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THE EFFECTIVENESS AND TRUSTWORTHINESS OF FAITH-BASED AND 

OTHER SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS:  A STUDY OF RECIPIENTS’ 

PERCEPTIONS 

 

Abstract 

 

Drawing on a new community study of more than 2,000 residents of low-income 

neighborhoods, we examine information about the kinds of service organizations 

respondents have contacted for assistance and the perceptions of these 

respondents about the effectiveness and trustworthiness of those organizations.  

We compare contact with and perceptions of faith-based organizations, 

nonsectarian organizations, government agencies, hospitals, and churches and 

employ a method that takes account of respondents’ varying portfolios of service 

providers.  The results indicate that faith-based organizations differ significantly 

from congregations in the kinds of recipients who seek help from them and 

resemble public welfare recipients in the extent of financial need and scope of 

family problems.  The results also indicate that recipients’ evaluations of the 

effectiveness and trustworthiness of their portfolio of service organizations are 

lower when they have sought assistance from public welfare agencies and higher 

when they have sought assistance from congregations, but are not significantly 

affected by having contacted faith-based or nonsectarian organizations.  

  



 

Considerable interest in faith-based organizations (FBOs) that provide social services to 

the needy in their communities has been generated since passage of the Charitable Choice 

provision of the 1996 welfare reform legislation and in conjunction with the formation of 

the Health and Human Services Center for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives under 

the Bush administration (Cnaan, 1999; Diulio, 2002; Pipes and Ebaugh, 2002; Chaves, 

1999).   

 The few attempts that have been made to assess the effectiveness of FBOs have 

focused either on specific organizations already presumed to be particularly effective or 

on specific outcomes that are easily measurable, such as recidivism or responses to drug 

treatment.   

 However, the question of service agency effectiveness is more complicated than is 

sometimes recognized.  One of the leading arguments in the nonprofit organizations 

literature suggests that nonprofits exist particularly to provide services that cannot be 

easily or economically measured:  aesthetic appreciation provided by arts organizations, 

worship provided by religious organizations, and love and companionship provided in 

nursing homes are examples (Weisbrod, 1988).  From this perspective, a readily 

measured outcome, such as recidivism among juvenile delinquents or successful recovery 

from surgery, may be more atypical than typical.  What the typical service agency 

provides is likely to be more complex and difficult to measure, such as emotional and 

spiritual support, reassurance, information about parenting and childrearing, or helpful 

referrals to other agencies.  Another complication is that studies purporting to measure 

the effectiveness of FBOs must carefully consider which comparison groups are at issue 

  



and whether selection factors may introduce biases among the recipients seeking 

assistance from different kinds of organizations.  Although random assignment of 

subjects to different programs is a logical solution to this problem, it is not one that can 

be accomplished for most kinds of service needs in real life.  Yet another complication is 

that people in need of assistance are likely to have multiple needs and for this reason seek 

help from multiple organizations, relying as it were on a portfolio of service suppliers just 

as they do on income packaging to meet their economic needs (Anderson-Khleif, 1978; 

Duncan, 1984; Harris, 1993, 1996; Knox and Bane, 1994; Edin and Lein, 1997).   Thus, 

measures of the effectiveness of one kind of organization must take into account the full 

portfolio of organizations from which recipients may be obtaining assistance. 

 Our approach addresses these methodological considerations by focusing on how 

recipients of service organizations view their experiences with these organizations.  

Specifically, we take into account the factors that influence the kinds of organizations 

from which recipients seek assistance and then examine recipients’ perceptions of the 

effectiveness of the organizations from which they have sought assistance.  We also 

examine recipients’ perceptions of the trustworthiness of the people they dealt with at 

these organizations.  We resolve the problem of comparison groups by soliciting 

information from people who sought assistance from different kinds of organizations and 

from people living in the same neighborhoods who did not seek assistance from any 

service organization.  Finally, our approach handles the matter of people seeking help 

from multiple organizations by asking respondents to rate the effectiveness and 

trustworthiness of all the organizations from which they sought assistance and by 

including these responses in our analysis of the data. 

