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Introduction

The American philanthropic landscape shapes,
and is shaped by, broad cultural, religious, polit-
ical, and governmental trends. Philanthropic
organizations and individuals have been among
the most influential players in the development
of these trends (Hall, 2000; Soskis, 2020; Zunz,
2012), driving change with intentional (and
sometimes with unintentional) consequences for
tax policy, social movements such as progressiv-
ism, political alliances, and jurisprudence (via
litigation, but also by supporting law schools
and think tanks that train lawyers and judges
and develop policy positions). Underlying much
of this activity for a substantial subset of the
philanthropic field are faith values rooted in reli-
gious traditions, institutions, and communities
(Fulton & Wood, 2018).

American philanthropic and charitable traditions
are undergirded by faith values — personal or
corporate principles or standards of behavior
that are derived from religious texts, traditions,
or group norms (Mundey et al., 2019). Many of
America’s public foundations, which we define as
public charities whose primary activity is to raise
and distribute funds for charitable purposes,
were founded in response to a religiously based
concern for the well-being of American society
(Davis, 2013;Jungc1aus, 2021; Sievers, 2010;
Yeager, 1990). Much of the progressive move-
ment of the early 20th century was populated,
advanced, and underwritten by people of faith

as a moral response to increasing corporate and
political corruption. That movement included
the establishment of professional philanthropic
organizations (Cook & Halpin, 2010; Yeager,

Key Points

Charitable activity is a core tenet of most
faith traditions, and many charitable orga-
nizations have a religious identity. However,
little is known about the prevalence and
scale of faith-based foundations, and how
they differ from secular foundations.

This article identifies the field of public
foundations, differentiates between
faith-based and secular foundations, and
compares their characteristics by analyzing
Form 990 data. An analysis of these data
estimates that 24% of all public charities
operate as foundations and that 17% of
public foundations are faith-based. These
findings are used to generate first-ever
estimates for the entire field of public
foundations.

This analysis and calculations using
nonprofit sector data indicate there are
approximately 300,000 public foundations
in the United States and that 52,000 of
them are faith-based. Collectively, these
faith-based public foundations have at
least $90 billion in assets and, in 2015, they
contributed at least $8 billion to charitable
causes. Additional analyses comparing
faith-based and secular foundations
indicate that faith-based foundations tend
to be older, have greater revenue and more
assets, receive less money from govern-
ment sources, and distribute more money
in grants, especially to international causes.

(continued on next page)
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|
Key Points (continued)

* This article provides an important lens
through which to examine the field of
public foundations and better understand
similarities and differences among faith-
based and secular foundations. It can help
scholars analyze relationships between
religion and philanthropy, help grantmakers
assess foundations through a faith-based-
secular grid, and help grantees identify
funders that share a similar orientation
toward religion. Overall, this study reveals
the meaningful presence of faith-based
foundations, indicates the scale of their
impact, and underscores the enduring
and significant influence of religion in the
philanthropic sector.

1990). Religious and political conservatives also
conscientiously built up their own philanthropic
foundation and grantee landscape in the 1970s
and 1980s and, over time, both progressive and
conservative religious organizations formed
coalitions to lobby Congress and wield influence
on U.S. tax policy to shape the nonprofit sector
(Zunz, 2012: 248-55). As a result, much of the
current nonprofit landscape was shaped by faith-
based philanthropic organizations.

However, during the same period from the early
20th to early 21st century, a wave of secular-
ization swept over the philanthropic, political,
and cultural establishments. Increasingly, many
foundations minimized the religious aspects of
their origins. At the same time, they emphasized
professionalized staff, research, and efficiency
(Bremner, 1988). The story of this pivot has

been told in detail for philanthropies like the
Rockefeller and Danforth foundations and the
Pew Charitable Trusts (Jungclaus, 2021; Lindsay
& Wuthnow, 2010; Zunz, 2012). These histories

highlight a wider trend in American culture that
connected “secular” with “professional” and
“scientific,” while connecting “faith-based” with
“unprofessional” and “anti-scientific” (Varo,
2016)." By the late 20th century, Peter Dobkin
Hall, an eminent scholar of nonprofit history,
characterized the feeling between organized
philanthropy and organized religion as “a
mutual wariness” (Hall, 1992). Hall shared this
perspective nearly three decades ago, before the
rise of the religious “nones” (i.e., people with

no religious affiliation) and other signs of wide-
spread cultural secularization in the 21st century
(Gallup, 2019). While some scholars may define
secular as being in opposition to religion, our
use of the term secular, in reference to a person,
organization, or activity, means to be nonreli-
gious.” Religion itself is a way of behaving, a set
of beliefs, a community of belonging, or some
combination of all three, often rooted in specific
oral traditions or written texts; and “religious”
describes a person, organization, or activity
associated with a particular tradition.

