to faith based groups that provide such services. These studies generally focus on the level of awareness about “Charitable Choice” among religious leaders, the degree to which religious groups are receiving government funds, attitudes toward government funding, and fears and apprehensions regarding the acceptance of such funds. With only two minor exceptions (Campbell 2002; Twombly 2002) however, the existing studies focus on congregations as their unit of analysis.  However, Chaves’(1999) national data show that only 24 percent of congregations are aware of the legislation,  only 3 percent receive government funds, 15 percent have a policy against receiving such funds, and only about one third (36%) would even consider applying for such funds to support social service projects. In their study of 1,376 congregations in Philadelphia, Cnaan and Boddie (2001) found that, while 61% would consider applying for government funding, only one had actually received such funding for their social service programs.  A national comparative study of the funding bases of very large faith-based and secular social service organizations (Twombly 2002) found that an average of 6% of budgets of faith-based organizations came from government sources. 


In the course of our work (Ebaugh and Chafetz 2000; Pipes and Ebaugh 2002) on religious institutions among the new immigrants in Houston, Texas, we discovered the phenomenon of faith-based coalition ministries.  These consist of a number of congregations that have joined together to pool money, facilities, in-kind donations and volunteers to provide the kinds of social services that they were unable to provide as single congregations. Nine of the fourteen coalitions that we studied received some type of government funding, often subcontracted through the county, city or other nonprofit agencies.   Given the primary focus of the coalitions on service delivery, the existence of structured programs to serve clients, a board independent of any member congregation, some system of accountability and, frequently, the fact that they have tax-exempt status as a 501 (c) 3 entity, they are positioned as far more likely candidates for government funding than individual congregations, for whom social service delivery is necessarily secondary to providing worship, religious education and inspiration to congregants (Jeavons 2003). In the absence of research on such coalition ministries devoted to the delivery of social services, we approached the Lilly Endowment for grant money to conduct a national study of them. 


Our research goal was two-pronged: 1) to describe faith-based coalition ministries in terms of both their common characteristics and their variability across the United States; and 2) to analyze the impact on congregations of belonging to a faith-based coalition. In this paper we focus on the first of these tasks, namely, a description of the ways in which such coalitions are similarly structured and the ways in which they vary.  We present national survey data to describe the organizational structure of these organizations, their array of service programs, attributes of their participating congregations, expressions of religiosity and financing. The goal of this paper is descriptive, that is, to provide the first nationally based, comprehensive picture of faith-based coalition ministries that are engaged in social service delivery.


It is important to understand that coalition ministries are but one type within a broader arena of many types of social service delivery collaborations among faith-based organizations of various types, between faith-based and secular non-profits, and between faith-based agencies and for-profit entities. It is impossible to enumerate the complex array of collaborations that are taking place in our society. The type of faith-based coalition ministry that is the focus of our study is one widespread form of collaboration that, in many cases, already accepts government funding for service delivery, and is likely to be the most common type of faith-based entity to do so in the future. 

METHODS


During fall 2001, we began to develop a questionnaire that would provide a broad range of information about faith-based social service coalitions, including how they are structured, the range of services and programs they offer, funding sources, religious expression, client, volunteer, board and employee characteristics, and the religious and racial/ethnic characteristics of affiliated congregations.  We did not present a list of characteristics that define the type of organization in which we were interested as a screening question because, in the absence of prior research on such organizations, we were not sure what the range of traits might be empirically.  Preliminary perusal of completed questionnaires allowed us to use four variables to define the universe of relevant organizations: 1) the organization defines itself as faith-based; 2) it delivers at least one social service (from an extensive list of service types); 3) religious congregations are in some manner affiliated with the organization; and 4) it has its own board of directors.  We subcontracted with Research Services, Presbyterian Church USA, in Louisville, KY to print, mail and code the final questionnaire.  The first wave was mailed in July 2002 and the last wave was completed in April 2003.  We requested that the director (CEO, president) of the organization act as the respondent, a request honored by 75 % of our final sample.

