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Preface
This is one in a series of working papers produced under the Johns Hopkins Comparative
Nonprofit Sector Project (CNP), a collaborative effort by scholars around the world to
understand the scope, structure, and role of the nonprofit sector using a common framework and
approach. Begun in 1989 in 13 countries, the Project continues to expand, currently
encompassing about 40 countries.
The working papers provide a vehicle for the initial dissemination of the work of the
Project to an international audience of scholars, practitioners and policy analysts interested in the
social and economic role played by nonprofit organizations in different countries, and in the
comparative analysis of these important, but often neglected, institutions.
Working papers are intermediary products, and they are released in the interest of timely
distribution of Project results to stimulate scholarly discussion and inform policy debates. A full
list of these papers is provided inside the back cover.
The production of these working papers owes much to the devoted efforts of our project
staff. The present paper benefited greatly from the editorial work of Regina List, the project
manager; Mimi Bilzor, communications associate; Kathryn Chinnock, research assistant; and
Brittany Anuszkiewicz, project assistant. On behalf of the project’s core staff, I also want to
express our deep gratitude to our project colleagues around the world, to the International
Advisory Committee that is helping to guide our work, and to the many sponsors of the project
listed at the end of this paper.
The views and opinions expressed in these papers are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the views or opinions of the institutions with which they are affiliated, The
Johns Hopkins University, its Institute for Policy Studies, the Center for Civil Society Studies, or
any of their officers or supporters.
We are delighted to be able to make the early results of this project available in this form
and welcome comments and inquiries either about this paper or the project as a whole.

Lester M. Salamon
Project Director

The Nonprofit Sector: For What and for Whom?1
Introduction
Few questions about the nonprofit sector are more fundamental, but also more difficult to
answer, than the question of the impact this set of organizations has. Beliefs about this matter are
plentiful, of course, and are often firmly held (Tandon and Naidoo, 1999). However, systematic
evidence to support these beliefs has been difficult to assemble, leaving observers dependent on
anecdotes whose generalizability is often difficult to assess. As a consequence, while the scope
and structure of the nonprofit sector is beginning to come into clearer focus around the world
(Salamon et. al. 1999),2 we remain very much in the dark about what difference these
organizations actually make.3
The purpose of this paper is to review the preliminary results of work that is under way
through the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project to close this gap in knowledge,
at least in part, by assessing the impact of the nonprofit sector in a systematic fashion in close to
40 countries throughout the world.4 The discussion begins by sketching the criteria that any such
assessment should strive to meet. It then outlines the approach utilized here to meet these criteria,
and then summarizes the results of this work to date.
The central conclusion that emerges from this analysis is that the nonprofit sector does
indeed seem to perform a distinctive set of roles in a wide assortment of countries throughout the
world; but these roles nevertheless fall short of what many of the enthusiastic celebrations of this
sector would lead us to believe. At the same time, the sector suffers from a number of drawbacks
or limitations, though here as well the drawbacks are nowhere near as widespread as some critics
seem to believe.
Needless to say, even these conclusions are at best tentative. The question of the impact
of the nonprofit sector is difficult to answer empirically, and we have no expectation of answering
it definitively. For one thing, observers may vary in the weights they attach to different impacts.
What is more, these impacts may vary among types of organizations and among countries.
1
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Hems, and Stefan Toepler, “So What? The Impact of the Nonprofit Sector: U.S. and Comparative Perspective,”
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In addition to this global effort there are an increasing number of country studies including those in the US
(Salamon, 1999; Hodgkinson, 1992) and the UK (Hems & Passey, 1998).
3
One of the few truly comparative assessments of the contributions of the nonprofit sector was the seminal work of
Ralph Kramer (1981) that covered four countries (U.S., U.K., Netherlands, and Israel); but this study focused on only
one subfield of social services though it developed concepts and constructs that have much wider applicability. For
other examples of attempts to come to terms with the impact of nonprofit organizations, see: Brett (1993); Clark
(1991); Clotfelter (1992); Edwards and Hulme (1996); Farrington and Bebbington (1993); Fowler (1995); Riddell
and Robinson (1992).
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Generalizing across fields, or even across organizations in the same field, may therefore be
extremely difficult. Beyond this, there are immense conceptual and terminological difficulties.
The meaning, let alone the measurement, of some types of impacts is problematic. While we have
attempted to cope with these challenges as best we could, we also realize the inherent limitations
imposed by the nature of the task.
While this task is extremely challenging, however, it is also too important to sidestep. In a
sense, the answer to this “So what?” question is fundamental to the whole field of nonprofit
studies. Researching the size, structure, history, and legal context of the nonprofit sector is of
modest importance in and of itself. The really significant question is whether the presence or
absence of nonprofit organizations makes a difference, and, if so, what kind and how much. It
was this question that we sought to address in the impact portion of our project, and that we
report on, preliminarily, in this paper.

Criteria for Effective Impact Analysis
Evaluation study, or impact analysis, is one of the most difficult forms of social inquiry.
This is so because results can be heavily influenced by the approach that is used, because
measurement problems are especially severe, and because confounding factors frequently
intervene between cause and purported effect. As a consequence, it is important to be clear about
the criteria that an effective impact analysis must meet. Broadly speaking there are six such
criteria that guided our work here:
Beyond outputs. In the first place, impact analysis involves something different from
measuring outputs. Outputs are the units of activity which an entity produces. Whether these
activities or services have their desired impact, however, is a far different, and far more
complicated, question. To assess the consequences of the nonprofit sector, therefore, it was
essential to go beyond outputs and develop measures of the resulting impacts.
Systematic. To be effective, impact analysis must also be systematic. Examples must be
selected with great care to avoid tautologies. Successful and unsuccessful examples must have an
equal chance to surface so that what results is not a collection of success stories but a truly
systematic empirical view.
More than a celebration. In the third place, a systematic impact analysis must look not
only at the potential positive consequences of the process under scrutiny but at the possible
negative ones as well. This is necessary to ensure some degree of balance in the results.
Theory-based. To ensure against bias, the indicators of impact that are selected have to
have some theoretical justification to them. In other words, impact measures cannot be chosen
arbitrarily. They must be selected in the light of available theory. This is also important to
provide some guidance to data-gathering. Without a body of theory, all possible outcomes are
equally likely, making information-gathering practically impossible.

