Normative Theory: What is a Normative Theory? What Use Does it Have?

MR. SALAMON:  Okay.  Second question, I'm sorry if I could just, it has to do with what meaning you attach to the term normative theory.  Because it seems to me as I read these, that you have two very different things going on here.  One of them I would call truly a normative notion, that is what values are embodied in this set of institutions, but a very different set of ideas has to be with what impacts or what contributions are these organizations making.  




And it seems to me that you've put them together as if they're the same thing, when in fact they're quite different things.  And we may all agree that there is a normative concept that then leads to certain behavioral activities that make various contributions.  But the wellspring of those contributions is the normative idea, and you seem to be in a way of occlusing these two different things.  




So I need to get some sense of what you mean by normative, the normative what's the term, a normative framework the normative base, because some of these may not belong on that list, they are very important, but they're important not as the values of the sector but the consequences of those values.




MR. STEUERLE:  Before you get into that can I talk about, a similar question, I'm not even sure that, to the extent you're observing things out of society, some activities, in fact I've always been bothered, since I first learned all these distinctions people like to make from normative and positive.  I view a lot of these statements as positive statements about things you see going on in society and it only makes it normative when you sort of add this initial clause, the principal justification is.  




But in fact, we may want to discuss whether these activities take place and their value.  And we're sort of trapped both by, I feel trapped both by your calling this a normative theory, and B: by your first sentence as a principal, but such is the principal justification, that has to be a justification for the sector.  It may be there's just a natural reason why at a sort of a club level rather than a government level, individuals have to combine to achieve certain purposes, and these are some of the purposes they combine to achieve.  Which may mean, they're a positive statement not a normative one, and it may not be a justification, it may just be the natural ordering.

PUTNAM: 

MR. DIMAGGIO:  I have a question which I think is related to yours, or at least provoked by yours.  And it occurs to me that, and you mentioned the rationale for, tax preferences rationale for funding activities and so on and I suspect that it may be useful if we're interested in that to divide the question before the subgroups, into three categories: what are good rationales for the existence of the sector; what are good rationales for deductibility; and what are good rationales for using it as an instrument of policy by funding it.  Because I actually suspect that some of these are very good for one but actually quite bad for others.




MR. HACKMAN:  What was your second category?




MR. DIMAGGIO:  Tax deductibility.




MR. HACKMAN:  What was the third one?




MR. DIMAGGIO:  Using them as an instrument for achieving public purposes by funding them.




MR. PUTNAM:  I've forgot what the first one was, I'm sorry.




MR. DIMAGGIO:  Just the existence.




MR. MOORE:  Potentially, the creation of either rights or legal forums that allow them to come into existence with low cost and convenience, and with some degree of public protection in the courts and a variety of different things like that.




MS. LETTS:  Bob's issue, he raised an issue that I've encountered in a real practical way.  I've always been interested in this as a performance framework and I'm working with some students at the school with their PAE in developing a performance framework from this.  And what I've been grappling with from the beginning is the notion that it's hard to say that all organizations in the sector should adhere to all these things, if we believe one of them which says they're allowed to be the individual expression, and they're allowed to turn into what individuals want them to be, not what we would claim they have to be.  




This could be a description of all of the thing, this could be the most complete description about all of the functions that we find in these kinds of organizations.  And what I've been thinking about that may happen, I mean if we say this is the entire menu, and it can be used in a couple of ways, number one if an organization claims to represent all those things, then they can be measured against it.  However, they may not claim to do all those things, and then someone else has to decide whether they have the right to exist, but that we don't have the right to say they have to do all those things.  




And that if we use this to actually review all these organizations, and begin to categorize them by what type of organizations exhibit a subset of these, you know we may find a whole group of organizations that exhibit 1, 2 and 5, and then another that cluster around 3, and we may find that the ones that cluster around 3 are the ones that are mostly getting government money, they're funded in a certain way, et cetera, et cetera, and that it may give us another way of describing these organizations than the ones that we've been using.




MR. SALAMON:  This is why I was raising the issue of whether we think the principle is, isn't it consistent with the framework to have a kind of either/or approach, that these organizations are justified if they do either A, B, or C.  If they do none presumably they're out.  But they don't all have to do A, B and C and they don't have to do A, B and C in the same proportions, that there is some subset of fundamental things that we think are important that come to be the framework, that it's not likely to be any one, unless it's number one, which is of course the catch all out.

