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This article focuses on the relationship between faith and volunteering. 
After a review of the existing literature, it speculates on how far altruism 
is internally generated and how far it is fostered by membership of 
religious bodies. The relationship between faith communities and the 
wider community is examined, as is the phenomenon of the decline in 
Christianity in the West and the rise of other religions. The role of faith 
groups in delivering social welfare services and creating social capital is 
discussed, and the article concludes with some suggestions for future 
research. 
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Introduction 
Where a person has religious faith, it 
may shape their life, and that faith may 
underlie their motivation for 
volunteering. Yet with certain notable 
exceptions such as Harris (e.g. 1998), 
Cameron (e.g. 1999) and Smith (e.g. 
1998), research into volunteering or 
voluntary organisations in the UK has 
not explored in any depth the 
relationship of faith to voluntary action. 
Although there is a growing body of 
scholarship on the subject from the 
USA, there is a need to develop 
knowledge about individuals and 
communities in the UK. 
 
This is an exploratory article to review 
existing knowledge and prepare the 
ground for further research into 
relationships between faith and  
 

voluntary action. It is located within the 
programme of the Institute for 
Volunteering Research, which seeks 
to increase knowledge about 
volunteering and voluntary action and 
to improve policy and practice. Thus, 
we offer a preliminary analysis of a 
broad range of research-based 
knowledge and begin to focus on 
research questions with potential 
application to policy and practice. 
 
Policy issues 
The desire to develop this research in 
the UK is prompted not only by a 
general concern to increase 
knowledge and improve practice but 
also by current social policies. Tony 
Blair (2000), speaking on inter-faith 
understanding, asserted: 
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Religions can help to make our 
communities, communities of value. 
Without them, society is too abstract to 
be real. 
 
The New Labour government is 
planning to develop more active 
communities, to combat social 
exclusion and to enhance social 
capital (Howlett and Locke, 1999), and 
religious organisations may be seen, 
like voluntary and community 
organisations, as `mediating 
structures' that enable these 
developments. The Government Policy 
Action Team (PAT) 9 (Home Office, 
1999) on the promotion of community 
self-help summarised the resources of 
faith groups as: 
 
networks of mutual aid, service 
provision, community development 
activities and community organising 
capacity. 
 
The government's principal statement 
on community regeneration, The 
National Strategy for Neighbourhood 
Renewal (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000), 
recognised that: 
 
Community cohesion is built by 
contact between people . . . [At times] 
it is planned contact, perhaps in a faith 
community. 
 
Discussing how different faith groups 
can work together, the government 
has argued: 
 
Each faith has strong traditions of 
services and concern for social justice; 
and joint projects, such as working 
together to im environment can be a 
positive way prove the neighbourhood 
or to draw on the values and 
commitments of the various 
committees (Department for Culture 
Media and Sport, 1999). 
 
 
 

The relationship of faith to 
volunteering 
The 1997 National Survey of 
Volunteering found that 23 per cent of 
volunteers indicated religion as their 
area of involvement (Davis Smith, 
1998). The European Values Systems 
Study Group surveys in the early 
1980s and 1990s found that weekly 
churchgoers were two or three times 
more likely to be involved in some 
form of voluntary work (cited in 
Moynagh and Worsley, 2000). Oddly 
enough, though, in-depth interviews 
with a small selection of community 
leaders in East London (Locke, 
Sampson and Shepherd, 2000) found 
that people denied any religious 
motivation behind their voluntary 
action. 
 
In analysing the literature, we review 
first the empirical studies of the 
relationship between faith and 
volunteering. This leads us to consider 
how the relationship may be 
conceptualised in terms of altruism 
and of transmission of values through 
faith organisations and communities, 
and then how people's faith-based 
volunteering may relate to their 
congregation and to the wider 
community. 
 
Survey evidence 
Many studies have explored the 
relationship between faith and 
voluntary action, but the accumulated 
findings are far from straightforward. 
Some studies argue against a 
correlation, and even where a 
correlation is found, some studies 
point to a relationship between faith 
itself and volunteering but others point 
to a relationship between religious 
participation (especially attendance in 
religious institutions) and volunteering. 
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This tension emerges in Jackson et 
al's (1995) thorough review of 
research surveys. For example, from 
studies of students, they cited on the 
one hand Friedrichs (1960) and 
Benson et al (1980), who found no 
correlation between religious activity 
and volunteering, and on the other 
hand Serow (1991), who found that 
fraternity and sorority members active 
in campus religious groups and 
academic clubs were more likely than 
non-members to be involved in off-
campus volunteer work. 
 
