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Introduction:

1) Eventually, scholarly interest in defining the voluntary sector, explaining its existence, understanding the factors that shape its structure, conduct and performance, and reflecting on the way that we think about and discuss these matters yields to more practical concerns: what do we as members of a society get that is useful and valuable from the existence of a nonprofit sector, what public policy instruments shape the performance of the sector, and how might those instruments be adjusted to help improve the performance of the sector.

2) It is important to understand that as we shift from the scholarly/scientific issues about the definition, origins and behavior of the voluntary sector to these practical concerns, normative or value issues must come into the discussion. To talk usefully about the effects of the voluntary sector on society our attention has to be focused on effects that can be judged valuable or harmful to the society. To assign a positive or negative value to a given effect is to make an important value judgment. To focus attention on particular categories of hypothesized or real effects of the voluntary sector that are relevant to consider in whether the sector is performing well or badly, or having a valuable or negative effect on the quality of individual and collective life is to make a whole set of important value judgments.

3)   It is equally important to understand that as we shift to a public policy perspective on the voluntary sector, it is important that we have in mind a list of public policies – uses of the convening power, regulatory authority, and money of the state – that might shape the structure, conduct, or performance of the voluntary sector. The public policies that shape the sector are not necessarily the same as the variables in nature that shape the behavior of the voluntary sector, though arguably, if public policies are going to influence the behavior of the sector, they must do so by exercising some influence over the important factors that shape the sector’s performance. 
4) Thus, a public policy framework for looking at the voluntary sector would necessarily entail both a normative theory of what we as a democratic society might be trying to achieve through the voluntary sector, and a catalogue of public policy instruments that could be used (subject to various constraints) to shape the behavior and impact of the sector in the normatively important dimensions. 

Three Broadly Different Frameworks for Thinking About the Voluntary Sector

5) One could start in developing a public policy framework by recognizing that there are at least three broadly different frameworks that could be used in essaying the task. 
The Utilitarian Perspective

6) The most obvious is what could be described as a utilitarian perspective. It is this perspective that is logically invoked by defining a public policy framework as one that depends on the identification of a set of valued conditions a society is trying to achieve and a set of policy instruments that can be used to achieve the desired effects. This framework is set up in a utilitarian logic that invites the analyst to use the public instruments to achieve the desired results through their influence on the voluntary sector’s behavior.  The fitting of means to desired ends is the core logic of utilitarianism. 

7) It is worth noting, however, that utilitarianism has at least two quite different ways of thinking about the ends to be pursued by a society that make quite different assumptions about what social agents should be the proper arbiters of social value. 

8) In one version of utilitarianism (the kind that is most enthusiastically embraced by welfare economics), the only suitable arbiter of value is each individual in the society. Each individual is free to judge value in his or her own terms. Social value consists of nothing other than the simple summation of these individual valuations. Because of the emphasis on individual valuations, we can describe this kind of utilitarianism as individual utilitarianism.
9) In a somewhat different version of utilitarianism (a kind that is at least recognized but not much tolerated in economics), the arbiter of value can be “society as a whole.” In this conception, “society as a whole” can assign value to social outcomes (experienced at both the individual and collective level) by specifying some “social objective function” that names the values the society seeks to achieve, assigns positive or negative value to particular social conditions, and assigns different weights to the different values that could be pursued.

10) Importantly, this version of utilitarianism does not explain precisely how society might produce this social utility function. In fact, there are theorems in economics that explain reasons why it would be difficult or impossible for a society composed of freely choosing individuals to find public policies that would improve the condition of every individual in the society without harming others. But, it does accept the idea that a society could have interests in aggregate that differed from the interests of each individual in the society, and that the individuals in the society could come together in some way and express articulately what they would like to be able to achieve together. Because of the emphasis given to the social or collective valuation of results, we will call this social utilitarianism.

