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elfare reform has prompted policy-
makers to turn to nonprofit organiza-

tions—religious congregations, in particular—
to increase their assistance to the needy.
Congress has encouraged faith-
based groups to enhance their
role in serving the poor at a
time when little is known
about the services they now
provide or about their ca-
pacity to meet increased de-
mand. To begin filling this
information gap, the Urban
Institute’s Center on Non-
profits and Philanthropy sur-
veyed the religious community in
the greater Washington, D.C., area in
summer and fall 1997 to examine the ser-
vices it provides and its capacity to expand
them.1

The 266 religious congregations that
responded to the survey provide over 1,000
community services.2 About three-quarters of
the responding congregations provide short-
term emergency services including food, cloth-
ing, and financial assistance. Because of limited
financial and human resources, they are much
less likely to provide long-term or professional
services such as job training or substance abuse
treatment. Much of the $19 million that

responding congregations spent on services and
programs in 1997 came directly from congre-
gation members and individual donors. Only

two-thirds of the responding congrega-
tions were able to estimate the num-

ber of people they served, but
they reported serving a total of

over 250,000 individuals in
1996. As for congregations’
capacity to expand their ser-
vices, the majority of survey
respondents believe they do
not currently have the facili-

ties, staff, or funds to satisfy
an increase in demand; about

one in five congregations report
already operating at full capacity.

Below are more detailed survey findings.

What Kinds of Services Are
Congregations Providing?

Almost 95 percent of responding congre-
gations provide some type of service or pro-
gram. Of these, more than 75 percent offer an
emergency service such as food, financial assis-
tance, clothing, day or overnight shelter, or a
soup kitchen (see table 1). Most congregations
provide short-term emergency services, with
almost 60 percent offering emergency food.
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Nearly half of all responding congre-
gations offer some type of family ser-
vice such as child care, parent educa-
tion, or senior services. 

The services least often provided
by congregations are those requiring
professional staffing or those that are
capital intensive. Fewer than 5 per-
cent of all responding congregations
reported offering child welfare, day
shelter for the homeless, foster care,
legal services, medical services, men-
tal health services, transitional hous-
ing, or vocational or job training. 

How Do Services
Differ Between City
and Suburbs?

Emergency food is the most fre-
quently offered service by both
District of Columbia and Maryland/
Virginia suburban congregations. The
frequency with which other types of
emergency services are offered differs
by geographic location, however. In
the District, clothing provision is the
second most commonly offered form
of aid; in the suburbs, emergency
financial assistance is the second most
commonly offered service.
More District than suburban
congregations offer senior
services (30 percent versus 19
percent), and more suburban
than District congregations
offer child care (32 percent
versus 24 percent). Another
urban/suburban divide is
reflected in educational pro-
grams. Tutoring and mentor-
ing are offered nearly twice as
often by District congrega-
tions as by their suburban
counterparts. Tutoring is pro-
vided by 28 percent of con-
gregations in the city and by 15
percent of those in suburban Maryland
and Virginia. Mentoring is offered by
21 percent of urban and 12 percent of
suburban congregations.

What Populations Are
Served?

The majority of religious congre-
gations in the Washington, D.C., area
offer services to anyone in need.
About 70 percent of all congregations
serve low-income individuals and

families. The typical congregation
among this group reported that 90 per-
cent of the people it served were low-
income. But the poor are not the sole
priority: almost half of all congrega-
tions reported providing services to
individuals with moderate incomes.

More than one-third of congrega-
tions offer services to the residents of
their community. One in three con-
gregations in the District offer ser-
vices to people referred to them by
third parties such as other religiously
affiliated or secular nonprofits, com-
pared to one in six congregations in
the suburbs. Only 19 of the 266 con-
gregations in the sample reported lim-
iting services to their members only. 

Who Charges for
Services and Why?

Most services are free to people
seeking assistance, but about a quar-
ter of congregations charge for their
services or programs. Child care is
the only program for which the major-
ity of religious congregations charge a
fee. Of the 79 congregations that offer

child care, 50 percent of those in the
District and 57 percent of those in the
suburbs charge a fee. Most charge a
fixed fee for services, but a quarter
use a sliding scale. A handful of con-
gregations suggest donations.

Of congregations that charge for
services or programs, more than one-
third cite increased operating costs as
a reason for the fee. More than half of
the congregations that charge fees
reported that the nature of the pro-
gram necessitated some type of mon-

etary exchange, such as rent for tran-
sitional housing or fees for preschool
or child care. Some also reported that
charges were in place to build a sense
of responsibility or an independent
character among recipients.

How Do
Congregations Fund
Their Social Services?

