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ANZTSR

Australian New Zealand Third Sector Research Ltd (ANZTSR) is a network 

of people interested in pursuing and encouraging research into private, 

non-profit, community or voluntary organisations and the activities of 
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What is the third sector?
The third sector is constituted by all those organisations that are non-profit and 

non-government, together with the activities of volunteering and giving which sustain 
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associations, chambers of commerce, churches, religious orders, credit unions, political 
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trusts and foundations, some hospitals, welfare organisations and even some large 

insurance companies.

What is ANZTSR?
ANZTSR was launched in 1993. It arose from the growing awareness of the importance 

of the third sector in Australia and New Zealand, the paucity of reliable information 

about it, and the difficulty of working as isolated researchers. ANZTSR is an incorporated 

association. ANZTSR joins similar organisations in the USA (ARNOVA), the UK (ARVAC) 

and the International Society for Third Sector Research (ISTR) as active networks 

that promote communication between researchers and help develop synergies in 

the research endeavour. Research networks have also formed in several European 

countries or regions, in Latin America and Japan. These all testify to the growing 

interest in the third sector. The third sector is an important but hitherto undervalued 

and under-researched sector of societies, political systems and economies.

Who can join ANZTSR?
Membership is open to all who share ANZTSR’s objectives. Members include academics 

and research students, government officials with an interest in the third sector, and 

people working in third-sector organisations, together with those organisations 

themselves.

Benefits of ANZTSR membership include:
• Subscription to Third Sector Review

• Discounts on biennial conference registration

• Access to members’ website

Please visit www.anztsr.org.au for more information.

ANZTSR supports the efforts of the International Society for Third Sector Research (ISTR) 

to build a global scholarly community with a focus on civil society, the non-profit sector 

and philanthropy. Please visit www.istr.org for more information.
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1TH IRD SECTOR REVIEW

Editorial

Carolyn Cordery & Karen A. Smith, Victoria Business School, 
Victoria University of Wellington

Third Sector Review was born at a time of social change. New Public 
Management reforms continued that year (and since) with privatisations 
of public-sector entities (such as Qantas in 1995), and a continued squeeze 
on third sector social service providers through government contracting 
(McDonald & Crane 1995). This was evident from the very first issue 
of the journal, which included Rose Melville’s (1995: 69) analysis of 
women’s refuges – their survival prospects were strongly correlated to 
the ‘degree of institutional support evident in the wider political and 
policy context’. Truer words could not have been spoken 21 years later, 
as the journal ‘comes of age’.

While third sector research was a relatively new field of endeavour 
in Australasia in 1995, third sector organisations are part of the history 
of both New Zealand and Australia, with colonisation bringing charities, 
sports and social clubs to add to societies already developed by the 
indigenous peoples in both countries (e.g. Tennant 2004). Margaret 
Harris (1995) threw down the gauntlet in that first issue, exhorting 
Third Sector Review to expand its boundaries in order to examine the 
breadth of the third sector, to critique and develop public policy issues 
and to undertake international comparisons and cooperative research.

Third Sector Review has been fortunate to have had a number of 
editors who have taken on these challenges. Jenny Onyx was the editor 
from 1995 to 2001 (aided by Catherine McDonald for some issues). 
Following a number of specific issues, some of which were edited by 
Wendy Earles, Rosemary Leonard headed the editorial team from 2006. 
Ruth Phillips joined Rosemary from 2012, and they jointly undertook 
the task until early 2015.

Special issues have long been a feature of Third Sector Review, 
allowing guest editors to bring in some of that sector breadth. The first 
special issue was edited by Mark Lyons (‘Researching the Third Sector: 
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International and Australian Perspectives’) and focused specifically on 
Margaret Harris’ challenge to undertake international comparisons.1 
Others have focused on ‘Doing Third Sector Research’ (edited by 
Wendy Earles, Kevin Brown and Susan Kenny), and yet others on 
specific segments of the sector – expanding those boundaries. These 
have included ‘Charity Law’ (edited by Myles McGregor-Lowndes), 
‘Sport and the Third Sector’ (edited by Russell Hoye) and ‘The Third 
Sector and Communication’ (edited by Roumen Dimitrov). Typically we 
have also published a special issue following the biennial conference.

The topics considered in Third Sector Review over its 21 years 
have been broad. Of the 278 papers (not counting editorials), 21% 
have considered management topics such as communication, human 
resources, leadership and governance. A further 14% have analysed legal, 
regulatory, accounting or accountability issues. In addition, 15% of the 
research has specifically discussed social service organisations, with a 
further 11% critiquing sustainability, social enterprises or microfinance 
issues. Volunteering has been a topic discussed often, but specific papers 
on this topic account for around 8% of the publications, and a further 6% 
on issues such as history, disaster responses and grassroots organisations. 
The balance (25%) have reported on government relations, social justice 
and/or other concepts – the public policy issues that Margaret Harris 
(1995) also urged us to consider.

In the first issue, Julie Nyland (1995) spoke of feminism theory 
and third sector research ‘passing like ships in the night’. Third sector 
research is sometimes criticised for a lack of theoretical engagement – 
although over the past 21 years, the editors have been sensitive to the 
need for Third Sector Review to balance practice and theory. In addition, 
different methodological approaches have been encouraged, from 
quantitative through to qualitative, positivist through interpretive to 
critical. Such encouragement includes the three Early Career Researcher 
prizes awarded at the 2012 and 2014 ANZTSR Conferences to Courtney 
Webber (2013), Marion Cornish (2013) and Craig Furneaux (2014).

While the topics discussed in Third Sector Review are broad, the 
papers are mainly contributed by academics (80%), with only 7% from 
practitioners and just over 7% jointly authored by practitioners and 
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academics. The remainder are an innovation: papers ‘From the Field’. 
These are shorter and often written by practitioners (or jointly with 
academics), and usually comment on matters of practice. With joint 
papers contributing about 35% of all the papers, more than 250 authors 
have written for Third Sector Review;2 of these, around 55% have been 
female and 45% male. Although there is an Australian bias to authorship 
(and some of this could be attributed to the development of specific third 
sector research centres in Australian universities), 13% have come from 
New Zealand. The remaining 11% of authors have been from overseas. 
We are beginning to respond to the challenge for international work, 
although there is more space to publish work from our Asia-Pacific 
neighbours and colleagues.

To mark Third Sector Review’s coming of age, this special issue 
celebrates the journal’s achievements, featuring ref lections and updates 
of some of our best published papers. Of particular note, immediate past 
editors Rosemary Leonard and Ruth Phillips review the journal’s output 
since 1995. Their analysis gives us pause for thought. They acknowledge 
the need for disciplinary studies (as with Buckmaster 1995, in our first 
issue) but also challenge us to engage with different disciplines. Third 
sector studies, they note, ‘are not only multi-disciplinary but can also 
be interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary’. This is the excitement of 
third sector research: collaborations with others beyond our own 
disciplines. Interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary work is also more 
likely to enable us to deal with the complexity of the third sector, to 
explain it in more meaningful ways and to advance knowledge and 
understanding.

Jenny Onyx, who as well as being Third Sector Review’s founding 
editor was also the guest editor of ‘Third Sector as Voice’ (2001) and the 
special issue from the ANZTSR Conference in 2003 (volume 9, number 
1),3 provides us with some ref lections on volunteering. Volunteering 
is critical to the continuance of the third sector, developing social 
capital and therefore communities (see, for example, Leonard & Onyx 
2007). Jenny comments on the need for support for volunteering in 
New Zealand and Australia, in order to develop the necessary ‘person-
to-person connections’, through f lexible opportunities. This allows 
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community development in stable times, but also following disasters, 
such as earthquakes and bushfires.

Myles McGregor-Lowndes was the guest editor of the special issue on 
charity law in 2002, and Third Sector Review has published a number of 
other papers considering legal matters in the third sector. For example, 
21 years ago Catherine McDonald and Phil Crane (1995) critiqued 
consumer rights regulations and how third sector organisations were 
operationalising these requirements. In this issue, Myles examines 
developments in Australian charity law. As he notes, much has changed 
since 2001, both in regulatory terms and in scholarship. We look forward 
to the ‘smarter regulation’ that he predicts!

The changing relationships between the government and third sector 
are a constant concern for third sector practitioners and researchers, 
and Jo Baulderstone has authored a number of papers in this area 
(Baulderstone & Earles 2009; Earles & Baulderstone 2012). She was 
guest editor of the special issue emanating from the 2006 conference, 
and also contributed to the special issue celebrating the journal’s twelfth 
birthday. She notes that ‘while there have been significant changes in 
the landscape . . . many issues remain the same’. It is unfortunate that 
we observe ‘friction and tension’ rather than collaboration towards a 
better society.

While Jo comments on the Australian situation, Garth Nowland-
Foreman updates his 1997 paper on government funding models in 
New Zealand. He asks: are third sector organisations ‘crushed or just 
bruised’? Garth has been deputy chair of ANZTSR for many years, 
and was guest editor of the special issue emanating from the 2014 
conference. His analysis covers two political periods (the New Zealand 
MMP arrangements headed by Labour in the early 21st century, and 
now the National government). He notes with surprise that ‘despite 
promise and continuing rhetoric  .  .  . the “contract culture” persisted, 
albeit [under Labour] in less militant form’. He also reminds us (as does 
Jenny Onyx) that the third sector is so much more than government 
contracting, and indeed contributes hugely to community cohesion and 
social capital, being a ‘carrier of hope’.
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New methods of being and doing are signalling a way forward for 
organisations that might feel stif led under government contracting. Jo 
Barraket is the author of one of our most downloaded papers (Barraket 
& Collyer 2010), as well as others on social enterprise and community 
development (Barraket 2003; Barraket & Archer 2010). She also 
contributed to the 2001 special issue ‘Third Sector as Voice’ (Barraket 
2001). In this issue, Jo updates her 2010 paper by commenting on the 
state of social enterprise in Australia, and is optimistic about the future 
for both research and practice, as creativity and ingenuity is applied to 
some of the more intractable problems of our society.

For this special issue we asked authors for their personal views, 
rather than for new research or literature reviews. We believe that their 
contributions have been both thoughtful and helpful for us to consider, 
as we look forward to many more years of third sector scholarship.

Ma te whakaatu, ka mohio
Ma te mohio, ka marama
Ma te marama, ka matau
Ma te matau, ka ora.4

NOTES

1. Sadly, Mark Lyons died in 2009; Wendy Earles published his obituary in 
volume 16, number 1 (2010).

2. Although the number of authors published in Third Sector Review by a simple 
count total 320, some individuals have authored or co-authored multiple 
papers.

3. Jenny also contributed her ref lections after fifteen years of the journal (Onyx 
2011).

4. A Māori proverb that, translated, means: ‘By discussion comes understanding, 
by understanding comes light, by light comes wisdom, by wisdom comes 
wellbeing.’
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Third Sector Review 21st Birthday 
Reflection

Rosemary Leonard, School of Social Sciences & Psychology, 
Western Sydney University, and Ruth Phillips, Social Work and 
Policy Studies, University of Sydney

Abstract

In this ref lection on the 21 years of Third Sector Review we note the growth 
of the journal and the nature of the research. It is multi-disciplinary, as many 
disciplines contribute, interdisciplinary, as research concepts and findings 
combine disciplines, and transdisciplinary, in that research often originates 
beyond the academy. These qualities, along with our regional focus, have made 
it difficult for the journal to gain a high ranking. However, we argue that these 
qualities are necessary. Being regional means recognising context and avoiding 
claims of universality, but it does not mean being isolated from the international 
f low of ideas. Ultimately, ‘making a difference’ through research means being 
relevant and authoritative and focusing the most useful methods and theories 
to address the challenges faced by our sector.

Keywords

Third sector research; interdisciplinarity; transdisciplinarity; regional.

Third Sector Review’s history tells of the evolution of an idea 21 years 
ago into a well-established, well-respected contribution to knowledge 
production in the Australian research landscape. Although editions have 
varied in size, there has been a clear trend of expansion from the first 
slim volume of five papers in 1995 to the sometimes hefty editions of 
more recent times, with eight to ten articles. In the first two years there 
was only one issue per year; now two per year is standard. In ref lecting 
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on and celebrating the journal’s 21 years, we, as past long-term editors, 
take the opportunity to discuss some key challenges and debates that 
have surrounded the production of a third sector studies journal in 
Australia.

