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Does Government Funding Suppress
Nonprofits’ Political Activity?
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University of Arizona

Laura Stephens
University of Arizona

Joseph Galaskiewicz
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Autonomy from the state has been considered a core feature of American civil society,
and understanding the consequences of perceived threats to that autonomy has been a
central theme in social and political theory. We engage this theme by examining a
specific question: What is the effect of government funding on nonprofit organizations’
political activity? Extant theory and research identify some mechanisms by which
government funding might reduce nonprofit political activity and other mechanisms by
which government funding might enhance such activity. We investigate this relationship

with two data sets: a national sample of religious congregations and a longitudinal

sample of nonprofit organizations in Minneapolis—St. Paul. Results across these data sets
are consistent and compelling: The relationship between government funding and
nonprofit political activity is either positive or null; government funding does not

suppress nonprofit political activity.

t least since de Tocqueville, autonomy from

the state has been considered a core feature
of American civil society and a source of its
many virtues. Recent historical and sociologi-
cal research, however, shows that civil society
and the state are deeply intertwined (Salamon
1995; Skocpol 1999; Smith and Lipsky 1993).
Indeed, from some perspectives, it is more accu-
rate to say that at least parts of civil society are
dependent on the state rather than autonomous
from it, prompting questions about the conse-
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quences of that dependence for the nature and
functioning of civil society. But “dependence”
and “autonomy,”’ not to mention “civil society,”
are vague concepts that require specification to
develop sound knowledge about the conse-
quences for civil society of more or less depend-
ence on or autonomy from the state. We
contribute to knowledge about this relationship
by focusing on a specific sector of civil socie-
ty (nonprofit organizations), a specific form of
dependence on the state (government funding),
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and a specific type of consequence that might
flow from variations in dependence on govern-
ment (amount of political activity).

Many nonprofit organizations depend on gov-
ernment funding, and this financial depend-
ence on public money has increased in recent
decades as more government funded services are
delivered via grants and contracts with non-
governmental organizations.! In 1997, govern-
ment funding accounted for 37 percent of the
nonprofit sector’s revenue, up from 31 percent
in 1977 (Salamon 2002). The extent of this
financial dependence on government varies
considerably across types of nonprofit organi-
zations, but few types receive no government
funding. Even among religious congregations,
3 percent receive government money in support
of social service activity (Chaves 1999). There
is a substantial empirical and normative litera-
ture on the nature and implications of financial
connections between government and nonprof-
it organizations (Boris and Steuerle 1999;
Grenbjerg 1993; Salamon 1995; Smith and
Lipsky 1993).

Nonprofit organizations also play an impor-
tant advocacy role in American civil society
(Berry 2003; Boris and Krehely 2002; Jenkins
1987; Reid 1999). They have provided a vehi-
cle, at least somewhat distinct from corpora-
tions, government, and political parties, through
which individuals voice concerns and attempt
to exert collective influence on political process-
es. Nonprofit advocacy takes many forms,
including litigating, lobbying, researching, pub-
lishing, testifying, and organizing collective
actions. Political activity is the primary pur-
pose of some nonprofit organizations, such as
the National Rifle Association or the National
Organization for Women. But many other non-
profit organizations, whose primary purpose is

!In this paper, “nonprofit organization” refers to
the “religious, educational, charitable, scientific, and
literary” organizations encompassed by category
501(c)(3) of the United States tax code and therefore
eligible to receive tax deductible contributions.
Conceptually, religious congregations are “nonprof-
it” because they are eligible for tax deductible con-
tributions, even if they are not officially registered as
501(c)(3) organizations with the Internal Revenue
Service. Approximately three quarters of congrega-
tions have formal 501(c)(3) status, either through
their denominations or on their own.

something other than political advocacy (e.g.,
social service agencies or religious congrega-
tions), also engage in political activity on occa-
sion. We focus here on the latter type of
organization: nonprofits whose primary pur-
pose is something other than political activity.?

Substantial government support of nonprof-
it organizations raises important questions about
the consequences of this support for nonprof-
its’ political activity. Are government funding
and political activity competing or comple-
mentary features of nonprofit organizations?
Do government-supported nonprofits engage
in politics as actively as those nonprofit organ-
izations that do not receive government sup-
port? Most broadly, does the current trajectory
of welfare-state development toward contract-
ing out services rather than providing them
directly threaten to undermine historically
important forms of nonprofit-based political
activity in American society? Understanding
the nature of American civil society, especial-
ly in the context of substantial contracting out
of government functions and ongoing concern
about declining civic engagement and political
participation, requires answering these ques-
tions about the consequences of financial
dependence on government for political activ-
ity in the nonprofit sector.

This issue has been particularly visible in
debates over the current Bush Administration’s
“faith-based” or “charitable choice” initiatives
aimed at redirecting public funds to further sup-
port congregations’ and other religious organ-
izations’ social service activities. Some critics
of these initiatives have expressed concern that
increased availability of public funds for reli-
gious organizations’ social service activity will
dampen religious organizations’ “prophetic
voice” by increasing their financial depend-
ence on government (e.g., Wallis 2001). This
concern is a special case of the more general
concern expressed by Salamon (1995) that gov-
ernment funding might threaten nonprofit
organizations with a “loss of autonomy or inde-

2 In terms of Internal Revenue Service categories,
our focus is on 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations, not
on 501(c)(4) nonprofit organizations. The latter are
tax exempt, but contributions to them are not tax
deductible, and nonpartisan political activity may be
the organization’s exclusive activity.
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pendence, particularly [with] dilution of the
sector’s advocacy role” (p. 103). Our investi-
gation of government funding’s effect on non-
profit political activity is motivated, on the one
hand, by general theoretical interest in the inter-
play between the nonprofit sector’s advocacy
role and its deep entanglement with govern-
ment and, on the other hand, by a specific pol-
icy debate about the consequences for religious
organizations’ political activities of potentially
increased access to government funding. Our
results speak both to this specific debate and to
deeper and more longstanding theoretical issues
concerning the consequences for civil society of
more or less autonomy from the state.

Despite its theoretical and policy importance,
little systematic research has focused on the
relationship between government funding and
nonprofit political activity. This connection has
been explored directly only through case stud-
ies (e.g., Fish 1973; Harris 2001; Helfgot 1974;
Nowland-Foreman 1998), small-N compara-
tive case studies (e.g., Gittell 1980; Kramer
1981; Kramer and Grossman 1987), and one
survey of nonprofits large enough to submit
financial returns to the IRS (Berry 2003).3 The
connection has been explored indirectly through
surveys of nonprofit board members’ individ-
ual political activity (O’Regan and Oster 2002)
and surveys of executive directors’ subjective
assessments of how government funding affects
their organizations’ autonomy (e.g., Netting
1982; Monsma 1996).# Claims of any sort about
the relationship between government funding
and nonprofit political activity currently rest

3 Only 42 percent of all organizations registered
with the IRS as 501(c)(3) nonprofits submit finan-
cial returns. In Indiana, the only state for which rel-
evant comparisons have been made, the nonprofits
submitting financial returns constitute only 10 per-
cent of the total nonprofit population (Grenbjerg
2002:1747, 1772). Nonprofit organizations with less
than $5,000 in annual revenue are not required to reg-
ister with the IRS; organizations with less than
$25,000 in annual revenue are not required to sub-
mit a financial return (Form 990). Religious con-
gregations are not required to register or submit
financial returns whatever their size.

4The initial wave of this research (e.g., Fish 1973;
Gittell 1980; Helfgot 1974) examined the dilemmas
of political activity faced by 1960s’ community
organizations that received public funds.

on a very thin empirical base. We examine the
relationship between government funding and
nonprofit political activity by measuring the
key variables in two organizational samples,
each of which represents the full size range of
the relevant population (not just the biggest
organizations), and each of which enables us to
assess this relationship in the presence of rele-
vant statistical controls. One of these samples
is a panel study, which allows us to introduce a
longitudinal dimension in our analysis.

We begin by drawing on existing theory and
research to build a simple theoretical model of
the relationship between government funding
and levels of nonprofit political activity.
Although the existing literature helps us to iden-
tify plausible mechanisms by which govern-
ment funding might affect nonprofit political
activity, it does not yield an unambiguous
answer to a basic question about the direction
of that relationship: Does government funding
suppress, enhance, or have no effect on non-
profits’ political activity? We address this ques-
tion with a nationally representative sample of
religious congregations and a longitudinal rep-
resentative sample of nonprofit organizations in
Minneapolis—St. Paul. We obtain strikingly con-
sistent results.

BACKGROUND AND THEORY

Investigating the relationship between govern-
ment funding and nonprofit political activity is
complicated by variation in the goals nonprof-
it organizations pursue through political activ-
ity, the tactics they employ in pursuit of those
goals, and the types of nonprofit organization
engaging in political activity. Nonprofit organ-
izations might use letter-writing and telephone
campaigns directed at legislators to advocate on
behalf of an interest group; they might testify
at legislative hearings or mobilize individuals to
demonstrate at a state capitol to influence pol-
icy on behalf of a client population that they
serve; they might promote a particular mission
by supporting or resisting particular policies or
legislative agendas; they might engage in non-
partisan public education around political issues;
they might endorse political candidates; or they
might sponsor demonstrations and marches.
Although this is not an exhaustive list of the
political activities in which nonprofits might
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engage, it illustrates the range of goals, tactics,
and organizational types encompassed by non-
profit political activity. We might expect gov-
ernment funding to have different consequences
across types of nonprofit organizations, politi-
cal goals, and tactics.

