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This paper is a revised version of my proposal for sabbatical leave for 2004-05. During that time I would like to begin work on my next research project on the dynamic interplay among religious and political organizations and their implications for public policy, particularly at the international level. In this proposal I lay out an initial research agenda for this project.

Rationality and the Analysis of Religious Institutions and Public Policy
Institutional analysis (and related forms of modern political economy) is controversial because it treats rationality as the core component of human choice in all areas of endeavor (see McGinnis 1999a,b, 2000, Mueller 1997, 2003). This theoretical perspective asserts that tensions between individual self-interest and collective goals can be ameliorated (but never eliminated) through the careful design of institutional mechanisms of social choice, rule-making, monitoring, and dispute resolution. It acknowledges that any solution to one dilemma of collective action necessarily generates additional dilemmas in its wake. Research has made it clear that there can be no single, perfect solution to fundamental dilemmas of collective action. Still, there are better or worse responses, ones that are more or less appropriate to a given set of circumstances. By helping us diagnose the types of problems that are most likely to emerge in any given setting, institutional analysis helps unravel the complex sequences of strategic reactions to institutional innovations that emerge as groups confront ever-changing policy problems.

In my experience as an instructor, I have found that any effort to apply these same tools to the study of religious belief, behavior, and organizations easily generates a lively discussion concerning the limits of rational choice. Although I am confident that analytical concepts and models originally developed for the study of economic exchange and political decision making can be usefully applied to some important aspects of religious choice at the individual and collective level, I also acknowledge that other aspects of these phenomena may not be easily understood by the use of these tools alone. However, the precise location of this divide remains to be determined. Even if fundamental determinants of personal faith remain outside of the realm of explanation in terms of rational choice, people of faith still face difficult choices concerning levels of personal commitment to act upon the principles of their faith, and these choices will be shaped by the institutional context within which they live their lives. The same distinction appears in standard models of rational choice used in political science or economics, which typically presume that an individual’s preferences (or an organization’s goals) are determined by some exogenous and unexplained factors. The study of religion holds out the promise of pushing this barrier farther back into the identity construction process, for religious leaders still, in most societies, play essential roles in socialization and education. 

The many effects of religion can be illustrated by considering its potential roles in all stages of a process of violent political conflict (see McGinnis 2004). Before violence begins, activists inspired by religious convictions may "capture" state policy in a way that generates intense grievances among disadvantaged parties (Byman 2002). Injustice from any source can inspire leaders affiliated with faith traditions to mobilize opposition to their oppressors. In some circumstances their pronouncements may legitimize political violence; in other cases, individuals engaged in combat operations may recognize limits on acceptable behavior as articulated by religious leaders. Faith-based organizations are especially active in the provision of humanitarian assistance and other efforts to ameliorate the effects of violent conflict on non-combatants (Nichols 1988; Kniss and Campbell 1997; McCleary 2004). Others motivated by religious conviction focus on facilitating negotiations and the peaceful resolution of conflicts (Johnston and Sampson 1994; Johnston 2003). Parties to the conflict will continue to harbor strong animosities towards each other if religious, political, or educational institutions act to reinforce memories of past atrocities committed by the other side. As long as different segments of society see each other as potential enemies, there remains the danger that some political entrepreneur will devise a way to generate sufficient support to overcome constitutional restraints that would otherwise prevent the destruction of the still-offending party on the other side. By playing critical leadership roles in any process of reconciliation, and by limiting the scope of their political agendas in the post-conflict policy, religions can provide an effective counterweight to the forces of hate and fear (Helmick and Petersen 2001; Smock 2002; Tutu 1999).


Of course, different types of faith-based leaders or organizations are most directly involved in each phase of the conflict process. Each impact of religion on political conflict has been investigated separately by various researchers, but efforts to integrate all these effects into a comprehensive analytical framework are rare. One important exception is Appleby’s (2000) identification of important similarities shared by diverse cases of religious-based violence, peace, or reconciliation. I propose using the techniques of institutional analysis (Ostrom 1990, 2005; McGinnis 1999a,b, 2000) to investigate in more detail the dynamic interplay between religious and political institutions. 

The multifarious subject of “religion and politics” is far too broad for any one person to master in its entirety. My intentions are far less grandiose. My specific plans are to use some newly emerging techniques of game theory and institutional analysis to investigate important research questions that are conducive to being understood from this particular point of view. I am particularly interested in interactions among institutions of religious choice at the individual, group, and societal levels. 

Religious beliefs, practices, and organizations can have important consequences at all levels of social aggregation. For individuals, religious belief can provide a sense of meaning to life, which can have important spillover effects into other aspects of an individual’s work (Fagan 1996). Faith can be an especially important source of solace in times of grief. Membership in a church, sect, or other faith-based organization can provide its members practical support in times of need. Joint participation in rituals can generate a beneficial feeling of belonging to some larger community (Iannaccone 1992, 1994). Group solidarity can emerge from a tightly knit religious community, thus enabling that group’s traditions to survive for generations. It is often said that religion is a key foundation for the shared morality that is essential to a healthy society (Tocqueville 1835). To use more contemporary terminology, religious activities can generate positive externalities, particularly the social capital upon which all members of society can build. In other circumstances, intense religious belief may provide the fuel for deep-seated political antagonism and war. Similar pathologies can occur at the group and individual levels. 

