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Words are slippery creatures -- especially when one is trying to use them to describe and evaluate as complex a social reality as that suggested by the (contested) idea of nonprofit sector. We understand, of course, that words are social constructions, not objective things that are given to us either by God or by empirical reality. Words are social tools -- constructed to help us work together to understand and fashion the world in which we live. They do not necessarily start out as objective ideas that map unambiguously onto some universally understood, transparent empirical reality. In short, we develop and use words to help us describe, understand, and manipulate the world around us.


Of course, words can become "objective" at some times in some sense. For example, when social scientists take the idea of the "nonprofit sector" and develop a precise operational definition of the sorts of human enterprises that are included in this idea that will provide a consistent picture of the nonprofit sector across countries and over time, they are working to link a large, socially important concept to an observable empirical reality so that we can begin to investigate the nature of the phenomenon. If they have a good "operational definition" of the concept (in the sense that the definition is both close to the conceptual meaning and invokes characteristics that are easy to observe unambiguously in the empirical world), then the word becomes a reliable bridge from the concept to the empirical reality.  We can use the word consistently over time, and across individuals. The word can begin to have a clear empirical meaning. 


The problem, however, is that the individual human mind and the wider human society is somewhat impatient with this process of giving a precise, objective meaning to big concepts. We like the connotations of words as well as their denotative meanings and their operational definitions. We like the idea of a nonprofit sector precisely because it seems to have so many interesting connotations. Words stimulate our imagination and thought as well as focus our attention. Imagine, a sector of human activity animated neither by the search for wealth nor the legal obligation of state authority! Could there be such a thing? How big could it be? What could it do? How would it behave? What sorts of things would be included in such a concept? Would we include churches and humanitarian relief organizations? How about those who advocate for the needs of the poor? How about those who simply band together in community to promise to help one another if any of them should get in trouble? Is it an alternative idea about how to organize all of society, or a distinct sector of society in which some people participate and others do not? 


These sorts of ideas begin percolating in our individual and social minds as soon as a large concept is introduced into our continuing social dialogue. And these interests, in turn, strain against and refuse to be bound by the needs of science. Individuals begin using concepts inspirationally and strategically as well as scientifically and operationally. They use the concept of the nonprofit sector to point to a piece of empirical reality that had somehow been overlooked in our social dialogue. They use it to suggest that human motivation might be different than we imagine it to be, and that human society might be constructed differently than we thought.  They use it to suggest the possibility that at least some important social problems might be solved in different ways than we imagined. They use it to urge that public policies be constructed to recognize and take advantage of the social strengths of this particular sector. And so on. These ideas rush ahead of the slow pace of our ability to study, analyze, and reflect on the various claims suggested by those who are now using the ideas. They often rush ahead or lag behind a complex and changing empirical reality. So, there is always an imperfect relationship between an important social concept and the empirical reality to which it refers, and there will be much contestation about both the meaning of the word and the character of the empirical reality.

A. Exploring the General Idea of the Third Sector


One can see this important dynamic at work in society's efforts to describe, explain, and evaluate the social processes and institutions that have been variously described as the "third" sector, the "independent" sector, the "non-governmental" sector, the "nonprofit" sector, the "civil" sector, the "voluntary" sector, or the "charitable" sector. Indeed, the fact that there have been so many different, overlapping ideas introduced to draw attention to a part of the society that is (apparently) not easily understood through the use of other big social concepts such as the "market" or the "state" shows that there are many people who have some kind of interest at stake in insisting that there is a distinct, neglected piece of social life, and in focusing attention on that part of social life; measuring its size, understanding its behavior, making judgments about the good and bad effect the existence of such a sector has on the overall welfare of society. 

Indeed, it is possible to examine each of the words used to describe the sector and consider two things about each word. First, as a concept, what features of individual and social life is emphasized by the connotations and meanings of each word. Second, what parts of social reality are swept in by the idea, and which are pushed to the margins.

