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It has long been claimed that one of the principal differences between voluntary associations and nonprofit organizations on one hand, and commercial, for-profit firms on the other is the important role that value commitments held by members of the organization, and expressed in the actions and the accomplishments of the organization play in mobilizing, animating, and guiding the work of the organization. In this conception, voluntary associations and nonprofit organizations are unique in that the individuals who establish the organizations, contribute resources to them, and work within them to achieve their goals are motivated at least in part, sometimes significantly, and maybe even exclusively by the belief that their efforts will ultimately be compensated by the achievement of some shared goal that can only be collectively realized. They work for the “psychic income” that comes from achieving something important together; not for a cash payment that compensates them for the work that they do. It is this behavioral claim that lies behind Hansmann’s assertion that nonprofit organizations should be superior in providing goods and services whose quality is difficult for customers to monitor since the inability of customers to ensure the quality of the service they get will be compensated by the desire of the service providers to provide high quality services for their own altruistic or dutiful reasons. It is this behavioral claim that lies behind the notion that many voluntary associations and nonprofit organizations are “charitable” in the sense that they attract contributions from individuals wish to support and work to achieve particular social outcomes that they deem valuable even if not directly and exclusively beneficial to their material welfare. The commitment of donors and volunteer workers to associations and organizations that promise to achieve an attractive purpose made without worrying too much about whether each contributor will be adequately compensated in individual material welfare for their effort (or whether the collective burden of achieving the desired result will be fairly distributed) is a key feature that allows voluntary associations to come into existence, sustain themselves, and produce real material results in the world.

The claim that individual commitments to values above and beyond their individual material welfare – the desire to care for others, to do their duty as they understand it, to work together to accomplish a shared goal – can be used to organize collective activity and achieve valuable results is one that has long been asserted. In some ways, it is the purest form of collective effort – a form in which individuals agree to work together without needing compensation and without requiring coercion – the two most common ways of organizing collective action. But there has always been some doubts about whether such a pure form of collective action really exists, how important such motivations could be in guiding the affairs of fallen human beings, and whether these motivations alone could produce any important kind of collective action. Let’s take up these questions in order.

Consider, first, the claim that there really is no such thing as a pure sense of altruism, or duty, or public purpose. The most common form of this argument is the observation that if one values such things, the achievement of them always produces a satisfaction that is enjoyed by the individual for him or herself. The good feelings that come from helping others (and implicitly creating a future moral claim and a present social superiority), or from doing one’s duty (thereby avoiding social stigma, and allowing one to claim an attractive social status), or from re-making the world to one’s own ideals (thereby allowing one to live according to one’s own utopian ideals without having to accommodate the different utopian ideas of others) always redound to the benefit of the individual who enjoys such things. Because individuals with these values benefit individually from their pursuit and achievement, and because the pursuit of these individual satisfactions is what motivates individuals to pursue them, one can say that individuals pursue these values for self centered reasons – not truly altruistic, or dutiful, or social reasons. All individual action is guided by individual self-interest.


This, of course, is a tautology. If one assumes that individuals have agency, and that their agency is guided by values that they hold, and that they are more satisfied when the values they hold are advanced, then one can say without risk of contradiction that all individual action is motivated by self-centered values. But what this formulation leaves out is the idea that individuals might differ from one another in terms of what particular things they value enough to guide their actions. Consider two individuals. Individual A is the classic (ideal?) homo economicus: he cares only for his own material welfare; he cares nothing about the welfare of others, or whether he is viewed in the wider society as one who lives up to his duties to others, or the achievement of wider social purposes to which he could make a contribution, but where his contribution would not be given any special compensation. He calculates narrowly what is in it for him. Individual B is what could be described as an idealistic homo civicus or homo politicus: he necessarily cares for his own material welfare (he is no homo saintus! and he has to be concerned about his own material well-being to avoid becoming a problem for others); but he also has some concern about the welfare of others (this can be modeled as interpersonal utility function varying according to the social distance of one individual to another; it can be attached to the utility of the other person as they define their own utility, or it can be defined in terms of what the subject individual wants for the object individual in a more paternalistic relationship); and some commitment to doing his duty in terms of meeting his socially constructed obligations to others, and he is willing to do his fair share and perhaps a bit more in the pursuit of common objectives even if it would be possible for him to “free ride” on the work of others because he values the achievement of the social objective, and believes that both his altruism and sense of duty makes it worth him to do something, perhaps even more than his fair share, to achieve the social objective without being paid or coerced to do so. 