11) These two different forms of utilitarianism set two quite different normative standards for assessing the voluntary sector. The individual utilitarian perspective focuses evaluative attention on how successful the voluntary sector is in satisfying individual desires and needs. The obvious focus of attention would be on the value delivered to the beneficiaries of voluntary sector service provision. But it might also focus on the satisfaction that is derived from those who contribute money or volunteer labor to the volunteer sector. (More on this below). The social utilitarian perspective focuses evaluative attention on the degree to which the sector is successful in achieving desired social outcomes. Often, we assume that desired social outcomes are objectively established. Our conceptions of a good or just society enumerate a particular set of (substantive) rights to which individuals are entitled, and the voluntary sector’s contribution to the society is judged in terms of the degree to which it helps societies achieve these desired conditions. Often, this involves a significant amount of assistance to individuals who are materially disadvantaged in various ways, or socially or politically oppressed. But one must acknowledge (both positively and normatively) that societies can come to different conclusions about the social conditions that are consistent with their vision of a good and just society. And, it might be that one of the most important role that voluntary sector organizations play in societies is to shape not only what economic and social conditions are produced by the society, but also to shape the social and political processes through which a collective is formed that can actually become articulate about the social objectives it seeks to achieve. (More on this below).

A Justice (or Rights and Responsibilities) Framework

12) A very different frame for evaluating public policies towards the voluntary sector is one that focuses attention not on social outcomes, but on right relationships in the society. Central to this conception is that individuals living in societies have rights vis-à-vis one another, and vis-à-vis the state that becomes the (imperfect) embodiment of the society as a collection of individuals. Equally important is the idea that individuals have responsibilities and obligations to one another and to the state as well as rights, and that the state is responsible for enforcing these obligations as well as protecting the individual rights. (The need for the state to be able to simultaneously enforce obligations on individuals, and to protect their rights is what necessitates a division between the legislative and executive powers of the state on one hand, and the judicial powers on the other. Without an “independent” judiciary committed to the protection of individual rights as well as the imposition of public obligations, individual citizens could not be sure that their rights would be protected). And it is also central to this conception that a society should be trying to achieve justice and the creation of  right relations in society in aggregate as well as in individual cases. (It may decide that its goals with respect to right relations will be limited to resolving individual disputes as they arise rather than try to be more proactive than this and insist that justice be observed in each encounter and each relationship throughout the society)
13) Can have very different ideas about a just society, and the rights and obligations they impose on individuals, and on government as an embodiment of the collective’s conception of a good and just society. And, just as it might be important for the voluntary sector to play a role in producing relationships throughout the socity that could be considered just, it might be important for the voluntary sector to play a role in defining the list of rights to be realized in the society.

14) Note also, that once a particular conception of justice is created, the society faces a material task in trying to realize those conditions. And that can become a kind of utilitarian or consequentialist problem: how to achieve justice with the least use of both money and authority. 

15) So, realizing a conception of justice that is both shared within the society and reliably produced in the society raise empirical and utilitarian issues. But one can still distinguish the perspective that seeks to evaluate the performance of the voluntary sector in terms of the degree to which it acts consistently with some concept of rights and obligations.
A Communitarian Perspective

16) A third evaluative perspective would begin from a communitarian point of view. The central issue here focuses on the quality of relationships in a society. In this respect, it differs to no small degree from the utilitarian perspective, and resembles the justice perspective. But it differs from the justice perspective in that it is more social and political in its conception of human relationships than the justice perspective. The central question is to what extent the voluntary sector is helping to create amicable and productive social relationships – the kind of relationships that allow individuals to enjoy one anothers company, escape oppression, make common cause. That is important not only to utilitarian production (in markets, and government), but also to political deliberation, to civic action, and to the possibility of simply enjoying one another’s company as part of a good life. The quality of the community is understood to be both practically useful, normatively compelling at the social level, and as something that can help individuals enjoy themselves and become the best person they can be at the individual level.

Relative Influence of the Different Perspectives (More to Come)
17) The most common evaluative perspective that is embraced is the social utilitarian – with an emphasis on a vision of a good and just society that emphasized equality of opportunity, and compensations for those who were disadvantaged. 

18) More recently, the ideas of rights and of community have become more prominent. 

19) The idea of efficiency and effectiveness has also made its claims.
Towards a Normative Theory of the Voluntary Sector (More to Come. Old Paper)
20) In a paper written several years ago, I set out a normative theory that sought to combine these perspectives in developing a general framework that could be used in evaluating the performance of the voluntary sector. It consisted of the following dimensions. 