From national surveys, Jackson et al 
(1995) reported Glock, Ringer and 
Babbie's (1967) study of US 
Episcopalians, which found no 
increase in concern for charity related 
to involvement in church, church 
attendance or intellectual involvement 
in religion, and similarly Nelson and 
Dynes's (1976) survey of male 
residents in one US city, which found 
that church attendance did not affect 
non-emergency helping or charitable 
giving. 
 
However, other studies cited by 
Jackson et al (1995) did find a 
correlation between volunteering and 
religious involvement (e.g. Connecticut 
Mutual Life Insurance Company, 1981; 
Chambre, 1987). Likewise, 
Hodgkinson (1986) and Weitzman 
(1998) predicted that, as 
 church attendance increased, 
members of  congregations were more 
likely to volunteer in, and give to, 
secular charities. Jackson et al (1995) 
also cited evidence from Britain in 
Gerard (1985), who found that church 
attendance predicted volunteering, 
though only for voluntary work 
performed in religious organisations. 
 
In their own research, Jackson et al 
(1995) found that people with religious 
and associational ties did volunteer 
more and give more to secular 
charities, but that church attendance 
had no effect. They set this alongside 

Wilson and Janoski (1995), who 
showed that volunteering in the 
community was more likely among 
members of churches that emphasised 
'this-worldly' social concerns. This 
study also found some indication that 
at different ages different socialisation 
triggers activated the propensity to 
volunteer, thus suggesting that, 
although social integration encouraged 
volunteering generally, church activism 
could increase the likelihood of 
volunteering by some denominations 
at some life-cycle stages. 
 
Evidence of the relationship between 
religious practice and volunteering is 
provided by the Barna Research 
Group (cited in Moynagh and Worsley, 
2000), which found that members of 
churches, synagogues and other faith 
communities were more likely to 
contribute free time to help needy 
people: among those who regularly 
attended church, 63 per cent 
volunteered, compared with 44 per 
cent of non-attenders and 58 per cent 
of a mixed population of the general 
public. 
  
Also on the same side of the 
argument, Uslaner (1997) showed that 
religiosity has powerful effects on 
volunteering and giving to charity: her 
regression analysis of the values 
affecting collective action found 
correlations between the frequency of 
prayer and time spent volunteering 
and between the frequency of prayer 
and the ability to mobilise people to 
work on community problems. 
 
Wuthnow's (1997) survey of church 
members found that those who 
attended services regularly were 
substantially more likely to have 
thought about their responsibility to the 
poor if they had also thought about the 
relationship between faith, work and 
money in their own life. Other findings 
(cited in Powell and Clemens, 1998) 
also showed a correlation between 
financial giving and volunteering; 
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amongst those people who had done 
volunteer work to help the poor, the 
average contribution of income to 
religious organisations was higher 
than that among non-volunteers. 
 
We think that in general this review of 
the research literature tends to support 
the 'commonsense' view of a positive 
relationship between faith and 
voluntary action, though not 
unequivocally. Wuthnow (1997) 
summarised thus: 
 
Participation in religious organisations 
... has a genuine, but limited effect on 
charitable behaviour. 
 
However, our review demonstrates the 
need to take care over issues of faith 
when it is a question of individual 
conviction versus membership and 
institutional practice;  there does not 
appear to be an easy equation 
between faith and motivation to 
volunteer. We now turn to some 
frameworks that help to analyse these 
relationships between the individual 
and the institutional and the 
communal. 
 
Altruism 
Wolfe's (1998) analysis of altruism 
may help us to develop an analysis of 
faith as motivation. Noting first that 
those who help others usually possess 
a strong sense that the norm should 
be to act in ways that help others 
(citing Schwartz, 1977), Wolfe argued 
that these 'internalised norms' have a 
significant effect in the real world. 
Moral inclinations can motivate people 
towards certain patterns of behaviour; 
people who have a strong sense of 
moral obligation are more likely to be 
blood donors and more likely to ignore 
opportunities to act as free riders. This 
'motivational altruism' may be thought 
to rest on emotion and principle, both 
of which faith can inspire and instil in 
people. 
 