Individuals A and B are similar in that they are individual human agents deciding what to do with their own energy and other assets they hold. They are guided in these choices by values that they individually hold. (Though the particular values they hold as individuals might very well have been socially created by the culture of which they are a part). They choose courses of action designed to advance or maximize their individual satisfaction as it is defined by their individually held values. The only difference is in the character of the values they hold; in what economists would call the arguments of their utility functions. One individual has nothing in his utility function but his own material welfare. The other has individual material welfare as an argument of his individual utility function, but also other values such as the welfare of others, a sense of duty to others and to the wider society, and the desire to see certain aggregate social conditions achieved. (There can, of course, be many different ideas about whose welfare counts in addition to my own – whether it extends to families, to individuals like me, to individuals not like me, to my enemies. There can also be different ideas about duties ranging from the idea that my most important social duty is to myself through the idea that I owe duties to others as specified in my religious practices or in the laws of the state, to the idea that I owe duties to all humankind, or to animals, or to every natural thing on the earth. And, there can be different ideas about social goals and objectives I am trying to achieve ranging from making myself prosperous, through assuring certain kinds of political and social equality, to creating a worldwide utopia). These differences in individually held values – some quite selfish, others less so – will necessarily lead to different choices in action by individuals. They will also lead to different responses to social institutions and leadership that seek to provide a motivational context for individual action by offering different kinds of incentives. An enterprise that offers only material rewards to individuals will be particularly appealing to individuals for whom that is the only or far and away the most important goal that they have. An enterprise that offers opportunities to express and achieve other more altruistic values will attract to itself and draw greater effort from those who value these kinds of results and working conditions.


Thus, there is a tautological sense in which all individual and social action is “selfish.” But one can still distinguish among individuals with different kinds of value commitments, and, as a behavioral matter, see that some will be motivated by different purposes and working conditions than others. It may also create to some degree (depending on the society and the moral order it has established) an important moral difference among different actors – making some kinds of actors more acceptable than others. That difference in the particular values that individuals hold is thus worth noting even if one wants to insist on the point that when individuals pursue individually held values (however selfish or altruistic those values are) that they are (tautologically) acting for themselves to make themselves better off. The point is that the tautological claim that individuals act to make themselves happier as they define happiness does not eliminate the point that some individuals feel better when others are happy, when they have done their duty, and when important social states are achieved, and others are happy when their material welfare is achieved without worrying too much about these other values.


Consider, next, the idea that while such values exist they are not very powerful in animating and guiding human conduct compared with material self-interest. They exist primarily as rationalizations for actions undertaken for other purposes, or as objects of discussion and conversation that never end up making behavioral claims on individuals. (It is difficult, but very important to distinguish the idea that these ideas are more or less powerful in guiding conduct from the claims made above that motivations that appear self-sacrificing are really just selfish.) In this conception, the existence of these values in human life is accepted; the claim is simply that they are not important or powerful enough to influence many choices – particularly not when something of real importance such as survival, or material well-being, or social dominance  which leads to survival and material well being is at stake.  (In technical terms, one could model this claim as a small co-efficient on the arguments of a person’s utility function that are the altruistic, or dutiful, or socially aspiring parts of an individual’s utility function.) 


This is a much more plausible claim than the first precisely because it raises an empirical question about degree of importance, not a question about existence that is answered by a logical tautology. And, it seems clear that we have to take this claim seriously and investigate it empirically. At the outset, however, it is worth noting that the evidence is all around us that individuals will, in fact, sacrifice their lives, their status, and their material well-being for others, for a sense of duty, and for the achievement of larger purposes. We built an army to fight the bloody battles of World War II around the commitment of one soldier to help his comrade – even if it meant risking his own life. We see every day the willingness of some individuals – supported by a religious ideology and the daily encouragement of their peers – to kill themselves in pursuit of a dubious means for achieving an aggregate condition in the world – a world in which Islam is dominant and/or safe from Christian domination. We have seen in the past the willingness of young idealists in America to risk and lose their lives in pursuit of racial equality in the United States. We are astonished by the willingness and capacity of a washer-woman named Osceola McCarty to save more than $100,000 from years of drudgey and contribute those funds to Black Woman Colleges.  