Another marker of the secularization of philan-
thropy has been the steep decline over the last
four decades in foundation giving to nonprofits
focused on promoting religion (Eckhart
Queenan et al., 2021; Inclusive America Project
et al,, 2020; Lindsay & Wuthnow, 2010). Some
faith-based charities and secular charities report
difficulties partnering with each other because
of underlying issues of mistrust (Eckhart
Queenan et al., 2021; Ralph, 2021). These dif-
ficulties in partnering cause some faith-based
organizations to minimize or disclaim their
faith identity, not out of an interest in secular-
izing, but due to pragmatic fundraising needs
(Markofski et al., 2019; J. Staton Bullard, per-
sonal communication, March 11, 2021).

Other studies have claimed that funders “leave
impact on the table” by avoiding faith-based

!'Studies in cognitive linguistics show that groups of associations and their opposites are collated into sets of meaning by
members of a particular community over time (Varo, 2016). These associations can “carry over” meanings to each other and
to their perceived opposites (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). In this case, we suggest that negative connotations about religion, such
as lack of professionalism, are carried over by the association between “secular” and “professional.”

*The terms secular, religious, and religion are complex concepts with dozens of different, contextually dependent meanings,
on which the literature is expansive. Our definitions pertain only to our use of them in this article. Additional literature on
secularization is vast. One might start with Jiirgen Habermas and Joseph Ratzinger’s Dialectics of Secularization and Charles
Taylor’s A Secular Age (Ratzinger & Habermas, 2006; Taylor, 2009).
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organizations, doing disservice to their own
strategic goals (Eckhart Queenan et al., 2021, p.
6; Fulton, 2017). Recent studies have shown that
faith values and religious communities are still
substantial sources of charitable work. Faith-
based nonprofits comprise a significant portion
(approximately 40%) of the nonprofit landscape,
which includes 384,000 religious congregations
(Brauer, 2017), 110,0000 other “religion-related”
organizations (coded NTEE X by the National
Taxonomy of Exempt Entities), and the 181,000
religiously identified organizations doing “sec-
ular” work, such as prison reentry programs,
food banks, hospitals, and art programs (Fulton,
2020). Further, compared to secular counter-
parts, these organizations tend to be older, have
more volunteers, generate more revenue, and
receive more donations (Ressler et al., 2020).
The finding that faith-based organizations are
frequently better equipped than their secular
counterparts runs counter to any perception that
faith-based nonprofits are unprofessional.

While Ressler and his colleagues (2020) iden-
tified faith-based grantees participating in
“secular” charitable work, little is known about
the current field of faith-based grantmaking
organizations.’ This study helps to fill that gap
by identifying the field of public foundations,
differentiating between faith-based and secular
foundations, and comparing their character-
istics. We define a public foundation as an
organization that files a Form 990 tax return and
whose primary activity is to raise and distribute
funds for charitable purposes. This study pro-
vides the first-ever estimate for the total number
of public foundations in the United States as well
as the percentage of those that identify as faith-
based. Based on our analysis and calculations
using nonprofit sector data, there are approx-
imately 300,000 U.S. public foundations. We
estimate that 17% of those foundations are faith-
based, they have at least $90 billion in assets, and
in 2015, they contributed at least $8 billion to
charitable causes.

Based on our analysis and
calculations using nonprofit
sector data, there are
approximately 300,000

U.S. public foundations. We
estimate that 17% of those
foundations are faith-based,
they have at least $90 billion
in assets, and in 2015, they
contributed at least $8 billion
to charitable causes.

