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Introduction  

What has been called the voluntary/nonprofit sector has, for more than three centuries, maintained an important but elusive presence in American society.  Ever since de Tocqueville visited the United States and saw with fresh eyes what he took to be the vitality and significance of voluntary behavior, social commentators and social scientists have tried to take the measure of its size, nature and impact. In recent decades, as American society has become more concerned about the quality of American democracy, and the capacity of America to act on important collective problems, the interests have become more urgent.  Indeed, both the left and right of the political spectrum have seen the voluntary/nonprofit sector as an important part of the cure for what ails America.

Despite this long history of interest in the NPVS  today we remain ignorant of many important facts about the size and character of the sector, and the role it plays in American life. We are even confused about how to locate the voluntary sector and its effects in the universe of society's collective processes and collective institutions.
This paper argues that our continuing inability to take the measure of the NPVS stems from three  interrelated problems. First, we face a conceptual problem about how best to define the sector for both academic and practical purposes. Second, we face the problem that the data we now rely on to answer questions about the voluntary sector are not very good for these purposes. Third, we face an instrumental problem in developing methods that allow us to measure what we find conceptually important to try to measure.  
.
The first section of the paper tackles the thorny question of how best and most usefully to define the NPVS. Both the dominant paradigm and alternative views are discussed, demonstrating the fragmentation of the research field that results from this lack of consensus on such a fundamental issue. Several empirical cases illustrate the complexity of drawing the boundaries of the NPVS, and call into question the utility of such an effort. Finally, we outline several critiques of the sectoral perspective that lead to calls for a paradigm shift.

In section two, we appraise the major sources of data on the NPVS currently in use. A significant obstacle to understanding the NPVS continues to be the lack of high-quality data systems for recognizing and observing the sector and recently there have been many calls for improving NPVS data through attempts to refine existing data sources. Several other researchers have recently cautioned that these resources have inherent flaws that result in an incomplete picture of the sector. These studies are synthesized with particular attention to the most comprehensive study to date, which shows that the problems of coverage and bias in commonly-used data sources are much more severe than anticipated.
Finally, we will argue that the obstacles found in conceptual and empirical resources can both be overcome by adopting a new approach. The final section of the paper explicates this new approach, drawing from critiques of the status quo from several quarters as well as from trends in the broader literature of organizational sociology. We believe that this new approach will not only result in improved data for understanding the NPVS, but will also allow for the integration of all major strands of research, leading to a more productive research field.
I. Conceptual Resources for Studying the NPVS: Contested Definitions and Approaches  

We are interesting in taking the measure of the voluntary sector for both academic and policy purposes. The academic purpose is to make more precise and objective our definition of the phenomenon we wish to study, and to test empirically claims that are made about its size and character, the factors that shape it, and its impact on the world. The practical purposes derive from our beliefs about the potentially valuable role that the voluntary sector plays in economic, social, and political life, and our desire to understand the degree to which we can count on the sector to play a positive role in the future, and what might be done to increase its positive contributions to society. 

Both purposes have, surprisingly, been complicated by the fact that studies of the voluntary sector do not fit neatly into any one social science domain. Social science domains are defined in part by the particular piece of the social world they seek to study:  economics is primarily interested in the workings of market institutions; political science in the behavior of political and governmental institutions; and sociology in social processes that govern relationships among individuals, including the ways in which large social institutions of all kinds are called into existence and sustain themselves over time. But the disciplines also have somewhat distinctive normative interests that tend to animate their inquiries, and give their academic work some practical interest: economics focuses on how well social institutions and processes do in satisfying the (usually material) desires of individuals; political science is concerned about the fairness and efficiency of collective decision-making processes, and the reliability with which citizens can exercise control over their government; sociology is concerned with documenting the fact and consequences of both individual anomie, and unequal power relationships in the society  And different social science displines have somewhat different empirical methods they rely on in carrying out their research. The implication is that as economists, political scientists, and sociologists have been drawn into studies of the voluntary sector, they have brought with them their distinctive concerns and methods.  Defining the research object is a perquisite to a productive research effort; without a clear conception of the population of interest, it is impossible to determine whether empirical research procedures actually capture it. In the past few decades, the area of “NPVS studies” has evolved into a distinct research field, yet ironically, just as it has grown and become more prominent, clarity about the research object has become increasingly elusive. This section examines recent debates over the appropriate conceptual framework for studying the NPVS. We first explore the sources of the lack of clarity and consensus regarding the fundamental question of how to define the NPVS and what to include (and exclude). Despite this disagreement, a particular definition dominates US research on the NPVS, which we outline below, along with some challenges. Finally, we consider a variety of critiques of the “sectoral” perspective itself: rather than arguing with one or another definition of the NPVS sector, these critiques call into question the very attempt to define the boundaries of the sector. From several different standpoints, concerns are mounting that taking sectors (nonprofit/voluntary, for-profit, public) as the units of analysis is impractical and/or theoretically unsound.
A)Defining the Nonprofit Sector   
The lack of consensus on defining the NPVS springs in large part from the existence of different research traditions that see the sector differently, such as those focused on social service provision versus those concerned with voluntary civic activity. As the prominence of research in the NPVS generally has grown and there have been attempts to integrate different research strands, the problem of different basic definitions has increasingly been recognized. The basic definitions employed by the different research traditions that are increasingly being grouped together under “NPVS Studies” vary in three main ways. These axes of variation are laid out next; we then present the main streams of research and the type of definition they generally use.

First and most obviously, there is variation in the aspect of the NPVS’s impact on society that is of greatest interest. As will be shown in more detail below, the NPVS has generated interest due to its impact on the economy, social welfare, political institutions, community, and individual lives. The variety of research topics relating to the NPVS testifies to its significance as a research object, making it clear that we should care deeply about having good data on the NPVS. Yet this variety also fosters conceptual and practical difficulties in building an integrated research field. Research investigating impacts in these different arenas of social life naturally draws the boundaries of the sector to include (and exclude) different entities. 

Yet the differences in the conception of the sector held by these different research traditions are deeper than just including homeless shelters versus Elks clubs. There are further divergences regarding whether the impact of interest is seen as resulting from the “outputs/products” of the NPVS or the “process” of production employed, that is, the way that people interact with one another and with social institutions while involved in the sector. 
Finally, definitions of the sector also vary on what they consider to be the most relevant constituent unit of the NPVS: formal organizations, networks of social relations, or individual motivations and inputs. This last issue not only represents a fundamental dimension of how the sector is understood, but is also critical when it comes to operationalizing an empirical study, for it determines the preferred unit of observation and analysis.
The next section briefly examines the range of major research traditions that engage with the NPVS. In the past 20 to 30 years, the NPVS has gained increasing prominence in the United States, as well as around the world. This prominence springs from the belief that the NPVS plays a major role in any country’s economy, social welfare, civic life, and political system. Moreover, observers beginning with de Tocqueville have argued that the particular characteristics of the NPVS in the US contribute to the nation’s distinctive democratic political culture and economic vibrancy. 

1. Economic and financial dimensions. 
Recently, a great deal of attention has been focused on the NPVS because its scope and share of activity in the economy seems to be growing. This research tradition views the sector in economic terms as an economic actor, and attempts to include it in a complete accounting of economic activity in the society.  After all, a great deal of money (representing claims on economic assets) is held within and flows through institutions of this sector.  These institutions hold wealth, and make decisions about how to invest it to maximize future financial returns, or some combination of financial and social returns.  They create paid employment.  They compete in product and service markets with for-profit enterprises.  They contract with government to provide certain kinds of goods and services in exchange for the payment of public funds. They solicit funds from individuals who seem to derive some individual satisfaction from contributing to them. And so on. 
Although the financial dimensions of the NPVS sector are often more challenging to grasp than those of the For-profit and public sectors, much headway has been made in this effort. Previous research has found that the NPVS is a significant and growing contributor to the US economy, making up an estimated 6% of both the number of organizations and of national income in 1998.  The size of the sector grew at an annual rate of 5% during the 1990s, double the rate of the business sector. (IS/Urban Institute, 2002: xxviii.)  The NPVS is an even more significant contributor to employment, representing over 9% of all paid employees. (ibid, xxix)  In addition to paid employment, NPOs mobilize millions of volunteers. 
The NPVS has always been the recipient of a large amount of funds from charitable donations, in 1998 totaling about $178 billion annually. (ibid, xxx)  Despite this, private contributions account for less than a quarter of revenues, with larger shares coming from private payments for dues and services and from government contracts and grants. (ibid, xxxii)  This last category has grown the fastest during the 1990s, mainly as the government has attempted to devolve responsibility for and provision of social services to local and non-government institutions. However, the increase of government funding of NPOs has not come without controversy; some argue that this has negative consequences for organizations and for the sector as a whole. [cites]

Although the data on which these estimates are based on are known to have flaws, it is generally accepted that current estimates undercount the number and scope of NPOs, so the true contribution to the economy is probably even larger.  However, the present best estimates clearly demonstrate the current and growing importance of the NPVS for the US’s economy. Improving these estimates, and being able to break them down to state or local levels, would advance our knowledge of the US economic landscape.

Given the scope of the NPVS, it is imperative to have the capacity to evaluate the financial conditions of NPOs as organizations.  Especially with their increased visibility and use of public money in service provision, there have been increasing calls for improved oversight and evaluation of the financial and managerial structures of NPOs.  With the growth of the sector increasing competition for donations and grants, private donors and foundations are also demanding more information about what happens to their money.  The pressing concerns over the economic and financial dimensions of the NPVS, and the nature of currently available data sources, has meant that much of research on the NPVS has focused on these topics.  Nonetheless, even in this most developed area of NPVS research, it is widely agreed that the current data sources have significant limitations.

For the most part, research in this tradition focuses on the “outputs” of the NPVS sector in economic and financial terms, rather than the process – by definition, the process is seen to be different from the for-profit sector and understood as adhering to the rules of the nonprofit tax status, primarily, the non-distribution constraint. In addition, the main unit of interest here is formal organizations that pay salaries, produce services, and collect donations and or receive government grants. Some research in this vein also focuses on individuals that donate money and time as the inputs to the sector. Whether looking at financial “inputs” or “outputs” of the sector, though, the main interest is the “what,” not the “how,” or process. 

On the other hand, one could study the economic dimensions for the NPVS from a process perspective, seeing it as a site for developing new knowledge that can be used to improve the performance of both commercial and public enterprises.  This alternative perspective focuses on the role of the sector in the development of social relationships and norms that allow the transactions of a market economy to work more easily, or, indeed, to allow bartering to rise up to complement more ordinary market transactions in communities that have goods and services to exchange, but little cash to use to facilitate such exchanges. Here the unit of interest is not an individual or organization but relationships and practices.
2. Service delivery.  
One of the most prominent functions of the NPVS is its role in responding to concrete public needs. Much research, especially policy-related research, has focused on this aspect of the sector. In a similar trend to the economic dimensions of the sector, the available data show rapid growth in this area.  An important driver of this trend is that the Clinton and Bush administrations have prioritized devolution and privatization of state welfare functions, including even the channeling of government funds through religiously based organizations. Research in this area seeks to answer both descriptive and evaluative questions about NPOs’ role in service provision. How much and how well does the NPVS perform service provision, especially in comparison to public or for-profit institutions? Which sectors are dominated by NPOs and why? Although economics, sociology, and political science have produced a host of theories to account for the presence of NPOs in some areas, in fact, very little is known about the types and quality of service provided by the NPVS, either at the sector level or in comparison to other types of providers. 