However, focusing on motivational 
altruism only does not take account of 
how motives can come from outside 
individuals and their particular 
cognitive make-up. As Wolfe extended 
the argument: 
 
individual motives toward altruism are 
influenced by the degree to which the 
society in which the individual lives 
values altruism. 
 
Thus, 'environmental altruism' may 
make 
  
itself felt through religious beliefs and 
institutions, which are part of the larger 
social structure that influences 
individual conduct. Wolfe asserted: 
 
We would generally expect that the 
more religious people are, the more 
altruistic their behaviour. 
 
However, he argued for the 
importance of the indirectness of this 
relationship: 
 
The indirect relation can be best 
understood if we think of religious 
beliefs and institutions as frameworks 
that enable people to understand the 
meaning and consequence of altruism. 
 
This version of altruism would be a 
variable for humans, not a constant, 
and would have to be activated. Wolfe 
argued that, although environmental 
altruism may be a general trend 
broadly evident in some 
neighbourhoods, communities or 
cultural groupings, there are also 
many other variants in the equation: 
for example, gender, age, historical 
period, whether rural or urban, 
profession and numerous other 
lifestyle characteristics may be 
influential. 
 
Wolfe argued that altruism and egoism 
are not mutually exclusive, and called 
for a pluralistic approach to examining 
human behaviour. Batson (1991) 



Voluntary Action Volume 3 Number 1 Winter 2000. 
Faith, voluntary action and social policy 

(cited in Powell and Clemens, 1998, 
and in Argyle, 1996) provided 
experimental evidence that humans 
may become empathetically involved 
through witnessing the plight of those 
in need, and indeed that empathy itself 
fulfils the role of stress reduction. 
Argyle(1996), noting Batson's study, 
commented, `There is no great 
mystery about altruistic motivation; 
and offered explanations in terms of 
social learning and of ideological 
support such as religion. 
 
Wolfe concluded that altruism can 
provide the `template' for guiding but 
not determining human behaviour. 
Altruism also evolves out of cultural 
practices, stories, traditions and 
beliefs, which in turn can all emerge 
from adherence to faith. Such cultural 
practices may be seen in Wuthnow's 
(1998) `cultural understandings' of 
religious teachings. He argued that 
parables such as the story of the Good 
Samaritan in Christianity are part of 
`the cultural repertoire of society: He 
quoted the example of America where, 
although few Americans had much 
detailed knowledge of the Bible, they 
were able to recite the story of the 
Good Samaritan, and among those 
involved in altruistic activity there was 
an even higher percentage of people 
who had knowledge of a religious 
parable. Thus, religious parables offer 
the language that increases `the 
possibility of human kindness in a 
society of strangers: 
 
Thus, we would be led to explore not 
only the internal motivation of 
individuals through their faith but also 
the ways in which religious beliefs, 
institutions and teachings provide 
environments or frameworks that 
shape their actions - and indeed not 
only their altruism but their egoism, if 
these are separable. In this context, 
evidence of differences between faiths 
could suggest new understandings of 
how people's voluntary action is 
formed. 

Transmission of values 
This analysis may be taken further in 
terms of the transmission of values 
within organisations and communities. 
Wood (cited in Pearce, 1993) 
examined the bases for belief in the 
legitimacy of leaders by investigating 
how American Protestant church 
leaders directed their churches 
towards greater social activism on 
behalf of the civil rights movement in 
the 1950s and 1960s. This study 
analysed how leaders were able to 
influence members to support 
organisational actions, even where 
those actions were contrary to their 
own beliefs. Wood argued that the 
organisation or congregational cluster 
was a 'value-fostering' environment, in 
which fundamental values provided 
the legitimacy for organisational 
actions: 
 
Leaders framed policies on social 
action to reflect the fundamental 
values of the church and then used 
those values as a basis for claiming 
legitimacy for controversial policies by 
bringing to consciousness the 
members' beliefs in those general 
values. 
 