Note that I have presented the different ideas not in the historical order in which they were introduced, but instead according to a certain conceptual scheme that I am relying on. The first three words -- the third sector, the nonprofit sector, the non-governmental sector -- are similar in that they define the social processes of interest in distinction to the major sectors of a liberal society: namely, the market and the state. Note that these words only have meaning in a liberal society that sees itself as divided into two sectors: the market sector populated at the organizational level by for profit entities of various kinds, and the state sector, populated at the organizational level by the institutions of government -- including the legislatures that define public purposes, the executive branch institutions that carry them out, and the courts that resolve disputes among individuals and between individuals and the states. What these words point to, then, is the idea that there is a great deal of individual and social life that occurs through processes and within institutions that do not comfortably fit within either the market economy or the state. There is, for example, private family life. There is also religious life. There is also social life that is recreational and cultural. Some of that recreational and cultural life may be supported by various kinds of for profit entities. It may be occasioned by proposed state actions. But the point is that not all of it occurs within the market or within the state.  Indeed, if one reflects on how much time and emotional energy one expends in getting and spending on one hand, and voicing ones political views, representing one's interests, or living up to publicly enforceable duties on the other hand, it becomes pretty clear that one spends a great deal of oneself and one's life in activities and institutions that are neither narrowly market oriented or state oriented. We have individual and social lives outside the boundaries of these sectors.

Of course, one might want to make further distinctions among these activities. One might decide, for example, to distinguish private family life, and the kinds of entertaining and recreating one does in one's home and with friends from the activities that we do that are sheltered and encouraged by formal associations of various kinds. Our engagement doesn't have to be intense with these other institutions. But the point is that they are institutions. They involve many people. The people know who are members of the group and who aren't. They may own assets and have duties to one another that are enforced by combinations of formal and informal sanctions. Etc. What I have in mind here are social clubs, bridge groups, country clubs, unions, veterans associations, and so on. Some of these might have been formally constituted as voluntary associations or nonprofit organizations. Others might have remained informal. The point is, however, that some are more public or more civic than others. By public I mean more collective, more connected by common interests than blood, more visible to the indivdiuals and the state than private or secret groups. They are still private in the sense that they are neither supported financially, nor created by the state. (They may be regulated by the state, however, but so are families). Private intimate, is different than private collective.

So, these concepts point to the poverty of our ideas of the market and the state as exhausting the important parts of individual and collective life, and show us the importance of individual private life, and voluntary associational life -- both formally recognized and informally created. They point to this in distinction to the major sectors.

The challenge, here, of course is that it is wrong headed to think that there are sharp distinctions among these different social sectors. In the end, they all interpenetrate one another. This makes it hazardous to draw lines. It also makes it impossible to understand the behavior and impact of one sector without considering how it is linked to and interacts with the other sectors. So, there is a distortion in viewing these things as entirely distinct. If one were to try to understand the functioning of society -- what it was doing to socialize children, to guard against illness, to make people comfortable, to allow them to express themselves culturally and politically -- one would end up looking across the various sectors.

On the other hand, it does seem important to recognize that there is more to individual and social life than the market and politics. That seems both a true empirical fact, and potentially an important fact to acknowledge when we are thinking about how best to organize society to support both individual and social life.

The other words -- independent, voluntary, civic, charitable -- have the character of making certain substantive claims about the nature of the sector. These are not neutral ideas like the third sector. Nor do they point to something that is by describing what it is not. They try to say something important about the nature of the sector. It is independent; it is voluntary, it is civic, it is charitable. 

Of course, even here some of the meaning comes from comparisons with the opposite ideas, and the ways in which these opposites are attached to other sectors of society. For example, independent is contrasted with dependent. In a free society, independent is usually considered good; particularly if the alternative is to be dependent on government. It might even be bad to be considered dependent on investors and the buying public. If one is independent, one can presumably see what is right and take the appropriate actions to defend what is right. If many people are independent, we can have all the great advantages of a pluralist, free society. And so on. In this conception, then, the independent sector is good because it fosters independence, criticism, action, and diversity. It does not yield to other collectivist social pressures.

Vulnerable to the criticism that it is not true. Independent organizations need money to stay alive. The money comes from the usual sources. The sources have to be satisfied. Principled aims have to yield to reality. The reality is that many organizations in the Independent Sector are profoundly dependent on government. Others are increasingly dependent on revenue streams from customers. The number that are animated and sustained principally by a strongly held commitment to a vision of the public good that is expressed and sustained "independently" is very small, and getting smaller.