Because of these wide-ranging effects, certain aspects of religious choice should be taken as a proper subject for policy analysis (see Smith 1776). Which institutional arrangements enhance the socially beneficial consequences of religious beliefs, behavior, and organizations while minimizing their potentially negative effects on society as a whole? 


My research builds on an interdisciplinary body of research in which rational choice models are applied to various aspects of religious phenomenon (for reviews see Iannaccone 1998; Beckford 2000; Demereth et al. 1998; Legee 2003). The application of models and methods originally developed for the analysis of economic markets to questions of religious belief remain, not surprisingly, intensely controversial. The validity of this approach has been questioned on diverse grounds (Bankston 2002, 2003; Bruce 1993, 2000; Jerolmack and Porpora 2004; Johnson 2003; Sharot 2002; Young 1997). As an outsider to the field of religious studies, I find the reports of debates occurring in that field to be eerily reminiscent of controversies in my home discipline of political science. These debates can be resolved only once scholars on all sides recognize rational choice models as but one component of the variegated tool kit that social scientists need to understand the complex phenomena we study. 


Rational choice theory itself encompasses a still-expanding array of techniques and approaches, only a few of which have thus far been evident in the field of religious studies. Basic insights of market models (Finke and Stark 1992), public choice (Ekelund et al. 1996), and the production of club goods (Iannaccone 1992, 1994) have been investigated in some detail. I propose to draw upon other aspects of the rational choice approach to the study of social institutions. In particular, I plan to investigate the relevance of two terms associated with the broad study of institutional analysis, multifuntionality and multi-level (or nested) governance. 

Before I can explain the meaning of these terms, I must first summarize some key concepts from public policy (see Bickers and Williams 2001; McGinnis 1999b, 2000). Policy analysts have long realized the crucial importance attached to the “type” of good being investigated. Those goods which can be enjoyed to the utmost by a single owner can be easily bought and sold in market transactions. In contrast to such “private goods,” “public goods” are ones which can only be enjoyed by a group of people all at the same time. Since the production of public goods is bedeviled by problems of free riding and other dilemmas of collective action, some institutional mechanism other than a free market are generally required for their production. For example, governments can impose compulsory taxation to pay for the production of public goods needed for the general welfare. Indeed, production of public goods is one of the primary instances of “market failure” used to justify government intervention.

Other types of goods, known as “club goods” or “toll goods” are similarly enjoyed by some group as a whole, but outsiders can be easily excluded from participation by the enacting of tools or other entrance requirements. A fourth type of good combines the extractability of private goods with the difficulty of exclusion characteristic of public goods. Such “common pool resources” are ones which can be overused or depleted in individuals succumb to the temptation to extract excessive levels of that resource for their own use. Although the possible occurrence of such a “tragedy of the commons” has typically lead policy analysts to recommend either central management or its division into private goods, it is generally becoming known that a wide array of effective options are available beyond this simplistic dichotomy of centralization or privatization. In particular, the ability of small communities of resource users to organize themselves so as to effectively manage an important resource in a sustainable manner has been amply demonstrated (Ostrom 1990).

There is no single best institutional arrangement for the production of all four of these types of goods. Instead, in normal circumstances, each type of good can be produced most efficiently by distinct forms of social organizations. One of the major concerns of institutional analysis, as used here, is to match the organizational forms by which goods or services are produced and distributed to the characteristics of the relevant goods and services. 

Competitive markets for private goods are built on voluntary exchanges between firms (or other producers) and individual or households as consumers. As noted above, one of the primary justifications for the existence of government is the need to collect taxes to finance the production of public goods. Since the interests of groups of different sizes are likely to vary in significant ways, formal constitutions or informal rules must establish legitimate mechanisms through which such conflicts of collective interest can be resolved. The very name of toll or club goods immediately suggests the types of organizations best suited to their production. Finally, common pool resources are often most effectively managed through the actions of community-based organizations.

In practical terms, this correspondence between type of good and the organizational format needed for efficient production is not so neatly demarcated. Policy analysts routinely face the challenge of determining the optimal configuration of institutional arrangements appropriate for particular circumstances. Recent advances in institutional analysis direct our attention to a wider array of alternative institutional arrangements, each of which has identifiable costs and benefits when applied in particular circumstances. A vast array of options is available, consisting of complex hybrids of private, public, group, and community-based forms of ownership and management. A critical task facing institutional analysts is to help participants craft a configuration of institutional arrangements best suited to the production and sustainability of the different types of goods involved in any particular situation.

Multifunctionality of Goods and Services Associated with Religious Belief, Behavior, and Organizations

Goods and services are multifunctional when they necessarily provide an array of different types of benefits or costs to distinct or overlapping groups of people. One particular area of concern is the production of agricultural goods, which has direct implications for such public goods as rural development and environmental conditions (Pretty et al. 2001, Knickel and Hend 2000, OECD 2001). Although some critics, especially from the U.S. side, initially saw this term as a new way to justify old practices of government subsidization of private farms, this term has come to be seen as a valid concern for policy analysis. Attention has shifted beyond simple efforts to internalize the external effects of agricultural policies to consider a range of hybrid organizational forms. Mutifunctionality generates joint production effects that challenge analysts to match policy problems with institutional mechanisms that are likely to prove the most effective in that situation.