We focus on nonprofit organizations whose
primary purpose is something other than polit-
ical activity or advocacy, but this restriction
still leaves substantial variation in organiza-
tional types and in political goals and tactics. We
are not able to comprehensively study the effects
of government funding on every type of polit-
ical activity across every type of nonprofit
organization. We are, however, able to measure
arange of political activities among a variety of
types of nonprofit organization. Since distin-
guishing among different types of political activ-
ities and different types of nonprofits does not,
within the limits of our data and measures, pro-
duce importantly different results, we will, in
this section, use an undifferentiated concept of
“political activity” and an undifferentiated cat-
egory of “nonprofit organization” rather than
distinguish specific types of political activity
and specific sorts of organizations.

How GOVERNMENT FUNDING MIGHT
SuUPPRESS NONPROFIT POLITICAL ACTIVITY

RESOURCE DEPENDENCE. The most obvious
and direct mechanism by which government
funding might suppress nonprofits’ political
activity is straightforward, don’t-bite-the-hand-
that-feeds-you resource dependence. That is,
nonprofits that depend on government for part
of their livelihood might refrain from opposi-
tional political activity or advocacy not wel-
comed by that funding source. As Wolch (1990)
put it: “As public funding becomes more cen-
tral to organizational survival, these groups may
be essentially co-opted and become quiescent”
(p. 215). This clearly happens in some times and
places. Harris (2001), for example, traced the
relative passivity of some of Chicago’s major
African American churches during the Civil
Rights Movement to their financial dependence
on Mayor Richard Daley’s patronage, noting
that the mayor “used the largess of federal
monies designated for Johnson’s War on Poverty
and the city’s department of Human Services to
undermine clergy dissent” (p. 153). And non-
profit executives sometimes report examples

of outright punishment for advocacy by such
means as reducing the number of clients referred
to the agency, excluding the organization from
important meetings, and discontinuing grant
support (Ryan, Miller, and Weiss 2002:14).

Instances of outright punishment (or threat of
punishment) by government funders for politi-
cal activity may be rare, but that rarity does not
prevent nonprofit executives from worrying
about the potential negative consequences of
political activity. Nonprofit leaders sometimes
express both anxiety over the loss of autonomy
they fear will come with government money and
fear that their political activity will drive away
government funders (Monsma 1996; Netting
1982; Reid 1999:301-2). One case study
described an organization that eventually split
into two separate organizations—one for polit-
ical advocacy and the other to receive govern-
ment funding—because of perceived “tensions
between [the organization’s] history of advoca-
cy and its role as a government contractor”
(Stone 1996:79). The organization wanted to
continue its political work, but it “was obvi-
ously reluctant to bite the hand that fed them,
as one interviewee reported” (p. 79). And a
recently produced pamphlet intended to help
religious organizations assess whether they
should pursue government funds in support of
social service activity simply asserts without
comment that one of the down sides of doing so
is that government money “undermines the tra-
ditional role of religion as prophetic critic of
government; like every other government-sub-
sidized group, religion will be less likely to bite
the hand that feeds it” (Keeping the Faith,
n.d.:4). There are many such examples (also,
Berry 2003:74,106; Hudson 2002:412). They
show that at least some nonprofit leaders fear
that confrontational political activity will endan-
ger their government funding. In the presence
of this assumption, government funding will
suppress at least some types of nonprofit polit-
ical activity, and that suppression will occur
even if the assumption is unjustified because
actual instances of retribution in response to
political activity are rare.

Resource dependence also operates more
subtly than via punishment or fear of punish-
ment for unwelcome political activity.
Government funding causes several sorts of
changes in nonprofit organizational structure
and behavior; it shifts board composition and
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increases complexity, formalization, profes-
sionalization, and bureaucratization (Froelich
1999; Grenbjerg 1993; Kramer 1981; Smith
and Lipsky 1993; Stone 1996). These changes
occur as organizations reorient themselves
toward their government funders, acquiring or
creating the technical expertise and adminis-
trative infrastructure necessary to secure, man-
age, and sustain that funding. Similarly, the
case study literature contains examples of non-
profit organizations reducing their political
activity because they redirect organizational
attention and energy away from advocacy and
toward activities necessary to sustain the gov-
ernment funding on which they depend. A qual-
itative study of nonprofits in Cuyahoga County,
Ohio, for example, found that increased gov-
ernment funding led nonprofits to redirect atten-
tion, energy, and resources away from service
delivery and advocacy and toward administra-
tive activities such as grant-writing, fundraising,
and documenting the community’s need for
services. In this way, increased nonprofit
reliance on government funding “was changing
the nature of their services; it had substantial-
ly diminished their capacity to be political”
(Alexander, Nank, and Stivers 1999:460). A
qualitative study of rape crisis centers and bat-
tered women’s shelters, to give another exam-
ple, found that government funding
professionalized these organizations and, in the
process, “undermined the distinctively private
and ideological character of these programs,”
changing them from agencies that “openly chal-
lenged the established political and profession-
al order” to organizations with “more educated,
more experienced staff, more client equity, and
greater standardization of services” (Smith
1989:227; also see Matthews 1994). These
examples illustrate how the formalization and
professionalization that accompany government
funding can move nonprofit organizations away
from political advocacy.

A resource dependence perspective thus sug-
gests at least two paths by which government
funding might reduce nonprofits’ political activ-
ity: via fear of punishment for unwelcome polit-
ical activity, and via redirecting organizational
attention, energy, and resources away from polit-
ical activity and toward administrative activities
made necessary by government funding. This
latter mechanism can be understood as a type
of coercive isomorphism by which resource

dependence, rather than law, pressures organi-
zations to act in a certain way. Unlike the don’t-
bite-the-hand-that-feeds-you mechanism, this
latter mechanism also implies that government
funding would reduce political activity of all
sorts, not just activity that challenges the fun-
der.

COMPLEX LEGAL ENVIRONMENT. Legal rules—
and, more subtly, (mis)perceptions of legal
rules—also might produce a negative relation-
ship between government funding and non-
profit political activity, and one by which all
sorts of political activity would be negatively
affected, not just activities that directly challenge
the funder. There are legal limits on the extent
to which organizations granted 501(c)(3) status
by the United States Internal Revenue Service
(and therefore eligible to receive tax deductible
donations) may engage in political activity,
whether or not they receive government funds.
Some activities, such as supporting or opposing
candidates running for office, are completely
prohibited; other activities, such as lobbying, are
permitted as long as they are not a “substantial”
part of an organization’s activities; still other
activities, such as public education or voter reg-
istration, may be pursued without limits.

The regulatory situation is more complex for
nonprofit organizations receiving government
funds. By IRS rules these organizations may not
use government funds to directly support lob-
bying, but they still may engage in lobbying
that is supported by other funds. Additional lay-
ers of regulation emanate from the Office of
Management and Budget, from funding agen-
cies, and from state and local authorities. This
legal environment is both uncertain and com-
plex. Recent Congresses, for example, have
considered, but so far have failed to pass, leg-
islation that would prohibit all political advocacy
by any nonprofit recipient of government
grants.’

3 Motivated by the belief that existing law does not
sufficiently regulate nonprofits’ political activity,
legislators have attempted to further limit the polit-
ical voice of nonprofits, especially those receiving
government funds (Brody and Cordes 1999:159, 162;
Reid 1999:316-8). The Istook Amendment, which
would further constrain lobbying by organizations
receiving government grants, is the best known exam-
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Sometimes legal rules have directly coercive
consequences for organizations’ political activ-
ity. Jenkins (1987), for example, describes 1960s
Community Action Projects, which “found that
federal support was restricted to particular serv-
ices and imposed strict fiscal controls that fre-
quently collided with advocacy and indigenous
mobilization efforts” (p. 304). But beyond the
directly coercive effect of anti-advocacy rules
attached to government funding streams, the
complexities and uncertainties inherent in the
legal environment governing the political activ-
ity of nonprofit organizations may decrease in
a more subtle way the political activity of gov-
ernment-funded nonprofit organizations con-
templating political activity. It is rare for a
nonprofit organization to face legal sanction
because of its political activity, but, as with
beliefs that political activity might threaten gov-
ernment funding via retribution, it is common
for nonprofit executives and board members to
believe that accepting government funding legal-
ly restricts their political activity more than it
actually does.

The widespread worry among nonprofit lead-
ers about the legality of a publicly funded organ-
ization engaging in political activity is evident
in surveys of nonprofit executives, in case stud-
ies, and in the literature and discourse produced
by and for nonprofits. A 2000 survey of exec-
utives in nonprofits that filed financial returns
with the IRS found that two-thirds (68 percent)
wrongly believed that their organizations were
not allowed to lobby if part of their funding
came from the government (Berry 2003).
Follow-up interviews with some of these exec-
utives confirmed the survey results. One exec-
utive’s comment was typical both for being
incorrect and for being asserted with confi-
dence: “[We can’t] be involved in lobbying as
a nonprofit because we receive government
grants” (Berry 2003:59-60).