Research on service delivery by the NPVS has nearly exclusively taken the unit of interest to be formal organizations that engage in the provision of social welfare services, differentiating organizations by their legal status (non-profit, for-profit, or public). The majority of the research in this area has also focused exclusively on “outputs” of the sector in terms of services. However, recently research that tries to evaluate the quality of NPO service provision has begun to consider that the “process” by which the NPVS produces these outputs may hold a key to understanding its impact.
3. Civic life and Communities.  
An argument that the activities of NPOs have a qualitatively distinct impact from government and for-profit organizations that goes beyond different “outputs” is more the province of a different strand of research on the sector, however. Many sociologists and political scientists emphasize the contributions of the NPVS to trust, social capital, and community building, although this research often focuses more on grassroots and voluntary organizations than the larger, more institutionalized NPOs that are most prominent in economic and service-delivery analyses. Voluntary organizations are thought to be an important site for the creation of social capital by connecting individuals, sometimes across social boundaries (Putnam, 2000).
In addition to playing a role in creating the connections and mutual trust that make healthy communities, the research tradition sees the NPVS as a source of community capacity to address both short and long-term problems and opportunities without having to involve the state. Yet many important questions remain unanswered and unanswerable with current data resources, such as what types of communities are most likely to have high density of NPOs. As will be discussed below, the reliance of most data sources on tax or incorporation records excludes smaller, less formal, and nearly all religiously based NPOs.  These data are also relatively limited in the possibility of focusing on specific communities.
This research tradition attends not just to the “outputs” of the NPVS, but primarily to the process of activity in this sector, focusing on the values underlying voluntary action and the types of linkages it creates among people. A recent study of civic dimensions of religious organizations works from this sort of definition, “‘civic’ describes a kind of social relationship, not a sector of society. As a shorthand, ‘civic groups’ means groups in which people relate to each other and to the wider society primarily as citizens or members of society, rather than as subjects of state control or as consumers or producers in the marketplace. They relate to each other ‘civic-ly’” (Lichterman. 2004: 3). The units of interest here are more varied, including formal organizations but also less formally organized social movements and networks as well as communities.
4. Political engagement and democracy building. 
Moving up a level from the impact of the NPVS on communities and local settings, researchers from at least the time of de Tocqueville have argued that Americans’ predilection to join voluntary organizations is both unique, and essential to the functioning of the democratic system.  Institutions within the nonprofit/voluntary sector are thought to play a major role in engaging citizen participation in political action and setting policy agendas.  They may play a particularly important role in giving voice to those who have little economic power or technical expertise who often go unheard. 
On a more basic level, voluntary organizations are seen as “training grounds” for political participation, disseminating skills of association, leadership, debate, and problem-solving throughout the populace.  At the same time, participation in associations is thought to help inspire the civic-mindedness that is a key underpinning of democracy. This consensus has been challenged by some recent research, such as Jason Kaufman’s (2002) work on fraternal organizations, which argues that in the 19th Century these groups were motivated by and contributed to narrow ethnic and particularistic interests rather than broad democratic sentiment. 
While the historical and theoretical importance of the NPVS for democracy is still in question, a number of prominent scholars have recently warned that the role of the NPVS in political and civic life may be shrinking and becoming “less democratic.” For example, Robert Putnam (2000) argues that American membership in voluntary associations has declined in recent decades, while Theda Skocpol (2003) claims that although Americans still join many groups, the nature of these memberships has changed in such a way to endanger the health of both local communities and of the nation’s democratic system as a whole.
Beyond the US, the question of the relationship between the institutions of “civil society” and democracy has gained prominence in the past 20 years. Following the wave of democratization after the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Communist Block, many scholars and political advisors have proposed that establishing a NPVS or civil society like that in the US is crucial to maintaining these fragile, new democratic systems. In the 1990s, this perspective gained world-wide prominence and was adopted both by major international agencies and local actors in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, despite the fact that it is mainly based on theory and not empirical evidence. 
Research on the political dimensions of the NPVS thus includes attention to both “outputs” in the political realm (such as advocacy, voter campaigns, law suits, etc), as well as theorized impacts of the sector on democratic skills and/or sentiment through the “process” of participation. Like research concerned with civic and community dimensions of the NPVS, research on political dimensions also looks at a variety of different units, including both formal and less formal types or organization. At present, understanding how (and even whether) the NPVS contributes to a democratic political system is still in its infancy. Research on the role of the NPVS in both civic life and political life is difficult to carry out due to the exclusion of most smaller grassroots and voluntary organizations from current data sources, not to mention the total absence of informally organized social movements, networks or communities.  
5. Individual outcomes.  
Finally, an additional tradition of research into the NPVS involves its roots in and consequences for individuals and private lives.  Rather than focusing on the outputs of the NPVS (in terms of the economy, social services, or civic and political outcomes), or even the impacts on those arenas produced through the process of NPVS participation, this perspective turns attention to the impact on individuals as an end in itself.  This line of inquiry draws our attention to participation in the NPVS as a vehicle for the expression of personal values and spiritual belief, for social entrepreneurship, and for self-actualization. (Frumkin, 2002)  Quite apart from the value to society of the NPVS’s outputs, this perspective explores the positive functions for individuals of the opportunity to express and act upon cherished values and ideas. In this sense it is a supply-side and process oriented perspective. Most distinctively, though, it takes individuals and their inner lives as the privileged unit of analysis, rather than any kind of organization.
Those who advocate this approach propose a fundamentally different definition of the NPVS. Van Til (1988) contrasts the typical conception of voluntary action as the “output of human organizations not directed primarily by the quest for monetary gain or conformance to legal mandate,” which results in a focus on formal organizations, to a conception of voluntary action as “individual or group activity not motivated primarily by biological imperative, economic gain, or authority and coercion.” The second conception leads to a focus on “individual and group behavior, whatever its institutional context, which is informed by voluntary principles of meaning and commitment” (91).


As indicated above, the nonprofit/voluntary sector is important for a diverse set of reasons. Not surprisingly then, individuals from a wide variety of disciplines study the nonprofit/voluntary sector. Economists are particularly interested in the importance of this sector for the national income accounts, though they are also concerned by the implications of nonprofits for understanding market behavior. Sociologists study nonprofit as an extension of their general interest in organizations, both at the macro and micro level. Political scientists have focused on the nonprofit/voluntary sector as a way of studying civic society and its importance for political processes. Finally, much research on NPOs takes place at the behest of policy considerations, which often focuses on very specific areas, sectors, or programs. The different disciplinary backgrounds of the various research traditions that converge in “NPVS Studies” contribute to the lack of consensus on a definition for the sector. This fragmentation is a significant obstacle to the creation of an integrated field of NPVS that centers on a clearly identified research object.
B) The dominant paradigm: a legal status definition
Despite this fragmentation, one type of definition has dominated in the US and begun to be institutionalized in international and comparative work, although its primacy is now being challenged in both areas. The greater volume of research (and policy interest) on economic and social welfare dimension of the sector, as well as the reliance of most empirical research on data sources that employ a certain definition of a NPO (reviewed in the following section), has led to a definition of the NPVS as consisting of formal organizations with a certain legal and tax status. Although it is known that religious organizations and many smaller membership and voluntary organizations with minimal financial resources or social welfare service types of outputs are left of out the data sets, and thus of the de facto definition of the NPVS, most researchers have been content to exclude them. The more recent entrance of political scientists and sociologists into the arena, and attention to civil society, social capital, and links between the NPVS and democratic institutions, has called into question the standard definition. Since many of these associations and organizations lack the formal legal status of typical NPOs, these newer strands of research have problematized the use of the legal status as the defining characteristic of the NPVS.

Another area of research that has highlighted the problems with the status quo definition of the NPVS is that dealing with previous historical periods. In fact, there has been very little research dealing with the historical development of NPOs or the NPVS as a whole. Part of the reason for this is that in the US, large scale data collection including this sector only began in the late 1960s, and even this was of very low quality until the 1980s, when major efforts to improve it were made. The work of Peter Dobkin Hall, the earliest and most prominent “historian of the NPVS,” immediately calls into question many accepted ideas about the NPVS. He claims that de Tocqueville misrecognized the role of voluntary associations and their relationship to the state in early America, exaggerating their importance. “Before the mid-eighteenth century, the fundamental ideological and legal infrastructure … that we consider absolutely central to modern civil society [was] entirely lacking. In such a setting, philanthropic and voluntary actions and institutions, even when they superficially resemble modern ones, were fundamentally different in meaning and motive” (1994: 4). It goes without saying that such organizations also did not share the legal and tax status that forms the current definition of NPOs. 

While Hall argues that many of the historical organizations that we today consider to have been part of a NPVS were fundamentally different from the type of organization we now have in mind (particularly in the level of state control), other researchers argue that the current definition leaves out past organizations that would be compatible with the broad intentions of the current definition.  Susannah Morris’s 2000 study of health care and social housing provision in 19th century England critiques the “structural-operational” definition of NPOs used by the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project
. (Because it was developed for use in international comparative research, this “structural-operational” definition is already broader that the legal definition primarily used in US-based research.) Morris’s study demonstrates that “the definition cannot accommodate the institutional diversity of earlier periods and does not produce meaningful sectoral distinctions. The structural-operational definition rules out of the sector a significant proportion of nonstatutory, non profit-maximizing providers. In particular, it excludes the mutual aid organizations, which are widely recognized as important for the development of civil society and which have historically been considered to be key components of the sector” (25). Furthermore, by excluding housing provision organizations that “satisfy the private criterion of being ‘institutionally separate from government,’ they are therefore relegated to the same part of the organizational universe as for-profit firms. However, the principal objective of these organizations was not to maximize profits, but to solve the social problems caused by the very sector that the structural-operational definition is incapable of distinguishing them from” (37).
The study further argues that this exclusion has serious consequences for attempts to understand and explain the development of the NPVS over time. “In these nineteenth-century case studies, the most important provider institutions are excluded from the structural-operational definition of the nonprofit sector, so this sector appears small. The subsequent expansion of state providers of health care and housing in the twentieth-century thus appears to fill a gap in service provision” (39). Seeing this pattern, research based on the structural-operational definition of NPOs has proposed a “voluntary failure hypothesis,” arguing that the state only took up social welfare provision in areas where voluntary provision was weak (Salamon, 1987). If those areas into which the state expanded were not in fact gaps in voluntary service provision, but the current definition simply does not permit recognition of the organizations there as part of the NPVS, this challenges a prominent explanation for the historical development of the NPVS.

It is not only over different eras, but also across different countries, that divergence in tax regimes and other financial and legal frameworks, as well as varying cultural ideas of social benefit, make it difficult to find a universal definition of the NPVS. Although there is a long tradition of scholarship in this general area in different European countries, it has taken different names and foci depending on the situation of each country. Recently, in part in response to the international spread of the US NP studies paradigm, there has been an effort to elaborate the shared characteristics of the European approach to the NPVS. 