 The criteria by which alternative institutional arrangements are to be evaluated is itself a question of no little political import. Should the focus remain on the costs and benefits as experienced by each individual, or should there be some accounting of the social costs and benefits of individually rational action? If the latter path is chosen, should the social costs be applied only to those groups most directly affected by these policies, or should the costs for society as a whole be considered? And how should we aggregate costs across individuals or interest groups? 


As noted above, religion can have significant and diverse effects on individuals, groups, and on society as a whole. In this sense, multifunctionality is inherent in the very nature of religion. Any single religious belief, practice, or organization can be expected to have multiple effects, some of which will resemble private, public, group, or communal goods. To my knowledge, the existing body of research applying rational choice theory to religious studies is restricted to analyses that consider only one or two of these aspects at any one time. (For example, Stark and Finke 2000 includes research directed at different levels of aggregation, but each analysis stands alone, with little direct connection to the others.) 

When it comes to religion, what is the nature of the goods or services that are produced? That depends on how one looks at it. Individual believers may enjoy such private goods as the increased self-esteem that comes from gaining a sense of meaning in one’s own life and of belonging to a larger community, as well as increased access to tangible and intangible resources (Fagan 1996). As a member of a faith-based organizations, an individual believer may have access to social services and to a network of social support. This social capital can be transformed into tangible benefits, especially for those with less direct access to economic capital. 

A community of believers can be said to share consumption of such club or toll goods as the satisfaction that comes from participating in emotionally moving rituals (Iannoccone 1992, 1994). This too is a form of social capital, at the level of small groups. Established churches generate more extensive networks of social connections, and especially access to various kinds of social services. To the extent that access to these resources is limited to members of that church, these benefits take the form of club or toll goods.

That religion can also have benefits for society as a whole has long been recognized, as exemplified in such classic works as Smith (1776) and Tocqueville (1835). By helping establish a widespread sense of morality among the population, religious institutions may help secure the foundation for a stable and prosperous society, by lowering the transaction costs required in imposing limits on the actions of private actors and public authorities. 

Furthermore, building and other tangible resources used by a religious group may be treated as the common property of the members of a faith-based tradition. It turns out that different denominations within the Protestant tradition vary widely in the nature of the property rights structure they impose on their physical property (Zech 1998), and these rules have provided an endless series of legal cases within the U.S. system (Lapu and Tuttle 2002). Still, the analogy between faith-based organizations and firms competing in a religious market misses important aspects of this phenomenon that can be better understood by conceptualizing them as communities rather than as private or voluntary organizations (Johnson 2003).

A further complication is that faith-based traditions change over time in a dynamic fashion. Roughly speaking, they begin as voluntary organizations, composed of those who share a common set of beliefs. Successful ones may attract sufficient numbers of supporters to become well-established as the basis of local or national community. At that point, individuals may see themselves as being born into one religious tradition or another, making the selection of religious faith less of a conscious choice. (One’s level of commitment to such principles does remain an active choice for all believers, however.) In some cases religious leaders come to play important political roles and may exert personal control over extensive levels of economic resources. At any one point in time, a particular faith-based organization may act primarily as a private corporation, voluntary association, public authority, or as a realization of community values, but all of these guises are manifestations of a single underlying entity, which is fundamentally multifunctional in nature.

To examine this argument in more detail, it will first be necessary to categorize the wide array of goods and services associated with faith-based institutions. What forms of private, public, club, and common pool resource goods tend to be produced by the activities of faith-based organizations? Who can be said to have “ownership” of these goods or services, in the sense of the various components that go into defining property rights? This question is related to the internal structure of faith-based organizations, and there exists a substantial body of research upon which I can draw for these differences (see Becker 1998; Berger 2003; Chaves 1993; Demerath et al. 1998; Ebaugh et al. 2003; Kniss and Campbell 1997; McCleary 2004; Smith and Sosin 2001; Unruh 2004; Zech 1998). 

These considerations lead to a series of preliminary research questions, such as:

1. Can faith-based organizations be differentiated according to the type of good (private, public, club, CPR) that each was originally designed to produce? If so, what are those differences in internal structure or organizational behavior?

2. Under what conditions do faith-based organizations originally designed to produce one type of good subsequently adopt the task of producing other types of goods? Is there a tendency for faith-based organizations to become more expansive over time?

The typical starting point for a new faith-based organization is at the interface of individuals and small groups. Here benefits are restricted to the members of that group, which usually sets some kind of costs for admission to their new community. As this group grows in size and influence, it may begin to attract the attention of other members of the wider community. Responses may range from friendly and supportive to overtly hostile. If the external environment is not too hostile, this small and typically intense movement grows will tend to moderate itself over time, and thereby generate positive externalities for society as a whole. But such developments are not inevitable, since some cults do degenerate into self-destructive dead ends, and others follow practices which, if followed on a massive scale, would be counter-productive to the overall welfare of that society. (The latter type of organizations are likely to encounter resistance from other members of society.) 

