
The Conventional View of the Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector


In the past, we have tended to embrace a particular view of the voluntary sector: what it consisted of, what functions it performed in society, and what impact it had on the character of individual and collective life. More specifically, we viewed the voluntary sector as consisting of a particular, distinctive set of formal organizations. Such organizations resembled private sector organizations in that they were voluntarily created and guided by autonomous boards. But they differed from commercial enterprises in the essential purposes of the organization, the ways in which they were held accountable to and governed by the wider society,  the kinds of products and services they supplied, their sources of financing, and their internal structure and style.


An important consequence of viewing the voluntary sector as a distinctive set of formal organizations was that one had to see the organizations as having a distinctive legal form rooted in the laws of a given society that defined the kinds of collective enterprises that could legally exist and be recognized in a particular society. This worked reasonably well in societies that had long struggled with the question of how to accommodate private organizations serving public purposes into their legal system, and where the ideas of private and public were important and well understood. But it worked less well in societies where the basic distinctions that are so fundamental in liberal democracies – the ideas of private and public, the individual and the collective, the economic and the political – have less of a grip on the social imaginations and legal forms. One had to worry that at least some of the important functions of the voluntary sector that were performed by formal organizations in liberal democratic societies would be performed by more informal but still powerful social structures linked to family, to clan, or to caste in other countries. Thus, one had to choose between relying on a particular kind of legal form of organization as an image of the voluntary sector, or to form an image of the sector rooted in some more abstract forms of human motivations and different ways of combining together. 


We also tended to see the organizations of the voluntary sector as producing organizations – organizations that channeled certain kinds of inputs, often including voluntary contributions – into particular kinds of goods and services, those focused on dealing with social problems. As producing organizations, we were primarily interested in their overall importance in the national economy (measured in terms of what portion of the annual GNP was produced by such organizations); and their efficiency and effectiveness in pursuit of their social goals. We imagined that the value they created was like the value produced by for profit firms in the sense that the value accrued mostly to the clients and customers of these organizations that received the goods and services.


Finally, to the extent that we sought to understand their impact on the societies in which they operated we tended to calculate that effect primarily in terms of their independent contributions as a distinct sector operating independently of the market and the state. We calculated what portion of the total resources of the society they claimed in their productive activities. We tried to look at the output that emerged from the organizations in terms of the quantity and quality of goods and services they provided.


A Wider View of the Voluntary Sector as the Basis of Civil Society 


To see more accurately and completely the role that the voluntary sector can play in social problem solving at international, national, regional, and grassroots levels, my claim is that we have to shift from this relatively narrow view of the voluntary sector, to a much broader conception of the social phenomenon that interests us. 


In my view, we cannot afford to be interested only in formal organizations. We have to imagine the voluntary sector as rooted in certain kinds of individual motivations that express themselves through many different kinds of organizations, and often outside the boundaries of organizations. We have to see the voluntary sector as rooted in the prospect of organizing collective efforts through a sense of solidarity and shared purpose as well as through economic exchange or governmental coercion. 


Similarly, while it is important to understand that the particular legal systems of existing countries shape the space within which important voluntary sector associations and organizations can operate, provide the legal forms that such organizations can take, and structure their accountability to the wider society in which they operate; it is equally important to understand that the actions of the voluntary sector transcend the legal forms of any particular country. The voluntary sector often shows up unbidden – even unauthorized – to make its contributions to human society. Indeed, unless the voluntary sector is vigorously repressed by government, it will appear as a feature of economic, social, and political life because it serves the interests of many individuals in society. And what is truly amazing about the voluntary sector is that it can operate at levels both well above and well below the level of nation states. It can operate powerfully at the global level where no established government can reach. And it can operate powerfully at the grassroots level where no established government can reach. The reason is that there are individuals with public purposes prepared to act on those ideas at all these different levels of human society.


Instead of viewing voluntary sector organizations primarily as economic producing organizations that create value by taking resources into the organization and transforming them into goods and services valued by client beneficiaries, it is important to keep consistently in mind that the voluntary sector consists of self-help, mutual benefit, and political organizations as well as stereotypic economic producing organizations. Of course, it is possible to look at the Elks Club and the Republican Party as producing organizations, and be concerned about their efficiency. But what is so interesting about such organizations is to think about the particular kind of value they are creating, and who is benefiting from their operations as well as how they might become more efficient. For many self-help and mutual benefit organizations, the value created by the organization is for the members, not for outside customers. The production process that is used to generate that value often comes from mere association and commitment to one another rather than from some technical production process. The governance of the organization becomes not only a device for directing the resources of the organization, but also part of the overall value creating experience of being a member of the enterprise. For many political organizations, the value created by the organization comes either from the representational leverage the organization gives to individual members, or from the impact that the organization has on the overall quality of politics and governmental decision-making. Individuals contribute their money, their time, their expertise, and their political rights to petition government to the organization in hopes that the organization will parley these resources into effective influence over governmental action. The ultimate impact of such organizations shows up not as the production of particular goods and services, but in the representational impact that such organizations have on government, and the character of the choices made by government.


Instead of viewing the important contributions of the voluntary sector to society in terms of its independent and distinct contribution to the overall productivity of the society, one has to view the impact of the voluntary sector through the effects it has on other institutions. We have to understand the ways in which the voluntary sector can improve the performance of government and of markets. We have to see the ways in which it improves individual and collective choices about what is worth trying to produce in the society as well as finding the best ways to produce it.