This article expands understanding of insti-
tutional philanthropy by identifying the
prevalence and scale of faith-based public foun-
dations. It also reveals how they differ from
secular foundations. For example, our analysis
indicates that faith-based foundations tend to be
older, generate a greater annual revenue, and
have more assets, suggesting that faith-based
foundations are more established than secular
foundations. We also observe that faith-based
foundations are less likely to receive funding
from the government and they are more likely
to fund international charitable causes, suggest-
ing that their goals, priorities, and values differ
from secular foundations as well. At the same
time, we find that faith-based and secular foun-
dations share similar operational approaches to
philanthropy with regard to overhead expenses
and administrative policies.

The philanthropic field can benefit from
understanding the contingent of faith-based
foundations for three reasons. First, those
seeking to understand the field as a whole may
find that faith-based foundations have different

3Ressler and his colleagues (2020) found that among all nonprofits engaged in nonreligion-focused work, 15% have a religious
identity and that their outcomes differ significantly from nonprofits that have a secular identity. Their study highlights the
substantial scope and scale of faith-based nonprofits (i.e., organizations whose primary activity is something other than
promoting religion) and the significant contributions they make to charitable activity.
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The field of public charities
includes organizations

that make charitable
contributions (foundations)
and organizations that use
those contributions to advance
charitable causes (grantees).

interests when seeking to shape cultural, politi-
cal, and government trends. Second, for secular
foundations seeking to begin or improve rela-
tionships with faith-based grantees, program
officers at faith-based foundations may be able to
assist in navigating those relationships. Third,
faith-based foundations should know that there
is a sizable contingent of other faith-based foun-
dations, whose staff may face challenges unique
to their position as faith-based in a field com-
monly understood to be secular.

Data and Analysis

To identify public foundations, differentiate
between faith-based and secular foundations,
and compare their characteristics, this study ana-
lyzes Form 990 data. Although any tax-exempt
organization may file a Form 990, organiza-
tions with a total annual revenue that exceeds
$200,000 must file the form.* Form 990s contain
detailed data on nonprofits, including informa-
tion on their age, employees, revenue, expenses,
mission, and internal policies (IRS, 2020). In
2016, the IRS made electronically filed Form 990
data publicly available in a machine-readable for-
mat. It released 1.3 million Form 990s through
Amazon Web Services (AWS) for all e-filing
nonprofit organizations (approximately 65% of

all 990 filers), covering 2011 to 2015 (AWS Public
Sector Blog Team, 2016).”

Our analysis includes every 501(c)(3) organiza-
tion that e-filed a Form 990 for the 2015 tax year
and whose form contains plausible values for the
organizational characteristics of interest (n =
175,093); we removed cases with missing, nega-
tive, or implausible values.®* We supplement the
Form 990 data with information about the orga-
nizations from the IRS’s Business Master File.

Identifying Public Foundations

The field of public charities includes organi-
zations that make charitable contributions
(foundations) and organizations that use those
contributions to advance charitable causes
(grantees). For example, the Silicon Valley
Community Foundation (EIN 20-5205488)
distributes funds to several grantees (e.g.,
Community Clinic Consortium — EIN
20-0782029, Immigrant Legal Resource Center —
EIN 94-2939540, and Peninsula Family Services
— EIN 94-1186169) that address needs consistent
with the foundation’s mission. Although founda-
tions and grantees engage in distinct charitable
activities (i.e., distributing funds and providing
services), the IRS does not differentiate between
them; it considers both to be public chari-

ties and requires them to file the same Form
990.” In our example, both the Silicon Valley
Community Foundation and the Community
Clinic Consortium are public charities and file
the same Form 990. When registering nonprofit
organizations, the IRS uses the NTEE to differ-
entiate organizations based on their primary
tax-exempt activity. One of the categories is
“grantmaking foundations,” coded NTEE T;
however, a substantial number of nonprofits

not coded as NTEE T organizations engage in
grantmaking activity. Thus, up until now, the
total number of public foundations in the United
States has not been known.

“4 All religious congregations, regardless of the annual revenue, are exempt from filing a Form 990.

*For a comprehensive review of the Form 990 data quality and limitations, see Lampkin and Boris (2002) and Ely et al. (2021).

¢ Analyses comparing e-filer data with the Business Master File that contains data on all registered nonprofits suggests that
organizations that e-file are older and larger than organizations that do not e-file. Similar differences are observed when
comparing organizations that file a Form 990 to organizations that are not required to file the form (IRS, 2020).