Another type of faith-based organization begins as a coalition or association of previously existing organizations. Inter-faith alliances are a common format for such associations, which are typically created to resolve some problem of public policy. Do they have a tendency to expand downwards, to become real sources of personal faith? This seems unlikely, so there may well be a natural tendency for any specific religious organization to become more expansive, to move onto bigger and better things, compensated by a never-ending supply of new faith-based traditions emerging from changing individual beliefs and the dynamics of small group interactions.

Macro-Level Patterns of Religion and Politics

I have long been intrigued by the way in which religious faith can make claims that directly contradict the dictates of political authorities. (The campaigns of Martin Luther King and Mohandas Gandhi against different forms of political injustice are classic examples of such fundamental challenges to political authority.) Questions of religious belief, behavior, and organizations constitute arenas of interaction that are fundamentally distinct from the public sphere of political conflict. In effect, each religious tradition develops its own distinctive set of rules for decision making and judgment within its own purview. Communication is possible across different religious traditions, and between believers and members of secular society, but to be effective any such communication requires effort on all sides to understand the perspective of the other (Carter 1993). 

In this sense, each religion constitutes its own sector of public economy, comprised of a complex array of actors, rules, and processes. As such, a faith-based tradition is a fit subject for institutional analysis, with the full panoply of concepts of levels of choice, nature of goods, and institutional statements (see Ostrom 2005). Much of the action occurring in each faith-based sector has little direct relevance for public policy. Only certain types of actors, with access to politically relevant resources and motivated by uniquely political goals, are likely to crossover to direct participation of the kinds listed above. To understand interactions between these arenas, we need to have a common framework equally applicable to the study of both types of activity. I argue that institutional analysis, based on rational choice theory, broadly construed, provides such a common framework.

The proper role of faith-based organizations in the delivery of welfare services within the United States is an important policy issue of ongoing controversy. Despite the well-known principle of a “wall of separation” between church and state, religious and political organizations have long worked in partnerships of various kinds (Davis 2001; Lupu and Tuttle 2002; Salamon 1987; Weisbrod 1988, 1997). Recent research has attempted to demarcate the unique contributions, if any, that faith-based organizations can provide to the overall mix of welfare services (Cnaan et al., 1999; Ebaugh et al., 2003; Glenn 2000; Kennedy 2003; Monsma 1996). Other researchers have sought to understand the entire range of patterns of relationship between religion and politics in different countries. For example, despite the general tendencies towards homogenization of public policy among all members of the EU, there remain significantly diverse forms of church-state relationships among the current and future members of the European Union (Barker 2004; Bloβ 2003; Jalen and Wilcox 2002). Even measurement of the degree of church-state separation imposes difficult choices on the analyst (Barro and McCleary 2004, Fox and Sandler 2004; Minkenberg 2002).

At the macro-level of societies as a whole, an extensive body of research has investigated the nature of relationships between religion and politics more generally. At least since the publication of Weber’s classic The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism analysts have sought to demonstrate correlations between the content of particular religious traditions and a country’s prospects for economic growth or development. Adam Smith and Alexis de Tocqueville, in different ways, posited a positive connection between a diversity of religious organizations and the overall health of economy and society as a whole. This line of argument asserts that the structure of country’s “religious market” (that is, the number of religious traditions active in a given society) affects the likelihood with which religious leaders will succumb to the temptations of rent-seeking behavior and thereby undermine the efficiency of their own sector of the public economy. Extensive research has failed to reveal any systematic correlation between the structure or content of a country’s religious economy and its macroeconomic conditions (see Delacroix and Nielsen 2001, Barro and McCleary 2003a, b, 2004). In my opinion, such analyses have been misdirected at too high a level of aggregation. In my proposed research I will focus my attention instead on more micro-level questions comparing the relative effectiveness of faith-based and secular types of non-governmental organizations engaged in similar programs. Research questions of that type are much more amenable to systematic empirical testing.

Multi-Level Governance of Religious Communities

Before moving to the micro-level questions that will provide the focus of my own research, it is worth considering the relevance of multi-level governance to the study of religion. Governance structures are multilevel when they combine the complementary strengths of political jurisdictions at all levels of analysis (Hooghe and Marks 2001, 2003). A polycentric system of multiple authorities and overlapping jurisdictions (Ostrom, Tiebout, and Warren 1961) stands in sharp contrast to the standard Hobbesian vision of an exclusive center of authority, or of state sovereignty writ large. Understanding how nested systems of governance operate remains an active area of investigation by institutional analysts (see especially Ostrom 2005).

Although typically restricted to the realm of official political organizations, governance takes place whenever members of a community establish institutional rules and procedures by which the limits of acceptable behavior are determined and collective efforts undertaken in order to move the community as a whole towards more desirable outcomes. Governments certainly establish rules within which any markets in the exchange of private goods take place, but cooperation among the producers of these goods itself has important implications for public policy. The broader institutions of society also shape interactions involving private, public, and other types of goods, so these institutions similarly play important governance functions. 

