
  

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Faithful Engagement: 

An Exploration of the Nature and Role of Values in Social Policy Practice 

 

 Lori M. Sousa, Ph.D. 

Mentor: Gaynor Yancey, D.S.W. 

 

 

In social work, a commitment to individual and societal values is foundational, 

professionally-sanctioned and necessary for culturally sensitive, ethical practice. Values 

are instrumental in the formation of cultural norms, in the configuration of beliefs 

systems, and often, they serve as an impetus for policy practice (PP).  It is, therefore, 

surprising that there is a lack of theoretical models that examine and assess the role of 

values in social PP. The aim of this dissertation is to gain greater insight into this arena. 

By understanding the nature of values and the role they play in all aspects of social 

policy, policy practitioners will be better equipped to engage in social PP in a manner that 

is consistent with ethical, social work practice.   

This dissertation includes three studies that provide substantial data to suggest 

that values are a critical, yet overlooked factor in social PP. Based on the findings of 

these studies, I, as the researcher, constructed the following models to aid policy 

practitioners in value-sensitive PP: 1) The Religion and Spirituality in Social Policy 

Practice model (RSSPP)--a framework for conceptualizing the process by which policy 

practitioners integrate RS in social PP; 2) The Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social 



  

 

 

 

Policy Practice model (VSSPP)--a model used to assist policy practitioners in creating an 

environment where client values are identified, assessed and employed to guide social 

policy; and 3) The Individual Policy Frame--a diagram used to illustrate significant 

factors that influence an individual’s values and impact that person’s social policy 

positions.  

 This dissertation provides tools and suggestions that can be utilized by policy 

practitioners to engage in client-centered, social PP.  Without adequate instruments, 

social workers often find themselves in an unfamiliar policy arena where their voices and 

the voices of those they advocate for are marginalized.  This dissertation aims to create an 

environment where social workers are equipped to engage in PP effectively, and where 

the values of clients and communities are esteemed.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

The Role of Vales in Social Policy Practice: An Introduction  

 

 

Introduction 

 

This dissertation focuses on the role of values in social PP. The phrase social 

policy practice is an expression used in social work to refer to “efforts to change policies 

in legislative, agency, and community settings, whether by establishing new policies, 

improving existing ones, or defeating the policy initiatives of other people” (Jansson, 

2008, p. 14). Scholars have long recognized the foundational role of values in the 

creation, development, and implementation of social policy. Values are instrumental in 

the formation of cultural norms and the configuration of belief systems. They often serve 

as an impetus for PP.  It is no secret that values impact our perception of reality, inform 

our moral judgments and influence our daily decisions and actions (Sherwood, 2016; 

Jansson, 2014; Schwartz, Caprara, & Vecchione, 2010; Young, 1996; Rubington & 

Weinberger, 1989; Rein, 1983; Rokeach, 1973). Yet, when it comes to exploring the 

nature and function of values in the social policy arena there is a lack of inquiry and 

adequate theoretical models. 

 In social work, a commitment to individual and societal values is foundational, 

professionally-sanctioned and necessary for culturally sensitive, ethical practice. The 

arena of social PP, however, lacks theoretical models that examine and assess the role of 

values in social PP. This neglected arena of inquiry is puzzling in light of postpositive 

thinking and current cultural trends that embrace relativism and multiple narratives that 
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validate the variegated nature of truth.  An exploration of historical trends that have 

contributed to the paucity of value-sensitive approaches to social PP is explored in 

Chapter Three. Suffice it to say, values inform human belief systems, emotional response 

and human behavior, and is, therefore, incumbent upon the social work profession to 

continue to gain greater insight into this arena. By understanding the nature of values and 

the role they play in all aspects of social policy, policy practitioners will be better 

equipped to engage in social PP in a manner that is consistent with ethical social work 

practice.  Additionally, an exploration of this overlooked aspect of PP will enable 

practitioners to create an empowering environment that is culturally sensitive, client-

centered and inclusive of all relevant client systems.  

 

The Role of Spirituality and Religion in Social Policy Practice 

This dissertation begins with an exploratory qualitative study on the role of 

religion and spirituality (RS) in social PP in Chapter Two (in press).   This study is based 

on the assumption that spiritual and religious beliefs often inform values.  To understand 

the role of RS in social PP, data was collected through interviews with policy 

practitioners who stated that RS impacted their PP. Using a grounded theory approach 

and the philosophical assumptions of the critical theory, the study explored the religious 

and spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values of 17 policy practitioners. The goal of the 

qualitative study was to gain sufficient information to construct a theoretical model 

detailing the process by which RS informs social PP. The results of this study produced 

substantial data to create a preliminary model to elucidate the role of RS in social PP. 

Using these data, the Religiosity and Spirituality in Social Policy Practice model 
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(RSSPP) (see Figure 2.1) was constructed to provide a framework for understanding the 

role of RS in social PP.  

One of the significant, yet unanticipated findings of this quantitative study 

involved the manner in which participants articulated their core values.  Since all of the 

participants in the study stated that RS influenced their PP, this researcher assumed that 

participants would readily articulate the religious or spiritual foundation of their core 

values. Surprisingly, however, the vast majority of participants used language that was 

devoid of religious or spiritual indicators when expressing their core values.  Instead, 

they often spoke of what they considered to be inherent or universal values.  Many 

participants talked about formative values they believed were instilled in them by primary 

socialization agents such as family members, mentors, educational or religious 

institutions. The study was based on the premise that spiritual and religious beliefs often 

inform values. Yet, the findings from this study suggest that this foundational assumption 

needs additional exploration. 

While RS may inform values, it was surprising that some participants, who stated 

that RS impacted their social PP, were not readily identifying religion or spirituality as a 

primary influencing factor.  More often, subjects often spoke about the ideas of social 

justice they acquired during their early or formative years.  They viewed various 

formative environments and influential people as having a profound influence on their 

core values. Based on these findings, this writer began to question if, instead of thinking 

about religion and spirituality as the primary factor that influences values, it would be 

more accurate to view formative values as the primary influencer on religion and 

spirituality. Perhaps formative and fundamental values impact the type of religious or 
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spiritual tradition that individuals are drawn to.  Maybe people gravitate toward religious 

or spiritual traditions that resonate with their formative values.   If this is the case, 

additional research and a greater exploration of the full range and expression of values is 

needed.  By examining the full range of values (not just religious or spiritually influenced 

values), policymakers will be better equipped to understand how values impact social PP.    

The results of this qualitative study suggest that social policy practitioners should 

be aware of the full range of values (both religiously and secularly inspired) in order to 

engage in value-sensitive social PP. Practitioners must also be intentional in their 

exploration of values. These results formed the basis for an additional study detailed in 

Chapter Three, which focused on the creation of a client-centered value-sensitive 

approach to social PP.  

 

A Client – Centered Value-Sensitive Approach to Social Policy Practice 

Chapter Three begins by building on the research detailed in Chapter Two.  The 

chapter first begins by exploring the history of PP as a recognized discipline. It also 

examines the unique challenges social workers encounter when engaging in PP.  The aim 

of the research contained in this chapter is to review existing approaches to PP and 

propose a value-sensitive PP framework that is both culturally sensitive and client-

centered.  This writer argues that a value-sensitive framework for PP is lacking, but is 

necessary to make sense of the modern policy arena.  In the past year, for example, the 

presidential election left major news outlets, political commentators, and many 

Americans questioning the reliability of analysis instruments used to predict to the 

election’s outcome. A few days after the election, Jim Rutenberg (2016, November 9) 

published an article in the New York Times, in which he makes the argument that despite 
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advanced modeling techniques, and sophisticated data, mainstream journalists were not in 

touch with the breadth of anger that many Americans felt toward the established political 

order. In another editorial published before the election, Rutenberg (2016, October 17) 

spoke about rallies where presidential candidate Donald Trump supporters were seen 

holding up signs, directed at the media that read, “Tell the Truth.”  As Rutenberg 

reflected on this phenomena, he relayed the following assessment by Ron Dreher (a 

senior editor at the American Conservative).  According to Dreher: 

“The people who run American journalism, and who staff the newsrooms, think 

of themselves as sophisticated, cosmopolitan, and, culturally speaking, on the 

right side of history…They don’t know what they don’t know, and they don’t care 

to know it… (journalists are) interested in every kind of diversity, except the kind 

that would challenge their own prejudices…bigotry against conservative religion, 

bigotry against rural folks and bigotry against working-class and poor white 

people.” (B1). 

 

These examples and others highlight the fact that we are living during one of the most 

politically polarized times in recent history, and an understanding of how fundamental 

values divide political parties and even color the truth is needed.  While Rutenberg shares 

the story of candidate Trump’s supporters taking aim at what they call the dishonest 

media, others believe that Trump, and his false statements, have ushered in a post-truth 

America.  Given this divide, one must question how both sides of the political aisle can 

be passionately convinced that they are on the side of truth, while their opponents are 

propagating falsehoods.  

When reflecting on the current climate of American politics, it appears as though 

a reassessment of policy instruments is warranted.  This writer argues that values play a 

significant role in PP, and the failure to make proper room for values as part of policy 

assessment, leaves us with antiquated assessment instruments that are out of touch with 
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the socially constructed aspect of truth.  Building on existing scholarship, this writer 

suggests three reasons that a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted.  First, recent 

research suggests that values inform our construction of reality, our perceptions of social 

justice, and they reflect cherished beliefs. Values, therefore, strongly influence political 

positions. Second, a value-sensitive approach to policy analysis and practice would 

contribute to a perspective that embraces modern thought and is consistent with the core 

assumptions of the post-positive era. Last, as social workers seek to address human well-

being globally, it will be critical to have assessment and practice instruments that are 

value-sensitive, and make room for cultural values. This writer suggests that a value- 

sensitive approach may provide the necessary means for producing a PP model that is a 

more accurate and effective means for engaging in PP.  

Along with the proposed value-sensitive frame for PP, this writer constructed the 

Individual Policy Frame (see Figure 3.2), which serves as a conceptual map detailing the 

major components that impact an individual’s policy position.  The Individual Policy 

Frame is based on previous scholarship and is designed to aid practitioners in 

conceptualizing how personal values and beliefs are forged and how these values and 

beliefs influence policy decisions.  The research on values suggests that there is a 

relationship between values, religiosity and political ideology. Very few scholars, 

however, have emphasized the role of values or investigated the various factors that 

impact value selection (Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Garlington, 2014). This relationship 

between values, religiosity and political ideology is explored in the quantitative study 

contained in Chapter Four.  
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The Impact of Political Ideology and Religiosity on Values 

One of the significant findings from the qualitative study on the role of RS in 

social PP formed the basis of the exploratory research on political ideology, religiosity, 

and values that are found in Chapter Four. While interviewing participants of similar 

religious affiliations, this researcher found that individuals who ascribed to the same 

religious affiliations often held different positions on social justice issues.  In contrast, 

people with similar political ideologies, when questioned about the values that informed 

their position, appeared to have values and beliefs that aligned closer with each other. 

These results highlight the nuanced nature of RS and suggest that political ideology may 

be a prominent factor that mitigates the impact of RS on values. Based on these findings, 

this researcher designed a study to answer the following central question: Do religiosity 

and political ideology contribute to the difference in core values, and does this effect 

differ across groups with varying levels of religiosity or diverse political views?  For this 

study, a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tested core value scores of individuals 

with frequent, sporadic and rare attendance at religious services to determine if the effect 

of religiosity (on values) differs across groups with different political views (moderate, 

liberal, conservative). A two-way ANOVA was selected for its ability to detect 

interaction effects between the two independent variables (religiosity and political 

ideology). The results of this study suggest that there is a significant difference in some 

core values among varying levels of religiosity and political ideology. These differences, 

however, vacillate depending on what cluster of values are being considered. The results 

suggest that religiosity and the impact of political ideology on values may be value-
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specific. Some values may be more susceptible to the influence of political ideology, and 

some values more vulnerable to religiosity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 This dissertation begins with the foundational assumption that religiosity and 

spirituality inform values and that values impact social PP.  Additionally, the initial 

study, detailed in Chapter Two, was based on the assumption that RS are marginalized in 

PP, and therefore, an intentional exploration of the role of RS in social PP is warranted.  

The findings of the first study on the role of RS in social PP yielded some unanticipated 

results. These results lead to the further exploration of values and formed the basis of the 

additional research detailed in Chapters Three and Four.   

Based on the combined findings of these studies, this researcher found that values 

are complex, difficult to conceptualize, and often challenging to elicit. Becoming aware 

of primary values that guide actions, is a complex endeavor, often complicated by the fact 

that often people are not consciously aware of their guiding values or how they impact 

their beliefs, motivation, decisions, and actions.  Despite these barriers, it is clear that 

values impact perceptions of social justice and PP.  It is, therefore, critical for research to 

continue in this area.   

The studies presented in this dissertation examine the role of values in social PP 

and propose a model for a value-sensitive approach to PP.  This researcher argues that 

values are a foundational aspect to client-centered, culturally sensitive PP, yet with the 

dominance of rational approaches to PP, values are marginalized. Because of this, social 

workers who aim to engage in social PP are challenged.  In their desire to advocate for 

clients and communities in a manner that is consistent with social work values, they often 
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find themselves operating in a policy arena that is not responsive to their perspective. 

This researcher, therefore, argues that a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted.  

This dissertation aims to create an empowering environment for social workers and 

communities, by equipping them with the tools necessary to engage value-sensitive PP.  

By offering a preliminary model for a value-sensitive approach to PP, social workers will 

have access to a model that resonates with the client-centered, culturally sensitive 

approach that is fundamental to social work practice.  Ultimately, the aim of this 

dissertation is to legitimize a model of PP that can be used to create an empowering 

environment where the values of clients and communities are recognized, welcomed and 

esteemed.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

The Role of Spirituality and Religion in Social Policy Practice 

 

This chapter published as: Sousa, L. M. (in press). Faithful engagement: The role of 

spirituality and religion in social policy practice. In A. Koehl and D. Basinger (Eds.), 

Earnest. Eugene: OR, Wipf and Stock Publishers. 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Through a grounded study lens, this paper examines the process of integrating spirituality 

into social PP. This study explores the spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values of policy 

practitioners and the process by which their spirituality informs their social PP. The study 

is designed to answer the following central question: What is the process by which policy 

practitioners utilize personal spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values to inform PP 

activities? The philosophical assumptions of critical theory undergird this study. For this 

study, the researcher began with the following assumptions: 1) spirituality influences 

personal values; 2) personal values influence social policy; 3) due to predominant cultural 

paradigms, the inquiry into spiritual integration in social PP has been marginalized; and 

4) in order for the phenomena of spiritual integration in PP to be explored, the researcher 

and participants must be purposeful in their inquiry of spirituality. 

Interviews with policy practitioners who identified RS as a significant factor 

influencing their social PP provided substantial data to construct a framework for 

conceptualizing the process by which policy practitioners integrate RS in social PP (the 

Religion and Spirituality in Social Policy Practice model, RSSPP).  
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Introduction 

In the social work profession, there is a renewed emphasis on the importance of 

integrating knowledge about religion and spirituality (RS) into practice, research, and 

education (Canda, 2005; Canda & Furman, 2010; Derozotes, 2006; Hodge & Bushfield, 

2006). The vast majority of literature about RS integration in social work, however, 

centers on some aspect of direct practice.  The role of RS in PP has received little 

attention (Canda, 2005; Evans, 1985; Hoyt-Oliver, 1998; Hutchison, 2012; Sheridan, 

2012a; Straal, 2002; L. Thomas, 2010; Wald, Silverman, & Fridy, 2005).  With regards to 

the neglect of RS in PP, Wald, et al. (2005) argue that there needs to be a stronger 

infusion of social science theory to examine this phenomenon. The lack of literature on 

the role of RS in social PP is surprising, given that social policies reflect societal values, 

and religious and spiritual beliefs often inform values.  Yet, with the increasing 

secularization of academic disciplines, the professionalization of social work, and a 

desire to keep church and state separate (in the United States), it is apparent that the role 

of RS has been overlooked in social policy analysis.  

There are two major impasses faced by policy practitioners who desire to 

integrate knowledge about spirituality into practice.  First, in social work academic 

settings where evidence-based practice is standard, integrating practices and ways of 

knowing that are unique to spirituality can pose a significant challenge to traditional 

academic paradigms.  Vokey (2012) posits that spiritual knowledge, if it is to be fully 

appreciated, must have room to be explored in Western academic cultures traditionally 

dominated by mechanistic or scientific ways of knowing.   
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Second, because the literature and empirical research on the integration of RS in 

PP has been scant, practitioners often have difficulty conceptualizing and 

operationalizing a useful model of integration.  Despite these challenges, Crowley and 

Derezortes (1994) encourage the persistent inquiry into this realm:  

Seeking elusive data about spiritual dimensions and non-ordinary states of 

consciousness will undoubtedly require non-ordinary research measures.  Social 

work educators and researchers need to be resolute in remembering that 

rationality is not more scientific than intuition; it is simply more accurate when 

measurable information is available.  Those who do research on higher states of 

consciousness must resist intimidation by those who would denigrate intuition, 

naturalistic data, or qualitative phenomenological research as ways of knowing (p. 

38). 

 

Despite the dominance of mechanistic ways of knowing in academic settings and the 

difficulty in conceptualizing spiritual phenomenology, the renewed emphasis on the 

importance of integrating knowledge about RS into practice warrants a critical inquiry 

into this area.  

Central Question and Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the process of integrating RS in social PP. 

For this study, the phenomena of religious and spiritual integration is defined as the 

process by which individual policy practitioners utilize religious and or spiritual 

experiences, beliefs, practices and values to inform their engagement in social PP. Social 

policy practice is defined as, “efforts to change policies in legislative, agency, and 

community settings, whether by establishing new policies, improving existing ones, or 

defeating the policy initiatives of other people” (Jansson, 2008, p. 14). Therefore, this 

study explores the religious and spiritual experiences, beliefs, practices and values of 

policy practitioners (those who engage in social PP) and the process by which RS informs 

their social PP. This study is designed to answer the following central question: What is 
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the process by which policy practitioners utilize religious and spiritual experiences, 

beliefs, practices and values to inform PP activities?  

Literature Review 

With regards to religious and spiritual integration in social work, Furman, Benson 

and Canda (2011) found a positive correlation between social workers who received 

training on religious and spiritual integration and their utilization of RS in practice.  

When examining social workers’ attitudes toward RS, Furman et al. (2011) found that 

Christian social workers held positive attitudes about integrating RS in practice and 

education. Half of those surveyed, however, in the Furman et al. study believed that 

social workers did not have the necessary skills to work with clients on spiritual or 

religious issues (p. 196). In addition, 73% of social workers surveyed believed that social 

workers should become more knowledgeable about spiritual matters (p. 196). When 

comparing social workers who had received training on spiritual integration with social 

workers who had not received training on spiritual integration, the social workers who 

had not received training were not as comfortable raising the topic of RS with clients. 

Furman, et al. also found that social workers who had not received spiritual integration 

training were not as likely to utilize RS in practice as social workers who had received 

training (p. 196).   

The study conducted by Furman et al. (2011) was focused on spiritual integration 

by social workers in direct practice; however, their findings underscore the significance 

of education on RS in practice for all social workers.  Given the lack of literature on the 

role of RS in social PP, one must question what resources and models are being used to 

instruct future social workers. This writer argues that serious attention must be given to 
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the process of spiritual integration in social PP. This is critical, considering the Council 

on Social Work Education’s (CSWE) insistence that social workers “understand religion 

and spirituality to develop a holistic view of the person in environment” (“Religious”, n. 

d., para 1).   

The Origins of the Issue 

The absence of RS in academic disciplines is not peculiar to social work.  When 

one considers the role of RS in social PP, it becomes clear that there has been a historic 

neglect of this topic in other disciplines as well. Wald et al. (2005) note that, until 

recently, even though religion has been a constant in human society, there has been scant 

attention given to this area by political scientists. According to Wald et al., until about 50 

years ago, religion was considered to be epiphenomenal and in opposition to 

modernization and effective development.  These views of religion began to change as 

historical events such as the Islamic Revolution in the late 1970s and the rise of the New 

Christian Right began to garner scholarly attention.  As powerful, religiously-motivated 

activism emerged, scholars were ill-prepared to make sense of these movements. Political 

scientists and related disciplines lacked appropriate paradigms and theories for 

understanding religiously-motivated social movements. They tended to portray such 

activity as “irrational, dangerous, and socially marginal” (p. 123).  The emergence of 

religiously-motivated mass movements of the 1970s and the 1980s coincided with an 

alternative approach to mass politics that was emerging based on European traditions of 

social theory.  This theory known as Social Movement Theory (SMT), examined mass 

movements by legitimizing political participants and attempting to assess the reasons for 

their motives.  Wald et al. point out that SMT examined social movements by trying to 
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understand the motives, means, and opportunities of the participants.  As SMT began to 

gain popularity, the central questions posed by SMT began to open the door to 

understand, rather than pathologize, the influence of religion in social policy.   

Social Work Literature  

Similar to other academic disciplines, the role of RS has had a complex and 

nuanced history in social work.  Canda (2005) suggests that the relationship of social 

work with RS in the United States has moved through three broad and overlapping phases 

and that we are now in the midst of the fourth phase, characterized by transcending 

boundaries.  According to Canda, the following are some of the trends of this fourth 

phase: 1) an increase in the rate of research and publication on the relationship between 

social work, spirituality, and religion; 2) the formulation of frameworks for spiritually 

sensitive practice; and 3) curriculum guidelines, courses, and textbooks about spirituality 

being widely established (p. 100). Canda marks the beginning of the fourth phase in the 

mid-1990s with a change in the CSWE guidelines that returned attention to belief 

systems, religion, and spirituality.  The amended CSWE guidelines states the following: 

Given the pervasiveness of religion and spirituality throughout people's lives and 

cultures, social workers need to understand religion and spirituality to develop a 

holistic view of the person in environment and to support the professional mission 

of promoting satisfaction of basic needs, well-being, and justice for all individuals 

and communities around the world. (“Religious”, n. d., para 1)   

 

Despite the recognition of the importance of faith integration in all areas of social work, 

research on spiritual integration with PP has been neglected (Canda, 2005; Evans, 1985; 

Hoyt-Oliver, 1998; Hutchison, 2012; Sheridan, 2012a; Straal, 2002; L. Thomas, 2010; 

Wald, Silverman, & Fridy, 2005).  
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Sheridan (2012a) conducted a search of social work abstracts and found that there 

were 2,137 publications that focused on spirituality, religion, or faith.  Of these 

publications, the vast majority focused on some aspect of direct practice.  There were 61 

articles that focused on practice related to larger client systems, and only five articles that 

addressed some aspect of spirituality or religion and policy development or legislative 

advocacy: Evans, 1985; Hoyt-Oliver; 1998; Marx & Hooper, 2005; Straal, 2002; L. 

Thomas, 2010. Since that date, four additional articles that examined spirituality and 

religion in PP have been published in social work journals: Campbell, 2012; Hutchison, 

2012; Sheridan, 2012a; Sheridan, 2012b.  In reviewing these nine articles, six of the 

articles are theoretical, two are commentaries, and only one is a research article.  These 

nine articles serve as a basis for understanding how religion, spirituality, and PP are 

portrayed in social work literature.  

Methodology, Approach and Philosophical Assumptions 

The methodology used for this study is based on the philosophical assumptions of 

critical theory and uses the methodological approach of grounded theory.  In order to 

understand the process of religious and spiritual integration in social PP, the researcher 

utilized dialogic methods to foster conversation and reflection while interviewing social 

policy practitioners who self-identified that RS plays a significant role in their practice.  

The focus of the interviews were on understanding the central question -What is the 

process by which policy practitioners utilize religious and spiritual experiences, beliefs, 

practices and values to inform PP activities? 
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Use of Critical Theory 

It is generally accepted that values inform social policies; however, in a culture 

that seeks to keep religion and policy separate, secularly influenced values are esteemed 

in the policy arena while religiously and spiritually inspired values are disparaged. One 

could argue that the cultural paradigm of separation of church and state has contributed to 

the marginalization of the role of RS in PP in the United States.  Additionally, spirituality 

and spiritual ways of knowing have been marginalized in Western academic settings 

dominated by a mechanistic worldview (Vokey, 2012). This culturally sanctioned 

dominance of mechanistic knowledge serves to esteem secular intellectual paradigms at 

the expense of alternative ways of knowing. The emancipatory characteristic of critical 

theory begs a discriminating examination of the neglected role of spirituality in policy 

analysis. Critical theory can, therefore, provide the necessary theoretical perspective for 

considering the role of RS in social PP.  

Critical theory’s exploration of what knowledge is, how it is constructed, and for 

whom it is constructed is of central importance when examining this arena.  Perhaps 

spirituality has been underutilized, in part, because scholars and educators have failed to 

conceptualize and tap into its unique contribution potential.  One of critical theory’s 

defining features is its rejection of naturalism—the assumption that methods of scientific 

inquiry can be applied to the study of human beings in social action (S. Thomas, 2010).  

Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba (2012) also note the need for liberation from the domination 

of scientific ways of knowing. They state: 

Arguably axiology has been ‘defined out’ of scientific inquiry for no larger a 

reason than that it also concerns religion. But defining religion broadly to 

encompass spirituality would move constructivists closer to participative inquirers 

and would move critical theorists closer to both (owing their concern with 
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liberation from the oppression and freeing of the human spirit both profoundly 

spiritual concerns) (p. 116). 

 

Vokey (2012) points out that in social work academic settings, integrating practices and 

ways of knowing that are unique to spirituality can pose a significant challenge to 

traditional academic paradigms.  Yet, Vokey argues that an exploration of transpersonal 

knowledge may offer some hope.  Transpersonal knowledge can be defined as knowledge 

that transcends the limits of body, ego, and linear space and time (Coholic, 2012).  A 

distinguishing feature of RS is the ability of adherents to gain transpersonal knowledge. 

Though methods and practices differ, knowledge gained through sacred texts, prayer, 

meditation, and oral traditions are a defining and foundational feature of most religious 

and spiritual traditions.  Vokey (2012) argues that for spiritual integration to be fully 

appreciated, the knowledge that is central to spirituality must not only be welcomed, but 

also valued in academic settings.  

In an era where RS appear to be exercising increasing influence in the policy area, 

a critical assessment of the influence of RS on social policy is critical.  S. Thomas (2010) 

argues that religion will be a major force in shaping policy in the 21st century; therefore 

critical theory (holding true to its claims of emancipation) must develop a more complex 

understanding of religion.  Instead of viewing religion as part of the problem, critical 

theorists can take into account spiritual and theological interpretive views of the world 

that promote emancipation and social justice. According to S. Thomas: 

It is often thought that in critical theory, religion is a part of the problem rather 

than the solution, in so far as it is indebted to Marxism- from Marx, Engels and 

Feuerbach, to Gramsci and Nietzsche, and the Frankfort School. Religion is a 

little more than false consciousness, an ideological subterfuge; it is one of the 

main ideological pathologies, forms of capitalist hegemony, that seeks to 

legitimate the status quo, to mask the potential for social justice and 

emancipation, and to reinforce the fear and coercion that maintain the prevailing 
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domestic and international order…When critical theorists have recognized 

religion’s potential for promoting social justice and emancipation it has been on 

the basis of mainly finding cognate ideas, concepts and thinkers acceptable to 

critical theory and its emancipatory project (pp. 509-510). 

 

As S. Thomas articulates, efforts to bring religion back into critical theory must be part of 

a more complex understanding of modern-day religion and spirituality.  According to S. 

Thomas, religion and spirituality are “tradition-dependent, and cannot be detached from 

the traditions and communities through which most people in the world live out their 

moral and social lives” (p. 512).   

The perspective offered by S. Thomas resonates with the dialectic approach 

articulated by Theodor Adorno in Negative Dialectics. In this work, Adorno insists that 

the dialectic approach was not a midpoint between absolutism and reality. In fact, he 

argues against the idea that critical theory should merely criticize one point of view in 

favor of another (in Zuidervaart, 2011).  Yet in some regards, critical theory’s negative 

treatment of religion has done this in marginalizing voices who view spirituality as a 

significant contributor to social PP. Given the neglect of spirituality in PP analysis, and 

its central importance in the 21st century, spirituality in social PP warrants further 

examination.    

In accordance with the objectives of critical theory, this study deconstructs the 

experiences, beliefs, practices and values social policy practitioners to examine the role 

of RS in social PP. The use of critical theory in this manner can be transformative by 

allowing conceptual space to consider how RS influences social PP.  

Use of Grounded Theory 

Since there is little scholarship on the process of integrating RS into PP, studies 

are needed to discover a unified theoretical explanation of the process by which policy 
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practitioners utilize religions and spiritual experiences, beliefs, practices and values to 

inform PP activities.  According to Creswell (2013), “The intent of a grounded theory 

study is to move beyond description and to generate or discover a theory, a unified 

theoretical explanation for a process or action” (p. 84).  In keeping with Creswell’s 

description, this study used grounded theory methodology to examine the process by 

which policy practitioners utilize RS to inform PP activities.  

Purposive Sample and Data Collection Procedures 

Based on the assumptions of critical theory, the researcher conducted interviews 

with policy practitioners in a manner that fostered conversation and reflection.  As a 

critical theorist, the researcher recognized the inherent problems with the subject-object 

label. Rather than merely describing and reflecting the thoughts of the subject, the 

researcher viewed the interview as transformative.  For this study, the researcher began 

with the following assumptions: 1) RS influences personal values; 2) personal values 

influence social policy; 3) due to predominant cultural paradigms, the inquiry into 

religious and spiritual integration in social PP has been marginalized; and 4) in order for 

the phenomena of religious and spiritual integration in PP to be explored, the researcher 

and subject must be purposeful in their inquiry of RS. 

 The researcher engaged the subjects in conversations about various aspects of RS 

in a process of mutual discovery. Through this dialogic process, the critical researcher 

challenged and deconstructed the dominant paradigm that does not take into account the 

role of RS in social PP, and utilized the interview process to reconstruct a paradigm that 

is open to the influence of RS on social PP. 
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This study used the grounded theory systematic procedural approach of Strauss 

and Corbin (1998). The process of data collection and data analysis were an ongoing and 

overlapping process in this ground theory study.  

Purposive sample.  The study utilized criterion-based snowball sampling to 

select a sample of 17 individuals who met the following criteria: They were 1) 

individuals who utilized social work skills to propose, change or influence policies in 

order to achieve the goal of social and economic justice in all practice settings (amended 

from Director & Clark, n. d.); 2) individuals who were engaged in promoting social 

change, empowerment, and/or liberation of people to enhance well-being; and 3) 

individuals who identified religion or spirituality as a factor that influenced their PP 

activities.  

Initially two social workers who met the sample selection criteria were selected.  

The initial sample was comprised of individuals who were identified by gatekeepers. In 

accordance with theoretical sampling guidelines, not all participants were selected prior 

to data collection, but once data emerged, subject selection was guided by the emerging 

data (Draucker, Martsolf, Ross, & Rusk, 2007). Additional subjects were selected based 

on referrals and the proposed sample emerged in the process of data collection (Creswell, 

2013). In accordance with theoretical sampling guidelines, data collection and data 

analysis involved an iterative process.  After an initial round of interviews, interviews 

were transcribed and analyzed for salient themes, further data collection occurred with 

additional participants as needed. The additional interviews were compared to the initial 

categories. This process continued until the theoretical categories being developed 

reached saturation.  
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During the initial interviews, it became clear to this researcher that many 

participants who were not social workers, were engaged with policy practice and had 

questions about the definition of social policy practice. Because of this, the selection 

criterion was modified so that the definition of social work and social policy practice 

were provided as part of the sample criterion.  The modified criterion was changed as 

follows: The sample will be comprised of individuals who: 1) are involved in efforts to 

change policies in legislative, agency and community settings, whether by establishing 

new policies, improving existing ones, or defeating the policy initiatives of other people 

(Jansson, 2008, p. 14). 2) individuals who engage in promoting social change, 

empowerment, and/ or liberation of people to enhance well-being; and 3) individuals who 

identified religion or spirituality, as a factor that influenced their policy practice 

activities.  

Data collection and analysis.  Data was collected by conducting semi-structured, 

open-ended interviews (see Appendix B).  The questions that were asked during the 

interview were designed to explore the religious and spiritual experiences, beliefs, 

practices and values of policy practitioners, and the process by which RS informs their 

social PP.  The interview utilized a semi-structured, inductive process, comprised of the 

following three main sections: 1) questions about RS; 2) questions about religious and or 

spiritual integration in PP; and 3) questions about core beliefs and values that influence 

PP. In addition to these main questions, participants were asked to answer demographic 

questions prior to the interview. These included questions about age, gender, academic 

degrees acquired, years of PP, and religious affiliation (see Appendix C).  
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Seventeen subjects were interviewed. All interviews were audiotaped, transcribed 

and coded in ATLAS.ti. The selective coding method of data analysis was used.  

Selective coding is the process of: 1) selecting the core category that emerges from these 

data; 2) systematically relating the core category to other categories that emerge; 3) 

validating those relationships; and 4) filling in the categories that need further refining 

(through theoretical sampling).  This writer used open coding to examine these data and 

label the emerging categories.  During the initial phase of data collection the interview 

transcripts and the reflective journal were analyzed for salient categories.  Similar 

concepts were grouped together under main categories and these emerging categories 

were labeled. Using the constant comparative approach, this researcher continued to code 

and collect data, as necessary until the categories were saturated. Once the categories 

were saturated with the full range of properties, the categories were dimensionalized and 

presented on a continuum. Once axial coding was complete, selective coding was utilized 

to generate a hypothesis. Next, this researcher engaged in discriminate sampling to 

maximize the relationship between categories. Data were then analyzed to determine 

where data the strongest and where they were the weakest. Once these data were full, this 

researcher used these data to articulate a theory of the interrelationship of the categories 

and the core phenomenon. 

Results 

There were 17 subjects who were interviewed. Participants ranged from age 38 to 

77 with a mean age of 54.5 years. Nine of the participants were men and eight were 

women. Ten participants received formal training in PP and seven received no formal 

training. The participants identified their religious or spiritual identification as follows: 
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three participants were Jewish (two identified themselves as agnostic and one as 

reformed); one Muslim; five Catholics (three identified with Roman Catholicism); three 

Christians (no denomination specified); four Baptists (one American Baptist; one 

Evangelical Southern Baptist; two Southern Baptist) and one Protestant.  

Six of the participants held a social work degree; three participants held a law 

degree; four participants held a ministry degree, and five participants held another non-

specified degree. Some participants held more than one degree.  

Religious and Spiritual Integration in Social Policy Practice (RSSPP) 

Interviews with policy practitioners who identified RS as a significant factor 

influencing their social PP provided substantial data to construct a preliminary model that 

elucidate the role of RS in social PP.  The Religion and Spirituality in Social Policy 

Practice model (RSSPP) (see Figure 2.1) presents a framework for conceptualizing the 

process by which policy practitioners integrate RS in social PP. The RSSPP model is 

based on the most salient beliefs, core values, and defining experiences that shape the 

integration of RS in social PP.  First, the model identifies the following four development 

phase by which RS integration occurs: 1) formative phase; 2) vocational phase; 3) 

spiritual integration; and 4) practice phase. These phases are not necessarily progressive 

and practitioners can move back and forth between the phases several times throughout 

their lives. Next, the model identifies: socialization; concepts of social justice; defining 

experiences; and framing of values as four primary factors that shape each of the 

developmental phases. The four developmental phase are discussed in detail below.  

1. Formative phase.  The formative phase is characterized by experiences that 

powerfully impact the shaping of core values and beliefs. This phase often occurs early in 
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life, where culture and family serve as a primary force of socialization. This phase, 

however, is not limited to early experiences or chronological age.  Policy practitioners 

can experience formative experiences throughout life.  The primary defining feature of 

this phase is its distinct role in impacting practitioners as they forge fundamental values 

and beliefs that guide their decisions and approach to social PP. One participant (Jack) 

discussed his formative years and how his childhood environment 

 

seemed to draw his interest in social justice: 

Very early, in this very tough town I was growing up in, I had the sense that I 

should resolve to live my life a different way than I saw in my neighborhood, and 

so forth. There was a very early sense that I ought to try and convince other 

people that this is actually what the founders said, that only a virtuous people 

could remain free--that if America was going to succeed, we had to avoid 

unbridled freedom and instead, get that ordered liberty under God that the 

founders thought about. So, for me, it wasn’t just about the way I lived, it was 

how could I make a living  – if I’m not going to be a preacher, which I didn’t 
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really feel called to, how can I convince others these things are really important if 

America is going to survive.  

 

For Jack, a commitment to America, as envisioned by our founding fathers, would 

become a defining feature of his life’s work.  

Other subjects talked about being advocates for social justice, as something that 

was just part of who they are.  PP was not something that they learned about in a formal 

way; instead, it was something that emanated from a core sense of justice that was often 

instilled by their parents and primary caregivers.  Tony expressed his involvement in 

social justice as almost an instinctive part of his core identity: 

Well, this is how it came for me; it was very organic. There was not a situation 

where we took social policy lessons or classes, so I learned about segregation and 

desegregation in my living room, in my mom’s sewing room... I learned these 

things just growing up between being in church and hearing messages, hearing the 

scripture, going to Sunday school, and my mom talking with pride about the 

African-American community, That’s just how I came up. So it wasn’t a stated 

social gospel type of thing for me; it was just this sense of right and wrong, a 

good work ethic, a sense of pride in community, doing things to help your 

community, being respectful, recognizing that you – when you’re out in the 

community, you’re representing yourself, your family, your church, and yourself 

as a Christian. 

 

Often the exposure to, and discussion of, social issues of the day had a potent impact on 

value development during the formative phase.  Frequently, the formative phase will lead 

to, or overlap with, the vocational phase. 

2. Vocational phase.  The vocational phase is characterized by a discovery or 

decision to enter the field of social PP.  During this phase, all individuals interviewed 

reported sensing a call to justice or discovering skills or talents that aided them in social 

PP.  Four participants reported that their decision to become involved in social policy led 

to a vocation in ministry, and three others reported that a sense of justice inspired them to 

seek a career in law.  All participants interviewed reported being involved with PP long 
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before it became their profession. Samuel articulated his start in social PP using the 

example of notable social justice leaders who were inspired by faith. He underscores the 

idea that social justice in the life of these prominent leaders was not something they 

learned.  Rather, it was inspired by their spiritual life and was part of who they were as 

people: 

So to them speaking out against injustice was just part of who they were.  It 

wasn’t something they went to school for; like today you can go to school and 

study social justice, which is good and bad.  The good part, obviously, it teaches 

you to be aware, and the sad part is that social justice isn’t an academic exercise. 

It is actually something that is born out of your spiritual life.  This is how it 

happened for me…I remember, years ago, I guess in my 20s or 30s, I remember 

some op-ed was written about the Black church that was really racist.  So, I sat 

down and wrote a letter to the editor. My parents never taught me to write letters.  

They didn’t tell me when you get mad, write a letter to your senator. But I started 

doing stuff like that. 

 

Eventually, Samuel would become a pastor, a community organizer, and an international 

leader fir social justice.  Like many participants, he did not take an academic course on 

social PP; instead, his advocacy efforts were an outgrowth of his faith and his desire to 

stand against injustice. 

One notable trend that emerged during this study was the diversity of academic 

degrees earned by participants.  Even though a snowball sampling strategy was used to 

identify two social workers who met the sample selection criteria, and the initial sample 

was comprised of individuals identified by gatekeepers, many of the subsequent 

participants held academic degrees outside of social work. Only six of the 17 subjects 

held MSW, BSW or PhDs in social work. In selecting participants, it also became 

apparent that, for those outside of the social work profession, there were misconceptions 

about what constitutes social work and social PP. For example, some potential 

participants that seemed to be engaging in social PP did not identify their work as such.  
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Yet when they were given the definition of social PP, they agreed that it was, in fact, an 

accurate description of their work. Because of this, the sampling selection criteria was 

amended so that the definition of social work and social PP were used in the selection 

criteria instead of the unfamiliar terms. In doing this, the researcher was able to engage 

policy practitioners from various disciplines. 

3. Spiritual integration phase.  The spiritual integration phase is characterized 

by the recognition and use of religious and spiritual beliefs and values to impact PP. This 

phase describes the period when practitioners actively utilize religious and spiritual 

integration skills to understand or frame PP. During this phase, policy practitioners use 

RS and apply critical thinking to understand social issues. This phase also involves the 

use of skills necessary for engaging other religiously or spiritually affiliated groups in 

social PP. The following are some of the main practices that occur during this phase: 

Framing values.  Joseph, who identified himself as agnostic, explained his use of 

framing to engage the Christian faith community: 

So when I wrote in Israel, and I thought about issues in Israel, it was different.  In 

Israel religion can be expressed, discussed, and acknowledged.  When you work 

in the current-day United States, and unless your audience is amenable to it, you 

don’t bring in any religious context.  So when I talk about ex-prisoners here, I talk 

about second chances; I talk about the cost to society; I talk about lost working 

days; I talk about the future of children. I purposely and intentionally don’t bring 

anything that can be constructed as religious or spiritual. 

 

Here Joseph underscores the role of culture in the successful framing of social issues. It is 

significant because he contrasts the role of religion and policy in the Unites States with 

that of Israel, a country where religious framing is acceptable. This finding may suggest 

that the culture of separation of church and state in the United States has had conceptual 

and linguistic ramifications making it difficult for subjects to clearly identify or articulate 
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how their religious or spiritually inspired values influence their PP.  Fifteen of the 

participants, when asked about core values that inform their PP, focused on connecting 

their policy activities to what they considered to be basic inherent human values as the 

motivation for their PP. Even though all participants stated that RS impact their PP, these 

15 participants needed to be engaged with probing questions in order to articulate the way 

that RS influence their practice. Often the religious or spiritual connection to concepts of 

social justice and human rights was not initially evident. 

The nuanced nature of RS. Another eminent trend involved the nuanced role of 

RS. Participants appeared to be considerably influenced by the specific values and beliefs 

of their particular religious or spiritual tradition. For example, Maria, who was affiliated 

with a conservative evangelical tradition, focused almost exclusively on the inerrancy of 

the Bible.  Whereas other participants, influenced by the social gospel lens or Catholic 

social teaching, gained their perspective of social justice through the examples observed 

in the social gospel and lived experiences. They emphasized the example of Jesus and its 

modern application over the infallibility of scripture.  Paul, who identified himself as an 

Evangelical Southern Baptist, explained his position: 

I think the more likely a denomination is to reject that inerrancy of scripture, the 

more likely they are to embrace the latest wind that comes through the culture.  It 

is a big difference.  The other thing…I go back to history. The early church, being 

closer to the living Christ, is going to reflect more accurately the message of the 

scriptures.  The early church took root in the Roman church where infanticide and 

sexual immorality was rampant.  And the early church stood, at great cost to the 

self, against these practices. 

 

On the other hand, Alex, who identifies himself as an American Baptist, explained his 

position on social justice as emanating from the Bible but denied the inerrancy of 

Scripture: 
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Well, you know, I would say it’s more of my sense of what is right and that part 

comes from my faith. So, I don’t see the Bible as infallible or the literal word of 

God, but I think its principles are very inspirational and that there’s direction 

there. But you can’t take everything from a 1st-century context and prior to that, 

and translate it automatically into today. So, part of it has to do with looking at 

some of the guiding principles of who Christ was, his example. What he thought 

was important and what I then gain from that. And then to see the thread that runs 

throughout the Bible. My dialog with persons of other faiths is a part of it, in 

terms of seeing things from how other people see things. So I would say it really 

is a whole, you know, all together. But I mean I hear something’s going on, and I 

say that doesn’t seem right, doesn’t seem fair, doesn’t seem just, you know? And 

that evaluation comes from my faith. 

 

The nuanced dynamic of religion is significant because it accentuates the variegated 

nature of religiously inspired values. Individuals who state that their religious beliefs and 

values influence their social justice positions, who affiliate with the same religion (e.g. 

Christian, Jewish, Muslim), can arrive at divergent positions on social justice issues 

based on varying factors that influence their core values, and inspire their personal 

spiritual identity.   

 Spiritual ways of knowing. One of the most interesting findings involved 

transpersonal experiences.  When subjects were asked about religious and spiritual 

experiences, the vast majority of participants (n=15), regardless of denominational or 

religious affiliation, identified having spiritual experiences that could be considered 

transpersonal in nature. Transpersonal experiences can be described as mystical 

and intuitive occurrences or expansive states of consciousness that appear to go beyond 

limited biological and psychological selves (Braud & Anderson, 1998).  Some 

participants described these experiences as thin spaces or God moments, times that stand 

out as a defining moment and hold significant meaning for individuals.  Often these 

experiences were said to be spiritual experiences that provided guidance or direction 

involving current social policy work.  Jacob, a subject that is involved in social policy 
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involving poverty, described this experience as a thin space, a unique time in his life 

where he was keenly aware of spiritual direction:  

There’s just certain times or certain places where…there’s this idea of thin spaces, 

where the gap between God and man, or God and people really seems thin. And 

these experiences are very powerful.  I mean you think about going to a mountain, 

standing on the mountain, it just seems like there is something majestic about it, 

or you’re sitting out in looking over the ocean. Or sometimes being in a beautiful 

chapel…Sometimes it can be by yourself in your room, a place where you go 

daily to pray…and I think it can also be a time period.  For me, the time around 

when I encountered the St. Francis story began a time period of probably three or 

four years where I was experiencing kind of a thin place. It just seemed like 

everything was very profound and real, almost like the colors of life were richer.  

 

Jacob described this period in his life as one of keen spiritual awareness.  During this 

time, his spiritual experience evoked greater connectivity with human suffering that 

compelled utilize his skills to change policy and alleviate these conditions.  Jacob 

explained: 

 I think it's those kinds of experiences, those thin places where I encountered a lot 

of this economic suffering that causes suffering in other ways...I mean you know 

a prostitute gets beat up incredibly badly. I mean on any given night they can be 

beat to death or beat within an inch of their life. So if I have the skill set, and can 

develop the skill set or knowledge base to be able to do something about that, and 

I don't, it's hard for me to think that I'm loving my neighbor as myself. If I'm just 

choosing to be present with them or friends with them because that makes me feel 

good, or because I have that direct contact with them, but I have the ability to 

engage the power structure to change things, and I don’t, that to me seems selfish. 

And so for me, that's why we get into policy. Because by and large they don't 

need me to be friends with them. They have friends. So I think that's part of what 

drove me in this particular direction. 

 

Many participants (n=7) who identified transpersonal experiences as being a significant 

impetus in their lives, actively engaged in practices to become more sensitive to spiritual 

direction.   Robert, for example, described some methods that helped him become more 

open to spiritual experiences. Robert talked about the importance of giving attention to 

spiritual ways of knowing.  He explained:  
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The doorway to spiritual experiences is paying attention and focus. So, 

meditation, and techniques that increase our focus tend to encourage spiritual 

experiences.  Things like opening our human heart, or creativity can foster greater 

spiritual sensitivity. Like poets, for example, they may going through the very 

same process, but they’ve got to give attention to their subject in order in order to 

create. They’ve got to open themselves to this thing, this process, this awareness, 

this knowing. I think that traditions such as mindfulness and contemplation can 

open us to these experiences, but so can service, so can – yoga. Like, literally, 

physically moving our body in certain ways, I think, can also do that. 

 

Six participants talked about utilizing the Ignatius contemplative approach or 

incorporating personal meditative practices into their daily routine. 

While six of the 17 participants talked about having spiritual experiences that 

provided direction for future policy work, others identified having these experiences in 

relation to personal areas of their life.   Six participants also reported having an 

overwhelming sense of knowing related to the need of a loved one or involving formative 

years. Almost all participants identified one or more experiences that they considered to 

be transpersonal in nature.  Interestingly, two participants who identified themselves as 

agnostic, did not recall having this type of spiritual experience and seemed to imply that 

some of their lack of identification with such an experience may, in part, have to do with 

framing and interpretation of such events. For example, Joseph, who identified himself as 

agnostic, explained:  

Now there is some type of spirituality where people tell me they look at the tree 

and say “my heart is pounding, and my head is whatever... and I feel like 

connecting with nature” Fine. That is an emotion that I can't describe ... I can't 

explain. Sometimes I go to a museum, and I stand in front of a picture and I have 

this sense of connectedness with the universe. But I don't call it spirituality. I call 

it excitement or whatever… 

 

This example underscores the significance of cognitive interpretations of spiritual 

experiences Additional research on spiritual experiences may provide greater insights 

into how these unique experiences are perceived and interpreted. 
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4. Practice phase. This phase is characterized by efforts to change policies in 

legislative, agency, and community settings, by establishing new policies, improving 

existing ones, or by defeating policy initiatives of other people (Jansson, 2008). Although 

the spiritual integration and practice phases often occur simultaneously, some participants 

identified times when their involvement in PP did not necessarily involve the assimilation 

of religion or spirituality. Markus, for example, described his initial involvement in social 

PP and shared how his early years in social work led to his career in social PP: 

Like many people, I thought that I was going to do clinical work that I would be a 

practitioner in an office and have clients, and I would be the next Sigmund 

Freud... But very soon I realized that that's not my abilities. My skills, my 

advantages are elsewhere, so I moved into administration and policy, mostly as a 

reaction to my limited clinical skills. So one of my professors came to me and 

said, “you know you will struggle to be a mediocre practitioner or a clinical 

practitioner, but you will be an amazing person in (what we now call) macro 

practice”. And I said, “Really?” and he said, “yes.” So I gave it a chance. And so I 

went to work for the government, and I became engaged in national policy…So 

everything came together. It all evolved naturally. 

 

Markus did not identify religion or spirituality as a motivating factor in his decision to 

engage in PP. His decision to engage in macro practice occurred after he took stock of his 

skills and decided to employ them to help others in the most effective way. Even though 

this practitioner did identify with a belief in the dignity and worth of the individual, he 

viewed these values in more of a humanistic manner.  He explained: 

I was fortunate to be at the right place with the right people and most of them 

shared my values, or even they influenced my values in the sense that they were 

committed --some from a humanistic perspective, some from a religious 

perspective. They were all committed to human dignity to communal 

responsibility through policy. 

