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Abstract The rise of conservative religion in the West

threatens the enduring positive contribution of religion to

civil society, if conservative churches, as often assumed,

indeed generate more bonding than bridging social capital.

Against this background, this study explores the civic

engagement of evangelicals in the Netherlands. Two

research questions are addressed: (1) To what extent are

Dutch evangelicals more involved in religious than non-

religious volunteering as compared to mainline Christians

and non-church members? and (2) Which decisive factors

determine the religious and non-religious volunteering of

Dutch evangelicals as compared to mainline Christians and

non-church members? Results show that these orthodox

Christians are more involved in religious than in non-reli-

gious volunteering. Their religious volunteering is deter-

mined by their church attendance, Bible reading and social

embeddedness in their congregation, while their non-reli-

gious volunteering is impeded by their mono-religious

orientation and social embeddedness in their congregation

and by the volunteering of their parents.

Keywords Volunteering � Bonding � Bridging �
Evangelicalism � The Netherlands

Introduction

In several countries, religion is identified as an important

source of civic engagement. This is, for instance, the case

in the USA (Jackson et al. 1995; Putnam 2000; Putnam and

Campbell 2010), in Canada (Berger 2006; Perks and Haan

2011; Uslaner 2002) as well as in various European

countries (Reitsma 2007; Ruiter and De Graaf 2006); and

particularly so in the Netherlands where religious

involvement continues to be an important source of civic

engagement despite ongoing secularization (Bekkers 2004;

2013; Bekkers and Schuyt 2008; De Hart 1999; Vermeer

and Scheepers 2012; Vermeer et al. 2016).

But one may wonder whether religious involvement will

continue to be an important source of civic engagement in

the near future. In the Netherlands, for instance, religious

disaffiliation is massive and especially affects the younger

generations, which in turn drives the ageing of the total

population of churchgoers (De Hart and Van Houwelingen

2018: 46-51). If this trend continues, it is not unlikely that

the current population of civically active churchgoers

gradually dies out without being replaced by younger

generations of civically minded churchgoers. In the long

run, then, secularization may still pose a serious threat to

the future of civil society, although currently the associa-

tion between religious involvement and volunteering is still

strong (Van Ingen and Dekker 2011). But the future of civil

society is not only threatened by secularization. Next to the

ageing population of churchgoers, there is another devel-

opment within the religious landscape that gives us cause

for concern; viz. the rise of strict or conservative religion.

Although secularization is the dominant trend in most

West-European countries, it does not affect all churches to

the same degree. In the Netherlands, several more con-

servative and orthodox churches, like certain Re-Reformed
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churches, and certain Pentecostal and evangelical congre-

gations have remained fairly stable over time or have even

experienced growth instead of decline during the past

decades (Becker and De Hart 2006, 30–31; De Hart and

Van Houwelingen 2018: 36–37). Furthermore, the Dutch

situation is not unique in this respect. In Germany, for

instance, religious disaffiliation among the mainline chur-

ches is equally massive, while the so-called free churches,

like charismatic, Pentecostal and evangelical congregations

or the Jehovah’s Witnesses, remained stable or even

experienced growth (Pollack and Rosta 2015: 115–116).

But this phenomenon of conservative church growth next

to mainline decline is perhaps most notable in the USA

where mainline Christian churches clearly give way to

more conservative churches and non-denominational

Evangelicalism is nowadays the largest expression of

Protestantism in American society (cf. for instance Putnam

and Campbell 2010, 100-108; Smidt 2015, 70–71; Stark

2015: 192–196).

This shift towards more strict or conservative religion

may also pose a threat to civil society. For, as some

scholars argue (cf. for instance Beyerlein and Hipp 2006;

Musick and Wilson 2008: 90–96; Uslaner 2002; Wuthnow

1999), strict or conservative churches may especially

encourage their membership to give their time freely to

benefit their own religious community, while more liberal

or mainline churches, in contrast, may encourage their

membership to reach out beyond their own community. Or,

to put this in terms of Putnam (2000: 22–23), conservative

churches may especially generate bonding social capital,

i.e. they foster connections and social networks among

their own kind, while mainline churches are more likely to

generate bridging social capital, i.e. they stimulate con-

nections beyond their own communities. Thus, Wuthnow

(1999: 343–344) argues, more conservative Christians, like

evangelicals, foster strong in-group ties at the cost of

secular civic participation, because evangelical churches

expect more commitment from their members, offer more

activities next to Sunday worship and emphasize their

distinctiveness from the secular world.

However, there is also evidence that the situation is

more nuanced than this. Green (2003; cf. also Smidt 2015:

161–166), for instance, presents data showing, that

although mainline Protestants indeed are most active in

social programs in secular organizations, the differences

with the civic engagement of evangelicals are actually

quite small. Similarly, Musick and Wilson (2008: 28)

mention that recently evangelicals have become more

civically involved and explain this by referring to the fact

that evangelicals are more inclined to see faith-based

community service as a means of evangelization. Likewise,

Schwadel et al. (2016) showed, that evangelicals with

relatively large in-church networks are also more involved

in secular civic activities and even more so than evangel-

icals with relatively small in-church networks. These

observations could be the effect of what Coleman (1988)

calls, the closure of social networks. Groups with a high

degree of closure, according to Coleman, are characterized

by dense social relationships and are more successful in

imposing certain norms to group members. Consequently,

the central religious obligation to help others in need

(Musick and Wilson 2008: 88), is perhaps more success-

fully endorsed in strict religious groups with strong in-

group ties than in more liberal religious groups. Therefore,

it is not self-evident that strict and conservative churches,

because they foster strong in-group ties, also discourage

civic engagement. But if the latter is the case, the rise of

strict and conservative religion we currently witness in

various Western countries poses a serious threat to civil

society.