An Array of Policy Instruments (More to Come; Book Chapters)
21) Turn now to policy instruments. Nota bene: This discussion only makes sense in a world in which we are addressing a government that can make policy. Does not include the international realm. Focus shifts to domestic. Note also: discussion proceeds from established democracies, liberal democratic states. Can’t cope yet with diversity of policies in comparative perspective.
Financial Instruments (Lead to Utilitarian Concerns) 

22) Policy instruments begin with a pre-occupation with money. (We live in a utilitarian and commercial age!) A central pre-occupation is with tax exemption. Almost as important is the question of direct government funding in the form of both grants and contracts. And, there is increasing interest in the potential impact of government support to individuals through vouchers that constitute government financial support to industries where nonprofits are particularly active, but makes individuals rather than political processes the arbiters of the value of goods and services supplied by particular np organizations. 

23) The preoccupation with money naturally orients one to a utilitarian frame. What are we getting for the money we spend. That in turn focuses on the efficiency and effectiveness with which we achieve desired social results, and to secondary concerns about structuring the governance and accountability of the voluntary sector to produce the desired results. Narrow focus on individual firm level governance, and wider focus on broader systems of governance and accountability that activate and arm different stakeholders to bring pressures to bear on np organizations.
Legal Enabling and Regulatory Instruments (Lead to Justice Concerns)
24) Perspective we have been taking focuses much more on the use of government powers to create and protect conditions favorable to voluntary association and civic action. Often, this includes constitutional protections to private property, to freedom of speech, to voluntary association. Also often involves legal structures that permit various forms of collective enterprise that becomes collective, but remains private. This creates the spaces within which voluntary association can arise. Government can be restrictive or open. But no matter how restrictive, it seems that it cannot fully repress individual and collective desires to associate and collaborate for all kinds of purposes not limited to the shaping of government policy.
25) This view of public policy instruments naturally focuses one’s attention on issues of rights and responsibilities. One could reasonably say that society’s interests in the voluntary sector begin not with any particular substantive purposes to be pursued, but simply with the desire to protect a certain set of  procedural rights thought to be consistent with a good and just society. Once these rights are protected, a voluntary sector arises. And it is a plural sector – not a homogenous one. And it is a society that exists for many different purposes – recreation, civic action, private efforts to right what the private individuals perceive as important social injustices, and political efforts to reconstitute our understandings of what we might try to achieve together, and how the benefits and burdens of that effort can be justly and fairly apportioned. After these rights have been secured, society has little additional interest. Whatever emerges is what is appropriate and desirable.
Mobilization and Cultural Instruments (Leading to Concerns about Public Spirit and Social Capital)
26) Public policy instruments also include the capacity to convene and to exhort. This happens naturally when government acts, and individuals have views about whether it was good or not. (Democracies inevitably form convening capacities when they act and invite commentary on their action. ) But it can also happen deliberately as when the government calls attention to a problem and asks for advice and help from private actors in dealing with the collective problem that is nominated.  The public policy capacity to convene often goes along with the public policy capacity to form private public partnerships.

27) What is at stake in the value of these public policy instruments is often the economic, social, and political culture of a society. If private actors are inclined to help out, then many problems can be solved by convening and forming private public partnerships, not through government purchasing efforts, or government regulation. The state of that culture is partly shaped by and partly reflected by the state of the voluntary sector. 
28) This perspective naturally focuses our attention on the culture creating capacities of the voluntary sector.

The Crucial Importance of Combining/Integrating Perspectives

29) While the separation of these different perspectives and the emphases they give to different values to be produced and different policy instruments to be relied upon to get the most value out of the voluntary sector,  the ultimate trick is to take a combined approach, and not fall into the trap of seeing the voluntary sector in only one of these normative and policy frames.

Summary: Key Contributions Made by Shifting Perspectives

30) The particular contributions made by this perspective are: 1) to shift attention from service delivery to politics and social capital creation; 2) to suggest that the voluntary sector’s role in creating economic, social and political culture is very important; 3) that the indirect effects of the voluntary sector on the economy and politics might be more important than the direct effects, 4) to rediscover the virtues of pluralism and expression and identity formation in our social life as well as mere efficiency and effectiveness. Once understood in these terms, attention swings from the instrumental uses of the voluntary sector in producing desired social results, to the practical utility of not pressing too hard for any particular accomplishment of the voluntary sector, and instead allowing the voluntary sector to do its culture creating, dialectical work in helping us not only produce something collectively valuable, but to get better at talking with one another about what that would be.