 

In this example, Markus seems to underscores the significance of shared values in PP, 

even if the values originate from varying sources.  The idea that an individuals can have 

similar core values, regardless of one’s religious identity or spiritual beliefs can have 
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significant implications for social PP. Becoming sensitive to the spiritually and secularly 

influenced values in the communities where PP is occurring can serve to empower 

communities.  With this perspective, communities with diverse RS traditions can work 

together for change, by unifying around shared functional values regardless of their 

origin. Even though this participant identifies himself as an agnostic, as his career 

progressed, he began to work with Christian communities by utilizing his understanding 

of Christianity to garner support for innovative faith-based projects that were consistent 

with shared community values. 

Discussion 

 Data provided by policy practitioners were used to develop the model for 

understanding the Integration of Religion and Spirituality in Social Policy Practice 

(RSSPP). This framework can be used to conceptualize the salient features that impact 

religious and spiritual integration in social PP.  This is a useful model for visualizing the 

process by which RS impact social PP. In addition to informing this model, this 

researcher made some notable observations that have implications for policy 

practitioners. These observations are detailed below. 

1. Early Socialization 

 Primary forces of socialization early in life appear to play a significant role in 

making participants mindful of issues related to social justice regardless of the origin of 

their faith tradition.  These data suggest that primary caregivers who engaged children in 

conversations about current events, involved them in social policy, and modeled activism 

seemed to be a factor in forging conception of social justices.  While the influence of 

primary caregivers was remarkable, additional impressions garnered from the childhood 
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environment of policy practitioners also appear to have made a significant contribution to 

a practitioner's involvement in social policy. This may shed some light on recent research 

that has suggested that formative values seem to powerfully influence an individual’s 

selection of their specific religion or spiritual path (Campbell & Putnam, 2012).  In other 

words, contrary to the popular belief that involvement in a particular religion influences 

political ideology, Campbell and Putnam suggest that core values may be more likely to 

determine religious and spiritual affiliation and expression.  That is to say that core 

values, rather than religion seems to determined religious affiliation and political 

leanings. When giving consideration to how primary values impact social PP, these data 

provides compelling evidence to support additional focus on primary socialization.  

2. Spiritual Ways of Knowing 

 This study appears to provide evidence for a greater appreciation for alternative 

ways of knowing. These data suggest that transpersonal experiences may offer a source 

of guidance and direction when it comes to social PP.  There are, however, serious 

challenges in attempting to garner additional insight in this area.  Vokey (2012) 

articulated this concern and noted that unless the unique contributions that spirituality 

offers are valued in academic settings, attempts to integrate spirituality in educational 

curriculums will not be sustainable.  In his concerns, Vokey notes the significances of 

recognizing spiritual ways of knowing as a primary and unique feature of spirituality. 

Specifically, he posits that spiritual knowledge, if it is to be fully appreciated, must have 

room to be explored in academic settings that have traditionally been dominated by 

mechanistic or scientific ways of knowing (particularly in the West).  A distinguishing 

feature of religion and spirituality is the ability of adherents to gain transpersonal 
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knowledge.  Though methods and practices differ, knowledge gained from sacred texts, 

prayer, meditation, and oral traditions are a defining and foundational feature of most 

religious and spiritual traditions.  Vokey (2012) argues that in order for spiritual 

integration to be fully appreciated, the transpersonal knowledge that is central to 

spirituality must not only be welcomed, but also valued in academic settings. S. Thomas 

(2010) further argues that spiritual practices such as prayer, meditation and contemplation 

are of the utmost importance for the promotion of social change and political 

transformation. If these spiritual practices are a core feature of the integration of faith in 

practice, as these data, Vokey and S. Thomas suggest, then additional research is 

warranted in this area.   

3. The Role of Social Work in Social Policy 

 One of the most surprising outcomes of these data involved the role of the social 

work profession in social PP.  Since this research was designed to examine the 

integration of religion and spirituality in social PP, the sampling frame was not limited to 

individuals with social work degrees.  Instead, the researcher utilized criterion based 

snowball sampling in an attempt to get the most salient sample. Even though the criteria 

did not limit participants by academic degree, by using criteria that were familiar to 

social workers, the assumption was that the majority of individuals referred by 

gatekeepers (who had their degrees in social work), would also hold degrees in social 

work. Surprisingly, only six of out of the 17 participants included in the sample held 

social work degrees.  What was most remarkable was the realization that participants 

from other disciplines, who were actively engaged in what would be considered social 

policy practice, were not familiar with this term. However, once these practitioners were 
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given the definition of social PP, they confirmed that they were, in fact, involved in what 

social work refers to as social policy practice.   

Because of the challenges with semantics, the criterion was amended so that the 

definition of social work and social PP were provided as part of the sample criterion.  

This amendment was made to allow the inclusion of individuals who were engaging is 

social PP from other disciplines, but lacked an academic degree in social work. Next to 

social work, degrees in law and theology or ministry were the most prevalent in the 

research sample.  Aside from the challenges with discipline-specific language, the 

preliminary results seem to indicate that there is some need to give more intentional focus 

to this area of social work practice. If these data are, indeed, indicative of the low 

representation of social workers engaging in social PP, additional research may be 

justified to determine the factors contributing to this phenomena, and to explore the 

implications for social work as a profession. 

4. Framing Values 

 Another unexpected finding involved the framing of core values. All participants 

were given information about the study in advance of the interview (i.e. the central 

question; the interview guide; and information about the nature of the study).  In addition, 

in order to meet the criteria necessary to be included in the study, participants self-

identified that religion or spirituality was an influencing factor in their PP.  In spite of 

these factors, many of the practitioners who participated in this study did not initially 

frame their core values in a religious or spiritual manner, nor did they identify their core 

values as having a spiritual foundation. Often they used language devoid of religious or 

spiritual indications. When this researcher utilized probing questions to explore the origin 
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of the values, some subjects voluntarily spoke about the religious or spiritual foundation 

of their core values, yet others did not. Of all the preliminary findings, this was perhaps 

the most daunting because it presents a challenge when attempting to assess how RS 

influence social PP.  It also seems to indicate that the religious and spiritual impetus for 

social PP many not initially be apparent.   

Even though these data were somewhat surprising, it was not completely 

unanticipated.  In fact, the use of critical theory in the research design was based on the 

primary assumption that RS are marginalized in the social policy arena.  Data collected 

during the interviews seem to confirm the use of the philosophical assumptions of critical 

theory foundational to this study.  Because of these findings, this researcher formulated 

probing questions that elicited information about the religious, spiritual or secular 

influence of core values. In reflecting on this writer’s observations that policy 

practitioners often used language devoid of religious or spiritual indications, this writer 

offers the following possible explanations: Language itself is a powerful tool that is used 

by skilled policy practitioners to frame ideas and values in a manner that garners public 

support.  One could argue that in the United States, values framed as religious or justified 

on the basis of religious beliefs, do not resonate with policy makers and do not make 

effective political arguments. Perhaps spiritually motivated policy practitioners are no 

less motivated by their faith, but they have become accustomed to discussing these values 

in a manner that resonates with policymakers.   Jacob, a policy practitioner who received 

his social work training in Israel before coming to the United States, relays the following 

story that illustrated this point:  

I'll tell you an anecdote, so you understand where I'm going. When I came to do 

my doctoral work here (in the U.S.), during the first semester I had to write a 
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paper on policy and I wanted to use a quote from the Bible, from the book of 

Amos. So I went to the library and the only Bible I read before was in Hebrew, so 

I took the Bible from the library and went to the right passage, and to my chagrin 

it didn’t say what I wanted to say. So I went back to my fellow students and I told 

them what happened, so they looked at me with disbelief and say how does a 

smart person like yourself not know anything, and they said to me, “If you don't 

like it take another Bible”. And I said, “What do you mean?” And they said, 

“There are many translations; find a translation that says what you think it should 

say.” But then they said, “Look you're not in Israel. Here when you write an 

academic paper don’t use Biblical quotes or your professor will think that you 

don't have intellectual rigor if you resort to writing just Biblical stuff--we don't do 

it.” So I asked my mentor, and she said, “oh no don't do it!” So in most academic 

settings here you have this division of what you bring into public sphere and what 

you don't bring in the public sphere. So when I wrote in Israel and I thought about 

issues in Israeli, religion can be expressed, discussed and acknowledged. But 

when you do work in the United States today, unless your audience is amenable to 

it, you don't bring in any religious content. 

 

This story, relayed by Jacob, seems to capture the essence of a cultural dynamic 

indicative of current American political spheres. Perhaps religious and spiritual language 

has successfully been divorced from political discourse, making it difficult to gain a full 

appreciation of the role of RS in PP. 

  This dynamic also prompted this writer to think about values, in general. The two 

agnostics who participated in this study did so because of their recognition of the impact 

that religion has on social PP. While they may not be personally inspired by religion in 

their work, they both recognize the functional role of RS in the policy arena.  Much of 

their work involved working with the religious community to harness the shared values 

for the betterment of society.  Jack, an agnostic practitioner, shared the following when 

discussing his work with congregants of a church: 

Most of them shared my values or even influenced my values in the sense that 

they were committed --some from a humanistic perspective; some from a 

religious perspective. They were all committed to human dignity and to 

communal responsibility through policy. 
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What seemed to matter most to Jack was the idea of shared functional values that were 

empowering.  The origin of these values was of little concern.  This realization has 

significant implications.  In this example, Jack was savvy in his ability to harness the 

functional values of religion and unite the community around shared values, even though 

he identified himself as agnostic.  This may seem like an obvious intervention, yet in 

today’s increasingly polarized political arena where activists utilize faith to justify their 

political stances, uniting people around shared values can pose significant challenges.  

Those committed to social justice find themselves dealing with increasingly complex and 

divisive social issues. By recognizing the empowering and functional contributions that 

can be harvested from RS, policy practitioners may find significant value in unifying 

religiously diverse communities around shared functional values.  Perhaps, in the same 

way that this writer encountered cultural and linguistic challenges when using the term 

social policy with people outside of the social work profession, similar cultural and 

linguistic challenges exists when people of various religious and spiritual traditions 

endeavor to engage in the political realm.  If this is the case, it may be feasible for astute 

policy practitioners, who see the unique value contribution that religion and spirituality 

offer, to assist individuals and communities in bridging this cultural and linguistic gap.   

Despite the immense challenges, there are significant implications for 

understanding how values are framed.  Perhaps the culture of separation of church and 

state in the United States has had conceptual and linguistic ramifications. In this context, 

the successful framing of concepts may impact policy practitioner’s ability to clearly 

articulate how religious or spiritual values influence their PP. As social policy 

practitioners endeavor to engage in spiritually sensitive practice, the issue of framing can 
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be explored so that all values, including religiously inspired values, are assessed and 

utilized for community empowerment. In order to empower individuals and communities 

to utilize the unique contributions of religion and spirituality, additional research is need. 

This researcher envisions the creation of a model that can be used to make room for 

religiously inspired values and aid policy practitioners with the means to assess critically 

their own spiritual beliefs and values. In addition to equipping policy practitioners, 

individual communities could be empowered with a model that evokes greater awareness 

and understanding of core community values, while eliciting participation from 

marginalized voices. In Chapter Three, this writer proposes a model for a Client-Centered 

Value-Sensitive Social PP (see Figure 3.1) that can be used to assist policy practitioners 

in creating an environment where client values are identified and employed to guide 

social policy.  

Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study is the lack of dimensionalization in the 

category of religious diversity. Due to the vast diversity of religious traditions and 

spiritual expression in the United States, it was not feasible to select a sample that 

included a full range of religious expression.  Thirteen of the participants were affiliated 

with Christian denominations. Instead of selecting a theoretical sample that contained 

greater religious diversity, this researcher focused on building a purposive sample that 

focused on the primary categories that emerged during open coding.  Because religious 

diversity was not part of the sampling strategy, the findings may disproportionately 

reflect the manner in which the religious traditions included in the sample integrate RS in 

social PP.  
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Conclusion 

These data from 17 policy practitioners who identified spirituality and religion as 

a significant factor influencing their social PP provided substantial information to 

construct a preliminary model that elucidate the role of  Religion and Spirituality in social 

PP (RSSPP).  The RSSPP model presents a framework for conceptualizing the formative 

experiences, beliefs, core values, and defining experiences that shape the integration of 

spirituality and religion in social PP. The model indicates that the four salient themes of 

socialization, concepts of social justice, defining experiences and framing of values 

influence and shape the four developmental phases.    

Using the methodological approach of grounded theory, the RSSPP model was 

created to illustrate the interrelationship of the four primary phase’s categories and their 

relationship to the core phenomenon of spiritual integration in PP. The RSSPP model has 

significant implications for spiritually sensitive social PP.  As this model emerged, data 

provided from this study also suggest that the framing of values and the secularization of 

the policy arena in the United States has implications for spiritually sensitive PP.  The 

formulation of a spiritually-sensitive assessment instrument may assist practitioners to 

critically deconstruct and assess societal values to make room for the full range of values 

(spiritually and secularly inspired) that exist in a particular community. Additional 

research will be needed to develop, test and implement this assessment instrument.  

  



  

 

43 

 

References 

Braud, W., & Anderson, R. (1998). Transpersonal research methods for the social  

sciences: Honoring human experience. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Bohman, J. (2013). Critical Theory, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  

Retrieved March 30, 2014, from 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/critical-theory 

Canda, E. R. (2005). The future of spirituality in social work: The farther reaches of  

human nature.  Advances in Social Work, 6(1), 97-108.  

Canda, E. R., & Furman, L. D. (2010). Spiritual diversity in social work practice (2nd  

ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.  

Campbell, D. E., & Putnam, R. D. (2012). God and Caesar in America: Why mixing  

religion and politics is bad for both. Foreign Affairs, 91(2), 34-43. 

Campbell, S. (2012). Explosion of the spirit: A spiritual journal into the health care  

reform legislation.  Journal of Religion and Spirituality in Social Work: Social 

Thought, 31, 85-104. 

Coholic, D. (2012). A review of spiritually sensitive and holistic social work methods:  

Current emphases and future directions for research and practice. In J. Groen, D. 

Coholic and J. J. R. Graham, Spirituality in social work and education: Theory, 

practice, and pedagogies. (pp. 167-185). Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier University 

Press. 

Corradetti, C. (2013). The Frankfurt School and Critical Theory. The Internet  

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2012) Available at SSRN: 

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2211197 



  

 

44 

 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. (1990). Grounded theory research: Procedures, canons, and  

evaluative criteria. Qualitative Sociology, 13(1), 3–21. 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design. Thousand Oaks, CA:  

Sage. Crowley, A., & Derezortes, D. (1994). Transpersonal psychology and social 

work education.   Journal of Social Work Education, 30(1), 32-41. 

Derezotes, D. S. (2006). Spiritually oriented social work practice. Boston, MA: Pearson  

Education.  

Director, N. E., & Clark, E. J. (n. d.). Defining policy practice in social work. Retrieved  

from http://ablongman.com/samplechapter/0205473768.pdf 

Draucker, C., Martsolf, D., Ross, R., & Rusk, T. (2007). Theoretical sampling and  

category development in grounded theory. Qualitative Health Research, 17(8), 

1137-1148. 

Evans, E. N. (1985). Influencing decision-making in public policy: Religious  

organizations and political process. Social Work & Christianity, 12(1), 26-37.  

Furman, L. D., Benson, P. W., & Canda, E. R. (2011). Christian social workers’ attitudes  

on the role of religion and spirituality in U.S. social work practice and education: 

1997-2008. Social Work & Christianity, 38(2), 175-197. 

Hodge, D. R., & Bushfield, S. (2006). Developing spiritual competency in practice.   

Journal of Ethic and Cultural Diversity in Social Work, 15(3), 101-127.  

Horkheimer, M. (1982). Critical theory. New York, NY: Seabury Press. 

Hoyt-Oliver, J. (1998). Integrating faith and the study of social policy: Translating God’s  

will into earthen vessels. Social Work & Christianity, 25(2), 130-144. 

 



  

 

45 

 

Hutchison, E. (2012). Spirituality, religion & progressive social movements: Resources & 

motivation for social change. Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: 

Social Thought, 31(1-2), 105-127. 

Jansson, B. S., (2008). Effective policy advocate: From policy practice to social justice  

(5th ed.). Belmont, CA: Brooks/Cole.  

Jansson, B. S., (n. d.). Retrieved May 11, 2015, from http://www.janspan.org/ 

Kellner, D. (1990). Critical theory and the crisis of social theory. Sociological  

Perspectives, 33(1), 11-33. 

Lincoln, Y., Lynham, S., & Guba, E. (2012). Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions,  

and emerging confluences. In Handbook of qualitative research. (pp. 97-128). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.   

Marx, J. D., & Hopper, F. (2005). Faith-based versus fact-based social policy: The 

case of teenage pregnancy prevention. Social Work, 50(3), 280–282. 

Religious and Spiritual Clearinghouse. (n. d.) in Council on Social Work Education.  

Retrieved November 11, 20 13, from 

http://www.cswe.org/CentersInitiatives/CurriculumResources/50777.aspx 

Sheridan, M. J. (2012a). Introduction: Connecting spirituality and social justice within 

macropractice.  Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social 

Thought, 31, 1-8.  

Sheridan, M. J. (2012b). Spiritual activism: Grounding ourselves in the Spirit. Journal of               

 Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought, 31, 193-208. 

 

 



  

 

46 

 

Straal, J. M. (2002). Observational from the field of faith-based organizing: Revitalizing  

social work skills in policy and social action. Professional Development, 5(2), 4-

14. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory  

procedures and techniques (2nd ed.). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Thomas, L. (2010). The variations and strategies of faith-based advocacy organizations in  

 Virginia.  Journal of Policy Practice, 9(3-4), 240-262.  

doi: 10.1080/15588742.2010.489036. 

Thomas, S. M. (2010). Living critically and “living faithfully” in a global age: Justice,  

emancipation and the political theology of international relations. Millennium –

Journal of International Studies, 39(2), 505–524. 

doi:10.1177/0305829810385053 

Wald, K., Silverman, A. F., & Fridy, K. (2005). Making sense of religion in political life.   

 Annual Review of Political Science, 8, 121-43.  

doi:10.146/annurev.polisci.8.083104.163853.  

Vokey, D. (2012). Spirituality and professional education: Contributions toward a shared  

 curriculum framework. In J. Groen, D. Coholic and J. R. Graham, Spirituality in 

 social work and education: Theory, practice, and pedagogies. (pp. 97-120).  

 Waterloo, Ontario, Canada: Wilfred Laurier University Press.  

Zuidervaart, L. (2011) Theodor W. Adorno, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy  

(Winter 2011 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), 

URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2011/entries/adorno/>. 

  



  

 

47 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice 

 

 

Abstract  

 

Engaging in social PP is an integral part of the social work profession and dates back to 

the profession’s historical roots of advocacy for social change. Despite the foundational 

role of advocacy in the social work profession, there has been a lack of adequate attention 

given to the development of effective PP skills in social work education programs 

(McNutt, 1995; Pritzker & Lane, 2014; Raber & Richter, 1999; Weiss-Gal, 2016). There 

are several factors that have contributed to social work’s inexplicit presence in PP. 

Building on previous scholarship, this paper explores the historical and cultural factors 

that have contributed to this dynamic.  This writer argues that: 1) Policy studies emerged 

and were profoundly shaped by an era when empirical inquiry was esteemed; 2) 

foundational models of policy analysis were shaped by the influence of capitalism as a 

hegemonic global paradigm; 3) the historical dominance of rational policy assessment 

instruments grounded in economic paradigms presents a unique challenge for social 

workers who aim to engage in culturally sensitive, client-centered practice; and 4) the 

social work profession is poised to contribute a value-sensitive PP framework to the PP 

arena that is both culturally sensitive and client centered.   

This paper begins by reviewing the historical development of PP as a recognized 

discipline.  Next, it examines the unique challenges that social workers encounter when 

engaging in PP. Finally, it concludes by presenting a Client-Centered Value-Sensitive 
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Social Policy Practice model that is consistent with social work values and relevant to the 

current domestic and global socio-political environment.  
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Introduction 

Engaging in social PP is an integral part of the social work profession and dates 

back to the profession’s historical roots of advocacy for social change. The central role of 

PP is encoded in the National Association of Social Work (NASW) Code of Ethics, 

stating that, "Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf of 

vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people" (National Association of 

Social Workers, 1999, para. 14). In addition, the Council on Social Work Education 

(CSWE) Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) cites that one of the 

purposes of social work is to, “analyze, formulate, and advocate for policies that advance 

social well-being and collaborate with colleagues and clients for effective policy action” 

(Council on Social Work Education, 2008, p. 6).  Despite the foundational role of 

advocacy in the social work profession, adequate attention devoted to the development of 

effective PP skills is lacking in social work education programs (McNutt, 1995; Pritzker 

& Lane, 2014; Raber & Richter, 1999; Weiss-Gal, 2016).   

This paper begins by reviewing the historical development of PP as a recognized 

discipline and examines the unique challenges that social workers encounter when 

engaging in PP. Next, this author suggests that a policy assessment framework consistent 

with social work values and relevant to the current domestic and global socio-political 

environment is needed.  Finally, this writer argues that the social work profession is 

poised to propose a value-sensitive PP framework that is both culturally sensitive and 

client-centered.  The proposed value-sensitive framework co-inheres with social worker 

values and ethics, resonates with the current socio-political climate and will contribute to 

an environment where social workers are empowered to effectively participate in the 

policy arena.  



  

 

50 

 

The History of Policy Analysis 

To understand the nature and dominant characteristics impacting PP, this paper 

begins with a brief history of the development of policy analysis in the United States. For 

the purpose of this article, this writer will use the following definition of policy analysis 

provided by Heineman, Bluhm, Peterson, and Kearny (2002): Policy analysis is, “the 

application of analytical techniques to social issues for the purpose of enhanced 

understanding and improved inputs into the system” (p. 6).  This writer argues that the 

field of policy studies emerged with the development of the social sciences and was 

profoundly shaped by both the positivist environment of the late 19th century and the 

influence of capitalism that achieved hegemony during the 20th century.  

The Rationalization of Political Discourse 

Following the Industrial Revolution, the U.S. grappled with unique economic, 

social and political realities.  As Americans attempted to contend with emerging 

challenges, the structure of modern academic disciplines were beginning to take form.   

Scientific methodology and its broad application to diverse academic disciplines was 

gaining a dominant role as the supreme source of progress (Steinmo, 2008).  Heineman et 

al. (2002) argue that with the increase of large corporations, industrial leaders had a 

vested interest in understanding human behavior in increasing worker productivity and 

customer consumption. In this context, scientific approaches were seen as useful for 

understanding, optimizing, and improving society. As the idea of applying scientific 

methods to human behavior took root, empirical inquiry spread to the realm of policy 

analysis.  
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Heineman et al. highlight some notable events that impacted the development of 

policy studies as a discipline.  First, at the turn of the century and throughout the 

Progressive Era, an increase in reform efforts and regulatory measures led to a need for 

professionals who were skilled at evaluating reform. This need coupled with the 

dominance of positivism, a belief that the highest form of knowledge is that which is 

perceived through human sensory experience, impacted the development of PP (King, 

2004). In this environment, policy analysts sought scientific methods to fashion policy 

assessment as a rigorous practice. By the beginning of the 1900s major social science 

journals were being established and notable graduate schools began preparing students in 

the social sciences to work in government policy (Scott & Shore, 1979).   

Heineman et al. (2002), highlight the competing ideas about the role policy 

analysis had as this new field was emerging.  On the one hand, theorists like John Dewey 

believed that the application of the scientific perspective to social issues provided 

legitimacy for an activist government and social reform through scientific analysis, 

emphasizing results; others, such as Arthur F. Bentley, sought to remove policy analysis 

from activism and instead aimed for objectivity and political neutrality.  Eventually, 

Bentley’s argument for objective neutrality would win out. Policy studies would emerge 

as a distinct field of study that valued scientific objectivity and disparaged values that 

were perceived as detracting from rational thinking.  Heineman et al. note: 

Within higher education, the social science disciplines began to focus on dealing 

with social problems and on establishing the policy process itself more 

objectively.  But their perceived inability to be effective in the changing policy 

environment stimulated the emergence of policy studies as a distinct field of study 

that drew on contributions from a variety of disciplines (pp. 13-14).   
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The field of policy studies emerged as scholars recognized the need for an effective way 

to address social problems.  

 With the emergence of policy studies in academic institutions, the idea of applying 

scientific methods to human behavior in the policy arena became known as the 

rationalization of political discourse (Hanson, 2014, p. 224). The rationalization of 

political discourse refers to the practice of applying a deductive approach to PP.  This 

approach emerged in the late nineteenth century as rationalists began demanding more 

rigor in government and corporate settings, and economists and system analysts began 

working in the policy sector (Hanson, 2014; Heineman, et al., 2002; Meltsner, 1976).  