Even a brief perusal of Third Sector Review’s editions over the past 
21 years reveals the multi-disciplinary nature of third sector research. 
Authors in the journal represent diverse academic disciplines, such as 
sociology, politics, social work, history, law, finance, economics and 
psychology, as well as newer fields such as community development, 
media and communications, and management. This diversity of 
disciplines is in keeping with wider international scholarship, particularly 
in Europe, the United Kingdom and the United States. However, in those 
places, unlike Australian and New Zealand universities and research 
centres, third sector studies, in a range of guises such as philanthropic 
studies or voluntary organisational studies, has become an identified 
disciplinary research field. The lack of institutional support for third 
sector studies in Australia and New Zealand has meant that Third Sector 
Review has relied on independent researchers who have been prepared 
to extend their disciplinary scope and contribute to a body of research 
that is not formally recognised in research performance measures 
in Australia and New Zealand, such as the Australian  government’s 
‘Excellence in Research for Australia’ (ERA) rankings, which it imposes 
on research performance in Australian universities. This marginalisation 
from recognised and formal disciplines has posed significant challenges 
in an increasingly competitive publishing environment, and reveals 
Third Sector Review’s ongoing sustainability as an even more remarkable 
achievement. It is suggested that the reason the journal has not only 
stayed vibrant but even extended its capacity and depth is that third 
sector research is connected to a rich field of practice that offers unique 
possibilities for researchers and practitioners to work together, often 
unified by objectives for a better, more socially just world.

There are, perhaps, strong arguments for dispersing third sector 
research into the diverse fields from which it emerges. For example, 
scholars in social work and community welfare who research third 
sector organisations that deal with welfare provision would publish in 
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journals within their disciplines. Similarly, insights about educational 
organisations would be presented in education journals and management 
in management journals etc. In 2000, Mark Lyons (Lyons & Hocking 
2000), one of the founders of third sector research in Australia, explored 
that argument and found there were strong similarities between the 
research conducted on third sector organisations and that contacted 
on organisations in other sectors in the same field. However, practical 
experience in the not-for-profit sector tells us that something very 
important would be lost through the dispersal of third sector research. 
For example, volunteering is a crucial third sector activity. Although 
volunteering occurs in other sectors, it tends to be a marginal activity 
and not as central to the operation of the sector. But if you take the 
volunteers out of the third sector, many organisations would collapse. 
Further, we know that motivations for volunteering for quite diverse 
organisations can have a lot in common.

Management is another field of research in which there are strong 
similarities across the not-for-profit sector, and important differences 
from management in the for-profit sector. Despite trends, such as 
‘new public management’, that seeks to bring for-profit management 
methods into the not-for-profit sector, there are, we argue, undeniable 
distinctions between managing when the central aim is to make a profit 
and when it is not. As committed third sector researchers, we are of 
course biased towards believing that there are unifying features to the 
sector, and that there is value in multi-disciplinary third sector studies. 
After 21 years of publication, we believe that is evident to others as well, 
but it is important to remember that when Jenny Onyx first started the 
journal in 1995, this was not a widely accepted sentiment in the scholarly 
community in Australia.

For the past ten years, the editorial teams have been celebrating 
and increasing multi-disciplinarity through the production of special 
issues. Such special editions have guest editors, and are designed to 
extend third sector studies to those who had not realised they were 
doing third sector research. So far, such special editions have included 
sport and environmental organisations, cooperatives, social enterprise, 
communications and accounting. However, it is also encouraging so see 
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a similarly wide diversity in our general issues. For example, the eight 
articles of the 2011 general issue covered service clubs, arts, religious 
and community-based organisations, and social enterprises.

Third sector studies are not only multi-disciplinary but can also be 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. Although the definitions of these 
terms have been debated, those authors who use them argue that there 
are important differences to be considered. Tress et al. (2005, Figure 1) 
presented a useful categorisation. Certainly, some third sector research 
fits neatly within a single discipline, and it is important that we continue 
to support that work – for example, through special issues such as Myles 
McGregor-Lowndes’ ‘Charity Law in the Pacific Rim’ (2002).

As argued above, third-sector research is often multi-disciplinary and 
certainly fits Tress et al.’s (2005) description of goal setting under one 
thematic umbrella, loose cooperation among disciplines for the exchange 
of knowledge, and theory development, which informs the diverse 
disciplines of origin. For example, from the experience of one of the 
authors of this discussion, this occurred in an experience with a highly 
applied action research project. Working alongside a sociologist and a 
communications scholar revealed shortcomings in the theorisation of the 
concepts of agency (getting things done) and communion (strengthening 
relationships) within my home discipline of psychology. Within the 
psychological literature these concepts were presented as oppositional 
or at best independent, when practical experience in the sector shows 
us every day that we get things done through cooperation, so a positive 
or mutually enhancing relationship is more likely to be the norm. Thus, 
although the project method and findings were presented in Third Sector 
Review (Leonard 2003), the first publication from this highly applied 
research was a theoretical article in Theory and Psychology critiquing 
thirty years of research in psychology (Leonard 1997).

We suspect that interdisciplinarity, as Tress et al. (2005) describe it, is 
less common. It requires the integration of different disciplines and the 
development of integrated knowledge and theory. The question is: are 
we properly integrating our diverse disciplines or simply cherry-picking 
the most appropriate one for the task we have at hand? Similarly, with 
theory: does interdisciplinarity in this context create integrated theory, 
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or does it simply choose the most appropriate theory we have to hand? 
Taking social capital as an example (because it is widely used in third 
sector research), we know that definitions originated both from Bourdieu 
(1986), a sociologist, and Putnam (2000), a political scientist, but the 
concept has been taken up by psychologists, economists and many 
other social science disciplines. Jenny Onyx’s (Onyx & Bullen 2000; 
Onyx 2003) grounded approach to conceptualising social capital does 
suggest it is a multi-dimensional interdisciplinary concept. But have we 
developed a truly interdisciplinary social capital theory that integrates 
conceptualisations from a range of disciplines, or do we simply chose 
the definition that suits us best at the time?

Transdisciplinarity, as Tress et al. (2005) describe it, adds a further 
dimension to interdisciplinarity by recognising the value of knowledge 
that exists in society, and the importance of integrating that knowledge 
with academic knowledge. Because the knowledge that exists in society 
does not fit within disciplinary boundaries, it is difficult to integrate it 
with academic knowledge unless the academics have already embraced 
interdisciplinarity. Research partnerships when third sector organisations 
are true partners with academics can exemplify this transdisciplinary 
research. We argue that, to be properly transdisciplinary, it is essential 
for the third sector organisations to be involved very early in the research 
process, particularly in the development of the research questions and 
scope. Without their active participation, we risk getting the right 
answers to the wrong questions. There are many good examples of 
such partnerships in the articles presented in Third Sector Review; in 
particular, the existence of ‘From the Field’ articles exemplifies the 
journal’s support for transdisciplinary research.

It is a particularly inspiring thing when new knowledge is generated 
with people who are often marginalised from socially recognised 
processes for the creation of knowledge. One example from Australia 
is McCalman et al.’s (2010) report on an innovative, collaborative 
research project with an Aboriginal community controlled health 
organisation, Gurriny Yealamucka. The project aimed at achieving 
concrete improvements for the service through positive organisational 
change via empowerment initiatives. Nevertheless, ref lections by 
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editors regularly note the under-representation of Indigenous concerns 
(Earles 2009), and we must be more proactive in that area. However, 
by working with their organisations, our researchers have created 
knowledge with – not just about – a range of groups who usually do 
not get an opportunity to influence the knowledge that is created about 
them. These groups include people with disabilities, prisoners, the gay 
community and migrants.

Our interest in interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research also 
relates to research methodology and methods. First, our concern with 
tapping in to the lived experience of third sector organisations and the 
people associated with them often means that research questions are 
driven by the object of study in a bottom-up manner, which might be 
viewed as heresy for more traditional research paradigms, where the 
research question is developed from existing theory in a top-down 
manner. Not that we have any objection to theory. It can provide 
invaluable insights into the particularities of the sector, however alarm 
bells sound when theories developed for other sectors are transferred 
uncritically to a third sector context. For example, economic theories 
that assume people are motivated by short-term self-interest might fit 
the for-profit sector but just do not apply to a sector in which there are 
high levels of volunteering and personal commitment.

Second, the multiplicity of disciplines brings diverse research 
techniques to the field. Some of this diversity was showcased in a 2003 
special issue, ‘Doing Third Sector Research’, edited by Wendy Earles, 
which presented diverse methods and methodologies. These included 
nationwide statistical studies that mapped aspects of the sector; small-
scale qualitative studies that presented practitioner stories; the diversity 
of methods involved in the conceptualisation of social capital; an example 
of action research with its cycles of action and reflection; and approaches 
applied by historians. Case-study research has also made an important 
contribution. An editorial by Ruth Phillips (2012) noted that:

Together, the papers in this issue form a showcase for successful and 
rich case-study research, demonstrating the knowledge value that can 
be derived from this particular methodological approach in an applied 
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discipline. As third-sector researchers, we are able to learn a great deal 
by documenting the lived experiences of TSOs and their various intersec-
tions with other sectors, and thus can produce knowledge that informs 
both policy and practice.

Third, transdisciplinary research can require specialist methods, which 
can tap in to sensitive issues and not further marginalise marginalised 
people. In an ANZTSR conference special issue, Mel Edwards’ (2011) 
editorial refers to Kerrie Noonan’s insights, which emerged from a 
creative and innovative research partnership with Home Hospice:

For the research community, this paper provides insight into the develop-
ment of a research methodology that allows those dealing with sensitive 
end-of-life care to ‘speak for themselves’. One method was photovoice 
whereby participants used their cameras to visualise and prompt discus-
sion about the nature and value of the caring experience. The other 
method was collective social network mapping whereby participants 
draw maps of the relationships of all the people involved in caring to 
show the growth in relationships over time. The authors signify that 
the research process revealed benefits not only for the community develop-
ment approach to end-of-life care but also for the carers themselves, 
concluding you can ‘do that’ i.e. research with vulnerable populations 
despite a tendency to avoid such projects.

There are numerous voices calling for an increase in interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary research. The argument in most cases is framed 
in terms of real-world problems, which cannot be solved from the 
framework of a single discipline. For example, Lang et al. (2012) argue 
that complex, cross-sectoral, socio-environmental issues require an 
integrated approach across scientific disciplines (interdisciplinarity) and 
other sources of knowledge in society (transdisciplinarity). Also in the 
United States, the National Research Council talks about the importance 
of ‘convergence’ – whereby disciplines come together in a web of 
partnerships that support scientific investigations and share and blend 
methodologies to facilitate innovative solutions and products – which 
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is a growing phenomenon in sustainability, medical, engineering and 
other contexts (National Research Council 2014). They also point out 
that for traditional academic and research organisations, the transition 
to interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary practice requires a significant 

Figure 1  Tress et al.’s (2005) definitions for transdisciplinary, multi-disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary research.
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cultural shift away from the traditional discipline-based approach 
(National Research Council 2014). There are also calls from governments 
for real-world problem-solving approaches to research. These calls often 
have a subtext of creating more jobs by supporting the for-profit sector 
or saving the government money through more efficient service delivery. 
In Australia, government funding schemes such as Cooperative Research 
Centres and Australian Research Council linkage grants are examples 
of their support for applied research. But despite the apparent support 
for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research, journal rankings 
suggest that the status of such research remains low.

In 2011 the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative was 
developed by the Australian Research Council, in conjunction with 
the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. The 
minister, Senator Kim Carr, described ERA as ‘a transparent, workable 
system to assess the quality of home-grown research .  .  . to measure 
our achievements against our peers around the world, and plan the 
future of research investment.’ Although the greatest rewards would 
go to those institutions and areas that were already internationally 
competitive, there was to be support for emerging areas where there 
are opportunities for development and further investment. Given 
ANZTSR’s presence in the International Society for Third Sector 
Research (ISTR), with a member on the ISTR Board since its inception 
(including a past president, Wendy Earles), and the strong publication 
record of many of our members, there was a good case for arguing 
that we were (and remain) internationally competitive in third sector 
research. However, we were justifiably concerned when discipline 
clusters were mentioned.

Third Sector Review, however, was granted very poor status, as 
were a number of leading international journals in our field, which 
caused considerable outrage amongst us and ref lected the ARC’s poor 
understanding of the scholarship and importance of those journals. An 
electronic petition was circulated with the aim of pressuring the ARC 
to reconsider its ranking decisions. Many scholars from Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, Europe and the United States added their voices to a 
protest against the low status granted to all third-sector journals. The 
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petition entry by Lester Salamon, a leading international scholar in 
third-sector research, summed up the sentiment of the petition:

Australia has made enormous contributions to the study of the nonprofit 
sector. The Australian statistical office has been a leader internationally 
in implementing the recent United Nations Handbook on Nonprofit 
Institutions, which puts the nonprofit sector on the economic map of 
the country for the first time. Australia should not discriminate against 
journals that focus on this increasingly important field.