The Sample


In the process of studying local faith-based social service coalitions for her undergraduate thesis, Pipes became aware of a list of about 1300 faith-based social service organizations developed by the Interfaith Community Ministries Network (ICMN), an organization whose goal it is to identify as many community ministries engaged in social service delivery as possible.  After an extensive search for alternative lists, we concluded that this was the best available with which to begin.  The ICMN list was culled to delete organizations that were very clearly not faith-based coalitions (e.g., congregations and secular agencies), and 32 names of coalitions located on the worldwide web were added, in order to insure that all 50 states and the 100 largest US cities were represented.  We also added 115 names culled from the Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches (Lindner 2002).  While we were confident that the resulting mailing list of 1186 organizations included a large number of faith-based social service coalitions, we also knew that many other kinds of faith-based entities were likely included.  At the end of the questionnaire, we asked that respondents identify other organizations like their own, especially predominantly evangelical, African American and rural ones, types we thought underrepresented on the list.  Through this we developed a snowball sample of 297 organizations to which we sent questionnaires. The first wave received questionnaires during summer 2002 and the snowball sample during the fall.  A total of 1483 questionnaires sent out netted 612 returned, for a response rate of 41%.


When we conducted preliminary analysis of the data, we realized that the ICMN list that provided most of the first wave and resultant snowball samples was regionally biased to over-represent the south (about 50% of the returned questionnaires). Moreover, it appeared that regional differences are related to a number of important variables.  We therefore purchased a national list of “social service and welfare organizations” from InfoUSA, culled by them to focus on 22 states, primarily in the west and northeast.  We further culled their list to identify those whose names suggested that they were most likely to fit our definition of a faith-based social service coalition.  The final wave of questionnaires was mailed to the resulting 555 organizations in January 2003. The return rate was 39% (N=217).  Combining all waves, 2038 questionnaires were mailed, of which 829 were returned, for a total response rate of 41%.


A number of the completed questionnaires came from organizations that do not fit our definition of a faith-based social service coalition.  From the 829 completed questionnaires, we dropped 173 (21%) that failed to meet one or more of our four criteria, for a final sample of 656.   These are the cases that will be analyzed in this paper. Using a four-fold categorization of region, this sample consists of 37% from the south, 22% from the northeast, 16% from the mid west and 25% from the west, thereby insuring adequate representation of all parts of the nation.


In the remainder of this paper we will use multiple indicators to describe four general categories of organizational variables: 1) organizational demographics; 2) range of coalition activities and programs; 3) funding sources; and 4) organizational religiosity.  For some indicators we have created scales, the methodology of which will be discussed in the process of presenting the findings.

ORGANIZATIONAL DEMOGRAPHICS


We begin our description of faith-based social service coalitions with a discussion of a variety of organizational characteristics, specifically: several measures of size (Table 1), coalition founding date, religious and racial/ethnic heterogeneity of affiliated congregations, and race/ethnicity of clients (Table 2).

(Table 1 about here)


The most obvious finding in Table 1 is that, regardless of which of the eight size indicators one examines, coalitions vary widely—from extremely small to immense.  For instance, they range from only one to over 4700 affiliated congregations, from no income to over $78 million, from no paid employees to 1315 part-time and 999 full-time employees, and from zero to 200,000 clients per year.  An examination of the median values, however, strongly suggests that the majority is modest in size.  For instance, their budgets (income and expenditures) have median values in the quarter million dollar range; the median number of affiliated congregations is only 26, of clients 2500, of paid employees 2 part-time and 3 full-time, and of weekly volunteers 20.  In most cases, the standard deviation is at least three to five times the value of the mean, indicating that while there are a relatively small number of mega coalitions, there are substantial numbers of reasonably large ones, with budgets up to $6 million, affiliated congregations numbering up to 600, weekly volunteers numbering in the 100-300 range, clients in the 20,000 to 120,000 range, and paid employees in the 20-90 for full-time and 15-100 for part-time range.  


Many of the extremely large coalitions are associated with single denominations, such as state/regional/city Catholic Charity coalitions, Lutheran social services, Jewish Family Services, Episcopal Social Services, United Methodist coalitions, and groups associated with the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. While we did not include the umbrella national organization associated with these denominations, when local coalitions fit our four-fold criteria for faith-based coalitions, they remained in the sample. Many of these denominationally based coalitions have large numbers of congregations associated with them, large budgets, and serve large numbers of clients, thereby considerably raising mean scores on measures of size.  