2
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Relative impact. A fifth feature of an effective impact assessment is to focus on relative
impacts and not just absolute ones. Of interest to us was not simply whether nonprofit
organizations were making a positive or negative impact along the dimensions chosen for
scrutiny, but also whether these impacts equaled or exceeded those made by other types of
organizations, particularly for-profit businesses and government. A finding that nonprofit
organizations were having positive impacts would not be compelling if it turned out that these
impacts paled in comparison to those of the other sectors.
Comparative. Finally, to assess impacts fairly in a cross-national setting, it is necessary to
use criteria that are culturally responsive. This requires testing the criteria, and not just the
performance against them, to make sure the impacts being assessed are actually germane to the
setting.

Methodology and Approach
With these criteria in mind, we fashioned an approach to the impact analysis portion of the
Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project that involved four principal steps.

Table 1

Impact Analysis: General Approach

Task
I. Site Selection
II. Identify Contributions/Vulnerabilities
III. Validate Contributions/Vulnerabilities
IV. Measure Contributions/Vulnerabilities

Unit of Analysis
Countries
Sector
Country
Subfield

V. Explain Contributions/Vulnerabilities

Agency

Mode of Analysis
Data Analysis
Literature Review/Interviews
Literature Review/Interviews
Data Analysis
Literature Review
Expert Interviews
Focus Groups
Case Study Inquiries

SITE SELECTION
In the first place, in order to provide the broadest possible perspective on the impacts that
nonprofit organizations are having in different settings, we selected a range of research sites that
differed widely in terms of level of development, cultural and religious heritage, and social and
political structure. Altogether, 40 countries are included in the current phase of the Johns
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, including countries in Western Europe, Central
Europe, Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, Africa, North America, and Latin America. The
impact analysis portion of the project will eventually be completed in at least 30 of these
countries. As of this writing, some portion of the impact analysis work has been completed in 17
countries, and detailed empirical findings are available on 11 of them. Included in this 11 are:
•
•

Four countries of Western Europe (France, Ireland, the Netherlands, and the U.K.)
Four other developed countries (Israel, Australia, Japan, and the U.S.)
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One transitional-economy country of Central Europe (Romania); and
Two developing countries of Latin America (Colombia and Argentina).

ESTABLISHING THE CRITERIA: IDENTIFICATION OF LIKELY CONTRIBUTIONS
AND DRAWBACKS
To structure our analysis, it was necessary to identify at the outset a reasonable set of
indicators against which to assess the nonprofit sector’s impact. To be meaningful, these
indicators had to have some theoretical foundation, some relationship to the special features that
characterize this set of institutions. This required an examination of the theoretical literature in
this field to identify the features most commonly associated with nonprofit organizations and the
kinds of contributions and drawbacks attributed to these organizations as a consequence.
The unit of analysis for this phase of our work was the nonprofit sector as a whole. The
underlying hypothesis was that the nonprofit form creates certain propensities or possibilities that
encourage or allow these organizations to perform particular social roles, but also make them
prone to particular weaknesses, more regularly than other types of institutions, such as businesses
and state agencies. The mode of analysis for this phase of the work was literature review and
discussion with our team of Local Associates from the target countries. The task, however, was
not to determine whether nonprofit organizations are actually performing the hypothesized roles
or suffering the hypothesized vulnerabilities, but rather to identify which possible roles and
vulnerabilities were appropriate to use and how their presence or absence might be detected. Our
line of reasoning was thus as follows:
Special
Features

→

Distinctive
→
Roles /
Vulnerabilities

Indicators

More specifically, five crucial features of nonprofit organizations have been widely
identified in the literature. These features provided the basis for the definition of the nonprofit
sector used throughout our project. Fundamentally, they identify a set of entities that are:
•
•
•
•

Self-governing organizations;
Not profit-distributing;
Private and nongovernmental in basic structure; and
Voluntary to some meaningful extent, and therefore likely to engage people on the basis of
some shared interest or concern.

From this list of features, it was possible to identify five widely-cited potential
contributions and five widely-cited potential drawbacks of nonprofit organizations, as follows:

4
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Hypothesized Contributions
1. The service role. In the first place, because of its non-profit-distributing character, the
nonprofit sector can be expected to perform a crucial service-providing role. The services
that we would expect nonprofit organizations to provide are those that involve some
“public” or collective character. Such goods and services are typically difficult to supply
through the private market because they are available to everyone regardless of whether
they have been paid for or because those in need of them lack resources; or because the
services require some special element of trust (Hansmann, 1980; Weisbrod, 1975;
Salamon, 1987). Thus, nonprofit organizations can be expected to be involved in the
provision of health services, education, personal social services, and cultural services of
various kinds. In situations where trusted economic institutions to provide credit or assist
with marketing and related roles are unavailable, moreover, nonprofits can also be
expected to provide such economic services (e.g., in many developing countries and
transition economies).
The service role of nonprofit organizations can be expected to differ from that of other
types of organizations (e.g. businesses and government agencies) not only in terms of the
fields in which it operates, but even more so in terms of its basic character. Thus, even
when all three types of institutions are active in a field, we would hypothesize that the
nonprofit providers would exhibit to a greater degree one or more of the following
features:
•

Higher quality. Because nonprofit organizations are not primarily profit-oriented, they
can afford to provide a higher quality of service than commercial enterprises
(Weisbrod, 1989; Billis & Glennerster, 1998). For example, they may permit longer
hospital stays, use more personnel rather than drugs in nursing care or psychiatric care.
What is more, because of their smaller scale and adaptability, nonprofit organizations
can often be more responsive than large governmental bureaucracies or add to their
strict service roles a variety of other supports, such as community organizing and
empowerment.

•

Greater equity. Because of their access to voluntary and philanthropic support, their
charitable goals, and their more limited preoccupation with profit, nonprofits should
be more inclined to serve those in greatest need. Their client profiles can therefore be
expected to differ from those of commercial enterprises, though not necessarily from
those of government agencies (Weisbrod, 1989; James & Birdsall, 1992; Kramer,
1981).

•

Lower cost/efficiency. Access to volunteers and charitable support can also enable
nonprofits to offer services at less cost than other providers and therefore be
considered more efficient (Weisbrod, 1989; Badelt & Weiss, 1990).

