
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 

We want to ensure that where religious 
groups join others in delivering public 
services, they do so in an entirely secular 
manner to ensure equality, fairness and 
human rights are kept at the forefront of the 
services we all pay for. 

An increase in religious organisations becoming 
providers of publicly-funded services brings with it the 
risk of some services not being equally open to 
everyone and free from discrimination. 

While one of the aims of outsourcing public services 
has been to de-centralise power, we are concerned 
that by handing that power over to religious groups, 
the government has effectively been re-centralising it 
and making religious community leaders the 
gatekeepers of public funding.  

Many faith-based groups have demonstrated an 
ability to carry out public service provision without 
imposing their beliefs on service users. That 
notwithstanding two main concerns remain about 
religious groups taking over public service provision: 
proselytising and discrimination. 

 
 
 

 
1 Research has shown that non-interventionist techniques in service 
provision is more likely to be pursued by an organisation with a religious 
ethos, whilst those with interventionist methods are more likely to be 
secular in nature (Sarah Johnsen, "Blurred Boundaries between the 
Religious and Secular in Homelessness Services").  

Proselytising 

An obvious conflict of interest comes out of the 
government paying a religious group to provide a 
public service. Religious groups may be inclined to 
treat those receiving its services from a religiously 
informed perspective, rather than just as citizens 
owed a service1.  

One of the ways this may manifest is through 
proselytising. Some religious groups may use their 
position as service providers to evangelise to their 
clients, who will often include people who are 
particularly vulnerable.  

In 2020, Danny Kruger MP, in report for government 
into maximising the role of civil society in contributing 
to the Government’s levelling up agenda, dismissed 
such concerns as "faith illiteracy" and "faith phobia".2 

However, research carried out by New Philanthropy 
Capital suggests such concerns are legitimate. NPC 
found that around a half of Christian charities in 
Britain agreed with the statement: “Through our 
activities we aim to increase the number of people 
who share our faith”.3 

Many faith groups, however, recognise the 
importance of respecting reasonable boundaries and 
agree to deliver public services without proselytising. 

Additionally, religious ideas concerning, for example, 
marriage, relationships, sexuality, gender roles, 

2https://www.dannykruger.org.uk/sites/www.dannykruger.org.uk/files/20
20-09/Kruger%202.0%20Levelling%20Up%20Our%20Communities.pdf  
3 https://www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/understanding-faith-based-
charities/  
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contraception and abortion must be prevented from 
infiltrating the provision of services or the treatment 
of both those served and employed. 

People who need a service be less inclined to 
approach an organisation if it has the reputation of 
promoting a religion, and perhaps one with which 
they associate hostility. If this group is the only one 
providing a service in that community, people who 
feel excluded, judged by, or even fearful of, the 
group's ethos, will be seriously disadvantaged. 

 
 
Discrimination 

We are also concerned about discrimination by 
religious organisations providing publicly-funded 
services. Exemptions from the Equality Act 2010 allow 
religious groups to discriminate, both in employment 
policies and service provision, even when working 
under contract to provide a public service.  

Another concern about religious bodies acting as 
service providers is that the Human Rights Act 1998 
(HRA) may not apply to them, since it is not clear 
whether they constitute ‘public authorities’. 

There is also a threat to community cohesion. 
Religious communities themselves are not 
homogenous but represent a spectrum of beliefs and 
practices so allowing a religious group to run a service 
could even disadvantage members of its own religion. 

 

Recommendations 

1. All contracts with religious providers of publicly-
funded services need to have clear equality, non-
discrimination and non-proselytising clauses in them.  
 
2. The Equality Act should be amended so as to 
suspend the exemptions for religious groups when 
they are working under public contract on behalf of 
the state. 
 
3. The Human Rights Act should be amended so that 
contractors delivering general public services on 
behalf of a public authority are defined as public 
authorities for those activities, and equally subject to 
the Human Rights Act legislation. 
 
4. Public records of contracts with religious groups 
should be maintained and appropriate measures for 
monitoring their compliance with equality and human 
rights legislation should be put in place.  
 
For more information on our campaign, please visit 
www.secularism.org.uk/public-services  
 

The National Secular Society (NSS) is a non-profit 
organisation campaigning for the separation of 
religion and state, and equal respect for everyone's 
human rights so that no one is either advantaged or 
disadvantaged on account of their beliefs.  

 
 
 
 

“We have concerns that some religious 
groups that seek to take over public services, 
particularly at local level, could pursue 
policies and practices that result in increased 
discrimination against marginalised groups, 
particularly in service provision and the 
employment of staff. Non-religious people 
and those not seen to confirm to the 
dominant ethos of a religious body, such as 
being in an unmarried relationship or divorced 
and being lesbian, gay, bisexual or 
transgendered, could find themselves subject 
to discrimination.” 

The Unitarian Church (Submission to the 
Parliamentary Public Administration Select 
Committee about the Big Society agenda) 
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