With respect to the question of defining the sector, Evers and Laville 2004 argue that the “structural-operational” definition of the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project leaves out “specific types of organizations that do not belong to private business or the state … which form an important part of the European legacy when it comes to the development of the third sector” (12). These are cooperatives and mutual aid societies, which are excluded “on the grounds that they can distribute some of their profits to members” (12). In European research, these organizations are considered to be part of the “Third Sector,” as they “are a product of the same philosophy as associations; that is, they are created not for maximizing return on investment but for meeting a general or mutual interest, contributing to the common good, or meeting social demands expressed by certain groups of the population.” (12) 

A more fundamental difference between these elements of the European sector and the organizations usually included in the US definition lies in the fact that, “in contrast to charities and most voluntary organizations, cooperatives represented an attempt to create a different economy, with solidarity-based elements at their foundations” (13). This recognition demonstrates a very different relationship between these organizations and the market than the one taken for granted by the US definition of NPOs. The authors suggest that they key contrast between the US definition, which focuses on “non-distribution” constraint as “the line of demarcation … between for-profit and non-profit organizations” and the European distinction “between capitalist organizations and social economic organizations, the latter focusing on generating collective wealth rather than a return on individual investment.” (13)
Whether inspired by research on contemporary US political and civic life, by historical research, or by research on other countries, all of these challenges to the dominant definition of the NPVS share the search for an appropriate definition of the sector even as they disagree with the currently prevalent one. They all take for granted that something like a “NPVS” exists and its boundaries can be defined, although they do not all agree on where the boundaries are located. For the most part, they are concerned with what types of formal organizations should be included: should legal tax status form the boundary or should relation to the capitalist market?
C) Critiquing the Sectoral Perspective

Beyond the problem that there are a wide variety of definitions of the NPVS and the types of organizations that make it up, there are also several strands of research and theorizing that directly or indirectly call into question using sectors (nonprofit, for-profit, and public) as the unit of analysis. This section will discuss four such strands of thought: (1) a empirical research based perspective, (2) a perspective emerging from focus on organizational structure, (3) the “open systems” perspective within organizational sociology, and (4) an understanding of the NPVS as rooted in values of autonomy and common good rather than particular organizations.

1. Attempts to carry out research to understand subfields of the NPVS often exposes the limitations of a sectoral perspective. As the following example of childcare shows, sectoral boundaries are often ill-defined, and cross-cut the phenomena of interest.
Over the last thirty years childcare services have become an increasingly important part of our economy, as more and more women decided to work during their childrearing years, and geographical mobility has curtailed reliance on kin networks.  The childcare arrangements available to parents range from the informal to the formal.  Parents may arrange to leave a child during work hours with a relative or a formal daycare center.  The daycare center may be run by a public school, as a for-profit, or a nonprofit, and either private organization may include publicly-funded programs such as Head Start. In between these two choices there may be individuals who pay for care in situations involving children from several different families in one person’s home.  These may or may not be certified as daycare centers.  Parents may also hire a person to take care of their child in their home. In these later cases individuals may or may not pay.  A still different possibility is that parents may take turns caring for each other’s children. Here there is no financial exchange. This might be done informally or in terms of a co-op.  In the case of the co-op parents may be expected to make a financial contribution for supplies, though no one is paid a wage. 

Nationally representative data from the Census Bureau reveals the diversity of childcare settings in the contemporary US. (See Table 4.1) Nearly half of childcare for children under five whose mother is employed comes from relatives, including parents. Slightly less than one quarter is provided by formal centers, while the remaining portion occurs at a provider’s home, the child’s home, or in other informal settings. Approximately 30% of these children were simultaneously in two or more different arrangements, and 7% had no regular child care arrangement at the time of the data collection (K. Smith 2002: 2-5).

Table 4.1    (Children’s Defense Fund 2005: 2)

[image: image1.emf]
Although we were not able to locate nationally representative data reporting the percentage of child care centers by sector, two local studies hint at the complexity of the situation. Table 4.2 shows data from a 2001 study of the state of New Hampshire. The breakdown for child care arrangements is very similar to the national data shown above. This study further considered the breakdown for different types of center-based providers. Nonprofits including church-housed stand as the largest segment at 48%, with church-housed centers making up 15%, for-profit providers make up 35%, and public providers make up 17%. The situation with public childcare provision is more complicated than these data admit, as in many states Head Start and other federal and state-funded programs are encapsulated within private centers, and public subsidies (especially for low-income families) may support care in centers from any sector (Fuller et al 2002: 101).

Table 4.2   (CNHRPC 2002: 3)
	Percent of New Hampshire Children in Types of Child Care
	
	Types of Center Based Providers in NH

	
	
	Independent for profit
	29%

	Child Care Centers
	30%
	
	Profit Chains
	6%

	Home Day Care
	17%
	
	Independent nonprofit
	25%

	Nanny
	5%
	
	Other nonprofits
	8%

	Relatives
	25%
	
	Church Housed
	15%

	Parents
	22%
	
	Head Start (public)
	9%

	Other
	1%
	
	Public School Preschool
	8%



Data from a single county in California show a similar pattern (Table 4.3). Unfortunately, the breakdown by sector is reported differently, with public centers lumped together with non-profit centers that hold subsidy contracts with the state of California and receive more than half of their budget from public sources (CCCW 2002: 5). Nonprofit providers still stand as the largest percentage, making up more than 47% (the additional proportion coming from some sub-section of the 20% that are subsidized nonprofits). A similar percentage of centers to New Hampshire are religious, at 19%, and for-profit, making up 33%. Because it is reported differently, it is hard to compare the numbers on public providers, as not all of the reported 20% in Alameda County are actually fully public. The difference in reporting public centers highlights the ambiguity over defining the sectoral boundaries among childcare organizations.

Table 4.3   Alameda County Center-Based Programs by Type (CCCW 2002: 6)

	Total Programs in County
	Number
	Percentage

	Religious
	67
	19%

	Private Nonprofit*
	100
	28%

	Subsidized Nonprofit**
	69
	20%

	For-Profit
	115
	33%

	Total
	351
	100%


* Includes community-based programs and those that are operated independently of higher educational, school district or religious institutions.

** Includes programs operated by public schools, colleges and universities, as well as those which receive a substantial portion of their budget (greater than 50%) from public dollars.

The point of this example is two-fold. First is that there is a continuum here in terms of the degree of formality of child care. Along this continuum there is also no magical point in which we can declare that the child is being cared for in an organization, nonprofit or not. Second, is to note that in order to understand that component of the NPVS sector involved in childcare, one clearly needs to understand a whole host of arrangements, many of which would either be thought of as being outside the NPVS, or at least most certainly would not be captured using standard survey methods.  A strategy of using some criteria to define the NPVS as consisting of set of organizations will not work  – the institutional arrangements involved in childcare are simply too diffuse and varied to allow for sharp boundaries to be drawn. Attempting to draw sectoral boundaries is particularly problematic when taking into account the distribution of public funds; the two local studies mentioned above chose different ways of dealing with this. Thus, thinking of the NPVS as defined by some sharp boundary is not useful.  It does more to obscure than clarify.  It is not clear how useful an attempt to measure the size and other dimensions of only the nonprofit part of the childcare industry would be, even if it were possible to determine its boundaries. Whether the interest is in descriptive or evaluative questions about an industry, a cross sector perspective is required. Even a basic descriptive question such as “how large is the NPVS in child care?” provides meaningful information only in comparison to other reference points: other sectors, the economy as a whole, other time periods, localities, or countries. Evaluating the impact or quality of NPVS work even more fundamentally involves comparison. These issues of course do not just apply to childcare, but are also true with regards to recreation, education, politics, and other domains of the NPVS. 

In another example, the authors of a study on elder care concluded “the specific strong and weak aspects of different sectors and types of organizations can be judged only to a very limited degree by isolating them from each other’s social and organizational context. … for instance, any appropriate discussion of the limits and potentials of family-based care has to clarify the assumptions concerning the support and the resources coming from the state, the market, and the voluntary sector” (Evers 1995: 175). 

If we want to understand the importance of the NPVS, it may be wiser to examine the various ways in which people interact through different institutions and how different institutions serve their different needs. If this position is correct, it argues that to understand the NPVS we must first start with individuals and then seek to understand how they connect to different institutions. Once these connections are understood, one can sensibly define what constitutes a NPVS in a particular domain. This individual-linkage-based approach is also by default a “niche-based” approach, as specific needs correspond to service or activity niches. The following discussions provide additional empirical and theoretical justification for such an approach.

2.  Another perspective providing a rationale for abandoning a sectoral approach comes from research into the organizational structure of nonprofits. This research offers three insights into the structures of NPOs which discourage a sectoral approach: within-sector heterogeneity, cross-sector isomorphism, and hybridity.


As is apparent in this paper, the NPVS encompasses a wide variety of different organizational structures, no matter which definition is used. NPOs range from single, large hospitals with hundreds of paid staff, to nation-wide networks of local branches, to local groups with only a few volunteers. Given this heterogeneity of organizational structure (not to mention goals and activities), variation within the NPVS is often greater than variation between different sectors. One major axis of variation within the NPVS lies in the increasing divergence between “professionalized” service and advocacy NPOs and more voluntaristic associations and social movements (Halfpenny and Reid 2002: 543). Other axes include size, geographical scope, stand-alone vs hierarchical or network structure, staffing, governance, and the list goes on.


Complementing the heterogeneity of the NPVS are several trends that contribute to convergence among related organizations across sectors. Empirical research in many areas has shown little or no difference between nonprofit and for-profit organizations in the same niche. For example, Kramer’s review finds that “studies of hospitals, nursing homes, schools, universities, and social services, such as day care and nursery schools, have shown that they have much more in common with their counterparts in other sectors than with similar organizations in their own sector” (2000: 5; see also Clark and Estes 1992 on health care organizations, McCarthy et. al. 2001 on performing arts organizations).


Institutional and resource dependency theories help account for this pattern of narrowing differences between organizations in different sectors. Neo-institutional theory coined the term “institutional isomorphism” to refer to a series of processes that lead organizations in the same field to take on similar characteristics (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). A major spur to isomorphism comes from the fact that all organizations in a niche increasingly depend on the same resources and are subject to the same oversight: funding sources (government grants are given to nonprofits, for-profits, and state agencies; while organizations in all three sectors often also depend on fee-for-service income), unified labor markets, and public policies and regulations.

A closely related factor “contributing to the lessening of differences in the structure, roles, and performance of organizations [is] … the diffusion of a common set of principles of the ‘new managerialism’ across sectoral lines” (Kramer 2000: 3-4). A focus on management principles and accountability has crossed from the for-profit sector into the nonprofit sector, as well as the public sector, resulting in increasing convergence of models and expectations for organizations across all three sectors. Institutional isomorphism across sectors is not limited to the United States; this trend has recently been observed in Europe, even in countries with a historical emphasis on public sector service provision.