  



DATA AND METHODS 

We analyze data from the Lehigh Valley Trust Survey which was conducted between 

January 16 and March 20, 2002, among 2,077 respondents in the Lehigh Valley in 

northeastern Pennsylvania.  The objective of the survey was to obtain information from a 

representative sample of lower-income residents in a sufficiently concentrated geographic 

area that contacts with specific service agencies could be examined.  To achieve this 

objective, the target population was defined as the fifteen inner-city census tracts with the 

lowest median household incomes according to the 1990 U.S. census.   

 At the time of the survey, there were 25 service organizations that provided nearly 

all the social services to low-income residents of the Lehigh Valley.  One of these was a 

government agency (public welfare department), two were hospitals, 11 were FBOs, and 

11 were NSOs.  The classification of organizations into these categories was based on 

interviews with agency directors.  For each of the 25 organizations, respondents were 

asked:  “Please tell me if you or someone in your household contacted it for assistance 

during the past two years.”  In those instances where the organization had more than one 

location, respondents were asked to indicate the location at which they had sought 

assistance.  At the end of the list, respondents were also asked to indicate if they had 

sought assistance from any other service organizations in the community and if they had 

“been in contact with a religious organization in the area, such as a church, synagogue, 

mosque, or temple, for assistance in the past two years.”  

 For each organization that a respondent indicated having contacted for assistance, 

the respondent was then asked:  “How would you rate (name of organization) in terms of 

its effectiveness in meeting your needs—would you give it a grade of A, B, C, D, or F for 

  



its effectiveness?” and “Thinking about the people you dealt with at (name of 

organization), did you feel you could trust them a lot, some, only a little, or not at all?”  

To take consideration of the fact that respondents typically had sought assistance from 

more than one organization (the mean among the 1157 respondents who had sought 

assistance was 2.5), we computed the mean effectiveness score and the mean trust score 

for each respondent who had sought assistance from any organization.  These scores 

serve as the main dependent variables in the analysis after having examined the correlates 

of seeking assistance from different kinds of organizations. 

 The independent variables we examined include female, black, and Hispanic 

(each treated as dummy variables), age in years, family income in thousand dollars, years 

of education, number of children in the household, and annual church attendance 

(calculated as total number of times per year).  We also included a list of family problems 

that respondents or someone in their household might have experienced in the past two 

years. 

 For the analysis, we calculated log odds ratios from logistic regression models for 

the questions about contact with organizations, including separate models for having 

contacted any organization and for each of the four kinds of service organizations and for 

congregations.  For mean effectiveness and mean trust scores, we computed ordinary 

least squares regression models differing in terms of how many of the independent 

variables were included.  To determine if mean effectiveness and mean trust scores were 

affected by the kind of organizations the respondent had contacted, we included dummy 

variables for each of the four kinds of service organizations and for congregations.  Thus, 

the principal test of whether FBOs differ from other organizations in terms of perceived 

  



effectiveness and perceived trustworthiness is whether having contacted the various kinds 

of organizations is significantly related to mean effectiveness and mean trust scores.  

Descriptive information on the variables used in the analysis are shown in Table 1. 

[Table 1 about here] 

RESULTS 

The results in Table 2 show the characteristics of respondents that were associated with 

their having contacted any service organizations and particular kinds of organizations for 

assistance in the previous two years.   