"The IRS distinguishes between public and private foundations, where the latter are required to file the Form 990PF rather
than the Form 990. Our analysis does not include private foundations.
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Our Form 990 dataset contains 7,704 NTEE

T organizations, indicating that the IRS has
coded approximately 4.4% of public charities

as foundations. To check if there were, in fact,
foundations among the non-NTEE T organiza-
tions in the dataset, we conducted the following
analyses. First, we searched the organizations’
names and coded as a foundation any organiza-
tion whose name included one of the following
terms: foundation, charitable trust, endow-
ment, memorial fund, charities, friends of, and
booster. Second, we searched the organizations’
mission statements and flagged any organi-
zation whose statement included one of the
following terms: charitable trust, foundation,
endowment, and fund. Finally, we reviewed
flagged cases to determine whether the organi-

zation met our definition for being a foundation:

“an organization whose primary activity is to
raise and distribute funds for charitable pur-
poses.” If the organization met the definition,
we coded it as a foundation.®

Through this process, we identified 33,627 addi-
tional foundations, bringing the total number
of foundations in the dataset to 41,331 (24%).
Based on this analysis and calculations using
data on the entire nonprofit sector, which
includes nonprofits that do not e-file, there are
approximately 300,000 public foundations in the
United States.” However, because some founda-
tions have not distributed funds for charitable
purposes for several years, we restricted our
analysis to only “active” foundations — founda-
tions that have distributed at least one grant in
the previous five years. In our dataset, 25,027 of
the foundations meet this condition.

Identifying Faith-Based Foundations

After identifying the subset of active foun-
dations, to differentiate between secular and
faith-based foundations, we examined how

those organizations described themselves in
their name and mission statement. According to
Chaves (2002), “The most straightforward oper-
ationalization of an organization’s religiousness
probably is that it self-identifies as such by hav-
ing a religious marker in its formal name ...
and/or religious language in its formal mission
statement” (p. 1537). Most scholars agree on

the general boundary demarcating secular and
faith-based organizations: secular organizations
have no explicit identification with religion,
while faith-based organizations do (Bielefeld &
Cleveland, 2013). Consequently, we searched the
organizations’ name and mission statement, as
reported on their Form 990, for religious iden-
tity markers.

To do so, we used a dictionary compiled by
Ressler and colleagues (2020), which contains
935 religious terms. If a foundation’s name or
mission statement contains any term in that
dictionary, we coded it as faith-based.” We also
followed the steps prescribed by Ressler et al.
to identify potential “false positive” indicators
(i.e., religious terms that might not indicate a
religious identity in particular contexts) — for
example, instances where the term “saint” refers
to the name of the city in which the foundation
is located (e.g., Saint Paul, Minnesota) rather
than the name of a religious saint after whom
the organization is named. Among the 25,027
active foundations we analyzed, we identified
4,333 (17%) as faith-based, and in 2015, those
foundations contributed at least $8 billion to
charitable causes."

Although every foundation we coded as “faith-
based” indicated a religious identity, these
organizations vary widely in their level of
religiosity. For example, some foundations are
deeply shaped by faith values and limit their staff,
population served, and/or activities according

8No congregations met these conditions; however, stand-alone congregational foundations (e.g., the First United Methodist
Church of Waco Foundation, EIN: 74-2410127) that met these conditions were coded as foundations.

’Data retrieved from GuideStar.org on 9/7/2021 indicate that there are approximately 1.3 million 501(c)(3) organizations in the
United States. These supplemental data and calculations are available upon request.

*We also coded any foundation categorized as an NTEE X (religion-related) organization as “faith-based,” regardless of

whether its name or mission statement contains a religious term.

" The total contribution amount is based on data only from e-filers. It does not include contributions made by faith-based

foundations that filed by mail.
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Although every foundation
we coded as “faith-based”
indicated a religious identity,
these organizations vary
widely in their level of
religiosity. For example, some
foundations are deeply shaped
by faith values and limit their
staff, population served, and/
or activities according to
religious principles, whereas
others were founded by faith
inspiration but are no longer
quided by religious principles
in their day-to-day operation.

to religious principles, whereas others were
founded by faith inspiration but are no longer
guided by religious principles in their day-to-day
operation (Goldsmith et al., 2006). A foundation’s
religiosity may influence its mission statement;
sources of funding and affiliations with specific
religious traditions; the religious commitments
of its board, staff, and volunteers; and the amount
of religious referencing in its facilities, materials,
funding priorities, and goals (Fulton, 2020).

