Three Frames for Analyzing the Voluntary Third Sector

Indeed, it is important to understand that one could enter into an inquiry about the voluntary sector using three quite different frames for analysis, each with important implications for the methods one would have to use to conduct the inquiry. At the outset, it is worth distinguishing these different perspectives even though, in the end, we will end up having to blur them quite a bit.

A. Frame 1: The Third Sector as a Distinct Set of Institutions

The first frame used in investigating the third sector and its impact on individual and community life is one that views the voluntary sector primarily as a particular set of institutions existing in the social firmament. They are formal organizations both in the sense that they think of themselves as an organization, and have asked society to recognize them. They have asked to be recognized (and chartered) not only as a formal organization, but also as a particular type of formal organization – one that differs from a for-profit, economic enterprise. 

In asking to be recognized as an organizational actor, the institutions of the voluntary sector become subject to a legal regime that demands certain kinds of accountability from all actors in the society – both individual and organizational. For example, as an actor in the society, all individuals and organizations have certain kinds of tort liability that allow those who have been injured by them through recklessness or intent to demand compensation for their injury. Organizations may also be accountable for acting in accord with particular laws created for organizations that employ individuals (labor laws, and occupational health and safety laws), that seek to raise funds in capital markets or sell products and services to customers (SEC regulations, FDA regulations, CPSC regulations, and son on).  They may be obligated like other wealth holding or revenue earning organizations to contribute some portion of their economic wealth to the welfare of society through taxes (tax laws). And so on. 

While the default position in society might be to treat these organizations as any other organizational individual or organizational actor, the particular organizations that we associate with the voluntary sector have often been granted some special privileges and exemptions not available to other organizations. For example, in the United States, may voluntary and charitable organizations are relieved of tax burdens that other organizations have to pay. Some have also argued that these special sorts of organizations should be favored in competition for government grants and contracts that are designed to help government achieve its purposes. And, it is a remarkable legal fact that many charitable and voluntary organizations have been relieved of certain kinds of legal liability one might imagine they would have by allowing only States’ Attorneys’ General to sue the organizations for failures of duty and care, and denying the right to sue to those who made charitable contributions to the organization, and to those who were supposed to benefit from the organization’s activities.  They may have won these special rights and privileges as a matter of a kind of justice and fairness that recognized some important difference in the status and character of these organizations. Or, more likely, they have won these rights and privileges because society thought (on a more or less carefully considered basis) that some important practical social purposes would be advanced by such legal provisions.

With the special rights and privileges, then, may have come some special obligations. Or, society may have seen some particular threats associated with these particular kinds of actors as well as some special advantages. In either case, these organizations might have acquired some special obligations that attach only to them as a class and not to other organizations. For example, they might also have to accept some special reporting practices with respect to their fund-raising methods. Or, they might have to accept rules about how much of their wealth they can save for the future, and how much they spend today. They might even have to accept some restrictions on rights to participate in political activity. 

Whether the organizations gain special privileges or acquire special obligations, they do so because they belong to a special class of organizations that society has, for one reason or another, on a more or less considered and rational and empirically supported basis, decided to treat as a different and special kind of organizational actor. We may have given them the special rights because of something about as a matter of right.  Or, we may have given them the special rights and obligations because of the way that society wanted to use them for its purposes, or even to protect itself from them, and keep them under control. But, in any case, there can be a special body of law that regulates these particular kinds of organizations, as well as a general body of law regulating all organizational actors. 

Viewed from the perspective of Frame 1, the important public policy issues have much to do with being able to define a particular set of organizations as constitutive of the third sector, to consider what interests society might have in the performance of these organizations, and to develop some kind of regulatory scheme that will allow the society to get the benefit of these organizations and avoid the potential harms. This is by far the dominant frame for thinking about the third sector.