However, Pearce (1993) pointed out 
that, although appealing to shared 
values can provide an important 
source of influence for 'organisational 
volunteers', this does not capture the 
whole nature of influence in these 
settings. She argued that the theory 
ignores how volunteers frequently 
interpret the values of leaders of the 
organisations in their own way. 
Furthermore, although volunteers may 
support the values the organisation is 
promoting, they are under no 
obligation to support the methods 
chosen by some leaders even when 
subject to moral suasion. Pearce 
suggested that the difference in a 
religious setting is that members of the 
clergy or equivalent are usually 
assumed by the congregation to have 
more insight into the implementation of 
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core values, whereas organisational 
volunteers do not assume that their 
leadership has any particular insight 
that they lack. Overall, she argued: 
 
Appeals to values must be credible, 
and many volunteers will not abdicate 
their judgement about these matters to 
someone else. 
 
Also, she argued it would be rare to 
expect the organisation to have a 
monopoly on the expression of values, 
which would be necessary for Wood's 
controllability theory to hold. Although 
organisations influence people through 
shared values, other influences exert 
value-forming pressure on the 
volunteer. 
 
Congregations 
The ways in which people are 
motivated by congregational 
messages in faith-based settings may 
differ. The motivation to volunteer in a 
faith-based context may be with a view 
to promoting theology or religious 
beliefs. However, it may also be based 
on a person's expression of concern 
about a certain social problem. Harris 
(1996) reports that, in one 
congregational setting, the process of 
recruiting potential volunteers was 
helped by the fact that there was an 
element of religiosity attached to it. In 
this setting, volunteering could be 
seen as an extension of faith beliefs or 
a way to share `love of God. One 
congregational volunteer that she 
interviewed said: 
 
The church can get people to do 
things which they would not do for 
themselves ... you get a spiritual 
reward when you do things for the 
church. 
 
Cnaan et al (1993) argued that there is 
a relationship between religious 
beliefs, participation in religious 
congregations and the motivation to 
volunteer, but that the exact nature of 
this relationship is unclear. They 

proposed that religious beliefs may 
relate to an individual's decision to 
engage in voluntary activity and that 
the volunteer in this case can be 
motivated by pure religious beliefs 
(internal) or by being active in a 
congregation (external social 
pressure), or by both. 
 
Hence, the congregation provides a 
framework within which active 
members who have religious 
motivation can positively channel their 
altruism. Cnaan et al (1993) theorised 
that those who volunteer to provide 
human services in a congregational 
setting are likely to score higher on 
measures of religious motivation than 
those who volunteer in a secular 
setting. This theory is based on two 
postulates: first, that congregations are 
active in providing human services, 
and second, that people with strong 
religious motivation are active 
members of congregations. The 
authors concluded that those who 
'internalise their religious beliefs' or are 
able to express their beliefs actively 
are highly likely to be represented in 
the volunteer populations. 
 
However, the measurement of 
religious motivation presents 
problems. First, religious belief is not 
synonymous with church attendance. 
There are arguably many dimensions 
to this measure, including morality, 
ethics, honesty and rightness of 
behaviour, moral concern, compassion 
and social responsibility, as argued by 
Cnaan et al (1993). Also in looking at 
motivation to volunteer, it may be hard 
to extract the degree of religiosity from 
an overall estimate of motivation. 
 
Communities 
While the weight of evidence suggests 
that members of faith communities are 
more likely to be volunteers, the 
question posed is how far the 
correlation between faith and 
volunteering extends. If there is a 
connection between faith and 
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volunteering, can it be found only in 
the context of the congregation and 
religious organisation or does it spread 
into the secular world? Wuthnow 
(1997) maintained that such 
volunteering is channelled through 
church supported activities, whereas 
Hodgkinson (cited in Jackson et al, 
1995) argued that churches inspire 
helping that moves beyond the church 
setting. 
 
Coleman (1988) recognised the impact 
of `religious structures' on secular 
volunteering: attending church can 
provide interaction with others, the 
feeling of belonging to an 
organisational structure and can 
create a structured relationship that 
facilitates volunteering. Anhelm (1999) 
suggested that many organisations 
have been established by 
institutionalised religions with the remit 
of addressing specific problems and 
issues. Greeley (n.d.) argued that 
while religions may be differentiated 
according to culture, beliefs and 
rituals, volunteering in the community 
can be one area where they have 
common ground. Harris (1996) found 
that congregations provide a forum 
within which people are `socialised 
into voluntary roles and caring 
activities'. 
 