•

Specialization. Because of their value-based mission and embededness in communities
of place and need, nonprofit agencies can specialize in a problem, a group of people, a
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service delivery system or a method of intervention (Farrington & Bebbington, 1993;
Kramer, 1981: 259).
2. The innovation role. Because they are not driven by the “bottom line,” nonprofit
organizations are also potentially more flexible and adaptable than other types of
organizations and more able to take risks. What is more, since the nonprofit form is
potentially available to anyone with an idea, we might expect this sector to be an incubator
for new ideas and approaches for identifying and solving public problems. It can thus
perform in the public sphere the same kind of innovative role that small private businesses
play in the sphere of private profit-oriented action. This suggests that nonprofit
organizations can be expected to be pioneers5 in particular fields, identifying unaddressed
issues and focusing attention on them, formulating new approaches to problems, and
generally serving as a source of innovation in the solution of societal problems. All three
types of innovation identified by Osborne (1998) can thus be identified with the nonprofit
sector: evolutionary innovation where there is a new process/product; expansionary
innovation where there is a new market; and total innovation where there is a new
process/product and a new market. This innovation role is widely recognized in the
literature (see, for example, Kramer, 1981; Peyton, 1989; Osborne, 1998; Light, 1998) and
has also been recognized in government sponsored reviews of the nonprofit sector such as
the Filer Commission in the US and the report by Beveridge in the UK. As the Beveridge
report put it: “The capacity of voluntary action inspired by philanthropy to do new things
is beyond question” (Beveridge, 1948: 301).
3. The advocacy role. Because they are not beholden to the market, and are not part of the
governmental apparatus, nonprofit organizations can be expected not only to innovate, but
also to push for changes in government policy or in societal conditions (Boris & MosherWilliams, 1998; Habib & Taylor, 1999; Kramer, 1981; Lipsky & Smith, 1989). This role
is also consistent with the voluntary character of nonprofit organizations and the
availability of these organizations as mechanisms to rally people who share a particular
concern. In this sense, these organizations may be in a position to serve as a link between
individuals and the broader political process, providing a way to bring group concerns to
broader public attention and to push for policy or broader social change, not only on
behalf of those belonging to a group but also on behalf of the general public. These
considerations would lead us to hypothesize that nonprofit organizations will be
particularly instrumental in producing major policy innovations in the fields where they
operate, and that they will be actively involved in such advocacy and societal change
activity.
Two dimensions of the advocacy role appear significant in the literature and for
the purpose of this study – the ‘personal’ and the ‘public’ (Hayes, 1996) or alternatively
stated 'citizen advocacy' and 'policy advocacy' (Knapp et al., 1988: 15). This is consistent
with the “expanded conception of advocacy” proposed by Boris and Mosher-Williams
(1998:488), which embraces not only policy-oriented activity but broader “civic
involvement” that nonprofits can facilitate.
5