 [Table 2 about here] 

 Several of the findings about FBOs are worth underscoring.  First, they do attract 

people who attend church more often, and this distinguishes them from NSOs; however, 

this relationship is not strong, and it is weak in comparison with the coefficient for 

congregations.  In short, FBOs do not attract only those who are faithful church goers and 

they do not seem to be reaching the same kinds of recipients as churches.  Second, FBOs 

appear to be about as likely to attract people with serious family problems as NSOs or the 

public welfare department (and somewhat more so than churches).  Third, FBOs are 

about as likely as the public welfare department to draw people with low incomes and are 

notably more likely to do this than churches (or NSOs).  Thus, it appears that FBOs are 

not merely catering to people who have fewer or less serious needs than those who go to 

government agencies.  Finally, there appears to be some division of labor in the Lehigh 

Valley at least between NSOs, which appeal strongly to Hispanics, and FBOs, which 

appeal more distinctively to African Americans. 

  



 The models in Table 3 include the same dependent and independent variables as 

Table 2, but permit inspection of the ways in which different kinds of family problems 

may encourage people to seek assistance from the various kinds of agencies.  The data 

show that seeking assistance from the public welfare department is most strongly 

associated with having job problems, food problems, utilities problems, and medical 

problems.  Not surprisingly, medical problems are the strongest predictor of seeking 

assistance from hospitals, but depression and alcohol related problems are also associated 

with seeking this kind of assistance.  Seeking assistance from congregations is associated 

with having medical problems.  Contacting NSOs for assistance is most strongly 

associated with job problems and utilities problems.  And contacting FBOs is most 

associated with utilities problems, food problems, depression problems, medical 

problems, and job problems.  In terms of their overall profile, then, FBOs are the kind of 

private organization that most closely resemble the public welfare department.  The kinds 

of needs that cause people to seek help from FBOs also appear to be rather different from 

those encouraging people to contact congregations for assistance. 

[Table 3 about here] 

 In Table 4, we see how the specific kinds of assistance which people have sought 

relate to the kinds of organizations from which they have sought assistance.  The results 

are most easily made sense of by examining which kind of organization is the most 

strongly associated with each kind of need.  For instance, seeking assistance from the 

public welfare department is most strongly associated with seeking financial assistance, 

followed by FBOs and NSOs.  For food and shelter, the strongest associations are with 

public welfare, followed by NSOs and FBOs.  None of the organizations are significantly 

  



associated with seeking legal aid.  For aid in finding jobs, the strongest association is 

with NSOs (probably because one organization in particular specialized in this).  Not 

surprisingly, hospitals are most closely associated with seeking medical assistance.  

Emotional assistance is most closely associated with seeking help from FBOs, followed 

by NSOs and hospitals; child-related assistance, with FBOs; and spiritual aid, with 

churches, followed by hospitals and FBOs.  It is apparent from these results that FBOs 

differ fairly dramatically from churches:  whereas seeking assistance from churches is 

associated only with seeking spiritual assistance, FBOs are associated with seeking 

financial assistance, food and shelter, emotional help, and child-related assistance as well.  

The R2 for public welfare is again highest, suggesting that public welfare agencies 

specialize rather strongly in drawing people with financial needs and in need of food and 

shelter.  In contrast, FBOs and NSOs are more diverse in the kinds of needs that draw 

people to seek assistance from them. 

[Table 4 about here] 

 Turning next to the results for effectiveness (shown in Table 5), we see in Model 

1 that mean effectiveness scores tend to be lower among African Americans (marginally 

significant), higher among older people, higher among people with higher income, lower 

among people with more family problems, higher among people with informal sources of 

support, and higher among people who attend church more often.  Mean effectiveness 

scores are unrelated to gender, being Hispanic, level of education, number of children, 

and the number of organizations from which assistance was sought.  These results 

suggest that perceptions of effectiveness are most affected by one’s resources (especially 

income) and by the extent of one’s problems; i.e., the harder a person’s problems are to 

  



address, the less likely that person is to say the organizations from which he or she sought 

assistance were effective.  Model 2 in Table 5 shows the relationships between 

effectiveness scores and having sought assistance from various kinds of organizations.  

