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Abstract 

This paper, rooted in Scottish practitioner experiences from within a major UK voluntary organisation, explores organisational culture within faith-based UK voluntary organisations recognising voluntary sector-specific distinctiveness in the light of academic and practitioner research published to date (Hay, Beattie, Livingstone and Munro, 2001; Hussey and Perrin, 2003). Based on preliminary findings of a doctoral study, a number of key themes and conceptual issues are explored with a view to identifying and examining the key characteristics of organisational culture within voluntary organisations and to develop a framework of ‘good’ practice. 
The pilot study upon which the findings are based utilises one case organisation, The Salvation Army in Scotland. A focus group approach is designed to elicit understanding and meaning of a number of cultural indicators in the eyes of the organisation’s employees and, in doing so, it becomes possible to explore potential sub-cultural group norms and sense-making frameworks. 
The results reveal six core cultural themes emerging within the case study organisation.  These centre on risk averse and procedure-bound leadership, top-down consultation and formal avenues of knowledge transfer, compromised values and loss of independence to public sector funders, secularisation threats to faith-based principles, sub-cultural differentiation in respect of localism and church/social service activities, and stakeholder conflict between service funders and users, as well as employees and volunteers. 
Drawing together these key findings offers a first tentative glimpse of organisational culture within The Salvation Army. Having identified a range of visible and hidden cultural indicators within the case organisation, the paper concludes with a discussion of how the research will be extended to incorporate other faith-based organisations, and through the use of interviews and focus groups, will permit a richer analysis of organisational culture within this sector.
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Introduction
Organisations, be they private, public or voluntary, have traits and characteristics that exhibit both similarities and differences, the latter being particularly pertinent regarding faith-based voluntary organisations striving to retain their identity but which are now operating in a more competitive and financially-constrained environment.

Against this backdrop, new perspectives are required to determine the shifting focus of contemporary voluntary organisations operating within a contextually distinct sector shaped by external influencing agents, political pressures, increasing professionalism, resource scarcity, pressure for consultation and slow democratic structures. To this end, this paper, drawing on preliminary findings of a doctoral study, seeks to shed light on the managerial motivations, employee reasoning and external coercion pervading voluntary organisations, by reference to the pilot study organisation, The Salvation Army in Scotland.

In conducting this pilot study, and in conjunction with ongoing research, the aim is to develop an understanding of the key characteristics of organisational culture in voluntary organisations to enable successful ‘management’ of culture within the sector and thereby develop a framework of good practice.
The paper commences with a brief overview of the key issues relating to culture within the voluntary sector, with the aim of building on these pre-existing explicit/implicit influences to develop a pilot study drawing on the specific thematic and contextual issues within the research field of organisational culture in voluntary organisations. After a brief explanation of the research approach and a background to the faith-based organisation under consideration, the core findings of the initial research undertaken are presented. The paper culminates in a discussion of the ongoing and future research to be conducted within the doctoral study. 

An overview of organisational culture and the voluntary sector context
Empirical research into voluntary organisations, historically often overlooked in favour of private/public sector investigations, has increased significantly in the last 30 years with researchers such as Hay et al.(2001) and Hussey and Perrin (2003), for example, identifying a range of specific contextual issues that impact on organisational cultures of voluntary organisations. Within the Scottish and wider-UK voluntary sector, the following issues are relevant:

Permeable Boundaries – All charities are in the voluntary sector but not all voluntary organisations are charities (e.g. some voluntary organisations exist to fund charitable work carried out by others). Voluntary activity is diverse and disparate encompassing mutual support, service delivery and campaigning.

Size and Scope of Sector - The Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations (2010) estimates the voluntary sector in Scotland comprises 45,000 organisations, with a combined annual income of £4.36 billion in 2008/09, when combined annual expenditures totalled £4.24 billion. 
External Funding - A recent Government review (BERR, 2008) revealed outsourcing of public services within the UK has grown by 130 per cent since 1995 creating ‘the most developed public service industry in the world’ with an annual turnover of £79 billion. 

Drive for ‘Quality’ – Recent charity legislation in Scotland, including creation of a new charity regulator (OSCR), has added to existing pressure from service funders for voluntary organisations to produce demonstrable results for measurement against specific targets. 

Political Pressures – In Scotland, charities (especially cross-border charities) face political pressures resulting from competing visions for independent (Scotland only) vs. interdependent (UK-wide) solutions for charity regulation and monitoring. 

Increasing ‘Professionalism’ – Increased regulatory/compliance reporting from voluntary organisations to external agencies/funders has cemented opportunities for benchmarking and raising standards. 

Role of ‘Influencing Agents’ – Many agencies/funders appear able to externally impose change on a voluntary sector open to ‘coercive isomorphism’ (Hay et al., 2001) 

Resource Scarcity – Finite resources always prove insufficient to meet identified needs necessitating voluntary organisations compete against each other for external funding and must carefully manage sometimes conflicting demands of service users/service funders (stakeholder conflict).