Similarly, voluntary is contrasted sharply with involuntary. That makes a sharp distinction with government. It also points to an important feature -- that someone might make a voluntary contribution to an important purpose even when one is not forced to do so. That distinguishes it a bit from the private sector where motivations are thought to be prompted by rewards. They are voluntary in the sense that one chooses to participate in an exchange. But the motivation is personal gain, calculate in terms of material self interest rather than in terms of an individual's own conception of what constitutes the public good, or what he owes to others as a matter of moral civic, or political duty.

The difficulty with voluntary is that the enterprises are not all sustained by voluntary contributions. Much of the work is paid. Efforts are made to increase the pay so that professionalism can be established and maintained, and the bad old days of feckless amateurs left behind. Other times, the contributions are not truly voluntary. Social pressure is brought to bear on individuals to do the right thing regardless of how they feel. Or, put somewhat differently, they are either rewarded with status, or can escape ignominy, by living up to a socially established norm that either requires them to or praises them for making such voluntary contributions. Moreover, there are structures of authority in this world. Have been voluntarily consented to, but still present.

Still, it might be important to recognize the importance of voluntary contributions (even when we include in this category acts taken by individuals who are aware of their social status, and interested in increasing it) as an important source of energy and resources that is a bit different from the sources of energy that the market and the state rely on. It might also be important to recognize an important relationship between the idea of voluntary on one hand and independent on the other. It may be that it is at least partly the voluntary spirit that protects the independence. The 15% of revenues that come from charitable contributions could be precisely the thing that gives these enterprises a bit more leeway to experiment and challenge than would be true if they had no revenues (or resources) from these sources. It might be the fact that the enterprise is created at the moment a person commits their own time and energy to it without necessarily expecting a financial reward that gives it some uniqueness relative to market or the state.

Civic is a more complicated idea. To me, it suggests that either the purposes or the effects of an individual or collective enterprise are to have an impact on the quality of civil life. Civility versus incivility has something to do with living up to one's responsibilities to one another as citizens. This could be closely linked to politics. But I think it is important to recognize that there might be a distinction between politics on one hand, and civic life on the other. The difference has to do with the extent to which private individuals, banding together to affect the character of social, public life, intend to use their own resources to make a difference, or their aim is to influence the way that the state uses its unique powers to deal with particular problems. One can think of civic life as the sum of civic action and politics. Or, one can think of it as that piece of civic life that eschews the use of state powers to accomplish objectives, and looks, instead, to use private resources to accomplish the public good. 

Obviously, there is a left right political valence to this idea. The right tends to praise civil society as an alternative to politics and government for dealing with social problems. Don't need to use the powers of the state. Can get important stuff done through the use of voluntary action of well-motivated individuals. Corporations will act out of enlightened self-interest as well as moral duty. Strong individuals, supported by religious commitment, will do what is right for their neighbors. The left, in contrast, tends to be suspicious of the kind of civic action that does not lead to political demands that translate into state action. They worry about inequity. They worry about insufficiency (the problem of charitable failure), They would not disparage the civic spirit. Indeed, they depend on that to build their politics, and use that politics to direct the power of the state towards the creation of a more ambitious idea of justice and equality. But they worry about disingenuosness in making an appeal to that commitment.

Consider, finally, the idea of the charitable sector. This is, in many ways, the most restrictive of the ideas. It focuses on motivations or on effects. It elevates the importance of a particular set of re-distributional purposes as singularly important -- namely, the care of those who are needy. Other important purposes such as the creation of a great culture might be viewed as worthy, and those animated by the desire to contribute to this as charitable might be viewed favorably. But somehow, the work is tainted if it is not focused on the neediest. It could also focus on motivations. Narrow definition -- aid to needy whom one knows; aid to needy with whom one can identify; aid to needy, aid to public purposes without expectation of financial reward. There is much more that is charitable in its motivation than is necessarily charitable (in a narrower sense) in its effects. That is why the nonprofit voluntary sector is not necessarily re-distributive. It is one of the reasons why the left's suspicion of voluntary, civic society might be well based. Might not be able to rely on the amount or the distribution of rewards if giving to one's favorite charity was the only way we tried to deal with important social problems and claims of unjust treatment. Charity could be a useful contribution to, but not necessarily the whole of our collective responsibility to the poor. That is something to be fought out politically as well as reflected on privately, religiously, morally.