Hanson states:  

As the grounds of political debate shifted toward more scientific terrain, 

consideration of efficiency and dependability became leading indicators of 

political performance, and democratic governments were judged according to 

technical successes in stabilizing the economy… (p. 259).  

 

Because of the desire for rigor and objectivity, policy analysis became focused on 

scientific inquiry that was viewed as value-neutral and distinct from the activities of 

social activism.   

Another phenomenon that emerged after WWI was the ability of interests groups 

to organize and impact policy as government programs expanded and extended their 

reach. Hanson (1985) points out that during the era of the New Deal, a complex system of 

interest groups emerged, creating a dynamic of collective decision making where policies 

were the result of negotiations rather than planning. Heineman, et al. (2002) adds that 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) embraced organizational activity as a means 

of dealing with economic issues. In fact, Heineman et al., point out that FDR’s creation 

of the National Industrial Recovery Act, the Agricultural Adjustment Act, and the 
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National Labor Relations Act, officially recognized and welcomed group participation in 

American politics. As rational approaches to policy analysis became foremost, and 

interest groups became increasingly active in forging empirical arguments to align with 

their agenda, the ability to devise rational arguments to further one’s interest became 

increasingly important. With the emergence of interest groups skilled at using analytical 

techniques in policy analysis, values, whether stated or not, played a significant role in 

PP. Ironically, as scientific rationalism was embraced, the core values that served as an 

impetus for competing interests were disparaged.  

After World War II advances in the natural sciences solidified scientific thinking 

and encouraged policymakers to conceptualize policy on quantifiable terms and to give 

more consideration to rigorous analytical arguments (Hanson, 2014; Heineman, et al., 

2002; Sharkansky, 1995). Heineman et al., state that even though policy analysis finds its 

historical roots in the social sciences, “the emergence of the physical sciences as an 

important part of the public agenda has created a policy environment in which rigorous 

analysis of problems is required and demanded” (p. 15). With the increasing demand for 

scientific rigor, and the ability of interest groups to organize, Heineman et al., argue that 

social scientists began to take a back seat in the policy process and by default, contributed 

to a political system that was at the mercy of organized interests. 

Economic Imperialism  

Another factor that influenced the development of policy analysis was the 

increasing influence of capitalism, not merely as an economic system, but as a hegemonic 

global paradigm that powerfully shaped how humanity perceived development, well-

being, competing interests, and access to resources.  Ultimately decisions about access to, 
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and the distribution of, resources are based on beliefs and values that shape policies and 

undergird social norms and expectations. As capitalism expanded its reach and emerged 

as a world system, economic paradigms began to dominate the arena of policy analysis.  

Eventually, the foundational models of policy analysis favored a rational approach to 

inquiry based on economic theory.  Economic metaphors began to propagate the area of 

policy analysis and the main impetus for investigation came from system analysts who 

were skilled in operations research, cost-effectiveness, cost-benefit analysis, and 

budgeting (Heineman, et al., 2002; Jansson, 2008; Dror, 1967). During the 1960s, 

projects known as Planning, Programming and Budgeting Systems (PPBS), Zero-based 

Budgeting and Management by Objectives (MBO) were initiated with the backing of the 

federal government (Jansson, 2008). By the 1980s, the push for empirical data grounded 

in market metaphors was well established and continued to influence social policy 

decisions (O’Connor & Netting, 2008).  

The Challenge for Social Work  

Under the guise of objectivity and value-neutrality, policy analysis helped to 

shape the field of policy studies as a discipline that esteemed empirical data grounded in 

market metaphors. As the practice of policy analysis became prominent, scholars 

expressed concern about analysts’ allegiance to quantitative models, inability to deal with 

conflicting non-commensurate values, methodological problems, and neglect of 

significant cultural and political factors (DiNitto & Johnson, 2016; Dror, 1967; Jansson, 

2008; Meltsner, 1976). Another concern cited by critics of the rational approach is its 

static analysis of dynamic phenomena (Jansson, 2008; O'Connor & Netting, 2008). While 

many scholars recognize the limits of rational assessment instruments, this approach to 
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policy assessment continues to dominate policy selection and analysis in academic and 

governmental settings (Heineman, et al., 2002; Jansson, 2008). Despite the influence of 

rational models, many scholars see policy analysis as more of an art than a science, with 

varying emphasis given to rational, value and political factors (DiNitto & Johnson, 2016; 

Jansson, 2008).   

The historical dominance of rational policy assessment instruments grounded in 

economic paradigms presents a unique challenge for social workers who aim to advocate 

for clients and communities in a manner that is consistent with social work values and 

ethics. Since assessment instruments organize the way information is conceptualized, 

empirical data emphasizing economic factors have received undue attention in the policy 

arena at the expense of other relevant factors.  Values, which are a foundational aspect to 

client-centered, culturally sensitive PP, are often marginalized under the dominant 

approaches to policy analysis.  

Policy Practice and Social Work Education 

Despite the pragmatic obstacles of a policy arena dominated by rational 

instruments grounded in market metaphors, social policy analysis remains a central 

aspect of PP in the social work profession. Weiss-Gal (2016) points out that international 

definitions of global standards for social work endorse the idea that all social workers 

should engage in PP. In social work, PP is commonly defined as, “Efforts to change 

policies in legislative, agency, and community settings, by establishing new policies, 

improving existing ones, or defeating the policy initiatives of other people” (Jansson, 

2014, p. 1). Bruce Jansson (2014) asserts that the concept of policy practice first 

appeared in a book that he published in 1984.  He notes that he published the book when 
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he discovered that social work texts and curriculum at that time did not discuss how 

social workers could work to impact policies. As the rational approach to PP developed, 

the number of PP articles in social work journals increased. Recently, Weiss-Gal (2016) 

reviewed existing literature on PP in social work education and noted that between the 

years of 1970-2014 social work experienced a marked growth in the number of articles 

relating to PP. Weiss-Gal identified 113 publications that were focused on PP.  These 

articles appeared in English peer-reviewed journals written from scholars in Austria, 

Canada, Israel, South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States (p. 290).   

Despite the increasing attention given to PP and the desire of educators to 

enhance the knowledge of how social workers can influence the policy process, social 

work educators appear to be challenged when it comes to equipping students with the 

skills necessary to participate in PP.  Weiss-Gal (2016) found that there is currently a 

notable dissatisfaction among authors with the way in which PP is being taught in social 

work programs.  For example, several studies found that learning about PP is limited in 

coursework and fieldwork in both BSW and MSW and programs (pp. 292-293).  In 

addition Weis-Gal noted that there has yet to be any studies to determine how social work 

education programs have adapted their curricula to incorporate PP as a core competency 

(p. 293).  Based on this review, Weiss-Gal argues for more conceptual thinking regarding 

the goals and strategies utilized in teaching PP. He argues for a holistic approach where 

PP is conceptualized as an integral component of social work practice and incorporated 

throughout the whole social work curriculum (p. 300).  Given the challenges faced by 

social work educators who want to provide an empowering environment for PP, this 

writer proposes the utilization of a value-sensitive PP framework into social PP.   
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 Rationale for a Value-Sensitive Approach to Policy Practice 

This writer argues that a value-sensitive approach to PP resonates with the 

politically and culturally polarized modern socio-political environment. In addition, while 

various academic disciplines engage in PP, social work, with its emphasis on client-

centered, culturally sensitive practice is uniquely poised to embrace a value-sensitive PP 

framework. In doing so, the social work profession will offer a policy frame that will aid 

in the creation of an empowering environment for individuals and communities.  

Even though economically influenced rational policy assessment instruments 

continue to dominate the policy assessment and practice arena, this writer argues that 

there are three main reasons why a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted.   First, 

recent studies suggest that perceptions, ideologies, and values strongly influence political 

positioning. In fact, in today’s political environment, some studies suggest that these 

factors appear to be one of the most significant influential factors impacting PP (Caprara, 

Schwartz, Capanna, Vecchione & Barbaranelli, 2006; Schwartz, Caprara, & Vecchione, 

2010; Mair, Rusch, & Hornik, 2014; Rokeach, 1973; Rein, 1983).  When examining the 

role of values in PP, Rein (1984) and Young (1996) posit that facts are rooted in values. 

Rein explains that the way we see things in the world consists of, “a structure of thought, 

of evidence, of action and hence of interest and values” (p. 96). Young (1996) argues, 

that knowledge is interest-bound, and that interest-free knowledge is rare, and may not 

exist at all.  

The second reason why a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted involves the 

positivist assumptions that inform the rational approach to PP. Since the formative years 

of policy analysis occurred during the early 20th century, the discipline of policy studies 
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was shaped by the positivist environment that existed at that time. As a result, the 

assumptions of policy analysis reflect the positivist thinking that was mainstream during 

its formation. The logical positivism’s criterion of variability (the idea that only 

information that can be verified empirically is meaningful) has, however, waned with the 

emergence of postpositive thought (King, 2004). Postpositive thinking emerged in the 

mid-20th century and rejected the central thesis of positivism.  Instead, post-positivists 

embrace relativism, multiple narratives and the importance of understanding the cultural 

context and variegated nature of truth.  Because of this, postpositive thinkers recognize 

that individual and cultural values shape perceptions of reality.  Despite this significant 

epistemological shift from positivism to post-positivism, policy analysis has clung to its 

outdated rational positivist assessment strategies. A value-sensitive approach to policy 

analysis and practice, however, would contribute to a frame that embraces modern 

thought and is consistent with the core assumptions of the post-positive era.  

Finally, the third reason that a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted 

involves the global impact of policy assessment instruments that have been dominated by 

economic measures. Historically, national well-being has been widely equated with 

economic development. Therefore, the primary indicators of national progress and 

development have been assessed using indicators such as the Gross National Product 

(GNP) and gross domestic product (GDP) (Healy, 2012).  Measures designed to track 

desired progress and developments have significant implications. For example, because 

GNP and GDP were indicators of national well-being, financial assistance and low-

interest loans have been granted to developing countries with the expectation of progress, 

and progress was assessed based on economic development.  Current research, however, 
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suggests that economic progress is not directly related to human well-being.  In fact, one 

author refers to this short-sighted focus on economic development as a post-modern, 

post-industrial disease (Watts, n.d.).  Symptoms of the disease include increasing 

economic gaps, high levels of corporate and individual debt, environmental degradation, 

communal breakdown, and an overburdened social welfare system that leaves the poor, 

elderly, and other dependent groups at high risk (Watts, p.137).  Recently, however, there 

has been a move to conceptualize global development in a more holistic, culturally 

relative way that focuses on the multi-faceted aspects of well-being.   For example, a 

measure known as the Gross National Happiness (GNH) instrument is being given 

serious consideration at the United Nations because of its success in Bhutan.  GNH is an 

instrument that has been used in Bhutan for the past 40 years with significant results 

(Negi & Furman, 2010). GNH Commission Secretary Karma Tsheetim points out that the 

use of GNH is an approach to development that seeks to balance the material with the 

non-material, spiritual, cultural aspects, and the needs of the individual in society. 

According to Tsheetim, GNH is based on the belief that what people most want out of 

life is to live a meaningful life (Negi & Furman, 2010).   

The development and utilization of the GNH challenges capitalism as a 

hegemonic global paradigm that has dominated our perception of well-being and 

progress.  Alternative models that view welfare more holistically are beginning to 

challenge current perceptions of progress. As social workers seek to address human needs 

and human well-being around the globe, it will be critical to have assessment instruments 

that make room for cultural values. Selecting relevant factors that resonate with the 

communities where progress and development are being evaluated will be necessary. 
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This shift in the way global growth and development are being conceptualized is another 

indicator that antiquated methods for assessing social policy must also evolve.    

Value-Sensitive Approach to Policy Analysis 

Along with a value sensitive approach to PP, it is clear that a value-sensitive 

approach to policy analysis is also needed.  In developing a value-sensitive policy 

analysis frame, this writer will use the following definition of values as articulated by 

Heineman et al. (2002), where he states that values are “beliefs (and) attitudes that guide 

individual behavior in the policy process” (p. 5). Values inform our perception of reality, 

guide our moral compass, and inform our daily decisions.  It is, therefore, not surprising 

to find that core values play a significant and foundational role in social policy 

development, assessment, advocacy, and implementation.  Discussions of social policy 

often involve conversations about values, yet the literature emphasizing and analyzing the 

central role of values in social policy is limited. When discussing value-orientated policy 

assessment, Garlington (2014) states: “The individualistic value orientation of various US 

social structures (political, religious, and economic) demonstrate the significance of 

values in understanding policy development.  Theoretical discussions of welfare policy 

often mention values, but only a few authors dissect and emphasize the role of values as 

significant” (p. 290). With the recognition of the vital role of values in social policy and 

the social work mandate for culturally sensitive practice, this writer proposes a PP 

framework that is focused on critically assessing individual, community and cultural 

values.  

O’Connor and Netting (2008) underscore the importance of selecting appropriate 

analysis frameworks when evaluating policy.  They compared the selection of approprate 
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analysis tools to teaching research skills. They argue that “Both (research and policy 

analysis) involve the selection of an appropriate analytical tool to be used with multiple 

units of analysis; and in both, the selected instrument must fit the purpose of the analysis 

or the product is not useful” (p. 159).  It is, therefore, incumbent upon social workers who 

aim to deliver culturally-sensitive client-centered services to clients to incorporate value-

sensitive policy assessment instruments in their social PP. To equip social workers with a 

value-sensitive approach to PP, practitioners must have access to an appropriate 

framework from which to view policies. They must also be equipped with the skill set 

needed to elicit the essential information. 

Review of Values and Social Policy 

Cultural Values 

Even though the literature on value-sensitive policy assessment is limited, the 

impact of values at the macro level has received some attention. Research examining the 

formation of cultural values and assessing how values contribute to the national identity 

offers insights as to how values influence national policy.  Lipset (1996), a notable 

scholar on the character of American exceptionalism focuses on the unique ideological 

perspective of Americans and discusses the pervasive nature of values in American 

society. He states, “The United States is a country organized around an ideology which 

includes a set of dogmas about the nature of a good society” (p. 31). Lipset argues that 

liberty, egalitarianism, individualism, populism, and laissez-faire are the unique and 

defining ideologies underlying American culture, and as such, they continue to impact 

national decisions.  
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The idea of enduring cultural values is supported by research conducted by 

Inglehart and Baker (2000).  Using data from three waves of the World Values Survey 

that contained data from 65 societies and included 75% of the world’s population, 

Inglehart and Baker found evidence for both cultural change and the existence of 

persistent and distinctive cultural traditions.  They state: 

The broad cultural heritage of a society--Protestant, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, 

Confucian, or Communist--leaves an imprint on values that endure despite 

modernization.  Moreover, the differences between the values held by members of 

different religions within given societies are much smaller than are cross-national 

differences.  Once established, such cross-cultural differences become part of a 

national culture transmitted by educational institutions and mass media (p. 19).  

 

By viewing values as part of cultural and national identity, analysts can gain a greater 

appreciation for persistent values that play a significant role in the policy arena.  

Considered in this light, one could argue that the religious traditions that arise and 

flourish in different societies do so because of the existence of values that are 

complementary and receptive to those particular religious traditions.  Based on the 

findings of Inglehart and Baker, it must also be noted that the expression of religion takes 

on a unique form in light of national identity.  

Garlington (2014) also explores the value orientation of policy in the United 

States and specifically identifies the significant impact these values have had on the 

American welfare system.   Garlington argues that by connecting values to policy 

formulation, analysts gain insight into policy variation. She argues that we can better 

understand the origin and trajectory of current policies by analyzing the historical 

development of social welfare policy and by examining the value orientation that gave 

rise to individual policies. Additionally, Garlington establishes the significance of values 

as a core factor that constitutes social structures and social policies. She argues that 
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incorporating social values into policy analysis, “facilitates nuanced and critical 

understandings of how nation’s shape redistribution policy and response to economic, 

state, and political social changes” (p. 294).   

Assessing the values that have influenced social policy throughout history, 

provides policy practitioners with a more holistic view of policy decisions.  Instead of 

seeing policies as merely the byproduct of politically oriented administrations, or political 

ideology, the astute analyst will begin to assess how constituent values impact policy 

selection. Practitioners can attune to why, for example, explicit political messages and 

policies resonate with citizens. They can also create an empowering environment where 

there is a greater awareness of how enduring national values, which vary in time in space, 

impact policy selection, development, and implementation. 

Theory, Fact, and Value 

 In addition to analyzing the inherent values that influence social policy decisions, 

several scholars have argued that values shape how facts are presented in the policy arena 

and are perhaps the most influential factor in shaping policy.  Since values forge the 

conceptual lens through which we view reality, our assumptions, perceptions, moral 

judgments, decisions, and behaviors are never isolated from the values we hold 

(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Jansson, 2008; Rein, 1983; Rubington & Weinberger, 

1989).  Jansson (2008) argues that the conceptual lens we use impacts our perceptions of 

problems, the type of information we seek, data we select, and the interpretation of data 

selection. Some scholars even question whether rationalists overstate the objective façade 

in the presentation of scientific evidence (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994).   
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 Martin Rein (1984) is perhaps the earliest social policy scholar to advocate for a 

value-critical approach to policy analysis. Rein argues that when considering policy, the 

interplay between theory, fact, and value must be examined, not as an afterthought, but as 

an essential feature of policy. Rein proposes an approach which he refers to as framing to 

highlight the theory-fact-value relationship. Rein argues that reality construction is value-

dependent.  He states, “We cannot have an inquiry or discourse without appreciating how 

our conceptualization of what is at issue depends upon our purpose” (p. 86).   Rein delves 

deeper into the construction of facts by stating that our assessment of facts is dependent 

on our purpose and values. According to Rein, “There are no facts independent of the 

theory that organize them, and theory cannot be separated from human purposes and 

hence from values” (p. 89). Canda and Chambers (1994) draw from Rein to support their 

argument for spiritually sensitive social PP. They argue that the perception of value-

neutral policy is an illusion and they support Rein’s argument for a value-critical 

approach. A value-critical technique takes into consideration the underlying value 

position of competing social policy initiatives. By utilizing this method, Canda and 

Chambers believe that policy practitioners will be equipped to think clearly about 

diversity and discuss implicit value conflicts explicitly.  

A Value-Sensitive Policy Framework 

 This writer proposes a value-sensitive PP model that builds upon Rein’s (1984) 

value critical approach to PP; uses community practice concepts from Homan (2016); and 

incorporates aspects of the PP frameworks articulated by Jansson (2014).  By building 

upon foundational scholarship, this writer aims to advance a value-sensitive PP model 

that can be used to equip social workers and other policy practitioners in client-centered 
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PP. This model is based on the following assumptions: 1) Individuals and communities 

are motivated by values and beliefs that govern their decisions and behaviors; 2) Values 

have been marginalized or ignored in the policy analysis arena; 3) When engaging in PP, 

the assessment of  implicit and explicit values is critical for client-centered PP; 4) In 

order for social policy practitioners to engage in client-centered, value-sensitive PP, 

practitioners should critically assess their values, their client’s values, values governing 

relevant policies, and the larger community’s cultural values; 5) Policy practitioners can 

use social work skills to create conceptual space where values are identified, critically 

assessed; and 6) By creating an empowering environment where values are critically 

identified and assessed, clients and communities will be better equipped to engage in 

effective advocacy efforts that are consistent with their values and resonate with the 

greater community.  

Figure 3.1 displays a model of Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social PP. This 

model can be used to assist policy practitioners in creating an empowering environment 

where client values are identified, assessed and employed to guide social policy.  

Practitioners can use this model to work with communities to establish new policies, 

improve existing policies or defeat policy initiatives that are not consistent with client 

values.  This model presupposes that policy practitioners have achieved core 

competencies in the following areas, which Jansson (2014) identifies as being critical to  

PP skills: 1) analytic skills; 2) political skills; 3) interactional skills, and 4) value-

clarifying skills (p. 78). Practitioners will utilize the policy skills-set identified by Jansson 

in all phases of client-centered value-sensitive social PP. 
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In addition to having the requisite skills set, policy practitioners must identify the 

various segments or subsections of the community to ensure that the practitioner is 

engaging in effective client-centered PP.   Using the typology defined by Homan (2016, 

pp. 135-136), practitioners can identify the following sectors of the community: 1) 

individuals impacted by the identified policy issues; 2) individuals who have the power 

and/ or resources to in enact or change the identified policy; and 3) individuals who are 

willing to take action in the community.  Homan identifies these three primary segments 

of the community respectively as the: 1) Benefit Community; 2) Target or Response 

Community; and 3) Action Community.  Homan defines the Benefit Community to 

include, “those people who currently experience the problem or condition that needs 

improvement and can benefit from its resolution” (p. 135).  The Target or Response 

Community are those members of the community who control the resources that the 

Benefit Community needs.  According to Homan, the Target or Response Community 
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“encompasses those whose policies, actions, or inactions somehow perpetuate the current 

condition” (p. 136). Finally, the Action Community includes those members of society 

who, “recognize or could easily recognize that a problem or opportunity exists and may 

be willing to take action” (p. 135).   

Phase I  

During Phase I, the policy practitioner ascertains the Benefit Community and uses 

interactional skills and value–clarifying skills to identify and assess the primary values of 

the Benefit Community. During this phase, it is critical for practitioners to develop the 

ability to critically evaluate the implicit and explicit values and the manifest and latent 

values of the Benefit Community. Additionally, practitioners must be sensitive to 

marginalized voices that are part of the Benefit Community and be aware of how the 

Benefit Community prioritizes values. Because the skill of identifying individual and 

community values is critical to implementing the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social 

PP model, this writer constructed the Individual Policy Frame (see Figure 3.2) to 

illustrate the multifaceted factors that inform an individual’s perspective of social policy 

issues. This model displays how personal values and belief systems, coupled with cultural 

paradigms, influence an individual’s perspective of social policy issues. The Individual 

Policy Frame builds on previous scholarship and serves as an essential conceptual map 

detailing the major components that impact an individual’s policy position. The 

Individual Policy Frame (Figure 3.2) will aid practitioners as they conceptualize how 

personal values and beliefs influence policy decisions.  
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The Individual Policy Frame.  Martin Rein (1981) was one of the first scholars 

to propose a model of policy analysis that recognized the significance of values.  His 

Value Critical Policy Analysis perspective focused on the concept of frames.  Rein used 

the term frame to refer to the mindset by which individuals view reality and act on it.  

Figure 3.2 illustrates and builds upon Rein’s foundational work in identifying significant 

factors that influence an individual’s view of policy.  Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, 

Koleva, and Ditto’s (2011) concept of the moral domain as a critical aspect of one’s 

personal perspective, is also incorporated into the Individual Policy Frame. The 

Individual Policy Frame contained in Figure 3.2 is explained in further detail below.  

Nature versus nurture. First, there are many theories about the origin of values 

 and how Individuals acquire them. In an attempt to understand value formation, scholars 

have examined value development and beliefs as both a product of socialization (nurture), 
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and as genetically influenced (nature) (Bouchard, McGue, Lykken, & Tellegen, 1999; 

D’Onofrio, Eves, Murrelle, Maes, & Spilka, 1999: Geras, 1995; Mahan, 2009; Powell & 

Clarke, 2012; Haidt, 2006; Waller, Kojetin, Bouchard, Lykken, & Tellegen, 1990).  

Young (1996), argues that values inform our perception of reality and guide what 

individuals believe to be inherent in nature. He posits that a person’s relationship to their 

values lies at the deepest level of human unconscious mental processes. The Individual 

Policy Frame acknowledges that both nature and nurture appear to play a significant role 

in value formation. These foundational means of acquiring values and belief systems are 

noted in the Individual Policy Frame. Research suggests that an individual’s values and 

belief systems are a product of the interplay between genetic predisposition and 

environmental factors. Figure 3.2 portrays this interaction and depicts the role of these 

components in one’s personal paradigm.  

Personal paradigm.  Figure 3.2 illustrates what this writer refers to as the 

Personal Paradigm. The Personal Paradigm is a conceptual frame that details the internal 

core processes impacting an individual’s view of social policy issues. This model 

suggests that formative values and belief systems inform the personal paradigm. This 

paradigm can be regarded as a subsystem that is contained within, influenced by, and 

interacts with, the larger cultural paradigm.  The concept of a personal paradigm builds 

on what Kahneman and Trevsky (1981) refer to as a decision frame. According to 

Kahneman and Trevsky a decision frame is, “a decision maker’s conception of the acts, 

outcomes, and contingencies associated with a particular choice” (p. 453).  The following 

are the three primary components included in the Individual Policy Frame (Figure 3.2) 
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that comprise the personal paradigm: 1) the Moral Domain; 2) Structures of Thought; and 

3) Interests.    