It is also worth considering the degree to which such motivations are innate in human beings, or developed and encouraged within particular social cultures. There is much at stake in arguments about “human nature;” and particularly whether it is naturally altruistic, dutiful, and socially aspiring, or whether it is selfish and materialistic. It is not just accuracy in our description of human nature, but also, perhaps, the social ability to shape human nature. If we say that it is human nature to be selfish, we give such conduct license, and may help it to become true. If we say that human nature is pretty much selfish, but selfishness can be overcome by various social conventions and practices, and that we should bend ourselves to that task to maximize the part of us that is more sociable, then we will construct different social institutions and get different kinds of individuals and social institutions than if we act on the first assumption. There may be real restrictions on the prospects for human individuals and human societies rooted in the limits of our natures; but the restrictions may be more lax than we imagine, and that it might be an important part of human nature to work on ourselves and our potential, and to do so in the company of and with the help of our fellow humans. Surely the persistent human tendency to create social institutions designed to develop our sociable natures and regulate our social relations with one another provides some evidence that human nature includes the potential for sociability, and for the construction of social institutions to guide the development of individual character, and constrain individual behavior. On this view, the advance of the view that individuals are inevitably self-interested, and that the best we can do is to construct institutions that either exploit or regulate that inevitable tendency may help create the conditions under which that is true, and in doing so, lop off one large part of the potential that human society has for its future development. 


Consider the third claim – that while such motivations might exist, and while they might be strong enough to motivate some individual action, they cannot be counted on to produce collective action that is reliable effective. This is, in many ways, the most subtle and important claim undermining the idea that altruistic values might make it easier to solve problems of social co-ordination. Many assume that if individuals are altruistic, then many social action problems can be solved. But the fact of the matter is that this need not be true. Indeed, a little reflection reveals that altruistic goals, or a shared sense of duty, or a common purpose are neither necessary nor sufficient for the organization of collective activity. One can begin by noting that purely altruistic individuals may have trouble completing a social task because they will compete to be the most virtuous in the exchange. Alphonse and Gaston have difficulty putting the narrow passage called a door to good use because they want the other to have the use of it before they do. As a result, the door goes unused, and Alphonse and Gaston stay on the wrong side of the door. One can also note that it is quite easy for individuals who have common goals that can be achieved by joint action to fail to take the joint action because they have come to dislike or distrust one another, or because they are concerned about whether the burdens and benefits of the work (whether those benefits be material or simply credit for having made a useful contribution to a collective effort) will be divided among them. And, on the other side, one can see that individuals with very different purposes can often combine together to produce an action that both like a great deal. If I have more fish and less money than I want, and you have more money and less fish than you want, it will be possible for us to produce a joint product – the successful exchange of my fish for your money – not only despite the fact, but because of the fact that we have very different values. I value money more than fish. And you value fish more than money. It is these differences in things we value at the margin given our current conditions that allow us to produce value for both of us, and both of us together through a joint action. 

What is going on in these examples is the fact that once we accept that individuals have values, that these values motivate them, and that their ability to combine in joint action depends on their perceptions of how joint action will advance their individually held values (however altruistic), their willingness to engage in joint action will depend on their evaluations of the consequences of their joint actions. Alphonse cannot let Gaston go through the door first because his values make such a result intolerable. I cannot work together with my colleague to pursue a goal we have in common, and that cannot be advanced except through our working together because even though I value the common goal and his ability to contribute to it, I don’t like working with him, and don’t trust him to divide up the work and benefits in a fair way. In short, altruism, shared purposes, even a shared sense of duty will not necessarily guarantee successful joint action. In contrast, it is obvious that we can often get effective joint action not through shared goals, but instead by using money or coercion to organize action among individuals who do not particularly care about the ultimate goal that is being pursued through collective action. Whether a powerful, sustainable collective enterprise can be created depends on whether individuals can be attracted to and continually nourished by that enterprise. That depends partly on what they value, and partly on how the joint enterprise is organized to feed those particular values.