Lohmann (1995) proposed that faith-
based organisations were based on 
the 'culture bound range of 
associational behaviours', often having 
their roots in village codes and 
governance, which mandated 
charitable practice. This theory 
focuses on the concept of a 
`commons', particularly evident in 
some Asian religions, which is based 
on an idea of voluntary action that is 
the result of shared purposes, shared 
resources and norms of mutuality and 
fairness/justice. Lohmann argued that 
this theory of community organisation 
is similar to the modern-day practice of 
Buddhism. 
 

Cnaan and Milofsky (1997) modelled 
local groups based around a faith 
community or local congregations as 
`small religious non-profits' (SRNPs). 
These are characterised as providers 
of services such as homeless shelters, 
soup kitchens, neighbourhood 
shelters, organisations providing 
advice and therapy, economic 
development programmes in socially 
excluded neighbourhoods, ethnic 
awareness and self-help programmes, 
and international mission projects. The 
central  characteristics of such 
organisations were a community of 
people living together for some time 
with accepted boundaries that 
included some people, and might have 
some distinct territory, neighbourhood 
or ethnic group. Cnaan and Milofsky 
showed SRNPs to have varying 
degrees of motivation and of affiliation 
to the faith community they identify 
with, ranging from strong manifestation 
of religious belief down to more 
indirect affiliation or links. 
 
For understanding how people are 
active in communities, Uslaner (1997) 
distinguished between particularised 
and generalised trust. In particularised 
trust, people would be involved only in 
their own communities, and collective 
action would be based on a strong 
sense of group identity; there would be 
minimal co-operation with `outsiders', 
as there is a restricted view of who is 
trustworthy; and people would typically 
volunteer in an `exclusivist' 
organisation, possibly of the same 
faith. However, for communities to be 
cohesive, generalised trust is needed, 
manifested through widespread co-
operation and higher levels of social 
capital and social connectedness. She 
suggested that faith-based 
volunteering, depending on its level of 
involvement and outreach in faith or 
wider community, could display both 
particularised and generalised trust. 
 
Thus, these various studies direct our 
attention to the complexity of 
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relationships between faith and 
voluntary action, which we summarise 
here as between the  
'internal' and the 'external': how can 
we analyse the interplay between (a) 
the individual's `inner' conviction or 
motivation, (b) the transmission of 
values through religious institutions 
and organisations (notably through 
religious leaders) and (c) the wider 
environmental factors and social 
learning that shape individual actions? 
Moreover, how can we analyse the 
relationships between faith and 
participation in religious practice 
(which comes first?) and between 
voluntary action as an expression of 
faith and as a command of religious 
teaching? The different aspects of 
these complex relationships are not 
necessarily ultimately separable, and it 
may not be fruitful to attempt to 
measure the significance of the 
different factors, but future research 
needs to be explicit about what it is 
investigating and observing. This 
review does, we think, help to clarify 
these aspects - and it would especially 
caution against any simple 
mathematics of virtue, whether private 
or public. 
 
A further set of complex relationships 
is that between the faith community 
and the wider community: how far 
does people's voluntary action extend? 
Does faith provide a basis for working 
solely within the faith organisation or in 
other local, national or international 
settings? We return to this issue 
below. 
 
We note some signs of differences 
between denominations within faiths, 
which may help disentangle some of 
the complexities, and we also note the 
dominance of Christian and Jewish 
religions in the research literature; 
there is much scope for inquiry into 
different faiths.  
 

The religious environment 
The picture of the relationship between 
faith and volunteering is complicated 
by changes in the context of religion in 
society in the UK, especially the 
decline in traditional Christianity. 
 
Organised Christianity in the UK 
peaked in the 1930s, attracting 
approximately ten million members, 
while the total today is closer to six 
million. Church attendance has 
similarly fallen to 7.7 per cent of the 
total adult population, compared with 9 
per cent in 1990. Gill (cited in 
Moynagh and Worsley, 2000) found 
evidence that people who attend 
church had a distinct moral outlook 
and were more likely to be involved in 
voluntary work. Research from 
Religious Trends (1999) also reports a 
dramatic fall in Sunday school 
attendance in the UK, which Moynagh 
and Worsley (2000) see as an 
indicator of a continued drift away from 
Christian religious beliefs. They 
argued that, as people in the UK 
moved away from traditional religious 
organisations, the corresponding 
religious beliefs that were inspired and 
sustained in people have also faded. 
They argued: 
 
The decline in belonging has led to a 
decline in faith. 
 