Against this background, this study delves more deeply

into the relationship between religious conservatism and

civic engagement by means of a Dutch case study. More

specifically, this study focuses on Dutch evangelicals and

looks at their volunteering as an instance of their civic

engagement. Evangelicalism, and also Dutch evangelical-

ism, is a clear example of a present-day, conservative

religious movement. Despite internal differences and

nuances, evangelicalism clearly differs from mainline

Protestantism and mainline Catholicism by its focus on six

fundamental convictions: ascribing absolute authority to

Scripture, affirming the majesty of Jesus Christ, recogniz-

ing the work of the Holy Spirit, stressing the need for

personal conversion, giving priority to evangelism and

being committed to the Christian community (McGrath

1995: 55–66). Evangelicalism thus is firmly rooted in

Christian orthodoxy and may be considered theologically

conservative. Therefore, studying the religious and secular

volunteering of Dutch evangelicals may offer additional

insights into the complex relationship between religious

conservatism and civic engagement and, in addition, into

the future contribution of religion to (Dutch) civil society.

In view of this aim, the following research questions are

addressed: (1) To what extent are Dutch evangelicals more

involved in religious than non-religious volunteering as

compared to mainline Christians and non-church mem-

bers? and (2) Which decisive factors determine the reli-

gious and non-religious volunteering of Dutch evangelicals

as compared to mainline Christians and non-church

members? Before we address these questions below, we

first present our theoretical framework and hypotheses.
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Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

In his book on American evangelicalism, Smith (1998)

attributes the relative success of evangelicals in the USA to

their ability to construct a so-called subcultural identity.

Such a subcultural identity helps evangelicals to perceive

themselves as a distinct religious group, which strengthens

in-group social ties. Apart from this, the success of evan-

gelicalism in the USA is also due to a degree of institu-

tionalization, resulting in the establishment of parachurch

organizations like theological seminaries, publishing

houses or broadcasting companies, which facilitates sub-

cultural persistence. Similar factors are also of importance

in view of the relative success of Dutch evangelicalism,

which seems less affected by the massive religious disaf-

filiation in the Netherlands than mainline Christianity

(Becker and De Hart 206: 30–31). Boersema (2005) calls

Dutch evangelicalism a conservative, reactionary move-

ment with a distinctive religious and ethical profile and

refers to the establishment of the Evangelical Broadcasting

Company, today the biggest religious broadcasting com-

pany in the Netherlands, as a milestone in the history of

Dutch evangelicalism. More recently, Vermeer and

Scheepers (2017) showed that Dutch evangelicalism indeed

differs from mainline Christianity in terms of strictness, a

striving for religious homogeneity and in terms of specific

organizational characteristics that evangelical congrega-

tions exhibit. Dutch evangelicals thus also display a kind of

subcultural identity as a result of which they may be more

oriented towards their own religious networks than to

society at large. When we combine these insights with our

understanding of volunteering as essentially an organized

activity for either a church or religious organization (reli-

gious volunteering) or a non-religious, secular organization

(non-religious volunteering) (cf. Musick and Wilson 2008:

26), our first hypothesis comes forward: Evangelicals will

be more involved in religious volunteering than mainline

Christians and non-church members (hypothesis 1a); they

will be less involved in non-religious volunteering than

mainline Christians and non-church members (hypothesis

1b); and evangelicals’ religious volunteering will exceed

their non-religious volunteering to a greater degree than is

the case for mainline Christians (hypothesis 1c).

But what, then, are the most important determinants for

the religious volunteering of evangelicals? In view of this

question, we propose three sets of possible determinants

that have been linked to volunteering in previous research:

specific religious factors (cf. Musick and Wilson 2008:

88–96), social network factors (cf. Musick and Wilson

2008: 267–287) and parental volunteering (cf. Musick and

Wilson 2008: 227–229). Below, we consider these deter-

minants more in detail.

To begin with, we argue that evangelicals are more

involved in religious volunteering due to specific religious

factors like aspects of religious socialization. On the basis

of the earlier findings of Perks and Haan (2011) and Ver-

meer and Scheepers (2012), we assume that juvenile

church attendance and having enjoyed a religious

upbringing positively affect the religious, adult volunteer-

ing of evangelicals (cf. also Wilson 2012: 182). Perks and

Haan found positive associations between religious

involvement during school years and formal and informal,

adult volunteering, while Vermeer and Scheepers showed

for the Netherlands that being raised in a religious way as a

youth may have a lasting effect on people’s propensity to

non-religious, adult volunteering even if they lapsed in

later life. Next to these socialization effects, we assume

that also religious beliefs affect volunteering. To care for

others in need is a core message of all major religions,

which suggests that religious beliefs could motivate

prosocial behaviour (Musick and Wilson 2008: 88). How-

ever, a direct link between religious beliefs and volun-

teering has been rarely established. Cnaan et al. (1993), for

example, compared volunteers with non-volunteers and did

not find any differences between these groups in terms of

their intrinsic religious motivation. Still, this might be

different, we propose, for a more distinctive religious

group like evangelicals. For instance, the belief that the

Bible contains the literal word of God and that salvation is

only possible through Jesus Christ are core beliefs of

evangelicals (McGrath 1995: 59–68 cf. also Smidt 2015:

92–110). Combined with a regular practice of Bible read-

ing, such beliefs are distinctive identity markers especially

in the context of secular Dutch society. Consequently,

accepting the Bible as an authoritative source and viewing

Jesus Christ as the only path to salvation, could make

evangelicals more susceptible to the moral exhortation to

help others, and especially fellow church members, in

need. Thus, we assume that: Evangelicals will be more

involved in religious volunteering than mainline Christians

and non-church members, because they attended church as

youths, were raised in a religious way by their parents,

believe that the Bible contains the literal word of God,

regularly read the Bible and/or have a mono-religious

orientation (hypothesis 2a). However, regarding non-reli-

gious volunteering, no such differences between evangeli-

cals, mainline Christians and non-church members are

expected (hypothesis 2b).