Other comments within the petition pointed to the increasingly 
important role of the third sector in the public life of Australia and 
the world, and a number of petitioners, who identified as third-sector 
practitioners, echoed the concerns of researchers by calling on the 
ARC to acknowledge the importance of the sector and the breadth of 
research on it. One of the key problems highlighted was that academic 
disciplines are now competing to ‘own’ the type of research that we 
publish in this journal.

To increase our ranking, we could of course become fully 
international, more strictly traditional and orthodox in our judgement of 
good, publishable research, position ourselves within a single discipline, 
and, as a long-term strategy, work with our overseas colleagues to have 
third sector research recognised as a discipline in its own right. This 
might be in the interest of our academic careers but, we argue, would 
not be in the interest of the third sector organisations we wish to serve. 
One important element that would need to be abandoned in the search of 
higher rankings is the activist dimension. Sometimes we have published 
articles about what might be termed ‘large A’ Activism, where the focus 
is specifically on inf luencing government policy or public opinion (e.g. 
Jenny Onyx’s special issue on ‘Third Sector as Voice’) but more often it 
is activism with a small a. As Brenda Gainer (2008) put it, ‘Third sector 
research, no matter how theoretical, is situated within an ideological 
context of social purpose’ (2008: 8).

Being a regional journal is important, because we believe that place 
is important and knowledge is always situated. In her plenary address 
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to the 2008 ANZTSR conference, the then president elect of ISTR, 
Brenda Gainer (2009), talked about the importance of regional groups 
because ‘specific issues and specific practices and specific challenges 
are often at the root of what later grow into global theories ideologies, 
and practice’. She also explained that being an international society was 
not only about developing global theory, but also about facilitating the 
f low of ideas from one region to another. Indeed, we would add that 
attempts to present knowledge as abstract and universal have often led 
to distortions, such as the assumption that dominant Western practices 
apply or should apply to all cultures. We have, however, expanded 
our definition of our region to include neighbouring countries which 
do not have third sector journals. We also value comparative studies. 
One important special issue, edited by Mark Lyons in 1998, comprised 
a series of international scholars talking about the third sector in their 
countries, each followed by a commentary from an Australian scholar 
about how it informs the Australian context. Doing this review has 
been a useful reminder of past work, and this model of international 
research and regional commentary is something we might consider 
using more often.

Like the sector we inform, most third sector researchers do not work 
for wealth or high status, but rather to ‘make a difference’. ‘Making a 
difference’ through research means being relevant and authoritative, 
and focusing the most useful methods and theories to address the 
challenges faced by the sector. Inevitably, we believe this will lead to 
more multi-disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research.
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Third Sector Review: 
Reflections on volunteering
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Abstract

Volunteering is a very important aspect  of the third sector and civil society 
more generally. Volunteers have the highest levels of social capital and are 
active citizens. Volunteering is very much alive and well in Australia and New 
Zealand, though perhaps it is taking a different shape. The past 20 years have 
seen the growth of a volunteering infrastructure in Australia, and an enormous 
expansion in research – and hence in levels of understanding of volunteering, 
how it operates and with what consequences. ANZTSR and Third Sector 
Review have been an important part of this evolution.

Keywords

Volunteering; social capital; Australia and New Zealand.

Introduction

My interest in volunteering has primarily occurred because I saw 
volunteering as a crucial aspect in the creation of social capital, particularly 
at the community level (Onyx 2001, 2003). Many studies have identified 
the motivation for volunteering as being both for personal benefit and 
for the benefit of others (Kenny et al. 2015). We know, for instance, 
that older people who volunteer are healthier and live longer (Onyx & 
Warburton 2003). We also know that volunteers have the highest levels 
of social capital, including higher levels of trust, community participation 
and informal networks (Onyx & Bullen 2001). They are active citizens.
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At one point there was some concern that both social capital stocks 
and volunteering was diminishing in Australia at least, with more 
women in the workforce and fewer people able or willing to spend 
the necessary time (Lyons & Fabiansson 1998). We now know that 
volunteering is very much alive and well in Australia and New Zealand, 
though perhaps it is taking a different shape.

Some statistics illustrate the state of play. In Australia the Bureau 
of Statistics provides periodic data. Most recently, the ABS’s General 
Social Survey results for 2014 suggest that formal volunteering – that 
is, unpaid work given freely to an organisation – increased continually 
from 1995 to reach a peak of 36% of the adult population in 2010, but 
then declined to 31% in 2014, with the recent drop occurring for both 
males and females. Still, it appears that roughly one third of Australian 
adults continue to volunteer. In New Zealand the picture appears similar 
(Volunteering NZ 2016), with 30.6% of New Zealanders undertaking 
some formal volunteer work (i.e. for a group or an organisation) in the 
four weeks before the General Social Survey. Over the last 20 years 
there has been some debate concerning the definition of ‘volunteering’. 
Of particular interest is the level of informal volunteering – that is, 
helping people outside the family. This helping may be significant but is 
not usually counted in formal surveys. However, the recent Australian 
General Social Survey did attempt to assess this, and found that informal 
volunteering is higher, at close to 50%. Nearly everyone (95%) felt able 
to get support from outside the household in times of crisis, suggesting 
strong overall social capital networks.

Of particular importance to the growth of volunteering in Australia, 
and to our greater knowledge of the dynamics of volunteering, was the 
development of Volunteering Australia at the national as well as state 
level. I was particularly impressed by the creation of a new journal, 
Australian Journal on Volunteering, under the management of Annette 
Maher. The journal included a mixture of peer-reviewed research 
reports and non-reviewed but nonetheless informative ref lections by 
practitioners. ANZTSR and Third Sector Review were supportive of this 
process. The Australian Journal of Volunteering published a commemorative 
edition in 2001, the International Year of Volunteers. It noted that some 
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32% of the civilian population over eighteen years old were volunteers 
at that time, a growth of 8% over the 1995 estimate, with the increase 
occurring in all age groups and across both sexes (p. 5). More recently, 
Volunteering Australia has modified its definition of ‘volunteering’ 
to include some forms of informal helping. This increased interest 
in volunteering has led, over the past two decades, to a much more 
sophisticated understanding of the importance of volunteering and 
of its changing nature. It was therefore very unfortunate that in 2012 
Volunteering Australia (until then located in Melbourne) lost much of 
its federal funding and the journal ceased publishing on a regular basis 
from 2009.

In 2013 a national volunteering conference was hosted by Volunteering 
South Australian and Northern Territory. At this conference a research 
stream was once again incorporated in the general conference, and a 
research round table discussed the need to strengthen relationships 
between academia, government and the sector, and to develop ways to 
make academic research more widely applicable for the field. The new 
CEO of Volunteering Australia, by this time located in Canberra, lacked 
the resources to significantly pursue this agenda. Nonetheless, four 
papers from this conference were subsequently published as a special 
feature in Third Sector Review in 2014. In 2016 a national Australian 
Volunteering conference was again held, with conference papers 
submitted for publication to a special edition of Third Sector Review for 
publication in 2017.

As I have written in this journal and elsewhere, volunteering is key to 
the formation and maintenance of social capital at the local community 
level. While feminist critiques of the 1970s and ’80s suggested that 
volunteering devalued women’s domestic and caring roles, an analysis 
of social capital and its impact on the social and economic functioning 
of society provides a new perspective. Social capital is generated through 
participation in social networks, most of which occurs outside paid 
employment. As with traditional caring roles, much of the work of 
community network maintenance is done by women, and is often 
invisible, unacknowledged and unmeasured. With the focus on social 
capital, this work may be both recognised and positively revalued. 
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Network maintenance may occur through participation as volunteers in 
formal organisations or community events. It may also occur through 
informal friendship links or simple neighbourliness. There is now 
mounting evidence of the crucial role such network maintenance plays in 
the sustenance of a healthy civil society, political stability and economic 
development (Onyx & Leonard 2000).

In a larger ARC qualitative study, we examined the micro-processes 
by which formal volunteering generates social capital (Onyx 2003). We 
identified four distinct ways in which volunteers assist in community 
level social capital. First, volunteers may play a key role as community 
builders by creating new organisations and services. Second, volunteers 
play a key role in developing bonding, intra-community links. Third, 
volunteers play a mediating role in community networks, particularly 
between professional and lay networks. Fourth, given their key location 
in community networks, they also play a key role in developing bridging 
links with other organisations and communities of interest. Given 
this key locational position, they may be instrumental in creating or 
obstructing broader community networks. That is, they play a potential 
bridge-building or gate-keeping role in network building, a role that 
may facilitate or impede inclusivity.

As volunteering has become better recognised and understood, 
the structures in which community service volunteering occurs have 
become increasingly well supported but also more controlled within 
the bureaucratic structure of large charitable organisations. Volunteers 
are more carefully selected, trained and supported, but also managed 
within strict ethical guidelines. As I have identified (Onyx 2013), this 
can lead to a situation where the very essence of the caring volunteer/
client relationship can be put at jeopardy. Indeed, the best volunteers 
are those who ‘break the rules’ and occasionally cross the boundary 
between a professional caring role and friendship. I believe the whole 
point of volunteering in this context, and of the creation of social 
capital networks, depends on the volunteers’ capacity to form real 
person-to-person connections separate from the formal and detached 
professional care provided by paid professional workers.
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Much of the recent research on volunteering has identified new 
and different ways in which volunteering may now occur. While 
the traditional volunteering in community services, such as that 
mentioned above, continues, there are many very different forms of 
volunteering emerging. For example, in a collaborative ARC project with 
Volunteering Australia, we explored the nature of short-term episodic 
volunteering at the ANZTSR conference in Adelaide in November 
2006 (Leonard et al. 2007). We identified that volunteers sought greater 
f lexibility in the hours they volunteer: short-term options, one-off 
volunteering opportunities, family volunteering and virtual volunteering 
opportunities. This requires more careful matching of volunteer and 
potential client/community needs.

One such opportunity for new forms of volunteering occurred 
in the New Partnership Project, promoting development in outback 
towns through voluntary programs for ‘grey nomads’. Grey nomads 
are defined as people aged over 50, who adopt an extended period of 
travel independently within their own country. Many grey nomads 
spend considerable time exploring the inland of Australia and visit 
many outback towns. Many small outback towns are experiencing 
decline, especially those that are dependent on resource industries. 
They experience reduced government and private services, and a loss 
of employment opportunities. The evidence suggests that grey nomads 
make a substantial economic contribution to rural communities. We 
found that grey nomads had a wide range of skilled trades that could 
be of use to people in isolated rural communities on a volunteer basis. 
Most grey nomads would try to experience all that an area had to 
offer before moving on, extending their stay if there were activities of 
interest. They were enthusiastic about experiencing and learning about 
the outback. They valued the information provided by locals. They 
enjoyed community events, such as fairs and barbecue fundraisers. 
About half of those interviewed identified voluntary activities as part of 
their future plans. A few had worked on stations for the experience of 
that lifestyle. Over 80% reported good or excellent health. Grey nomads 
formed strong social networks among themselves, and to a limited extent 
these networks of support extended to the local communities. The 
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research suggested that there is untapped potential for the development 
of mutually beneficial relationships between grey nomads and isolated 
rural communities through voluntary programs. That ARC project 
proceeded to actually facilitate such volunteer projects in half a dozen 
outback towns, with some outstanding results (Onyx & Leonard 2010).

There are many other specific forms of volunteering. One is 
international volunteering, in which trained and skilled volunteers 
from Australia and New Zealand spend several months in (usually) a 
developing country, working with and directed by a local organisation 
to assist in capacity development. One research paper explored the 
supports and barriers to successful outcomes of the Australian volunteers 
for international development, managed by AusAID, and reported in 
the 2014 feature edition of Third Sector Review (Hawkes 2014).

There is another category of volunteer that is rarely discussed or 
even identified, yet which may be even more important – not only to 
the development of social capital but also to the capacity of civil society 
to produce social change. These are the activists. They are citizens 
who act voluntarily to form new networks and organisations to deal 
with urgent social or environmental problems. They take the initiative, 
come together, identify paths of action, perhaps protest, and perhaps 
construct alternative or new projects or services. Arguably, they form 
the highest form of active citizenship. They are volunteers but seldom 
identified as such.