Slow ‘Democratic’ Structures – Fast implementation of change is often impeded within voluntary organisations by slow decision-making processes driven by pressure for consultation and cumbersome governance structures.

Pressure for Consultation – Local networks, internal ‘politics’, ‘democratic’ governance structures and preference for informal, verbal communication generates pressure for wide ranging inter-organisational and intra-organisational consultation within the voluntary sector. 

The combined weight and impact of such rich contextual features suggests voluntary organisations operate within a markedly different environment to both private and public sector organisations resulting in functional differentiations between sectors – such voluntary sector contextual distinctiveness permits, therefore, the opportunity to explore the underlying issue and themes through the concept of ‘organisational culture’. 
Academic investigations into organisational culture present this as a shared, group phenomenon (occurring within homogeneous groupings such as organisations, nations, occupations, generations etc), with cultural characteristics identifiable through indirect, tacit indicators (e.g. human activity) and also direct, explicit indicators such as corporate symbols (Brown, 1998; Alvesson, 2003). Proposed cultural indicators include behavioural norms (e.g. rites and rituals), ethical codes, language (e.g. stories and legends), symbols, beliefs, values, artefacts (e.g. ceremonies and heroes), basic assumptions and history. For example, Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv and Sanders (1990) suggest many different levels of culture exist within an organisation, with each level interlinked by common cultural characteristics – see Figure 1.
Alvesson (2003:12) suggests two broad reasons for conducting cultural studies of organisations - the first views organisational culture as a means of promoting more effective managerial action, whereas the second regards culture as a point of entry for a broader understanding of, and critical reflection upon, organisational life and work. 

Fig.1 Manifestations of Culture: from Shallow to Deep (Hofstede et al., 1990)
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Thus, research on organisational culture to date appears to have formed, developed and solidified around broadly divergent commentator perspectives (Martin, 1992). The impetus for the research within this paper, therefore, centres on the desire to better understand and expand culture research into the relatively unexplored area of UK voluntary organisations, recognising the distinctiveness of the voluntary sector research context. 
Research approach
Culture, be it national or organisational, has been extensively researched over the last twenty years. Interestingly, much of the early work centred on quantitative research instruments, but latterly, research has focussed on a more qualitative approach seeking to make sense of the issues at play. Whilst each has its merits, the research data of the pilot study presented here takes the latter perspective. This is commensurate with the aims of the research and seeks to critically examine context-specific ‘rich’ data pertaining to the views and perceptions of the various stakeholders and, in particular, explores unspoken motivators, taken-for-granted values, underlying assumptions, expectations, collective memories, social systems and definitions present within the organisation. 
Thus, for the purposes of the pilot study, a single case study subject organisation forms the research design, with a focus group utilised for data collection (Yin, 2009). The focus group comprised seven employees of The Salvation Army. The focus group questions were devised based on the themes emerging from previous research detailed in the academic and practitioner literature, and provided a cross-sectional perspective of the participants’ viewpoints. The focus group, conducted in May 2010, lasted 80 minutes with discussions captured on a digital recorder and subsequently transcribed to allow a ‘template analysis’ via initial ‘coding’ of the data set by a priori themes highlighted from the literature (King, 2006).
The choice of case organisation, The Salvation Army, arose primarily due to ease of access, but as an international movement operating in 121 countries and a significant evangelical part of the universal Christian Church, its sphere of influence and impact across the globe is well-recognised, making it a relevant and valuable voluntary organisation to research. 
Research findings
A number core cultural key themes arose when analysing the focus group findings, three of which are a priori themes (leadership, knowledge transfer and partnerships), with three emergent themes (faith-based values, sub-cultural differentiation and stakeholder conflict) surfacing. These form the basis of the commentary below.

· Leadership (How leaders impact the organisation)
Organisational leaders within The Salvation Army are perceived by employees to hold a key, culture-shaping role within bureaucratic, mechanistic, procedure-bound power structures and autocratic, hierarchical, segmented and functional organisational structures, as illustrated by one respondent who commented, “if you are one of the leaders then your voice is heard clearly. I would doubt whether those far up the organisational ladder can hear the voice of the old woman going through the rags in the Charity Shop”. 

Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that leaders are regarded as highly empowered figures with the ability to alter strategic direction but ultimately remote from the ideas, hopes and dreams of ‘front-line’ workers. This is succinctly expressed by one respondent, “I think Salvation Army leaders are poor at driving change but they do have to ensure their stamp, their mark can be seen. They have to be seen to be doing something to change the organisation to their way of thinking”.