B. Frame 2: The Third Sector as a Distinct Set of Individual Motivations, Aggregating Processes, or Services and Social Effects


Frame 2, in contrast, would define the voluntary, third sector not so much as a particular set of organizational actors or institutions, but instead as: 1) a distinctive kind of motivation; or 2) a particular method of aggregating individuals into larger enterprises; or 3) a particular set of activities and purposes (e.g. giving and volunteering, providing aid to the needy, articulating the interests and voices of those who cannot easily speak for themselves in a noisy democratic polity). The difficulty of thinking about the voluntary, or charitable, or third sector in this way is that, as an empirical matter, it is hard to observe the sector. We do not have a good vocabulary for describing different motivations, or different aggregating processes. Even if we did, it is not clear that we have the instruments that could record and assign observed activity to the correct category. Moreover, when we are looking at any particular individual act, or any collective enterprise, we are probably not looking a pure case. The motivations and aggregating mechanisms we associate with the voluntary sector are not either unique to that sector; nor is the sector constituted wholly by virtue of these. The taint of material self-interest, of vainglory, of the oppression we associate with obligation backed by moral and legal authority, etc. all show up in voluntary nonprofit organizations as well as those in the private and governmental sphere. 

Still, even though such things are hard to observe in practice, in principle, it is possible for a social analyst to ask about these things, and use our interest in them to probe the assumptions we make about organizations across all three sectors, and in the society at large. To do so, however, we would have to abandon the comfortable boundaries associated with Frame 1. We would to look at organizations and enterprises and collective activities across all three sectors as less distinct from one another than we would like. We would have to see them all as complex blends of motivations and aggregating purposes. That may be true as a descriptive matter, and may cast doubt on the wisdom of distinguishing among the organizations for very many important purposes, but society seems to want to make these distinctions, and to some degree it can. 

It is also tempting to define the third sector in terms of a particular set of accomplishments. But the difficulty is that the products and services and accomplishments have always been supported by the private and government as well. Worst thing to do analytically, of course, is to conflate the two frames: that is, to use the first frame as an empirical necessity, and then to attribute to the sector the attributes associated with the second frame. Whether the empirical sector defined as the voluntary third sector actually operates like the second frame implies is an empirical question to be investigated. When that investigation is done, it is rarely reassuring.]

C. Frame 3: The Third Sector as an Important Influence on the Other Major Sectors of Liberal Societies

[Frame 3: What is important about the voluntary sector (understood either in Frame 1 or Frame 2 terms) is not the contribution made to society by that sector alone, but the impact the sector has on the performance of the other sectors of society. This is probably easiest to think about when we are focused on the more concrete institutional forms of the voluntary sector rather than the more mysterious ideas of motivation and aggregation. We can then ask about how nonprofit organizations shape the governmental sector, and how they shape and interact with the private sector. (In government, we would look at how they seek to influence and demand accountability from government, as well as how the government relies on them to accomplish governmental purposes. In the private sector, we would look also at how the organizations seek to influence and demand accountability from private sector organizations – working directly on firms or more indirectly through government, how private sector enterprises use the forms to shape government policy, and how nonprofit organizations help and are helped by for profit firms to accomplish their goals.) One can also think about the role of the other kinds of things (motivations and aggregating processes) in shaping the character of individual and social life. One can see in private organizations and in politics and government the influence of the kinds of motivations and aggregating mechanisms as well as of the institutions. These may leak from the voluntary organizations; they may have been created within the voluntary organizations; or they may simply infect the voluntary organizations to the same degree that they inhabit the other social enterprises. The big idea here is that we have long taken for granted the existence of a kind of social, economic, or political culture that has provided the ground for much of our commitments, discussion, and debates (conflictual as well as harmonious), but have not looked very closely at the state of that culture or the sources from which it sprang, or the influences that seemed to be buffeting it. It may be that the motivations and aggregating mechanisms are some of the most important things that a culture gives to a society for being able to develop individuals, and also to develop a collective capacity to think and act. It may be that voluntary associations play some kind of important role in holding out an ideal, providing a place in which people can practice, instrumentally acting to challenge/influence the behavior of the other sectors through direct efforts to influence; creating an arena where change can happen quickly, and thereby becoming the place where emergent trends in culture are visible at an early stage, and can grow and be nurtured, and reflect the changes very quickly.]

A particular set of aggregating and combining processes -- both decision-making/valuing on one hand, and producing on other. (Decision-making linked to production when it directs the use of an asset, when it helps to mobilize assets, when it does both. Production can be material production of goods and services to be sold to others. Can also be recreational value and insurance to members. Can also be voice to outside world)