The aggregate budget for re-
sponding congregations’ community
services and programs in 1997 was
over $19 million.3 Although this is a
significant amount of money, it
appears more modest when calculated
on a per capita basis: on average, con-
gregations spent $76 for each person
who came to them for assistance that
year. Of the two-thirds of responding
congregations with formal budgets,
the median amount allotted for these
services and programs in 1997 was
$15,000. 

Money from congregation mem-
bers and individual donors (who may
or may not be members of the congre-
gation) made up nearly 70 percent of
the aggregate budget of responding

congregations (see figure 1). Almost
half of responding congregations re-
ceived all of their funds for commu-
nity services from congregation
members. 

Only 11 of the 266 congrega-
tions in the sample received gov-
ernment funds, which constituted
about $75,000, or less than 5 per-
cent of the aggregate budget of
responding congregations. Denom-
inational headquarters and founda-
tions provide significant resources
(more than $900,000) to faith-
based social services, but this
money is received by only a few
congregations. Forty-five percent

of congregations accept in-kind dona-
tions of food or clothing, at an esti-
mated value of $1.1 million. 

Roughly one in three congrega-
tions reported having no formal budget
in place for their community services.
This does not mean that they do not
spend money on services, but that they
were unable to quantify the resources
used. Individuals completing the ques-
tionnaire may have felt uncomfortable
about reporting funds for which de-
tailed records were not kept.
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How Do Congregations
Staff Their Service
Programs?

Congregations rely heavily on vol-
unteers to run their service programs.
The 85 percent of the sample (230 con-
gregations) that responded to this ques-
tion estimated that they used more than
20,000 volunteers in 1996. The typical
congregation operates its programs
with one paid full-time staff member,
two paid part-time employees, and
about 50 volunteers. Almost a quarter
of congregations have no paid full-time

employees. Roughly 10 percent of
congregations use consultants for their
outreach programs; this group used a
median number of two consultants.

How Are Faith-Based
Organizations Likely to
Respond to Increased
Demand or Decreased
Resources?

About 40 percent of responding
congregations are already experiencing
an increase in demand for services; the

median increase reported was 10 per-
cent. When asked about the future, one-
third of congregations predicted an
increase in demand for emergency food,
and one-quarter foresaw an increase in
demand for emergency financial assis-
tance. Only four congregations believed
that the demand for their community
services would decrease.

Many congregations in and
around Washington, D.C., turn people
away or refer them elsewhere because
they do not provide the requested ser-
vice or are already operating at full
capacity. In D.C., 40 percent, and in
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Table 1

Community Services and Programs Offered by Religious Congregations 
in the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan Area

Washington,        MD/VA All
D.C. Suburbs Congregations

Type of service (N=67) (N=199) (N=266)

Emergency 81% 76% 77%

Clothing 52 35 40
Day Shelter for the Homeless 4 3 3
Emergency Financial Assistance 31 58 52
Emergency Food 57 59 59
Overnight Shelter 12 9 9
Soup Kitchen 13 6 8

Family 48% 44% 45%

Child Care 24 32 30
Child Welfare 3 3 4
Foster Care 3 2 2
Parenting Education 16 18 17
Senior Services 30 19 22

Educational 31% 22% 25%

Mentoring 21 12 14
Tutoring 28 15 18
Vocational/Job Training 4 2 3

Professional 15% 10% 11%

Legal Services 7 2 3
Medical Services 3 3 4
Mental Health Services 1 0 1
Substance Abuse Treatment 7 6 6

Other

Counseling 40% 48% 47%
Transitional Housing 6 3 3

Source: The Urban Institute, Survey of Community Services and Capacity in the Metropolitan Area.
Note: Percentages do not equal 100 because congregations could check all responses. 



the suburbs, 58 percent, of congrega-
tions turn people away because they do
not provide the requested service.
Almost one-fifth of congregations turn
people away because they are already
operating at full capacity; these congre-
gations tend to be the larger congrega-
tions (with more than 1,000 members)
and those with the greatest number of
programs. Nearly one-quarter of all
large congregations and 30 percent of
those offering seven or more programs
report being at full capacity.

Despite an increased budget in
1997 (see note 3), the majority of con-
gregations are already experiencing
difficulty satisfying an increase in
demand for community services and
programs (figure 2). However, com-
pared to congregations in the District
of Columbia, those in the Maryland
and Virginia suburbs report less confi-
dence that they have adequate facilities
and staff to meet increased demand,
but more confidence in their ability to
raise additional funds. More than 60
percent of congregations in the District
and the suburbs feel they do not have
the facilities, staff, or funding to satis-
fy an increase in demand for services.