We conducted a factor analysis to determine whether these various indicators of size cohere as one organizational dimension.  One factor emerged that contained the two budget measures and the two measures of paid staff, but the remaining variables were not highly related to it or to one another.  We concluded that there is no global measure of size beyond one that directly relates to money. 

(Table 2 about here)


Many of the denominationally affiliated coalitions are very old organizations that predate the twentieth century.  However, as displayed in Panel A, Table 2, the vast majority of coalitions are relatively young; 80% have been formed since 1960 and half since 1980.  The decade that witnessed the greatest number of organizational births was the 1980s, during which about 30% of all sample coalitions were founded, a growth rate that continued at only a somewhat reduced pace in the years since, during which 23% were founded.  In the last 22 years, more coalitions were founded than in the preceding 40.  We suspect that the growth in the number of faith-based coalitions since the 1980s has been in reaction to a set of political and economic processes taking place simultaneously.  Beginning with the Reagan Administration and gathering impetus through Clinton’s welfare reform legislation, the federal social safety net has been seriously eroded.  While that erosion was taking place, the nation experienced two serious recessions bracketing the 80s.  It is likely that in cities across the nation, religious bodies and individuals perceived increasing numbers of people whose basic needs were not being met by government programs and could not effectively be met by individual congregations.  Joining together to address these unmet needs could provide congregations with a viable form of social ministry. 


The history of faith-based coalitions in Houston, Texas, demonstrates the scenario just described. In the mid 1980s, as economic recession hit the city, many congregations were inundated with requests for emergency aid (e.g. food, clothing, rental or mortgage assistance).  It was not only the blue-collar unemployed who were knocking on church doors, but also middle-management workers who had lost their jobs and needed temporary assistance. Unable to accommodate their needs, congregations banded together to create and support faith-based social service coalitions. Fourteen such coalitions were established in Houston, headquartered for the most part in buildings apart from congregations, governed by independent boards, and often established as 50l (c ) 3 organizations (for more details on this see Ebaugh and Pipes 2001; Pipes and Ebaugh 2002). Major support for the coalitions, in terms of finances and volunteers, came from member congregations, including Catholic, evangelical and mainline Protestant churches, some Jewish synagogues and a very small number of other non-Christian groups such as Buddhists, Ba’hais, and Muslims. 


While many coalitions, both in Houston and throughout the country, call themselves “interfaith,” we hypothesized that, in fact, most of them are exclusively or overwhelmingly Christian. In the national survey, we included a long list of specific religious faiths.  Respondents were asked how many of their affiliated congregations are of each faith, which provided the data we used to develop a religious heterogeneity scale.  All Protestant faiths were divided into evangelical and mainline, based on the classification scheme developed by Steensland et.al (2000).   We then created a six-fold scale with the following categories.  The most homogeneous extreme we call “one religion only,” meaning that all affiliated congregations share a single faith tradition (e.g., all Episcopalian or Catholic or Jewish).  Slightly more heterogeneous is the category “specific Protestant type,” meaning that all affiliated congregations are either evangelical or mainline Protestant faiths.  The next level is “general Protestant,” in which evangelical and mainline Protestant congregations are included.  More heterogeneous still is the “general Christian” category composed of Catholic and any type(s) of Protestant congregations.  The second most religiously heterogeneous coalitions include Jewish congregations along with any type(s) of Christian ones.  Finally, the most heterogeneous level, the “fully inter-faith,” include non-Judeo-Christian congregations (e.g., Islamic, Ba’hai, Hindu, Buddhist) along with any form(s) of Christian (and often Jewish) congregations.  We found no coalitions entirely devoid of Christian congregations except for a few mono-faith cases that consisted entirely of Jewish congregations.


The data concerning religious heterogeneity are presented in Panel B, Table 2.  One level is rare: exclusively evangelical or mainline Protestant coalitions that cross denominational lines.  One-third of coalitions are inter-faith, including along with Christian congregations Jewish (20%) and a variety of other (13%) faith traditions.  Altogether, over half (57%) are ecumenical, crossing denominational lines while remaining entirely within the general Christian tradition.  By far the single most common combination (43%) represents the middle level of heterogeneity in which Catholic and Protestant congregations join together in what we call “general Christian” coalitions.  The second most common—but a distant second-- is the more heterogeneous Judeo-Christian combination. Finally, 10% of coalitions remain entirely within the boundaries of one specific faith.