Comparing Faith-Based
and Secular Foundations

After differentiating between faith-based and
secular foundations, we compared their charac-
teristics. Prior research and theories related to
religion and philanthropy suggest that a number
of organizational characteristics that could be
impacted by having a religious identity: age of
foundation, number of employees, total reve-
nue and sources of revenue, assets, fundraising

expenses, amount given in grants and the geo-
graphic location of the grantees.'?

 Age of foundation: Many of the first charities
established in the United States had religious
affiliations (Hall, 2006). Thus, we expected
the average age of faith-based foundations to
be greater than that of secular foundations.

o Number of employees: Because religious
people tend to volunteer more than nonreli-
gious people (Lim & MacGregor, 2012), we
expected the average number of employees
to be lower for faith-based foundations than
secular foundations.

 Total annual revenue/assets: Similarly, because
religious households tend to give more
money to charities than secular households
(Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011; Osili et al., 2021),
we expected faith-based foundations to have
greater average annual revenue and assets
than secular foundations.

* Received no funding from government sources/
amount of revenue from nongovernment sources:
Given the separation of church and state
and the challenges associated with govern-
ment funding for faith-based organizations
(Kennedy & Bielefeld, 2002), we expected
faith-based foundations to be more likely to
receive no funding from government sources
and to generate a greater amount of revenue
from nongovernment sources.

o Total amount given in grants: If faith-based
foundations have more revenue and assets
than secular foundations, we would expect
them to distribute more money in grants.

o Amount given to foreign grantees: Considering
religious people’s predilection for giving
to international aid efforts (Schnable, 2015;
Austin et al. 2022; Gazley et al. 2022), we
expected faith-based foundations, compared
to secular foundations, to distribute more
grant funds to foreign grantees.

2 The scope of characteristics we can analyze is constrained by the data available on Form 990s.
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of Faith-Based and Secular Public Foundations

Overall

Mean

Active public foundations

Age of foundation (years) 28.67
No employees 0.65
Number of employees2® 31.09
Has a conflict of interest policy 0.70
Has a whistleblower policy 0.50
Has a document retention policy 0.53

Total annual revenue (x $100,000)° 28.16
Received no funding from government sources 0.90
Amount of revenue from government sources 797
(x $100,000)** ’

Amount of revenue from nongovernment 17.65
sources (x $100,000)2° ’

Total assets (x $100,000)° 112.85

Total annual expenses (x $100,000)® 24.21
Proportion spent on operating and

L X 0.14
administrative expenses
Amount spent on fundraising (x $1,000)2® 219.15

Total amount given in grants (x $100,000)>® 11.66
Amount given to domestic grantees 10.85
(x $100,000)®

Gave funding to foreign grantees 0.32
Amount given to foreign grantees (x $100,000)** 7.83

Total Secular Mean
N Mean Difference

25,027 0.17 4,333 0.83 20,694

25,027 IL.85 4,333 28.1 20,694 3.24%**
25,027 0.70 4,333 0.64 20,694 0.06***
8,750 47.81 1,318 28.12 7,432 19.69***
25,027 0.69 4,333 0.70 20,694 -0.01
25,027 0.49 4,333 0.50 20,694 -0.01
25,027 0.52 4,333 0.53 20,694 -0.01
24,781 31.05 4,267 27.55 20,514 3.50*
25,027 0.94 4,333 0.89 20,694 0.05***
2,573 10.26 270 7.70 2,303 2.56**
22,144 20.98 3,625 17.00 18,519 3.98***
25,019 134.49 4,330 108.31 20,689 26.18***
25,026 27.28 4,333 23.56 20,693 3.72**
24,934 0.14 4,316 0.14 20,618 0.00
11,636 265.91 1,803 210.58 9,833 55.33***
22,827 13.72 4,005 11.22 18,822 2.50***
21,524 12.00 3,514 10.63 18,010 1.37*
7,705 0.50 1,615 0.28 6,090 0.22***
2,498 11.70 812 5.97 1,686 5.73***

Note: Includes all public foundations that e-filed a Form 990 in 2015 and gave at least one grant in the previous five years.

2 Among foundations that reported a value greater than O for this variable.

®The top 1% of the values have been winsorized to reduce the influence of extremely large values.