Moral Domain. There is a wealth of information and research in philosophy and 

psychology about moral decision-making (Bartels, Bauman, Cushman, Pizarro & 

McGraw, 2014). When examining the territory of moral decision-making, recent research 

has focused on the extent to which individuals use intuition over rational reasoning in 

making decisions involving moral judgments (Tinghög, et al., 2016).  On the one hand, 

the dominant perspective of moral decision-making in development psychology, as 

influenced by Piaget and Kohlberg, hold that moral judgments are the product of 

conscious, rational reasoning (what Figure 3.2 refers to as Moral Judgements) (Liao, 

2011). On the other hand, recent scholars such as Jonathan Haidt, have suggested that 

moral decision-making can, in part, be explained as an intuitive process (Figure 3.2 

identifies this component of moral reasoning as Moral Intuition).  Haidt (1995), a key 

contributor and advocate for the intuitive nature of moral decision-making, founded the 

Social Intuitionist Model (SIM) of moral judgment. Haidt’s ideology of intuition as the 

driver of moral judgments is rooted in the philosophy of Hume (Liao, 2011). Haidt 

believes that moral intuition drives the moral judgments we make. Recently, to transcend 

culturally biased definitions of morality, Haidt and Kesebir (2010) developed the 

following definition of the moral domain: 

Moral systems are interlocking sets of values, virtues, norms, practices, identities, 

institutions, technologies, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work 

together to suppress or regulate selfishness and make social life possible (p. 800).  

 

Haidt (1995) refers to moral judgment as the knowledge that is reached through the 

primary process of reasoning and reflection.  He contrasts this with moral intuition, 
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which he describes as unconscious cognitions where individuals perceive morality as 

inherent truths. Intuitionism in philosophy refers to the view that there are moral truths 

and that when people grasp these truths, they do so not by process of ratiocination and 

reflection, but rather by a process more akin to perception, in which one “just sees 

without argument that they are and must be true” (Harrison, 1967, p. 72). Thomas 

Jefferson’s declaration that certain truths are “self-evident” is an example of ethical 

intuitionism. Intuitionist approaches in moral psychology, by extension, say that moral 

intuitions (including moral emotions) come first and directly cause moral judgments 

(Haidt, 1995; Kagan, 1984; Shweder & Haidt, 1993; Wilson, 1993). It can be argued that 

moral intuition is a kind of cognition, but it is not a kind of reasoning. Figure 3.2 

identifies moral judgment and moral intuition as two aspects of the moral domain which 

ultimately influences how individuals view social policy issues. 

Structures of Thought. In Figure 3.2, the arena of Structures of Thought is 

included as a significant factor of the individual personal paradigm. The importance of 

examining structures of thought as a primary influence on social policy positions was 

first conceptualized by Martin Rein (1984) as he articulated his Value-Critical Policy 

Analysis perspective. Rein posits that structures of thought are comprised of an 

interrelationship between theory, fact, and values and that these structures or frames, as 

he refers to them, need to be examined in order understand their function as part of policy 

analysis. Rein uses Tversky and Kahneman’s definition of a decision frame, to describe 

the structures of thought.  According to Tversky and Kahneman (1981), a decision frame 

consists of “the decision maker’s conception of the acts, outcomes, and contingencies 

associated with a particular choice” (p. 453). Rein argues that individual choices are 
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partly impacted by the manner in which problems, solutions, and ideas are 

conceptualized. Because of this, it becomes essential to critically examine and decipher 

personal structures of thought. Figure 3.2 indicates that an individual’s moral domain and 

structures of thought inform one’s interests.   

Interests.  Figure 3.2 includes Interests as a core factor of the Personal Paradigm.  

In this diagram, Interests refers to areas of the individual’s environment that receives 

attention and focus. This concept of interests also relates to the nature of the attention 

given to particular issues and facts. Young (1996) asserts that facts are rooted in values 

and that ideas are interest-bound in the sense that values lead one set of ideas to be 

considered over another set of ideas. Young would argue that our interest draws us to 

certain policy issues. Rein (1984) also argues that theory cannot be separated from values 

because theory is connected to human purpose. He argues that the way individuals see 

things in their environment consists of interests and values.  Rein states, “Behind every 

answer lies a question. And in order to understand why we are interested in that question 

rather than some other question, we must recognize that we always integrate facts and 

values (p. 90).  Young’s (1996) and Rein’s ideas (1984) of interest are conceptualized in 

Figure 3.2.  The diagram illustrates the significance of Interest in the Personal Paradigm 

and captures the influential role of the Moral Domain and Structures of Thought upon 

individual interests.  

Degree of Mental Flexibility. This writer incorporated the Degree of Mental 

Flexibility as part of the Personal Paradigm. Degree of Mental Flexibility refers to the 

extent to which an individual is open or resistant to significant information they 

encounter that is pertinent to the social policy issue being considered. Someone with a 
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high Degree of Mental Flexibility will readily receive, and critically examine a range of 

information and facts.  Persons with a low Degree of Mental Flexibility will display more 

of a fixed view of a social policy issue and resist outside information that does not 

resonate with their core values and the information they have already accepted as truth. In 

this model, mental flexibility serves as a mediating boundary between the Personal 

Paradigm and the external policy environment.  It regulates the type of information that is 

received from the policy environment in the form of Policy Facts. The boundary can be 

closed and rigid, indicating a low Degree of Mental Flexibility, which would make a 

person resistant to attracting and receiving policy facts that contradict with the Personal 

Paradigm. On the contrary, a person with a high level of Mental Flexibility will have a 

more open and permeable boundary between the Personal Paradigm and external 

environment.  The permeable barrier allows the Personal Paradigm to more readily admit 

a range of external policy facts for critical consideration.   

Social Policy Frame. In Figure 3.2 the Social Policy Frame is an individual’s 

constructed position on a particular policy. It is the product of an individual’s preferred 

position on a policy. This frame is informed by the Personal Paradigm, which is the 

compilation of a person’s Moral Domain, Structures of Thought and Interests.  This 

frame is also constructed with an awareness of the current political environment and with 

the intent of influencing social policy.  

Social Policy and Policy Facts. Figure 3.2 illustrates the reciprocal relationship 

that occurs between the Personal Paradigm and the social policy arena.  The agency of 

the Personal Paradigm acts to influence social policy, while at the same time, it is acted 

on and influenced by the social policy arena.   Figure 3.2 also depicts side A and side B of 
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the Social Policy figure to exhibit the concept of two opposing sides to social policy 

positions.  Differentiating two different sides of the social policy area reflects Rein’s 

(1984) concept of policy dichotomies.  Rein points to the dynamic of policy dichotomies 

to assert that there are usually two opposing positions that emerge in most discourse 

involving a particular social policy issue.  These policy dichotomies reflect the broader 

community’s ideology and competing values. Figure 3.2 also illustrates that each policy 

position espouses facts to support each policy stance, and these facts are used to influence 

the Moral Domain.  

Cultural paradigm. Finally, Figure 3.2 displays the Individual Policy Frame as a 

subsystem within the larger cultural paradigm.  Individuals, therefore are impacted by the 

cultural values, beliefs and societal perceptions of reality.  Individuals also interact with 

culture, and as they do, their personal values, beliefs, and cognitions impact culture. As a 

function of society, personal paradigms forge aggregate values that get embedded into a 

region’s culture and serve to reinforce or challenge existing ideologies.  

The Personal Policy Frame was included in the discussion of Phase I of the 

Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social PP model (Figure 3.1), to illustrate the 

complexities of value formation. By acknowledging both the complexities and the 

significance of basic value-formation and expression, policy practitioners will recognize 

the importance of critically deconstructing values and creating an environment where 

core values are acknowledged. Since values play a significant role in social PP, attempts 

to access values are essential even though the process is challenging. The field of social 

work, with a code of ethics that acknowledges and espouses individual values, can create 

an empowering environment where personal values are considered. The act of making 
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conceptual space for values to be understood in the policy arena becomes an act of 

advocacy and creates an empowering environment where self-determination, cultural 

sensitivity, and difference are embraced as parts of PP.   

Phase II 

Once the values of the Benefit Community have been identified, the policy 

practitioner will use analytical skills and value-clarifying skills to determine the policy 

dichotomy of the primary policy issue being considered. Policy dichotomies are forged by 

the broader community’s understanding of the targeted problem. During this phase, it will 

also be important for the policy practitioner to use Interactional Skills to support the 

Benefit Community in identifying the identified problem in a manner that resonates with 

their values and beliefs. After the policy dichotomy has been identified and the Benefit 

Community has defined the problem, the policy practitioner can begin to engage the 

Benefit Community in the task of examining each side of the dichotomy.  Critical 

attention should be given to the explicit and implicit values, and the manifest and latent 

values that undergird each policy position. The practitioner can begin by examining the 

facts that are used to support the different positions, and attempting to understanding the 

main talking points used to justify each position.  During this phase, the practitioner will 

work with the Benefit Community to identify the core values, both overt and covert 

values, which are inherent in each policy position. The practitioner will also engage in 

research to understand the history of the targeted social problem and the solution that are 

being proposed to address the targeted social issue.  
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Phase III 

Prior to Phase III, the policy practitioner will have gained information about the 

core values of the Benefit Community.  The practitioner also will have assessed the 

primary values that are informing the identified positions under consideration (the Policy 

Dichotomy). Therefore, the role of the policy practitioner during Phase III will be to 

create an empowering environment in which the Benefit Community is encouraged to 

discuss their collective values and engage in a dialogue about the core values 

undergirding each of the opposing policy positions.  During this phase, the policy 

practitioner will use interactional skills and value-clarifying skills to facilitate and 

support the Benefit Community as they engage in this active dialogue.  In keeping with 

social work values, the policy practitioner will identify marginalized voices who are part 

of the Benefit Community, and aim to represent and engage marginalized individuals and 

populations in the policy discourse. During this phase, the Benefit Community, with the 

support of the practitioner, will select, modify or create a policy position that resonates 

with the Benefit Community and prepare to advocate for the chosen policy position.   

Phase IV 

The primary task of Phase IV is the preparation and design of the client-centered 

advocacy plan. This includes the careful framing of the selected policy position. During 

this phase, the policy practitioner will identify the Action Community and design an 

advocacy plan that includes members of the Action Community. Practitioners will use 

value-clarifying skills, and political skills to assess the dominant cultural values that 

impact the Target or Response Community and shape policy decisions. This requires a 

knowledge of cultural norms and an understanding of existing societal values and beliefs. 
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During this phase, policy practitioners must also understand how formal and informal 

policies are enacted in the larger system. This information will be used to frame the 

selected policy position in a manner that resonates with the broader community and 

Response community.  Policy practitioners may find it useful to use the Individual Policy 

Frame (Figure 3.2) in an effort to understand the values and beliefs of this community.  

Phase V 

During this phase, a unified client-centered value-sensitive policy position is 

articulated. Policy practitioners will have utilized political skills, analytical skills, 

interactional skills and value-clarifying skill to come up with a unified community policy 

position. The effectiveness of this model is contingent upon the ability of the policy 

practitioner to work with the Benefit Community to frame a policy position that resonates 

with their core values and to develop an advocacy plan that engages the Action 

Community. It is also critical that the policy position is framed in a manner that resonates 

with the values and beliefs of the Target or Response Community.  

Critique of the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice Model 

O’Connor and Netting (2008) suggest that when policy analysis is approached as 

research, the following five questions can be asked to determine the type and direction of 

analysis: 1) What do you want to know? 2) What is the unit of analysis? 3) What 

frameworks or analysis will help to answer your policy question? 4) What is your 

rationale for selecting this particular framework? and 5) what are the strengths and 

limitations of the approach you are taking? This researcher will use O’Connor and 

Netting’s questions to critique the proposed Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social 

Policy Practice model. 
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Information Desired and Unit of Analysis. 

The Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice Model is designed to 

assist PP in gain knowledge about the values of individuals in a community. Its primary 

the unit of analysis for the VSSPP model are values. Using this model, the policy 

practitioners will examine the explicit and implicit values of the Benefit Community as 

the unit of analysis. The practitioner will be careful to give attention to marginalized 

voices in the community.   

Framework or Analysis Used to Address Policy Question. 

To aid practitioners with the task of examining values, this researcher developed 

the Individual Policy Frame (Figure 3.2) and the VSSPP Model (Figure 3.1).  The 

Individual Policy Frame was designed to provide policy practitioners with visual diagram 

of the complexities of value formation that inform policy positions.  This diagram can be 

used to develop assessment instruments that will assist policy practitioners as they work 

with the community to assess core values. The VSSPP Model was also developed in 

order to provide policy practitioners with a framework for implementing value-sensitive 

practice. This model depicts the process by which policy practitioners can create an 

empowering environment for forging client-centered, value-sensitive community 

practice.  

Rational for Creation of the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive PP Model.  

The Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Policy Practice Model has been developed 

to fill a void in the arena of social PP.  This writer has argued, despite the obvious 

connection of values to policy positions, values have rarely been considered in social 

policy assessment instruments.  Because of this, there is a need for a policy assessment 
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and advocacy model that seeks to understand individual values as part of PP. The 

proposed model is based on a foundational assumption that in order to implement client-

centered, and value-sensitive PP, practitioners must work with the Benefit Community to 

ascertain their values. Practitioners must also and understand the values of the Target or 

Response Community in order to frame the selected policy positions in a manner that 

resonates with the broader community and the Response Community.   

Strengths and limits of the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive PP Approach.  

One of the limits of this approach is that the successful application of the Client-

Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice is contingent upon the skill set of the 

policy practitioner.  Practitioners must have developed competency in the following four 

policy competencies as identified by Jansson (2014) to operationalize this model 

effectively: 1) political competencies; 2) analytic competencies; 3) interactional 

competencies, and 4) value-clarifying competencies (p. 78).  Additionally, successful 

policy practitioners need to have the resources and skills available to accurately identify 

the communities, as included in Homan’s typology (2016): 1) the Benefit Community; 2) 

the Target or Response Community; and 3) the Action Community (pp. 135-136).  If the 

practitioner does not have the requisite skills or understanding of the various 

communities, the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice model will be 

compromised.  Practitioners will benefit from the development of additional instruments 

and additional scholarship to assist them with these tasks.  

Last, one of the most significant skills needed to utilize the Client-Centered 

Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice Model effectively, is the ability of the policy 

practitioner to create an empowering environment where marginalized voices are heard. 
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One of the greatest risks of employing this model is that the marginalized voices are not 

represented in Phase I (when assessing client values) of the proposed model.  One could 

argue, as the functionalist perspective does, that all policies inherently reflect the values 

of the community.  Using this argument, the Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social 

Policy Practice model would be unnecessary.  Functionalists would argue that the current 

social policies are representative of the values and beliefs of society, but this is only 

accurate if all voices are heard.  Advocacy efforts in social work, as encoded in the 

NASW Code of Ethics, recognize that social policies reflect the ideology of those who 

have access to power in society, which means that often individual voices are 

marginalized and not always represented in social policy decisions.  In fact, the role of 

creating an empowering environment for all persons, including the vulnerable and 

oppressed, is encoded in the NASW Code of Ethics. For this model to be client-centered, 

the policy practitioners must develop the necessary skills and instruments to elicit the 

values and ideologies of vulnerable populations.  

Conclusion 

Engaging in social PP is a primary mandate in the social work profession.  In 

addition, social workers are required to provide client-centered, culturally sensitive 

practice.  The profession is based on a commitment to creating an empowering 

environment where self-determination is upheld and marginalized voices are heard.  

Because of this mandate, it is incumbent upon the profession to advocate for a model of 

social PP that is consistent with these foundational values.  Historically policy 

instruments have been dominated by rational models that utilize market metaphors where 

policies are primarily judged on their financial viability.  While these instruments are 
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necessary, their dominance has lead to a policy arena where the significant role of client 

values has been neglected.  As a result, social workers attempting to engage in social PP 

lack instruments that would enable them to evaluate policies from the perspective of 

client values.  The Client-Centered Value-Sensitive Social Policy Practice model was 

designed as to equip policy practitioners with a conceptual framework that will enable 

them to work with communities toward a client-centered, value-sensitive perspective. 

This model aims to create an empowering practice environment where values are 

identified, critically assessed and enacted so that communities can engage in effective 

advocacy efforts in a manner that is consistent with their values and resonate with the 

greater community.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Impact of Religiosity and Political Ideology on Values 

 

 

Abstract  

 

Much of the social work literature on the interaction between religiosity, political 

ideology and values centers around professional and personal value conflicts in social 

work practice or on the theoretical role of religion or political ideology in social policy. 

There is, however, little research that extends beyond these parameters. Additional 

research is needed to explore the interactions between individual core values, religiosity 

and political ideology.  This study builds on previous scholarship, to address this lacuna 

in the research.   

Using data contained in the 2012 General Social Survey (GSS) merged data, this 

writer conducted an exploratory study to examine the following central question: Do 

religiosity and political ideology contribute to the differences in core values and does this 

effect differ across groups with varying levels of religiosity or diverse political 

ideologies? With data provided in the GSS 2012 MD, A two-way ANOVA was 

conducted to examine the effects of religiosity and political ideology on four higher order 

values. The results of the analysis suggest that there is a significant difference in some 

higher order values among varying levels of religiosity and political ideology. These 

differences, however, vacillate across the four higher order values. These results suggest 

that religiosity and the impact of political ideology on values may be value-specific 
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where some variables are more susceptible to the influence of political ideology, and 

some values more vulnerable to religiosity.  
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Introduction  

Basic human values play an influential role in the formation of cultural norms, 

beliefs, and practices.  They impact our perception of reality, inform our moral judgments 

and influence our daily decision and actions (Sherwood, 2016; Jansson, 2014; Schwartz, 

Caprara, & Vecchione, 2010; Young, 1996; Herrstein & Murray, 1994; Rubington & 

Weinberger, 1989; Rein, 1983; Rokeach, 1973). It is, therefore, not surprising to find that 

values are deeply connected to social policy.  In fact, a cursory examination of welfare 

history in the United States reveals the cogent impact that core cultural values have had 

on the emergence of the current American welfare system. For example, Dolgoff and 

Feldstein (2013) argue that religiously-inspired values left a lasting impression on 

American culture and shaped the development of social welfare in the United States.   

They point out that the Protestant Reformation and the emergence of Calvinism during 

the 16th century forever shaped American ideology about work and duty. According to 

Dolgoff and Feldstein, “Work was a divine vocation and thus a religious activity. 

Idleness and the temptations of the world distracted people from the pursuit of righteous 

living; work was for the glory of God” (p. 41).  This example illustrates the foundational 

role of values in forging social policy.  It also highlights the nuanced and complex 

relationship that exists between religiously-inspired values and political ideology. When 

examining values in social work literature, very few scholars have emphasized the role of 

values or investigated the various factors that impact value selection (Inglehart & Baker, 

2000; Garlington, 2014).  Instead of investigating the nuanced way that religion and 

political ideology interact to affect individual values, the social work literature tends 

instead, to focus on the theoretical impact of values on social policy.  
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Literature Review 

In recent years, the social work profession has acknowledged that religion and 

spiritually (RS) play an influential role in individual lives, serve as primary sources of 

socialization and impact human values. To give focus to RS, the Council on Social Work 

Education’s (CSWE) Religion and Spirituality Work Group was organized in 2011. The 

following statement was part of the workgroup’s foundational mission:  

Given the pervasiveness of religion and spirituality throughout people's lives and 

cultures, social workers need to understand religion and spirituality to develop a 

holistic view of the person in environment and to support the professional mission 

of promoting satisfaction of basic needs, well-being, and justice for all individuals 

and communities around the world ("Religion and Spirituality Clearinghouse").  

 

As a result of the renewed interest in RS in the social work profession, there have been 

numerous articles and studies conducted to explore the role of RS in social work. The 

vast majority of these articles, however, focus on RS at the micro level on some aspect of 

direct practice while there continues to be a lack of scholarship on the role of RS in social 

PP.  A recent review of social work abstracts found that there were 2,137 publications 

focusing on RS, with the vast majority of these publications focused on some aspect of 

micro practice.  Only five of these articles addressed RS in social PP (Sheridan, 2012).   

A review of the social work literature on the interaction between religion and 

political ideology as they relate to values, reveals that much of the existing research 

focuses on the professional and personal value conflicts in social work practice (Valutis, 

Rubin, & Bell, 2014;  Osteen, 2011; Adams, 2009; Stewart, 2009; Thyer & Myers, 2009; 

Streets, 2008; Spano & Koenig, 2007; Ressler & Hodge, 2005; Lowenberg, Dolgoff, & 

Harrington, 2000) or theoretical discussions of the role of RS or political ideology in 

social policy (Garlington, 2014; Reiman, 2009; Inglehart & Baker, 2000).  Valutis, 
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Rubin, and Bell (2014) argue that there is little research that extends beyond an 

examination of religion as a factor of ethical conflicts in social work practice. They also 

contend that more research is needed to explore the interaction between religion and 

political ideology in shaping core values. This study is designed to address this lacuna in 

the research.  

Central Question and Purpose of Study 

A recent study explored the role of religion and spirituality in social PP (Sousa, in 

press). The study was based on the assumption that social policies reflect societal values, 

and spiritual and religious beliefs often inform these values. The study yielded two 

notable trends, highlighting the challenges that occur when attempting to understand the 

factors that influence values and impact social PP. First, when interviewing professional 

social policy practitioners who stated that religion and spirituality (RS) affect their 

practice, often the religious or spiritual connection to their values was not evident. In fact, 

15 out of the 17 participants identified what they considered inherent human values, as 

opposed to religiously inspired values, as the primary impetus motivating their 

involvement in PP. Often the religious or spiritual connection to their practice or their 

perception of social justice was not initially evident.  Second, individuals who ascribed to 

the same religious affiliations often arrived at different positions on social justice issues.  

In contrast, people with similar political ideologies, when questioned about the values 

that informed their position, appeared to have values and beliefs that aligned more closely 

with each other. These results highlight the nuanced nature of RS and suggest that 

political ideology may be a prominent factor that mitigates the impact of RS on values.   
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One of the greatest challenges to the examination of core human values is the lack 

of consensus about how to evaluate and measure values. In recent years, however, 

Schwartz (2012) and colleagues have conducted extensive research on the nature of 

values leading to the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values.  According to Schwartz, “values 

are one important, especially central component of our self and personality, distinct from 

attitudes, beliefs, norms, and traits. Values are critical motivators of behaviors and 

attitudes” (p.17). The Schwartz Theory of Basic Values, conceptualizes individuals as 

having value systems with the following common features: 1) values are beliefs linked 

inextricably to affect; 2) values refer to desirable goals; 3) values transcend specific 

situations; 4) values provide a standard to evaluate actions or situations; 5) values are 

ordered according to priority; and 6) the relative importance of several competing values 

guide action.   

By recognizing that individuals have value systems, Schwartz was able to develop 

and refine instruments to assess value systems and determine value priorities.  One of the 

instruments that Schwartz developed is the Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ).  The 

PVQ is an instrument designed to examine how ten core values inform four higher order 

values that relate to attitudes, behaviors, personality and background characteristics. A 

shorter, 21-item version of the PVQ was created and validated for use with representative 

national samples that can be included in large surveys. In the past 20 years since 

Schwartz proposed the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values, hundreds of studies have 

utilized this theory to advance scholarship on values. Building on previous scholarship, 

this study uses the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values to explore how individuals with 

differences in religiosity and political ideology score on core values.   



  

 

94 

 

In order to examine this dynamic, this study is designed to answer the following 

central question: Do religiosity and  political ideology contribute to difference in core 

values, as assessed by the PVQ-21 (the Portrait Value Questionnaire based on the 

Schwartz Theory of Basic Values), and does this effect differ across groups with varying 

levels of religiosity or diverse political ideologies? For this study, religiosity is indicated 

by attendance at religious services: (regularly, sporadically and rarely); and varying 

political ideology is indicated by affiliation with moderate, liberal or conservative 

political views.  

Methodology 

Data Source and Collection 

Data for this study comes from the General Social Survey 2012 merged dataset 

(GSS 2012 MD).  The General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent 

research organization Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, 

with principal funding from the National Science Foundation (Smith, Marsden, & Hout, 

2012). The GSS has been conducted annually since 1972 (except during the years of 

1979, 1981, and 1992) and uses a full-probability, cross-sectional, personal interview 

survey design to examine social characteristics and attitudes of adult individual living in 

the United States. The GSS sample includes adults who are 18 or older, living in households 

in the United States.   

The use of data from the GSS was selected for this study because the survey includes 

variables indicative of the primary factors being examined in this study (religiosity, political 

ideology, and individual core values). In addition, the GSS is designed to produce a high-

quality, representative sample of the adult population living in the United States, with a high 

response rate averaging just over 70% in recent years (Smith, 2016).  Hout and Hastings 
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(2016) note that the GSS is one of the most widely used data sets for social science 

research, having over 200 core items and offering a unique combination of long time 

series, representative samples, and very broad content.  

The GSS codebook cites the following areas that are covered as part of the annual 

survey:  civil liberties, crime and violence, intergroup tolerance, morality, national spending 

priorities, psychological well-being, social mobility, and stress and traumatic events (Smith, 

Marsden, & Hout, 2012). The GSS 2012 merged data (GSS 2012 MD) was used for this 

study because it contains panel cases and other variables not included or asked of the 

cross-sectioned cases sampled in the GSS 2012.  One of the unique features of the GSS 

2012 MD is its inclusion of the 21-item version of the Portrait Values Questionnaire 

(PVQ-21). This well-researched instrument provides data on core human values that is 

used to evaluate the variance of values (the dependent variable) for the two independent 

factors (religiosity and political ideology).  