A common assumption is that evangelical churches prefer to enter into partnerships among themselves, eschewing broader alliances with other faith traditions (see Smith 2000; Evans n.d.).  This is clearly not the case in our sample of coalitions.  Recall that we defined (and coded) “general Protestant” as including both evangelical and mainline Protestants.  Therefore, in the first instance, 12% of our sample belies the idea of evangelical segregation.  More importantly, the percentages of “general Christian,” “Judeo-Christian” and “fully inter-faith” coalitions that include evangelical congregations are 93.5%, 89% and 100%, respectively.  While it is possible that we failed to adequately sample specifically evangelical coalitions, we did make an explicit effort to locate them through the instructions that generated the snowball sample.  We therefore find it surprising that a total of only 22 cases are homogeneously comprised of one specific evangelical religion plus coalitions comprised of a variety of different evangelical faiths (but no others).  Stated otherwise, our data point both to a paucity of segregated evangelical coalitions and to the large-scale, indeed overwhelming incorporation of evangelical congregations into coalitions ranging from generally Protestant to fully inter-faith.


Respondents were asked to indicate the number of their affiliated congregations that are comprised predominantly of each of five specific racial/ethnic groups: Anglo/white, African American, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander and Native American.  To gauge the degree of coalition racial/ethnic heterogeneity we computed the percentage of coalitions whose congregational affiliates are all composed predominantly of one racial/ethnic group, of two, and so on.  The data are presented in Panel C of Table 2.  Twenty-eight percent of all coalitions are homogeneously comprised of congregations whose members mostly represent only one racial/ethnic category.  Within this group, 85% are coalitions whose congregational affiliates are all predominantly Anglo/white.  An additional 9% are comprised entirely of predominantly African American congregations.  The remaining 6% are divided between homogeneously Hispanic (1%), Asian (2%) and “other” (3%) congregations.  One third of coalitions encompass congregations that represent two different racial/ethnic categories, 18% include three racial/ethnic categories and, surprisingly, one in five have at least four different types of racial/ethnic congregations as affiliates. Among biracial/ethnic coalitions, 97% include predominantly Anglo/white congregations, which most frequently partner with African American congregations (81% of all bi-racial/ethnic coalitions).  The Hispanic-Anglo combination is a distant second, representing only 11% of biracial/ethnic coalitions, and no other combination represents more than 2%.  Among higher order combinations (i.e., tri-racial/ethnic and above), Anglo/white congregations are included in 99.4% of all cases.  All together, including mono-racial/ethnic coalitions and all combinations, 94% of coalitions include predominantly Anglo/white congregations as affiliates. On the one hand, coalitions vary substantially in the extent to which they include racially/ethnically diverse congregations.  On the other hand, it is perhaps surprising that a substantial majority is at least bi-racial/ethnic, and over a third are more heterogeneous than that.  Finally, it is also apparent that nearly all of the coalitions include Anglo/white congregations, whatever other racial/ethnic groups may also be included.


Respondents were also asked to estimate the percentages of various racial/ethnic groups that compose their clientele and, in a separate question, to estimate the percentage who are immigrants.  These data are displayed in Table 2, Panel D.  Asians and Native Americans are infrequently identified in the client base of coalitions and, when they are, they comprise small percentages.  Non-Hispanic whites constitute the single largest category of clients, having the highest median and mean percentages of any group.  It appears that most coalitions serve significant numbers of them.  Most also serve a moderately high number of African American clients, the category with the second highest median and mean percentages.   However, the high standard deviations for both categories (c. 30%) suggest considerable variation between coalitions in the extent to which their primary client base is African American or non-Hispanic white.  Far fewer coalitions serve Hispanic clients.  Moreover, of those that do, the proportion of their client base that is Hispanic is considerably lower than for non-Hispanic whites and African Americans. The median 6% immigrant clients suggests that a majority of coalitions serve none, or at most very small numbers.  However, the mean and standard deviation (17% and 23%, respectively) suggest that a substantial minority of coalitions estimate that immigrants comprise up to 40% of their clients.  The label “immigrant” can potentially overlap considerably with Hispanic and/or Asian racial/ethnic categories.  However, one would have to conclude from the client racial/ethnic profiles that the immigrants served by those coalitions that serve such a clientele are overwhelmingly Hispanic and, in all likelihood, that a large part of their Hispanic clientele is also immigrant.  Indeed, the mean, median and standard deviation values of Hispanic ethnicity and immigrant status of clients are very similar.