One such example was discussed in the Third Sector Review special 
issue on environmental organisations in 2012. Climate Action Groups 
(CAGs) emerged all over Australia in response to urgent concerns about 
and need for a response to climate change and the dangers already 
identified (Kent 2012). These grassroots groups are strongly associated 
with place. They are not managed by any national formal organisation, 
but rather generate their own action, developing alternative practices 
towards a low-carbon society. They do, however, network with other 
similar CAGs in order to share ideas and potentially to collaborate. 
They are generally driven by their members’ passion for change, and 
operate within their own resources.
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Other examples of citizens coming together to create new community 
projects on a voluntary basis have been documented in small rural 
communities in Australia, Peru and Sweden (Onyx & Edwards 2010). 
Whole communities are able to come together, to ‘reinvent themselves’ 
in order to generate new forms of enterprise and services to meet 
urgent social and economic needs. They are entrepreneurs, and they 
may ultimately generate economic wealth and jobs for the community. 
But they are also volunteers.

A particularly strong example of voluntary citizen action occurs 
in response to a disaster. Immediately following a disaster, normal 
community infrastructure is likely to be immobilised or destroyed. 
Government action will be mobilised, but that takes time. The immediate 
need for help must come from the affected community itself. Citizens 
come together, provide material and social support to those in greatest 
need, pool the available resources, self-organise. Examples of this 
happening were explored at the ANZTSR conference in Christchurch 
in relation to the Christchurch earthquakes, which destroyed much of 
the city. It became clear through that discussion that much more needs 
to be understood, especially by government bureaucracies in their 
coordination with existing community infrastructure and grassroots 
networks. The special issue of Third Sector Review in 2014 documented 
some aspects of third sector response to the earthquakes, as did the 
panel of keynote speakers at the conference. The point to be made, 
however, is that these are active citizens working voluntarily within 
their communities to assist fellow citizens in need and to rebuild or adapt 
local organisational capacity. Similar stories could be found following 
major Australian bushfires. Some of these citizens might be paid for 
their efforts, but most are not. They are simply volunteer activists who 
care about their community and their fellow citizens.

It is the stuff of these actions that create viable, thriving, happy 
communities. Much more needs to be studied and documented in order 
to understand better the nature of volunteering, and the generation of 
social capital.
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Abstract

This personal comment examines legal developments in the Australian third 
sector over the last fifteen years. It begins by ref lecting on the significant cases 
that have changed the face of the charity law after decades of no significant 
cases. This is followed by some observations about substantial legislative reform 
during the period. Finally, some comments are made about the development of 
legal scholarship, professional services and future challenges.
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Introduction

The legal profession attracts its fair share of criticism, as well as being 
the butt of some very biting but insightful humour. I have found those 
lawyers who take an interest in the law and regulation of third sector 
organisations to be, as a group, a more than adequate answer to such 
barbs. The editors of Third Sector Review have asked me for my personal 
ref lections as a lawyer and legal scholar on the development of charity 
law since the journal’s 2002 special issue, ‘Charity Law in the Pacific 
Rim’, which I edited. As scholars usually have to bring a degree of 
impersonal objectivity to assuage the hypercritical blind reviewers, few 
such ref lections appear in journals. I thank the editors of this special 
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issue for carrying on the adventurous nature of Third Sector Review, 
evident from its very first number.

In such a personal ref lection, some declarations are necessary. 
I acknowledge my leaning toward the realist legal school, and an 
appreciation of regulation being as much about facilitation of activities 
as control of them. So I hold that law reform can be achieved not only 
by judges developing the common law through cases, and by legislators 
through making new laws, but also by administrators exercising (or 
not) their powers in shopfront practices.

In October 2001 the quadricentennial anniversary of the passing 
of the Statute of Elizabeth 1601, which is the basis of the common 
law definition of charity, was marked in Australia by a gathering 
of lawyers from around the world at the Queensland University of 
Technology. It resulted in a special issue of Third Sector Review that 
featured contributions from England, Canada, England, Ireland, Hong 
Kong, Australia, New Zealand and other Pacific nations. It was held 
only months after the attack on the World Trade Center in New York. 
In addition, England, Ireland, Scotland, Canada, South Africa, Australia 
and New Zealand were all actively examining the definition of charity 
in their respectively policy settings. Australia was leading the policy 
development, with the Charity Definition Inquiry (2001) having reported 
and with a draft bill under development, but was soon to fall to the 
back of the pack.

I begin by ref lecting on the string of cases that occurred after 2002 
and that changed the face of charity law, after decades of almost no cases 
of significance. This is followed by legislative reform that is significant 
and well chronicled already in the literature (Zilla 2011; Cham 2014a, 
2014b; Gilchrist 2014; Martin 2014; Mullins 2014; Murray 2014a, 2014b; 
Nehme 2014; O’Connell et al. 2014; Saj 2014; Butcher 2015; Butcher & 
Gilchrist 2016). Finally, I make some observations about the development 
of legal scholarship, services and education.
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The Development of Case Law

Case law generated by other sectors often applies to third sector 
organisations, and its general direction suffices its needs. However, 
the common law definition of charity requires a steady f low of cases 
or other interventions if it is to be kept relevant. There was a 33-year 
gap between major charity cases decided by the High Court after 
1974. Without a vibrant case f low, the common law tends to ossify. In 
Australia there was no quasi judicial body in the legal environment, such 
as the Charity Commission of England and Wales, that might develop 
the definition of charity. The cost of litigation, regulatory strategies to 
settle out of court to prevent public precedents, and the sensitivity of 
non-profit organisations to adverse publicity have combined to limit 
the potential modernisation of the law through cases.

Over the last decade, a number of High Court and Appeal Court 
judgements have shown a judicial activism that has changed the face 
of Australian charity jurisprudence. It is hard to identify one single 
factor that precipitated such cases to proceed to judicial determination. 
A number have been funded by the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) 
as test cases, and another was underwritten by some non-profit bodies. 
A quality silk with a good track record appeared in a number of cases, 
and lawyers who were backed by their passionate clients may have all 
played a part, as well as chance.

In Central Bayside Division of General Practice Ltd v Commissioner of 
State Revenue [2006] HCA 43 (Central Bayside), the court was asked to 
decide whether overwhelming government funding of an organisation 
(nearly 93%) would put in jeopardy its charitable status. The High Court 
found that Central Bayside’s ability to decide whether to accept or reject 
the government funding made all the difference. It assists in marking 
the boundary between state and charity in a time of rapid government 
outsourcing.

The Word Investments case (Commissioner of Taxation of the 
Commonwealth of Australia v Word Investments Limited [2008] HCA 55) 
was a profound watershed for Australian charity law jurisprudence, 
entrenching the destination of the profits test in Australian taxation 
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law. Word Investments provided financial support to another charity 
using unrelated business income generation, including enterprises such 
as a funeral home, financial advice and land development. Was this a 
charity with a supporting business or a business with some charitable 
objects? Was it the purpose or the activity that was important in any 
classification decision?

The High Court decision, as many in the profession had emphasised 
to revenue authorities for decades, was that it is the purpose, not the 
activities, that is the primary focus. It was the destination of the profits 
that was critical. The ability of charities to earn tax-free income is 
somewhat controversial in tax policy circles, but an absolute boon to 
charities. This was followed up by another example in which Bicycle 
Victoria was found by the courts to be charitable (Bicycle Victoria v 
Commissioner of Taxation [2011] AATA 444). The purpose of the association 
was to promote the health of the community through the prevention 
and control of disease by ‘More People Cycling More Often’. The 
court decided that although a recreational or sporting purpose is not 
a charitable purpose, an institution that promotes an activity that is 
sporting or recreational in nature can still be charitable if the activity 
is simply a means by which a broader charitable purpose is achieved. 
Again, it is a matter of purpose, not merely activity.

In a similar vein, the definition of Public Benevolent Institution (PBI) 
has been significantly modernised by the decision in Commissioner of 
Taxation v Hunger Project Australia [2014] FACFC 69 (Hunger Project). 
The case found that the concept of benevolence is no longer limited to 
the provision of assistance to the destitute, that need is not synonymous 
with financial poverty, and that benevolence is a much broader concept 
than financial assistance. Hunger Project did not itself have to directly 
perform charitable acts to relieve hunger, but could do so through others.

One of the most significant cases that has helped clarify the 
boundaries of charity in Australia dealt with the advocacy organisation 
AID/WATCH. Its main purposes included generating public debate 
about the effectiveness of foreign aid. In Aid/Watch Incorporated v 
Commissioner of Taxation [2010] HCA 42, the High Court found, despite 
the views of many, in particular the revenue authorities, that there 
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is no general doctrine in Australia to exclude political objects from 
charitable purposes. This was a departure from English precedents, 
and was followed shortly afterwards by Re Greenpeace of New Zealand 
Inc. [2013] NZSC 12. Further, the court decided that the English case 
of McGovern v Attorney-General (1982) Ch 321 did not apply in Australia, 
and thus there was no general doctrine which excluded political objects 
from charitable purposes. Such a decision is the envy of the common 
law world, and it has not opened the f loodgates to charities using their 
trustworthiness to inappropriately skew political debate.

Legislative Reforms

The charity regulation reform journey began with a report by the 
Industry Commission in 1995, Charitable Organisations in Australia, 
and then stalled until the Charity Definition Inquiry in 2001. That 
inquiry failed to make any serious reform inroads; finally, the 2010 
Productivity Commission report, Contribution of the Not-for-Profit Sector, 
jump-started the journey to the creation of the Australian Charities 
and Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC) and the Charities Act 2013 
(Cth). As I have noted elsewhere, over 15.5 million words on nearly 
50,000 pages were generated from government reports, scoping papers 
and submissions, taking one about three and a half months to read 
end to end (McGregor-Lowndes 2014). The process finally delivered a 
Commonwealth charity regulator and a new definition of charity for 
Commonwealth purposes. Many lawyers were involved in legislative 
reform, with Robert Fitzgerald being involved for years, and later as 
the inaugural chair of the ACNC Advisory Council.

The ACNC and its dedicated staff, led by Susan Pascoe, have navigated 
a difficult political environment with outstanding professionalism. 
Murray Baird, who headed a Melbourne legal firm’s non-profit legal team 
that took the Word Investments case and became the first ACNC general 
counsel, continues to be a breath of fresh air in charity law development, 
and to achieve some outstanding administrator-led legal reforms.

For instance, first, there is the staff culture of dealing with the public, 
charities and their professional advisors; this was in stark contrast to 



38 VOLUME 22 NUMBER 2

that of other regulators for its courtesy, timeliness and helpfulness. 
The call centre staff have been outstanding in this regard. Second, the 
regulator has produced a number of administrative guidance documents 
setting out their views on contentious matters that (compared to other 
regulators’ past attempts) has been considered genuinely consultative, 
progressive and facilitative without misstating the law. Difficult calls 
such as the practical advice about the limits of political advocacy, 
keeping faith with purposes being dominant rather than activities, 
use of fundraising and administrative ratios, health promotion and 
the definition of a PBI have all been addressed in a frank and honest 
manner. Third, despite external interference beyond its control, the 
ACNC has laid the groundwork for Commonwealth and state agencies to 
cooperate on a range issues, such as duplicative record filing, streamlined 
contracting and fundraising reform. Fourth, its record of dealing with 
abusive charity behavior is largely hidden behind legislative secrecy 
provisions, but one can point to the cleaning of the ACNC registry of 
defunct charities and the number of public complaints against charities 
that have been investigated and resolved. A systematic review of the 
charity register is the next challenge for the regulator to face; funding 
this will be essential if the register’s integrity is to be maintained.

The Charities Act has conservatively moved the definition of charity 
on with recognition of Indigenous issues, political advocacy and 
modernising charity-head descriptors. It is not quite as adventurous 
as other jurisdictions. Other significant legislation, such as association 
incorporation, that was significantly reformed in the 1980s undergoes 
periodic amendment, and cooperative statutes were nationally 
harmonised after years of consultation. Fundraising reform has been 
very uneven between jurisdictions and lacking any consistent basis. It 
awaits reform despite being used as the classic example of duplicative 
red tape and outdated regulation during the twenty years of reform 
discussions. As I write, there are some green shoots of fundraising reform 
revival, with Queensland and New South Wales proposing discussion 
papers – one that would abolish the legislation completely and rely on 
other statutes and agencies to deal with any mischief. If fundraising 
regulation is abolished in one state it may lead others to do the same. The 
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regulatory space would be covered by local councils taking responsibility 
for public nuisance mischiefs such as street collections, criminal and 
consumer legislation dealing with fraud and misrepresentations, the 
ACNC for financial transparency and governance, and a number of 
self-regulatory measures for marketing and consumer complaints.