A case study of an organization devoted to
helping mentally retarded children makes clear
that the executive director and the board simply

ple of such an effort. It was first introduced to
Congress in 1995. For more detailed discussion of the
complex legal environment governing nonprofit
organizations’ political activities, see Reid (1999),
Brody and Cordes (1999), and Berry (2003). Our dis-
cussion of the legal environment is based on these
three sources.

assumed that accepting state money meant that
it had to curtail its political advocacy. Both
board members and top managers apparently
believed that the organization faced a dilemma:
“[H]ow could it lead advocacy efforts against the
cuts [in the state’s spending on community pro-
grams] and still receive more than $4.0 million
dollars from the state?” (Stone 1996:75). They
eventually resolved this dilemma by splitting
into two organizations—one that would engage
in political activity and one that would hold the
state contracts.® Perhaps more telling, the Annie
E. Casey Foundation sponsored a report called
Tips on Advocacy for Publicly Funded
Nonprofits. This report, explicitly aimed at com-
munity groups attracted to political activity but
“worried that speaking out will . . . endanger
your government contracts or nonprofit status,”
asserts: “Many agencies that use government
money to provide services are concerned that
speaking up will endanger their legal status or
put philanthropic and government funding in
jeopardy” (Duitch n.d.:2-3). Furthermore, some
nonprofits that intend to engage in politics
decline to accept government funds because
they believe the funds will threaten their advo-
cacy. This is illustrated by the founder of a
child-advocacy group in Ohio who noted that his
organization “won’t accept government funds
[because] we want to be a pure voice for chil-
dren” (Hallett 2002:1C).

In the spring of 2003, uncertainty about the
legal rules governing the political activity of
publicly funded nonprofits was evident in a
controversy over what political activities are
permitted by the nonprofit operators of feder-
ally funded Head Start programs. In the midst
of debate in Congress about reauthorization of
Head Start, an associate commissioner of the
Head Start Bureau in the United States
Department of Health and Human Services
wrote to all local Head Start programs inform-
ing them that, “Your political activities are gov-
erned and, in many ways, restricted or limited
by Federal law,” and telling them that an advo-
cacy group’s effort to encourage Head Start

6 This is the same schismatic organization men-
tioned earlier. This example illustrates that resource
dependence and legal ambiguity may reinforce each
other in pushing government-funded organizations
away from political activity.
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providers to speak out against aspects of the pro-
posed reauthorization “appears to encourage
Head Start programs to use Head Start program
funds and/or staff in a manner that is in direct
violation of the laws that govern your political
activities” (Hill 2003). The advocacy group in
question, the National Head Start Association
(NHSA), is a nonprofit association of Head
Start providers. The president of that association
responded with a letter stating that, contrary to
the commissioner’s warning, “there is no
‘restriction or limitation’. . . on a Head Start pro-
gram or its staff, parents, or board members
from expressing views on legislation to
Members of Congress . . . provided they do not
use federal funds in expressing those views.”
She declared that the commissioner’s letter has
“had the effect of chilling the exercise of free
expression by Head Start programs and their
representatives” (Greene 2003).

This example nicely illustrates both aspects
of the causal path produced by legal complex-
ity. On the one hand, public funding carries
with it some real legal restrictions on an orga-
nization’s political activity. On the other hand,
there is widespread misunderstanding about
just what those restrictions are, and that mis-
understanding, especially when exploited by
interested actors, induces political caution by
nonprofits. The above exchange clearly assumes
that Head Start providers’ beliefs about the legal
rules attached to their federal funding directly
affect their political activity, and it assumes fur-
ther that many providers believe that they would
be wise to refrain from such activity. The asso-
ciate commissioner is trying to reinforce that
belief; the NHSA president is trying to count-
er it.

Many examples exist, but these few suffice
to establish the dual point that government-sup-
ported organizations are in a more restrictive
legal environment than are other nonprofits
when it comes to political activity, and, more
importantly, the legal complexities and uncer-
tainties in this arena sometimes cause leaders of
publicly funded nonprofits to believe that the
legal environment is more restrictive than it
really is (also see Reid 1999:301). The conse-
quence is enhanced caution about political activ-
ity in the presence of government funding. This
causal pathway rests on what nonprofit leaders
(who weigh the costs and benefits of organiza-
tional political action) believe about the poten-

tial negative consequences of such action for
their organizations, and it will operate even if
those beliefs are unfounded and alarmist.”

How GOVERNMENT FUNDING MIGHT
ENHANCE NONPROFIT POLITICAL ACTIVITY

Kramer (1987) identified several features of
government—nonprofit relations that might be
expected to mitigate the suppressing effect of
government funding on nonprofit political activ-
ity. These include: “the payment-for-service
form of most transactions, which involves less
control than grants or subsidies; the diversity of
voluntary agency income sources, which lessens
dependency on any one; the countervailing
power of a voluntary agency oligopsony (few
sellers) of a service required by a government
agency for its clients; political influence of the
voluntary agency; and the lack of incentives
and capacity for stricter accountability by gov-
ernment” (p. 247). Some of these circumstances,
and others not part of this list, might go beyond
merely mitigating the potential negative effects
of government funding on political activity to
set in motion causal chains by which govern-
ment funding actually enhances nonprofit polit-
ical activity. We focus on two such mechanisms.

MONETARY SELF-INTEREST. Nonprofit leaders
whose organizations receive government fund-
ing have an objective incentive to increase their
participation in the political process to protect
or enhance their own funding streams or other-
wise improve their working conditions. Of
course, nonprofit organizations often advocate
on behalf of their client populations whether or
not they receive government support to serve
those populations. But the incentive to engage
in political advocacy increases when organiza-
tions receive government funding because many,
perhaps most, policy changes aimed at improv-
ing the lives of clients also will augment the
organization’s resource environment. Nonprofit
organizations, like other sorts of organizations,

7 There also is substantial misunderstanding among
nonprofit leaders concerning the limits placed on
nonprofit political activity simply by virtue of being
501(c)(3) organizations, whatever their funding
sources. See Berry (2003) for an assessment of this
phenomenon.



GOVERNMENT FUNDING AND NONPROFITS’ POLITICAL ACTIVITY 299

do not necessarily react passively to their
resource environments; they attempt to shape
and control those environments. When a gov-
ernment funder is an important part of that envi-
ronment, we might therefore expect political
activity to increase (Galaskiewicz 1985:292).3

The case study literature documents that this
incentive operates at least in some times and
places. In their study of several dozen San
Francisco nonprofits, Kramer and Grossman
(1987) observed that it was “‘exceedingly diffi-
cult [for government] not to renew a contract if
the provider . . . can mobilize community sup-
port” (p. 43). Mobilizing “hundreds of elderly
or disabled clients to pack a legislative cham-
ber” helped these nonprofits press for addi-
tional government funds and more favorable
payment systems (Kramer and Grossman
1987:46). Smith (1999) described a politically
active social service organization that receives
70 percent of its budget from government and
whose “legislative priorities focus on obtaining
rate increases for its programs” (p. 196).
Nowland-Foreman (1998) studied a nonprofit
organization whose government support “did
not stop [it from] taking part (and sometimes
taking a lead) in lobbying the government, not
just or even mainly for its own grants but also
about legislation that affected the people it
served” (pp. 108-9). Fish (1973) examined a
Chicago community organization that engaged
intensively in various kinds of political action
to obtain and protect its federal funding. Even
if a nonprofit organization’s government fund-
ing is straightforward political patronage,
involvement in patronage networks might dis-
courage political activity critical of the patron
at the same time as it encourages political activ-
ity—voter registration drives, candidate rallies,

8 Another version of this argument could be devel-
oped by adapting Mueller’s (1979:156) account of the
“budget-maximizing bureaucrat” who faces many
incentives to seek government money beyond what
is needed to provide services. If additional public
money is available, this budget-maximizing bureau-
crat will devote resources (that is, the organization
will engage in lobbying and other political activity)
in an effort to secure it. Mueller developed this con-
cept with respect to government bureaucrats seeking
money for their agencies from legislatures, but it
seems applicable to nonprofit executives as well.

and so on—in support of the patron’s political
machine (Harris 2001). There are many such
examples. Receiving government funding clear-
ly creates an incentive for nonprofit political
activity, and nonprofit organizations sometimes
act on that incentive.