*p <0.001;**p<0.01; * p < 0.05

Our analysis also included the following organi-
zational characteristics commonly examined in
philanthropic research and where religious iden-
tity may be influential: (1) proportion spent on
operating and administrative expenses (the ratio
of operating and administrative expenses to
total expenses), (2) amount spent on fundraising,
and (3) whether the organization has a policy
governing conflicts of interest, whistleblowers,
or document retention.

To reduce the influence of extremely large
values and maintain easy interpretation of the
results, we winsorized the top 1% of the values

for number of employees, total annual revenue,
amount of revenue from government sources,
amount of revenue from nongovernment
sources, total assets, total annual expenses,
amount spent on fundraising, total amount
given in grants, amount given to domestic
grantees, and amount given to foreign grantees
(Ghosh & Vogt, 2012). Analysis performed on the
nonwinsorized sample produced similar results.
Our analysis uses t-tests to examine whether

the mean values for the faith-based foundation
characteristics differ significantly from the mean
values for the secular foundations. (See Table 1.)

The Foundation Review // Vol 14:1 27
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Faith-based foundations

tend to be older, generate a
greater annual revenue, and
have more assets than secular
foundations, which suggests
that many are well-established
entities and operate with a
high level of professionalism.

The t-test results indicate that compared to
secular foundations, faith-based foundations
tend to be older, generate more revenue, and
have more assets. Meanwhile, faith-based
foundations are less likely to receive money
from government sources; however, among
foundations that receive government funding,
faith-based foundations tend to receive more
than secular foundations. In addition, although
faith-based foundations are more likely to have
no employees, among foundations that have any
employees, faith-based foundations tend to have
more employees than secular foundations. At
the same time, the proportion of total expenses
faith-based and secular foundations devote to
administrative costs do not differ significantly.
Faith-based and secular foundations show no
difference in whether they have conflict-of-in-
terest, whistleblower, or document retention
policies. Finally, while faith-based foundations
tend to have greater total expenses and spend
more money on fundraising, they also tend to
distribute more money in grants and are more
likely to give to foreign grantees.

Discussion

The analysis reveals the prevalence and scale
of public faith-based funders across the phil-
anthropic landscape, showing a substantial
contingent of faith-based public foundations:
approximately 52,000 in total, 32,000 of which

are active foundations, comprising 17% of all
public foundations in the United States. These
findings indicate that faith-based foundations
comprise a meaningful segment of the nonprofit
sector and that they that differ from their secular
counterparts along several important dimen-
sions. Faith-based foundations tend to be older,
generate a greater annual revenue, and have
more assets than secular foundations, which
suggests that many are well-established entities
and operate with a high level of professionalism.
Additionally, the analysis indicates that faith-
based and secular foundations share similar
administrative standards, which suggests that
they learn could from exchanging ideas and best
practices with each other.

As we laid out in the introduction, the wave

of secularization over the last century led to

a generalized cultural association, which is
especially strong in the field of philanthropy, of
“secular” with “professional” and “faith-based”
with “unprofessional.” Nevertheless, the per-
ceived disconnect between professionalism and
religion has led some faith-based foundations

to minimize their own religious identity and
made some secular foundations uneasy about
working with faith-based organizations (Ralph,
2021). This disconnect can result in substantially
reduced giving to faith-based organizations,
even when those grantees are the best candi-
dates to complete the work that foundations
want to do, and in mistrust between secular and
faith-based organizations (Fulton, 2020; Ressler
et al., 2020; Townes et al., 2012).” Other studies
have already shown this avoidance to be harm-
ful to foundations, grantees, and populations
served (Eckhart Queenan et al., 2021). If the ten-
dency to avoid faith-based organizations is, even
in part, due to a widespread assumption that
philanthropy is “secular,” the existence of a sub-
stantial number of high-performing faith-based
foundations may impact the field’s practice of
distancing itself from faith-based grantees.