Development of Legal Services and Education

There has been outstanding progress in the provision of professional 
legal services for non-profit organisations. The provision of legal advice 
generally has moved from well-meaning practitioners being cornered 
into providing pro bono advice to a viable sub-market that will support 
remunerated legal specialisation. Most significant legal firms now tout 
that they have the capabilities to assist non-profit organisations, and 
specialist firms focusing on non-profits have been established in several 
capital cities.

Australia has left behind the promoter tax schemes involving 
non-profits that have so aff licted the United States, Canada and United 
Kingdom and were rampant here in the 1970s. Why are we the odd 
jurisdiction in this respect? Perhaps, in the terms of John Braithwaite, 
Australia’s non-profit legal profession is at present in a ‘market of virtue’ 
rather than a ‘market of vice’ (Braithwaite 2005). While there will always 
be fraud in the sector, it is to be hoped that lawyers will not aid and 
abet blatant tax schemes that masquerade as charity tax concessions, 
and that they will actively report them once they arise.

It is now becoming common for large non-profits to have internal 
general legal counsel, even if on a part-time basis. The Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse has certainly driven 
this trend amongst religious charities. The criticisms of the commission 
directed at past legal advice that failed to appreciate a client’s mission 
and clients who meekly abdicated to hide behind the legal process 
stand as testament that both lawyer and client require improvement 
in legal capabilities. These developments were well overdue after the 
rapid professionalisation of the community services sector during the 
1990s because of the rapid outsourcing of government services. The 
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introduction of a goods and services tax was the tipping point requiring 
non-profit organisations, and in particular charities, to enter the taxation 
administration system with professional advice.

The consequences of legal advice moving to a remunerated basis 
are taken for granted, but significant. An association of charity lawyers 
with an annual conference was formed, while state and national law 
societies creating internal non-profit law committees. They are playing 
an important role in specialised legal education, preparing considered 
submissions to regulators and various inquiries on non-profit issues 
and assisting other society committees with general law submissions 
that may incidentally touch on non-profit issues. These representations 
carry far greater weight with regulators and policy-makers than most 
individual submissions.

This does not mean the end of pro bono service to small non-profit 
organisations. Lawyers will continue to provide pro bono services, 
however it will be far more effective and coordinated. Community legal 
services are at the front of this coordination with the achievements of 
Justice Connect being an exemplar. It has established a national web 
portal, online education and a telephone assistance service with funding 
from governments and private foundations and pro bono legal advice. 
As a consequence of the remunerated use of lawyers, non-profits now 
have far more firms and practitioners to draw upon.

The ACNC has also provided, through its website, a number of well-
considered legal precedents and guides. This include model constitutions 
for unincorporated associations, companies limited by guarantee, model 
charitable purposes as well as templates for common legal documents 
such as annual meetings, letters of appointment and common registers.

Educational opportunities for lawyers seeking to develop skills in 
the area of non-profit law have gradually improved since the turn of 
the millennium. Crowded undergraduate core legal courses will always 
merely touch on non-profit legal issues, with charitable trusts and gifts 
in equity units, incorporated associations in corporations law units, and 
tax concessions in tax law units. A number of university law schools and 
business faculties now offer undergraduate elective and postgraduate 
non-profit legal units as electives that are well-supported by students.
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Professional education opportunities have also grown through 
commercial providers, law societies and other professional bodies such 
as the Australian Institute of Company Directors and the Governance 
Institute. The ACNC and the ATO also provide professional development 
seminars.

Legal Scholarship

Gino Dal Pont contributed to the Third Sector Review’s special issue in 
2002 with a thoughtful piece about whether parliaments would be best 
to abandon the use of the word charity with its common law baggage, 
and instead precisely define the organisation or activity on which they 
wished to bestow concessions or impose regulation (Dal Pont 2002). His 
book Law of Charity (Dal Pont 2010) provides a first place of reference for 
practitioners and scholars alike, and he continues to publish substantive 
articles in legal journals (Dal Pont 2013, 2015). Melbourne University 
Law School’s professors Ann O’Connell, Miranda Stewart and Matthew 
Harding were awarded an Australian Research Council Discovery 
Project grant from 2010 to 2012 to examine non-profit legal issues. The 
project, ‘Defining, Regulating and Taxing the Not-for Profit Sector in 
Australia: Law and Policy for the 21st Century’, with research fellow 
Dr Joyce Chia, was exceptionally well-timed and provided invaluable 
considered legal thought about the development of the legislative 
framework for the ACNC and the statutory definition of charity. The 
team worked tirelessly to produce detailed submissions to the reform 
process. The project spawned two books, one being a collection of 
papers delivered at an international conference of legal scholars about 
charity law (Harding et al. 2014), and another being a consideration of 
the dilemmas of the liberal state and charity law (Harding 2014).

The greater f low of charity cases, with many reaching the appeal 
courts, has also resulted in scholarly commentary on the jurisprudence 
and implications of such decisions. For example, the Word Investments 
case appeared to launch a multitude of articles on its implications and 
applications (Murray 2008; Gousmett 2009; Murray 2009; Richards 2009; 
Russell 2009; Sadiq & Richardson 2010; McGregor-Lowndes et al. 2011; 
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Stewart 2014; Silver et al. 2016). The pleasing feature is that much of 
the scholarship is finding its place in top-tier legal journals, although 
many may argue that while this ticks the box for university rankings, 
its practical impact compared to a well-argued technical submission 
to a parliamentary committee is minimal. Legal scholarship has also 
advanced in the last decade, with a group of very talented doctoral 
students turning in solid legal dissertations on a range of non-profit legal 
topics. Legal education and scholarship in the non-profit area should 
blossom in the future, given the talented people who are turning their 
minds to the challenges of a sector grappling with increasing hybridity, 
episodic volunteering and a changing role of government.

Conclusion

After years of the common law of charity being moribund, without 
any superior court decisions and disinterested legislatures, the turn of 
the millennium ushered in a fitful gushing of legal developments and 
reforms. The increasing pace of technological disruptions, governments 
reshaping their role, and the very nature of many social services in 
Australia will require equally rapid legal facilitation and regulation. 
Lawyers will be faced with multiple challenges: the demand for 
hybrid legal structures, for new financing arrangements, mergers 
and partnerships with other sectors, for global fundraising using the 
internet and social media platforms, and volunteers, stakeholders and 
beneficiaries wanting legal redress against non-profit organisations.

Our state and federal system of government will also be tested by 
these trends, as well as having the legacy issues of the constitutional 
division of powers and lack of taxpayers’ willingness to adequately 
fund command-and-control regulation. My prediction is that smarter 
regulation through the use of self-regulation, co-option by the state of 
third-party regulators and innovative light-touch, high-impact regulatory 
tools will increasingly become the norm.
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Abstract

Anniversaries provide the perfect opportunity for ref lection on how things 
have changed – or not. Managing accountability, collaborating with other 
organisations, and the myriad ways in which government funding shapes the 
behaviour of third sector organisations remain challenges, despite the passage 
of time and the development of scholarship.

Keywords

Government funding; outcomes; collaborations; competition.

Introduction

Congratulations to all those who worked so hard to establish ANZTSR 
and Third Sector Review. Though no longer the formal mark of adulthood, 
21 is an important milestone to celebrate. I felt honoured to be invited 
to contribute to this edition of TSR, and not a little daunted. I came late 
to academia from a career in the public sector and involvement with 
third sector community service organisations (CSOs) as a board member. 
These intersecting worlds became the focus of my research through an 
ongoing fascination with the impact on third sector organisations in 
the context of their changing relationships with government. Now, as a 
‘retired’ academic, I have the privilege of continuing to observe, again 
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largely as a board member, but the editors advise me that this should 
be an opinion piece rather than a scholarly article.

Accountability

My first appearance in Third Sector Review (Baulderstone 2007) focused 
on accountability to service users, and drew on my PhD research on the 
shaping of CSO accountability by their relationship with government. In 
2016 accountability remains an area in which contractual relationships 
have an enormous role in shaping CSO behaviour. This is particularly the 
case in smaller organisations with less diverse funding sources, where 
accountability to government funders shapes both data collection and 
reporting. Accountability to service users, then, remains a challenge 
for many organisations. I am currently privileged to be part of an 
outstanding consumer engagement process within the South Australian 
Women’s and Children’s Health Network, which involves consumers 
far beyond the more usual feedback mechanisms.1 While there are 
contextual differences, there are opportunities for CSOs learn from 
other sectors.

The call for a greater focus on accountability for outcomes rather than 
outputs is not new, though successful examples of outcome measurement 
which enable identification of outcomes at client level in a form that 
can be aggregated for reporting requirements are rare. There has been 
a growing interest in approaches to measuring social impact, including 
social return on investment, and the Social Impact Measurement 
Network Australia (SIMNA) provides a forum for exchange of ideas 
in this area.

There is currently widespread support for, promotion of and 
incorporation into contracts of Friedman’s Results Based AccountabilityTM, 
which also seems to be being conflated with collective impact approaches. 
As a passionate advocate of the importance of outcome measurement, 
I would not denigrate the value of this approach to accountability, 
however there are risks associated with its wholesale adoption which 
do concern me:
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• Community-level indicators may not be available for the expected 
or desired outcomes in some program areas, or may not able to be 
disaggregated to an appropriate geographic level. This risks ‘the 
tail wagging the dog’, with availability of performance indicators 
driving the choice of activities. Commitment to increasing access 
to (primarily) government datasets is promising, though use of 
such data is often beyond the capacity of CSOs.

• Small and/or pilot programs can struggle to identify appropriate 
existing data-collection tools and rarely have the resources to 
develop new ones.

• The timeframes for achieving community-level change, or even 
to achieve change in individual metrics, are often much longer 
than the contract period for programs attempting to achieve 
these changes.

• The emphasis on metrics (indicators and targets) promotes 
quantitative analysis, potentially diverting energy from 
identification of less tangible outcomes.

• Application at program or agency level ignores the multiple 
other factors that play a role in complicated and complex social 
problems. The incorporation of ‘partners who have a role to play’ 
in the RBA approach is a nod to this, however in practice CSOs 
often have little leverage in engaging these players.

• As with any other measurement tool, the extent to which workers 
perceive the measures are relevant and meaningful to their 
work will affect the accuracy of any data collection. The elusive 
‘sweet spot’ is where frontline workers can collect data, see its 
significance and use it for practice-improvement. Technology 
provides opportunities for this to occur, but may be beyond 
the budgets of many organisations, and the multiple, isolated 
data-collection frameworks attached to government contracts 
act against the introduction of consolidated systems.

• The formal codification of results inherent in RBA does not fit 
with the complexity theories underpinning many social problems.2 
It may lead to a loss of innovation and f lexibility.
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• It is important to remember Campbell’s Law:

The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-
making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more 
apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended 
to monitor.

While celebrating the interest in measuring outcomes, let’s not fall 
victim to the idea of ‘one right way’.

The Australian Charities and Not-for-profits 

Commission

The need for consistent and sector-appropriate regulation was another 
theme raised in my research. Despite a shaky beginning under threat of 
abolition, the introduction of the Australian Charities and Not-for-profits 
Commission (ACNC) has begun to address one of the accountability 
issues raised by interviewees during my accountability research. 
Australia’s multiplicity of jurisdictions means change is slower than 
some would like, but it has been positive to see the beginnings of 
red-tape reduction and a single portal for identifying charities. Whether 
we will ever get a common definition of charity, however, is less clear.

Relationships between CSOs

Another consequence of CSOs’ changing relationships with government 
was changed relationships between non-government organisations 
(NGOs). Academic and anecdotal evidence emerged soon after the 
entrenchment of competitive tendering and contracting of reluctance 
to share practices and intellectual property as organisations recognised 
what was in fact a longstanding scenario of competition for limited funds.

In response, collaboration and/or partnership began to be emphasised 
in many contracts, at times almost appearing to be an end in itself. 
This was ref lected in the requirement to demonstrate the existence 
of partnerships with other non-profits in supporting the case to be the 
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winning tenderer, as well as the use of the language of partnership by 
government organisations when referring to CSOs. This latter sense 
is perhaps the most frustrating, given the inherent power asymmetry! 
I have completed a number of evaluations in which collaboration and 
partnership to achieve outcomes for what were generally referred to 
as complex clients was a central platform.