While organised Christianity has 
declined, other faith communities are 
growing, which to some extent reflects 
the growing minority ethnic 
populations in the UK. Recent figures 
from Religious Trends estimate that, in 
terms of active members and the 
number of places of worship and 
leaders, the growth of Muslim and Sikh 
groups has been particularly 
noticeable. Among non-Christian  
religions in the UK, there are currently 
2,650 faith groups with 1,460,000 
active members, compared with 548 
groups and 259,000 members in 1960. 
There is, however, a lack of evidence 
about the effect this is having on 
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volunteering, which in the UK has 
traditionally taken place in the 
Christian faith-based structure. 
 
In their predictions of the future 
direction of society, Moynagh and 
Worsley (2000) postulate that the UK 
will experience `tailor-made religion' 
within Christianity and other faiths, in 
which religion will be customised to 
particular networks, combining worship 
in the group with enhancement of the 
individual's experience. Wuthnow 
(1997) believed that the diversity 
within faiths has meant that there is a 
declining monopoly of specific 
religious traditions over the enactment 
of religious convictions, and Cnaan 
and Milofsky (1997) using open 
systems theory argue that churches 
exist in a competitive relationship with 
other organisations in their 
environments. How much volunteering 
will feature in a fragmented or 
competitive spiritual environment may 
depend on how effectively 
relationships are built and sustained 
between faith communities and the 
voluntary sector. 
 
Moynagh and Worsley (2000) argued 
that people are finding new sources of 
identity, sharing values with those from 
outside traditional organisations such 
as faith groups and political parties, by 
joining groups such as Greenpeace or 
Jubilee 2000 with whom they share 
common concerns. They saw post-
materialist values - which include 
freedom of expression, an interesting 
job, control over one's life and 
supporting worthwhile causes - 
becoming more important and to a 
certain extent replacing the Christian 
values. The European Values Systems 
Study Group suggested that young 
people's voluntary action would, with 
the decline in their religious faith, be 
more likely to be routed into 
environmental causes. 
 
Thus, we find that two areas of enquiry 
are needed in the context of the 

decline in traditional Christianity in the 
UK: one into the impact of different 
faiths in areas of voluntary action; the 
other into the relationships between 
post-materialist values or spiritual 
fragmentation and voluntary action. 
Both areas also raise questions about 
the ability of social policies to work 
with these changes. 
 
Social capital and social welfare 
Whether or not they understand the 
import of changes in the religious 
environment, the makers of social 
policies are increasingly seeing faith 
communities as instruments of policy, 
whether for enhancing social capital or 
for providing welfare services. 
 
The current interest in social capital 
may be seen as underlying the UK 
government's promotion of voluntary 
action (Howlett and Locke, 2000), and 
as we noted earlier, it points to the role 
of religious faith. Coleman (1988) 
proposed:  
 
Religion is (at least potentially) a 
powerful and enduring source of social 
capital in [the USA]. 
 
He argued that much US volunteering 
is generated by religious social capital. 
Uslaner (1997) highlighted the element 
of morality in social capital, drawing it 
even closer to a faith-based structure: 
 
Social capital has a moral component. 
It is more than just a collection of 
social networks. For religion, people 
may invoke a moral force outside 
themselves that impels them to 
behave co-operatively. 
 
Indeed, according to Schneider 
(1999), a strong community manifests 
itself as one that has 'dense, active 
social capital connections: She saw 
community-based organisations and 
churches as institutions with the ability 
to foster the values characteristic of a 
strong civil society; these structures 
would be effective in building vision, 
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networks and actions, though a 
congregation's style of operation would 
be greatly influenced by its social 
context, especially the local 
community context. However, she also 
pointed out that simple membership or 
participation in an organisation is not 
enough, as social capital networks 
depend on `active, trusting 
relationships'. 
 
Uslaner (1997) also focused on the 
capacity building nature of a faith-
based organisation: 
 
Community and social capital are built 
and maintained through organisations 
and churches. Non-profits and 
churches are both recipients of social 
capital resources available in the 
community and generators of 
community and social capital. Both 
types of places often serve as the 
venues where community is practised, 
social capital created and used, and 
cultural capital is transmitted. 
 