In our prior fieldwork in Houston we discovered that some coalitions have explicit policies prohibiting the acceptance of undocumented immigrants as clients.  Several reasons were given as justification for the policy, including fear of legal repercussions for harboring the undocumented, raising the ire of affiliated congregations that frown upon the practice, and complying with eligibility requirements for some contracts. In our national survey, however, only 8% of the coalitions specify that undocumented immigrants are ineligible for programs, while 63% include them in all programs.  The remaining 29% consider such immigrants eligible for some programs but not others, often contingent upon exclusionary requirements specified in funding contracts.

COALITION ACTIVITIES


Faith-based coalitions engage in a wide range of different types of social service activities and offer direct social services addressed to a wide variety of different individual and family needs, as evident in Table 3.  Panel A shows that besides providing direct social services to individuals (86%), coalitions are significantly involved in direct advocacy (58%), offering workshops on social policy issues (35%), community organizing (31%) and community events such as hunger walks (56%), all efforts to raise awareness of social problems and encourage socio-political action to deal with them.  Nonetheless, the second most frequent type of activity in which they engage in distinctly religious, namely, ecumenical or interfaith relations activities (65%).

(Table 3 about here)


In Panel B, direct social services to clients have been grouped into ten broad types, although within each type we also have data on whether they provide anywhere from three to seven more specific types of programs (e.g., under “emergency services” are separately listed food pantry, soup kitchen, clothing, cash assistance, and disaster response). In this paper we confine our data presentation to the broad types, which suffices to demonstrate the astonishing array of individual and family needs that coalitions are actively attempting to meet.  With the exception of elder care and immigration services, about one-third to half of all coalitions offer one or more programs within each broad program area, and over two-thirds provide emergency services. On average (mean and median) coalitions provide direct social service programs in four different areas. It is apparent that faith-based social service coalitions are significant actors in providing the full array of direct services to individuals and families also provided by secular non-profit and public agencies.

FUNDING SOURCES


A primary purpose for examining faith-based social service coalitions is their past and likely future role as recipients of government funds.  Much of the federal funding for social services gets to grass-roots service organizations indirectly, block grants to states turning into state grants to municipalities, counties and agencies, often further subcontracted to the actual service providers.  For this reason, we did not ask what level(s) of government provide money to their organizations, afraid that many respondents could not accurately identify the origins of governmental funds they have received.  Table 4 shows that about one-third of sample coalitions have never received any government funds (Panel B).  Panel A displays the median and mean percentages (as well as standard deviations) of their 2001 income emanating from different types of funding sources.  While the median income from governmental sources is only 2% of their total income, this includes a third of the sample that has never received any, and 138 that have received it but not in that particular year.  Alerted by considerably higher mean and standard deviation percentages, we decided to examine only those coalitions that actually reported receiving government funds in 2001 (N=295).  When we do this, we find that this source provided a median of 23.5% and a mean of 31.4% (SD=26.7%) of their budgets. This constitutes significant reliance on the government among those who receive any funds from this source.  In dollars, as well, the amounts are significant: a median of $65,000 and a mean of $720,000 (SD=$3.1 million), with an upper range of $45 million.  Twombly (2002; 954, 956) in a national study of 396 large (assets of $10 million or more) faith-based human service organizations found that an average of 5.8% of their funding came from government grants and contracts, with a mean dollar amount of $826,000 (SD=$4,508,000).