In addition to heterogeneity within the NPVS and convergence across sectors, a third trend further complicates the sectoral approach; that is hybridization and cross-sector partnership. While some scholars view the NPVS itself as a hybrid of market, state, and community/individual resources, recent years have seen the emergence of more explicitly hybrid organizations that span sectors (Evers 1995: 171-2). For example, for-profit companies have set up nonprofit subsidiaries, and vice verse. In addition to such outright hybrids, partnerships among organizations from all three sectors have been on the rise. In some cases, cross-sector partnerships have been requirements of major public funding. The profusion of complex organizational forms and coalitions makes it increasingly difficult to categorize a single organization as nonprofit, for-profit, or public, let alone to draw meaningful boundaries among sectors. 

The following summation of the UK situation and call for a niche-based approach applies equally well to the US: 
Diversity within the sector combined with convergence and blurring of boundaries between sectors suggests that thinking in terms of discrete sectors with distinctive properties is less useful than focusing on particular outputs (for example, care for the elderly) and examining why the current mix of organizational forms prevails. This shifts research interest from broad accounts of how voluntary organizations differ from other institutional forms to more focused analyses of supplier mix in the delivery of specific welfare services: for this particular service at this particular time in this particular locality, why are voluntary organizations involved as well as (or instead of) private and public ones, alongside household provision? (Halfpenny and Reid 2002: 541).

3. “Open Systems” theories of organization argue that organizations are strongly shaped by their interaction with and dependence on their environment. Resource dependency and institutional isomorphism fall within a broader set of theories from organizational sociology that place primary importance on the larger environmental context for explaining organizational structure and success. These theories also suggest an additional point: the most appropriate way to study NPOs or any organization is by examining the niche and system of entities to which it belongs. Whether this niche and network contain only other NPOs, or organizations representing a mix of sectors, is an empirical question, not something answered before conducting research. 


In a major study of NPOs using this theoretical framework, Bielefeld and Galaskiewicz concluded that “in explaining organizational behavior, the distinction between for-profits and nonprofits may not be as important as the degree to which organizations are dependent upon different niches for their inputs and conditions within those niches,” crucially including the presence of organizations from other sectors (1998: 35). Open systems perspectives abandons the traditional three sector model, even one with permeable boundaries, shifting to focus on “an overall ecological system in which organizations of different types are embedded in the market economy” (Kramer 2000: 9) as well as in political and cultural institutions (DiMaggio and Anheier, 1990). 


Open systems theories of organizations discuss two different environmentally-determined units of analysis: the niche population and the organizational field. Applying a biological metaphor to understanding populations of organizations, the ecological approach compares organizations that depend on the same resources, such as restaurants competing for patrons in a region, to animals that compete for the same food sources within a certain habitat. The population of organizations that make up a certain niche may belong to different sectors. For example, in post-secondary education, private nonprofit universities compete with public universities and community colleges, and also with for-profit technical training schools and on-the-job apprenticeships. 

A second way of looking at systems of organizations comes from the neo-institutional approach, which focuses on the “organizational field.” An organizational field contains not only the population of organizations that fill the same “niche,” by virtue of producing a similar service or product, but also all of “those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, 148). The organizational field is broader than the niche population, comparable to the entire “habitat” of the population of organizations.
Although the turn to considering organizational niches and fields rather than individual organizations has gained approval in many areas, empirical research has been hindered by the challenge of determining how to collect data on all of the organizations that comprise these units of analysis. As discussed in the section on empirical data resources, the major data systems in use are not structured along that perspective. 

4. As discussed above and in Section II, most data sources conceive of the NPVS as a subset of formal institutions or associations in society – those organizations that are neither for-profit businesses, nor governmental entities. Even the ecological and institutional approaches described above were developed to grapple with formal organizations. On the other hand, some approaches see the nonprofit/voluntary sector located in the values and commitments of individuals, while others imagine a sector that is rooted not just in individual values, and not just in existing institutions, but in the web of relationships and felt obligations to one another that some characterize as "social capital."  

For those who see the most important characteristic of the NPVS as lying in the orientation of individuals and collectivities to values of autonomy and common good, the problem with the conventional definition is that it “includes many organizations that only marginally consider themselves fulfilling a public and nonprofit function and at the same time excludes a wide range of associations that serve vital co-operative or representational interests in society” (Van Til 2005: 281). The idea that the NPVS should work for the common good and public welfare is implicit in common understanding of the sector, and this is the rationale behind making such organizations tax-exempt. In practice, the idea of common good has been operationalized in the legal definition of NPOs by the “nondistribution constraint.” However, scholars like Van Til argue that focusing on the nondistribution constraint and organizational forms distracts us from the key attribute of the voluntarism. Shifting the lens to view “voluntary” sentiment and a “voluntaristic” way of relating to others brings to light the supply side and process of the NPVS, rather than the demand side and outputs (Frumkin 2002).

This shift in perspective makes it possible to incorporate informally organized action (such as neighbors and relatives taking turns caring for children, or social movements) into our definition of the NPVS. Although the question of how best to deal with informal activity is complex, allowing it to be considered alongside formal entities of the NPVS should advance attempts to understand it. 
Although in the US a status quo has developed which takes a sectoral approach, dissenting voices have always existed and the recent interest in other countries’ experience has lent them ammunition. These critiques argue that thinking in terms of three separate sectors: nonprofit, for-profit, and public (with some including the “informal” or community/family sector as a fourth) is not the most productive way to imagine the world, that it divides what it should include and conflates where it should clarify. They call for research to proceed from a different unit of analysis that portions up the world in a way that gives more analytical leverage for our questions of interest. However, empirical work using a “niche-based” approach has been hampered by the lack of comprehensive sampling frames that include all of the relevant actors in a field (whether for-profit, nonprofit, public, or informal). Recent explorations of Hypernetworks sampling methodology suggest that this might allow for this type of research to be carried out. The next two sections present this methodology in more detail and describe its potential for contributing to a “niche-based” approach to studying the NPVS.

II.
Data Resources for Studying the NPVS: State of the Field and Critiques  

One’s conceptual apparatus for approaching the NPVS has enormous implications for carrying out empirical research, especially in terms of defining the population of interest. The previous section makes it clear that on the conceptual level, there is a lack of both clarity and consensus on what should be included (and excluded) from the relevant population. Yet the nature of data sources available independently affects research efforts, and even feeds back into the conceptual approach. Given the youth and conceptual confusion of NPVS studies, the structure of readily available data sources has created de facto definitions of the research object that influence the majority of work in this area, as noted above. Yet none of the major data sources were created for the purpose of NPVS research, and thus have built-in assumptions and limitations that constrain their application to the NPVS. Moreover, each resource has other drawbacks. This second section of the paper assess the major data resources commonly used to study the NPVS and synthesizes recent attempts to evaluate the limitations of these sources. We argue that the limitations are much more serious than has been understood – even in the areas supposedly strongest.

In addition to the conceptual challenges to an integrated NPVS research field, an important reason that the nonprofit/voluntary sector remains so elusive is that the lack of high quality data systems. The "systems" we have for recognizing and observing the nonprofit/voluntary sector – the bundles of research-based concepts that identify the things we want to know about the sector; the proven methods and instruments that have been developed to allow reliable, accurate observation of those characteristics; and the accumulation of important observations about the sector across time and space – are weak both each in itself, and as a class.  Indeed, in many cases, the "systems" we rely on are hardly systems at all.  They are the inventions of individual researchers who have been forced to develop an instrument to carry out a particular study. This data is thus limited in two ways. First, it usually captures only one segment of the sector corresponding the authors’ perspective, such as service provision or religious organizations. Second, these individual projects do not have the resources to turn a data collection at a single point in time into on-going methods for monitoring this important component of social activity. Currently available data on the NPVS that does have some characteristics of a system (e.g. large scale, on-going data collection efforts) were nearly all developed for purposes other than to provide useful data for researchers on the sector. 


This section will review the major types of data available for research on the NPVS and present a critique of the state of the data resources along two dimensions, both related to the provenance of the data. First, because most data systems did not originate from an attempt to study the NPVS, few of the important questions about the sector can be answered by information that is gleaned from current data sources. Second are more seriously, there are now strong indications that current data sources have significant and poorly understood biases in their coverage of various segments of the NPVS. This second problem means that it is unwise to use such data sources even as sampling frames instead of sources-in-themselves.
A) A Square Peg in a Round Hole? Understanding NPOs from Pre-existing Data Sources
Unfortunately, the large-scale data systems currently being used to study the NPVS were designed for other purposes – usually government financial monitoring – so they have significant limitations in capturing, recognizing, and providing relevant information on NPOs. Not only is there great variation in the extent of coverage of different types of NPOs by our current data systems, but the information about organizations that are covered generated by these systems is far from ideal. The problems are particularly acute for research dealing with grassroots, voluntary, and religious organizations, but also affect all research. Due to the original purpose of the data collection, questions asked of the organizations surveyed are rarely those most important to scholars of NPOS, with the exception of financial data. Even on that dimension, questions geared toward for-profit organizations or government regulation may miss important characteristics unique to NPOs.
In fact, because of this very limitation, research on the NPVS increasingly attempts to use the major data sources as sampling frames, rather than as a sources-in-themselves. In either case, the issue of coverage is fundamental. A good data source should be comprehensive in its coverage of the NPVS, or at least the area of coverage should be known. In particular, different types of NPOs, such as service delivery, advocacy, voluntary, and religious organizations should be covered in sufficient numbers in data sets of NPOs to make the study of these subgroups possible. In other words, data sources should be relevant to the full variety of substantive questions that are of concern to scholars and policy-makers. Coverage issues of current data sources on the NPVS will be examined in greater depth in the final part of this section. Next, we will describe and evaluate the major data sources currently available for research on the NPVS, primarily considering them as sources of information on the NPVS in themselves.
B) Major Data Resources Used to Study the NPVS
Ideally, data sources on the NPVS would be available that meet all of the following criteria, common to any good data set. First, and most basically, the data available should give both accurate and reliable information about the organizations and their characteristics. Another closely related criterion is that of timeliness: how soon is the data available after it is collected from organizations? Given the dynamism of the NPVS, obtaining up-to-date information is crucial. A fundamental requirement of data sources is the ability to distinguish NPOs from other entities. Another useful characteristic of data would be information on and flexibility regarding the unit of analysis: many NPOs are arranged as branches or sub-units of larger organizations. If information is only available about the whole organization in aggregate, it will be less useful for understanding local variation and dynamics. Finally, data sources should be easily accessible and cost-effective. 

Beyond these basics, other desirable attributes of data sources on the NPVS sector are those that allow for broader comparability.  Comparability over time is a feature that would be highly desirable, requiring longitudinal data with consistent collection techniques. Sufficient geographical detail to conduct not only nation-wide, but also state and local analysis is key, as many research questions focus on dynamics within communities or service fields. In addition, the ability to see NPOs in their larger ecology is critical for a number of types of research questions. This includes not only cross-sector comparability between the nonprofit/voluntary, for profit, and government sectors, but also a picture of the links between individuals, organizations and other entities. 

Of course, perfect data sets exist nowhere in real world research. The existing datasets on NPOs, however, are highly deficient.  Presently available data sources fall into three types: data on the universe of NPOs in the United States, data on the universe of NPOs in a specific, sub-national geographical regions, and data on a subsector of the NPVS, either nation-wide or in a specific area.