Social network factors are powerful determinants for

volunteering. Also with regard to religion are collective

aspects found to be more influential than individual aspects

like religious beliefs or private prayer (Wilson and Musick

1997; cf. also Van Tienen et al. 2011). This effect of col-

lective aspects of religion is explained in terms of network

theory (Bekkers 2004; Ruiter and De Graaf 2006). That is
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to say, religion brings people together in close-knit social

networks in which engagement in voluntary work is a

social norm and in which people experience peer pressure

to conform to this norm. An explanation which is under-

pinned by an often found decreasing effect of church

attendance on volunteering for religious as well as non-

religious organizations, once participation in religious

social networks is taken into account (cf. for instance

Becker and Dhingra 2001; Jackson et al. 1995; Park and

Smith 2000). Now, a distinctive feature of evangelical

churches is that they are characterized by strong within-

group ties. These strong within-group ties not only emerge

out of the aforementioned subcultural identity of evangel-

icals (Smith 1998), but are also the logical consequence of

their conception of the Christian life as a corporate rather

than an individualistic life (McGrath 1995: 78–79). Con-

sequently, evangelicals display far higher rates of church

attendance than mainline Christians and are also more

involved in religious small group activities and church

social activities (Smidt 2015: 103–108; cf, also Vermeer

and Scheepers 2017). Furthermore, these small group

activities also strengthen friendship bonds within the con-

gregation, which may limit the propensity of evangelicals

to engage in secular and non-church activities (Iannaccone

1994; Schwadel 2005). Although there is some evidence

that extensive in-church social networks may also promote

secular civic activities among evangelicals in the USA

(Schwadel et al. 2016), with regard to the Netherlands we

assume that evangelicals who are socially integrated in

their congregation will be especially inclined to engage in

religious volunteering. Consequently, our next hypothesis

reads: Evangelicals will be more involved in religious

volunteering than mainline Christians and non-church

members, because they have friends who attend the same

congregation and/or because they consider their fellow

church group members as friends (hypothesis 3a). How-

ever, regarding non-religious volunteering, no such dif-

ferences between evangelicals, mainline Christians and

non-church members are expected (hypothesis 3b).

Our third set of determinants relates to parental volun-

teering. Research suggests a relationship between adult

volunteering and the upbringing people enjoyed as an

adolescent. Particularly, adolescents who are raised by

parents who are voluntary workers themselves are more

likely to become volunteers as adults (Bekkers 2007;

Caputo 2009; Garcia-Mainar et al. 2015; Van Houwelingen

et al. 2010). Bekkers (2007) explains this link by referring

to direct and indirect transmission models. Parents may

stimulate prosocial behaviour of their children directly,

because as volunteers they serve as important models. This

direct modelling effect of parental volunteering is corrob-

orated by many studies in various societal contexts (cf. for

instance Quaranta and Dotti Sani 2016). But parents may

also stimulate the prosocial behaviour of their children

indirectly, by introducing them into social communities in

which prosocial behaviour is an important norm. In this

respect, Bekkers (2007: 102) refers to the importance of

religious networks. Parents who volunteer for church are

also more likely to introduce their children to voluntary

activities within their religious community. Furthermore,

he adds, this effect will be stronger among more conser-

vative religious groups who display the highest rates of

religious volunteering in the Netherlands (cf. Bekkers and

Schuyt 2008: 89–90). Against this background, we also

assume that the religious volunteering of evangelicals is in

part driven by the religious volunteering of their parents.

Thus, our fourth hypothesis reads: Evangelicals will be

more involved in religious volunteering than mainline

Christians and non-church members, because they were

raised by a father and/or mother who volunteered for

church or a religious organization (hypothesis 4a). How-

ever, regarding non-religious volunteering, no such dif-

ferences between evangelicals, mainline Christians and

non-church members are expected (hypothesis 4b).

Apart from these hypotheses concerning the determi-

nants of the religious volunteering of evangelicals, we also

test a final hypothesis relating to the spillover effect from

religious to non-religious volunteering. As already shown

by Jackson et al. (1995), being active in a church group

may also result in secular volunteering in a non-church

setting. People active in church groups are more likely to

get acquainted with people in secular voluntary organiza-

tions and obtain various skills that are also useful in secular

settings, which may increase the likelihood that their reli-

gious volunteering spills over to secular volunteering.

However, this effect is less likely to occur among evan-

gelicals who find plenty of opportunities to volunteer

within the confines of their own religious communities and

whose volunteering activities are more oriented towards

maintaining the social fabric of their church (Wilson and

Janoski 1995; cf. also Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Musick

and Wilson 2008: 90–96). Our fifth and final hypothesis,

therefore, reads: Compared to mainline Christians and

non-church members, the spill over effect from religious to

non-religious volunteering will be weaker for evangelicals

(hypothesis 5).

Method

Sample

Our overall sample consists of 920 respondents from two

different subpopulations: evangelicals and non-evangeli-

cals. In order to acquire a substantial number of evangelical

respondents, we conducted a web search into non-
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denominational, Protestant congregations in the Nether-

lands. As an instance of purposive sampling, we specifi-

cally looked for large thriving communities, serving around

1000 attendees or more in an average week, who self-

identify as evangelical. In the autumn of 2014, we had

identified twelve large evangelical congregations and asked

their leadership if they were willing to participate in our

research by distributing a link to an online questionnaire

among their members and/or attendees of 18 years or older.