The use of the GSS MD is also unique in its inclusion of three-wave panel cases. 

Hout and Hastings (2016) point out that the three-wave panel data provided by the GSS 

from 2006-2014 allows a rare opportunity to calculate reliability for a broad set of widely 

used social variables. They note that the three-wave repeat measure design affords the 

unique opportunity to measure both change and reliability with reasonable assumptions. 

The first wave of the GSS panel questions was given to the same respondents in 2006, 

2008 and 2010.  The second wave was administered to the same participants in 2008, 

2010 and 2012.  The third wave was administered to the same respondents in 2010, 2012 

and 2014.  

Hout and Hastings (2016) note that the GSS exclusive three-wave design affords 

the opportunity to measure both change and reliability with reasonable assumptions (i.e. 



  

 

96 

 

three repeat-measures, with a two-year interval between repeat-survey, allows researchers 

to measure both change and reliability).  Using data provided by the panel survey of the 

GSS, Hout and Hasting were able to assess the reliability for a number of items, 

including variables indicative of religiosity and political ideology.  By reviewing the 

reliability estimates provided by Hout and Hasting, this researcher was able to examine 

reliability estimates for the GSS MD 2012 items when designing this study.   

Research Design and Instrumentation 

A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tested core value scores of individuals 

with frequent, sporadic and rare attendance at religious services to determine if the effect 

of religiosity (on values) differs across groups with different political views (moderate, 

liberal, conservative). A two-way ANOVA was selected for its ability to detect 

interaction effects between the two independent variables (religiosity and political 

ideology). The following variables are utilized in this study: Religiosity (Attend) and 

political ideology (Polviews) are the two independent variables. The following four 

higher order values: 1) Conservation (TH_CON); 2) Openness to Change (TH_OTC); 3) 

Self-Transference (TH_Self_tr); and 4) Self-Enhancement (TH_Self_en). These three 

variables are explained in greater detail below. 

Religiosity (Attend). The GSS 2012 MD contains several items that have 

historically been used by scholars as indicators of religiosity. Steensland, et al. (2000), 

however, argue that some of the most widely employed classification schemes used to 

study religion with GSS data are problematic. Steensland and his colleagues argue that 

often these traditional indicators overlook new trends in religious affiliation that 

compromise the validity of such instruments.  For example, they point out that in the GSS 
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survey, no distinction is made between individuals with no denominational affiliation 

(no-denoms) and those who consider themselves to be non-denominational (non-

denoms).  In recent years the sector of nondenoms and no-denoms has increased, but due 

to the limited instrumentation, these data cannot delineate if the growth in this segment of 

the population indicate an increase in secularism or growth in non-denominational 

religious affiliation. A report conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life 

(2008), suggests that the answer to this question is not clear. According to the Pew study, 

there has been a marked increase in nones (Americans who do not identify with a 

religious group) in recent years. Fifty years ago, only 10% of Americans reported having 

no religious affiliation. Today, the number of Americans who describe themselves as 

atheists, agnostics or nothing in particular has risen to 23% (para. 1).  

While some scholars have interpreted these findings to indicate a pattern of 

increasing secularization, others have attributed this trend to a shift in religious 

expression. Smith and Cooperman (2016) argue that the trend may indicate the changing 

perception of religion in society.  Perhaps, in recent years the stigma of lack of affiliation 

with a particular religion, being agnostic or identifying as an atheist has decreased.  If this 

is the case, the religious activities typically associated with religiosity many have 

remained stable, but the perception of religious identity may have shifted resulting in the 

increased number of Americans who are willing to identify themselves as nones. Another 

trend that may explain the increase in the population of nones is a notable shift away 

from mainline denominations that has been notable in recent years.  Steensland, et al. 

(2000) highlight the substantial literature documenting a movement toward non-

denominational affiliation among evangelicals.   
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These studies highlight the variegated nature of religiosity and indicate that the 

study of religion, religious trends and religiosity should be approached carefully. Noting 

these challenges, this study uses the definition of religiosity provided by the Association 

of Religion Data Archives (ARDA). They state that the concept of religiosity, “refers to 

one’s level of religious commitment. It is most commonly measured through self-report 

of various practices. Frequency of attendance at religious services, frequency of prayer, 

and reading sacred texts are all potential indicators of religiosity…” (n.d.). Based on 

ARDA’s conception of religiosity, the (Attend) variable is used in this study as the 

indicator for religiosity.  In the GSS 2012 MD, the Attend variable captures “How often 

respondent attends religious services.”  By using this indicator, this study refers to 

religiosity as a measure of one’s level of religious commitment, as indicated by the self- 

report of attendance at religious services.   

Hout and Hasting’s (2016) reliability study found that survey respondents who 

participated in the GSS three-wave panels between the years of 2006-2014, very reliably 

reported their current religion and religious behaviors. The found that attendance at 

religious services (Attend) had one of the highest reliability estimates (an Alwin–Heise 

reliability estimate of  .87). The use of attendance at religious services as an indicator for 

religiosity is further supported by Huber’s (2005) research suggesting that the association 

between religious belief and attendance at religious services varies in cross-national 

comparisons. The variance can be explained by the diverse cultural characteristics and 

the different social, economic and political context of the religious expression.  Huber 

found that in nations (such as the United States) who have wealth, a stable legal system, 
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have low levels of corruption and high levels of religious pluralism, there is a strong 

association between religious beliefs and participation in religious services.  

Even though there is a need for additional research on religiosity, the current 

research appears to affirm the use of Attend as a reliable indicator of religiosity. It must 

be noted, however, that the use of Attend as an independent variable in this study, 

provides a limited conception of religiosity as expressed by participation in the organized 

structure of the religious institution.  For this study, the original measures for Attend were 

collapsed into consolidated measures under a new variable RelAttend_Group. The 

transformed measure categorized attendance at religious services as 1) rare; 2) sporadic; 

and 3) regular (see Table 4.1).   

Political ideology (Polviews). The GSS 2012 MD contains several variables 

related to political ideology, party affiliation, and policy opinions.  For this study, 

political ideology is defined as, “a set of beliefs about the proper order of society and 

how it can be achieved” (Erikson & Tedin, 2003, p. 64). To measure how respondents 

identify politically, Polviews was selected as the independent variable for this study.  

Polviews was included in GSS 2012 MD survey to capture respondent’s self-

identification of their political ideology.  Participants were asked if they think of 

themselves as liberal or conservative and were given following options from which to 

choose from: 1) inapplicable (IAP); 2) extremely liberal; 3) slightly liberal; 4) moderate; 

5) slightly conservative; 6) conservative; or 7) extremely conservative.   

Similar to religiosity, there are challenges involved with identifying and 

quantifying political ideology.  First, there is widespread agreement that the traditional 

liberal-conservative approach of classifying ideological orientation is inadequate and 
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problematic (Kerlinger, 1984; Maddox & Lilie, 1984). Some authors argued there is little 

consensus about what constitutes a liberal ideology as opposed to a conservative 

ideology. Others argue that these terms are highly politicized, especially during eras of 

heightened political polarity. Second, despite the current climate of increased political 

polarization, many Americans are hesitant to identify with political labels. A recent report 

published by the Pew Research Center stated the following: 

Even as partisan polarization has deepened, more Americans are choosing to 

eschew party labels. This group is heavily populated by the young, many of 

whom are turned off by the cage match of modern politics. They are America’s 

most liberal generation by far, but when asked to name their party, nearly half say 

they are independents. No generation in history has ever been so allergic to a 

party label (Taylor, 2016, para. 8).  

 

The hesitance to ascribe one’s political views to ideological labels may present 

challenges for assessing political ideology. Bjornskov (2005) however, notes that despite 

the complexity and multidimensionality of political ideology, very little information 

about ideology is lost when utilizing a unidimensional construct measure, such as left to 

right, or liberal to conservative, to assess political ideology. According to Bjornskov, it is 

commonly assumed that more sophisticated instruments are more accurate. Research, 

however, conducted by Rosenthal and Poole (2001) indicates that a simple 

unidimensional left-to-right assessment of does not result in any sizeable loss of 

information when attempting to determine political ideology. Based on this research, 

Bjornskov (2005) argues that the use of a simple left to right assessment scheme makes 

sense.  

Despite the inherent challenges involved with examining political ideology, in the 

GSS, Polviews provides one of the best indicators of personal ideology. Hout’s and 

Hastings’ (2016) reliability study on GSS variables found that Polviews had an Alwin-
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Heise reliability estimate of .69, which was found to be the most reliable estimate of 

political ideology when compared to other GSS variables that captured information 

related to political ideology. Furthermore, Hout & Hastings offer the following argument 

explanation for the lower reliability scores on variables involving political attitudes: 

Objective items, especially facts about demography and religion, were generally 

more reliable than subjective items. The economic recession of 2007–2009, the 

slow recovery afterward, and the election of Barack Obama in 2008 altered the 

social context in ways that may look like unreliability of items (p. 971).  

 

Despite limitations, Polviews appears to provide the best single-item assessment of 

political ideology contained in the GSS, and as such, it was selected as the second 

independent variable in this study.  For this study, the original measures for Polviews 

were collapsed into consolidated measures under a new variable Polviews_Group. The 

transformed variable categorized political ideology as 1) liberal; 2) moderate; and 3) 

conservative (see Table 4.1).   

Schwartz Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ-21) Instrument. The dependent 

variable in this study is based on Schwartz Theory of Basic Values (1992).  The theory 

identifies 10 basic personal values that are recognized across cultures. According to 

Schwartz (2012), “At the heart of the theory is the idea that the values form a circular 

structure (see Figure 4.1) that reflects the motivations each value expresses” (p. 2). 

Building on the work of Rokeach (1973), Schwartz (1992) and colleagues, conducted 

extensive research on values. The Schwartz Theory of Basic Values has been used in 

hundreds of studies that have occurred over the past two decades with the vast majority 

of the studies examining how ten core values inform four higher order values that relate 
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Table 4.1  

Independent Variables  

Variables  Indicator Measure  New Variable  

    

Independent Variable 1: 

Attend  

How often respondent 

attends religious 

services? 

0-Never                               

1-less than once a year    

2-one a year                      

3-several times a year      

4-once a month                

5-2-3 times/ month          

6-nearly every week        

7-everyweek  

RelAttend_Group 

(collapsed 

categories): rarely, 

sporadically, 

regularly) 

RelAttend_Group How often respondent 

attends religious 

services? 

Rarely (Attend 1): never, 

less than once a year) 

Sporadically (Attend 2): 

once a year, several times 

a year, once a month 

Regularly (Attend 3):      

2-3 times/ month, nearly 

every week, every week 

 

Independent Variable 2: 

Polviews 

Does respondent think 

of self as liberal or 

conservative?   

0-IAP                                   

1-extremely liberal            

2-liberal                              

3-slightly liberal                

4-moderate                        

5-slightly conservative     

6-conservative                   

7-extremely conservative                  

8-DK                                     

9-NA  

Polviews_Group 

(collapsed 

categories): liberal, 

moderate, 

conservative) 

Polviews_Group Does respondent think 

of self as liberal or 

conservative? 

Liberal: extremely liberal, 

liberal, slightly liberal 

Moderate: moderate 

Conservative: slightly 

conservative, 

conservative, extremely 

conservative 

 

Note: variable labels are in bold print 
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to attitudes, behaviors, personality and background characteristics. Through these studies, 

10 fundamental personal values emerged that are recognized across cultures.  Based on 

these studies, Schwartz developed and validated an instrument to measure values known 

as the Schwartz Value Survey (SVS; Schwartz, 1992, 2006) and the Portrait Values 

Questionnaire (PVQ). According to Schwartz (2012), the PVQ is an alternative method 

that can be used to measure basic values.  The instrument contains 40 short portraits of 

different people describing personal goals, aspirations, or wishes that point implicitly to 

the importance of an identified value. Subjects taking the PVQ are asked how similar 

they are to the person being described.  The PVQ-21 (the instrument included in the GSS 
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2012 MD for the 2008 panel) is a shorter, 21-item version of the PVQ created and 

validated by Schwartz for use with representative national samples that can be included 

in large surveys.  

The GSS 2012 MD is unique in its inclusion of the PVQ-21 instrument since this 

tool was not included in other GSS panel studies, the higher order values were not 

included in the repeat-measure reliability study conducted by Hout and Hasting (2016).  

Instead, this researcher examined the internal consistency for all of the higher order 

values (the dependent variable) by computing the Cronbach’s alpha from the core values 

that comprised the higher order values. The Cronbach's Alpha for the four higher order 

values are as follows: Conservation (TH_Con) α = .71; Openness to Change (TH_OTC) α 

= .70; Self-Enhancement (TH_Self_en) α = .62; and Self-Transcendence (TH_Self_tr) α 

= .68.  It should be noted that the reliability of the four higher order values is 

compromised by the reduced number of items that make up the instrument. The PVQ-21 

has demonstrated reasonable meaning equivalence across cultures and has considerable 

predictive validity (Davidov, Schmidt, & Schwartz, 2008; Schwartz, 2006). The SVS and 

PVQ instruments have been tested in 82 countries, and both have demonstrated 

reasonable meaning equivalence across cultures with considerable predictive validity 

(Schwartz, 2012; Davidov, Schmidt, & Schwartz, 2008; Schwartz, 2006). 

 The PVQ-21 is designed to assess value priorities.  To evaluate the value 

priorities of survey respondents in this study, raw data provided by the GSS 2010 MD 

survey was scored and transformed according to the PVQ-21 manual furnished by the 

Norwegian Social Science Data Services (2013).  In accordance with this guide, the 

following transformations were made: 1) respondents who had more than five missing 
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values on the 21 value instrument, and those who gave the same answer to more than 16 

of the items were deleted from the sample; 2) all value items on the PVQ-21 were reverse 

coded; 3) the mean score of each of the 10 core values was computed; 4) The scores were 

centered by subtracting the average score from each value. Centering the scores is 

important because the PVQ-21 instrument was designed to examine the value systems of 

individuals by looking at the relative importance of each of the ten primary values and 

determine value priorities within an individual’s overall value system (Schwartz, 1996; 

Schwartz, 2012).  

 One of the core features of the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values is its focus on 

individual value systems.  Schwartz (2012) posits that values are organized along a 

continuum of related motivations. This continuum is displayed in the circular structure of 

Figure 4.1. Based on this theory, values are either congruent or in conflict with other 

values. The circular dimension of Figure 4.1 displays the relationship of values.  Values 

that are more congruent are near each other in the diagram, while opposing values that 

are found on opposite sides of the circle. Additionally, the 10 core values can be 

organized into four higher order values.  Table 4.2 provides information about the ten 

core values and their corresponding higher order values.  It also provides the Cronbach 

alpha for each of the higher order scales. Since this study is designed to determine the 

impact of religiosity and political ideology on basic human values, the study examines 

the composite scores of the basic values that comprise the higher order values of 1) 

Conservation (TH_Con); 2) Openness to Change (Th_OTC); 3) Self-Eenhancement 

(TH_Self_en); and 4) Self-Transcendence (TH_Self_tr).  
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Table 4.2  

Dependent Variables- Higher Order Values (based on the PVQ-21in the GSS 2012 MD)  

Schwartz 

Basic Human 

Value 

Variable  

(centered 

items) 

Indicator Higher Order 

Value Composite 

Score & 

Alpha Cronbach  

Security  

 

Tradition  

 

Conformity   

NVALSAFE 

NVALDFND 

NVALMOD 

NVALTRDN 

NVALRULE 

NVALPRPR 

Safety is important 

Government’s defense of citizens is 

important 

Being modest is important 

Tradition is important 

Rules are important 

Doing things properly is important  

 

Conservation  

(TH_ Con) 

α=.71 

Self-direction  

 

Stimulation  

 

Hedonism 

NVALORIG 

NVALFREE 

NVALDIFF 

NVALRISK 

NVALSPL 

NVALFUN 

Doing things in original ways is important 

Being free and independent is important 

Doing different things is important 

Taking risks is important 

Spoiling oneself is important 

Having fun is important  

Openness to 

Change   

(TH_OTC) 

α=.70 

Power 

 

Achievement  

 

NVALRICH 

NVALRSPT 

NVALABLE 

NVALACHV 

Getting rich is important 

Getting respect is important 

Showing abilities is important  

Making achievements is important 

 

Self- Enhancement 

(TH_Self_en) 

α=.62 

Benevolence 

 

Universalism  

NVALCARE 

NVALDVOT 

NVALEQL 

NVALLIST 

NVALECO 

Caring for well-being is important 

Devotion to close people is important 

Equal opportunity is important 

Listening to different opinions is important  

Ecology or environment is important 

 

Self-Transcendence  

(TH_Self_tr) 

α=.68 

Note: For the PVQ-21 instrument, participants are asked to select one of the following for each question:0-

IAP; 1-very much like me; 2-somewhat like me; 3-a little like me; 4-not like me; 5-not at all like me; 6-

DK; 7-NK 

  

Instrumentation 

For this study, relevant questions contained in the GSS 2012 MD were selected.    

The 2012 GSS MD has a rolling panel design, with the 2008 GSS as the base year for the 

first panel. A sub-sample of 2,000 GSS cases from 2008 were selected to be re-

interviewed in 2010 and again in 2012 as part of the GSS conducted those years. The 

2012 GSS consists of a new cross-section of 1,974 (based on the 2010 census), the first 

re-interview wave of the 2010 panel cases with 1,551 completed cases, and the second re-
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interview of the 2008 panel with 1,295 completed cases (Smith, Marsden, & Hout, 2012). 

The PVQ-21 was administered during the GSS 2012 MD as part of the 2008 panel. 

Therefore data from subjects who were part of the 2008 panel were used for the sample in 

this study (N=1,295).  In addition to data from the PVQ-21 (data on individual values), 

subjects included in the sample answered questions about religiosity and political 

ideology.  

Data Analysis 

 A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of religiosity and 

political ideology on the following four higher order values: 1) Conservation (TH_Con); 

2) Openness to Change (TH_OTC); 3) Self-Enhancement (TH_Self_en); and 4) Self-

Transcendence (TH_Self_tr). The results of this analysis are reported below.  

Analysis of Conservation Scores 

First, a two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of religiosity and 

political ideology on the higher order value of Conservation. Residual analysis was 

performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA.  Outliers were assessed 

by inspection of a boxplot, normality was assessed by inspection of Normal Q-Q plot, 

and homogeneity of variance was assessed by Levene’s test.  There were no extreme 

outliers and residuals were approximately normally distributed. The assumption of 

homogeneity of variance was violated (p=.02), but according to Jaccard (1998), if group 

sample sizes are approximately equal and large the two-way ANOVA is robust to 

heterogeneity of variance.  

Interaction effect. There was a statistically significant interaction between 

religiosity and political ideology for the value of Conservation, F(4,1175) = 2.613, p = 



  

 

108 

 

.034, partial η2 = .009. Therefore, an analysis of simple main effects for political ideology 

was performed with statistical significance receiving a Bonferroni adjustment and being 

accepted at the p < .025 level. The simple main effect of political ideology on 

Conservation score for those who rarely attended religious services was statistically 

significant, F(2,1175) = 14.02, p < .0005, partial η2 = .023, and the simple main effect of 

political ideology on Conservation score for those who sporadically attended religious 

services was statistically significant, F(2,1175) = 12.74, p < .0005, partial η2 = .021. 

However, the simple main effect of political ideology on Conservation score for those 

who attended religious services regularly was not statistically significant, F(2,1175) = 

1.17, p = .312, partial η2 =.002.  

An analysis of simple main effects for religiosity was also performed with 

statistical significance receiving a Bonferroni adjustment and being accepted at the p < 

.025 level. Religiosity has a statistically significant effect on mean Conservation score for 

politically liberal, moderate and conservative individuals: For Liberals: F(2,1175) = 

16.507, p < .0005, partial η2 = .027; for Moderates: F(2,1175) = 9.063, p < .0005, partial 

η2 = .015; and for Conservatives, F(2,1175) = 3.02, p = .312, partial η2 = .002. 

Religious attendance. All pairwise comparisons were run for each simple main 

effect with reported 95% confidence intervals and p-values Bonferroni-adjusted within 

each simple main effect.  Individuals who rarely attended religious services and identified 

their political views as conservative had a mean Conservation score that was 3.4 points, 

95% CI [1.81, 5.01] higher than those who identified their political views as liberal, a 

statistically significant difference, p < .001; they also had a mean Conservation score that 

was 1.3 points, 95% CI [-.32, 2.87] higher than those who identified their political views 
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as moderate, but this difference was not a statistically significant difference, p = .166. 

Individuals who rarely attended religious services and identified their political views as 

moderate had a mean Conservation score that was 2.1 points, 95% CI [.71, 3.57] higher 

than those who identified their political views as liberal, a statically significant 

difference, p = .001.  

As Table 4.3 shows, individuals who sporadically attended religious services and 

identified their political views as conservative, had a mean Conservation score that was 

3.5 points, 95% CI [1.82, 5.24] higher than those who identified their political views as 

liberal, a statistically significant difference, p  < .001; Individuals who sporadically 

attended religious services and identified their political views as moderate, had a mean 

Conservation score that was 2.5 points, 95% CI [0.86, 4.09] higher than those who 

identified their political views as liberal, a statistically significant difference, p = .001. 

Individuals who sporadically attended religious services and identified their political 

views as conservative had a mean Conservation score that was 1.1 points, 95% CI [-0.47, 

2.58] higher that those who identified their political views as being moderate, but this 

difference was not statistically significant, p = .292.  For individuals who attended 

religious services regularly, there was not a statically significant difference in the mean 

Conservation score when considering different political ideologies (conservative, 

moderate or liberal). 

Political ideology. Individuals who identified their political views as liberal and 

attended religious services regularly had a mean Conservation score that was 3.8 points, 

95% CI [2.21, 5.38] higher than those who attended religious services rarely, a 

statistically significant difference, p < .0005; they also had a mean Conservation score 
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that was 2.3 points, 95% CI [0.54, 4.04] higher than those who attended sporadically, a 

statistically significant difference, p = .005. Liberals who attended religious services 

sporadically had a mean Conservation score that was 1.5 points, 95% CI [-.12, 3.13] 

higher than those who attend religious services rarely, but this difference was not 

statistically significant, p = .079.  

As Table 4.3 shows, individuals who identified their political views as moderate 

and attended religious services regularly had a mean Conservation score that was 2.4 

points, 95% CI [.98, 3.77] higher than those who attended religious services rarely, a 

statistically significant difference, p  <. 0005; they also had a mean Conservation score 

that was 0.53 points, 95% CI [-0.87, 1.93] higher that those who attended services 

sporadically, but this difference was not statistically significant, p = 1.0. Moderates who 

attended religious services sporadically had a mean Conservation score that was 1.8 

points,  95% CI [.42, 3.26] higher than those who rarely attended religious services, a 

statistically significant difference, p = .006.  For individuals who identified their political 

views as conservative, there was not a statically significant difference in mean 

Conservation scores when considering the frequencies of attendance at religious services 

(rarely, sporadically or frequently).    

Interpretation of results. As noted in Table 4.2, the higher order value of 

Conservation includes the primary values of security, conformity, and tradition.  When 

examining the value of Conservation, these data suggest that there was a significant 

interaction between religiosity and political ideology. In particular, political ideology had  
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Table 4.3.  

Mean Level of Conservation Scores by Religiosity and Political Ideology  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Political 

Ideology  

   Attendance at Religious Services  

 Rare Sporadic Regular  Total 

Liberal Mean 

Std. Error 

22.129 

.425 

23.635 

.527 

25.923 

.506 
23.896 

 

Moderate Mean 

Std. Error 

24.265 

.418 

26.107 

.417 

26.637 

.404 
26.637 

 

Conservative  Mean 

Std. Error 

25.539 

.516 

27.164 

.480 

26.857 

.351 

26.857 

 

 Total  Mean 23.978 25.635 26.472  
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a significant interaction on the value of Conservation for individuals who attended 

religious service rarely and sporadically (see Figure 4.2). There was not, however, a 

significant interaction of political ideology for people who regularly attended religious 

services.  Except for individuals who identified themselves as Conservatives, those who 

attended religious services regularly scored higher for the value of Conservation when 

compared to those who rarely or sporadically attended religious services.  This suggests 

that an individual’s political ideology has a significant impact on the value of 

Conservation for persons who are not regular attendees at religious services.  In addition 

to scoring higher on the value of Conservation, those who attended religious services 

regularly were the only group for which their political ideology did not significantly 

impact their Conservation score.  In other words, those who were more religious tended 

to score highest on Conservation, and this score was not significantly affected by political 

ideology. The only exception to this pattern was for individuals who identified as being 

politically conservative and attended religious services sporadically 

When considering the manner in which religiosity interacts with political ideology 

for the value of Conservation, it is clear that religiosity had a significant impact on the 

value Conservation for individuals who identified their political ideas as liberal or 

moderate. There was, however, no significant interaction of religiosity for people who 

identified their political ideology as conservative. This suggests that the Conservation 

scores of those who identify their political ideology as liberal and moderate increase 

significantly as attendance at religious services increases.  The results of this study also 

suggest that the Conservation scores for the individuals that identify their political 
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ideology as conservative are not significantly impacted by religiosity.  In addition, those 

who identify as politically conservative, tend to have the highest Conservation scores.  