Thus, perhaps, Salvation Army leaders are viewed contrastingly in the mould of organisational founder William Booth who empowered his staff to “go and do something” (cf. ‘transformational leadership’ - Kouzes and Posner, 1993) and within more contemporary conservative/cautious leadership traditions, resulting in an apparent tension between risk aversion amongst leaders and a desire for innovation amongst employees seeking to develop local strategies to fit local contexts. 
· Knowledge Transfer (How information is shared within the organisation)

Information sharing within The Salvation Army appears highly formalised and often impeded by functional silos with extensive use of in-house terminology, structured top-down employee/volunteer consultation and limited bottom-up involvement in decision-making, according to one respondent, “ it took me months coming into the Army from the outside to get to know what all the terminology was - you had to have a crib sheet to understand the code”. 
Whilst the above observations may not necessarily be unique to the case organisation, the key ‘learning organisation’ characteristics identified by Senge (1992) are not readily apparent, as development of new ideas, knowledge and behaviours appear impeded by structural and interpersonal barriers to information sharing, limited feedback loops, restricted bottom-up initiatives and a general lack of creative space to create informal/formal ‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 

· Partnerships (How external partnerships impact the organisation)

Increased partnership working, most especially reliance upon public sector funding for social services programmes, was recognised as opening new fields of opportunity for The Salvation Army at the expense of starkly increasing external influence and control over internal strategic and operational issues. This is well-illustrated by the following response, “there are some things we couldn’t do now without partnerships because of the requirements placed on our work by the government. We’re getting to the stage where we are too small on our own”.

Of all the themes discussed by the focus group, this topic above all others generated ‘heated’ discussions amongst participants, best exemplified by the following respondent, “local councils are probably our biggest partners and they have a vested interest in things working and things work best when the relationship is good and long-standing on either side”.

Tensions therefore emerged from a requirement to accept a degree of external control within partnership working (cf. ‘coercive isomorphism’ – Hay et al., 2001) and desire for organisational independence, most vividly played out in dilemmas where acceptance of project funding necessitates ‘compromise’ on outworking of core Christian organisational values.  
· Faith-Based Values (How core values shape the organisation)

Focus group participants articulated a deep-seated, powerful and personal commitment to the faith-based organisational ‘mission’ expressed by one participant as ‘to save souls and change lives’ evidencing high levels of ownership and engagement, “for almost everybody it isn’t just a job, it’s a life-time commitment and people tend to stay with the organisation”, with another commenting that  “I think on the whole The Salvation Army stays very closely to its original mission – although it has to remind itself from time to time what that is”.

As with other faith-based voluntary organisations, however, The Salvation Army appears deeply impacted by secularisation trends within wider national culture with a vastly different value base, as evidenced by the above comments. 
· Sub-Cultural Differentiation (How internal diversity impacts the organisation)

Wide-ranging operational diversity within The Salvation Army appears to have resulted in internal cultural demarcations relating to differentiations between church/social services operations, front-line/headquarters operations and national/local operations. This is neatly captured by the views of two respondents, “The Salvation Army is very different in community work, in local settings and in social services – they are completely different elements of the organisation. In all our local settings volunteering is a huge issue but in social services loss of independence to service funders and the drive for quality are the major issues” and “people get very drawn into their own particular area and that becomes their focus so the Salvation Army is very different depending on where you are working within it and your view of it”.
On this preliminary evidence, cultural manifestations within The Salvation Army therefore do not appear consistent and mutually reinforcing, suggesting the existence of sub-cultures with cultural consensus and shared understanding perhaps only possible within sub-cultural groupings.
· Stakeholder Conflict (How competing interest groups impact the organisation)

Intra-organisational conflict appears evident within The Salvation Army, emanating from the divergent perspectives of distinct stakeholder groups especially employees/volunteers, service funders/service users and front-line/headquarters staff. A range of views were expressed, with the following two indicative of these perspectives, “there’s a difference in how you manage volunteers and employees. I can be told what to do as an employee whereas a volunteer chooses to participate and so you need to spend more time really getting into it and enthusing volunteers”, “service users should drive the work we do because we should be responding to needs in communities; however we also have to provide evidence to those who are funding us”. 
On the evidence here, local networks, internal ‘politics’ and limited feedback loops also appear to restrict stakeholder engagement, perhaps reflecting wider sectoral trends.  
Implications and future research
Although the findings of the pilot study offer a first glimpse of organisational culture within the case study subject organisation, they represent only the first stage of the research to be subsequently undertaken.

Future doctoral research will expand the scope of investigations to include two additional case study organisations that provide additional perspectives from voluntary organisations with differing scope/scale/focus of operations. This will embody a three-stage sequential process, commencing with a review of organisational documentation to produce a juxtaposed demographic grid of key organisational features (e.g. vision/mission statements, employee numbers, financial activities, operational focus) for case study subjects. The second stage will involve conducting one-on-one elite interviews with Chief Executives of case study organisations utilising semi-structured questioning to obtain tacit knowledge of cultural indicators and allowing subsequent exploration of possible differences between espoused culture (senior managers) and culture in practice (employees, volunteers and service users). The third stage will involve conducting four further focus groups among case study organisations targeted towards employees, volunteers and service users (in recognition of possible stakeholder conflict within the contextually distinct voluntary sector research field) to obtain tacit knowledge of cultural indicators and explore possible sub-cultural group norms, understandings and sense-making frameworks.

In doing this, and informed by previous research and frameworks such as the cultural web, detailed analysis of the resulting data will permit a greater understanding of culture within voluntary organisations and offer potential avenues for managing and dealing with ongoing challenges.
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