In line with our discussion above about 
faith-based structures as `value-
fostering' environments, Uslaner 
theorised that values generated in this 
type of environment also build social 
connectedness: 
 
Interpersonal trust is a core 
component of social capital, but so are 
other values - notably religious ideals 
and social egalitarianism. But social 
networks are not the same thing as 
values. I call these ties `social 
connectedness'. People don't just take 
part in communities because they 
have strong connections to others or 
their values won't let them stand alone. 
But values make it more likely that 
people engage in collective action. 
 
Social connectedness manifests itself 
in various ways, the most prominent of 
which is knowing and talking to your 
neighbours. Uslaner suggested that 
people who talk to their neighbours are 
18.3 per cent more likely to volunteer. 

Other measures include being 
married, living at the same residence, 
voting, having a union member in your 
house and discussing politics. 
 
Thus, faith-based organisations may 
have a particular role in the 
development of social capital and of 
the community. Chaves (1998) stated 
that much scholarly work on non-profit 
organisation had ignored the role of 
religious ethic in non-profit 
entrepreneurship. Arguing that, 
whatever the involvement (e.g. 
personal salvation or volunteering), it 
is only necessary for the 'activist urge' 
to be felt by some religious affiliates 
and harnessed into action, he found 
that religious connections made a 
difference. Anhelm (1999) described 
the emergence of a faith-oriented part 
of civil society, motivated by its 
religious roots yet open to extensive 
co-operation. However, although 
social capital is generally held to be a 
social good, Portes and Landolt (cited 
in Schneider, 2000) argued that social 
capital and cultural capital combined 
can maintain race, ethnic and class 
barriers. 
 
Faith-based volunteering within 
communities 
Stone and Wood (1997) suggested 
that a defined local and geographical 
focus is common amongst religiously 
affiliated organisations. Milofsky 
(1997) found that religious 
organisations created 'webs of 
affiliation' in the community or 
neighbourhood in which they operate, 
and that these organisations 
developed even stronger ties when 
they overlapped with racial and ethnic 
identities. 
 
A national study in the USA by Cnaan 
and Boddie (2000) of 251 
congregations found an overall picture 
of ethnically distinct congregations: 
congregations were composed solely 
or primarily of one ethnic group. The 
measures of ethnic dominance used 
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were 90 per cent (for solely) and 75 
per cent (for primarily) of one ethnic 
group. The study found that 84 per 
cent of the congregations were 
primarily comprised of one ethnic 
group, and 70 per cent comprised all 
or nearly all one ethnic group. 
 
In the UK, although spatial distribution 
shows concentrations of minority 
ethnic communities in certain places, 
there is little evidence on the ethnicity 
of congregations. Leigh (2000) on 
Black elders' volunteering found that 
'places of worship are in effect 
community centers and ideal for 
promoting volunteer activities: His 
interviews with African Caribbean 
elders, a Sikh group and a Hindu 
group in Leicester found examples of 
volunteering that revolved around 
helping in local places of worship, 
such as cleaning, food preparation and 
religious and cultural classes. In 
particular, he found that for the African 
Caribbean group all volunteers were 
affiliated with local churches. However, 
Leigh noted the difficulty of 
researching this area, as many 
members of ethnic minority groups do 
not use the notion of 'volunteering' or 
the word 'volunteer'. 
 
Faith groups and social welfare 
In the USA there is a strong tradition 
and practice of religious charities 
concerned with social welfare, and 
Cnaan et al (1993), in a study of 113 
congregations in six cities, found that 
at least one type of social service was 
provided by 102 of the 113 
congregations, the most common 
being food pantries. Also, the US 
government has a long-standing 
alliance with faith groups; for example, 
Al Gore in a presidential election 
address spoke of the need to: 
 
put the solutions that faith-based 
organisations are pioneering at the 
very heart of our national strategy for 
building a better, more just nation. 
 

The USA already abounds with 
initiatives in service delivery carried 
out by faith-based organisations. The 
nature of faith-based volunteering is 
also influenced by the provisions of the 
Charitable Choice Act, which states 
that faith-based social service 
organisations receiving government 
support cannot: 
 
accept or reject participants on the 
basis of their religious faith, nor can 
they compel attendance at any 
religious function (Governor's Advisory 
Task Force on Faith-Based 
Community Service Groups, 1996) 
 
There have been suggestions that 
American faith-based volunteers are 
more motivated to get involved when 
they feel that some curtailing of 
government power over a specific 
issue is necessary. Wuthnow (1997) 
reported that, during the 1980 
elections in the USA, active 
churchgoers were more likely to 
become politically involved than less 
active churchgoers, but only if they 
thought that the government was 
becoming too powerful. This was true 
both overall and in relation to specific 
issues, such as defence, abortion and 
the equal rights amendment bill. 
 