National Data. In the last 15 years, there have been a number of efforts to develop databases or sources that cover the universe of NPOs, both to get aggregate data about the size and characteristics of the sector as a whole, and to serve as a sampling frame for in-depth studies on various substantive questions. These efforts have mainly focused on incorporated NPOs that have 501(c) tax status, and tend to exclude religious organizations and grassroots or voluntary organizations. 

The most commonly used data source is based on the IRS form 990s. Thanks to the efforts of the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS), now housed at the Urban Institute, and other actors in the NP field, data from these IRS forms filed by NPOs is now available in a number of easily accessible formats. Until recently, the lion’s share of research on NPOs has used IRS data either as the main source of information, or treated the list as the universe of NPOs and then taken a smaller sample from it to investigate substantive questions not covered in the data provided to the IRS. The attraction of the IRS data source lies in the fact that it is essentially the only source of data that specifically targets NPOs and exists on a nation-wide scale. 

Other advantages of the IRS data include the fact that the Forms 990 filed by NPOs contain a relatively large amount of information in one place, primarily financial and employment data, but also information on the types of activities of the organization. These forms also make possible longitudinal studies, as the same data has been collected for over 20 years, though the quality of the earlier data is not as high. In addition to the raw information provided by the IRS forms, the NCCS and collaborating institutions have worked hard to improve the quality and accessibility of the data in a number of ways. In particular, the creation of the National NPO Database makes data available more quickly, with accuracy checks, and categorized by types of activities. This database can now be searched via the Internet.

Despite many useful features that have made this data source the most heavily relied upon for research on the NPVS, there are several significant limitations. Limitations that the NCCS has been working to overcome include: medium data quality due to errors, lack of information, a time lag of up to several years between data collection and availability, inconsistency in distinguishing subunits of organizations, and the retention of defunct organizations. Also, the data covers only organizations that have nonprofit tax status, making comparisons with other sectors quite difficult.

 The most serious limitation of these data, however, is one that cannot be fixed: the incomplete coverage of the NPVS.  By law, only organizations with over $5,000 in annual gross receipts are required to file with the IRS, and no religious congregations or related religious entities, regardless of size, are required to file. The organizations that do file with the IRS are further subdivided into two groups: basic filers and filers of Forms 990. NPOs with between $5,000 and $25,000 annual gross receipts are only required to file minimal information, not full Form 990s. The amount of information gathered about organizations that are basic filers is quite limited. Since this data source was constructed for the purposes of the IRS, not for studying the NPVS as a whole, its coverage reflects the biases of IRS interest in the NPVS. (all from Lampkin and Boris, 2002)

Although the IRS data files are the most commonly used for research on the NPVS, there are other nation-wide sources that have been drawn upon. The Census Bureau produces two surveys that provide data on the national NPVS. The Economic Census/ Census of Service Industries is conducted every 5 years, covering the universe of service sector firms with more than 10 employees and a stratified random sample of firms with fewer employees. The Service Annual Survey covers a smaller sample of service firms, but on a yearly basis. Both of these are considered more accurate than the IRS data, and allow comparison with organizations in other sectors.

The Census data, however, suffers from a few serious drawbacks. In the case of the Economic Census/Census of Service Industries, the most obvious one is timeliness. Conducted only every 5 years and taking 3 years to process, the data cannot provide an up-to-date picture of the NPVS. Another limitation of this data source is that it has excluded higher education since 1977, and in some years excludes hospitals; both of which are major segments of the NPVS.  Although the Service Annual Survey is more frequent and does not suffer from the same sectoral exclusions, the smaller sample restricts its usefulness, especially for analysis at any level lower than the national. Both data sources are also subject to further coverage limitations. By definition, they exclude voluntary organizations without paid employees and generally provide less coverage of smaller organizations. They also exclude (but not always consistently) various segments of the NPVS, especially those not in service provision, such as labor, political, and religious organizations. Thus, these two Census Bureau sources of data are subject, like the IRS data, to the limitations of biased coverage of the NPVS. 

The Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics also conduct several other nation-wide surveys or censuses of firms or employment that capture information about the NPVS: the County Business Patterns, Current Employment Statistics, the Census of Population and Housing, and the Current Population Survey. These data sources vary in the quality and timeliness of data and coverage of the NPVS, but all share a critical flaw: none allow for reliable identification of NPOs from other types of organizations.  As a result, they are of very limited use for research specifically targeted towards the NPVS. [all from Salamon and Dewees, 2002]

Finally, in the last few years, a new data source has become available for studying the NPVS. ES-202 data is collected by State Employment Security Agencies on a quarterly basis as part of the joint federal-state unemployment insurance program. It covers all establishments potentially covered by Unemployment Insurance, although religious organizations are not required to participate, and in some states, NPOs with fewer than 5 employees are also exempt. The data quality, reliability, and timeliness are all higher than for IRS and Census data sources, although less information is collected about each establishment. It also allows for cross-sector comparisons and many levels of geographical analysis. Until recently, this data was not used to study the NPVS because there was no identifier for nonprofit status. However, the John Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies has been working with states to introduce NP identification into the ES-202 data. Based on this work, ES-202 data can now be used to study the NPVS in 13 states, and more are in progress.

Despite some improvements on the IRS data, ES-202 does not overcome some of the most significant drawbacks in terms of coverage of the NPVS. The smaller, grassroots, voluntary, and religious segments of the NPVS are still left out. Also, one of the primary ways (and in some states, the only way) that NPOs are identified in the ES-202 data is by using IRS data on NPOs. Thus, this data source only inconsistently captures NPOs that are missed by IRS data. Moreover, like the Census data, it completely misses organizations without full-time employees, and in many states, NPOs with 4 or fewer employees. 

ES-202 data is subject to a further limitation on the information provided about organizations. Due to state laws on disclosure of this ES-202 data, researchers working with the data are not allowed to view the forms themselves, and are only permitted to access a few pieces of information about each organization: Federal Employment ID number, number of employees, and total average weekly wages. The ID number allows the organizations to be matched with IRS files, thus providing some more information, but clearly, the information that is generated directly from the ES-202 is extremely limited. (Salamon and Dewees, 2002; Geller, 2004)

In sum, although many improvements have recently been made to sources of data for research on the NPVS, all national-level data suffer from a variety of serious flaws. As sources of information on the NPVS in their own right, they are all quite limited.  Even the IRS data, which collects the largest quantity of information on NPOs, contains mainly economic and financial information, and some information about the types of activities or programs conducted by the organization. Census Bureau and ES-202 data collect less information than the IRS. All of these data sources are useful for understanding economic dimensions of the NPVS, but provide very little leverage on questions relating to political or civic dimensions.  As we will examine in below, all of these data sources are severely biased in terms of coverage. 

State and Community Studies. The last data source mentioned above, ES-202 data, does not yet in fact have nation-wide coverage of the NPVS.  Although the original data is nation-wide, the addition of NPO identification is proceeding on a state-by-state basis, and other aspects of coverage also vary by state. In addition to ES-202 data, there are other data sources on the NPVS that provide coverage at the state level. In many states, the Secretary of State’s office keeps a registry of NPOs and/or a registry of Charitable Trusts. These lists may be more comprehensive than IRS data, although not much is known about the overlap (but see below for one illuminating comparison). Unlike the IRS and Census data, for which the criteria for including NPOs on the list is known, it is less clear why some organizations register with Secretaries of States and some don’t, as NPOs are not required by law to incorporate. One study speculates that it is related to protection from legal liability. (Grønbjerg, 2002: 1752)  Without a way to gauge the probability of different NPOs appearing on these registries, they are greatly limited in their ability to give overall descriptive information or serve as a reliable sampling frame for the NPVS.  In addition, these registries generally collect fewer pieces of information about the organizations than the IRS listings, although some of the information that Secretary of State registries collect is not found in the IRS listings (ibid). Furthermore, the types of information collected vary by state.

Certain states and large metropolitan areas have attempted to survey their NPVS by combining various data sources including IRS, Secretary of State registries, local service directories, and in some cases, ES-202 data. As a result, there is great variation in the quality and comprehensiveness of data on the NPVS by state and locality.  Most of these state efforts to assemble more comprehensive information on the NPVS focus on economic, employment, and service aspects of the NPVS, so they only rarely overcome the limitations of national data sources in terms of types of information gathered or biased coverage of certain segments of the sector.  Even where efforts are made to include religious organizations and smaller or grassroots organizations that are typically left out of national data sets, very little is known about the extent to which these types of organizations are covered by the various methods used to locate them. [For a list of state and metropolitan NPVS research resources, see Appendix B.]

The one statewide effort that has gone the furthest towards comprehensiveness is the Indiana Nonprofit Sector Project.  This project, conducted by Kirsten Grønbjerg at Indiana University, was designed not only to create a profile of the scope and community dimensions of the NPVS in the state, but also to attempt to evaluate some of the coverage issues of the data sources available. This second aspect of the project will be discussed in below. Here, we will present the methods used in this study to construct a more comprehensive picture of the NPVS in the state of Indiana. 

The basic design of the Indiana study was to combine several data sources to identify the largest possible number of NPOs in the state.  The data sources used were the following: (a) the IRS list of all registered tax-exempt organizations under section 501(c) using an Indiana reporting address; (b) the Indiana Secretary of State listing of incorporated NPOs; (c) the Yellow Pages listings of all religious organizations and places of worship; (d) an intensive community based approach in eleven communities in the state based on a wide range of directories, local listings, and informants; and finally (e) a hypernetworks survey.  Each of these methods of identifying NPOs yielded a significant number of organizations that were not found by any of the other methods. The method identifying the greatest proportion of the total number of organizations found – the IRS data – still identified only about 60% of the total. (Grønbjerg, 2002)  This study makes it clear that commonly used data sources miss out on a significant portion of the NPVS.  The list of NPOs generated by combining all of the sources was then used as a sampling frame for an in-depth survey of NPOs in the state.