‘At the coalface’ effective networking, cooperation and collaboration 
continue to contribute to the achievement of client outcomes. Such 
relationships tend to be person-centred, and thus need re-creating 
when workers change jobs. Formal agreement and/or memoranda of 
understanding are signed off at senior levels within organisations, and 
provide a framework for escalation of concerns if all else fails, but may 
not affect the organisational cultures, practices and norms that act to 
support or limit genuine cross-agency or cross-program collaboration. 
Mid-level managers sometimes found themselves caught between 
achievement of individual budgetary and performance targets, which 
encouraged program- or agency-level performance, and collaborative 
behaviour, which may achieve positive client outcomes but no or less 
local credit. Collaboration itself requires resources, and agencies may 
struggle to continue to contribute in the face of competing demands, or 
when there is little evidence of individual return on investment. Failure 
to keep those with the appropriate decision-making delegation at the 
table became the downfall of a number of collaborations.

Two articles I authored with Wendy Earles drew on our experience 
as evaluators with different groups funded under the federal 
Communities For Children strategy (Baulderstone & Earles 2009; 
Earles & Baulderstone 2012). The first of these mapped the changes in 
relationships from partnership-based to market-based, suggesting that 
transferring the ‘purchaser’ role to non-profit CSOs supported greater 
f lexibility, and although the formal contracting framework did not 
preclude the development of networks and collaborative relationships, 
it did not necessarily support them, depending instead on individual 
relationship management. The second identified challenges of different 
staff capabilities and different organisational ways of organising when a 
non-profit contracts the state, but highlighted the importance of access 
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to social networks of key staff. The model underpinning Communities 
For Children preceded the current interest in collective impact, and 
may have useful lessons.

Like ‘collaboration’ and ‘partnership’, ‘collective impact’ has become 
something of a buzzword, applied to activities and approaches without 
the conditions outlined in the Stanford Social Innovation Review in 
2011 (Kani & Kramer 2011).

Mergers

Drivers of increasing effectiveness, reduction in financial pressures, 
competitive advantage in tendering and increasing public profile for both 
the organisation and its agenda remain for many smaller CSOs eleven 
years after the case study of a merger of three CSOs (Baulderstone et 
al. 2008). These are supported in some jurisdictions by preferences for 
fewer contracts with larger organisations. Specialist organisations may 
emerge which ‘hold’ much of the intellectual knowledge in a particular 
program area, reducing the potential for future competition for contracts. 
Alternatively, organisations may diversify into multiple service areas, 
challenging both leadership and governance, while increasing ‘survival’ 
capacity in the face of changing government funding priorities.

Alternative Revenue Sources

The existence of alternative revenue sources loosens the dependence 
of CSOs on government. Traditional philanthropy, whether individual 
or corporate, remains an important revenue source but is no longer 
the only alternative to government funding. Growing interest in social 
enterprise, venture philanthropy and social impact bonds point to a 
different future that not all organisations are ready to exploit.

Risk and Innovation

The capacity of CSOs to be f lexible, cost-effective and innovative – 
arguably one of the arguments used for outsourcing – has been reduced 



51TH IRD SECTOR REVIEW

in some instances by the constraints of government funding contracts. 
Short political cycles encourage constant reinvention with little actual 
innovation; innovation is inevitably accompanied by a risk of failure, 
and, not unreasonably, public-sector funders are reluctant to expose 
their agencies to media criticism. An increased requirement for funded 
programs to be evidence-based, as in the Communities For Children 
strategy, means that truly innovative approaches cannot be introduced 
without alternative revenue sources.

The introduction of individualised funding and consumer-directed 
care, as seen in the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and 
the changes to aged-care funding, has the potential to require radical 
change within CSOs, as the agenda for what is delivered passes from the 
agency to the consumer. This creates both an opportunity and a threat 
to organisations. The experience in pilot sites for the NDIS suggests 
the importance of cultural change as well as the more practical ones, 
such as billing systems.

Conclusion

While there have been significant changes in the landscape for CSOs 
over the past 21 years, many issues remain the same. Systems still 
operate with friction and tension, and collective interests compete 
with individualist agendas. If government wants a market relationship 
with CSOs it risks getting it, with all of the subsequent weaknesses 
and risks. Even where direct government funding reduces, government 
continues to create and/or influence the frameworks within which CSOs 
operate. The expansion of individualised funding, though, suggests 
organisational accountability to consumers may re-emerge as a focus of 
interest. I look forward to the ongoing analysis of this and other aspects 
of the sector in Third Sector Review for many years to come.

NOTES

1. See www.wch.sa.gov.au/support/consumer/index.html.
2. For an alternative approach, see Patton (2011).
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Crushed or Just Bruised? 
Voluntary Organisations – 25 
Years Under the Bear Hug of 
Government Funding in 
Aotearoa New Zealand

Garth Nowland-Foreman, LEaD Centre for Not for Profit 
Leadership, New Zealand

Abstract

What has happened in the 25 years or so since purchase-of-service contracting 
was introduced for government funding of voluntary organisations in Aotearoa 
New Zealand? This article provides a brief commentary on the various iterations 
of public policy on funding over that time, and the impact on voluntary 
organisations. Just when efforts to ameliorate the extreme sharp edges of 
‘contracting’, undergirded by Agency Theory, seemed possible, governments have 
changed but policies less so. Despite significantly increased funding, the period 
ends with voluntary organisations (especially those dependent on government 
funding) possibly at their most vulnerable and insecure, and the wider role of 
the voluntary sector in supporting social capital and strong communities less 
appreciated (if not actively undermined). The need for the sector to assertively 
rediscover its intrinsic value and the unique role it can play in society is 
perhaps greater now than ever before. And there are promising signs this is 
possible – especially when needed most.

Keywords

Voluntary organisations; voluntary sector; government funding; 
purchase-of-service; contracting; social capital; New Zealand.
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The 1990s: Markets Collide with the Voluntary 

Sector

In 1997 Third Sector Review published ‘Can Voluntary Organisations 
Survive the Bear Hug of Government Funding Under a Contracting 
Regime?’. The article examined the shift to purchase-of-service 
contracting for voluntary organisations in Aotearoa New Zealand at 
the beginning of the 1990s, in the context of international trends and 
developments. In the 25 years or so since this shift began, what has 
changed and what remains the same?

At the time, I argued that while the evolution through a number of 
largely sequential funding technologies that brought us to purchase-
of-service contracting may seem to be an entirely ‘natural’ process of 
increasing sophistication, this was not just a technical or value-free 
development. Rather, it incorporated certain in-built value choices, 
including an increase in transaction and overhead costs, a shift in initiative 
and power to the funder, and an increase in expectations, risks and 
competitiveness for voluntary organisations (Nowland-Foreman 1997: 9).

Furthermore, this was part of a wider neoliberal takeover of public 
policy, initiated by the fourth Labour government (1984–1990), in 
particular implementing New Public Management, including an increased 
reliance on market-oriented strategies such as deregulation, privitisation, 
outsourcing, the structural separation of purchasers and providers, a 
greater emphasis on performance measurement, and a shift from input-
based to output-based funding, and the delivery of public services by 
third parties under contract. While commenced under Labour in many 
policy areas, it was largely left to the subsequent National governments 
(1990–1999) to apply this approach to dealings with the voluntary sector.

The promise was made that this new approach would lead to 
more secure funding, greater f lexibility for organisations, and a better 
partnership (DSW 1989, quoted in Nowland-Foreman 1997: 19). In 
fact, it resulted in almost the opposite. Within a year or two of its 
introduction, ‘cracks’ were already beginning to appear, not only in a 
litany of complaints from voluntary organisations bearing the brunt 
of these changes, but also in independent evaluations, and even in the 
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relevant department’s own (self-doubting) post-election briefing for the 
incoming government (Nowland-Foreman 1997: 19–22).

The ‘purchasing’ metaphor was surprisingly powerful, not only 
in shaping how governments dealt with voluntary organisations, but 
also in how it conceived of them, and ultimately threatened to remake 
voluntary organisations in someone else’s image. What makes voluntary 
organisations unique is that they are as much about citizenship as service, 
as much about participation as provision. Voluntary organisations, at 
their best, encourage active citizenship and participation, mobilise 
resources, build community leadership, and enhance cooperation and 
trust (Nowland-Foreman 1998: 116–121).

To help change, or at least moderate, the terms of the public policy 
debates, a number of us concerned about the viability and wider role 
of the voluntary sector arranged a tour in August 1996 by Robert 
Putnam, who had recently popularised the concept of social capital. 
Putnam held discussions with government ministers and senior public 
servants. In conjunction with the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), several 
high-level and inf luential seminars on social capital and public policy 
were convened between 1997 and 2000, and subsequently reported in a 
series of IPS publications on social capital (Robinson 1997, 1999 & 2002).

These ideas started to achieve some traction. In 1997 Statistics New 
Zealand began developing an official ‘Framework for the Measurement 
of Social Capital in New Zealand’ (Spellerberg 2001), and there was 
a growing recognition in the National-led government of the need 
to moderate the excesses of the contracting regime, with increasing 
backbench disquiet from voluntary organisations in their electorates. 
Then Prime Minister Jim Bolger used social capital as the theme of his 
annual address to the 1997 regional National Party conferences.

The 2000s: Good Intentions Are Not Good 

Enough

There were very few substantial changes in place before a Labour-led 
government (1999–2008) came to power, able to tap into widespread 
discontent in voluntary organisations, with a commitment to replace 
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the ‘contract culture’ with a new partnership paradigm. In opposition, 
the shadow minister and relevant caucus committee had been very 
open to such policy proposals as a number of us had presented to 
them. It provided an easy way to distance itself from the ‘market 
extremism’ of the National-led government. The shift to a ‘social 
development’ approach (based on partnership, social inclusion and a 
joined-up approach) also usefully echoed many of the ‘third way’ policy 
planks from the United Kingdom, which had heavily inf luenced the 
New Zealand Labour Party in general and the incoming Minister for 
Social Development, Steve Maharey, in particular.

There was an initial f lurry of significant, though often symbolic, 
changes in the machinery of government (a minister was appointed and 
an Office for the Community & Voluntary Sector were established), and 
some blunting of the excesses of contracting, following two hard-hitting 
reviews conducted jointly with voluntary-sector leaders (Community 
and Voluntary Sector Working Party 2001; Community-Government 
Relationship Steering Group 2002). The new government, although 
keen, faced a sector without a single representative association with 
which it could negotiate, and was reluctant to immediately jump into a 
1998 English-style compact. In a rare instance of listening to the sector, 
the government did not unilaterally impose a compact, and allowed 
the two high-level reviews to investigate and identify the causes for 
dissatisfaction in the sector–government relationship and map out what 
might be needed to address it.

Based on a recommendation from the first review, Prime Minister 
Helen Clarke signed her government up to a Statement of Government 
Intentions for Improved Community-Government Relationships 
(affectionately knows as the SOGI) (New Zealand Government 2001), 
and the new Office for the Community & Voluntary Sector sponsored 
various cross-government initiatives and resources to promote ‘good 
practice’ in funding, accountability and consultation. Significantly, 
it did not insert proposals to achieve good relations with the sector 
into the performance criteria of departmental chief executives, and 
associated reporting and complaints procedures, as recommended by 
the sector reviews. Nor did it pursue the ‘next step’, in the English 
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example, of explicating its compact into five more detailed Codes of 
Good Practice (on Funding and Procurement; Consultation and Policy 
Appraisal; Volunteering; Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) Voluntary 
and Community Organisations; and Community Groups).

Over time, there were a number of small initiatives and pilots that 
explored alternative approaches, but mainstream funding arrangements 
remained largely intact – despite efforts to move towards more ‘ joined 
up’ funding, reduced compliance costs, and more long-term and stable 
funding. When the government was on its way out, it finally committed 
significant funds (an extra $52 million in 2008–09, increasing to over 
$192 million in 2011–12) under Pathways to Partnership to address the 
problem of part-funding for contracted social services and building in 
sector capability and infrastructure funding.1 Around this same time, 
the government also commissioned a sector association to undertake a 
review of the SOGI, which did not report back until there was a change 
in government.

It has long fascinated me why there was so little rolling back of 
the ‘contract culture’ under the nine years of the fifth Labour-led 
government, despite its promise and continuing rhetoric. The intent 
seemed genuine to observers like me; indeed, the independent review 
of the SOGI was entitled ‘Good Intentions’. Perhaps it was the seductive 
simplicity and relentless consistency of the underlying Agency Theory. 
Perhaps it was because, in the decades since the reforms, the national 
public service may have been largely purged of anyone in senior 
leadership roles other than those who had only ever had experience of 
public-sector management and policy-making in these terms. Schick 
(2001: 3) also suggests that:

.  .  .  in contrast to other countries in which the reform meant adding 
peripheral elements to the pre-existing managerial system, in New 
Zealand, the reforms are the system. There is no other managerial 
system. This means that dismantling the reforms would require the 
government to divest itself of the ways in which it prepares and admin-
isters the budget, runs departments, links ministers and managers, and 
decides what to do.