The claim that the voluntary and nonprofit sector is unique and distinctive in terms of the use it makes of these particular kinds of values has also been common. In this conception, the market place is seen as the place where individual material self-interest is seen as the exclusive or at least dominant motivation guiding collective efforts. This is as true in the things that motivate a financial investment in a firm, as in those things that allow a firm to attract and deploy a labor force, as in those things that allow a firm’s product and services to succeed in the market place. The investors financing, the employee’s labor, the customer’s willingness to spend his hard-earned money are all held to the activity of the firm and make it possible through the satisfaction of individual material desires facilitated and metered through monetary transactions. In contrast, the public sector is seen as the place where individual desires have to be regulated and yield to collectively defined and imposed obligations. This is as true when the social order – the rights to liberty and property are guaranteed by the power of the state, when important public purposes are defined and pursued through collective processes that commit the money and authority of the state to particular goals, and when government organizations, armed with the money and authority of the state, are constructed to ensure the social order, or achieve the collectively defined purposes. So, the private sector is animated and organized by material self-interest; the public sector is animated and organized by collective agreements to use the coercive powers of the state to achieve agreed upon social purposes. The voluntary sector, in contrast, is seen as being animated by a quite different set of motivations: the desire to achieve public purposes without any expectation of individual material reward, and without any coercion to taint the sense of public duty and purpose that is revealed in the altruistic effort. In this image, the voluntary sector is the place where individuals voluntarily pursue public rather than private purposes. 


The difficulty with this formulation, of course, is that if individuals have mixed motivations – if they want to protect their own material self interests and advance the welfare of others, if they want to do their duty as laws in their society prescribe them but also want to go beyond these obligations in pursuit of different or higher duties that they feel to the society – then, in principle as well as in practice, there is no reason why particular social activities and institutions have to be uniquely animated by a subset of these particular motives. When one looks into many private businesses, one can find altruism, a sense of social duty above and beyond legal compliance, and a certain kind of social aspiration at play in the values that are animating individual contributions to the firm, and shaping the governance and ultimate impact of the firm on the world in which it is operating. One can also see force and obligation created by contracts and government authority shaping the conduct of private firms. Similarly, when one looks inside government, one can find many individuals working quite happily for pay and for a sense of duty that is quite personal as well as simply out of loyalty to the state. And, it goes without saying, that when one looks into voluntary associations and nonprofit organizations, one can find individuals working for individual material welfare supported by governmental resources as well as for voluntarily assumed and individually defined social goals. 


Of course, there may be important differences of degree in the organization of activities and firms across the various sectors. There may be a bit more material self-interest in the market and private firms; there may be a bit more coercion in politics and government; and there may be a bit more voluntary contribution to public purposes in the voluntary sector. But it would be a bad mistake to imagine that the different sectors are not built from combinations of these motives, and to take an interest in the degree to which these motivations are engaged by different enterprises, and the degree to which the goals of the individuals who have become committed to the enterprise for various reasons are reliably reflected in the ultimate accomplishments of the organizations. 


Indeed, one can see from the outset that some significant differences in the governance, leadership and management of these different organizations might arise as a consequence of the way that they seek to engage the commitment of the individuals who contribute to the organization as resource providers, workers, or clients of the organization. Suppose for a minute that a voluntary organization depends a great deal on volunteers to do its work. In an important sense, those volunteers are simultaneously investors, workers, and consumers of the organization’s work. They are investors in the sense that they make a voluntary gift of their time to the organization – thus extending it an interest free loan. They are workers, too, but a kind of worker who demands less than a market wage. They are customers in the sense that they are spending resources on having an experience of contributing to a large goal in a way that feels satisfactory to them – respectful of their standing in the society and their commitment to the cause. One way to think about this is that the volunteers feel like they have made an important equity contribution to the firm, and that they might well combine the rights of investors, workers, and customers in their current position. With these powers, they might reasonably think they ought to have a more powerful voice in the governance of the firm – in the choices it makes about the purposes it will pursue and the methods used to pursue them – than the typical investor, employee, or customer. Management may find itself having to accommodate these expectations about their powers and role in ways that are very different from the way that management in the private or governmental sector are accustomed to doing. 


In sum,  

