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Secular and Religious Tensions in Government-Funded 

Faith-Based Social Services Organizations 

 

Abstract 

by 

 

JAMES ROBERT VANDERWOERD 

 

 This study addressed two questions: 1) How does government funding 

influence the religious characteristics of faith-based social service organizations? 2) 

How do government-funded faith-based social service organizations manage the 

tensions arising from both secular and religious contexts?  Institutional theories in 

organizational analysis hold that organizations are relatively powerless to resist 

institutionalizing pressures in their organizational fields.  According to this theory, 

faith-based organizations will inevitably come to resemble the dominant secular 

organizations in the field.  Empirical evidence, however, demonstrates a variety of 

responses: some nonprofit and faith-based organizations appear more successful than 

others at maintaining their organizational identity even when they operate in similar 

organizational fields. Further, recent investigations of organizational secularization 

suggest that religious organizations have dual accountability to both religious and 

secular sources of authority.   

 This study, therefore, explored how two faith-based organizations firmly 

situated in both secular and religious contexts managed the tensions arising from this 

dual accountability.  The purposively selected organizations possessed the following 

characteristics: an explicit religious mission and identity; a strong and current 



affiliation or connection with one or more Protestant denominations; a longstanding 

reputation for successful social service delivery; and a minimum of 50% of annual 

revenues from government sources.  A multiple case study design was used in which 

data were gathered from organizational documents, interviews and focus groups with 

key informants, and observations.   

 The findings suggest that the adaptation of secular institutional practices is not 

inevitable.  Faith commitments were alive and widely evident throughout both 

organizations, even though respondents consistently expressed openness to 

incorporating “secular” technologies into their service delivery approaches.  However, 

rather than arguing that this makes these organizations less religious, findings from 

this study suggest that faith-based organizations can maintain their religious identities 

even while receiving large proportions of government funding.  Three key strategies 

for maintaining religiousness in the face of secular pressures were found: 1) religious 

identities were perceived as given rather than chosen, and therefore were not 

negotiable; 2) religious values provided strong justifications for seeking relationships 

with others who do not share their faith; 3) the religious worldview blurred religious 

and secular distinctions so that secular technologies and practices could be 

comfortably utilized. 

 

 