Religious institutions constitute an under-utilized resource for scholars of social choice, constitutional design, and polycentric or multi-level governance. There are many instances of institutional structures in which local congregations are combined into larger denominations, which may be organized at a national or international level. These denominations may in turn cooperate to form an inter-faith or ecumenical alliance of some kind. (Not all religious faiths are equally likely to participate in inter-faith cooperation, and these differences are themselves a potential subject for further analysis.) More informally, related denominations are grouped together in a broad religious tradition, which typically does not have a single organizational center. Scholars in the fields of sociology or religious studies have examined the causes and consequences of schisms at the level of congregations or denominations, which have often been affected by decisions regarding the formation or dissolution of broader ecumenical alliances (Becker 1999; Chaves 1993; Chaves and Sutton 2004, Sutton and Chaves 2004). 

The nested institutional structures characteristic of established religious organizations provides an excellent natural laboratory for examination of the diversity of dispute resolution procedures that are required to cope with different types of dispute. Insights from classic works on the foundations of multi-level game theory will be especially relevant for this task (Putnam 1988; Tsebelis 1990; Scharpf 1997). A minister in a Protestant congregation located within a larger denomination, for example, must maintain good relations both with his or her own constituents and with higher-level officials. The dictates of political correctness at the national level may not sit well with members of a local community dominated by more traditional values. Consider, for example, ongoing controversies concerning resistance within the international organization of the Anglican Communion to the ordination of openly-gay bishops in the American Episcopalian Church. Although couched in terms of religious doctrine, this is an eminently political struggle, one well-suited to analysis from the perspective of social choice theory and constitutional design.

One potential topic for research would be to consider the range of situations under which disputes among members of a faith-based tradition are taken to public authorities for resolution. What are the circumstances that make it impossible to resolve that dispute within the confines of their own set of institutional procedures? Which side is responsible for referring disputes to public authorities? When do public authorities take it upon themselves to interfere in such internal disputes? The U.S. legal system may be an ideal laboratory for such studies, given the judiciary’s well-known reluctance to interfere in matters internal to a religion, except in times of compelling public interest (Lapu and Tuttle 2002).

Approaching the topic of religion from the vantage point of multi-level governance may also generate some novel insights into the ways in which such complex institutional arrangements can be organized and sustained over the long haul. Rival religions may make exclusive truth claims, but by no means does all religious rivalry lead to war. Instead, sincere believers in contradictory faith traditions often find ways to work together for the good of society. In some conflicts, notably the ongoing violence in northern Uganda, inter-faith alliances or associations play essential roles in starting the parties on the road to peace and reconciliation (see also Smock 2002). 


In inter-faith alliances, individuals with strong yet contradictory beliefs manage to find some way to cooperate for joint action on their shared goals. This suggests the following set of research questions: 

3. What is the nature of the common goals or expectations that enable members from different faith-based communities to cooperate despite having such fundamentally disparate belief systems? 

4. What differences between faith-based traditions prove most difficult to overcome in any effort to foster cross-tradition cooperation? Or to prevent further schisms?

5. Does the record of success and failure in inter-denominational cooperation have any lessons for the related problem of facilitating cooperation among factions inspired by competing political ideologies? What about the pressing question of facilitating mutual understanding between secular authorities and those individuals whose political participation is inspired by deeply-felt religious belief (see Carter 1993)? 

Micro-Level Research Questions on Hybrid Political-Religious Organizations

Individual leaders and organizations primarily located within a given religious community may find that some of their goals can best be achieved by “crossing over” into the activities of the public arena itself. This option provides the basis for a series of research questions specifying the conditions under which certain types of organizations from faith-based sectors of the public economy are most likely to find it in their interests to intervene directly into policy processes occurring in the public realm. 

6. What types of faith-based organizations are most likely to cross over in different stages of a policy process? 

7. How do the agents of such organizations select and implement their strategic choices concerning the preferred nature of their activities? 

Leaders of faith-based organizations seeking to have an impact in the political arena face several strategic questions of interest. Should they, for example, devote their attention to efforts to convert individuals to their own faith, and hope that social improvement will follow from the gradual diffusion of their faith tradition? This goal is one that is explicitly religious in nature, and thus may lead to more immediate rewards within an existing faith-based organization. However, some religious believers may experience frustration at the slow pace of political change, and may respond to leaders encouraging them to participate more directly in the political process.

Politically-minded entrepreneurs themselves face a set of alternative options. Should they form political action organizations that can lobby political leaders and make the compromises necessary to implement public policy in a democratic setting? Or is more direct action needed, in order to force a change in regime, even by violent means? A related option is to insist on direct political action, but of a self-consciously non-violent nature, in order to not tarnish noble goals by the use of violent means. All of these options have been adopted by important faith-based organizations, and institutional analysis tells us that each of these strategies will be seen as optimal in different sets of circumstances. 

Another set of research questions could address the long-term dynamics of cross-over organizations. It turns out that hybrid forms of organization are especially common in the provision of welfare services by faith-based organizations. Such activities are rarely organized by the congregations (or equivalent levels in other faith traditions) but rather through the operation of legally separate entities. These community outreach organizations may connect to multiple faith traditions, and the agents of these organizations are likely to become closely involved with public officials and community leaders of all types. 