The Indiana NPVS Project also introduced the Hypernetworks survey as a research method for the NPVS.  This approach was originally designed to study membership organizations (McPherson, 1982), and has also been used to study work organizations (Bridges & Villemez, 1991; Kalleberg, Knoke, Marsden, and Spaeth, 1994) and congregations (Chaves et al, 1999), but until the Indiana study had not been applied to research on the NPVS more broadly.  Hypernetworks sampling was developed specifically to overcome the problem of a lack of a sampling frame from which to generate random samples for studying membership organizations.  In this situation, rather than attempting to sample directly from the elusive population of organizations, a random sample of individuals is drawn. The individuals sampled then provide information about organizations with which they are connected. The probability of any organization falling into a Hypernetworks sample is then proportionate to the number of individuals to which it is linked by the affiliations asked of individual respondents (McPherson, 1982). (Hypernetworks sampling will be discussed in greater detail in Section V of this paper.)
In the Indiana study, a random sample of state residents was contacted and asked about affiliation with NPOs in four categories: employment, volunteer work, face-to-face meetings or events at membership organizations, and religious affiliations. The organizations named as responses to each of these categories were treated as a sample of the NPVS in the state.  Prior studies using Hypernetworks sampling have concentrated on areas of the NPVS most difficult to study with current data sources, such as congregations and membership organizations. The Indiana study is the first to apply this method to attempt to capture a wider variety of NPOs.  However, this study still did not attempt to capture the entire range of NPOs or types of linkages between NPOs and individuals. Most notably, the Hypernetworks survey did not ask individuals for organizations that provided services to them, whether social welfare, arts and entertainment, or other types of services and benefits. Nonetheless, the authors of the study concluded that the Hypernetworks approach was the least biased sampling frame of all that were used (Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003).  Another advantage of this approach is that it can generate a wide range of information about the organizations. Unlike most data sources that generate only standardized information geared towards the interests of the originally collecting agency, Hypernetworks sampling can be designed to elicit information to serve the interests of the researcher. Of course, this is limited by what the individual respondents can be expected to accurately provide about the organizations.
Substantive Sectors. Finally, data on the NPVS can be found in sources that focus exclusively on one segment of the sector, usually a major area of service provision. Subsector lists are most likely to be found in fields that are professionally structured and subject to government funding and regulation. (DiMaggio et al, 2002) For example, the American Hospital Association and the National Center for Educational Statistics maintain comprehensive lists of organizations in the health care and higher education subsectors.  These lists can be used as sampling frames for NPOs within those subsectors, although they are not ideal. Both of the data sources mentioned emphasize large institutions and tend to miss smaller entities and those with new or non-standard organizational forms, such as hospices or non-degree educational programs.  Also, though both of these sectors are data-rich compared to other parts of the NPVS, particularly in terms of the availability of data covering a long period of time, both also are limited in their ability to adapt to new research questions and collect newly relevant information (for health care, see: Gray and Clement, 2002; for higher education, see: Brint, 2002).
Many subsectors also don’t have such lists.  For example, partly due to the strong historical and legal injunctions against government interference with religion, virtually no nation-wide lists of religious organizations exist, except within certain denominations (Chaves, 2002). Mark Chaves has recently used Hypernetworks sampling to obtain a nationally representative sample of congregations, shedding considerable light into this field (Chaves et al 1999). However, as congregations do not exhaust the possible population of religiously-based NPOs, especially in non-Christian traditions, this still leaves some portion of the religious NPVS in the dark. Other segments of the NPVS that are similarly less involved with state regulation and funding, such as the arts, also lack nation-wide registers, although efforts have been made to piece together listings from trade associations in the sector. (Kaple, 2002 and DiMaggio, forthcoming)  Most areas of the NPVS lack even piecemeal attempts to collect data, for example environmental organizations, homeless services, and community groups. In areas where no sector-specific sampling frame exists, researchers often turn to the telephone book. 

Recently, a few studies have begun to use the Hypernetworks sampling method to look at subsectors of the NPVS. This approach has been tried on the national level to learn about religious organizations in Chaves’ National Congregations Study (1999), and on the local scale in a few studies, such as a project currently underway by Joseph Galaskiewicz on “The Market For Youth Services In Phoenix” (2004). These scholars argue that Hypernetworks sampling, although originally developed for studying membership organizations, can also be useful for looking at service-providing NPOs.  It has the advantage that cross-sectoral comparability is built in to the study design (Chaves and Galaskiewicz, 2004).

Another area of research that has used a personal affiliation approach to studying the NPVS is that dealing with communities and social capital.  The most prominent example of community-based research on NPOs is Robert Putnam’s Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey.  This survey includes both a nationally representative sample and community samples from large and small cities and rural areas around the United States.  The survey unit was individuals, who were asked about their involvement with NPOs as part of the study’s larger interest in community trust, civic, political, and religious activity.  A major limitation of this survey is its very low response rate of approximately 20%.  Rather than attempting a census of the NPVS in a community, this study generates a picture of NPVS involvement by individuals in a community.  This switch in perspective can be helpful, but the data produced by this survey does not contain information about the organizations themselves, only about the individuals’ involvement. Therefore, the Community Benchmark Survey is not in itself a source of data about NPOs, nor can it be used as a sampling frame of the NPVS in the communities studied. Each respondent was only asked whether they were involved with at least one of a number of different types of NPOs, but the specific NPOs were not identified.  Also, the survey focused on political, religious and voluntary organizations, but did not ask about service delivery NPOs (Putnam, 2003). 

The pressing policy relevance of and great range of theoretical questions involving the NPVS have spurred a variety of efforts to improve data collection on it, some ad hoc and some more systematic.  While there has certainly been a vast improvement in the last 10 years, the field is still far from establishing reliable systems of data collection that can address the full range of potentially important questions about the NPVS.  Most of the large-scale data sources available are collected for the purposes of the IRS, other government bureaus, or professional and trade associations, rather than for research on the sector itself, and thus are limited both in the information provided, and the types of organizations covered. Many data sources also have significant drawbacks in terms of accuracy, timeliness, and comparability of the data. Although some researchers have tried to design approaches to data collection that are geared specifically to the needs of NPVS research, these remain small-scale or single-use solutions that have not been expanded into the kind of extensive data system that would be necessary for an integrated NP research field. The following section continues the discussion of NPVS data systems by looking in detail at some critical weaknesses of the current state of the field.

C) The Problems of Coverage and Bias
The preceding review makes it clear that existing sources of data on the NPVS are subject to a variety of weaknesses such as accuracy, timeliness, appropriate unit of analysis, and ability to compare over time, space, and sector. Also, the amount and types of information directly generated by these data sources are greatly limited in their applicability for the full range of substantive questions on the NPVS.  Some of these basic weaknesses have been or could be corrected with modifications to the data collection or cleaning processes, and the problem of the information generated could be overcome by using the data source as a sampling frame. In many studies, current data sources on the NPVS are used primarily as sampling frames rather than as the final source of information, since no single data source can provide information on every aspect of the NPVS that is of interest, especially given the variety and complexity of potential research questions. In this case, the primary requirement for the data source is comprehensive coverage of the NPVS, or of the sub-population of interest.

However, all of the major data sources also share a potentially more serious limitation, and one that affects their use as sampling frames as well as sources in-themselves: that of biased coverage of the NPVS. Specifically, most major data sources are known to exclude religious and smaller, grassroots and voluntary organizations.  Although these limitations have been recognized for quite a while, it has generally been assumed that they do not seriously bias research on economic and service dimensions of the NPVS, which is where the bulk of the research has been conducted.  A few voices have argued that this is an unreasonable assumption, but until recently it was not put to a systematic test.
A sampling frame is only useful if the probability of various types of organizations being sampled is known, which depends on a comparison of the sampling frame to the population of interest. In order to judge the coverage and bias of any sampling frame, it must be compared to an accurate descriptive picture of the NPVS as a whole. Unfortunately, none of the current data sources on the NPVS comes close to a census like the decennial Census of Population. As a result, our evaluations of the coverage of current data sources, and thus their performance as sampling frames, are currently based on extremely rough estimates. Despite this, much research has gone ahead under the relatively blind assumption that the coverage is “good enough,” or simply through ignoring the problem by taking the population captured in the data set as the population of interest.
These assumptions that the coverage limitations of major NPVS data sources is not consequential for research on economic and service provision dimensions of the sector has been widespread, but dissenting voices have slowly grown.  For example, several local studies have suggested that IRS listings miss one-third to one-half of paid-staff nonprofit service providers in some areas (Grønbjerg, 1989 and 1994; Dale, 1993).  Related studies further argue that anywhere from 26 to 40 percent of the organizations listed by the IRS may be defunct (Grønbjerg, 1994; Bowen, Nygren, Turner & Duffy, 1994).  Despite the relatively dramatic nature of these figures, only recently have there been attempts to investigate this on a larger scale (see below).

Beyond these warnings that major NPVS sources may not do a good job of representing the larger service-oriented NPOs on which much research concentrates, a few scholars have also argued that the omission of other types of NPOs is more consequential than assumed. 
With respect to grassroots associations, D. H. Smith (1997) estimates that “IRS listings and prevailing “flat earth” statistical maps based on them ignore about 90% of all NPOs in the nation as well as half the volunteers and their work time” (114).  He also argues that, while grassroots organizations do have small budgets, revenues, and expenditures compared to those filing for the IRS, “there are so many million of them that grassroots associations are economically significant cumulatively” (125). Thus, attempts to get at the economic dimensions of the NPVS may significantly underestimate its impact by relying on data sources that exclude grassroots associations. 
Several attempts to empirically test the extent and impact of excluding grassroots organizations have obtained mixed results. Support for Smith’s assertions was found by Colewell (1997) in a national study of peace advocacy groups. This study concludes that “from 75 to 90 percent of the voluntary associations in the United States are not part of the database for most published analytical and theoretical work on nonprofit membership organizations. These small nonprofits are substantially different from the larger, more visible, 501(c)3 nonprofit organizations and constitute a distinct category” (iii). While these “missing” NPOs did generally have such tiny budgets that including them would probably not significantly alter the financial picture of the sector, they made up for this in significant volunteer involvement, which if tallied, would add greatly to the resources mobilized by the NPVS.  
On the other hand, a study of arts and culture NPOs in a single county in Maryland found that while there were more than twice as many very small organizations as medium and large organizations, about one third of the very small NPOs were found in the IRS data files (Toepler 2003: 244-5). Although there were many more small NPOs, these only contributed one quarter to one third of the volunteers and volunteer hours, and 7% of revenues and expenditures for the nonprofit arts and culture sector (246-7). Based on this case study, the author argues that missing small, grassroots organizations is far less consequential than claimed by Smith and his supporters. However, if these results were consistent across different fields and the nation, we would not be so sanguine about missing 5% of the NPVS’s financial base and around 30% of its volunteer base. That said, given the circumscribed scope of these studies, it seems foolhardy to extrapolate to other locales or substantive fields. In fact, these studies suggest that the prevalence and impact of grassroots organizations “under the radar” of the IRS and other major data sources may vary widely depending on the field or location. Until more extensive research exists, it seems imprudent to ignore this critique. 
Another type of organization that has received even less scholarly attention than grassroots organizations is what DiMaggio calls “embedded nonprofits” (forthcoming). With reference to the arts sphere, he defines these as “arts and cultural organizations or programs ‘embedded’ in 501(c)3 nonprofits that fall outside of the NTEE’s ‘arts-and-culture’ heading,” for example, church and university music programs, or arts programs run by urban development NPOs (5). One study attempting to compare “free-standing” with “embedded” arts NPOs in several cities found that including embedded organizations in the count doubled the population (Kaple et al. 1996: 165). The existence of embedded nonprofits that are not usually recognized independently when counting all NPOs in certain fields is not limited to the arts and cultural sphere. In Coleman’s study of peace advocacy organizations, over half of the small organization were embedded in churches or 501(c)3’s registered for different purposes (5). The problem of embedded nonprofits has not received much attention, but these few studies indicate that they form a significant portion of the NPO landscape in some fields and should not be ignored by researchers focusing on substantive fields. We know of no attempts so far to determine the impact of misrecognized embedded nonprofits on attempts to describe and evaluate the NPVS as a whole.
In addition to grassroots and embedded associations, another major subsector of the NPVS that is mostly absent from major data sources is the religious sphere.  Religiously based organizations are believed to play a significant role in both service delivery and civic functions of the NPVS. These organizations have recently been in the spotlight, in part because of policy changes allowing religiously based organizations to provide services with public funds. As with the NPVS more generally, this has made understanding their role in service provision increasingly salient. Even before these policy changes, religiously based organizations have been very active in service provision in the US, although the lack of data makes it hard to know the true extent of this work (Chaves, 2002: 1542). More broadly, especially in Post-9-11 America, the question of whether it is possible for religiously affiliated organizations to constructively contribute to democracy and civil society has been brought into focus.  The activities of religious organizations in the public sphere have often been controversial, but without more comprehensive understanding of their dimensions and relationship to society, it is hard to know how to evaluate their roles. Since religious organizations are often the “hosts” of embedded nonprofits providing social welfare services and cultural activities, excluding religious organizations from major data sources probably misses a significant amount of extra-religious activity in the NPVS. For all of these reasons, the systematic exclusion of religiously based organizations from most of the data sources described above amounts to a serious limitation on research.
The very lack of data about grassroots, embedded, and religious organizations makes it difficult to estimate the consequences of leaving them out for our picture of the NPVS. At the same time, reliance on pre-existing data sources coupled with few attempts at cross-tabulation of NPOs captured by these sources has left us with an apparently over-confident assessment of our coverage even of larger, more “mainstream” NPOs. These recent attempts to assess the problem demonstrate that even researchers interested in economic or service provision dimensions of the NPVS – the supposed strong suit of many major data sources – should not take coverage issues lightly.