Kramer also termed this the Vanguard role (Kramer, 1981).
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4. The expressive and leadership development role. Advocacy is just one form that the
representational activities of nonprofit organizations can be expected to take. These
organizations also potentially perform a broader role as vehicles for individual and group
self-expression (Weisbrod, 1975). Kramer referred to this as the “value guardian role” of
nonprofit organizations: “As a value guardian of voluntaristic, particularistic and sectarian
values, a voluntary agency is expected to promote citizen participation, develop
leadership, protect interests of social, religious, cultural, or other minority groups”
(Kramer, 1981: 9). David Horton Smith (1973: 337) also identified the ability of the
voluntary sector “to liberate the individual and permit him or her the fullest possible
measure of expression of personal capacities and potentials within an otherwise
constraining social environment....” as one of the sector’s central impacts (Smith, 1973:
337). Thus groups form to give expression to ethnic and religious heritages, to
occupational interests, to shared ideologies and interests, to musical or cultural concerns,
and to thousands of other preoccupations. In addition, because they offer vehicles for
individual self-expression, nonprofit organizations encourage leadership development.
Through this expressive role, therefore, nonprofit organizations should be instrumental in
promoting the value of pluralism and diversity in society, providing outlets for the
development of new leadership cadre and vehicles through which people can fulfill
themselves in a variety of ways.
5. The community building and democratization role. Finally, while the expressive role
emphasizes the contribution that nonprofit organizations can be expected to make to
diversity and pluralism, in fact these organizations can be expected to perform a unifying
role as well (Berger & Neuhaus, 1996; Kingsley & Gibson, 1999; Smith, 1973). This role
is embodied in the concept of “social capital” that has recently gained considerable
currency (Putnam, 1993), but it was recognized much earlier in discussion of the
“integrative role” that these organizations perform (Smith, 1973: 335). The central idea
here is that by encouraging social interaction, nonprofit organizations help to create habits
of trust and reciprocity that in turn contribute to a sense of “community.” Such habits also
help to support democratic values. In this sense, the nonprofit sector can contribute to
diversity and community at one and the same time. This community-building role, in
turn, has been credited with encouraging both economic growth and democratization, each
of which requires extensive bonds of trust in order to flourish. In short, we can
hypothesize that nonprofit organizations make an important contribution in fostering
sentiments of trust, social obligation, and belonging both among their own members and
between these members and others in society and that they consequently function as
"schools of democracy" and of community.
Hypothesized Drawbacks
In addition to the positive contributions noted above, nonprofit organizations may also be
expected to exhibit certain characteristic vulnerabilities that also need to be examined in gauging
the impact of this set of institutions (Salamon, 1987). Among the more important of these
potential vulnerabilities are the following:
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1. Particularism. The very qualities that make nonprofit organizations potentially
responsive to group interests or concerns can make them hostile to broader public or
community interests. Indeed, nonprofit organizations can be discriminating in their
operations, providing benefits only to people sharing the religious, or ethnic, or cultural
values of the members and denying them to others (Salamon, 1987; Lewis, 1998; Kramer,
1981; Smith, 1973: 342). Where groups vary in their resources, moreover, this can
reinforce inequalities.
2. Paternalism. Unlike governments, nonprofit organizations cannot establish “rights,” only
privileges. They can thus reinforce dependence on the part of those who rely on their
services (Salamon, 1987; Berger & Neuhaus, 1996; Kramer, 1981). This dependency can,
in turn, be used to force those without alternative recourse to accept religious, moral, or
political convictions they would not otherwise choose to embrace. To the extent this leads
to forced conversions or the subjugation of important traditions, it constitutes a denial of
individual liberty rather than a promotion of it.
3. Excessive amateurism or professionalism. Nonprofit organizations pride themselves on
their reliance on volunteer input and private charitable support. While this can be a source
of innovation and independence, however, it can also be a prescription for ineffectiveness
(Lewis, 1995). Nonprofit organizations may not be able to attain the scale of effort
required to make a serious dent in a major problem, they may use approaches that fail to
take advantage of the latest techniques, or they may rely on the unique skills of a
particularly effective individual that cannot easily be replicated. “Scaling up” the
innovations and contributions of nonprofit organizations can consequently be a serious
problem. By the same token, nonprofits can also fall prey to excessive professional control
and professionalization of problem-solving. This happens when professional staff gain
too complete control over agency operations and limit the involvement of members,
clients, or other non-professionals (Kramer et al., 1993; Lewis, 1995; McKnight, 1995).
4. Resource insufficiency. One of the additional inherent limitations of the voluntary sector
is the difficulty it encounters in generating resources on a scale that is both adequate and
reliable enough to cope with the range of human problems it seeks to address (Salamon,
1987; Billis & Glennester, 1998; Kramer, 1981; Lewis, 1995; Ostrander, 1989; Gronbjerg,
1994; Fowler, 1995). This is, to a considerable extent, a product of the "free rider"
problem inherent in the production of collective goods. Since everybody benefits from a
society in which those in need are cared for whether or not they have contributed to the
cost of the care, there is an incentive for each person to let his neighbor bear most of the
cost. So long as sole reliance is placed on a system of voluntary contributions, therefore,
it is likely that the resources made available will be less than those society actually
considers optimal. What is more, because of the twists of economic fortune, benevolent
individuals may find themselves least able to help those in need when the need is greatest.
In addition, the available resources are frequently not available where the problems are
most severe. As a consequence, nonprofit organizations, on their own, have serious
vulnerabilities in generating a reliable stream of resources to address community needs.
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5. Accountability gap. A fifth key vulnerability of nonprofit organizations results from their
lack of sufficient accountability mechanisms (Hayes, 1996; Kramer, 1981; Herzlinger,
1996; Fleishman, 1999). For-profit businesses are ultimately held accountable by the
consumers of their products, and secondarily by their boards of directors, who have a
vested interest in the performance of the corporation. Government agencies are similarly
held accountable firstly by elected representatives and ultimately by voters in a democratic
system. By contrast, the principal vehicle for accountability in the nonprofit sphere is the
trustworthiness of agency managers. Society assumes that because the organizations they
head cannot generate profits for their managers, these managers can be relied on to act in
the best interest of the organization and those it serves. However, there are many ways in
which organizational operations can benefit an organization's managers, making this is an
imperfect accountability mechanism at best. What is more, because the boards of
nonprofit organizations have fewer incentives to monitor organizational performance than
is the case in the business sector, the likelihood is great that board oversight will also be
less vigorous. As a result, nonprofit organizations may lack the accountability
mechanisms operating in the other spheres.
To be sure, we have no expectation that all nonprofit organizations will play all of these
roles or exhibit all of these vulnerabilities. Nor would we expect that the roles are unique to
nonprofit organizations. Other types of organizations may perform them also. Finally, many
nonprofit organizations may play other roles as well. However, we believe these five roles and
vulnerabilities capture the essence of what we would hypothesize makes this sector special and
distinctive. The hypothesis, therefore, is that nonprofit organizations are more likely to display
these roles and drawbacks than other types of organizations. Assuming they can be verified in
other settings, this set of roles and vulnerabilities thus provides an appropriate framework for
assessing the impact of the nonprofit sector cross-nationally.
VALIDATING CONTRIBUTIONS AND DRAWBACKS
Having identified a hypothesized set of contributions and drawbacks of the nonprofit
sector from the available literature, the third key task was to validate this set of criteria in our
target countries. This task was important because much of the theoretical literature on the
nonprofit sector has emerged against a backdrop of developed market economies and democratic
political systems. Conceivably, therefore, the evaluation criteria could have a cultural bias to
them. Before attempting to test the hypotheses about the actual extent to which nonprofit
organizations exhibit the roles or drawbacks ascribed to them, we therefore had to make sure that
the evaluative criteria represented a widely accepted and reasonable framework of expectations in
other societies as well.
To accomplish this task, we asked our Local Associates in the target countries to review
the existing local literature and consult local experts (including academics, government
representatives, and nonprofit practitioners) to assess whether the hypothesized roles and
vulnerabilities we had identified were recognizable as expectations of the nonprofit sector in their
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respective countries, and, if so, how widely recognized they were.6 A special field instrument was
prepared for this phase of the work and Local Associates were asked to prepare Memoranda
identifying the extent to which the roles and vulnerabilities are part of the framework of
expectations of the nonprofit sector in their countries.
MEASURING CONTRIBUTIONS AND DRAWBACKS
Once we identified the most likely contributions and vulnerabilities of the nonprofit
sector, the next step in our analysis was to determine whether nonprofit organizations actually
exhibit them. For this purpose, we narrowed our focus to a limited range of subfields in order to
make the task manageable.7 To ensure that we did not bias the results toward a particular role,
moreover, we deliberately constrained the choice of fields to encompass the full range of
nonprofit activity. In particular, Local Associates in each country were asked to identify one
particular subfield of nonprofit work in each of three broad fields of nonprofit activity:
•
•
•

first, traditional human services (e.g. social services, health, education);
second, the promotion of economic rights and pursuit of economic opportunity; and
third, the promotion of basic human rights or free expression.

The unit of analysis for this phase of our work was thus the subfield. The mode of
analysis was a combination of literature review, analysis of available data, personal interviews,
and “focus group” sessions. For this portion of the analysis as well, Local Associates were
supplied with detailed field instruments outlining a common set of questions for expert interviews
and focus groups. The goal was to collect comparable data and information from each site that
could then be assembled into an aggregate picture. Because the data emerging from this was
qualitative in character, however, it was necessary to utilize scaling techniques in order to
assemble the information for comparative assessment.

6

In most countries the preliminary assessment at a sector level was undertaken between 1995 and 1997, early on in
the overall work of the project. This is important to note because the project itself may contribute to the impact
assessment process by raising the profile of the nonprofit sector as a whole and the roles that nonprofit agencies
perform.
7
The term subfield is used in the context of the International Classification of Nonprofit Organizations where field is
the highest level of aggregation of activities (e.g. education) and subfield is a constituent part e.g. primary education.
The use of subfield is akin to that of societal field defined by Scott & Meyer – ‘all organizations within a society
supplying a given type of product or service together with their associated organizational sets: suppliers, financiers,
regulators and so forth” (Scott & Meyer, 1991).
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As reflected in Table 2 below, Local Associates selected a wide assortment of different
fields of nonprofit action for this phase of the work. Thus, within the traditional human services
area, 6 of the 11 countries that have completed this portion of the field work focused on social
services, 3 on education, and 1 on health. Within the area of economic opportunity, 4 focused on
community development, 2 on microenterprise development, and 5 on a broader array of
employment and housing activities. Within the area of expression and rights, 3 countries focused
on environment, 2 on culture and arts, and 3 on additional areas of expression.

11

Table 2

Validation of Contributions and Drawbacks: Field & Country Coverage

Traditional Human Services
(10)
Education
Colombia

Health

Social
Services

Argentina
Japan (personal
(hospitals &
soc. services)
rehab)

Economic Opportunity
(11)
Microenterprise

Community
Develop.