The view of the sector as charitable is also a bit unreliable. There is a great deal of self-interest in the sector. People get paid. They get status and satisfaction. Their political commitments sometimes advantage them personally, not only in the sense that their preferences about society are secured, but also because their preferences about society sometimes benefit them in individual material terms at the expense of others welfare. Their public commitments are used as a smokescreen to hide private material interests; their commitment to equal consideration hides the fact that they benefit more than others as a result of the public decision. Much of the benefits go to people who are not particularly needy.

Still, it might be worth noting that part of our society does focus on doing for others, and achieving larger purposes. That could be animated by affection for individual others, identification with a class of others, social duty, or social ambition. That spirit isn't necessarily held exclusively within one sector of society. We depend on it for some part of our politics. We also depend on it to some degree to animate our firms and keep them socially responsible. Nor does it mean that all the charitable activitities end up helping the worst off in society. Much will go to other favorite charities -- such as one's children! But it seems important to recognize a spirit of charity just as it is important to recognize a spirit of civic or public duty.

So, each of these concepts offers something important to a conception of society that was limited to one that thought primarily in terms of the market on one hand, and the state (guided by more or less satisfactory democratic politics) on the other.  In terms of social space, we can see that individuals spend time in activities and enterprises that can not be understood very well as either market or state phenomenon. We can see that their motivations are complex and include many different kinds of concerns. We can see that the energy that comes from those motivations tied to particular clusters of skills and resources can generate something that looks different than the kind of enterprises that are encouraged and sustained by a market economy on one hand, and state powers and resources on the other. We can see that the public spirited institutions can underwrite politics as well as produce things directly. 

So, all this adds up to a useful corrective to a limited view of society that attends only to market mechanisms, motivations and institutions on one hand, and to political processes, motivations, and institutions on the other. There are ways of acting alone and combining with others both to express ourselves and achieve individual and collective goals that are a bit different from the ways we usually imagine when we are thinking about markets and the state alone. We can have our own idea of what an attractive thing to do would be and do it with getting help either from the market or the government. We can join with other like minded people to do these things. The things can be expressive or instrumental. They can be frivolous or important. They can be directed to the well-being of others remote from us, or to those who are near and dear. They can be widely endorsed as important collective purposes to achieve, or quite idiosyncratic. 

This, it seems to me, is the general concept we are getting at. In many ways it might be less noble than it first appears. Particularly insofar as it departs from the demands of charity on one hand or civic action on the other. We might decide that we want to eliminate many individual activities and collective enterprises from some definitions of the sector. Country clubs might be important to set aside, while civic societies included. But whether that makes sense or not depends on ones purposes. If one is particularly interested in the ways in which society is organizing itself to produce a thick conception of re-distributive justice, one might look away from the institutions that sap energy for combining. On the other hand, if one is interested in the question of how and why people combine, and to what effect in terms of their ideas about the world, and their sense of efficacy, it might be important to include the less public spirited enterprises. To the extent that one is interested in constructing public policies that support certain kinds of activities, it might be important to make some distinctions.

Consider a couple of interesting cases: unions, churches,

Let's assume that our principal aim is to widen the conception of liberal society to include a broader and thicker idea of how individuals live their lives and how they combine together to accomplish individual, collective, civic, and public purposes. Let's assume that this is important because it gets us closer to a realistic description of the way society is now organized, and because it enriches our ideas about how society can act give meaning to individuals lives, and to define and act on collectively defined social problems. Let's also assume that we take for granted that any full understanding of how society works would require us to understand the interplay among different motivations, activities, enterprises, and sectors as well as the distinctive behavior of different sectors. If we began here, and understood the perils of any of the current ideas of the nonprofit and voluntary sector, how could we best proceed to define the voluntary nonprofit sector for the purposes of empirical examination of its size, character, behavior, and impact on society as we can now best perceive it.

B. Tyring to Operationally Define and Measure the Third Sector: Salamon's Definition


Lester Salamon and his colleagues have made the most sustained and successful effort to construct a definition of the voluntary, nonprofit sector. They did it under the particularly demanding pressure of producing a definition that would help them look across countries to gauge the size and scale of the nonprofit sector in those states, and to use that information to test various theories that seek to explain the presence and scale of the nonprofit sector in a society.