A few years ago, a study was undertaken that specifically aimed to evaluate the relative coverage and bias of the most commonly used data sources and sampling methods, based on the state of Indiana. The results of this study strongly caution against assuming that coverage problems have benign effects on research about the NPVS. The Indiana Nonprofit Sector Project, mentioned in the previous section, had two main goals: to gain a more comprehensive picture of the NPVS in the state of Indiana, and to test the coverage of various data sources. The procedure had two stages, first, to compile as comprehensive a list of NPOs in the state as possible by integrating the results of several data sources, and second, to survey a sample of NPOs from the integrated list to obtain more detailed information about the organizations. The information from this survey was then used to evaluate the types of bias in the coverage of the different sampling frames. 

The comprehensive list of NPOs in Indiana was generated through a combination of five data sources: IRS listings, the Indiana Secretary of State registry of incorporated NPOs, Yellow Pages listings of religious organizations, informants and directories in 11 communities, and a state-wide Hypernetworks sample (see previous section for more detail).  After these listings were integrated into a single database and cleaned to remove duplicates appearing on more than one list, a stratified random sample was taken for a mailed survey (Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003). [Use 2005 NSVQ instead?]
The results of this survey provide three main conclusions about NPVS coverage issues in the state of Indiana.

1) Size of sector. Estimates of the number of NPOs in the state based on the comprehensive listing suggest that the NPVS is much larger than previously thought based on typical estimates from IRS and employment data. The Indiana project found that the comprehensive list of NPOs contained approximately twice as many organizations as the total basic filers on the IRS list. The number of organizations that file detailed information on IRS Forms 990 was only about 10% of the total on the comprehensive list (Grønbjerg, 2002: 1772). 

Table 3.1: Size of Indiana NPVS by Source

	
	Estimated state total, combining all sources
	IRS listings
	Indiana Secretary of State listings

	Number
	67,500
	32,600
	29,400

	Percent
	100
	48
	44


2) Overlap of lists.  The overlap between the two major databases – the IRS and Secretary of State listings – was much lower than anticipated. The statewide overlap was only 23%, while the overlap in individual counties ranged from 16% to 38% (Grønbjerg, 2003: 1754.). This means that about half of the NPOs on the IRS and Secretary of State lists are also found on the other list. Given that these two institutional databases were expected to capture a similar range of larger and more formalized NPOs, the low rate of overlap is quite surprising. The fact that there is considerable variation in the overlap from county to county is also worrisome, as it indicates that the results from one location may not be generalizable to other places.


Among other things, these results suggest that the criteria for inclusion on either of these lists are less understood than has been believed. Clearly, the pressures leading to incorporation with the Secretary of State affect different types of organizations than do those leading to filing with the IRS. Understanding how these pressures vary across organizations is important to being able to estimate the probability that a type of organization will be captured by a certain data source. Grønbjerg 2002 discusses several factors that could contribute to this low degree of overlap: different institutional purposes for the lists, different combinations of active and defunct NPOs on the lists, different timing of lists, different geographic biases of lists, and the presence of hidden duplicates in the lists (1752-1756). 

Table 3.2: Overlap of Institutional Listings for Indiana

	Geographical Unit
	Percent of NPOs on both IRS and Sec. of State listings

	State as a Whole
	23

	County – High
	38

	County – Low
	16


3) Profiles of the NPVS. Based on the follow-up survey, the Indiana project compared the profiles of the NPVS generated by different data sources for their coverage of the NPVS along on several dimensions, including: mission areas, size in terms of total revenues, funding mix, and age. The four sources discussed here are: the full IRS listings, the subset of organizations that file IRS Forms 990, the Secretary of State listings, and the Hypernetworks sample. Overall, each of these data sources generated different profiles of the NPVS with respect to each of the four dimensions. Moreover, the profiles generated by each data source differed from community to community (Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003: 38-40). 

Table 3.3: Profiles of the Indiana NPVS by Source

	Dimension
	Number of statistically significant differences between the composition of NPOs from this source and that of organizations not in this source

	
	IRS Listings – full
	IRS 990 filers
	Secretary of State
	Hypernetworks

	Mission Areas
	4/9
	6/9
	2/9
	1/9

	
	
	
	
	

	Revenue Size
	1/8
	4/8
	1/8
	4/8

	
	
	
	
	

	Funding Source Mix
	1/6
	1/6
	3/6
	2/6

	
	
	
	
	

	Age
	2/6
	1/6
	3/6
	2/6

	Mean Age of NPOs

	Total List = 50.0
	50.2
	34.7*
	39.3*
	63

	* Denotes statistically significant difference


In terms of the dimension of mission area, the coverage of the Hypernetworks sample was least biased with respect to the comprehensive state listings, and the Secretary of State listings were also considerably less biased than both of the IRS lists. The list of organizations that file IRS Forms 990 was the least representative of the NPVS as a whole. On other dimensions, the listing with the fewest significant differences from those organizations not on the list varies (see Table 3.3). Nonetheless, the authors of the Indiana study concluded that, overall, the fewer differences between the sample of organizations found by the Hypernetworks sample and the overall list made Hypernetworks sampling more representative of the state NPVS as a whole than any of the other methods (Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003: 40). However, a caveat is in order. As noted above, the Hypernetworks survey conducted as part of the Indiana project did not request information from respondents regarding the full range of NPOs with which they might be linked. A fuller Hypernetworks sample could result in a different profile of the NPVS, but whether this would be more or less representative of the sector as a whole is unknown.

The Indiana project thus concluded that IRS data, the most commonly used data source and sampling frame for the NPVS, has much more serious bias and limitations due to coverage than previously expected. Not only is the coverage of the sector limited in the areas anticipated (religious, grassroots, and smaller NPOs), but the coverage even for service providing NPOs is less systematic than expected. In addition, the project found that Hypernetworks sampling appeared to be the least biased method, although the greater cost of this method could prohibit its use for many researchers. Given this drawback, the project recommended using the Secretary of State listings over IRS listings, but it is impossible to know whether this would also appear preferable in other states.

The Indiana Nonprofit Sector Project represents the most comprehensive effort so far to evaluate the coverage of commonly used sampling frames for research on the NPVS. However, even this study is far from solving the problem of how to best collect data on NPOs.  First, it is unclear how much the findings from the state of Indiana can be extrapolated to other states or locales, or the US as a whole. The study itself found considerable variation among different parts of the state on data source overlap and the profiles of the NPVS generated. Second, we still can not be confident that this study produced a picture of the NPVS that is truly comprehensive enough to evaluate the extent of bias of the different data sources. The community-level informant and directory approach, which added significant numbers of new organizations, was only carried out in 11 parts of the state. In addition, the Hypernetworks survey contacted a relatively small number of individuals, and did not explore the full range of NPOs to which individuals could be linked, in particular omitting services received (see the following section for more detail). A major reason that the project gave for omitting questions about services received from NPOs is the concern that respondents would not know whether the organization providing the services was nonprofit, as opposed to for-profit, or public (Grønbjerg, 2002: 1759). The community informant/directory approach also ran into some difficulties in determining which organizations should be included in the NPVS. 
These problems raise once again the issue of how to draw the boundaries of the NPVS, and demonstrate that the inability to answer this complicates the attempt to improve our empirical efforts. Obviously, it is difficult to assess the representativeness of a dataset without a precise definition of the population of organizations that it is supposed to represent.  Nonetheless, it is clear that if the goal is to produce data resources that make possible the integration of the different research traditions into the NPVS, the major sources such as the IRS, Census, and ES202 are irreparably flawed. For example, the IRS assumes that the universe of interest consists of nonprofits that are incorporated, have at least $5,000 in annual gross receipts, and are not religiously based, while the ES202 data assumes that the nonprofits that are of interest have employees (and in many states, at least 5). Even keeping the focus on formal organizations, these definitions are indefensible. For those who locate the NPVS in informal as well as formal organization(s) or in the motivations and relations of individuals, these data sources are wholly inappropriate.
III.
A New Approach to Taking the Measure of the NPVS  

The first two sections give an indication of the sources of our difficulty in taking the measure of the NPVS in the intertwining of confused conceptual resources and inadequate empirical resources. The final section of the paper describes a new approach that addresses many of these limitations, and accords with the most recent directions in organizational theory. The contributions of such an approach are outlined as well as the challenges it presents. 
A) Characterizing our Approach
1. Empirically, our approach is based on Hypernetworks sampling (also known as multiplicity sampling). Although Hypernetworks sampling was introduced above when discussing the Indiana Nonprofit Sector Project, a bit more detail will be helpful to understanding how this method may help solve several problems with both empirical and conceptual resources for studying the NPVS. The problem of finding a comprehensive sampling frame for NPOs discussed in this paper is common to all studies of organizations, although particularly severe for NPOs (Spaeth and O’Rourke 1994). The challenge of sampling less formalized types of activity that is included in the NPVS is even greater. 
While it is difficult to obtain a list of all organizations of interest, survey research is quite sophisticated when it comes to sampling from a population of human individuals. Hypernetworks sampling takes advantage of our ability to create a statistically representative sample of individuals to produce a representative sample of organizations. The basic procedure is simple: do a random sample of individuals and ask about organizations to which they are linked, such as employer, religious congregation, or membership groups. The probability that any given organization will be sampled is proportionate to its size (in employees, congregants, or members). Although larger organizations will be overrepresented in the sample, they key advantage of Hypernetworks sampling is that the amount that they are overrepresented is known. Therefore, when analyzing the data, weights can be used to correct the overrepresentation (Chaves et al 1999). Hypernetworks sampling will not provide a census of NPOs, but unlike current data sources in use, it can theoretically provide an unbiased sample of organizations. This approach has several other important characteristics.
2. By making the niche the unit of analysis instead of the organization or sector, we can begin to see system-level dynamics, which are due to interactions among organizations or to different proportions of types of organizations, rather than only the additive contributions of individual organizations. Although this method does not capture the entire “organizational field,” including suppliers, funders, and regulators, it marks a step towards that direction of representing a system of activity in its environment.
 We can also empirically identify the population of potential competitors in a niche, instead of assuming we know what to include. Here we are interested in ways of organizing that have structural equivalence with regards to production of a given service.