Others

Environment

Culture
& Arts

Colombia

Ireland

Argentina
(co-ops)

Colombia

France

Ireland
(language)

Japan

Israel

Japan

Australia

Israel
(immigrants)

U.S.

Ireland
(elderly care)

Netherlands
(primary)

Israel
(elderly care)

Romania
(rural)

Australia
(elderly care)

U.S.

Romania
(child care)
France
(disabled)

Expression & Rights
(8)

Netherlands
(social
housing)
U.K.
(social
housing)
Australia
(labor market)
France
(labor market)

Netherlands

Human
Rights

Others

Romania
(ethnic
minorities)
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EXPLAINING CONTRIBUTIONS AND DRAWBACKS
The final step in our analysis was to search for explanations of the patterns of
performance or non-performance of the different roles that we uncovered. The intent here was to
go beyond the description of these roles to understand the internal or external pressures that can
help explain the extent to which nonprofit organizations are making the kinds of contributions, or
exhibiting the kinds of limitations, we have hypothesized.
The unit of analysis for this part of our analysis was the individual agency. The mode of
analysis was the conduct of “focused case study inquiries”, i.e. organizational case studies that
are focused on a particular range of issues. We sought to complete one or two such case studies
in each of the three subfields on which we focused in each country thus producing between three
and six case studies per country. Here, again, detailed instructions were worked out for these
case studies to ensure that all associates pursued a similar line of inquiry around a comparable set
of questions driven by a common set of theoretical concerns. Among the factors specifically
targeted as potential explanations of the extent to which the organizations studied performed as
hypothesized were these:
•

•

Characteristics of the organizational structure and culture such as its
bureaucratic/hierarchical structure, leadership, organizational “ethos”, board structure and
role, board dynamics, and values and perspectives of staff.
Aspects of the organization’s external environment and institutional context such as its
funding base, resource availability, competition from other providers, system
infrastructure, legal restrictions and policy framework.

In addition, organizations selected for these case studies had to be established organizations (in
existence at least a year), typical of the nonprofit agencies in that subfield, and open to the kind
of case study analysis intended.

Findings
At this stage of the project, field work and analysis have proceeded far enough to make it
possible to offer some preliminary findings on two facets: the validation of the basic criteria and
the initial assessment of how well nonprofits are performing in relation to these criteria. In
particular, field work has been completed on the basic validation of the criteria in 17 of the 40
countries covered in this project and actual assessment of nonprofit performance has been
partially completed in 11. In addition, some 15 case studies have been completed, though the
analysis of the case study material has just begun.
The discussion below identifies the major conclusions that have emerged so far from this
analysis. It looks first at our effort to validate the basic evaluation framework and then examines
the data on nonprofit performance in terms of this framework.
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VALIDITY OF THE BASIC FRAMEWORK
To assess the validity of the evaluation criteria we developed, Local Associates reviewed
available literature on the nonprofit sector in their respective countries and interviewed local
experts. They then prepared memoranda citing the evidence they had assembled on the presence
or absence of expectations regarding the respective contributions and drawbacks of nonprofit
organizations in their countries. Altogether, 17 such memoranda are available for analysis as of
this writing. Using these memoranda, scores were then assigned to the various roles and
drawbacks for each country based on the extent to which evidence could be found that the role or
drawback was commonly expected of nonprofit organizations. As shown in Table 3, a score of 3
signified that the role or drawback was commonly attributed to nonprofits in the country and that
substantial evidence was available to verify this. A score of 0 signified that the role or drawback
was not attributed or recognized.

Table 3
Score

Rating Scale for Attribution of Roles and Vulnerabilities
Attribution

0

Role not attributed/recognized

1

Role attributed/recognized but little evidence or consensus

2

Role attributed/recognized with some evidence and consensus

3

Role attributed/recognized with substantial evidence and consensus

Based on the results of this analysis, a number of conclusions emerged:
1. General validity of expectations about nonprofit contributions
In the first place, the field work fundamentally verified the validity of our basic scheme
for evaluating the contributions of nonprofit organizations cross-nationally. In only 4 out of the
possible 85 cases (5 roles x 17 countries) did Local Associates report that local experts did not
attribute a role to nonprofit organizations (the innovation and community building roles in The
Netherlands and the innovation and advocacy roles in Japan). In all other cases at least some
recognition of the relevance of the role to nonprofit performance was evident.
2. Service and innovation roles more commonly expected than social capital role
While almost all of the contributions are attributed to nonprofit organizations in most of
the places, however, the expectations vary somewhat among the roles. In particular, as Figure 1
shows, 15 of the 17 countries received a score of 2 or 3 with respect to the service role of
nonprofit organizations, signifying that “some evidence” or “substantial evidence” existed that
this was an expectation of nonprofit organizations in the country. By comparison, only 8 of the
17 countries reported this level of confirmation with regard to the social capital/communitybuilding role. Innovation was nearly as strongly expected a role of nonprofit organizations as
14
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service delivery, but advocacy and expression were expected less commonly, or less firmly.
Figure 1

16

Attribution of Expected Contributions (n=17)
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2
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Service Role

•

Innovation Role

Advocacy Role

Expressive Role

Social Capital Role

The service role. Since the service role is the most commonly expected contribution that
nonprofit organizations are expected to make, it may deserve a bit more scrutiny.
Generally speaking, nonprofits are expected to provide collective-type goods and
services, such as education, social services and health, much as the theory would predict,
although economic development, culture and recreation, and housing were also
mentioned. In a number of places, the nonprofit service role is not distinguished sharply
from that of government, though in some places, such as Central and Eastern Europe,
nonprofit organizations are now expected to be the primary service providers (Hungary,
Romania, Slovakia). A wider range of countries identify the service role of nonprofits as
complementing or supplementing that of government (Australia and Ireland), or filling
the gaps left by government (Peru, Romania, Tanzania, Uganda). Outside of the
developed countries (Argentina, Colombia, Hungary, Peru, Romania, Tanzania, and
Uganda), nonprofit services are expected to be of higher quality than those of the state. In
Australia, proximity to client groups was recognized as an important feature of the
service provision role attributed to nonprofit organizations. In France, it was the potential
for nonprofit organizations to provide non-standardized or ‘specialized’ services that was
recognized as significant, particularly where there was some mutual or self help
component. Significantly, however, in only a few countries were nonprofit organizations
expected to achieve ‘greater equity’ in their service role, though in some countries (e.g.,
Colombia, Peru, Slovakia, Spain, UK) it was recognized that the target clients /
beneficiaries of nonprofit activity were often those missed by the state and market service
providers. Similarly, there were expectations that nonprofit services would be less costly
(Argentina, Australia, Colombia, Ireland, Slovakia, Spain, Uganda).
15
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•

