
Is there more than anecdotal evidence about the human and social 
services that congregations and faith-based agencies offer? What is the
impact of these services upon communities and individuals? And in what
ways are Pittsburgh’s congregations contributing to the social welfare of
those in need within the metropolitan area?  

The Forbes Funds commissioned Buchanan Ingersoll PC to survey
Allegheny County’s congregations and related faith-based agencies to
determine what level of services they are already providing to families
and individuals. Working in cooperation with Dr. Carol DeVita at the
Urban Institute’s Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy, and Dr. Hide
Yamatani at the University of Pittsburgh, attorneys Gregg Behr and
Melanie DiPietro designed a 4-page survey consisting of 34 questions.
This survey was distributed, in November 2001, and again in January
2002, to 1133 congregations within Allegheny County. The list of 
congregations to which surveys were sent was obtained from American
Church Lists, Inc., then cross-referenced against local telephone and
denominational directories. Two hundred seventy-six unique congrega-
tions responded, yielding a response rate of 24.4%. This response rate
compares favorably with other congregational surveys, as reflected by
the Urban Institute’s yield of 24.2% for a similar survey conducted in
Washington, DC. 

It must be emphasized that what follows is not an analysis of the 
efficacy of faith-based programs in Allegheny County, but rather a 
census-like survey about how congregations are contributing to
Pittsburgh’s social service infrastructure. Indeed, the basic premise 
of this report is to understand “What’s going on?”

The brief answer to that question, at least in descriptive terms, is that
the services supported by Pittsburgh’s congregations generally mimic
those provided by congregations in other urban areas.

NATIONALLY: CONGREGATIONS AND RELATED
FAITH-BASED AGENCIES
Public attention to congregations and faith-based agencies as problem-solvers is not a “new thing.” What is new is that leadership
within the highest levels of state and federal government particularly encourages public contracting with faith-based service
providers. 

Policymakers turned their attention to faith-based agencies as providers of social services with the passage of what has come to 
be known as “charitable choice,” one component of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act.1

Charitable choice has since been expanded to include a range of federal programs, such as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(1996); Welfare-to-Work formula grants (1997); Community Services Block Grants (1998); and drug abuse treatment programs (2000). 

Shortly after assuming office, President George W. Bush established the Office of Faith-Based and Communities Initiatives, along
with five similar offices in the Departments of Education, Justice, Health and Human Services, Labor, and Housing and Urban
Development.2 These five departments have been tasked by the administration to contract with faith-based agencies nationwide.
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Certainly, this is already occurring at the state level. According
to a study published by the Government Accounting Office, as
of January 2002, “at least 19 states have contracted with faith-
based organizations to provide some welfare-related services.”3

Researchers, too, have begun to document the social service
programs of congregations and faith-based organizations. While
one national survey has identified the percentage of congregations
that participate in or support some type of social service program
to be as low as 58%, the great majority of congregational surveys
— typically conducted in urban areas — demonstrate that
between 85% and nearly 100% of congregations provide some
type of service.4 That finding is evident in Pittsburgh.

LOCALLY: CONGREGATIONS AND RELATED
FAITH-BASED AGENCIES IN PITTSBURGH
Two hundred seventy-six congregations responded to the survey
that was distributed by Buchanan Ingersoll PC to the 1133 
identified congregations in Allegheny County. Of the respondent
congregations, 153 are located within the city’s limits. Most of
the responding congregations are well-established. Among all
respondents, only 13% have operated for less than 25 years and
64% have operated for 75 years or more. Nineteen denominations
are represented among the respondents, but 5 denominations
account for 73% of the respondents: Presbyterian, Catholic,
Lutheran, Methodist, and Baptist. Further, many of the congre-
gations are small. Twenty-five percent of the respondents have
more than 500 members, but nearly 50% have less than 200.

Significantly, 88% of the responding congregations operate 
at least one social service program. This percentage compares
exactly with the percentage documented among 1376 congrega-
tions in Philadelphia.5 In Pittsburgh, 67% charge no fees for the
services they provide. This is due, in part, to the small size of
the programs. Reflecting their small size and limited resources,
approximately half of the responding congregations report that
they serve less than 100 people. Further, 83% operate programs
in only one delivery site.

With respect to capacity, 52% of the respondents report having
facilities to accommodate additional clients. This is significant,
as nearly 100% anticipate serving at least as many people this
year as they did last year. That said, 57% do not anticipate 
having enough staff to serve additional clients, and 67% do not
expect to be able raise more funds to serve additional clients.
The participation of volunteers is consequently critical for 
operating, and continuing to operate, such programs. It is thus
not surprising that 68% of the respondents report relying upon
20 or more volunteers. 

With respect to those served by congregations, 68% offer
social services to anyone in need. Only 13% limit services to
members only, and 19% provide services to those who meet 
certain requirements. Ninety-seven percent report that they
serve some low-income families and individuals. For nearly a
quarter of the respondents, virtually all of their clients are
regarded as low-income families and individuals (primarily
women and children), and more than half of the respondents,
have low-income case loads exceeding 70 percent of their
clients. Approximately 55% of the respondents turn away or
refer clients because they do not provide requested services, but
only 16% turn away or refer clients because they are operating
at full capacity.

Among the services provided by congregations, most services
can be categorized as emergency care (food, cash, clothing,
counseling) or nurturing activities (mentoring, parenting support,
parenting education). For the most part, congregations and related
faith-based agencies do not currently provide complex or 
professional social services, such as job training, respite care, 
or substance abuse treatment.

In comparison to the services offered by congregations else-
where, the types of services provided in Pittsburgh are not
remarkably different.

Approximately 50% of the respondents support their social
service programs with budgets amounting to less than $20,000,
and indeed, approximately one-third have operated such pro-
grams in recent years despite deficits. Most programs are small.
And most respondents receive funding support for their social
service programs from, not surprisingly, their congregations
(91%), individual donors (38%), and fees (21%). Little funding
has been available, or sought, from corporations, foundations
and government. For those that have received funding from
these sources, such funding has typically accounted for less than
10% of program expenses. That said, 36% of respondents
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expressed interest in applying for funding from government
sources. And, in a national survey of 1236 religious clergy, 36%
also answered that their congregations would apply for government
money to support human services if such money were available.9

NEXT STEPS
The Forbes Funds is embarking upon a three-year effort to assess
the capacity of Pittsburgh’s faith-based social services 
and to determine what, if any, capacity building strategies are
appropriate to assist these organizations in delivering high quality
services to our community. Our efforts will focus not only on
congregations, but on separately incorporated 501c3 organiza-
tions that are faith-based or faith-related. We are particularly
interested in questions such as:

• What types of services are provided by these organizations?
• What, if anything, is unique about the services provided 

by these organization or the manner in which these services
are provided?

• Do these organizations fill a particular niche in the social
service infrastructure?

• How sophisticated are the management and governance
systems that support these services?

• Do these organizations perceive a need for targeted capacity
building activities to enhance their ability to serve the needs
of the community?

As research continues locally to deepen understanding about
congregation-based social services, as well as the services offered
by separately incorporated faith-based agencies, it is critical for
researchers, policymakers, and citizens to engage in dialogue
about what is known and about what must still be learned.
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