3. This approach is “production-oriented or “process-oriented:” it takes the “means of production” as its unit of observation, rather than the “organization.” By moving from considering the population of interest to be organizational actors with varying legal forms, to considering the population of interest to be means of producing services, we can include means of production that are not formal organizations. With HYN, the researcher is not constrained to ask individuals about formal organizations to which they are linked. This approach makes it possible to ask, for example, for all of the ways that a family obtains financial services or engages with music. Informal arrangements such as loans from parents and neighborhood sing-a-longs would show up next to check-cashing businesses and symphony orchestras. This method actually allows us to observe the entire population of a niche: all of the informal and formally organized providers of a certain service or activity. 
4. With this approach, we can see not only the population of “means of production” of a given service, but also the type of relationship that an individual has to each “means of production,” or the involvement in the process of production. Understanding the qualities of these relationships or links between individuals and ways of organizing may help us understand more broadly the comparative consequences of different ways of organizing. For example, this perspective could shed light into the proposed contributions of the NPVS to political skills or civic solidarity. It would also allow research into the connections between the method of production and the expressive motivations of individuals. Because HYN inherently begins with individuals, by asking the right questions, it should be possible to see the role of individuals and their motivations in the supply and process of organized production of services, and not only the output.
B) Contributions of a New Approach: Killing Several  Birds with One Stone


This approach should represent a significant advance in research on the NPVS, giving an empirical expression to the many calls for research based in a non-sectoral, niche-based perspective. It not only makes it possible to include organizations and informal arrangements that are left out of major data resources, but it also should result in improved information about the formal, service-delivery portion of the sector that dominates research today. The main contributions of this approach are outlined below.
1. Improve Empirical Data. Hypernetworks sampling should theoretically create a representative sample of NPOs, unlike current attempts to cobble together different data sources into the elusive “complete list.” The only attempt to empirically test Hypernetworks sampling for the NPVS, the Indiana Nonprofit Sector Project, concluded that it was indeed the least-biased sampling frame (Grønbjerg and Clerkin 2003). The creation of a less biased sampling frame is not only a major advance in itself, but it also helps evaluate other sampling frames currently in use. Comparing other sampling frames against a more representative one illuminates the directions of bias present in those data sources. Ideally, this effort should allow us to estimate the probabilities for different types of NPOs being captured by each sampling method. This has two added benefits. First, it will enable the study to produce recommendations to future researchers for matching sampling design to substantive research foci based on what parts of the NPVS are of interest. Second, it will allow for the creation of sampling weights for different types of NPOs to use with sampling frames that have partial coverage in certain areas.

 Hypernetworks sampling may also help overcome general data issues, such as timeliness, geographical flexibility, and the ability to recognize subunits of organizations.

Ultimately, exploring this new approach should lead to recommendations for an improved system of ongoing data collection on the NPVS that maximizes both reliability and integration with the research field as a whole.

2. Going Beyond the Sector: A New Angle on the Boundaries of the NPVS. As indicated above, calls for research to go beyond a sectoral approach have been increasing, yet none so far have proposed a solution for a non-sectoral approach to be empirically operationalized. Our approach provides the first empirically-oriented strategy for overcoming the age-old problem of defining the NPVS. It does not require an a priori definition of NPOs or the NPVS. It begins by explicating how individuals connect to the various “means of production” within a specific niche for a given service or activity. Once the niche population is identified, we can then inquire as to what percentages belong to the NPVS, the for-profit sector, the public sector, or informal arrangements. As an added benefit, this will produce data that are highly suitable for studies that require cross-sector comparability of scope and performance.
3. Going Beyond the Formal Organization. As mentioned above, this method should not only capture all relevant organizations regardless of sector, it should also capture informal arrangements. This makes the approach particularly attractive to those studying political and civic dimensions of the NPVS, as well as those who take a values-based perspective. In addition to NPVS outputs and services, research using this approach could trace the inputs and process of NVPS production, such as volunteering, cooperation, and mutual assistance. Additionally, this method also allows the focus to fall on the individual, and for a picture to emerge of a person’s full set of linkages to formal and informal institutions (McPherson 1982: 227). This will advance research based in an individual-sentiment or network conception of the NPVS. The range of dimensions of the NPVS that could be studied through this method is limited only by the researcher’s ability to formulate a survey question to capture that dimension.

4. This approach to studying the NPVS aligns with cutting-edge trends in organizational sociology. In addition to working within the “open systems” perspectives of population ecology and neo-institutionalism, this approach accords with the newly emerging shift from a “substantialist” approach to a “relational” or “process” approach to organization(s). A substantialist approach defines organizations as things or entities. “In
a relational conception, the meaning and identity of actors (including collective actors) arise from the roles they play in ongoing relations and encounters” and is continuously produced and altered by interactions and environmental context (Scott 2004, 13). This shift “from an entity conception—organizations—to a process conception—organizing” is embodied in this approach and is what allows informal “means of production” to be considered alongside classical NPOs. This shift also highlights the possibility of seeing the NPVS as located in certain relations or processes of organizing rather than specific formal organizational structures.
C) Limitations and unknowns

We believe that the approach we have outlined holds great promise for research on the NPVS, no matter which dimensions one is most interested in. However, the problem of how to elicit all relevant linkages in a survey is not in fact a small one. It may be relatively straightforward to find out about individuals’ employment, church, and receipt of many services, but considerably less so to ask about civic and political dimensions. The key, then, is defining the niche to correspond exactly with the type of service you ask about, and also making sure to ask about all of the ways they obtain that service. You might also need to know what proportion of the instances of service obtainment they receive from different service producers (i.e., various informal arrangements, and various formal orgs).

In fact, there are several challenges for using Hypernetworks sampling to study the NPVS that have not been explored adequately. Another major challenge is to gauge the accuracy of information provided by individuals about the organizations to which they are linked. In many cases individuals may not know the legal status of the organization, or even enough identifying information for the researcher to locate it to determine other attributes. Likely drawbacks of this method include cost and respondent fatigue. Given all of these unknown factors, further research is clearly needed to determine how to optimally implement Hypernetworks sampling for the purpose of identifying and gathering information on the NPVS. 
IV.
Conclusion 

This paper takes stock of the research field of the NPVS at a critical juncture in its development, and proposes the need for a paradigm shift. We describe the conceptual and empirical sources of the field’s current fragmentation and barriers to progress. Drawing on critiques of both the empirical and conceptual resources underlying the main strand of the research in the field, we describe a new approach that will allow researchers to address both types of problems.

The NPVS is thought to play important and multi-dimensional roles in modern societies and the US in particular; consequently, research from many perspectives has explored these different dimensions. In the past two decades, these diverse research streams have begun to coalesce into a single research field, yet there are many challenges to the formation of a productive research field. The first section of the paper demonstrates that the fundamental difficulty of defining the research object for the field has its roots in this diversity of approaches. Different research traditions not only have focused on different aspects of the sector, but seen the sector as residing in different types of entities and different stages of the production process. Despite this diversity, the majority of research in the field has operated with a certain definition of the NPVS, one focused on the tax/legal status of certain types of formal organizations. This status quo definition has been challenged both by scholars who believe that the boundaries of the NPVS should be drawn in different locations, and by scholars who wish to abandon a sectoral approach all together. 

On the empirical side, the de facto constraints of the major data sets available have helped give shape to the current conceptual paradigm. None of the large-scale data resources at researchers’ disposal were designed for the purpose of studying the NPVS; rather they were designed with specific administrative and monitoring purposes. As a result, they are unsuitable for collecting the kinds of data that most NPVS researchers need. Although many studies have attempted to transcend these limitations by using these data sources as sampling frames rather than as sources in themselves, mounting evidence cautions that as sampling frames these data sets are subject to serious biases in coverage of the NPVS. 

Addressing both these conceptual and empirical limitations simultaneously requires a paradigm shift. We argue that the research field will benefit a new perspective on two basic building blocks: going beyond the sector as a unit of analysis, and going beyond the formal organization as a unit of analysis. Empirically, it has proven impossible to sample effectively with either unit in mind. Conceptually, such an approach leaves out many types of organizing and makes comparisons difficult. A new approach taking the “service production niche” as the unit of analysis side-steps these difficulties. It also moves research towards seeing organizational activity in the context of its total system, and allows us to views the relations individuals have with different modes of production. 

We hope that this new approach will help researchers evaluate and improve research in the current paradigm as well as allow for research on types of organizing and dimensions of the NPVS that are incompatible with that paradigm. The new approach would bring all of these strands of research into a single stream, allowing them to build on one another towards the construction of a dynamic unified research field.
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� For an elaboration of the five main characteristics of this “structural-operational definition, see Salamon and Anheier, 1992, 1997.


� From Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003: 5.


� From Grønbjerg, 2002: 1754.


� From Grønbjerg and Clerkin, 2003: 25 – 34.


� On a conceptual level, I think we’d agree with the need to examine the whole org field to see what is going on with NPOs. In fact, I think that this perspective would highlight some of our other points about the increasingly complex relationships among orgs from different sectors. In fact, you’d probably find that FP firms, public institutions, and NPOs occupied multiple places in an org field, sometimes simultaneously serving as competitors, partners, consumers, funders, and regulators. While the idea of the NPO and NPS in the US is becoming increasingly institutionalized as a separate field, with professional orgs, educational and career paths, etc; simultaneously, the institutionalized separation of the 3 sectors based on legal form/tax status is declining. In any case, the HYN approach does not capture the org field as its UofO. Identifying the appropriate org field(s?) would be a further step once the population of orgs in a niche and the definition of the service niche were accomplished. How you would go about figuring out what to include in the entire field is another problem. 





� The concept of structural equivalence in networks is elaborated in White et al. 1976. In this approach the structural equivalence captured by HYN is that between individual needs/motivations and organizations rather than that of equivalence in position in a network structure of connections among organizations.





�  Another contribution of this approach is that it doesn’t require the ways of organizing to be located in a certain geographic area, nor thus in the same geographic area as the individual. One problem that the Indiana study ran into was that some orgs were located/chartered in the state but didn’t seem to serve constituents in the state, while other orgs were chartered in other states but were active in Indiana. This is often related to the problem of hierarchical/branched orgs for which different data sets adopt differed methods for fixing the “location” between the headquarters and the branches. Relatedly, with the rise of the internet and other forms of rapid communication, some services may be met by orgs or entities that are not located in the individual’s area or even anywhere in geographic space. Since many methods attempting to get a census of orgs depend on enumeration through phone books, observation, or local experts, these all miss cyber-organizing. Niches may be decreasingly confined in geographic space. But our approach is not fazed by this.
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