GOVERNMENT DEPENDENCE ON NONPROFITS.
Resource dependency between government and
nonprofits can be a two-way street. Even if a
nonprofit is dependent on government for its
funding, government agencies may also depend
on that organization to deliver needed services.
Government agencies responsible for managing
grants and contracts need qualified and capable
nongovernmental partners with which to con-
tract. If the number of such partners is limited
in a given community or in a given arena, the
situation is one of mutual dependence between
government and the nonprofit organization(s)
that can deliver the service. In a study that quan-
tified the extent of perceived resource depend-
ence between nonprofit organizations and the
state of New York, Saidel (1991) found that
“public-sector agencies and nonprofit sector
organizations reported virtually identical [lev-
els of] resource dependence on each other” (p.
546). In case studies of nonprofit contracting in
San Francisco, Kramer and Grossman (1987)
found that “more often than not, government is
confronted . . . by a market condition in which
there are relatively few sellers of social servic-
es that government is mandated to supply” (p.
36). In situations of mutual dependence, both
government and nonprofits control resources
valuable to the other, neither can dominate the
other, and government agencies and nonprofit
organizations approach each other on more
equal terms. Government agencies are less like-
ly to punish unwelcome political activity by
terminating contracts, and, moreover, govern-
ment supported nonprofits have an incentive
to engage in political activity that other non-
profits lack. When government is dependent
on its nonprofit contractees, government-fund-
ed organizations will be more effective than
they otherwise might be at using political activ-
ity to promote themselves, their clients, or their
mission.
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SUMMARY

We surely have not identified every mecha-
nism by which government funding might
increase or decrease nonprofit political activi-
ty.? The mechanisms we have identified, how-
ever, ought to be sufficient to conclude that, even
as government funding sets in motion process-
es likely to decrease nonprofits’ political activ-
ities, it also sets in motion processes likely to
increase such activities. Which set of process-
es outweighs the other, in the aggregate, forms
the empirical question we address.

Figure 1 summarizes the mechanisms dis-
cussed above. Government funding sets two
competing causal paths in motion. One, the
path through arrows a and b in Figure 1, will
tend to decrease nonprofit political activity; the
other path, through arrows c and d in Figure 1,
will tend to increase nonprofit political activi-
ty. Theory and research about nonprofit organ-
izations imply that both of these paths are
operative, but no extant research establishes the
relative strength of these paths. We do not have
adequate measures of relevant intervening vari-
ables, so we cannot assess the relative impor-
tance of the specific mechanisms associated
with each path, nor can we estimate the mag-
nitude of the effects associated with arrows a
through d. We have drawn a black box around
this part of the diagram to indicate that we are
unable to investigate its inner workings.

We are able, however, to observe covariation
between the government funding going into this
box and the nonprofit political activity coming

9 One additional mechanism by which govern-
ment funding might enhance nonprofit political activ-
ity is direct government funding of activism. This
mechanism does not seem important in the 1980s and
1990s, when our data were collected, but we mention
it here because of its historical importance. Several
War on Poverty federal programs of the 1960s, such
as the Community Action Program and the Legal
Services Program, set out to directly fund commu-
nity organizing and advocacy efforts in poor neigh-
borhoods (Haveman 1977). In recent decades, the
federal government has been more concerned about
limiting nonprofit political activity than facilitating
it, though in the 1990s, “rights-oriented advocacy
groups” large enough to report their activity to the
IRS still received, on average, 26 percent of their rev-
enue from government (Boris and Mosher-Williams
1998:496).

out of the box, and so we can assess whether the
path by which government funding suppresses
nonprofit political activity is stronger, weaker,
or balanced by the path by which government
funding enhances nonprofit political activity. In
terms of Figure 1, our empirical task is to deter-
mine whether the sign attached to arrow e is
negative, positive, or null.

Assessing the total effect of government fund-
ing on the likelihood of engaging in political
activity is complicated, of course, by prior vari-
ables that might produce a spurious correlation
between government funding and political activ-
ity. The most important prior variable, repre-
sented at the bottom of Figure 1, is the
underlying inclination of an organization to
engage civil society, political processes, and
the state. This sort of inclination could lead
organizations both to seek government funds
and to engage in more political activity, and it
could produce a positive correlation between
these two organizational behaviors, even when
there is no causal connection between them. It
also could produce a null correlation, even if the
true causal effect is negative.

Our analyses address this concern in three
ways. First, and most directly, in each data set
we construct a community involvement scale
intended to proxy an organization’s underlying
tendency to engage with civil society, political
processes, and the state, and we include that
variable as a control in all analyses. This is a
strong control in regressions of political activ-
ity on government funding, and including it
increases our confidence that any observed pos-
itive or null effects of government funding on
political activity are not spuriously produced by
prior variables operating in a situation where the
true causal effect is negative. Second, we know
a fair amount about which types of nonprofit
organization are more or less likely to manifest
a tendency toward community involvement, and
we draw on that knowledge to introduce addi-
tional relevant control variables. Third, we
exploit the longitudinal nature of the
Minneapolis—St. Paul data by controlling for
political activity at time 1, thereby investigating
whether receiving government funds at time 1
predicts change in political activity at time 2.
These longitudinal data also enable us to address
the question of causal order.

Another sort of selectivity process might
push the correlation between government fund-
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Organizational Pursuit of Activities Government Will Fund

Figure 1. The Relationship between Government Funding and Nonprofit Political Activity

ing and political activity in a negative direction.
Since government funds are more likely to
directly support services than to encourage
advocacy, government-supported nonprofits
might be less politically engaged simply because
politically inactive organizations self-select into
government funding streams—not because gov-
ernment funding sets in motion any of the causal
paths we describe above. We are less concerned
with this sort of self-selection. If we have mis-
specified our models by omitting variables that
measure an organization’s prior tendency to
both seek government funds and refrain from
political activity, then our government funding
coefficients would be biased downward and the
effects of government funding would be more
positive than we observe. This possibility does
not threaten our substantive conclusions.

We analyze the relationship between gov-
ernment funding and nonprofit political activ-
ity in two distinct data sets: a national sample
of congregations and a longitudinal sample of
Minneapolis—St. Paul nonprofits in several sec-
tors. These data concern very different organi-
zational populations, and they measure political

activity and government funding in different
ways. The results they yield, however, are strik-
ingly consistent.

ANALYSIS

GOVERNMENT FUNDING AND POLITICAL
ACTIVITY AMONG CONGREGATIONS

SamMpLE. This analysis uses data from the
National Congregations Study (NCS), a sur-
vey of a nationally representative sample of
religious congregations in the United States.
The NCS gathered data via a 60-minute inter-
view with one key informant—a minister, priest,
rabbi, or other leader—from 1,236 congrega-
tions. The cooperation rate was 85 percent; the
response rate was 80 percent.

The probability that a congregation appears
in this sample is proportional to its size. Because
congregations entered the sample by being
named by respondents to the 1998 General
Social Survey (GSS) who attend religious serv-
ices, larger congregations are more likely to
appear in the sample than are smaller congre-
gations. Some congregations were nominated by
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more than one GSS respondent. Weighted only
to account for duplicate nominations, univari-
ate statistics from the NCS describe the char-
acteristics of congregations in terms of the
numbers of religious service attendees who
attend congregations with those characteristics.
In this case each attendee is given equal weight.
When the data are weighted inversely propor-
tional to congregation size, however, each con-
gregation is given equal weight, regardless of its
size, and univariate statistics describe the char-
acteristics of congregations as establishments.
Both kinds of numbers are substantively inter-
esting, and we report descriptive statistics from
both the individual and congregation perspec-
tives.!?

DEPENDENT VARIABLES. The NCS contains
data on eight types of political activity: (1)
whether people at worship services have been
told, within the past 12 months, of opportuni-
ties for political activity, including petitioning
campaigns, lobbying, or demonstrating; (2)
whether voter guides have ever been distrib-
uted to people through the congregation; (3)
whether the congregation had a group, meeting,
class, or event, within the past 12 months, to
organize or participate in a demonstration or
march to support or oppose a public issue or pol-
icy, (4) to register people to vote, (5) to discuss
politics, or (6) to organize or participate in
efforts to lobby elected officials of any sort;
and whether, within the past 12 months, (7) an
elected official or (8) anyone running for office
spoke to the congregation. All of these vari-
ables are dichotomously coded.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES. Our key independ-
ent variable is whether a congregation received
any funds from local, state, or federal govern-
ment in support of their social service activi-
ties.!! Overall, 3 percent of congregations
received government funds in 1998 in support
of their social service activities.

10 See Chaves et al. (1999) for more details about
NCS data and methods.

11 Analyses using the percentage of a congrega-
tion’s operating budget coming from government
sources as the key independent variable yield results
substantively similar to those reported here.

As noted earlier, we wish to control for con-
gregations’ underlying inclination to engage
with the world around them, which would make
them more likely both to receive funds from
government and to be politically active. In an
attempt to directly control for a congregation’s
underlying tendency to engage with its com-
munity, we construct a community involvement
measure that is the first factor extracted from a
factor analysis of seven variables: (1) the num-
ber of social service programs sponsored by
the congregation, (2) whether the congregation
has planned or conducted an assessment of
community needs, (3) whether someone from a
social service agency has been a visiting speak-
er, (4) whether the congregation has held an
event to organize or encourage people to do
volunteer work, (5) whether an academic or
professor has been a visiting speaker, (6)
whether an outside group, program, or event has
used space in the congregation’s building, and
(7) whether the congregation has conducted or
used a community survey.'? A value of 0 on this
measure means that a congregation has an aver-
age level of community involvement as reflect-
ed by these seven activities; a value of 1 means
that its level of community involvement is one
standard deviation above the average.