58 VOLUME 22 NUMBER 2

Whatever the reasons, the ‘contract culture’ persisted, albeit in less 
aggressive form.

The 2010s: The Dangerous Embrace Quietly 

Tightens

The current National government (2008 to date) came in before very 
little of Pathways to Partnership could be implemented, and redirected 
just 20% of the total promised increased funding to a time-limited 
Community Response Fund (to support voluntary organisations facing 
financial difficulties or increased demands following the 2007–09 global 
financial crisis). The new government also quietly went about unpicking 
most of the previous government’s other sector initiatives.

The new government received the review of the SOGI, which 
recommended entrenching its principles even more concretely into 
the administration of government. Nevertheless, the new government 
allowed the SOGI to lapse, eventually replacing it in 2011 with Kia 
Tutahi Relationship Accord between the Communities of Aotearoa 
New Zealand and the Government of New Zealand. Though largely 
unobjectionable, this has been described as even more anodyne and 
hollow than the original SOGI, and notably fails to ref lect any of the 
fifteen recommendation of the SOGI review. Despite a recent review in 
2015, the accord has largely slipped into policy obscurity.2 For example, 
it has not been mentioned by government or the sector in the current 
big shake-up of social services funding.

As time passed, the increasing policy emphasis under this government – 
especially in its third term – has been purchasing and reporting on 
outcomes (preferably through Results Based AccountabilityTM), even 
tighter targeting of services purchased to pre-determined political 
priorities, calculating return on investments (in reducing long-term 
public expenditure), being evidence-based (particularly through greater 
use of ‘big data’), more competitive and arms-length procurement 
processes (based around the Government Electronic Tendering System, 
designed for purchasing paperclips and other supplies for government 
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use), and reducing compliance costs through standardised contracts 
(developed by the procurement branch of the Ministry of Business, 
Innovation and Employment).

Funding programmes are now going through massive upheaval and 
change – for example, the Productivity Commission’s recommendations for 
More Effective Social Services, and the Ministry of Social Development’s 
Community Investment Strategy, which aims to cut funding to whole 
classes of services no longer seen to be in Priority Result Areas, and target 
remaining funding based on fit with a pre-determined national Results 
Measurement Framework. Some government agencies also decided to 
actively reduce the number of organisations from which they purchased 
services, such as the ACC reducing its home support contracts from 86 to 
six, while various district health boards reduced regional contractors from 
up to fourteen local organisations to as few as three, including encouraging 
competition from international commercial providers (NZCCSS 2015).

In recent months a social bond (pay-for-results) experiment, which 
took three years and $1.6 million to put in place, collapsed, with the 
provider walking away before services commenced. This should not 
have been a surprise, as earlier research for the Department of Internal 
Affairs (Ross Philipson Consulting 2011: 32) concluded that social 
bonds are not a practical option in the current Aotearoa New Zealand 
market, and significant issues need to be addressed even before a 
trial was viable (including inadequate financial returns for excessive 
risk, inadequate scale and excessive transaction costs, and outcome 
measurement difficulties). While this ‘evidence base’ remains shaky, it 
has not discouraged the government from continuing to push further 
social bond pilots (Ministry of Health 2016).

The overall policy push adds up to even less acknowledgement of 
the wider role of voluntary organisations in contributing to community 
cohesion and social capital, and a tighter focus back on procurement of 
services to meet government priorities and requirements (what was long 
ago described as ‘little fingers of the state’; see Nyland 1993). This has 
the potential to make voluntary organisations even more vulnerable (as 
first diagnosed in 1996 by Ernst & Young, reported in Nowland-Foreman 
1999: 21), and to repeat the worst excesses of contractualism, aggressive 
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Agency Theory (with its emphasis on the primacy of controlling ‘agents’, 
who are assumed to be only motivated by naked self-interest), and what 
iconoclastic British accountant Michael Power (1994) early identified 
as the ‘audit explosion’. Power argues that this emphasis derives from 
two powerful but contradictory (neoliberal) trends: increased pressure 
to contract out, downsize and decentralise, while at the same time 
exerting greater control over the very functions that have just been 
made autonomous. This is at the heart of the drift towards what he 
disparagingly calls ‘managing by numbers’.

One small but important response has been research initiated by the 
New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services (Neilson et al. 2015; 
Neilson 2016), to identify the value community-based and voluntary 
organisations add above and beyond what government contracts. 
The two reports document the ‘organisation specific capital’ (a term 
cunningly appropriated from Treasury 2013) that voluntary organisations 
can and do contribute to wider social or community value – including 
social cohesion and inclusion, willingness to ‘go the extra mile’ (work 
‘holistically’), community development and empowerment.

Ironically, it’s worth noting the evidence-base that an emphasis 
on outcomes and especially their measurement has any impact on 
improving the actual results for service participants is very thin – 
with pay-for-results contracts (social bonds) on even shakier grounds 
(Nowland-Foreman 2016: 20–22). However, we do know that such 
approaches risk not only undermining the wider roles and contribution 
of voluntary organisations, but also distorting service provision, through:

• managing for the pre-determined outcomes, rather than being 
holistic and responsive to the individual;

• reducing the time horizon to a short-term (reporting cycle) focus;
• unintended and counter-productive incentives for cutting corners;
• under-investment in quality and the service infrastructure;
• ‘cherry picking’ easier-to-serve participants; and
• diverting funds to increased monitoring, reporting and transaction 

costs. (Nowland-Foreman 2016 & The Treasury 2013).
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There is also a risk that it encourages reduced transparency. As Paton 
(2003: 28–29) warns:

The problem is that the language of performance takes no prisoners. 
Through its lenses, the world is straightforward, situations are or should 
be controlled, the issues are clear, the criteria unambiguous – and results 
have either been achieved or they have not. Uncertainty, patchiness, 
ambiguity, riders and qualifications – all these can be read as excuses, 
signs of weakness  .  .  . Hence performance management seems to be 
accentuating the familiar discrepancy between an organisation’s public 
and private faces. Whatever the strains, stresses and disorder that are 
occurring ‘backstage’, the ‘frontstage’ impression is still upbeat, a tale 
of rationality and order, progress and achievement.

Furthermore, in practice, Schick (2001: 13) – a global New Public 
Management guru – concludes that ‘measuring outcomes is a frustrating 
task [even for governments themselves. They] invest considerable 
resources and years later have little to show for it. Managers and policy 
analysts fight over what is to be measured, over the causes and effects 
of change, over who should be accountable for what, and so on. They 
fight over whether a particular result is an intermediate outcome or an 
end outcome, as if these terms had scriptural meaning.’ These difficulties 
are intrinsic, rather than just a lack of skills, because as one moves 
along the ‘logic chain’ from inputs, through activities (throughputs), 
and outputs to outcomes, it progressively:

• becomes harder to actually measure anything;
• becomes more ambiguous and less clear what is actually happening 

(let alone why);
• means you have less control over what happens;
• means you need to wait longer and longer to see what actually 

happens; and
• is increasingly effected by many more confounding and at times 

unanticipated external factors.
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As a result, the closer we actually get to outcomes (what is most 
important), the more expensive, time-consuming, uncertain and 
unreliable are the measures.

Only very recently (Statistics NZ 2016) have we had data on the 
size and scope of the sector in Aotearoa New Zealand at two points 
in time – 2004 and 2013. While two points don’t necessarily give us a 
long-term trend, the comparisons are revealing, especially given these 
two points traverse a significant part of the time covered by this article, 
and outline the broad landscape voluntary organisations have operated 
in. Over the nine-year period, the sector has continued to grow, with 
114,000 organisations in 2013 (up 18 per cent), and paid jobs in the sector 
increasing even faster, up 30 per cent to 137,000 full-time equivalent 
positions. Government funding for the sector has also increased, though 
probably not the 50 per cent suggested because of likely underestimate of 
health funding in 2004. In nominal terms, overall income for the sector 
has increased by 65 per cent. Unfortunately, expenditure has increased 
68 per cent. Although only a small gap, it is on the wrong side of the 
ledger, and as a result seven out of ten of the non-profit activity areas that 
Statistics NZ reports on were ‘dissaving’ in 2013 (which means drawing 
down their reserves or going into debt to meet their costs). This compares 
with just one activity area ‘dissaving’ in 2004. Furthermore, while more 
people are volunteering for these organisations (up 20 per cent to 1.2 
million), they are contributing far fewer hours – down a massive 42 per 
cent. No wonder voluntary organisations are feeling squeezed.

A True Story Comes Back to Bite

My 1997 article told the story of one long-standing national organisation 
as it re-formed itself to be more ‘businesslike’ and efficient, and focus 
more clearly on measurable outputs. By the mid-1990s it achieved 
much, including moving from a predominantly volunteer workforce 
to a totally paid workforce, and the cutting of frontline staff by 75 per 
cent with no reduction in service. At the same time, it reduced some 
overhead costs and was able to provide a 10 per cent increase in hours 
of service at no extra cost.
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However, some other transaction and compliance costs increased, 
using up most of its reserves to invest in better IT and financial systems 
for increased reporting. It experienced tensions in trying to span discrete 
‘market niches’ in pursuit of income, and its ‘welfare’-oriented staff 
found the constant focus on financial ‘break-even’ uncomfortable. There 
was also less opportunity for research and development, liaison and 
collaboration with others (unless it could generate income). Community 
involvement was replaced by professional management, and community 
capacity-building was replaced with a focus more on internal efficiencies.

This could be seen as a success story of a 10 per cent increase in 
efficiency, or a cautionary tale of how much of value was lost just for 
the sake of 10 per cent more hours of service. I worried at the time that 
they risked shifting from ‘being a major contributor to social capital, 
social cohesion and community well-being in dozens of communities 
across the nation, to being a net drain on those communities’ (Nowland-
Foreman 1997: 24).

What has happened since then? By 2015, just a decade later, the 
organisation employed 183 staff, and saw 25,000 to 30,000 clients each 
year, plus a further 30,000 clients since 2011 for the Christchurch 
Earthquake service. It had grown to be Aotearoa New Zealand’s largest 
provider of professional counselling and relationship counselling, 
and the largest single provider of Ministry of Justice non-violence 
services. However, that same year this organisation collapsed and was 
declared insolvent, after surviving many changes and challenges since 
its establishment in 1949. While it was a well-respected professional 
service-provider, the organisation ultimately paid the price, I suspect, 
for the lack of a strong web of community support willing to fight for 
it, and the lack of a strong volunteer base or independent income, which 
might have enabled it to survive the hostile environment it faced.

Although the organisation was not without its own problems, it 
had received no inf lation adjustment on its contract with the Ministry 
of Social Development for seven years, and it reports increasingly 
working with more complex cases, and having to draw on reserves to 
support only partial funding by government for quality services. The 
proximate cause of its demise was the withdrawal of nearly $5 million 



64 VOLUME 22 NUMBER 2

in government funding over three years (mostly as a result of unilateral 
changes to Ministry of Justice contracts). The organisation argued that 
it had cut spending as quickly as it could, saving nearly $4.5 million, and 
planned to break even in 2015 until faced with an unfunded requirement 
to train for new Ministry of Justice contracts. Paradoxically, over this 
time the organisation was separately funded a ring-fenced $1.3 million 
by the Ministry of Social Development for a leading-edge IT and clinical 
practice reporting system (Vital Signs Consulting 2015; PwC 2015).

It is noteworthy that the government of the day felt politically able 
to allow such a longstanding organisation to fail. The Ministry of Social 
Development appeared indifferent to the future of the organisation, 
instead focusing on contracting other organisations to pick up their share 
of the current 7000 clients. Support for the voluntary sector infrastructure 
and the wider role of the sector had been thoroughly eclipsed by a focus 
on the measurable delivery of discrete services, possibly in this case with 
the unconscious acquiescence of the organisation itself. The organisation 
boasted that its clinicians spent over 60 per cent of their time with clients 
(compared with the government Child Youth and Family Services’ less 
than 30 per cent face-to-face time with clients), it met and exceeded 
contracted ‘volumes’, and it was at the leading edge of contracts focused 
on client outcomes. It was the very model of a modern social service 
provider, but, in the end, this was not enough for its salvation. It made 
it no less financially vulnerable, even as its wider contribution to social 
capital and community cohesion may have shrivelled.