They began with several conventional methods, but found them inadequate. They then proceeded to construct their own operational definition. There are several things to note about this definition. 

First, it defines organizational entities. It is designed to look across different kinds of organizations and allow one to classify the organizatoins as part of the private economy, or the government, or the nonprofit sector. It leaves aside small scale, non durable enterprises. It leaves out individual givers who do not create foundations. It is not focused on activities or motivations or functions. It is focused on organizations. This doesn't mean that Salamon and his colleagues are uninterested in these questions; only that in beginning to address them they will be paying attention to a particular segment of social life: the world of formally constituted organizatoins. Someone who wanted to study civic or charitable motivation and action that was not contained within or channelled through such organizations -- that appeared in transient forms, or that expressed itself through for profit entitites or political or governmental entities would not be able to find this in the definition.  

Second, although it tends to devalue the legal definition of these organizations, the law turns out to be very important. Independent but recognized. Particular governance structures.

Third, it tends to de-emphasize the importance of voluntary and charitable aspects in terms of the supply of resources, but to emphasize this in terms of the kinds of motivations and effects.

C.Towards Some Alternative Conceptions/Definitions of the Voluntary, Nonprofit Sector.


Would emphasize the motivations, not see them as expressing themselves only in nonprofit organizations. This is true as a matter of definition. Has big implications for where we try to find the voluntary sector. Through individual surveys rather than through inventories of organizations. Public spirit as an important part of the definition. Not the only thing. Not only expressed in nonprofit organizations. But a relatively more important part of the voluntary nonprofit sector -- one that this sector particularly recognizes and tries to channel, develop, allow to be expressed. Creates experiences that foster. Focus on supply side as well as action side.


Would try to remain alive to the wide variety of kinds of organizations. Would not limit to charitable. Fratenral and mutual assistance as well as political as well as charitable. The reason is not only that this is where a lot of energy goes. But also because there are both theoretical and historical reasons to think that the character and composition of this wide sector is important to the quality of indidiual and collective life. This means using surveys and other methods to monitor the level of public spirited collective action, and the kinds of effects that the density of these activiteis and institutions have on indivdiuals and on societies. The way in which they build networks of reciprocity and trust. The way that undergirds economic, civic, and political activity. The way in which individual flourishing can happen. Effects could be positive or negative. Good and bad social capital.


Would see the important civic and political role in defining public purposes and mobilizing additional resources to deal with them as well as in delivering governmentally financed services. It is not just a producing sector, It is a political sector. We need it to underscore the quality of the democratic process as well as to deal effectively with stubborn social problems that government has committed itself to solving.


While it would be important to see it as a sector that differs from private enterprise and government, would also like to see it as a sector that both creates and is created by these entitities, and both competes with and complements these sectors in the way that they do their work. Viewed from the perspective of who is doing the social work, should see them wax and wane. Viewed from the perspective of the relative sizes, that could wax and wane. Viewed from the perspective of interdependence, have to see the effects of one sector on the others. Sectors can change sizes by organizations migrating from one sector to another, or by spirit that creates the nonprofit sector migrating to different kinds of organizations, or by changing social conditions that porduce different combinations of motivations and collective (institutional) expressions.


This gives us two different ideas of the voluntary, nonprofit sector. The broadest idea focuses on motivations and combinations of people animated by those motivations. That might be the most important definition, but it is also the hardest to work with. There is a kind of uncertainty principle here. The most important is the hardest to see and measure. The narrower idea is that there are certain kinds of collective enterprises that are assigned to this sector. This would leave out some stuff that is interesting. It would bring in some stuff about which we might make very wrong attributions (i.e. neither independent, nor voluntary, nor civic, nor charitable). But it would be easier to use as a basis for starting our empirical investigation. That could eventually be joined by an exploration of indivdiual motivations and participation. 


Nota bene: the big mistake here would be to take a broad definition and then use imputed characteristics to determine public policy for the specific institutions. May be important to: a) find ways to recognize, accommodate, and encourage the kinds of informal action that would enrich society; b) find ways to distinguish among organizations that claim to be part of the nonprofit sector but fail to have the characteristics that would commend them to our attention and social concern.