(Table 4 about here)


Most coalitions that have received government money have done so since 1996 (Panel B, Table 4), the year in which the Charitable Choice Provision of the Welfare Reform Act provided increased opportunity for faith-based entities to compete for federal social service dollars.  Very recently, over half have discussed applying for government funds and 51% have actually done so (Panel C).  Moreover, two-thirds strongly or generally favor President Bush’s Faith Based and Community Initiative and only 6% are unaware of it (Panel D).  These findings stand in sharp contrast with national data concerning religious congregations, about three-quarters of which were unaware of the Charitable Choice Provision, only about one-third of which would consider applying for government funds, and only 3% of which have actually received such funding (Chaves 1999).   Nevertheless, more than one quarter of our sample organizations oppose Bush’s initiative, including 9%who are strongly against it.  Our data also show one of the pitfalls of government funding: 15% of coalitions have lost it or seen significant reductions in the amount they received during the last two years.


Returning to Panel A of Table 4, religious organizations—congregations and judicatories—constitute the single largest source of funding, providing a median of 16% of coalition income (most of which comes from congregations, whose median contribution is 11.5%).  If we assume that contributions from individuals mostly represent a religiously motivated funding source, and given that they provide a median of 11% of coalition incomes, then an average of about one quarter of coalition operating budgets originate from religious sources.  In fact, the means and standard deviations suggest that a substantial number of coalitions receive up to double this percentage from those two sources combined (means= 25% and 19%, SDs=27% and 22% respectively, for religious organizations and individuals).  Twombly reports an average of 17.5% of his sample’s income derives from “donors,” although it is not clear if this refers to individuals, organizations, or both (2002: 956).  Corporations, foundations, and the United Way each typically provide relatively small proportions of coalition incomes, supplemented by other minor sources such as fees for service and fund raising events.  However, collectively these funding sources provide, on average, from a quarter to half of coalition income.  The most striking difference from Twombly’s data concerning large, faith-based organizations only is that they derive by far the greatest portion of their income from program fees: 57.5% (2002: 956).

ORGANIZATIONAL RELIGIOSITY


Before constructing the questionnaire used in this study, we conducted a pilot project designed to tease out what, specifically, makes a religious social service agency religious (Ebaugh et. al. 2003).  We defined our population as all Houston area agencies that delivered social services to the homeless, including both secular and faith-based organizations.  Our sample included 53 self-identified “secular” and 32 “religious” organizations.  We found that, while the two types do not differ in their general client orientation, faith-based agencies deliver a variety of religious services as part-and-parcel of their social service delivery.  They also manifest a distinctive organizational culture.  We concluded that: “Religion infuses agency self-presentation, personnel, resources, decision-making processes, and interactions with the clients and among staff in faith-based agencies.” We used these findings to develop a myriad of items in the national study in order to focus on how much variation exists among faith-based organizations in their expression of religiosity.


Faith-based social service coalitions manifest their religious nature in a variety of ways, each of which, however, varies considerably within the sample.  Recall that about two-thirds of the sample coalitions engage in ecumenical and interfaith relations activities. Forty-one percent of the organizations’ top leaders (CEO, President, Director) are ordained clergy.  Their boards of directors vary widely in size, from 3 to 118, but tend to be modest in size (median=15).  Clergy constitute an average—median—of 16% of board members (mean=22%, S.D.=23%), although 21% of coalition boards have no clergy members.  Congregational representatives are generally well represented on boards of directors, comprising a median of 71% of board members (mean=62%, S.D.=54%).  Again, however, 17% of boards have zero congregational representatives.  

(Table 5 about here)

A total of nineteen questions were asked about organizational religious policies and practices.  When subjected to factor analysis, three separate factors emerged, each with eigenvalues greater than +l.0 and collectively accounting for 63% of the correlation matrix. Based on highest loaded items, we called Factor 1 client-oriented religiosity; Factor II  represents staff religiosity; and  Factor III indicates formal organizational religiosity. The factor items and loadings are presented in Table 5.  Items a through h and m through o asked respondents to rate the importance of each to their social service programs, given a five point scale ranging from “one of the most important” to “not important.”   Item i asked whether or not the success of any of the agency’s programs is based on the need for client religious change.  Another question (j) asked about coalition policy toward staff discussing religion with clients (never allowed, allowed if client brings it up, staff to use their own judgment, encouraged, mandatory).  How often in the past year (never, once or twice, three or more times) staff/volunteers have prayed at their own meetings is item k.  Item l asked, given job candidates with equal qualifications, would they favor a candidate from a specific religion, one who has a religious orientation regardless of which type, disregard religion, or favor a candidate who is not religious.  The last three items asked whether or not: the organization’s mission statement or by-laws make clear its religious orientation (p), the CEO or director is an ordained member of the clergy (q), and sacred images/art is displayed in the organization’s facilities (r).  Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha was used for measuring reliability and yielded a very high value of .94 for Factor I and a quite high value for Factor II (.74). A lower Alpha on Factor III (.52) is nonetheless within the acceptable range for small (3 item) scales (Robinson et. al. 1999).