Six congregations, comprising a Nazarene church, two

Baptist churches, an evangelical church mainly visited by

people of Suriname and the Netherlands Antilles and two

free evangelical churches with ties to Willow Creek

Netherlands located in various parts of the Netherlands,

agreed to participate and distributed the link among their

members and/or attendees during the period November

2014–January 2015. This resulted in a total of 584 evan-

gelicals who filled in our online questionnaire. However,

since we used a non-probabilistic sampling method (pur-

posive sampling), we cannot tell to what extent this sample

is representative for the total population of evangelicals in

the Netherlands. Moreover, such information on religious

affiliation is not publicly available in our country, which

limits the possibility to test for representativeness. Never-

theless, a comparison of the demographic profiles of the

evangelicals in our sample and those who participated in

the study of Stoffels (1990), until today the only large-scale

quantitative study into the beliefs and values of evangeli-

cals conducted in the Netherlands, hardly reveals any dif-

ferences and even confirms the relatively high

socioeconomic status of the evangelicals in our sample in

terms of education and to a lesser extent of income.1

In order to be able to compare these evangelical

respondents to mainline Christians and non-church mem-

bers, we also distributed the link to our online question-

naire among a representative sample of the Dutch

population. This sample was drawn in 2011 in view of the

‘Religion in Dutch society 2011–2012’ survey with pre-

vious waves of data collection in 1980, 1985, 1990, 1995,

2000, 2005. In January 2015, a letter of invitation to par-

ticipate in our research was sent to 918 respondents who

had stated in 2011–2012 that they were willing to partici-

pate in future research. This resulted in a total of 336

respondents who filled in our online questionnaire. In view

of this response rate of 36.6%, we checked to what extent

this new sample is still comparable to the original sample.

A comparison of general characteristics as education,

marital status and income shows that this is not entirely the

case. Chi-square tests reveal that our new panel contains

less lower educated and more higher educated respondents,

more married respondents and less singles as well as less

respondents in the lower income category. Thus, we deci-

ded to include education, marital status and income as

control variables next to gender and age. Besides, income

and especially education are among the strongest deter-

minants for volunteering (Musick and Wilson 2008:

119–133), which makes it all the more necessary to control

for the influence of these factors in our analyses.

However, probably due to the length of our question-

naire, several respondents did not fully complete the

questionnaire. These respondents especially skipped sev-

eral questions in the last part of our questionnaire and,

therefore, did not score on one or more variables that are

central to this study. We decided not to include these

respondents in our analysis and to only include those

respondents with scores on all variables. As a result, our

analysis includes 664 respondents: 430 evangelicals and

234 other respondents. Again we used Chi-square tests to

compare this sample of 664 respondents to the overall

sample of 920 respondents and found no statistical signif-

icant differences regarding such general characteristics as

gender, age, education, marital status and income. This

shows that the loss of respondents is random.

Measurements

Dependent Variables: Religious and Non-religious

Volunteering

In this study, we follow Musick and Wilson’s (2008: 26)

understanding of volunteering as essentially an organized

activity. Thus, the religious volunteering of the respondents

was assessed with the help of the following question: ‘‘Do

you do unpaid voluntary work for a church or other reli-

gious organization?’’ A question respondents could answer

with yes or no. In the questionnaire, this question was

immediately followed by a subsequent question meant to

assess the respondents’ non-religious volunteering: ‘‘Do

you do unpaid voluntary work for a non-religious organi-

zation? For example, voluntary work for a hobby club,

sports club, nature preservation organization, patient

association et cetera.’’ Again the respondents could answer

yes or no.

Independent Variables: Religious Affiliation

Respondents of the evangelical subpopulation were label-

led evangelical if they consider themselves to be a full

member of an evangelical congregation without at the same

being affiliated to another non-evangelical congregation.

Respondents of the non-evangelical subpopulation could

state their religious identity on a list comprising eleven

Christian denominations. Their answers were collapsed

into four categories: mainline Christian (Catholics and

members of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands),

orthodox Christian (members of various Re-Reformed
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churches), evangelical and none. However, since the

evangelical respondents are part of a carefully selected

convenience sample and the non-evangelical respondents

of a national probability sample, we are in danger of

comparing committed, churchgoing evangelicals with

nominal Christians which could invalidate our results. In

order to make more meaningful comparisons, we combined

religious affiliation with church attendance and constructed

the following four groups of respondents: core evangelicals

and core mainline Christians, i.e. evangelicals and mainline

Christians who attend religious services at least once a

month, nominal Christians, i.e. mainline Christians who

attend religious services less than once a month, and reli-

gious nones.2 The few orthodox Christians in our sample

(N = 8) were not further subdivided into core and nominal

and were, like the few nominal evangelicals (N = 4) and

churchgoing nones (N = 3), also not included in the

explanatory analyses. Included in our analyses thus finally

are 649 (664 - 15) respondents.

Independent Variables: Religious Factors

Five religious factors are included in this study: juvenile

church attendance, religious socialization, Bible reading,

biblical literalism and having a mono-religious orientation.