I wonder whether it would be helpful to think about to whom is this addressed, that is what's the purpose of having a normative theory and I could imagine two quite different, very different purposes, not inconsistent, but just different purposes.  One is, you might, let's imagine that we actually all agree that at the end of our discussion we said, you know actually we think it's mainly three and a little bit of seven, or something.  




It might be two reasons that we would then go with this Endicott House declaration that's sort of --.  One is we go to Congress and say, and therefore, they should have their tax exemption, that it is the justification, the normative justification for --.  And quite different is we then go to the heads of all these organizations and say, look that's what your justification is and if you're not doing that, you're failing the only justification we can think of, is that you're doing that, and if you're not doing that, and we look in this particular case the BSO is not doing that we don't see the justification.  




So it's partly a defensive kind of how do you protect this, and that frankly is the side of, that's the facet of this use that I feel a little, because I don't like the fact that so much of this, this field of study is implicitly always, yeah, it's being the father commission, I don't like that.  But I do like the other a lot actually, that we can say look we thought very carefully about, the only justification we can think of are three and seven and you're not doing three or seven.




MR. HALL:  You sound like the legislature in the State of Pennsylvania.


(Laughter)




MR. PUTNAM:  Exactly.  Okay, but I'm just saying, tell us what the purpose of our exercise might be?




MR. MOORE:  That's very well stated, I would have said actually that it is all those purposes and those two are, the first one is offered as a defense of the sector, but then having defended the sector as learned in its ability to accomplish a variety of different purposes, that imposes then a set of expectations and demands for which we can actually hold the management of these people, of the organizations in the sector accountable.  So it's actually to construct a fairer understanding between those who are authorizing through public policies, some level of support on the social level, social support and encouragement to the sector.  And at the same time saying, we'll offer that on these terms, therefore if you're not living up to these terms then you're vulnerable to taking advantage of a privilege that you haven't yet had the right to earn.  So it's both those purposes that I've got in mind.  




And for me, frankly, the functional test is this question which is to the extent that we collectively are giving recognition in a variety of different legal forms and then different kinds of government support in the form of either tax subsidies or in the form of direct grants and contracts with these organizations, on behalf of what a shared understanding of the social purposes are we doing that.  You know, so what's the benefit side of the cost that we've imposed by allowing these organizations, by giving them encouragement at some point or another. 




And I want to distinguish between the different levels, I'm encouraged with as well, I mean there's one level of encouragement which is you have a right to do this and we'll defend your right and we can't any further claim on you, from the idea that we're going to give you tax exemption for a variety of different purposes, from the idea that we're going to give you money beyond the tax exemption either for government purposes or for purposes that you think are important.




MR. PUTNAM:  I want to go back to the issue of sector, I know, Richard, that we're all actually trespassing on the idea, but this is a pretty small group, so we can hear from one another.  You might believe, and yet I do believe, that one of the unhelpful features of the sector is that it allows some kinds of activities which do have some of these effects.  It draws legitimacy from those activities, and extends that to other organizations that are nominally part of the sector but may not have that effect at all.  




For example, I can believe that working, that taking part in the Lexington Town Band actually does build social capital, and that the BSO doesn't build social capital, and yet if you sort of say, if we've signed on to the fact that the independent sector is valuable because it produces social capital, we can certainly think of examples when that's true.  That might then however allow, a lot of people have fallen to sail under false colors.  I'm not trying to make a narrow point about the BSO, I'm trying to make a, this is what's wrong with the concept of the sector in my view.




MR. MOORE:  You could imagine though that we didn't give out the wholesale justification, it's a little bit like imagine if we were giving out an FCC license, and we say in general we think that radio stations ought to operate in the following way to produce the following public benefit.  And we're trying to make it true that these, that the radio stations operate this way, all right, but we're going to investigate each organization then and check and see whether it's actually producing what it is supposed to be producing on behalf of the public.  And so there could be a general charter in some sense but where each individual organization would have to earn the right to be that particular thing or to be in the nth degree rather than the N minus T--




MR. PUTNAM:  But that involves the presumption in the FCC case, that presumably subject to later evaluation, later exploration of a particular case, presumptively somebody has got the radio license is in fact acting in the public interest.  But that presumption, this case, derives only from our prior taxonomic agreement to call all these, to put the BSO and Lexington Town Bank in the same framework, and some of us might want to contest that presumption.