Of particular interest to the current project are the many ways in which secular and faith-based organizations of different types can work together in partnership. Given the joint production effects that characterize religion as a multifunctional activity, policy analysts must design institutions that optimize the outputs of this joint production. In practical terms, the question becomes what kinds of partnerships between different types of secular and faith-based organizations will prove most effective in enhancing the positive externalities of religious belief and behavior? Recent U.S. policy initiatives have generated a considerable amount of policy research on this last question; see Chaves 1998, 2004, Cnaan et al. 1999, Ebaugh et al. 2003, Glenn 2000, Kennedy 2003, Smith and Sosin 2001, Wuthnow 2004. I hope to extract lessons from this work for the study of religious-political partnerships more generally.

Supporters of President Bush’s faith-based initiative, for example, use the results of policy research to substantiate their assertion that supporting faith-based programs is good public policy, because such programs have proven to be more effective in a practical sense. Critics question the veracity of these analyses, and point to longer-term negative consequences from breeching the “wall of separation” between church and state. Interestingly, these concerns have been expressed by both secular and religious leaders. 

I am particularly interested in tracing out their implications for the study of humanitarian relief at the international level (see Kniss and Campbell 1997; Lumsdaine 1993; Nichols 1988; Smith 1990). Because of the longevity of some of these organizations, we can begin to raise questions about the long-term sustainability of distinctions between faith-based and secular organizations operating in the same sector of the public economy. Humanitarian aid organizations originally established by leaders inspired by their faith later evolve into more practically minded organizations perfectly comfortable in dealing with governments on a routine basis. Catholic Relief Services, to take as example a major player in the area of international humanitarian aid and development assistance, relies almost exclusively on financial contributions from the U.S. and other governments and inter-governmental organizations. Similar statements could be made about humanitarian relief organizations originally sponsored by the major mainline Protestant denominations. An intermediate case is World Vision International, which still remains true to its roots in the non-denominational evangelical movement. Volunteers of this organization are more likely to push an agenda of  spreading the gospel, as they understand it, to the recipients of their aid. Still, even World Vision seems mainstream when compared to the activities of missionaries sent out by particular denominations pushing an even more aggressive campaign of proselytizing. 

In my view, any comparison between the effectiveness of welfare programs instituted by faith-based and secular organization must incorporate the effects of the multifunctional nature of the goods and services such programs provide to individuals, groups, and to society as a whole. Similar comparisons can be applied at the international level. Faith-based organizations have long been an important component of the international community of humanitarian organizations providing essential assistance to refugees and other people displaced by natural disasters, famines, and wars. Although originally intended to be apolitical in their approach, humanitarian activists have come to realize that their efforts necessarily have unequal political effects (Anderson, 1999). This realization has led to efforts to be more self-consciously strategic in their selection of programs that further the likelihood of peace rather than contributing to the continuation of war and suffering.

The process of evolution, as I understand it, goes as follows. At the initial stage, only those individuals deeply inspired by moral principles are likely to get involved in the difficult task of going halfway around the world to help desperate people from a totally different ethnic and cultural background. Such moral individuals tend to cluster in faith-based traditions, so it seems natural that faith-based organizations would play leading roles in establishing programs of this type. Over time, as that organization proves its ability to deliver needed goods and services, national governments and international organizations begin to take notice, especially those agencies most directly responsible for the distribution of developmental or humanitarian aid. Once policy decisions have been taken to increase levels of aid, the bureaucrats responsible for distributing these funds will naturally look for organizations that have already proven their ability to implement these activities. Initially, there may be little interaction between government funding  and the faith-based focus of the organization, but, as these operations continue for many years, a sense of professionalization sets in among the members of that organization. They come to see the problems as sufficiently difficult to solve, even without any recourse to proselytization. As a consequence, this branch of the faith-based organization comes to more closely resemble a secular-based non-governmental organization that might also be involved in this same type of work. By interacting with political actors on a regular basis, the agents of originally faith-based organizations develop increased sensitivity to political realities, and begin to more explicitly take account of the political consequences of their own actions.

Meanwhile, new denominations will arise, for reasons unrelated to this particular issue area. (For example, Finke and Stark 1992 argue that no one religion can satisfy the diverse tastes in faith-related activities found in a heterogeneous population, and this diversity of tastes ensures an endless supply of new varieties of faith-based organizations.) These new faith traditions are led by individuals deeply inspired by their own visions of the meaning of their faith. If their faith leads them to seek new converts, many of whom may be found among the poor and disadvantaged of the world, there is a natural tendency for these new faith-based movements to establish their own missionary activities, which tend initially to emphasize spreading their faith over the practical matters of the distribution of aid. Nonetheless, the tendencies identified above eventually become manifest, and these new organizations should become increasingly professionalized and quasi-secular in nature.

As an illustration of the types of analysis that will be pursued in more detail in this project, consider the distinction between what I will call FCOs (faith-centered organizations such as congregations) and FAOs (faith-affiliated organizations such as the health clinics or welfare services that may be funded by particular congregations). Both types of organizations fall under the rubric of “faith-based organization,” but analysts have shown that most of the welfare services of most concern to public policy analysis are provided not by the congregations per se but rather through the operation of clinics or other less explicitly religious entities (Chaves 1998, 2004; Berger 2003; Jeavons 1998; Smith and Sosin 2001Wuthnow 2004). In addition, many of these clinics are funded or otherwise supported by a coalition of different faith-centered organizations. 