We also control for a variety of other con-
gregational characteristics related to congrega-
tions’ inclination to seek government money
and be politically active. Liberal and moderate
Protestant congregations are more likely to be
civically engaged than are conservative and
evangelical Protestant congregations; Catholic
congregations fall in between (Chaves 2004,
chap. 4). Consequently, we distinguish among
three religious traditions: Roman Catholic, mod-
erate/liberal Protestant, and conservative/evan-
gelical Protestant. The distinction between
moderate/liberal and conservative/evangelical
moderate Protestants is drawn in standard fash-
ion.1?

12 Bach of these items asked about the congrega-
tion’s activity over the past year.

13 The largest groups in the moderate/liberal
Protestant category are: United Methodist Church,
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Episcopal Church,
and United Church of Christ. The largest groups in
the conservative/evangelical Protestant category are:
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These categories, based on denominational
affiliation, do not exhaust the religious differ-
ences associated with congregations’ underly-
ing tendency to engage the world around them.
Another indicator of religious culture that cross-
cuts these religious traditions is a congrega-
tion’s theological orientation, measured by the
following item: “Theologically speaking, would
your congregation be considered more on the
conservative side, more on the liberal side, or
right in the middle?” Although much of the lib-
eral/conservative variation among congrega-
tions is represented by differences in
denomination-based religious traditions, there
also is substantial theological variation within
denominations. This variation, over and above
denominational affiliation, is associated with a
congregation’s likelihood of being civically
engaged: Self-described liberal congregations
are more engaged than are self-described con-
servative congregations, whatever their denom-
inations. We therefore include as controls two
dummy variables based on this item.

We also know from previous research that
predominantly African American congregations
are more likely than are predominantly white
congregations to be engaged in certain key
kinds of political activities, and they also are
more likely to be open to government collabo-
ration and funding (Beyerlein and Chaves 2003;
Chaves 1999). We therefore include a control for
a congregation’s racial composition: a dichoto-
mous variable coded 1 for all congregations in
which at least 80 percent of the regular partic-
ipants are African American.

Congregations are aggregations of individu-
als as well as more or less formally constituted
organizations. Since it is likely that congrega-
tions’ activities largely reflect the preferences
and activities of the people in them, it is impor-
tant to control variables known to be associat-

Southern Baptist Convention, Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod, and Assemblies of God.
There are 50 congregations in the NCS that are either
non-Christian or of indeterminate religious affiliation.
This set of 50 congregations includes Jewish syna-
gogues, Moslem mosques, and Buddhist temples, as
well as other types of congregations. A dummy vari-
able indicating this non-Christian category is includ-
ed in the models, but we do not report its coefficient
because the heterogeneity in the category renders
the coefficient substantively meaningless.

ed with more civically engaged individuals.
Relevant variables include the percent of a con-
gregation’s people with four-year college or
higher degrees (logged), with household
incomes over $100,000 in 1998 (logged), who
are under age 35 (logged), and who are over age
60 (logged). We also include dummy variables
indicating location in the south or in a city.

Finally, congregations with more organiza-
tional capacity are more likely both to seek gov-
ernment funding and be politically active, so we
include controls indicating several aspects of
organizational capacity: size (logged number
of regular participants), founding date, and
whether the head clergyperson has at least a
four-year college degree.

ANALYSIS STRATEGY. We estimate eight logis-
tic regressions. Each model uses all cases with
nonmissing data on the dependent variable.
When there are missing data on independent
variables, mean values (in the case of continu-
ous variables) or zeros (in the case of dummy
variables) are substituted. Missing value indi-
cators are then included in each model to con-
firm that this strategy does not affect the
substantive results.!4

The logistic regressions use nonweighted
data, and we used diagnostic tests recommend-
ed by Winship and Radbill (1994) to look for
misspecification error related to the probabili-
ty-proportional-to-size feature of the sample.
These tests indicated that, although interaction
terms involving size should be included in sev-
eral of our models, the coefficients attached to
the government-funding variable are never sub-
stantively altered by including these interac-
tions. Including all of these terms would
unnecessarily complicate the presentation of
our results, so we leave them out.

REesuLTS. Table 1 presents bivariate crosstab-
ulations comparing the rate of engagement in
political activity among congregations with and
without government funds. The first two
columns present this comparison for individu-
als in religious congregations (that is, weight-

14 Models that exclude all cases with missing data
on any variable yield results substantively similar to
those reported below.
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Table 1. Congregations’ Political Activity by Receipt of Government Funds: National Congregations Study,

1998

People in Congregations

Congregations of
Each Funding Type
that also Do
Political Activity (%)

of Each Funding Type
that also Do
Political Activity (%)

With Without With Without
Government Government Government Government
Variable Funding Funding Funding Funding
Told people at worship services about opportunities 64** 36 34 26
for political activity
Have ever distributed voter guides 43* 26 13 17
Have had a group, meeting, class or event to:
Organize or participate in a demonstration or 52%* 21 31 9
march
Get people registered to vote 36** 11 13
Discuss politics 41%* 12 6 7
Organize or participate in efforts to lobby elected 39x* 11 6 5
officials of any sort
Have had as a visiting speaker:
Someone running for office 16** 6 19 4
An elected government official 33*x 12 13 6
Participated in at least one of the above eight 86** 60 59 41

political activities

Note: Chi-square tests were performed only for the differences in the “percent of people” part of the table. The
numbers in the “percent of congregations” part of the table use data weighted to undo the probability-proportion-
al-to-size feature of the NCS sample. It is not appropriate to calculate chi-square tests for data weighted in this

way.
* p <.05;** p<.01

ing the data only to account for duplicate nom-
inations of congregations); the second two
columns present the comparison for religious
congregations as organizational units without
respect to size (that is, applying a weight that
undoes the probability-proportional-to-size
nature of the sample). The picture is clear. On
all eight items, people in congregations that
receive government funds are significantly more
likely than are people in congregations without
such funding to be from congregations that also
engage in that kind of political activity. In every
case the difference is sizeable and statistically
significant. The table’s bottom line tells the
basic story. Eighty-six percent of people in con-
gregations with government funds are from
congregations that engaged in at least one of
these political activities, compared with only 60
percent of people in congregations without gov-
ernment funds.

The picture does not change much when we
look at congregations as organizational units

without respect to size. Here, 59 percent of con-
gregations with government funds have engaged
in at least one of these political activities, com-
pared with only 41 percent of congregations
without government funds. The bivariate dif-
ference remains substantial for 5 of the 8
items.!> Overall, congregations with govern-
ment funding appear to be more engaged in
politics than do congregations without such
funding.

This basic pattern is sustained by the multi-
variate results reported in Table 2. There is
much that is interesting in this table, but the pri-
mary results, and the ones relevant for our argu-
ment, appear in the first row. Receiving
government funding for social service activity

15 A substantially reduced difference when apply-
ing the weight indicates an interaction between size
and receipt of government funds in their relationship
with those particular political activities.
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does not make congregations less politically
active, even when controlling for a variety of rel-
evant prior variables, including a community
involvement scale that is strongly associated
with each political activity.!® All the government
funding coefficients are positive; four are sig-
nificant at least at the p < .05 level. A fifth
coefficient (in the “political opportunities”
model) approaches significance (p = .065). And
the magnitude of these effects is notable:
Controlling for other things, congregations
receiving government funds are more than three
times more likely to organize a demonstration
or march, for example, than are congregations
without government funds.

Interpreted liberally, these results suggest
that, at least for the political activities we have
measured, congregations receiving government
funding engage in more political activity than
do congregations receiving no government fund-
ing, even with relevant variables controlled.
Interpreted more conservatively, this set of
results makes clear that congregations receiv-
ing government funding engage in ro less polit-
ical activity than congregations without that
support. There is no evidence here that gov-
ernment funding of human service activities
suppresses congregation-based political activ-

1ty.

GOVERNMENT FUNDING AND POLITICAL
AcTivity AMONG TwiN Ciry NONPROFITS

SAMPLE. This analysis uses data from a longi-
tudinal study of 501(c)(3) organizations in the
Minneapolis—St. Paul metropolitan area. In
1980, Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld (1998) drew
a one-in-five stratified systematic sample of
326 nonprofits headquartered in the Twin Cities
metropolitan area. The sampling frame was
developed using the Cumulative List of
Organizations published by the Internal
Revenue Service; neither congregations nor pri-
vate foundations were included in the sampling
frame. Data were obtained from 229 organiza-
tions, a response rate of 70 percent. Researchers
returned to the field in 1984, 1988, 1992, and
1994, interviewing 201, 174, 162, and 156 panel

16 Including the community involvement scale in
the models reduces the magnitude of the govern-
ment funding coefficient, on average, by 25 percent.

survivors, respectively. Face-to-face interviews
were conducted with the chief executive officer
or top administrator of each organization. Those
organizations that were small and/or new were
most likely to leave the panel (see Galaskiewicz
and Bielefeld 1998 for more detail on this data).