1¥In 2019, when the Inclusive America Project at the Aspen Institute surveyed funders known to have previously funded faith-
based grantees, one responded, “We don’t fund that.” This respondent failed to recognize where faith already existed in their
portfolio. That kind of recognition failure can have devastating impacts on organizations at the receiving end of funder dollars.
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Additionally, understanding the enduring
relationships between religion and philan-
thropy, and between religion and the society
philanthropy aims to improve, can help secular
foundations increase their effectiveness and
impact. Religion continues to be influential in
public life, democratic engagement, and social
and cultural movements in the United States
and around the world (Fulton & Wood, 2018).
Further, shifting U.S. demographic trends show
religious diversity increasing and the percent-
age of adherents of non-Christian faiths rising
(Cox, 2020; Fulton & Wood, 2017). Given this
increasing religious diversity, understanding the
role of religion and religious values in defining
and shaping the “common good,” along with
the political and cultural implications of these
diverse conceptions, is critical to sustaining a
pluralistic democracy (Wood & Fulton, 2015).
To better support highly religious populations,
staff at secular foundations could learn to part-
ner effectively with the faith-based nonprofits
that serve those populations.

More generally, funders across the board would
do well to increase their adaptive capacity to
meet the unique funding challenges of this par-
ticularly fraught cultural and political era (Allan
& DuPree, 2018). One source of information
about navigating these challenges lies in the
sizable contingent of faith-based foundations

that we identify. Previous research has also iden-

tified “philanthropy-consulting partnerships” as
a strategy to alleviate initial hesitancy or uncer-
tainty between foundations and grantees with
nuanced or complex identities and missions (Irie
et al., 2015). Finally, avoiding the topic of reli-
gion in the philanthropic sector prevents a full
understanding of it. The ebb and flow of social
movements, such as secularization and the rise
of politicized religion, will continue to impact
future rounds of tax policy-making that broadly
affect the philanthropic community.

Future Research

Along with helping to explore how religion
and faith-based foundations shape the phil-
anthropic field, our research uncovering the
prevalence and scale of faith-based foundations
in the United States lays the groundwork for

[U]nderstanding the enduring
relationships between religion
and philanthropy, and between
religion and the society
philanthropy aims to improve,
can help secular foundations
increase their effectiveness
and impact.

future research in several areas. Now that the
field is identified, researchers can investigate
the types of issues and organizations these
grantmakers support by reviewing their lists of
publicly reported grantees. For example, they
could assess whether faith-based foundations
give exclusively to faith-based nonprofits, and
whether secular foundations exclude faith-based
nonprofits as potential grantees.

This study can help scholars analyze relation-
ships between religion and philanthropy, help
grantmakers assess foundations through a faith-
based-secular grid, and help grantees identify
funders who share a similar orientation toward
religion. Future studies can identify the field

of private foundations, differentiate between
faith-based and secular private foundations,

and compare their characteristics. Additional
extensions of this research include performing
qualitative research on the self-identification of
faith-based or secular organizations as compared
with their identification here, investigating other
types of organizational identities (e.g., based on
political orientation or demographic composi-
tion), and analyzing how a foundation’s identity
shapes its organizational and grantmaking prac-
tices. For example, future research could explore
correlations between a foundation’s identity and
the identity of its grantees.

Conclusion

This article identifies the field of public founda-
tions beyond just NTEE T organizations, and
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provides an important lens through which to
examine this field and better understand simi-
larities and differences among faith-based and
secular foundations. Not only do faith-based
foundations appear to be more established than
secular foundations, they comprise a mean-
ingful segment of the field. We identify 17% of
public foundations as faith-based and show that
compared to secular foundations, faith-based
foundations tend to be older, generate more
revenue, and have more assets. In 2015 alone,
these foundations contributed at least $8 billion
to their causes. Our analysis also indicates that
faith-based foundations are less likely to receive
money from the government but that, among
foundations that receive government funding,
faith-based foundations tend to receive more
than secular foundations. In addition, although
faith-based foundations are more likely to have
no employees, among foundations that have
any employees, faith-based foundations tend to
have more employees than secular foundations.
While faith-based foundations tend to have
greater total expenses and spend more money
on fundraising, they also tend to distribute more
money in grants and are more likely to give to
foreign grantees. Regarding common measures
of professionalism, faith-based and secular
foundations show no significant differences.
Specifically, both types of organizations are
equally likely to have conflict-of-interest, whis-
tleblower, and document retention policies, and
they allocate approximately the same proportion
of their expenses to administrative costs.

Overall, this study reveals the meaningful pres-
ence of faith-based foundations, indicates the
scale of their impact, and underscores religion’s
enduring and significant influence in the philan-
thropic sector.
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