The innovation role. Expectations about nonprofit contributions to the provision of
services blend easily into expectations about their contributions to innovation. Two
forms of innovation were associated with nonprofit organizations in the study countries—
first, demonstrating new approaches to existing social problems (Australia, Colombia,
Ireland, Peru, Romania and Uganda); and second pioneering new fields of activity and
addressing previously unmet needs (France, Hungary, Slovakia, Spain UK, Tanzania, and
Peru). This role was associated with the flexibility and adaptiveness attributed to
nonprofit organizations (Australia, Colombia, France, Hungary, Peru, Romania, Slovakia,
Uganda, United Kingdom), and their responsiveness and “the capacity to react quickly to
changes and social issues” (France). Also important in creating these expectations was
the citizen involvement attributed to nonprofit organizations (France, Ireland, Peru and
Romania) and the sensitivity of nonprofit organizations to community needs (Romania
and Spain).

•

The advocacy, expressive, and community-building roles. Though evidence for them
was somewhat less compelling in many places, nonprofits are also widely expected to
make important contributions in the areas of advocacy, expression, and community
building. In the majority of the countries, the wider conception of advocacy, the coverage
of both citizen and policy advocacy, is applicable (Australia, Colombia, France, Hungary,
Ireland, Peru, Spain, Tanzania, Uganda, and the UK). Local Associates have linked the
advocacy role to democratic transition, social integration and social progress. In these
cases the role for nonprofit organizations is to mobilize public participation and to link
citizens to the broader political process.

3. Vulnerabilities less commonly expected
While expectations of nonprofit contributions are widespread and well documented,
expectations with regard to the weaknesses or vulnerabilities of nonprofit organizations appear to
be far less fully developed. Thus, while expectations regarding the roles could not be validated
in only 4 out of 85 possible cases in our 17 countries, expectations regarding the vulnerabilities
could not be validated in 24 cases.
More specifically, as shown in Figure 2, only 11 of the 17 countries received a score of 2
or 3 with respect to the amateurism drawback of nonprofit organizations, signifying that “some
evidence” or “substantial evidence” existed that nonprofit organizations were expected to exhibit
this shortcoming in the country. Evidence that the other vulnerabilities were expected was even
more limited: in only 8 countries out of the 17 was there some or substantial evidence that
nonprofits were expected to suffer from “particularism;” in only 7 that they would exhibit
“paternalism;” in only 6 that they would suffer from “resource insufficiency;” and in only 4 that
they would display “accountability lapses.”
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In part this finding appears to be a function of the limited conceptualization of the
nonprofit sector in the countries rather than a lack of concern about potential weaknesses of the
nonprofit sector. Elsewhere potential drawbacks are seen as having positive other sides. This is
so, for example, with “particularism,” which can provide a basis for solidarity and not just
discrimination. In addition, one of the vulnerabilities - resource insufficiency - was added to the
list late and analysis on it is not yet complete. Where it is complete, however, this vulnerability
generally is widely recognized as an important issue for the sector.
4. Expectations regarding contributions and drawbacks do not vary by type of country
One final finding worth noting about the validity of the basic framework of expectations
we propose to bring to the assessment of nonprofit contributions and weaknesses is that these
expectations do not seem to vary much by region or type of country. To see this, we computed
the average “attribution score” for each of the four types of countries we covered (Western
Europe, Other Developed, Developing, and Central Europe) with respect to both the
contributions and the vulnerabilities. This was done by averaging each country’s score for each
contribution and role using the 3-point scale mentioned earlier.
Table 4 below records the results. It shows that the average score for both the
contributions and the vulnerabilities was virtually identical among the types of countries. Thus,
all but the developing countries recorded an average score of 2-2.1 for the contribution
expectations, and the developing countries were not far off this with a score of 1.6, suggesting a
bit less evidence to confirm the existence of these expectations. In the case of the vulnerabilities,
the average was 1.4 for all but the other developed countries, where expectations of
vulnerabilities were a bit more pronounced.
17
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Attribution of Expected Contributions and Vulnerabilities
by Type of Country (17 countries)

Type of Country

Average Attribution Score
per Country
Contributions
Vulnerabilities
maximum = 3.0

Western Europe

a

Other Developed
Developing

b

c

Central Europe

d

Total

2.1

1.4

2.1

2.0

1.6

1.4

2.0

1.4

2.0

1.6

a

France, Ireland, The Netherlands, Spain, U.K.
Australia, Japan, U.S., Israel
Argentina, Colombia, Peru, Tanzania, Uganda
d
Hungary, Romania, Slovakia
b
c

MEASURING PERFORMANCE
Against the backdrop of this validation of our basic framework, we then set about
assessing nonprofit performance against this framework. As noted earlier, given the general
paucity of hard data on many of these dimensions, we resorted to a varied research strategy. In
particular, we identified three broad fields of nonprofit activity and asked our Local Associates to
choose one subfield in each. For each of these subfields, we then developed a “field study”
drawing on a variety of sources of information, including:
•
•
•
•

Empirical data on nonprofit activities, services, clientele, and related matters, where this
was available;
Literature analyzing activity within the field and the role of nonprofit organizations;
Interviews with academic experts, nonprofit practitioners, and government officials with
knowledge of the field; and
Focus groups with informed experts who could offer considered judgments about
nonprofit performance in the field in relation to our overall framework of criteria.

This work was guided by a series of field instruments formulated in cooperation with the
Local Associates and designed to assemble both the quantitative and qualitative data identified in
as systematic a fashion as possible within the context of our overall framework. To convert the
resulting data into a common format, moreover, a scoring system was devised. In particular, as
reflected in Table 5 below, each field study was scrutinized and a score of 0 to 3 assigned for
each role and vulnerability, with a 3 indicating high performance of the role or evidence of the
vulnerability and a 0 indicating no performance of the role or presence of the vulnerability.
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Table 5

Score

Scoring System for Performance of Roles/
Extent of Vulnerabilities

Level of Role Fulfillment/Extent of Vulnerability

0

None

1

Low

2

Medium

3

High

Altogether, 29 such “field studies” have been completed to date in 11 countries, including:
•
•
•
•

Four countries from Western Europe;
Four other developed countries;
One transitional-economy country from Eastern Europe; and
Two developing countries from Latin America.