DEPENDENT VARIABLES. Two indicators of non-
profits’ political activity are available in these
data. Our primary dependent variable is the
yes/no response to an item asking whether the
organization “had engaged in lobbying efforts
on your own” in the previous four years. This
question was asked in 1984, 1988, and 1992. In
1994, respondents were asked about lobbying
over the past two years. The question was not
asked in 1980. In 1984, 1988, 1992, and 1994,
23 percent, 24 percent, 23 percent, and 29 per-
cent of informants, respectively, said that their
organization had engaged in lobbying during the
relevant time interval.

The other measure of nonprofits’ political
activity is a scale ranging from 0 to 3, indicat-
ing whether organizations had launched major
public or community relations efforts aimed at
politicians, government agencies, or legislative
bodies. Informants reported the presence or
absence of efforts for each of these three targets;
the scale sums “yes” responses (yes = 1). This
measure is available only for 1984 and 1988.17

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES. As in the congre-
gations analysis above, the key independent
variable is receipt of government funding.
Organizational informants reported the amounts
of money their organization received from city,
county, state, and federal sources for 1979,
1980, 1983, 1984, 1987, 1988, 1991, 1992,
1993, and 1994. Grants and contracts were
included, but reimbursements for Medicaid or
Medicare were not. The amounts received were
converted into 1994 dollars, and two-year aver-
ages were calculated to smooth year-to-year
fluctuations. Thus we have data on the amount
of money each organization received from four
different government sources for five two-year

17 The mean of this political activity scale is .831
(SD =1.13) for 1984 and .977 (SD = 1.18) for 1988.
The reliability coefficients (alphas) are .792 for 1984
and .784 for 1988.
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Elected Official
as Speaker
.801**
(.123)
1.259
(4.297)
725.023
1,211

Candidate as
Speaker
T24%%*

171
4.212

(6.192)
404.096
1,210

676+*
(127
3.003
(4.399)
697.044
1,229

3%
(.124)
252
(4.297)
722.674

Discuss Politics Group to Lobby
1,231

T81%+
(122)

2605
1,230

Voter
Registration
(4.708)

708.325

Group to
Demonstrate
.680**
(.101)
-4.500
(3.792)
989.135
1,228

Distribute Voter
Guides
375%*

(.085)
-6.374

(3.282)
1291.565
1,225

AT6%
(.079)
944
(2.879)
1465.020
1,224

Political
Opportunities

(Continued.)
Community Involvement Scale

-2 log likelihood
Congregations (N)

Constant

Independent Variables

Table 2.
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periods: 1979-1980, 1983-1984, 1987-1988,
1991-1992, and 1993—1994. Forty-three percent
of organizations received government support
in 1979-1980, 47 percent in 1983-1984, 48
percent in 1987-1988, 52 percent in 1991-1992,
and 53 percent in 1993-1994.

We use these data to construct three measures
of government support: a dummy variable indi-
cating if the organization received any public
money, a continuous variable indicating the per-
cent of an organization’s budget coming from
government sources, and a continuous variable
indicating the absolute dollar amount received
from government sources. '8

As in the congregational analysis, it is impor-
tant to control for variation in nonprofits’ under-
lying inclination to engage with the state. For
1984 and 1988, we construct a community
involvement scale from items asking about
major public or community relations efforts
directed at the general public, community lead-
ers, non-government funders, or the local media.
Each of these targets was asked about sepa-
rately, and the scale simply sums (range = 0 to
4) the number of targets at which efforts were
directed.!” Furthermore, we exploit the longi-
tudinal nature of these data by controlling
whether the organization lobbied (or directed
public relations efforts at government targets)
in the previous observation period.

We also control for other characteristics relat-
ed to an organization’s inclination to seek gov-
ernment money and be politically active. Most
important, we include two measures of organi-
zational capacity: size (dollar expenditures in
millions) and age.

The organizations in this data set operate in
a wide range of functional arenas, and they
serve different populations. It seems likely that
the connection between government funding
and political activity would work differently in
different subsectors of the nonprofit sector.
Health and welfare organizations, for example,

18 Analyses using a set of dummy variables dis-
tinguishing receipt of funds from federal, state, coun-
ty, and city sources yield results substantively similar
to those reported below.

19 The mean of this community involvement scale
is 1.76 (SD = 1.50) in 1984 and 1.80 (SD = 1.53) in
1988. The reliability coefficients (alphas) are .756 in
1984 and .781 in 1988.

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. The models include additional dummy variables indicating missing data on theological orientation, percent with BA degree,

percent rich, percent young, percent old, clergy education, founding date, government funding, and the community involvement scale.
2 The reference category is conservative Protestant. The set of dummy variables also includes a variable indicating a residual category that is not Roman Catholic, mainline

Protestant, or conservative Protestant. It is included in the models only so that the religious tradition reference category is meaningful; its coefficients are not reported.

b The reference category is theologically liberal.
¢ The reference category is non-college educated clergy. A dummy variable for no clergy is also included, but the coefficient is not reported.

* p <.05; ** p <.01 (two-tailed tests)
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are more likely than cultural organizations both
to receive government funding and be politically
active. And organizations serving clients or the
general public are more likely than organizations
serving members both to receive government
funding and be politically active. Member-ori-
ented organizations tend to be more insular.

To ensure that our results are not an artifact of
the mix of arenas and beneficiaries represented
in this particular data set, we use two sets of
dummy variable controls. One set represents
seven activity areas: health and welfare, educa-
tion, legal services, recreation, culture, science,
and housing and urban development.
Respondents were asked to rank these activity
areas in terms of organizational priorities; our
dummy variables are coded 1 if an organization
named that arena as “most important” to them.
Many organizations gave a rank of 1 to more than
one area, indicating that more than one area was
“most important.” Consequently, these seven
items are not mutually exclusive, so there is no
reference category. We have these data for all time
periods.

Respondents also were asked “who benefits
from the activities of your organization.”
Responses were coded into four categories: mem-
bers, clients/patients/students, the public, and
other/mixed.?® We represent this information
with three dummy variables, using member-serv-
ing organizations as the reference category.

20 In some years this question was open—ended; in
other years respondents were given specific response
categories.

RESULTS. Table 3 presents the bivariate rela-
tionship between government funding and lob-
bying activity by comparing, in each interval,
the organizations receiving government funds
with the organizations receiving no such funds.
Both for organizations that received government
funding and for those that did not at time 1, we
show the percentage of organizations that lobbied
between time 1 and time 2. It is clear that, except
for the 1988-1992 interval, organizations that had
public money were significantly and substan-
tively more likely to engage in lobbying activity
than those that did not have public support. The
relationship is in the same direction for the
1988-1992 interval, but the magnitude of the
difference is smaller and does not reach statisti-
cal significance.

Table 4 presents a series of logistic regressions
in which the dependent variables are the dichoto-
mous measures of lobbying in the years prior to
1984, 1988, 1992, and 1994. With one exception,
all predictor variables were lagged four years in the
first three sets of results and two years in the last
set of results. The exception is the community
involvement scale, which was not measured after
1988. For each time period, we estimated three
models: one in which the key independent variable
is a dummy variable representing the presence or
absence of government funding in the previous
period, one in which the key independent variable
is the percentage of revenue coming from gov-
ernment sources in the previous period, and one
in which the key independent variable is the
absolute dollar amount (in millions) coming from
government in the previous period. We emphasize

Table 3. Nonprofits’ Political Activity by Receipt of Government Funds: Nonprofit Organizations in

Minneapolis-St. Paul, 1980-1994

Public Funding  Lobbying between  Lobbying between Lobbying between  Lobbying between

Year in Stated Year 1980 and 1984 (%) 1984 and 1988 (%) 1988 and 1992 (%) 1992 and 1994 (%)
1980 No 13 (109)** — — —

Yes 35 (92) — o —
1984 No — 16 (88)* — —

Yes — 33 (86) — —
1988 No — — 20 (80) —

Yes — — 25 (80) —
1992 No - — — 17 (75)**

Yes — — — 40 (81)

Note: Numbers of cases appear in parentheses.
* p <.05; ** p <.01 (two-tailed tests)
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that these models include controls both for a gen- As in the congregational analysis, there is
eral tendency towards community involvement = much interesting detail in this table, but we
and (except for model 1) whether the organization ~ limit our attention to the findings (Table 4, first
lobbied in the previous period.?!

_ between 1976 and 1980 so we cannot include this
21 Recall that we do not have data on lobbying control in Model 1.