The respondents’ juvenile church attendance was assessed

by asking if they attended church when they were

12–15 years old. Response categories ran from (1) almost

never to (4) about once a week. Religious socialization is a

composite measure combining four aspects: whether the

respondent was raised in a religious way; whether this

upbringing was important in the family; and whether

prayer and Bible reading were regular activities in their

homes. The scale runs from (0) none of the aforementioned

aspects apply to the respondent to (4) all aspects apply to

the respondent (Cronbach’s alpha 0.87). Bible reading was

assessed by asking how often the respondent currently

reads the Bible. Response categories ran from (1) never to

(7) several times a day. In order to assess biblical literal-

ism, respondents were offered four statements concerning

the Bible and were asked with which statement they agree

most. If respondents agreed most with the statement ‘‘From

cover to cover the Bible contains the infallible word of

God’’, they were labelled as biblical literalists (Stoffels

1990, 151). The respondents’ mono-religious orientation

was measured with help of a scale comprising three items

like: ‘‘Only in Christianity do people have access to true

salvation’’ (Vermeer and Van der Ven 2004). Response

categories ran from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly

agree. For each respondent, a mean score for all three items

was calculated (Cronbach’s alpha 0.94).

Independent Variables: Involvement in Socio-Religious

Networks

Respondents could indicate how many of their friends

attend their place of worship on a scale ranging from (1)

none to (5) all. In addition, respondents active in church

groups could also indicate if they consider their fellow

church group members as friends on a scale ranging from

(1) not at all to (4) very much.

Independent Variables: Parental Volunteering

In order to assess if the respondents were raised by parents

who were themselves religious volunteers, they were asked

if their father/mother volunteered for a church or other

religious organization when the respondents were

12–15 years old. A question respondents could answer with

yes or no. By asking if their parents volunteered for a non-

religious organization like a sports club, hobby club, a

nature conservation organization et cetera when the

respondents were 12–15 years old, we assessed the non-

religious volunteering of their father/mother. Again the

respondents could answer yes or no.

Control Variables

Age is 2014 minus the respondent’s year of birth. Marital

status relates to married, unmarried/single, living together,

widow/widower and divorced. Education concerns the

highest education completed and was collapsed into three

categories lower education (highest education is lower

vocational school), middle education (from lower sec-

ondary school to secondary vocational school) and higher

education (from O levels to PhD or doctorate). Employ-

ment status concerns the question if the respondent has a

paid job or not. Income regards the gross family income

and runs from (1) less than 1000 euros to (9) more than

10.000 euros.

The descriptive statistics of all variables are presented in

Table 1.

Analytical Strategy

We will present our results in two steps following our

twofold research question and analytical strategy. First, we

compare the proportions of religious and non-religious

volunteers among the four groups we distinguish using

simple cross-tabulations. This enables us to test hypotheses

1a to 1c and to answer our first research question.

Next, we address our second research question and look

for the most decisive determinants of the religious and non-

religious volunteering of the evangelicals in our sample as

a test of hypotheses 2a to 4b. These hypotheses are tested
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with the help of two stepwise logistic regression analyses

in which religious and non-religious volunteering are the

dependent variables. Each regression analysis estimates

five models. In a first model, we estimate the effect of

religious affiliation. This model shows to what extent the

core evangelicals and the nominal and core mainline

Christians in our sample are more/less involved in religious

or non-religious volunteering than the religious nones (the

reference category). The next three models again estimate

the effect of religious affiliation, but within each model a

different set of determinants is added to the equation. If

these determinants have a significant effect and at the same

time reduce the initial difference with the religious nones

as shown in the first model, it is possible to conclude that

these determinants in part explain the volunteering of

evangelicals. Thus, we try to explain away the initial dif-

ferences between the groups by adding variables to equa-

tion (Davis 1985, 40). In a fifth and final model, then, all

three sets of determinants together with the control vari-

ables are entered into the equation to find the most decisive

determinants for the religious, and non-religious, volun-

teering of evangelicals. The same procedure is followed in

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

(N = 664)
Min Max Mean SD

Religious and non-religious volunteering

Religious volunteer 0.00 1.00 0.65

Non-religious volunteer 0.00 1.00 0.51

Religious affiliation

Religious none 0.00 1.00 0.23

Nominal mainline 0.00 1.00 0.06

Core mainline 0.00 1.00 0.05

Core evangelical 0.00 1.00 0.64

Religious factors

Juvenile church attendance respondent 1.00 4.00 3.21 1.21

Religious socialization respondent 0.00 4.00 2.31 1.57

Present practice Bible reading 1.00 7.00 4.03 2.19

Bible literal word of God 0.00 1.00 0.24

Mono-religious orientation 1.00 5.00 3.52 1.41

Current socio-religious networks

Friends attend same congregation 1.00 5.00 1.97 1.00

Church group members as friends 1.00 4.00 2.25 1.16

Parental volunteering

Father religious volunteer resp. 12-15 years 0.00 1.00 0.47

Mother religious volunteer resp. 12-15 years 0.00 1.00 0.42

Father non-religious volunteer resp. 12-15 years 0.00 1.00 0.35

Mother non-religious volunteer resp. 12-15 years 0.00 1.00 0.28

Controls

Gender (female) 0.00 1.00 0.55

Age 18 84 49.69 13.21

Education

Lower 0.00 1.00 0.06

Middle 0.00 1.00 0.35

Higher 0.00 1.00 0.57

Marital status

Married 0.00 1.00 0.73

Unmarried/single 0.00 1.00 0.12

Living together 0.00 1.00 0.04

Widow/widower 0.00 1.00 0.03

Divorced 0.00 1.00 0.05

Employment status (has job) 0.00 1.00 0.70

Family income 1.00 9.00 4.51 1.69
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a third and final regression analysis in which we look for a

possible spillover effect from religious to non-religious

volunteering as a test of hypothesis 5.

Results

Involvement in Religious and Non-religious

Volunteering

Tables 2 and 3 address our first research question and

display the percentages of religious and non-religious

volunteers among the core evangelicals, the nominal and

core Christians and the non-church members or religious

nones. Table 2 shows that a large majority of the core

evangelicals in our sample (89%) is indeed involved in

religious volunteering and also more than mainline Chris-

tians and religious nones. This is in line with hypothesis 1a

although the difference between evangelicals and core

mainline Christians is actually quite small (4.2 percentage

points).