If the financial resources available
to congregations decrease, many would
be forced to cut back their service pro-
vision. One-quarter of congregations
report that they would decrease the
number of services offered, and about
15 percent would reduce the number of
hours services are offered. Nearly half
claimed they would collaborate with
other groups (religious or secular), a
number that may reflect a politically
correct but inflated response. When
asked how they had responded to
decreased resources in the past, a much
smaller percentage (13 percent of
District and 18 percent of suburban
congregations) reported collaborating
with other groups.

How Does Faith-Based
Service Provision in
the Nation’s Capital
Compare to That
Elsewhere?

Some of our survey findings con-
firm those of the few other researchers
who have studied outreach within the
faith community. First, our Washing-

ton, D.C., area survey showed that 95
percent of religious congregations per-
form outreach within their communi-
ties. Cnaan (1997) found that 91 per-
cent of the religious congregations in
six cities studied offer community pro-
grams. Second, the predominance of
emergency services provided by faith-
based organizations in the Washington,
D.C., area also has been found in other
local studies. One study of faith-based
groups serving the black community in
Michigan reported that 75 percent of
religious providers offered emergency
services (Jackson et al. 1997). Cnaan
(1997) found that 60 percent of congre-
gations surveyed offered food pantries
and 53 percent offered clothing banks.
Similar proportions of emergency ser-
vices were found in a study of United
Methodist churches in Michigan
(Grettenberger and Hovmand 1997). 

*****
The survey findings reported

here should be interpreted with some
caution. Collecting information from
religious congregations is challenging
because many do not keep detailed
records, do not have the time or staff
to complete a survey, or may not want
to disclose information through a sur-
vey or interview. Some congregations
do not offer formal social service pro-
grams but provide volunteers, space,
or money to a secular or religious
nonprofit organization that does.
Others offer whatever services are
necessary to help an individual or
family in need, but do so on a case-by-
case basis rather than through an
ongoing program.

Despite the difficulty of collecting
accurate data from congregations,
heightened expectations of what faith-
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Total: $16.6 million*

Figure 1
Funding Sources for Congregations’ Community Services

Congregations’ Endowment and
Private Corporations
Federal, District, and State

Government
Other
Foundations

National Denominational Sources

In-Kind Donations

Individual Donors

Fees for Service

Congregations

$355,509
$459,361
$480,141

Source: The Urban Institute, Survey of Community Services and Capacity in the
Metropolitan Area.

* See Note 3 in text.
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based organizations, in conjunction
with government, can do for the poor
call for a better understanding of their
program capacity. The welfare reform
act of 1996 contains a “charitable
choice” clause that enables faith-based
organizations and religious congrega-
tions to compete for government con-
tracts to provide social services. The
law allows them to do so without mask-
ing their religious character. At the
same time, it requires faith-based orga-
nizations that receive government funds
for this purpose to respect recipients’
religious freedom and to keep detailed
financial records so that the use of these
public funds can be monitored. 

But faith-based organizations
may be unwilling or unprepared to
respond to public funding opportuni-
ties. Some may be wary of crossing a
line between church and state, some
may be hesitant to assume mandated
financial reporting requirements, and
some may not have the staff or infor-
mation needed to apply for govern-
ment funds. 

The Washington, D.C., area study
points to other questions that need to
be asked here and around the country.
For instance, is faith-based service
provision effective beyond the allevia-
tion of immediate need? Does a spiri-
tual component significantly alter out-
comes for recipients of congregation-
provided services? How many congre-
gations are aware of the charitable
choice clause in the welfare reform
law? Do congregations have the ca-
pacity to provide prolonged support to
welfare recipients and the working
poor? Answers to these questions will
give us a more realistic picture of the
extent to which religious organizations
can help to fill the gap in the safety net.

Notes

1. This research was supported
by the InterFaith Conference of Metro-
politan Washington and the United
Planning Organization (the District of
Columbia’s community action agency). 

2. The response rate was 25 per-
cent of roughly 1,100 congregations
surveyed, or 266 congregations. Of
these, 40 percent (or 106) are located in
Maryland, 35 percent (or 93) in
Virginia, and 25 percent (or 67) in the
District of Columbia.

3. There is a discrepancy between
the 1997 figure of $19 million and the
$16.6 million comprising the total in
figure 1. This is because when respon-
dents were surveyed about funding
sources, they were not asked to define
those sources within a particular year. It
is likely that some respondents supplied
funding sources that corresponded to
their 1996 budgets and others to their
1997 projected budgets.
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Figure 2

If Faced with Increased Demand for Programs or Services, the
Percentage of Congregations That . . .

Source: The Urban Institute, Survey of Community Services and
Capacity in the Metropolitan Area.

Note: Percentages do not equal 100 because congregations could check
all responses. 
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