Analysis of Openness to Change Scores 

A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of political ideology 

and religiosity on the higher order value of Openness to Change. Residual analysis was 

performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA.  Outliers were assessed 

by inspection of a boxplot, normality was assessed by inspection of Normal Q-Q plot, 

and homogeneity of variance was assessed by Levene’s test.  There were no extreme 

outliers and residuals were approximately normally distributed, and there was 

homogeneity of variances p = .244. 

Interaction effect. The interaction effect between political ideology and 

religiosity on the higher order value of Openness to Change was not statistically 

significant, F(4, 1175) = 1.010, p = .401, partial η2 = .003. Therefore, an analysis of the 

main effect for political ideology and religiosity was performed, which indicated that 

there was a statistically significant main effect of political ideology, F(2, 1175) = 4.636, p 

= .01, partial η2  = .008. There was also a statistically significant main effect for 

religiosity, F(2, 1175) = 3.288, p = .038, partial η2 = .006.   

Main effect. All pairwise comparisons were run for each simple main effect with 

reported 95% confidence intervals and p-values are Bonferroni-adjusted (see Table 4.4 

and 4.5).  The unweighted marginal means of Openness to Change scores for individuals 

who identified their political ideology as conservative, moderate and liberal were 23.91 

(SE = .258), 24.50  (SE = .253),  and 25.07 (SE = .277), respectively. The unweighted 

marginal means of Openness to Change scores for individuals who attend religious 
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services, regularly, sporadically, and rarely were 23.97 (SE = .259), 24.71 (SE = .271) 

and 24. 79 (SE = .259), respectively. A liberal political ideology was associated with a 

mean Openness to Change score 1.15, 95% CI [0.24, 2.06] higher than a conservative 

political ideology, a statistically significant difference, p = .007. 

Table 4.4.  

Religiosity and Openness to Change Scores 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the .05 

level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni). 

Interpretation of results. As noted in Table 4.2, the higher order value of 

Openness to Changes captures the following core values: self-direction, stimulation, and 

hedonism.  When examining the value of Openness to Change, these data did not indicate 

a significant interaction of political ideology with religiosity. Religiosity and political 

ideology were, therefore, examined independently by assessing composite score of 

Openness to Change for groups with 1) varying levels of religiosity; and 2) with 

divergent political views.  The variance in Openness to Change scores can be observed in 

Figure 4.3. These data suggest that as levels of religiosity increased, Openness to Change 

decreased.  However, this change in variance among individuals who attend religious  

 

(I) 

Religiosity (J) Religiosity 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Difference 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Rare Sporadic .080 .375 1.000 -.819 .978 

Regular .819  .354 .063 -.030 1.667 

Sporadic Rare -.080 .375 1.000 -.978 .819 

Regular .739 .363 .126 -.132 1.610 

Regular Rare -.819 .354 .063 -1.667 .030 

Sporadic -.739 .363 .126 -1.610 .132 
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Table 4.5.  

Political Ideology and Openness to Change Scores 

 

(I) Polviews- (J) Polviews 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence 

Interval for 

Difference 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Liberal Moderate .567 .364 .357 -.305 1.438 

Conservative 1.153* .379 .007 .244 2.061 

Moderate Liberal -.567 .364 .357 -1.438 .305 

Conservative .586 .349 .282 -.252 1.423 

Conservative Liberal -1.153* .379 .007 -2.061 -.244 

Moderate -.586 .349 .282 -1.423 .252 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the 

.05 level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni).  

services rarely, sporadically and regularly, was not statistically significant.  When 

examining Openness to Change across groups with varying political views, the 

Openness to Change scores were the highest for the liberal group, followed by the 

moderate and then conservative group.  In fact, these data suggest that having a liberal 

political ideology is associated with a mean Openness to Change score that is 

significantly higher (1.15 points) than those with a conservative ideology.  These data 

suggest that an individual’s political ideology has a significant impact on the value of 

Openness to Change. These data also suggest that religiosity, however, does not 

interact significantly with political ideology or have a significant effect on the higher 

order value of Openness to Change.   
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Analysis of Self-Enhancement Scores 

A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of political ideology 

and religiosity on the higher order value of Self-Enhancement. Residual analysis was 

performed to test for the assumption of the two-way ANOVA. Outliers were assessed by 

inspection of a boxplot, normality was assessed by inspection of Normal Q-Q plot, and 

homogeneity of variance was assessed by Levene’s test. There were no extreme outliers, 

and there was homogeneity of variances (p = .843). Data were moderately negatively 

skewed. Therefore a reflect and square root transformation was performed.  

Interaction effect. The interaction effect between political ideology and 

religiosity on the higher order value of Self-Enhancement was not statistically significant, 



  

 

117 

 

F(4, 1175) = 1.059, p = .376, η2 = .004. Therefore an analysis of the main effect for 

political ideology and religiosity were performed, which indicated that there was a 

statistically significant main effect of political ideology, F(2, 1175) = 2.818, p = .002, 

partial η2 = .010. There was not a statically significant main effect of religiosity, F(2, 

1175) = 1.566, p = .201, partial η2 = .003.  

Main effect. All pairwise comparisons were run for each simple main effect with 

reported 95% confidence intervals, and p-values are Bonferroni-adjusted (See Table 4.6 

and 4.7).  The unweighted marginal means of Self-Enhancement scores for individuals 

who identified their political ideology as conservative, moderate and liberal were, 2.45 

(SE = .036), 2.44 (SE = .032), and 2.29 (SE = .038), respectively. The unweighted 

marginal means of Self-Enhancement scores for individuals who attend religious services, 

regularly, sporadically, and rarely were, 2.38 (SE = .033), 2.36 (SE = .037), and 2.44 (SE 

= .036), respectively. 

A conservative political ideology was associated with a mean Self-Enhancement 

score .160, 95% CI [.04, .29] higher than a liberal ideology, a statically significant 

difference, p = .007. A moderate political ideology associated with a mean Self-

Enhancement score .154, 95% CI [.03, .27] higher than a liberal ideology, a statically 

significant difference, p = .007. 

Interpretation of results. As noted in Table 4.2, the higher order value of Self-

Enhancement captures the basic values of power and achievement.  With the value of 

Self-Enhancement, there was not a significant interaction of political ideology with 

religiosity. Religiosity and political ideology were, therefore, examined independently by 

assessing composite score of Self-Enhancement for groups with 1) varying levels of 
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Table 4.6.  

Religiosity and Self-Enhancement Scores 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the .05 

level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni).Scores included in this table are the 

results of a reflect and square root transformation.  

Table 4.7.  

Political ideology and Self- Enhancement Scores 

 

(I) 

Religiosity (J) Religiosity 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Difference 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Rare Sporadic .088 .052 .271 -.036 .212 

Regular .063  .049 .590 -.054 .180 

Sporadic Rare -.088 .052 .271 -212 .036 

Regular -.025 .050 1.000 -.145 .096 

Regular Rare -.063 .049 .590 -.180 .054 

Sporadic .025 .050 1.000 -.096 .145 

(I) Polviews- (J) Polviews 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence 

Interval for 

Difference 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Liberal Moderate -.154* .050 .007 -.274 -.034 

Conservative -.160* .052 .007 -.286 -.035 

Moderate Liberal -.154* .050 .007 -034 .274 

Conservative -.006 .048 1.000 -.122 .109 

Conservative Liberal .160* .052 .007 .035 -.286 

Moderate .006 .048 1.000 -109 .122 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the 

.05 level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni).  Scores included in this table 

are the results of a reflect and square root transformation.  
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religiosity and 2) with divergent political views. The variance in Self-Enhancement scores 

can be observed in Figure 4.4.  These data suggest that as levels of religiosity increased, 

Self-Enhancement increased.  However, this change in variance among individuals who 

attend religious services rarely, sporadically and regularly, was not statistically 

significant.  When examining Self-Enhancement across groups with varying political 

views, the Self-Enhancement scores were the highest for the conservatives, followed by 

moderate and then liberals.  In fact, having a conservative ideology is associated with a 

mean Self-Enhancement score that is significantly higher (0.154 points) than those with a 



  

 

120 

 

liberal ideology. These data suggest that an individual’s political ideology has a 

significant impact on the value of Self-Enhancement. These data also suggest that 

religiosity, however, does not interact significantly with political ideology or have a 

significant effect on Self-Enhancement.   

Analysis of Self-Transcendent Scores 

 A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of political ideology 

and religiosity on the higher order value of Self-Transcendence.  Residual analysis was 

performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA. Outliers were assessed by 

inspection of a boxplot, normality was assessed by inspection of Normal Q-Q plot, and 

homogeneity of variance was assessed by Levene’s test.  There were no extreme outliers. 

Residuals were approximately normally distributed, and there was homogeneity of 

variances (p = .767).  

Interaction effect. The interaction effect between political ideology and 

religiosity on the higher order value of Self-Transcendence was not statistically 

significant, F(2, 1175) = 1.861, p = .115, partial η2 = .006. Therefore, an analysis of the 

main effect for political ideology and religiosity was performed, which indicated that 

there was a statistically significant main effect of religiosity F(2, 175) = 5.239,  p= .005, 

partial η2 = .009.  There was not a statistically significant main effect of political 

ideology, F(2,1175) = 1.161, p =.314, partial η2 = .002 

Main effect. All pairwise comparisons were run for each simple main effect with 

reported 95% confidence intervals, and p-values are Bonferroni-adjusted (see Tables 4.8 

and 4.9).  The unweighted marginal means of Self-Transference scores for individuals 

who identified their political ideology as conservative, moderate and liberal were, 13.50 
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(SE = .036), 13.71 (SE = .183), and 13.95 (SE = .216) respectively. The unweighted 

marginal means of Self-Transcendence scores for individuals who attend religious 

services, regularly, sporadically, and rarely were, 13.27 (SE = .188); 14.18 (SE = .211) 

and 13.72 (SE = .20) respectively.  

Sporadic attendance at religious services was associated with a mean Self-

Transcendence score that .931, 95% CI [.24, 1.59] higher than regular attendance at 

religious services, a statistical significance difference, p = .004. There were no other 

statistically differences associated with religiosity.  

Table 4.8.  

Political Ideology and Self-Transcendent Scores 

 

 

 

 

 

(I) Polviews- (J) Polviews 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence 

Interval for 

Difference 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Liberal Moderate .240 .283 1.000 -.438 .918 

Conservative .449 .295 .384 -258 1.156 

Moderate Liberal -.240 .283 1.000 -918 .438 

Conservative .209 .272 1.000 -.442 .861 

Conservative Liberal -.449 .295 .384 -1.156 .258 

Moderate -.209 .272 1.000 -861 .442 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the 

.05 level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni).  
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Table 4.9.  

Religiosity and Self-Transcendent Scores 

Note: This table is based on estimated marginal means where the mean difference is significanta at the .05 

level.  Adjustments for multiple comparisons were used (Bonferroni). 

Interpretation of results. As noted in Table 4.2, the higher order value of Self-

Transcendences captures the basic values of benevolence and universalism.  When 

assessing these data, there was not a significant interaction of political ideology with 

religiosity for the value of Self-Transcendent.  Religiosity and political ideology were, 

therefore, examined independently by assessing composite score of Self-Transcendent for 

groups with 1) varying levels of religiosity and 2) with divergent political views. The 

variance in Self-Transcendent scores can be observed in Figure 4.5.  These data suggest 

that individuals who sporadically attend religious services have a Self-Transcendence 

score that is significantly higher (0.931) than people who attend religious services 

regularly. There was, however, no significant difference in Self-Transcendent scores 

between when comparing people whose attendance at religious services was rare with 

those whose 

 

(I) 

Religiosity (J) Religiosity 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig.a 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Difference 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Rare Sporadic -.460 .292 .344 -1.160 .239 

Regular .453  .275 .301 -.207 1.113 

Sporadic Rare .460 .292 .344 -.239 1.160 

Regular .913* .283 .004 .236 1.591 

Regular Rare -.453 .275 .301 -1.113 .207 

Sporadic -.913* .283 .004 -1.591 -.236 
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attendance was sporadic or regular.  When examining Self-Transcendence scores across 

groups with varying political views, the Self-Transcendence scores were highest for 

Liberals, followed by Moderates, with the lowest scores occurring among Conservatives.  

These scores, however, were not statistically significant. These data suggest that there is a 

significant difference in Self-Transcendence for individuals who attend religious services 

regularly or sporadically, in that Self-Transcendence scores are lower for people who 

regularly attend services. These data, however, suggest that Self-Transcendence scores do 

not differ significantly across groups who ascribe to different political ideologies,  
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Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how religiosity and political ideology 

impact individual values.  To gain insight into this dynamic, a two-way ANOVA was 

performed to examine if core values differed among individuals with different levels of 

religiosity (as indicated by frequency at religious services), and if core values deferred 

among groups of people who ascribe to various political ideologies.   In addition, the 

study was set up to determine if there was an interaction effect of political ideology on 

religiosity that impacted values, and vice versa.  

Survey respondents were grouped according to the following, based on attendance 

frequency at religious services: 1) rare- individuals who attend services less than once a 

year; 2) sporadic- people who attend service between once a year and once a month; 3) 

regular- people who attend services once a week or more. Individuals were also grouped 

according to one of the following political ideologies that they most identify with: 1) 

liberal; 2) moderate; 3) conservative.  To evaluate the impact on core values, the PVQ-21 

instrument, based on the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values was used to assess the 

composite scores of survey participants across varying levels of religiosity and political 

ideology on the four higher order values.   

The results of this study suggest that there is a significant difference in some 

higher order values among varying levels of religiosity and political ideology. These 

differences, however, vacillate across the four higher order values (see Table 4.10).  This 

suggests that religiosity and the impact of political ideology on values may be value-

specific. Some values may be more susceptible to the influence of political ideology, and 

some values more sensitive to religiosity. For example, with the higher order value of  



  

 

125 

 

Table 4.10 

Results of two way ANOVA 

Research 

Question  

Measure  Ho: Ha: Values Results 

What are the 

composite scores 

on the High Order 

Values by 

religiosity and 

political ideology? 

Descriptive 

question  

n/a n/a TH_Con 

TH_OTC 

TH_Self_en 

TH_Self_tr 

Interaction  

Do differences 

exist in core values 

based on 

religiosity?  

F-Test No difference 

exist in core 

values based on 

religiosity. 

Differences 

exist in core 

values based on 

religiosity  

TH_Con 

TH_OTC 

TH_Self_en 

TH_Self_tr 

Interaction  

No 

No 

Yes 
Do differences 

exist in core values 

based on political 

ideology? 

F-Test No difference 

exist in core 

values based on 

political 

ideology,  

Differences 

exist in core 

values based on 

political 

ideology 

TH_Con 

TH_OTC 

TH_Self_en 

TH_Self_tr 

Interaction  

Yes  

Yes 

No  

Does interaction 

occur between 

religiosity and 

political ideology 

in effecting core 

values?  

F-Test No interaction 

occurs between 

religiosity and 

political 

ideology in 

effecting core 

values.  

There is an 

interaction 

between 

religiosity and 

political 

ideology 

effecting core 

values. 

TH_Con 

TH_OTC 

TH_Self_en 

TH_Self_tr 

Yes  

No 

No  

No  

 

Conservation, there appears to be an interaction between religiosity and political ideology 

where both variance in religiosity and differing political ideology impact the value of 

Conservation. When examining the higher order values of Openness to Change and Self-

Enhancement, there was no significant interaction between religiosity and political 

ideology. There was also no significant difference in these values among different levels 

of religiosity.  There was, however, a significant difference in Openness to Change and 

Self-Enhancement scores among groups with different political ideologies.  With regards 

to the higher order value of Self-Transcendent, these data indicate that there is not a 

significant interaction between religiosity and political ideology.  There was also no 

significant difference in Self-Transcendent scores among groups with different political 
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beliefs.  There was, however, a significant difference in Self-Transcendent scores among 

groups with varying levels of religiosity.  

When considering the overall difference in higher order values, the results of this 

study suggest that there is more significant variance among the groups with differing 

political ideology than groups with different degrees of religiosity.  This suggests that 

individuals who hold similar political views (liberal, moderate, or conservative) have 

values that align more closely with each other, as compared to people with similar levels 

of religiosity. This study also suggests that the interaction of political ideology and 

religiosity on higher order values is nuanced and more research is needed to understand 

the way that religiosity and political ideology impacts core values.   

Implications 

 When examining the role of religiosity and political ideology on values, political 

ideology appears to have a greater impact on core values. The findings in Chapter Two of 

this dissertation, however, may shed some light on these results.  In Chapter Two, policy 

practitioners who stated that RS was an influencing factor in their PP, were interviewed 

to discover the process by which RS integration occurs in social PP.  Even though all 

participants stated that RS played a role in their PP, the majority of participants did not 

frame their core values in a manner that made the religious or spiritual influence on their 

values apparent. It was only after this researcher utilized probing questions that some 

participants talked about the religious or spiritual nature of their values.  The obscure 

connection of RS to core values may indicate that more research is needed to understand 

the role that RS play in society.   
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 Perhaps RS is obscured in the political area of the United States due to a culture 

of separation of church and state.  In this context, one could argue that in the United 

States we have fostered an environment where religiously inspired values are disparaged, 

while secularly inspired values are esteemed.  In this context the marginalization of 

religiously inspired values is not limited to the political arena.  In Chapter Three of this 

dissertation, this researcher argues that the marginalization of religiously inspired values 

in the policy arena was due, in part, to the emergence of modern academic settings that 

esteemed positivist paradigms and empirical ways of knowing.  With the elevation of 

empirical ways of knowing, many assumed that modernity would usher in an era where 

the influence of religion would decline.  On the surface, this study may appear to confirm 

the declinatory influence of RS, but such an assessment would be hard to reconcile with 

the fact that Americans report an extraordinarily high adherence to religious practice. In 

fact, sixty-nine percent of American adults are reportedly very or moderately religious 

(Gallup, 2012).  

 Based on the significant role that religion plays in the lives of Americans, this 

researcher posits that additional attention should be given to understanding the manner in 

which religion and political ideology influence core values.  This researcher argues that 

the results of this study, taken in the context of cultural trends, may indicate that the role 

of religion has not waned, but shifted. For example, in the United States, there has been a 

notable shift away from mainline denominations and an increase in individuals with no 

religious affiliation (Steensland, et al. 2000).  The shift away from denominational 

affiliation could signal a cultural transformation in the role of form religion in American 

society. This may, in turn, impact the influence of RS on values, or diminish the role that 
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RS is afforded in the value arena.  At the same time, as the role of RS on values seems to 

be obscured, values expressed in conjunction with political ideology appear to be more 

pronounced. One could argue that in the political polarized context of American society, 

the connection of values to political ideology is more visible and pronounced.  

Last, this researcher contends that additional research is needed to understand the 

nature of values in the United States because, whether we recognize it or not, values 

influence worldviews and shape culture.  Sherwood (2016) articulates the importance of 

deconstructing values and acknowledging their origin by using the cutflower analogy of 

Elton Trueblood.  Sherwood states: 

Elton Trueblood, the Quaker philosopher, once described ours as a “cutflower” 

generation.  He was suggesting that, as it is possible to cut a rose from the bush, 

put it in a vase, and admire its fresh loveliness and fragrance for a short while, it 

is possible to maintain the dignity and value of every human life while denying 

the existence or significance of God as the source of that value. But the cut rose is 

already dead, regardless of the deceptive beauty which lingers for a 

while…(Sherwood contends that) many in our generation, including social 

workers, are trying to hold onto values—such as the irreducible dignity and worth 

of the individual—while denying the only basis on which such a value can 

ultimately stand (pp. 88-89).  

 

Like Sherwood, this researcher contends that the origin of values is significant and 

additional research is needed to understand the manner in which RS and political 

ideology influence values in modern-day America.   

Limitations 

Research on religiosity, political ideology, and core values is fraught with 

challenges. The primary challenge involves attempting to quantify the complex concepts 

and phenomena of religiosity, political ideology, and individual value systems. Because 

of this, the results of this study should be considered in light of the limited scope of the 

selected indicators. Efforts were made to select indicators informed by previous 
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scholarship, yet, the complex nature of all three variable must be underscored. For 

example, in this study, religiosity is based on an individual’s attendance at religious 

services.  In this sense, the scope of religiosity may be limited to a measure of 

participation in formal religious practices.  The same conceptual limits apply to the 

independent variable of political ideology and the four higher order variables (the 

dependent variable). The conceptual challenges of capturing political ideology are noted 

in the methodological section of this paper, and the discussion of how to assess core 

human values warrants careful consideration.  The results of this study should be 

considered in light of variables used for this study, with an understanding of the 

conceptual frame employed to depict the selected variables.  

In addition to conceptual limits, there are a number of factors that may influence 

individual value selection, religiosity, and political ideology that was not controlled for in 

this study.  For example, factors such as gender identification, and age are likely to 

contribute to value selection, religiosity, and political ideology. As discussed in the 

methodology section, the GSS survey employs survey collection techniques to garner a 

representative sample of the general population of adults living in the United States.  The 

results of this study should be considered in light of the selection criteria and with 

recognition of the limits of this study due to other factors that were not controlled.  

Conclusion 

This study was designed to answer the following central question: Do religiosity 

and political ideology contribute to difference in core values, as assessed by the PVQ-21 

(the Portrait Value Questionnaire based on the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values), and 

does this effect differ across groups with varying levels of religiosity or diverse political 
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ideologies? Using these data provided in the GSS 2012 MD, A two-way ANOVA was 

conducted to examine the effects of religiosity and political ideology on the following 

four higher order values: 1) Conservation (TH_Con); 2) Openness to Change (Th_OTC); 

3) Self-Enhancement (TH_Self_en); and 4) Self-Transcendence (TH_Self_tr). The results 

of the analysis suggest that there is a significant difference in some higher order values 

among varying levels of religiosity and political ideology. These differences, however, 

vacillate across the four higher order values. These results suggest that religiosity and the 

impact of political ideology on values may be value-specific. Some values may be more 

susceptible to the influence of political ideology, and some values more vulnerable to 

religiosity.  

The results of this study should be considered in light of conceptual limits.  For 

example in this study religiosity was determined by the frequency of attendance at 

religious services and political ideology was determined by identification with three 

categories of political ideology. By developing instruments that assess the various factors 

that comprise religiosity and political ideology, future research may be able to design a 

study that provides a more nuanced understanding of the complexities of religious and 

political ideology and their impact on values. Future research can also be strengthened by 

controlling for certain factors that are known to impact religiosity and political ideology. 

 The findings from this study can be used to inform client-centered value-sensitive 

social policy practice.  By gaining greater insight into how religiosity and political 

ideology interact with each other and impact values, policy practitioners can utilize this 

information to inform their client-centred value-sensitive social policy practice. Perhaps 
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this study will provide policy practitioners a greater appreciation religiosity and political 

ideology as factors that inform value selection.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Role of Values in Social Policy: Implications for Practice 

 

 

Introduction  

 

The premise of this researcher’s dissertation is that social policies reflect societal 

values, yet the research on the nature of values and their role social PP is lacking. For 

social workers to be effective policy practitioners, a greater understanding of values is 

needed, and a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted. The dissertation has provided 

a rationale for a value-sensitive approach to social PP. It has done so by examining how 

policy practitioners integrate religion and spirituality (RS) into their practice; exploring 

the interaction between individual core values, religiosity, and political ideology; and by 

reviewing the history of PP.  The qualitative study found in Chapter Two explored the 

spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values of policy practitioners to understand the manner 

in which their RS impacts their PP. This study laid the basis for a fundamental 

understanding of how values are expressed and how they affect ideology and behavior.  

The third chapter is a theoretical study that examined the historical development of PP as 

a recognized discipline; explored the field of PP in social work; and presented a model 

for a value-sensitive approach to social PP.  Last, the fourth chapter of the dissertation is 

a quantitative study that examined the interaction between individual core values, 

religiosity, and political ideology.  

 These chapters altogether form the core of the dissertation, which serves to 

address a gap in the social work literature on the role and nature of values in social PP.  A 
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core aim of addressing this gap was to develop a social PP model that is consistent with 

social work values and relevant to the current domestic and global socio-political 

environment. By providing a model for value-sensitive PP, social workers will be 

empowered to engage effectively in social PP. The literature review suggests the 

following: 1) the role of RS in social PP has received little attention (Canda, 2005; Evans, 

1985; Hoyt-Oliver, 1998; Hutchinson, 2012; Sheridan, 2012a; Straal, 2002; L. Thomas, 

2010; Wald, Silverman, & Fridy, 2005); 2) the social work literature involving the impact 

of religion and political ideology on values focuses primarily on theoretical discussions 

or ethical conflicts, with few scholars investigating the way religion and political 

ideology interact to affect individual values; 3) despite the foundation role of advocacy in 

the social work profession, adequate attention devoted to the development of effective PP 

skills is lacking in social work educational programs (McNutt, 1995; Pritzker & Lane, 

2014; Raber & Richter, 1999; Weiss-Gal, 2016); and 4) the discipline of PP has been 

dominated by rational assessment instruments grounded in economic paradigms and the 

role of values are often marginalized in PP.   