We see that having sought assistance from the public welfare department is associated 

with a significant reduction in mean effectiveness ratings, whereas having contacted a 

hospital or congregation is associated with a significant increase in mean effectiveness 

scores, and relatively speaking, contact with FBOs and NSOs is associated with average 

effectiveness scores (i.e., no significant positive or negative relationship).  As seen in 

Model 3, these relationships remain when the previously considered demographic 

variables are included in the equation. 

 Models 3 through 6 provide reassurance that these differences among kinds of 

organizations are not simply a function of the kinds of assistance for which recipients had 

sought help.  These models also suggest that effectiveness ratings are most likely to be 

lowered by seeking financial aid or assistance with finding a job, whereas they are likely 

to be higher among people who had sought spiritual assistance.  Models 7 through 9 

largely suggest the same conclusions, showing that the relationships for the various kinds 

of organizations remain significant when the various kinds of problems are included in 

the equations and that job problems, rent and utilities problems, and depression are 

associated with lower effectiveness ratings.  In addition, being a victim of crime also 

appears to be associated with lower effectiveness ratings. 

[Table 5 about here] 

 Table 6 presents the results for mean trust scores examined in relation to the same 

sets of variables as for mean effectiveness scores, but also including measures of 

  



generalized trust, local trust, and self trust.  Model 1 shows that being African American 

is associated with giving lower mean trust scores, as is having a greater number of family 

problems.  Level of education is marginally related to giving higher trust scores.  Having 

received informal assistance from friends and family is associated with higher trust 

scores, as is each of the broader measures of trust.  In Model 2, which includes the 

broader measures of trust, having sought assistance from the public welfare department is 

associated with lower mean trust ratings and having sought assistance from a hospital or 

church is marginally associated with higher trust ratings.  In Model 3, though, it appears 

that these differences in mean trust ratings are largely a function of other factors, 

especially being African American and having received assistance from friends and 

family.  Models 4 through 6 show that mean trust scores vary only slightly with having 

sought different kinds of assistance, and the same is true in Models 7 through 9 when 

different kinds of problems are examined.   

[Table 6 about here] 

DISCUSSION 

These results provide some support for assertions in the literature which suggest that 

FBOs have a significant place to play in social service delivery, but suggest caution about 

other assertions.  The arguments that gain greatest support are those suggesting that FBOs 

attract a diverse constituency of people with serious needs and that they play a positive 

role in addressing those needs.  Our results show that the same kinds of needs that propel 

people to seek assistance from public welfare departments also encourage them to seek 

assistance from FBOs.  These needs are more diverse than those that encourage people to 

seek help from congregations and, despite the fact that church goers are more likely to 

  



seek assistance from FBOs than people who attend religious services infrequently, church 

going is not strongly associated with who seeks assistance from FBOs.  In addition, mean 

effectiveness and trustworthiness scores are relatively high for FBOs, and seeking 

assistance from FBOs is not related to lower effectiveness scores as is the case with 

seeking assistance from public welfare.  On the other hand, there is little support in these 

results for the hypothesis that FBOs may be more effective than NSOs, at least not in 

terms of how they are perceived by recipients.   

 Our results suggest that FBOs have a distinct role to play in service provision 

apart from that of congregations and, in this respect, raise considerations about the role of 

congregations.  If churches do not serve the more acute needs that FBOs do, they 

nevertheless appear to play an indirect role in meeting the needs of lower income 

residents.  Insofar as financial and health problems raise spiritual and emotional needs, 

congregations play a role in addressing these needs.  And, insofar as people include 

congregations in the portfolio of organizations from which they seek assistance, their 

perceptions of the effectiveness and trustworthiness of service organizations are likely to 

be more positive.   

 Further research is needed to see if our results hold for other communities and for 

other portfolios of service agencies.  In such research, it appears valuable to elicit the 

responses from the recipients of these agencies and to consider the fact that they seek 

assistance from multiple sources.  The effectiveness of FBOs needs to be examined 

taking into consideration the diverse needs they address and by making comparisons with 

other kinds of organizations. 
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