When it comes to non-religious volunteering, it turns out

that the core evangelicals in our sample are the least active

in non-religious organizations; although still more than

43% of the evangelicals also volunteer for a non-religious

organization. Nevertheless, the results of Table 3 are

clearly in line with hypothesis 1b.

Finally, hypothesis 1c is also confirmed, since the dif-

ference in the percentage of religious and non-religious

volunteers is biggest among the evangelicals (45.7 per-

centage points). In contrast, with 28.2 percentage points,

the difference among nominal mainline Christians is much

smaller, while core mainline Christians are as active in

religious as in non-religious organizations and display no

difference in this respect.

Because the number of mainline Christians involved in

our analysis is actually quite small, we have to be careful in

drawing conclusions here. Still, two inferences seem jus-

tified. First, the evangelicals in our sample are far more

involved in volunteering for a religious than non-religious

organization, which could suggest that the evangelical

congregations we studied indeed generate more bonding

than bridging social capital. Although these evangelicals do

not turn their backs to society as more than 43% also

volunteers for a secular organization. Second, these fig-

ures also show that having a firm commitment to a

Christian community not necessarily goes at the cost of

people’s involvement in non-religious organizations, since

the core mainline Christians participating in our study are

as active in religious as in non-religious volunteering.

Determinants of Religious and Non-religious

Volunteering

Table 4 displays the results of the stepwise logistic

regression for religious volunteering. Model 1 confirms the

results presented in Table 2. Compared to non-church

members, core evangelicals and core and nominal mainline

Christians are significantly more likely to volunteer for a

religious organization. Model 2 adds various religious

factors to the equation and shows that regular Bible reading

significantly increases the odds of becoming a religious

volunteer. This factor decreases the initial difference with

the religious nones for all religious groups, but it most

strongly decreases the difference between the religious

nones and the core evangelicals. In line with hypotheses 2a,

we thus may conclude that evangelicals are more likely to

volunteer for a religious organization, because of their

regular practice of Bible reading. Model 3 adds social

network factors to the equation. Having friends who wor-

ship in the same congregation increases the odds of

becoming a religious volunteer and again this effect is

strongest for core evangelicals. As stated by hypothesis 3a,

evangelicals are indeed more likely to volunteer for a

religious organization, because they have friends who

worship in the same congregation. On the other hand, being

raised by parents who were volunteers themselves has no

effect (Model 4), which means that we have to reject

hypothesis 4a. Model 5 represents the full model and also

adds the control variables to the equation. This model

Table 2 Cross-tabulation religious affiliation by volunteering for a

religious organization (% column)

Volunteer Core Nominal Core None Total

Evangel Mainline Mainline (N)

Yes 89.0 23.1 84.8 4.6 65.2

No 11.0 76.9 15.2 95.4 34.8

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

(N) (426) (39) (33) (151) (649)

Cramer’s V = 0.77; p\ 0.001

Table 3 Cross-tabulation religious affiliation by volunteering for a

non-religious organization (% column)

Volunteer Core Nominal Core None Total

Evangel Mainline Mainline (N)

Yes 43.4 51.3 84.8 64.2 50.8

No 56.6 48.7 15.2 35.8 49.2

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

(N) (426) (39) (33) (151) (649)

Cramer’s V = 0.23; p\ 0.001
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shows that next to the effect of religious affiliation other

decisive determinants for the religious volunteering of

evangelicals are Bible reading and considering one’s fel-

low church group members as friends, while well-known

determinants for volunteering as such, like income or

education, have no effect.3

Table 5 displays the results of the stepwise logistic

regression for non-religious volunteering. Model 1 is in

line with the results presented in Table 3. Compared to

non-church members or religious nones, core mainline

Christians are significantly more likely to volunteer for a

non-religious organization, while evangelicals are signifi-

cantly less likely to do so. Model 2 adds religious factors to

the equation and reveals an interesting result. Having a

mono-religious orientation decreases the odds of becoming

a non-religious volunteer, while the addition of this specific

variable simultaneously seems to decrease the negative

effect of being evangelical; i.e. the parameter changes from

a significant 0.427*** in Model 1 to a non-significant

0.705 in Model 2. However, what matters is that the

parameter for core evangelicals in Model 2 is no longer

significant, which shows that, compared to religious nones,

evangelicals are less likely to volunteer for a non-religious

organization because they have a mono-religious orienta-

tion. Religious differences between evangelicals and

mainline Christians thus also affect their propensity to

volunteer for a non-religious organization, which is not in

line with hypothesis 2b. This also goes for hypothesis 3b.

Having friends who worship at the same congregation

decreases the odds of becoming a non-religious volunteer

Table 4 Stepwise logistic regression analysis for religious volunteering (odds ratios)

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Religious affiliation (ref. = none)

Nominal mainline 6.171** 4.424** 5.926** 5.753** 5.422**

Core mainline 115.200*** 50.592*** 69.897*** 113.208*** 47.621***

Core Evangelical 165.884*** 37.025*** 61.939*** 131.751*** 22.518***

Juvenile church attendance resp. 1.204 1.154

Religious socialization 1.136 1.060

Present practice Bible reading 1.374** 1.274*

Bible literal word of God 0.582 0.548

Mono-religious orientation 1.033 1.046

Friends attend same congregation 1.566** 1.177

Church group members as friends 1.208 1.462*

Father rel. volunteer resp. 12-15 years 1.449 1.107

Father non-rel. volunteer resp. 12-15 years 1.555 1.577

Mother rel. volunteer resp. 12-15 years 1.620 1.247

Mother non-rel. volunteer resp. 12-15 years 0.792 0.744

Female 1.148

Age 0.994

Marital status (ref. = married)