In the UK, religious groups and 
agencies are increasingly participating 
in social welfare provision. Smith 
(1998) reports a revival of religious life 
in the inner city, following the 
retrenchment of the welfare state. As 
this role expands, Stone and Wood 
(1999) argue that it is important to 
understand the 'secularising 
challenges' that religious groups and 
agencies may be faced with. One 
example of an active policy is the New 
Deal for Communities (NDC). 
Launched in October 1998, the NDC 
works in seventeen pathfinder areas 
and represents a new partnership 
between government and religious 
groups in regeneration initiatives and 
ways to eradicate poverty. The 
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involvement of faith communities in 
this initiative consists of facilitating 
partnership in the community and 
providing resources in terms of 
buildings, people and values. The Rev. 
Erik Cramb (cited in Musgrave, 1999), 
who has been involved with the first 
phase of the NDC programme, argued 
that: 
 
Our concern with the dignity of the 
individual, our reliance upon each 
other, makes us a catalyst in the 
development of strong communities. 
 
The first part of the NDC has involved 
Christian church involvement in 
neighbourhood renewal, working 
through a partnership of Church Action 
on Poverty, the Churches Community 
Work Alliance and the Church Urban 
Fund. The second phase of the NDC 
will include partners from all faiths 
represented in neighbourhoods. 
 
In the UK there are evident patterns of 
 community settlement, which extend 
to community support mechanisms, 
organised around faith and minority 
ethnic communities. However, these 
geographical settlements give cause 
for concern because of their 
deprivation. According to the Social 
Exclusion Unit (2000), the forty-four 
most deprived areas in the country 
contain four times as many people 
from minority ethnic groups as other 
areas. Thus, some of the social policy 
significance of these issues lies in 
seeking to work through faith-based 
community groups in order to target 
socially excluded minority ethnic 
communities. 
 
Future research 
As is evident from this article, the body 
of knowledge on faith-based 
volunteering is dominated by US 
research. While this has helped us to 
establish a basis of evidence on which 
to draw out some issues, we think 
there are prima facie different 
compositions of faith communities in 

the two countries, different 
relationships between faith 
communities and government, as well 
as different concepts of identity in 
terms of communities and national 
state. Thus, further thinking is required 
about the application of American 
literature to the UK and the need for 
more UK-focused research. 
 
As public policy debate is now 
exploring how faith-based voluntary 
action can be encouraged to help 
meet policy goals of developing active 
communities and social capital, we 
believe it would be useful to develop 
some research questions on the 
nature of voluntary activity in this area. 
For example, if faith-based 
organisations offer capacity for 
developing social capital and/or for 
delivering social welfare, it would be 
interesting to examine the welfare 
issues that these organisations are 
concerned with and what implications 
this may have for social inclusion. 
Also, if different communities are 
identified with different faiths, research 
could improve the understanding of 
the nature of volunteering in different 
communities. Another line of research 
may be to explore how different forms 
of faith-based volunteering can best be 
valued and supported through policy 
and funding. 
 
Thus, faith-based volunteering opens 
up many interesting research 
possibilities, especially in relation to 
government policy, and leads to 
fundamental questions about diversity 
and equality in society as well as 
about the relationship of individuals 
with their faith. 
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An earlier version of this paper was presented at the NCVO Researching the 
Voluntary Sector Conference, September 2000, University of Birmingham. 
 
In preparing this article, we have striven to be respectful towards all faith groups 
discussed and towards individual religious and cultural practices, but our knowledge 
and understanding is incomplete. We apologise for any inaccuracies or omissions 
and would be very grateful for suggestions, comments and corrections, especially 
from different faith perspectives and different bodies of knowledge. 


	Introduction
	Policy issues
	Survey evidence
	Altruism
	Transmission of values
	Congregations
	Communities
	The religious environment
	Faith groups and social welfare
	Future research
	References