Table 4. Logistic Regressions of Public Charities’ Lobbying Activities on Government Funding Variables:
Nonprofit Organizations in Minneapolis-St. Paul, 1984-1994

Model 12 Model 22
Independent Variables Lobbying in 1984 Lobbying in 1988
Government Funding in Previous Period
Receives any government 1.006* — — .553 — —
funding (.417) (.502)
Percent of revenue from — .017** — — .013 —
public sources (.005) (.007)
Amount from public — — .143 — — 126
sources (in $ million) (.180) (.159)
Arena of Nonprofit Activity
Health / welfare .567 452 494 .681 442 708
(.691) (.688) (.676) (.731) (.748) (.731)
Education -.490 —456 —.438 157 .046 153
(.677) (.675) (.660) (.609) (.608) (.609)
Legal 2232 1.719 2.394 1.945 1.714 1.824
(1.339) (1.339) (1.412) (1.278) (1.309)  (1.305)
Recreation -7.429 -7.059 —7.338 1.165 1.106 1.053
(14.881) (15.396)  (15.282) (.958) (.958) (.949)
Culture -.515 =315 -259 —-.204 —-.047 -113
(.825) (.818) (.812) (.774) (.755) (.766)
Science —-.306 —.423 —-.252 127 -.174 154
(1.360) (1.446) (1.284) (1.673)  (1.802)  (1.608)
Housing .080 187 124 .144 —-.063 137
(.968) (.961) (.957) 977) (.996) (.986)
Intended Beneficiaries®
Clients -.618 -.614 —.480 .190 .099 329
(.632) (.649) (.620) (.933) (.927) (.903)
Public —-.553 —.685 -.501 1.541 1.492 1.561
(.709) (.730) (.695) (.952) (.950) (.945)
Mixed —-.149 -.085 -173 2.012*  2.142* 2.142*
(.782) (.784) (.768) (1.010)  (1.005) (.986)
Other Controls
Age -011 -.005 -.014 .006 .009 .005
(.011) (.011) (.013) (.010) (.010) (.011)
Expenditures (in millions) -.005 —-.002 -.009 .001 .004 .000
(.026) (.024) (.026) (.022) (.021) (.026)
Community involvement 461** A467** 525%* .394% 408* 410**
scaled (.145) (.145) (.142) (.155) (.158) (.155)
Lobbying in previous — — — 1.215%  1.115% 1.308**
period — — — (.477) (479) (471)
Constant —2.177** —2.178**  —1.854* —3.961** —3.876** —3.849**
(-804) (.802) (.772) (1.129) (1.136)  (1.141)
-2 log likelihood 170.797 166.388  176.217 150.853 146916 151.424
Number of organizations 198 198 198 173 172 173

(continued on next page)
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Table 4. (Continued.)

Independent Variables

Model 32

Lobbying in 1992

Model 4°

Lobbying in 1994

Government Funding in Previous Period

Receives any government
funding

Percent of revenue from
public sources

Amount from public
sources (in $ million)

Arena of Nonprofit Activity
Health / welfare

Education
Legal
Recreation
Culture
Science
Housing

Intended Beneficiaries®
Clients

Public
Mixed

Other Controls
Age

Expenditures (in millions)

Community involvement
scaled
Lobbying in previous
period
Constant

—2 log likelihood
Number of organizations

-381
(:564)

297
(.733)
—.666
(.693)
1.977
(1.123)
-2.262
(1.490)
-.966
(912)
4215
(20.897)
-.037
(1.075)

816
(1.575)
884
(1.612)
2.171
(1.650)

032+
(.010)
.003
(012)
359*
(173)
1.880%*
(.525)
~3.976*
(1.703)
116.696
157

—-.006
(.008)

280
(.732)
—624
(.691)
2.021
(1.141)
-2.366
(1.486)
~1.026
(.909)
-4.192

(21.004)

-014
(1.065)

938
(1.669)

930
(1.704)

2.190
(1.738)

031%*
(.010)
003
(012)
349*
(.168)
1.958**
(.536)
—4.093*
(1.785)

116.567

157

.001
(014)

333
(.733)
—477
(.685)
1.496
(1.042)
-2.135
(1.525)
~1.058
(.939)
-4.275
(21.047)
-333
(1.062)

727
(1.633)
777
(1.673)
2.090
(1.702)

.028**

(011)
001
(014)
289
(.164)

1.788%*

(.:529)

-3.971*

(1.753)

115.235

157

1730 —
(677)
— .007
(.010)
1207 1.041
(793)  (.767)
1.119 954
(716)  (.696)
-1.998  -1.529
(1.702)  (1.636)
-261  —829
(1.675)  (1.771)
680 971
(1.032)  (.967)
009  -.057
(1.569)  (1.647)
873 1339
(1.730)  (1.330)
~1.067 -1.086
(997)  (.970)
1397 1151
(890)  (.847)
082  -616
(1.893)  (1.861)
012 .005
(014)  (.761)
045 075
(.040)  (.080)
-.070 058
(734)  (.195)
4.192%*% 3.880%**
(764)  (.697)
—4.190%* -3.216%*
(1.245)  (1.093)
91.394  97.804
153 152

.095
(.:246)

1.114
(.759)
975
(.698)
-1.338
(1.587)
—880
(1.794)
1.042
(972)
-099
(1.637)
1.363
(1.323)

-1.036
(.956)
1.219
(.837)
-722

(1.853)

002
(.015)
075
(.089)
071
(.190)

3.848%*
(.688)
—3.170%*

(1.094)
98.394
153

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

2 Independent variables are lagged four years.
b Independent variables are lagged two years.
¢ The reference category is member-serving organizations.
4 The community involvement scale is measured only in 1984 and 1988. The 1984 value is used in Model 1; the
1988 value is used in the other models.

* p <.05; ** p <.01 (two-tailed tests)
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three rows) directly relevant for our argument.
In short, the effects of government funding on
the likelihood of nonprofit lobbying are either
significantly positive (3 coefficients) or null (9
coefficients). Whether expressed as a dummy
variable, as the percentage of an organization’s
budget, or as an absolute dollar amount, receiv-
ing government money at time 1 either has no

effect on the likelihood of lobbying in subse-
quent years, or it increases that likelihood.
Table 5 contains a similar analysis but uses
the count of public relations efforts aimed at
government targets in 1988 as the dependent
variable. The first three rows show that both the
percentage of an organization’s revenue that
comes from government and the absolute dol-

Table 5. OLS Regressions of Public Relations Efforts Aimed at Government Targets (1984—1988) on
Government Funding Variables: Nonprofit Organizations in Minneapolis-St. Paul

Independent Variables

Political Activity, 1984—1988

Government Funding in Previous Period:
Receives any government funding, 1984

Percent of revenue from public sources, 1984
Amount from public sources (in $ millions), 1984

Arena of Nonprofit Activity (1984)
Health / Welfare

Education
Legal
Recreation
Culture
Science
Housing

Intended Beneficiaries (1984)?
Clients

Public
Mixed

Other Controls
Age, 1980

Expenditures (in millions), 1984
Community involvement scale (1984-88)
Political activity, 1984

Constant

Adjusted R-square
Organizations (N)

231 — —
(.187)
— 010%* —
(.003)
— — 211%*
(.064)
095 ~136 —.003
(252) (.246) (242)
041 —.064 -013
(223) (215) (217)
300 074 047
(.534) (517) (.526)
217 114 134
(331) (318) (323)
—.480 -452 ~.507
(.289) (.268) (270)
793 582 742
(521) (.503) (.506)
878* 701* 765%
(341) (:329) (332)
.005 ~.087 026
(.259) (.244) (:243)
—.049 ~.108 -.069
(293) (278) (282)
245 234 282
(324) (307) (307)
-.003 -.002 -.007
(.004) (.004) (.004)
-.006 —.005 —.008
(.007) (.006) (.007)
390%* 383%* 386%*
(.053) (.051) (.051)
.194%* .109 181%+
(.073) (071) (.067)
—.048 120 134
(:330) (318) (325)
361 415 396
172 171 172

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.

2 The reference category is member-serving organizations.
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lar amount coming from government have sig-
nificant positive effects on public relations
efforts targeted at government.

All in all, these results are strikingly similar
to the results for religious congregations. There
is no evidence here that government funding of
human service activities suppresses nonprof-
its’ political activity. That relationship is either
positive or null.

The possibility remains, however, that receiv-
ing government money at time 1 in part reflects
an organization’s self-interested lobbying at a
previous point in time. We address this causal
order issue by estimating a set of multiple
regression equations in which the dependent
variables are (1) whether the organization
received public funds at time 2, (2) the total
amount of income at time 2 from public sources,
and (3) the percentage of income at time 2 from
public sources. In each time period, each of
these three dependent variables was regressed
on our lobbying indicator, and then on the scale
of government-directed public relations activi-
ty. That is, government income in 1984 was
regressed on the organization’s level of politi-
cal activity between 1980 and 1984, govern-
ment income in 1988 was regressed on the
organization’s level of political activity between
1984 and 1988, and so on. Control variables, all
measured at time 1, are the same as in previous
analyses, except that government funding meas-
ures at time 1 also are included. In all, we esti-
mated 24 equations: 3 indicators of government
funding regressed on each of 2 measures of
political activity in each of 4 time periods. The
results (table available upon request) do not
paint a clear picture about whether nonprofit
political activity is an effective tactic for increas-
ing government funding. In only 5 of the 24
equations did we find a significant (at the p <
.05 level) positive effect of lobbying on increas-
es in a public funding stream, 1 coefficient was
significantly negative, and the rest were null.
These results add to our confidence that the
positive effects of government funding report-
ed in Table 4 are not wholly produced by a
reversed causal order in which organizational
lobbying generates government funding for non-
profits, but there is a hint of reverse causation
that future research might profitably explore.