Single 1.722

Living together 0.661

Widow/widower 0.833

Divorced 0.663

Education (ref = higher education)

Lower 0.381

Middle 1.399

Employment status (1 = has job) 1.276

Income 1.107

(N) (649) (649) (649) (649) (649)

– 2 Log-likelihood 422.693

R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.65 0.67 0.67 0.66 0.70

*p\ 0.050; **p\ 0.010; ***p\ 0.001
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for all affiliations. But adding this network factor again

decreases, though slightly, the initial difference between

evangelicals and religious nones (Model 1), which means

that evangelicals are less likely to volunteer for a non-

religious organization if they have friends worshipping at

their own congregation. Model 4 now also reveals certain

socialization effects of parental volunteering. Having a

father who volunteered for a non-religious organization

and a mother who volunteered for a religious organization

are positive determinants for non-religious volunteering.

Nevertheless, adding these variables to the equation

slightly increases the difference between evangelicals and

religious nones, which means that compared to religious

nones evangelicals are less likely to volunteer for a non-

religious organization if they were raised by parents who

were volunteers themselves. In the final model, then, the

difference between evangelicals and religious nones is no

longer significant due to the effects of a mono-religious

orientation, of having friends worshipping in the same

congregation and parental volunteering. Religious differ-

ences as well as differences regarding social networks and

socialization experiences thus also matter in view of the

non-religious volunteering of these religious groups, which

disconfirms hypotheses 2b, 3b and 4b.4

Hypothesis 5 regarding the spillover effect from reli-

gious to non-religious volunteering is also rejected. Table 6

shows that there is a fairly strong spillover effect (Model

2), which makes the difference between core mainline

Christians and religious nones no longer significant and

increases the difference between core evangelicals, as well

as nominal Christians, and religious nones. This suggests

that the spillover effect indeed varies per religious affilia-

tion, but when we add interaction terms to the equation

there are no significant interactions (Model 3). We find no

Table 5 Stepwise logistic

regression analysis for non-

religious volunteering (odds

ratios)

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Religious affiliation (ref. = none)

Nominal mainline 0.586 0.602 0.577 0.575 0.633

Core mainline 3.118* 3.640* 3.663* 3.367* 5.114**

Core Evangelical 0.427*** 0.705 0.499* 0.378*** 0.784

Juvenile church attendance resp. 1.140 1.137

Religious socialization 0.933 0.877

Present practice Bible reading 1.069 1.051

Bible literal word of God 0.738 0.771

Mono-religious orientation 0.768* 0.746*

Friends attend same congregation 0.693** 0.669**

Church group members as friends 1.213 1.237

Father rel. volunteer resp. 12–15 years 0.830 0.934

Father non-rel. volunteer resp. 12–15 years 2.078*** 2.073***

Mother rel. volunteer resp. 12–15 years 1.558* 1.672*

Mother non-rel. volunteer resp. 12–15 years 1.032 0.892

Female 0.928

Age 0.986

Marital status (ref. = married)

Single 0.892

Living together 1.102

Widow/widower 0.870

Divorced 0.549

Education (ref = higher education)

Lower 0.678

Middle 1.192

Employment status (1 = has job) 0.864

Income 0.992

(N) (649) (649) (649) (649) (649)

– 2 Log-likelihood 862.204

R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.08 0.10 0.10 0.12 0.18

p\ 0.050; **p\ 0.010; ***p\ 0.001
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proof, therefore, that the spillover effect is weaker for

evangelicals, which means that we have to reject hypoth-

esis 5.

Discussion

In many Western countries, the religious landscape is

changing dramatically. Due to massive disaffiliation, the

proportion of church members as such is decreasing, while

those who remain loyal to their churches are increasingly

conservative and orthodox. Overall, conservative churches

seem better able to retain their membership than more

liberal mainstream churches. These are significant shifts in

the religious landscape, which eventually may also affect

the positive contribution of religious communities to civil

society. For, if conservative churches, as scholars like

Wuthnow (1999) and Putnam (2000) have argued, indeed

generate more bonding social capital and less bridging

social capital, future generations of churchgoers will be

especially oriented towards their own specific communities

and less towards society at large. These considerations

triggered us to study the civic engagement of Dutch

evangelicals; a specific group of orthodox and conservative

Christians living in the context of secular Dutch society.

More specifically, we addressed the following research

questions: (1) To what extent are Dutch evangelicals more

involved in religious than non-religious volunteering as

compared to mainline Christians and non-church mem-

bers? and (2) Which decisive factors determine the reli-

gious and non-religious volunteering of Dutch evangelicals

as compared to mainline Christians and non-church

members?

As regards the first question, the Evangelicals who

participated in our study indeed are far more involved in

religious volunteering than in volunteering for non-reli-

gious organizations. In this respect, these Evangelicals

differ markedly from all other religious groups, and espe-

cially from the core mainline Christians (Catholics and

Protestants), who also display a high level of involvement

in secular volunteering. When it comes to the determinants

of their religious volunteering, our second question, it turns

out that these Evangelicals especially volunteer, next to the

fact that they very regularly attend church, because they

read the Bible on a regular basis and are involved in socio-

religious networks. Moreover, together with having a

mono-religious orientation this latter involvement in socio-

religious networks also appears to be a negative determi-

nant for the non-religious volunteering of these Evangeli-

cals. Thus, it seems to be the case that the evangelical

congregations we studied indeed generate more bonding

than bridging social capital as their members are more

oriented towards their own religious tradition and com-

munity than towards wider society. But what do these

findings tell us about the association between conservative

religion and civic engagement and the future of (Dutch)

civil society? In view of this question, we offer two

considerations.