Several patterns of interactions among FCOs, FAOs, and secular political organizations can be distinguished for purposes of analysis. FCOs of a given faith may be organized in hierarchical networks of denominational governance (as discussed above), whereas FCOs which may differ on fundamental aspects of religious belief or practice may still cooperate in ecumenical or inter-faith alliances. As noted above, FAOs may be supported by one FCO or by a network of related FCOs, and FAOs are likely to be linked together in community-based networks of welfare service providers. Even if FCOs and political entities are truly located on opposite sides of a wall of separation, there are likely to be many indirect connections through FAOs and other affiliated organizations. 

This dynamic process raises some important research and policy questions about the long-term influence of faith-based traditions in these particular areas of public policy. Two alternative hypotheses suggest themselves:

8. Do effective and long-lasting faith-based service organizations (in the areas of humanitarian aid, developmental assistance, conflict resolution, or reconciliation) tend to converge to the behavior of secular based organizations operating in the same issue area?

9. Are there enduring differences in the behavior of faith-based and secular organizations and their political consequences?

Similar questions are being investigated by researchers examining the delivery of welfare services at the local level. Researchers have had to deal with such preliminaries as making sure it is possible to systematically differentiate between faith-based and secular organizations, either in organizational form or in actual behavior. It turns out, perhaps not surprisingly, that there is as wide a variation in organizational form within the faith-based category as there is among secular organizations. Once these distinctions are defined, attention can shift to direct comparisons of the relative effect of different types of organizations.

My take on these questions is likely to be different, in that my background in institutional analysis leads me to look beyond comparisons between specific organizations to focus instead on networks of complementary organizations. One of the great strengths of modern political economy, or institutional analysis, is its ability to highlight the complementarity of goals pursued by agents of different types of organizations (Costen 1998; Hansmann 1987; Salamon 1987; Weisbrod 1997). Transaction cost economics and new institutional economics provide important insights into the ways in which the incentives of agents can be structured to make them more likely to pursue the interests of the organization as a whole (see Berger 2003; Zech 1998). Game theory is a mode of analysis particularly suited to the study of the problems of coordination implied by strategic interactions between agents or organizations pursuing related but not identical goals. I am confident that this set of inter-related research tools can be effectively employed to improve our collective understanding of the policy implications of diverse forms of faith-based organizations.

Case Studies: A Preliminary Design


Thus far I have laid out an ambitious research agenda, far beyond the capabilities of any single researcher. In this section I highlight those particular research questions that I intend to pursue in my own research. I am especially intrigued by questions related to the strategic calculus of the agents of faith-based organizations who are contemplating more direct political participation. I propose investigating a few cases of such decisions in some detail. 

In my empirical investigation I will follow the analytic narratives mode of research pioneered by Bates, et al. (1998). To begin, I will use simple game models to suggest likely choices and trends that should be evident in different sets of circumstances, and then examine the historical record to see if the choices made and their consequences comport with the expectations encapsulated in those models. I will examine historical sources to understand what opportunities the leaders saw available to themselves, and how they chose to exploit (or ignore) these opportunities. How did they handle opposition to their efforts? What types of arguments did they use to try to convince the members of their organization to support their efforts? What types of arguments proved most effective in this regard? Finally, what were the consequences of their choices, especially in terms of setting the stage for choices to be made by subsequent leaders?


To model the decision calculus of agents of faith-based organizations, I will posit the existence of two separate modalities of reward. The first modality relates to the direct concerns of the faith-based organization. Upon what criteria will the members of a faith-based organization evaluate the behavior of their agent? One criterion, for example, might be whether or not the agent has successfully expanded the size of the group, by attracting new members. Alternatively, concern may be focused on the extent to which the leader has managed to sustain the quality of interactions among the membership, whether or not the size of the group increases. Finally, the actions of the agent as a person may come under particular scrutiny, given the moral expectations often generated within faith-based traditions. My expectation is that the latter concern is going to be especially important for rewarding leaders of purely faith-centered organizations.


When it comes to involvement in political activities, a separate set of criteria will be employed. To what extent has the leader been able to successfully influence the implementation of public policy? Even in the absence of practical changes, there may be rewards for symbolic successes such as changing the tenor of debate in the public realm, or changing the terms by which policy issues are discussed. However, any leader seeking rewards on these criteria may face the loss of support from those who are primarily concerned with the explicitly religious criteria laid out above. This is the source of tradeoffs facing these entrepreneurs.


In addition to these two sets of criteria, any individual agent is going to confront numerous opportunities to shirk on his or her responsibilities, by exploiting a position of leadership for personal gain. Different institutional structures will generate different opportunities for and constraints on such opportunistic behavior. It will be especially important to examine whether the interests of those actors responsible for monitoring the activities of the agents of faith-based organizations provide sufficient support for this essential task.


My expectation is that the initial leaders of a faith-based organization are likely to be most successful at fulfilling the first set of criteria. Those who wish to make a name for themselves in an existing faith-based organization may find it worthwhile pursuing the option of the second set of criteria. In this sense, we may observe a generational change in focus, as a new generation of leaders explores new opportunities not fully exploited by the initial leaders.