Eventually, such work will be completed in at least 30 countries, yielding a total of 90 field
studies.
Based on the results to date, a number of tentative conclusions can be drawn about the
contributions and limitations of the nonprofit sector.
1. Relatively high level of nonprofit performance of hypothesized roles
In the first place, the evidence we have developed provides solid evidence that nonprofit
organizations are performing the roles attributed to them across a wide array of fields and a
diverse array of sites. This is evident in Figure 3, which records the number of field studies in
which nonprofit organizations displayed medium or high performance of the indicated roles. As
this figure shows, this was the case at least 60 percent of the time for all of the roles. With regard
to the service role, moreover, nonprofits recorded medium or high performance in more than 90
percent of the cases. Performance was in the 70 percent range with regard to the innovation and
advocacy roles. This finding provides considerable affirmation to the belief about the substantial
contributions that nonprofit organizations are making in the world today.
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2. Distinctiveness of nonprofit role performance
Not only are nonprofit organizations extensively involved in many of the key roles
hypothesized, but also they appear to be involved in distinctive ways. This is especially apparent
with regard to the service role, where other types of organizations are also involved. But it is
evident with regard to other roles as well. Some of the distinctive features of nonprofit role
performance are noted below:
•

Service role: focus on equity and innovation. In the first place, nonprofits seem to have
carved out a distinctive role in the delivery of services. In 15 of the 29 cases, this
involves offering services that are lower in cost. In 17 of the cases, it involves services of
higher quality. But most commonly, nonprofit services tend to have a higher equity
content. In 23 of the 29 cases, in fact, nonprofits recorded a medium or high performance
with regard to the equity with which they provided services. In part, this reflects the
innovativeness of nonprofit organizations. In 22 of the cases, nonprofits were credited
with substantial innovation with respect to the approaches that they used, and in 21 of the
cases they were credited with substantial or high levels of innovation with regard to type
of service or clientele they were reaching. Examples of this activity included the
following:
 In Ireland, nonprofit organizations catering to the elderly primarily focus on providing
services that involve social contact to counter loneliness and social isolation, areas of
service provision that are exclusively provided by nonprofits. Nonprofit
organizations account for a significant portion of overall service provision to the
elderly: there are 1200 nonprofit organizations providing services to approximately
one-quarter of the elderly population (94,000 people).
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 In Japan, there is a “unanimous agreement” that “there are certain social needs where,
for various reasons, the goods and services produced by the private sector or the
government are insufficient in quantity, variety, or quality to meet the demand. It is
primarily in these areas where nonprofits are able to step in and provide high quality
services.”
 In Australia, although there is increasing competition with for-profit organizations,
nonprofits hold a wider community acceptability as people tend to have problems
with the idea of making a profit from such services to the elderly. “At their best,
nonprofit providers worked from a service provision model that...accepted the need to
provide services to the most neglected or disadvantaged people or
regions/communities. They tended to be better at ‘going the extra mile’ in pursuit of
good outcomes for their clients.”
•

Advocacy role. Another distinctive aspect of nonprofit role fulfillment is the presence of
the advocacy role. As noted above, in more than 70 percent of the cases, nonprofit
organizations were credited with performing an advocacy role to a substantial or high
degree. While this is noticeably lower than the share reporting substantial performance of
the service role, it is still quite notable. In general, nonprofit organizations are perceived
as credible advocates for larger community interests. Activities range from producing
literature and mailings and conducting briefing sessions to creating publicity and
promoting social legislation. What is more, the advocacy role was often combined with
other roles. This is evident in Table 6 below, which records the extent to which the five
roles we have identified are performed in each of the three broad fields of nonprofit
activity we have examined—traditional human services, promotion of economic
opportunity, and expression and rights. What is striking about this table is that the
advocacy role scores as high in the traditional human services field (average score of 2.3
out of 3.0) as it does in the field of expression and rights where one would normally
expect it to be most evident. Apparently, despite fears to the contrary, nonprofits appear
to be combining a service delivery and advocacy role to a greater extent than many
expect.
Table 6

Validation of Nonprofit Contributions, by Field
Validation Score (Max = 3.0)
Fields

Contributions/Roles

Human

Economic

Expression/

Services

Opportunity

Rights

Service

2.8

2.5

2.0

Innovation

2.5

2.2

1.9

Advocacy

2.3

1.9

2.3

Expressive

2.0

1.5

1.9

Community-Building

1.6

1.9

1.9
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Illustrative of this phenomenon is the recent record of nonprofit activity in France. In
the field of disability care in France, for example, even associations that manage service
establishments tend to fulfill the advocacy role to some extent, and they are reported to be
“often a very strong lobbying force.” The local associate asserts that these organizations
“have become the states principal advisor in writing public regulations and in planning
policy.” Although some organizations criticize others for becoming service providers
more than advocates, the passage of the 1975 Disabled Persons Act, which assured the
integration of people with disabilities into society for the first time, and the subsequent
passage of a 1987 Act, which sets a 6 percent quota for employment of disabled persons
in firms, demonstrate the advocacy clout that nonprofit organizations have acquired in
this field. Similar examples can be found in other countries as well. For example, in the
Netherlands, “advocacy and social change are the core functions of the environmental
nonprofit organizations; in fact it is their reason for existence.” Irish language
organizations in Ireland also received high evaluations for their advocacy activity,
specifically promoting “the status of the Irish language and the rights of Irish speakers.”
3. Relatively limited evidence of nonprofit weaknesses
If the evidence uncovered here revealed a relatively robust nonprofit performance in
terms of the expected roles, it also revealed relatively modest evidence of nonprofit weaknesses.
Thus, as shown in Figure 4, only one of the hypothesized vulnerabilities—resource
insufficiency—was reported to be significantly evident in more than two-thirds of the cases.
Two others—amateurism and particularism—were significantly present about two-thirds of the
time. And the remaining two—lack of accountability and paternalism—were reported to be at
least moderately in evidence in half or fewer of the cases. To be sure, this means that some of
these weaknesses were significantly in evidence more than half of the time. Yet this was still
considerably less than some accounts seem to suggest.
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4. Linkage of roles as the really distinctive feature of the sector
Quite apart from the record of nonprofit performance of particular, isolated roles, one of
the more important conclusions that emerges from this analysis is that it may be the clustering of
roles and contributions that gives the nonprofit sector its real distinctiveness. Many of the field
memos made particular note of these linkages. For example, in Australia nonprofit organizations
in the subfield of elderly care pursued both the service and advocacy roles in tandem: “[nonprofit
providers] tended to be better at making links across service and policy areas to get an integrated
outcome for a specific client or community.” Similarly, community development organizations in
Israel are distinctive because they are involved not just in community building activities, but in a
wide assortment of service, advocacy, expressive, and innovation roles as well. Linkages
between innovation and advocacy, advocacy and service, service and expression, and many more
were quite prominent in the responses. Even when they were delivering services that are quite
similar to those provided by for-profit businesses or the state, therefore, nonprofits tended to
provide them with a “plus,” with some other activity.
5. Soft spots in the performance record
While the data reported here suggest a rather rosy picture of nonprofit performance in
terms of the evaluative criteria we have identified, some soft spots are also apparent in the
record. Three of these in particular deserve special mention.
•