Given variations in the metric among question responses, raw scores were converted to a Z score format. In turn, factor score coefficients were calculated to represent responses to scale items.   Table 5 presents for each factor the range and skewness of Z scores for the sample.  Positive Z scores mean higher levels of religiosity relative to a mean of zero and standard deviation of l, negative scores the opposite. The ranges and skewness of Z scores for the three factors vary considerably.  At one extreme is the formal organization religiosity factor, where the range is quite small and more or less the same in both directions.  Likewise, it shows very little skewness.  The small negative skew suggests a subset of coalitions that may be publicly downplaying their religious character, perhaps because of a perception that government funding is more accessible to secular organizations. The widest range concerns staff religiosity, which rises quite high on the negative side, and is manifested also by considerable negative skew.  This suggests a possibility, to be pursued in the future, that the considerable religious heterogeneity characteristic of a sizeable part of the sample (see Table 2) may, in some cases, serve to substantially dampen religious expression among staff and volunteers in an effort to avoid offending anyone’s spiritual sensitivities.  The range of Z scores for the client-oriented religiosity factor goes in the opposite direction: it rises on the positive side and has a moderate positive skew.  This suggests that a subset of coalitions is likely to involve clients in expressions of religiosity beyond what is normal for the sample.

However, one final set of questions suggests a somewhat different view of coalition religiosity regarding clients.  We provided a list of ten specific organizational goals and asked that the importance of each be rated on a five point scale, where 5 is “least important” and 1 is “most important.”  The highest overall rating (i.e., the least important goal) was given to “provide evangelism opportunities for congregations” (mean=3.8).  Only 8% rated it as “one of the most important,” and an additional 12% as “very important,” while 42% chose the other extreme.  The lowest ratings (i.e., the most important goals) were “maintain ties with local congregations” (mean=1.1), “provide volunteer opportunities for congregations” (mean=1.8), and “increase congregations’ involvement in the community” (mean=1.9).  We interpret these findings as support for the idea that most coalitions believe that the spiritual benefits of their work flow primarily to the service providers rather than to their clients.  In a similar manner, Campbell (2002) concluded from his study of eight faith-based social service organizations in California that proselytizing is not one of their major goals.  Rather, they “define the primary task as bringing the churches’ own faith commitments to life…” (2002: 242).

CONCLUSIONS


Increasing awareness of the fact that religious organizations comprise a significant sub-sector of the nonprofit economy in the United States, coupled with President Bush’s recent initiatives to funnel more government monies to faith-based social service agencies, have resulted in a recent spate of research on faith-based social service delivery.  Nonetheless, almost no work has appeared dealing with the role of faith-based coalitions in this process.  Rather, attention has focused on the congregational level. Our national survey, the first concerning this phenomenon, suggests that faith-based social service coalitions are scarcely a new phenomenon, that they provide myriad services and that they differ widely on virtually every kind of organizational variable, including their religious heterogeneity, practices and policies. 


In future papers we will be exploring such issues as the correlates of organizational religiosity, the effects of religious and racial/ethnic congregational heterogeneity, the correlates of varying degrees of dependence on government funding, and a variety of other issues.  Here, in our first analysis of this national data set, we have had a more modest goal: to describe important attributes of a form of faith-based organization that here-to-fore has been ignored.  This organizational form appears across the nation, involving large numbers of congregations, supported by significant budgets, offering an impressive array of social services to substantial numbers of clients and communities.  These facts alone warrant considerable attention to it.  In addition, it appears to be poised to become (indeed, remain) the primary actor in any future governmental initiatives to increase funding for faith-based social service programs, given its already extensive experience in this arena.  Our conclusion reinforces that suggested by Campbell on the basis of a small, geographically limited sample (2002:: 222-3): faith-based social service coalitions are where the action is in terms of social ministry in contemporary U.S. society.
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