LIMITATIONS OF THE TWO ANALYSES

We find that government funding does not sup-
press nonprofit political activity in either the
Minneapolis—St. Paul sample or the congrega-
tions sample. Perhaps, however, we fail to find
evidence for suppression of this activity because
of limitations on our data and analysis. We con-
sider five potentially relevant limitations.

First, we measure only some types of politi-
cal activity—eight types of political activity for
congregations and two for noncongregational
nonprofits. It remains possible that government
funding suppresses political activities other than
the specific ones we measure. A second limi-
tation is related: We do not know the content of
any of this political activity, and so we are not
able to assess the extent to which nonprofit
political advocacy is narrowly self-interested
versus broadly public-spirited. Perhaps if we
were able to distinguish self-interested from
public-spirited activity we would find that gov-
ernment funding generally suppresses the latter
but not the former.

Although we measure only some types of
political activity, and although it remains pos-
sible that we have missed a type of political
activity that is suppressed by government fund-
ing, our measures cover a range of activities—
from lobbying to organizing demonstrations
and marches to sponsoring speeches by candi-
dates—and the consistency of our results across
all of these activities provides some confidence
that the patterns we observe here are not specific
to any particular kind of political activity.
Relatedly, although we have no direct knowl-
edge about the specific content of any of this
political activity, the results are no different for
activities, like organizing demonstrations or
marches, that seem more likely to be public-spir-
ited than self-interested. Moreover, the distinc-
tion between public-spirited and self-interested
action in the nonprofit arena can be difficult to
draw. If a nonprofit’s political activity increas-
es the funding stream flowing to that organiza-
tion, but that increased funding also means that
more meals are served, more beds are provid-
ed, more job-training classes are held, and so on,
it is not clear that such political activity should
be considered self-serving rather than public-
spirited. From this perspective, our lack of
knowledge about the content of these organi-
zations’ political activity seems less limiting
for our argument than it otherwise might.
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A third limitation is that, with the exception
of one ordinal scale, we measure only the pres-
ence or absence of each political activity, not the
extent of it. It remains possible that govern-
ment funding reduces the infensity with which
nonprofits engage in political activity without
reducing the likelihood that they do it at all.
However, if government funding in fact gener-
ally suppressed the intensity with which organ-
izations engaged in politics, it presumably would
reduce some levels of intensity to zero, and this
should have left a trace in our dichotomous
measures.

Fourth, we have presented results only on
linear relationships between the percentage of
a nonprofit’s revenue that comes from govern-
ment and the likelihood that the nonprofit pur-
sues political activity. But perhaps the effect of
government funding on nonprofit political activ-
ity becomes decreasingly positive (but never
negative) as organizational dependence on that
funding source increases; or perhaps the effect
of government funding on political activity actu-
ally becomes negative at high levels of organi-
zational dependence. We looked for these
nuances by including in our models either a
logarithmic transformation of the percentage-of-
revenue variable or its square, but we did not
find consistent evidence for any sort of curvi-
linearity in the relationship between the per-
centage of an organization’s revenue that comes
from government and its level of political activ-
ity. This may be because we do not have enough
organizations in either data set at high enough
levels of dependence on government funds to
discern curvilinearity.?? But even if curvilin-
earity exists when government funding levels are
extraordinarily high, our results show that at
levels of reliance on government funding char-
acterizing the vast majority of congregations and
noncongregational nonprofits, government
funding does not suppress political activity.

Fifth, we have data on noncongregational
nonprofits only from one metropolitan area.

22 In the congregations data, only 7 congregations
received more than 10 percent of their income from
government, and no congregation in this sample
received more than 27 percent of its annual income
from that source. In the Twin Cities data, only between
15 and 20 percent of organizations in each period
received more than two thirds of their income from
government.

Although we would not claim that the Twin
Cities are representative of American cities, and
although there is substantial variation across
cities in the structure of the nonprofit sector, we
do not see any reason to suppose that the key
relationships we examine here are peculiar to the
Twin Cities. Moreover, our argument does not
rest on the Twin Cities data alone. We rest our
argument on the consistency of results from
these two very different data sets, and across
several different political activities, nonprofit
subsectors, and types of government entity from
which nonprofits receive financial support. In
light of this consistency we are less concerned
than we might otherwise be about limitations
applying to either of these data sets if taken
alone.??

CONCLUSION

We have engaged the complex theme of the
nature and consequences of civil society’s auton-
omy from the state by examining one sector of
civil society (nonprofit organizations), one sort
of dependence on government (financial), and
one kind of consequence (political activity).
We described mechanisms by which govern-
ment funding might suppress nonprofit politi-
cal activity, and we described other mechanisms
by which public funding might enhance that
activity. Our results suggest either that these
competing mechanisms balance each other or
that the mechanisms by which public funding
enhances political activity are somewhat
stronger. Some observers believe that the
resource dependence and legal ambiguities that
come with government funding decrease non-
profit political activity, but government-funded
nonprofits also have incentives to be political-
ly active—incentives that, as we noted earlier,
encompass both self-interest and public spirit-
edness in ways difficult to disentangle. Add to
these incentives government’s dependency on
nonprofits to deliver services, and also add
other dynamics we have not elaborated, such as

23 We referred earlier to the 2000 survey of a
national sample of nonprofits large enough to file
financial information with the IRS. This survey also
found a null relationship between the percentage of
an organization’s budget coming from government
and the extent to which it lobbies government officials
(Berry 2003:90).



314 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

government’s need for nonprofit expertise when
it comes to formulating policy, and the result is
a set of forces that seems at least to balance the
resource dependencies, legal ambiguities, and
other factors that push in the opposite direction.
There is much to be said for “following the
money” and attending to the power inequities
produced by resource dependence. Nothing in
this study contradicts the sociological wisdom
that, all else equal, resource dependence reduces
the capacity for autonomous action. But all else
is not equal. When a nonprofit organization
receives government funding, forces other than
resource dependence are set in motion, and in
the presence of such forces, resource depend-
ence does not necessarily produce political qui-
escence. In this arena it appears to be a mistake
to infer loss of autonomy from resource depend-
ence.

Whatever the detailed operations of the mech-
anisms set in motion by government funding,
these mechanisms net out to either a positive or
anull effect on political activity. We are tempt-
ed to conclude that government funding in fact
enhances nonprofits’ political activity, but a
more cautious interpretation of our results is that
government funding does not suppress it. Yet
even this more cautious interpretation implies
that the nonprofit sector remains a viable vehi-
cle of citizen advocacy, even in the presence of
its increasing reliance on government funds to
carry out its core work. At least in the specific
manifestation we have examined, civil society’s
capacity for political action does not seem to be
reduced by its increased reliance on govern-
ment funding.

Our conclusion is not affected by our exclu-
sive focus on nonprofits whose primary purpose
is something other than politics—on 501(c)(3)
rather than 501(c)(4) organizations. By focus-
ing on 501(c)(3) organizations we surely have
understated the extent to which nonprofits
engage in political activity, but we do not see any
reason that this focus should undermine our
primary conclusion about the effect of govern-
ment funding on nonprofit political activity.
Indeed, it seems reasonable to conjecture that,
if government funding does not reduce politi-
cal activity among organizations for which pol-
itics is a secondary activity, neither is it likely
to reduce political activity in organizations for
which advocacy is the top priority. Establishing

the truth of this conjecture, however, is a task
for future research.

Whatever the broadly theoretical import of
our results, our congregations’ results speak
directly to ongoing debate concerning “chari-
table choice” or “faith-based” initiatives intend-
ed to direct more public funds supporting social
services to religious organizations, including
religious congregations. Critics of these initia-
tives, from both the political right and left, have
expressed concern that increased government
funding might threaten the mission and dis-
tinctiveness of religious organizations. Critics
from the right worry that government funding
might threaten what some believe to be a dis-
tinctively “holistic” approach to social servic-
es manifest in religious organizations that
maintain their autonomy from government.?*
Critics from the left worry that congregations
and other religious organizations might lose
their “prophetic voice”—their capacity to
engage in political activity critical of govern-
ment—if they receive government funds to sup-
port their social service activities. Our results
suggest that the latter criticism is largely unwar-
ranted.

Our evidence suggests that putting more gov-
ernment money into the “black box” of Figure
1 does not reduce the amount of political activ-
ity coming out of the box, but we have offered
only limited insight into the inner workings of
that box. Given the rudimentary state of knowl-
edge about the relationship between govern-
ment funding and nonprofit political activity, the
step we take here is a necessary early step in the
effort to develop systematic knowledge about
this relationship. Future research should move
beyond our analysis to examine the relative
importance of the various mechanisms by which
government funding influences nonprofit polit-
ical activity, the possibility that the relative
importance of those mechanisms shifts at dif-
ferent levels of nonprofit dependence on gov-
ernment or for different types of nonprofits,
and the possibility that the system changes over
time as government alters the signals it gives
about the propriety of nonprofit political activ-
ity. Research along these lines would contribute

24 See Chaves and Tsitsos (2001) and Chaves
(2004, chap. 3) for evidence contrary to this criticism
from the right.
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valuable new knowledge about the complex
relationship between civil society’s autonomy
from the state and its capacity to act in the politi-
cal arena.
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