First, our study again confirms what previous studies

repeatedly revealed: religious involvement is an important

determinant for religious as well as secular volunteering

(cf. for instance Wilson 2012). That is to say, mainline

churchgoing Christians are as active in religious organi-

zations as they are in non-religious organizations. Seen

from this perspective, the collapse of mainline churches in

the Netherlands and the relative success of more conser-

vative churches, like various evangelical congregations,

thus poses a threat to the future of Dutch civil society. That

is not to say that evangelicals do not volunteer for a non-

religious organization. They actually do and they only

Table 6 Stepwise logistic

regression analysis for non-

religious volunteering (odds

ratios)

M1 M2 M3

Religious affiliation (ref. = none)

Nominal mainline 0.586 0.467* 0.455*

Core mainline 3.118* 1.209 2.330

Core Evangelical 0.427*** 0.143*** 0.138***

Resp. rel. volunteer 3.516*** 3.495

Resp. rel. volunteer

Resp. rel. volunteer * nominal mainline 1.310

Resp. rel. volunteer * core mainline 0.429

Resp. rel. volunteer * core evangelical 1.048

(N) (649) (649) (649)

- 2 Log-likelihood 862.204

R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.08 0.11 0.11

p\ 0.050; **p\ 0.010; ***p\ 0.001
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slightly differ from the nominal Christians in this respect

(cf. Table 3). But our results also clearly show that evan-

gelicals are far more engaged in religious organizations

than in non-religious organizations. Moreover, we even

found some evidence that their lesser willingness to engage

in non-religious volunteering is in part theologically

motivated. That is to say, their mono-religious orientation

or belief that Jesus Christ is the only path to salvation,

which is one of the core beliefs of evangelicalism

(McGrath 1995: 59–68), appears to be a significant nega-

tive predictor for their engagement in secular volunteering.

Consequently, the recent finding of Vermeer et al. (2016),

that the link between church attendance and secular vol-

unteering is gradually weakening over time in the

Netherlands, could in part be the result of the current

conservative shift in the Dutch religious landscape. Seen

from this perspective, then, the positive contribution of

religion to civil society may be under pressure in the near

future.

However, and this brings us to our second consideration,

it may also be the case that especially the minority position

of Dutch evangelicals is decisive here. As a religious

minority group living in a secular environment, it is vital

for Dutch evangelicals to maintain a distinctive identity

and to remain oriented towards their own community of

fellow believers and not so much to wider society. This

situation is completely different, for instance, for American

evangelicals who dominate the religious landscape and are

as active in volunteering for religious as well as non-reli-

gious organizations (Smidt 2015: 164–165). This expla-

nation is supported by our finding that involvement in

socio-religious networks has a positive effect on the reli-

gious volunteering of our evangelical respondents, but a

negative effect on their non-religious volunteering. Thus,

the more socially embedded these Evangelicals are in their

congregation, the more they are involved in religious vol-

unteering and the less they are involved in secular volun-

teering. This finding is opposite to the finding of Schwadel

et al. (2016), we already referred to in the Introduction,

who showed for two American evangelical congregations

that more extensive in-church social networks positively

affect both the congregants’ religious and secular civic

activities. However, as a minority group Dutch evangeli-

cals are far more urged to uphold a countercultural identity

than their American co-religionists are, which probably

strengthens their orientation towards their own in-group at

the cost of their orientation towards society at large. Fur-

thermore, one can also argue that maintaining an evan-

gelical congregation in secular Dutch society is probably

that demanding, that Dutch evangelicals do not have extra

time left to also volunteer for secular causes. If this inter-

pretation is correct, the lesser involvement of Dutch

Evangelicals in secular volunteering might also reflect a

ceiling effect. Hence, if Dutch evangelicals would gradu-

ally become more mainstream in the near future, like their

American co-religionists they might also become more

involved in addressing societal needs. In the end, therefore,

cross-national, comparative research is needed to really

find out how the rise of conservative religion affects civil

society in various national contexts.

To conclude, we also have to mention an important

limitation of this research. Because we used a non-proba-

bilistic sampling method, we cannot tell to what extent our

subsample of evangelicals is representative for the total

population of evangelicals in the Netherlands. Although, as

we mentioned in the method section, we compared the

demographic profile of the evangelicals in our sample with

those who participated in the earlier study of Stoffels

(1990) and hardly found any differences, we cannot gen-

eralize our findings to the total population of Dutch evan-

gelicals. Until our hypotheses are tested on the basis of

more extensive and representative data, the above conclu-

sions and considerations thus remain preliminary and ten-

tative. Unfortunately, more extensive and representative

data on Dutch evangelicals are as yet not available.

Notes

1. The following congregations participated in this study:

‘Maranatha Ministries’ in Amsterdam, Church of the

Nazarene in Vlaardingen, Baptist Church ‘De Rank’ in

Utrecht, Free Baptist Community in Groningen, Free

Evangelization in Zwolle and Evangelical Church ‘De

Pijler’ in Lelystad.

2. This procedure also makes it possible to include church

attendance in the multivariate analyses without facing

the problem of multicollinearity. Given the strong

association between religious affiliation and church

attendance, i.e. almost all evangelicals are regular

churchgoers, multicollinearity would definitely occur

if we included church attendance as a separate

variable.

3. Also the composite effect for the categorical control

variables marital status and education is not significant.

For marital status, the Wald-statistic is 2.140

(p = 0.710) and for education 3.906 (p = 0.142).

4. Again the composite effect for the categorical control

variables marital status, Wald-statistic is 1.642

(p = 0.801), and education, Wald-statistic is 3.055

(p = 0.217), are not significant.
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