By selecting cases in which both sides articulate their contrasting perspectives, I should be able to trace out the dynamics of interaction between these contending schools of leadership. The response of the broader society to the political activities will be especially important in determining their later choices. Examples from very different socio-political contexts should help highlight the common logic of choice confronting leaders in these circumstances. Initially, I have selected the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and the Moral Majority in the USA as potential cases. In both cases, initially religious movements were gradually transformed into explicitly political agendas, with differing consequences. Despite these differences, the same basic tradeoff between a focus on the religious mission of individual conversion and the pursuit of political agendas proved central to both sets of organizations.


My second area of concern relates to the longer-term consequences of decisions to expand the activities of a faith-based organization outside its traditional realm. Here I am thinking primarily of the involvement of faith-based organizations in the delivery of public services, especially to international refugees. Any such organization is likely to face recurring opportunities to accept funding from national governments or international organizations not directly concerned with their own religious agenda. Again, I would expect to find a record of debates within the organization. In this case, however, the rewards for political involvement are quite tangible, and may indeed be required if the practical mission of providing needed assistance to refugees is going to succeed. So there should be a natural tendency for increased reliance on non-faith based sources of revenue. (In contrast, it may require a particular crisis to trigger the formation of an explicitly political wing of the faith-based movements discussed above.)


I will select cases of organizations that lie at different points along this spectrum of change. Catholic Relief Services (CRS), for example, has traveling quite far down that path, becoming nearly indistinguishable from a secular organization involved in similar work. World Vision International has remained more closely connected to its roots in the non-denominational evangelical movement, but it too has become increasingly professionalized in recent years. I am still considering the best choice for a third case, an organization that has not yet succumbed to the temptation of external funding. Perhaps Christian Solidarity International would be a useful case to examine, given its exclusive focus on spreading the gospel even at the cost of eliciting the censure of the United Nations for its participation in purchasing of the freedom of people held as slaves in the Sudan. 


It might also prove useful to examine older cases of missionary organizations that took on a major rule in providing health care or education to their subjects. Over time, some missions became less concerned with spreading their version of the faith and instead came to focus on more practical issues of helping the poor. Finally, I hope to draw some lessons from the work of other researchers who focus on the reaction of U.S.-based organizations to President Bush’s faith-based initiative. Some religious leaders have been very skeptical of this program, concerned that by accepting federal funding they may have to sacrifice their own goals. My own research, however, will focus on organizations active in developmental or humanitarian assistance at the international level.

Policy Concerns

Some readers may have been discomforted by my practice of treating religion as a proper subject of public policy. I thank them for their patience in reading this far. In this concluding section, I briefly address some of these concerns.

For me, religion is a natural subject for policy analysis basically because of its multifunctional nature. Thus, it may be useful to begin by explicitly comparing it to agro-environmental policy, which may be the exemplar of multifunctionality. It is not just that the private production of food may have important externalities on rural development or environmental conditions. That would simply re-state the standard justification of government intervention in response to the market’s inability to internalize all relevant externalities. Instead, the multifunctionality claim goes deeper, to insist that all of these consequences in terms of private and public goods (or bads) are inherently part of the same underlying process. The effects come from direct consequences of joint production, not extra externalities tacked on at the end. Given these joint production effects, it is not obvious that the solution must be governmental intervention. Instead, we need to look more broadly at the entire array of private, public, voluntary, and community institutions involved. What configuration of institutions should be established in order to incorporate or govern the extent of these joint production effects?

A subsidiary question concerns the geographic scope at which common policy standards or goals should be erected. Currently there is a heavy reliance on central directives from the EU level, which all current and potential members must adopt into their own legal systems. Multifunctionality implies an unavoidable diversity in observed patterns of interaction, and thus requires more flexibility in response.

If religion is similarly multifunctional, then similar policy implications should follow immediately. Which of religion’s joint production effects are significant enough to warrant government subsidies or regulation, or the direct involvement of other kinds of governance institutions? What other types of organization must be involved in effectively incorporating these joint production efforts? And, given the diversity of religious traditions among the set of current and likely future members of the EU, at what level should common religious policy be set? Interestingly, religious policy has not yet been a topic of harmonization at the EU level, unlike nearly every other area of public policy. There has been a common commitment to guarantee individual human rights in the area of religion, but that commitment has been interpreted and implemented in very different forms in different member states. In addition, recent debates concerning whether a statement of the Christian foundation of European civilization should be included in a new EU constitution and the prospective membership of the predominately Muslim country of Turkey demonstrate that not even the supposedly hyper-secular continent of Europe can ignore faith-based policy debates.

Finally, religious policy brings with it some other sensitive issues. For example, should all faith-based activities be treated equally or should some practices and organizational forms be actively discouraged? In the area of agricultural policy, it seems perfectly natural for government officials at all levels to use incentive systems to encourage certain kinds of production practices and to discourage others. Such intervention seems even more natural in the area of environmental policy, where the whole point is to use government as a source of incentives that will lead to important changes in previous patterns of behavior. But is such manipulation of behavior or organizational form equally acceptable in the area of religious policy? At the very least, I think this is a question worth further examination.
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