Vulnerabilities. In the first place, while the vulnerabilities were far less in evidence than
the contributions, they were hardly absent from the record. To the contrary, four of the
five vulnerabilities (all but paternalism) were significantly present in at least half of the
fields examined, and three of them (resource insufficiency, amateurism, and
particularism) were significantly present in nearly two-thirds of them. Especially
noteworthy was the evidence of resource insufficiency, perhaps the greatest vulnerability
of the nonprofit sector. In nearly 80 percent of the cases examined, significant evidence
of resource insufficiency was reported by local experts. This is significant because
resource insufficiency can cut into the performance of other nonprofit roles. In Australia,
for example, the Local Associate reported that “nonprofit advocacy might be declining as
a result of governments’ specifying that they fund only services and, in some cases, using
contracts to prohibit public advocacy in the field of service being funded.” In France, “the
representatives of these organizations say that the decrease of public funds often prevents
them from being innovative... In other words, nonprofit organizations lack means to
impulse new policies and to experiment [with] new practices.” In the Netherlands, most
nonprofits do not conduct research due to limited funds, which limits the opportunity to
develop technical innovations. Because the nonprofits compete for resources, French
observers found that they may often have little incentive to cooperate with one another or
work toward building a strong, cohesive community. And most common of all, resource
insufficiency limits the sector’s ability to perform its service role in the equitable, highquality way it would prefer.
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Limited performance of the social capital/community building role. A second soft
spot in the findings concerns nonprofit performance of the social capital/community
building role. In only 18 of the 29 cases was there evidence of moderate or high
performance of this role. Many of the experts and associates acknowledged that
community building/democratization is an important role that nonprofit organizations
should be fulfilling, but there is apparently a large gap between what they “should” be
doing and what they are actually doing. Thus, for example, the Colombia field memo
faulted local environmental groups for failing to generate a sufficient level of community
among environmental organizations. The Romanian field memo similarly conceded that
“community solidarity is the most difficult [mission] to accomplish in the village’s world,
but it is one of the most important.” Japanese experts similarly reported weak levels of
mutual cooperation among nonprofits. These findings raise some question about the
recent arguments of “social capital” theorists to the effect that the level of social capital in
a community is heavily shaped by the presence of associations and other nonprofit
organizations that can foster bonds of trust and teach habits of reciprocity (Putnam,
1993). While this doubtless happens, it happens less frequently than these theories seem
to suggest.
Among the factors cited as explanations of this limited performance of the social
capital role were professionalization of agency staff (Netherlands), lack of consultation
among organizations (Ireland), competition for resources among organizations, and
growing divisions between the service and advocacy roles of nonprofits.

•

Restricted performance of the advocacy role. Although advocacy turns out to be a
generally more widespread function of the nonprofit sector than sometimes feared, the
data collected here also revealed considerable strains in this role. For one thing, advocacy
in the sense of encouraging citizen involvement is quite common. But advocacy in the
sense of promoting social change is less common (only 18 out of the 29 field memos
reported medium or high levels of nonprofit performance in this area). One reason for this
may be the substantial influence of government in the life of nonprofit organizations. In
Japan, for example, associates reported that “it is very difficult to change the government
or produce a major social change.” Lack of openness was also a barrier in Romania and
Israel. In Israel, for example, political culture, along with the nature of the relations
between the government and the third sector, keep nonprofits from influencing the
enactment of new social legislation.
Perhaps more distressing is the evidence in some places of tension between the
service role and the advocacy role of nonprofits. To illustrate, all six countries in the field
of social services demonstrate a high level of fulfillment of the service role, whereas only
half display a high level of fulfillment of the advocacy role. In France, the close
involvement of organizations in both advocating for and serving the disabled “brought
about a final fracture between the nonprofit organizations whose main activity is the
management of establishments and services, and those which are exclusively advocating
entities.” In Ireland, the advocacy role is much less developed than the service role,
although a significant lobbying nonprofit has recently improved the quality of life for the
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elderly. The local associate in Israel asserts that “on the whole, very little advocacy is
done here [in the field of elderly care],” and one expert claims that nonprofits should be
more involved in advocacy than just providing services, implying that the provision of
services may overshadow the advocacy role (Israel). This is further exemplified through
another expert: “We’re not involved in advocacy. It’s very important, but we don’t have
the time.”

Conclusions and Implications
The discussion here hardly exhausts the body of data now being assembled on the impact
of the nonprofit sector around the world through the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit
Sector Project. At the same time, it should be clear even from this partial review that a rich new
source of information on the contributions of nonprofit organizations is being assembled.
Based on what is known so far, however, several tentative conclusions can be identified.
First, and most basically, it does seem possible to develop a reasonably systematic approach to
assessing the contributions and drawbacks of the nonprofit sector without the prohibitively costly
necessity of generating entirely new indicators. At the very least, the validation process and
measurement of nonprofit contributions we have undertaken, drawing on available data and
systematically collected expert views, provides some important insights into the impact that
nonprofit organizations are having around the world.
From these sources, it is clear that this impact is quite substantial. Nonprofit
organizations are performing a wide variety of service, innovation, advocacy, expressive, and
community-building roles in diverse fields throughout the world. They are doing so, moreover,
with far fewer drawbacks and vulnerabilities than often assumed. These are encouraging signs
indeed for the future of public problem-solving.
At the same time, the record of nonprofit accomplishment in these areas is hardly without
blemish. While nonprofits are clearly engaged in the provision of services, their involvement in
the other critical roles is considerably less developed. This is particularly true of the social
capital and expressive functions, but applies to some extent to advocacy as well. Similarly, while
the vulnerabilities of the sector are much less in evidence than feared, they are hardly absent.
What this suggests is that the nonprofit sector is a vehicle of considerable promise for
alleviating problems facing the world. This set of organizations is actively engaged in providing
services, but doing so with a “plus.” Typically that plus takes the form of added flexibility,
responsiveness, and innovativeness. But in a number of cases it also takes the form of advocacy,
community building, and expressiveness. Even if it could be shown that the service role of
nonprofit organizations could be performed just as well through other means, the loss of this
“plus” would still justify retaining the nonprofit sector. Hopefully, the discussion here has
helped bring that “plus” into better focus.
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