 

 

Review of Methodology  

 

Qualitative Study 

Chapter Two is an exploration of the role of RS in social PP. Since there is little 

scholarship on the process of integrating RS into PP, and the goal of this study was to 

examine the process by which policy practitioners utilize RS to inform PP activities, a 

qualitative grounded theory study was initiated. The study used the grounded theory 

systematic procedural approach of Strauss and Corbin (1998). Creswell (2013) argues 
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that “The intent of a grounded theory study is to move beyond description and to generate 

or discover a theory, a unified theoretical explanation for a process or action (p. 84).  This 

qualitative study was designed based on the philosophical assumptions of Critical 

Theory.  Critical Theory has often viewed religion as problematic.  S. Thomas (2010) 

argues that critical theorists have viewed religion as,  

A little more than false consciousness, an ideological subterfuge…as one of the 

main ideological pathologies, forms of capitalist hegemony, that seeks to 

legitimate the status quo, to mask the potential for social justice and 

emancipation, and to reinforce the fear and coercion that maintain the prevailing 

domestic and international order (pp. 509-510).  

 

Despite critical theorist historic treatment of religion, this writer argues that in a culture 

that seeks to keep religion and politics separate, secularly influenced values are esteemed 

in the policy arena, while religiously and spiritually inspired values are disparage. In 

addition, this researcher has argued that spiritual ways of knowing have been 

marginalized in Western academic settings.  In keeping with the emancipatory characters 

of Critical Theory, this writer has argued that by utilizing Critical Theory, conceptual can 

provide the necessary theoretical perspective for considering the role of RS in social PP.  

 Based on the assumptions of Critical Theory, the research for the qualitative study 

utilized an interview guide to interview research participants in a manner that fostered 

conversation and reflection. This researcher engaged subjects in conversations about 

various aspects of RS and through this dialogic process, challenged and deconstructed the 

dominant paradigm that marginalizes the role of RS in social PP. This methodology was 

selected for the qualitative research design to utilize the interview process to reconstruct a 

paradigm that is open to the influence of RS on social PP.  

 

 



  

 

141 

 

Theoretical Study 

 Building on the qualitative research detailed in Chapter Two, this researcher 

explored existing literature on: 1) the history of PP as a discipline: and 2) on the nature 

and role of values, as they inform individual beliefs, actions and policy positions. For this 

chapter, a literature review was the primary method used to acquire information on: 1) 

the history and development of PP; 2) the obstacles that social workers face with 

engaging in PP; 3) the role of values in PP; and 4) the nature and role of values in forging 

individual policy positions. By exploring existing scholarship and building upon 

foundational research, this researcher was able to construct a model to conceptualize the 

Individual Policy Frame (Figure 3.2) and present a preliminary model for Client-

Centered Value–Sensitive Social Policy Practice (VSSPP) (Figure 3.1) that is consistent 

with social work values and relevant to the current domestic and global socio-political 

environment.  

 

Quantitative Study 

 Finally, the quantitative study, in Chapter Four, builds upon the following 

observation made by this researcher, while conducting the qualitative study on the role of 

RS in social PP.  First, in spite of the study design, only two of the 17 participants 

identified what they considered to be religiously or spiritually inspired values, as the 

primary impetus motivating their involvement in PP.  Second, this researcher observed 

that participants who adhered to the same or similar religious affiliations often held 

positions on social justice issues that were at odds with each other. In contrast, people 

with similar political ideologies, when questioned about their values, appeared to have 

values and beliefs that were closely aligned. These observations suggest that political 
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ideology may be a prominent factor that mitigates the impact of RS on values.  The 

quantitative study detailed in Chapter Four was was based on these obeservation and 

designed to examine the impact of religiosity and political ideology on values, more 

closely.  

 The qualitative study was designed to address the following central question: Do 

religiosity and political ideology contribute to differences in core values, and does this 

effect differ across groups with varying levels of religiosity or across groups with diverse 

political ideologies? Based on the information this researcher desired to explore, a two-

way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to test the score of individuals with 

frequent, sporadic and rare attendance at religious services to determine 1) if the effect of 

religiosity (on values) different across groups with different political views (moderate, 

liberal, or conservative); and 2) if there is a significant interaction between religiosity and 

political ideology, on individual values. According to Laerd Statistics (2015), a two-way 

ANOVA is unique in its ability to detect a significant interaction effect of two categorical 

independent variables upon a continuous dependent variable.   

 Data for this study came from the General Social Survey 2012 merged data set 

(GSS 2012 MD). This data set was selected because it contained indicators for the three 

variables being explored in this study (religiosity, political ideology, and core values). 

According to Hout and Hastings (2016), the GSS is one of the most widely used data sets 

for social science research, offering a unique combination of long time series, 

representative samples, and broad content.  In addition, the GSS 2012 MD, is unique in 

its inclusion of three-way panel case (the GSS included the three-way panel cases in the 

survey during the years of 2006-2014). The three-way panel design provided an 



  

 

143 

 

opportunity for researchers to conduct repeat- measure reliability testing on the variables 

uses for religiosity and political ideology.  The primary reason that the GSS 2012 MD 

was selected for this study was because it included the Portrait Values Questionnaire 

(PVQ-21) instrument.  The PVQ-21 instrument is a shorter, 21-item version of the PVQ 

which was created and validated using larger national surveys.  This instrument was 

selected because it is based on the Schwartz Theory of Basic Values (1992), identifying 

10 fundamental personal values that are recognized across cultures. The theoretical 

foundation of the PVQ-21 was built on the theoretical foundation of Rokeach (1973) and 

has been used in hundreds of studies to examine how core values inform four higher 

order values that relate to attitudes, behaviors, personality and background characters. 

The inclusion of these variables in the GSS 2012 MD, provided this study with the 

necessary factors to examine whether religiosity and or political ideology contribute to 

differences in core values and whether the effect differs across groups with varying levels 

of religiosity or across groups with diverse political ideologies. It also provided necessary 

data to explore whether or not there is a significant interaction effect between religiosity 

and political ideology, upon individual values.  

 

Summary of Results 

 

Qualitative Study 

 Through a grounded study lens, the purpose of this study was to examine the 

process of integrating spirituality into social PP. This study explored the spiritual 

experiences, beliefs, and values of policy practitioners and the process by which their 

spirituality informed their social PP. The study was designed to answer the following 
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central question: What is the process by which policy practitioners utilize personal 

spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values to inform PP activities? Interviews with study 

participants provided substantial data to construct the Religion and Spirituality, in Social 

Policy Practice Model (RSSPP). The RSSPP (see Figure 2.1) presents a framework to 

conceptualize the salient features that impact RS integration in social PP. The model 

highlights the following four developmental phases that were identified as being 

significant factors in the process by which policy practitioners integrated RS into social 

PP: 1) the formative phase; 2) the vocational phase; 3) the spiritual integration phase; and 

4) the practice phase.  These four developmental phase by which integration occurs are 

not necessarily progressive, and practitioners can move back and forth between the 

phases. These data collected from interviews with policy practitioners also identified: 

socialization; concepts of social justice; defining experiences; and framing of values as 

four primary factors that shape each of the developmental phases.  

 In addition to yielding the RSSPP Model, there were other notable trends that 

emerged from the qualitative study.  First, primary forces of socialization early in life 

appeared to play a significant role in participants awareness of issues related to social 

justice.  These data suggest that primary caregivers who were active in promoting social 

justice, and exposure to environments where activism was modeled, seemed to forge 

powerful impressions of social justice, in the lives of policy practitioners. Second, the 

qualitative study provided convincing evidence for a greater appreciation for alternative 

ways of knowing.  During this study, participants were asked about transpersonal 

experiences. Transpersonal experiences can be defined as mystical or intuitive 

occurrences or expansive states of consciousness that appear extend beyond the limited 
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biological and psychological self (Braud & Anderson, 1998).  The vast majority of 

participants, regardless of denominational or religious affiliation, identified having one or 

more experience that could be described as transpersonal in nature.  Thought methods 

and practices differ, transpersonal experiences and knowledge gained through these 

experience is often a unique feature of religious and spiritual practices. Many participants 

identified intentionally engaging in prayer, meditation, mindfulness, or contemplative 

practices to become more sensitive to spiritual ways of knowing. Six of the 17 

participants identified having transpersonal experiences that provided direction for their 

PP; others identified having transpersonal experience related to other areas of their life.   

 Another significant finding from the qualitative study involved the role of social 

PP in social work.  Only six out of the 17 participants included in the sample held a social 

work degree, even though the criterion-based snowball sampling techniques used in this 

study favored the selection of practitioners with a social work degree, the majority of 

practitioners who met the criteria for this study did not have a degree in social work.  

This dynamic suggests that additional studies are needed to determine the factors 

contributing to what appears to be the low representation of social workers who are 

professionally engaged in social PP.   

 Finally, the qualitative study suggests that policy practitioners who state that 

religion or spirituality influence their PP, may not readily identify the religious or 

spiritual influence on their practice.  In this study, this researcher had to ask probing 

questions when trying to elicit the RS connection to participant values.  This finding 

suggests that social workers may need to develop PP models and skills to engage 

individuals and communities in identifying core values. Through the identification of 



  

 

146 

 

core values (both religiously and secularly inspired) that are important to communities 

and clients, policy practitioners can harness shared functional values and unite 

communities around common values. 

The overall results of the qualitative study indicate that values are a foundational 

part of PP. Policy practitioners who identified RS as a significant factor influencing their 

social PP provided substantial data to construct a the RSSPP model.  The theoretical 

study and the qualitative study included in this dissertation further explored the results of 

this qualitative study.  

 

Theoretical Study 

 In Chapter Three, this researcher explored the history of policy analysis and 

practice to gain insight into the factors that influenced the development of PP.  This 

research was initiated based on the results of the qualitative study which suggested that 

policy practitioners who hold social work degrees appear to be underrepresented in the 

arena of PP. The results of this study suggest that the discipline of PP emerged during the 

development of the social sciences and was profoundly shaped by the positivist 

environment of the late 19th century and the hegemonic influence of capitalism during the 

20th century.  

Based on these findings, this researcher argues that the historical dominance of 

rational policy assessment instruments grounded in economic paradigms presents a 

unique challenge for the social work profession. Values, which are a foundational aspect 

to client-centered, culturally sensitive PP, are often marginalized under the dominant 

approaches to policy analysis.  Because of this, social workers who advocate for clients 

and communities in a manner that is consistent with social work values, often find 
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themselves operating in a policy arena that is responsive to their unique perspective.  This 

researcher, therefore, argues that a value-sensitive approach to PP is warranted.  Chapter 

Three concludes by investigating existing scholarship on the role of values in social PP 

and proposing the Client-Centered Value- Sensitive Social Policy Practice (VSSPP) 

(Figure 3.1).  The VSSPP was designed to be used by policy practitioners to create an 

empowering environment where client values are identified, assessed and employed to 

guide social policy.  

Based on the findings from the qualitative study, this researcher recognized that 

core values are not always readily accessible.  Often policy practitioners need to be 

intentional and skilled at eliciting and critically evaluating implicit and explicit values 

and manifest and latent values.  Because the skill of identifying individual and 

community values is central to implementing the VSSPP model, this researcher 

constructed the Individual Policy Frame (Figure 3.2). This frame was developed building 

upon the foundational work of Martin Rein (1981) who was one of the first scholars to 

recognize the significant role of values in social PP. The Individual Policy Frame 

provides a conceptual diagram to assist policy practitioners in understanding the nature 

and role of values in PP.  

The results of the theoretical study contained in Chapter Three provided 

substantial information to: 1) suggest some primary factors that influenced the 

development of PP; 2) propose a theory for the underrepresentation of social work in 

professional PP; 3) present a value-sensitive approach to PP (VSSPP); 4) offer a 

conceptual diagram to aid policy practitioner’s in eliciting values (Individual Policy 
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Frame); 5) suggest that social work is poised to contribute a value-sensitive PP 

framework to the PP area that is both culturally sensitive and client centered.   

 

Quantitative Study 

 In Chapter Four, this research explored the following central question: Do 

religiosity and political ideology contribute to the differences in core values and does this 

effect differ across groups with varying levels of religiosity or diverse political 

ideologies?  Using data provided by the 2012 General Social Survey (GSS) merged data, 

a two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of religiosity and political 

ideology on four higher order values.  The following are the four higher order value that 

were assessed: 1) Conservation; 2) Openness to Change; 3) Self-Enhancement; and 4) 

Self-Transcendence.  This study framework will organize the summary and a brief 

discussion of the results of each higher order value.  

 

Conservation. When examining the value of Conservation, these data suggest that 

there was a significant interaction between religiosity and political ideology. In 

particular, political ideology had a significant interaction on the value of Conservation 

for individuals who attended religious service rarely and sporadically (see Figure 4.2). 

There was not, however, a significant interaction of political ideology for people who 

regularly attended religious services.  Except for individuals who identified themselves as 

Conservatives, those who attended religious services regularly scored higher for the value 

of Conservation when compared to those who rarely or sporadically attended religious 

services.  This suggests that an individual’s political ideology has a significant impact on 

the value of Conservation for persons who are not regular attendees at religious services.  
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In addition to scoring higher on the value of Conservation, those who attended religious 

services regularly were the only group for which their political ideology did not 

significantly impact their Conservation score.  In other words, those who were more 

religious tended to score highest on Conservation, and this score was not significantly 

affected by political ideology. The only exception to this pattern was for individuals who 

identified as being politically conservative and attended religious services sporadically 

When considering the manner in which religiosity interacts with political ideology 

for the value of Conservation, it is clear that religiosity had a significant impact on the 

value Conservation for individuals who identified their political ideas as liberal or 

moderate. There was, however, no significant interaction of religiosity for people who 

identified their political ideology as conservative. This suggests that the Conservation 

scores of those who identify their political ideology as liberal and moderate increase 

significantly as attendance at religious services increases.  The results of this study also 

suggest that the Conservation scores for the individuals that identify their political 

ideology as conservative are not significantly impacted by religiosity.  In addition, those 

who identify as politically conservative, tend to have the highest Conservation scores.  

 

Openness to Change. When examining the value of Openness to Change, these 

data did not indicate a significant interaction of political ideology with religiosity. 

Religiosity and political ideology were, therefore, examined independently by assessing 

composite score of Openness to Change for groups with 1) varying levels of religiosity; 

and 2) with divergent political views.  The variance in Openness to Change scores can be 

observed in Figure 4.4. These data suggest that as levels of religiosity increased, 

Openness to Change decreased.  This change in variance, however, among individuals 
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who attend religious services rarely, sporadically and regularly, was not statistically 

significant.  When examining Openness to Change across groups with varying political 

views, the Openness to Change scores were the highest for the liberal group, followed by 

the moderate and then conservative group.  In fact, these data suggest that having a 

liberal political ideology is associated with a mean Openness to Change score that is 

significantly higher (1.15 points) than those with a conservative ideology. These data 

suggest that an individual’s political ideology has a significant impact on the value of 

Openness to Change. These data also suggest that religiosity, however, does not interact 

significantly with political ideology or have a significant effect on the higher order value 

of Openness to Change.   

 

Self-Enhancement. With the value of Self-Enhancement, there was not a 

significant interaction of political ideology with religiosity. Religiosity and political 

ideology were, therefore, examined independently by assessing composite score of Self-

Enhancement for groups with 1) varying levels of religiosity; and 2) with divergent 

political views. The variance in Self-Enhancement scores can be observed in Figure 4.5.  

These data suggest, that as levels of religiosity increased, Self-Enhancement increased.  

However, this change in variance among individuals who attend religious services rarely, 

sporadically and regularly, was not statistically significant.  When examining Self-

Enhancement across groups with varying political views, the Self-Enhancement scores 

were the highest for the Conservatives, followed by Moderates and then Liberals.  In fact, 

having a conservative ideology is associated with a mean Self-Enhancement score that is 

significantly higher (0.154 points) than those with a liberal ideology. These data suggest 

that an individual’s political ideology has a significant impact on the value of Self-
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Enhancement. These data also suggest that religiosity, however, does not interact 

significantly with political ideology or have a significant effect on Self-Enhancement.   

 

Self-Transcendence. When assessing these data, there was not a significant 

interaction of political ideology with religiosity for the value of Self-Transcendence. 

Religiosity and political ideology were, therefore, examined independently by assessing 

composite score of Self-Transcendence for groups with 1) varying levels of religiosity; 

and 2) with divergent political views. The variance in Self-Transcendence scores can be 

observed in Figure 4.6.  These data suggest that individuals who sporadically attend 

religious services have a Self-Transcendence score that is significantly higher (0.931) 

than people who attend religious services regularly. There was, however, no significant 

difference in Self-Transcendence scores between when comparing people whose 

attendance at religious services was rare with those whose attendance was sporadic or 

regular.  When examining Self-Transcendence scores across groups with varying political 

views, the Self-Transcendence scores were highest for Liberals, followed by Moderates, 

with the lowest scores occurring among Conservatives.  These scores, however, were not 

statistically significant. These data suggest that there is a significant difference in Self-

Transcendence for individuals who attend religious services regularly or sporadically, in 

that Self-Transcendence scores are lower for people who regularly attend services. These 

data, however, suggest that Self-Transcendence scores do not differ significantly across 

groups, who ascribe to different political ideologies, 

 

Discussion. The results of the analysis indicate that there is a significant 

difference in some higher order values among varying levels of religiosity and political 
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ideology. These differences, however, vacillate across the four higher order values. These 

results suggest that religiosity and the impact of political ideology on values may be 

value-specific. Some values may be more susceptible to the influence of political 

ideology, and some values more vulnerable to religiosity. When considering the overall 

difference in higher order values, the results of this study suggest that there is more 

significant variance among the groups with differing political ideology than groups with 

different degrees of religiosity.  This may suggest that individuals who hold similar 

political views (liberal, moderate, or conservative) have values that align more closely 

with each other, as compared to people with similar levels of religiosity.  This study also 

suggests that the interaction of political ideology and religiosity on higher order values is 

nuanced and more research is needed to understand the way that religiosity and political 

ideology impacts core values.    

 

Conclusion 

 

This dissertation includes three studies that were designed to fill a lacuna in social 

work literature.  The results of these studies have provided substantial data to suggest that 

values are a critical, yet overlooked factor in social PP. Based on the findings of these 

studies, this researcher has constructed the following models to aid policy practitioners in 

value-sensitive PP: 1) The Religion and Spirituality in Social Policy Practice model 

(RSSPP)-A framework for conceptualizing the process by which policy practitioners 

integrate RS in social PP; 2) The Client-Centered Value–Sensitive Social Policy Practice 

model (VSSPP)-a model used to assist policy practitioners in creating an empowering 

environment where client values are identified, assessed and employed to guide social 
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policy; and 3) The Individual Policy Frame-a diagram used illustrate significant factors 

that influence an individual values and impact their social policy positions.  

 These three studies have provided preliminary tools that can be utilized by policy 

practitioners to engage in client-centered, social PP.  This research has argued that if 

there is not adequate research on the role of values in social PP, social workers who aim 

to engage in social PP are challenged. Often they find themselves in a policy area where 

their voice and the voice of those they advocate for are marginalized.  This dissertation 

aims to create an empowering environment where social workers are equipped to engage 

in PP effectively, and where the values of clients and communities are esteemed.   
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human subjects can be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the 

subjects; and (ii) any disclosure of the human subjects' responses outside the 

research could reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or 

be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, employability, or reputation.  

This exemption determination is based on the protocol and/or materials submitted. If the 

research is modified, you must contact this office to determine whether your research is 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Interview Guide 

 

 

Interview Guide:  

 

Central Question: What is the process by which policy practitioners utilize personal 

spiritual experiences, beliefs and values to inform policy practice activities? 

 

For these questions utilize the following definitions: 

1) Policy practice is defined as the act of using social work skills to propose and change 

policies in order to achieve the goal of social and economic justice at the local, state, 

national or international level.  It can include intervention at the micro, mezzo or macro 

level.    

 

2) Spiritual integration is defined as the process by which individual policy practitioners 

utilize spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values to inform their engagement in social 

policy practice 

 

I. Opening 

A. Establish Rapport: 

My name is Lori Sousa and I am a Ph.D. student at Baylor University.  

_____________(name of person) recommended that I interview you, based on my study 

involving spirituality and social policy practice.  

 

B. Purpose: 

The purpose of this study is to explore the spiritual experiences, beliefs and values of 

policy practitioners, and the process by which their spirituality informs their social policy 

practice.  

 

C. Motivation: 

In the social work profession, there has been a renewed emphasis on the importance of 

integrating knowledge about religion and spirituality into practice, research, and 

education. The vast majority of literature about spiritual integration in social work, 

however, centers on some aspect of direct practice.  Little attention has been given to 

examining the role of religion and spirituality in policy practice. The lack of literature on 

the role of spirituality and religion in social policy practice is surprising, given that social 

policies reflect societal values, and spiritual beliefs inform values.  Yet, with the 

increasing secularization of academic disciplines, the professionalization of social work, 

and a desire to keep church and state separate (in the United States), it is apparent that the 

role of religion and spirituality has been overlooked in social policy analysis. This 
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research aims to fill the void in social work literature by examining the process of 

integrating spiritual in social policy practice. 

D. Time Line: 

The interview should take about an hour 

 

Transition: 

Let me begin by asking you some questions about your spirituality. 

 

II. Body 

A. Questions about Spirituality-Tell me about your spirituality?  

 

Probing Questions: 

1. What is your definition of spirituality? 

2. How do you define your own spirituality?  

3. What spiritual practices are most important to you? 

4. Which of the below spiritual activities do you practice? And how often do you 

practice them?  

 a. Attending a spiritual service with people who share your spiritual tradition. 

 b. Prayer or meditation 

 c. Intuition or discernment 

 c. Reading sacred texts 

 d. Other activities 

  

 

Transition to the next topic: Now I am going to ask you some questions about how your 

spirituality connects to your policy practice.  

 

B. Questions about how spiritual integration in policy practice- Tell me how spirituality 

relates to policy practice for you.  

 

Probing Questions:  

1. How do you utilize spiritual practices such as prayer, meditation, and intuition in 

directing your policy practice?  

2. Transpersonal knowledge is often a defining feature of spirituality. I am defining 

transpersonal knowledge as knowledge that transcends the limits of body, ego, and 

linear space and time. It is the unique knowledge that can be gained through spiritual 

practices such the reading of sacred texts, prayer, meditation, and oral traditions. 

What role, if any does transpersonal knowledge play in your policy practice? 

3. For this study, I am defining spiritual integration as the process by which 

individual policy practitioners utilize spiritual experiences, beliefs, and values to 

inform their engagement in social policy practice. 

Please share about any formal or inform instruction on spiritual integration in social 

policy practice. 

 

Transition to the next topic: Now we are going to talk about the role of your personal 

values and beliefs in your decision to become involved in policy practice.  
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C. Questions about core beliefs and values that influence policy practice- What are the 

core beliefs or values in your particular spiritual tradition that most influenced your 

decision to become involved in policy practice? 

  

Probing Questions: 

1. Please share about a moment or event that stands out in your memory as 

being a significant time where your spiritual values or beliefs inspired you to 

become involved in policy practice. 

 

Transition to closing: 

It has been a pleasure finding out more about you. Let me briefly summarize the 

information that I have recorded during our interview.) 

 

III. Closing 

A. Summarize/ clarify the major parts of the interview.  

 

B. Any Additional information: I appreciate the time you took for this interview. Is there 

anything else you think would be helpful for me to know?  

 

C. Future actions: I should have all the information I need, but would it be alright to 

contact you at a later date if I have any additional questions?  

 

D, Referrals:  Can you provide me with the names and contact information of other 

individuals that might be willing to participate in this study who meet the following 

criteria: individuals who meet the following criteria: 1) they are professional policy 

practitioners; 2) they have a BSW or MSW degree; 3) they identify spirituality as being a 

factor in influencing their policy practice activities.? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Demographic Form  

 

 

Title of Project: Spiritual Integration in Social Policy Practice 

Demographic Information 

 

Thank you for your participation in this study. Please fill out the information below and 

return it to Lori Sousa at Lori_Sousa@baylor.edu or bring it with you to the interview.   

 

Please answer the following questions. 

 

Name_________________________________ Age____________ Gender ___________ 

 

Academic degree earned ___________________________________________________ 

 

Number of years of practice as a social worker _______________ 

 

Number of years working in policy practice _________________ 

 

Name of agency where you currently work _____________________________________ 

 

Name of agencies where you worked previously and engaged in policy practice _______ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Religiousaffiliation________________________________________________________ 

 

Have you ever received formal education on policy practice? ______________________ 

 

If you have received formal education on policy practice, where did you receive it?  

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  

mailto:Lori_Sousa@baylor.edu
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