Finding Hope in Disastrous Responses

Beyond the destruction, albeit spectacular and high-profile, of one 
long-respected voluntary organisation, what is the verdict of the impact 
of purchase-of-service contracting on the sector? Has it been crushed or 
just bruised? As a Cantabrian who lived through the experience, perhaps 
the answer is best illustrated in the response to the 2010–11 Christchurch 
earthquakes. When asked about any positive side to this disaster, I am 
confident most people would not mention the billion-dollar construction 
activity, the high-profile Anchor Projects, the 100 Day Plan, the role of 
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government or the role of developers. Instead, it is much more likely they 
would mention neighbours helping neighbours, the increased sense of 
community, the brilliant new voluntary organisations that sprung up to 
transform our recovery (such as Student Volunteer Army, Farmy Army, 
Gap Filler, Greening the Rubble, Festival of Transitional Architecture 
(FESTA), Ministry of Awesome, Renew Brighton, Avon-Otakaro Network 
and CanCERN), and the reinvigorated established organisations that rose 
to the occasion (especially marae, Maori Wardens, churches, residents’ 
associations and other local groups such as Project Lyttelton).

Many of these new organisations were the response of a new group 
of community activists, often from the next generation. The Student 
Volunteer Army (SVA), for example, began as a Facebook page and still 
exists today. It has now established its own foundation, and has had 
an international impact (for example, in the recovery from the 2011 
Fukushima earthquake and tsunami). One of its key founders, Sam 
Johnson, fortunately didn’t follow official advice from Civil Defence 
when told to go home and leave it to the experts. At its peak, SVA ended 
up coordinating work, welfare and catering for 1800 volunteers. Even 
more importantly, it recognised its wider role beyond service delivery 
and shovelling that ubiquitous liquefaction:

We needed to ensure students not only volunteered for one day, but 
sufficiently enjoyed the experience to want to bring their friends along 
for a second day. The Facebook page enabled us to survey the volunteers 
on their enjoyment of the day before, and helped to maintain enthusiasm. 
It provided a familiar place for volunteers to interact with one another 
and tell stories from their experiences. And that team cohesion fed out 
through the work to the community. While the initial workload involved 
cosmetic clean-up, the impact on community mental health and wellbeing 
was phenomenal. The physical volunteering helped the grieving 
process, and allowed individuals to feel that they were contributing to 
the recovery of the city. Each day, volunteers were encouraged not only 
to focus on manual labour, but to spend time listening and talking to 
residents, strengthening intergenerational connection, and supporting 
virtual and physical communities (Johnson 2012: 21).
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This reinforces a view I have long held that voluntary organisations, 
at their best, are ‘carriers of hope’ in their communities. First, hope 
requires dissatisfaction with how things are (otherwise it lapses into 
complacency). But it also requires the sometimes foolish but always 
brave belief that people can make a difference (otherwise it’s fatalism). 
I believe that cannot ultimately be crushed. We may lose sight of it 
from time to time, but however severely bruised, it is embedded in the 
voluntary sector’s DNA.

NOTES

1. The February 2008 ‘Pathway to Partnership’ Cabinet Paper provided three 
options, and Cabinet approved the most expensive option, which would 
enable funding of the full costs of essential contracted social services, 
automatic annual cost adjustment payments, and forecasted volume increases, 
and to ‘build workforce and [organisational] capability, support [organisations] 
to work more closely together to reduce duplication, get more resources 
into services, and focus more on achieving outcomes and less on inputs/
programmes’ (Ministry of Social Development n.d.).

2. Very few organisations ended signing up to the accord; the review (HuiE 2015) 
found, for example, that 68 per cent of respondents were not involved in any 
initiatives aimed at improving engagement between government agencies 
and communities, few of those who said they were involved described 
specific initiatives led by both government and communities, and almost 
all respondents, 87 per cent, were not aware of the accord principles.
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Abstract

Interest in social enterprise has grown across the world and across all sectors in 
recent years. This interest is underpinned by multiple drivers, arising variously 
from the logics of new public governance, market-centric approaches to meeting 
social needs and a reclamation of people-centred economic arrangements as a 
response to complex problems. In this commentary, I ref lect on developments in 
social enterprise practice and scholarship in Australia since conducting the first 
national mapping of the field in 2010. I consider changes in practice and in the 
policy and development ecosystem that inform social enterprise development. In 
so doing, I consider what is driving these developments and their implications 
for future practice of both social enterprise and the third sector, and the related 
implications for scholarship of social enterprise.
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Social enterprise; Australia; social economy; commentary.

Commentary

In mid-2016 Thomson Reuters Foundation conducted an international 
poll of 880 experts across 44 of the world’s largest national economies 
to assess the state of social entrepreneurship worldwide. In this poll, 
Australia ranked 26th overall as the best place to be a social entrepreneur, 
while it rated equal third – alongside India and Singapore – on the 
perception that social entrepreneurship is gaining momentum (Thomson 
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Reuters Foundation 2016).1 While a study of perceptions rather 
empirical realities, the findings of this research depict a developmental 
environment for social enterprise in Australia that has been historically 
f lat, but is now gaining ground. These findings in part reflect the limited 
public and philanthropic investment in the Australian social enterprise 
development ecosystem relative to other countries in recent years. 
They also ref lect the ambivalent to at times hostile relations between 
governments and the third sector that are part of this country’s public 
policy history (Passey & Lyons 2006; Barraket 2008).

In 2010 Nick Collyer and I reported in Third Sector Review on the 
methodological challenges of defining and mapping social enterprise 
in Australia. This discussion ref lected on the process questions arising 
from our first attempt to understand the dimensions of social enterprise 
in this country, as part of the Finding Australia’s Social Enterprise Sector 
(FASES) project (Barraket & Collyer 2010). In 2010 FASES found that 
social enterprise in Australia was not new, but was an established and 
sustained field of action, operating in every industry of the Australian 
economy. Like the aspirations of civil society itself, the social purposes 
of Australian social enterprises were incredibly diverse, ranging from 
welfare objectives to local conservation to empowerment of local 
democracy and beyond. We found that there was a collective emphasis 
on social innovation among Australian social enterprises, with many 
describing a primary feature of their purpose as being to develop new 
solutions to complex social and environmental problems.

The definitional issues we grappled with in 2010 have been pervasive 
in practice and in the scholarly literature, both in our region and across 
the world (Thompson & Doherty 2006; Lumpkin 2011; Doherty et al. 
2014). While some advocate for broad definitions that are inclusive of a 
diverse range of organisational forms and purposes, others suggest that 
tighter definitions can support targeted financial support for ‘legitimate’ 
social enterprises and help avoid free-riding by organisations that may be 
capitalising on ‘social wash’ rather than seeking to contribute to social 
change. Through FASES, we developed a starting definition that could 
be operationalised in a large survey analysis of social enterprise activity. 
This definition was empirically generated – through discussions and 
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online submissions from a wide range of individuals and organisations – 
and tested through the administration of the first FASES survey. At the 
time, we defined social enterprises as organisations that existed to fulfil a 
mission consistent with public or community benefit, that trade to fulfil 
their mission, and that reinvest a substantial proportion of their profit 
or surplus in the fulfilment of that mission (Barraket et al. 2010). This 
definition was fit for its purpose, and was intended to be a starting point 
rather than the last word on social enterprise in Australia. It has since 
been used by a number of government departments to operationalise 
investment into social enterprises in Australia, yet there remains no 
agreed national definition of social enterprise. Indeed, six years on, we 
find that definitional debates continue, although they are more muted 
than they seemed to be in 2010, when the language of social enterprise 
was more nascent in our region.

Revisiting FASES for a second wave of research in 2015–2016 (Barraket 
et al. 2016), we found that there are a lot of new entrants to the Australian 
social enterprise field, with 38% of the social enterprises we identified 
being younger than five years old. Does this mean the field is growing? 
Perhaps, but it may also mean that we are seeing stronger identification 
with terminology, rather than increased activity as such. As the concept 
of social enterprise has become (somewhat) more commonplace and 
understood, there appears to be greater knowledge of and legitimacy 
(Suchman 1995) in the terminology and its associated practice, and a 
greater level of self-identification with it by emerging organisations and 
individuals. As traditional public and philanthropic funding streams 
become more market-oriented, some existing third sector organisations 
are also rebadging themselves as social enterprises. Participants in FASES 
2016 identified quasi-market development by governments – particularly 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme – as major policy levers that 
effectively ‘manufacture’ social enterprise as third sector organisations 
respond to changes in their operating environments.

While FASES 2016 participants noted new policy levers being used 
and new interest in social enterprise from philanthropy, they generally 
felt that public awareness of social enterprise remains low. At the same 
time, new generations’ interests in ethical practice and combining 
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personal values with career choices were seen as emerging opportunities 
for social enterprises, both to increase their social impacts by growing 
their reach, and to access new talent to support their work over time. 
The latter appears to be gaining some support from higher education, 
with a growing number of Australian and New Zealand universities 
embedding social entrepreneurship or social impact education in their 
business and social sciences offerings. This is notably coming off a very 
low base, with curriculum developments far from mainstream at the 
time of writing. New programs and offerings do, however, seem to be 
responding to a changing environment, as universities come to terms 
with the future needs and current demands of their millennial cohorts.

While activity in education and on the ground seems to be growing, 
the development ecosystem and public policy environment for social 
enterprise in Australia remains patchy at best, with the latter ref lecting 
the previously mentioned history of government–third sector relations 
in this country (Passey & Lyons 2006). Social entrepreneurs with whom 
we spoke during FASES 2016 described a geographically concentrated 
specialist intermediary system, with very limited access to support 
outside major cities and poor knowledge of social enterprise among 
mainstream legal and financial advisors. Equally concerning, they 
described uneven quality and capability within some emerging 
intermediaries, with promises often under-delivered and over-hyped. The 
absence of a national voice – in the form of an industry representative 
body or ‘peak’ – was also identified as an ongoing problem. Lack of 
access to suitable forms of social finance remains a challenge for some 
social enterprises, particularly in the south, west and remote north of 
the country.

Many of these issues ref lect the general challenges of field building 
(Nicholls 2010), as social entrepreneurs develop collective identity across 
highly diverse manifestations of practice. Melucci (1996) reminds us that 
collective identity formation is not just the realm of centrally involved 
collective actors, but of those external to them that ‘recognise’ and 
‘name’ them. Social enterprise development is undoubtedly enabled 
by social, technological and economic developments that create both 
new opportunities and new imperatives for action in this field. It is also 
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affected by changes in public policy, in contemporary philanthropy 
and by wider developments in the co-creation of the public sphere (cf. 
Bozeman & Johnson 2015). Many of these developments remain early-
stage or experimental in Australia at this time, although some do seem 
to be gaining traction. Within this space of experimentation, however, 
there is a danger of conf lating emergent practices – such as impact 
investing, social procurement and social enterprise development – that 
have common institutional drivers but not always complementary 
practitioner-defined purposes or needs. In terms of the potential for 
positive social impact, there is also a real concern that institutionally 
legitimised forms of practice will simply reinstate old ways of doing 
things, reducing the capacity for change and responsiveness purportedly 
introduced by new models and instruments. Emerging research evidence 
is suggesting, for example, that policy imperatives based on outcomes-
based funding are favouring large third sector organisations over those 
that are smaller and arguably closer to the communities they seek to 
serve. In the social enterprise field, this lends itself to conceptions of 
scaling businesses, rather than scaling their impacts, that may ultimately 
erode the very social value of favouring social enterprise as part of a 
suite of organisational responses to complex social problems.

Beyond the practical challenges, opportunities and constraints 
of social enterprise, a normative debate continues to rage – both in 
day-to-day practice and in scholarly literature – about the purpose and 
ultimate impacts of social enterprise. There is no doubt that neoliberal 
agendas and the machinery of new public governance (Osborne 2006) are 
driving funding and regulatory frameworks that shape the dimensions 
of the ‘visible’ social enterprise field. Corporate notions of scale and 
illusions of the capacity of ‘the market’ to deliver measurable and 
replicable ‘silver bullet’ solutions to intractable, complex and often highly 
context-specific problems are present in many of the professional and 
boardroom discussions – and, occasionally, in the academic forums – in 
which I find myself. As the hegemony of neoliberal market logic has been 
so routinised as to be rendered almost invisible, analyses of power and 
its effects – both repressive and generative – seem to have been largely 
sidelined. These discussions tend to render insignificant forms of civic 
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and collective action that do not engage with the mainstream market, 
or are explicitly concerned with contesting market power. Another 
troubling effect of this discourse is a dominant tendency to cast the 
doing of business as an expert domain and the creation of social value 
as a generic domain into which anyone with an MBA and a sentiment 
to ‘do good’ can launch themselves. The corporatisation of the third 
sector that accompanies the rise of social enterprise is definitely cause 
for concern. So, too, is the concomitant devaluing of diverse knowledges 
needed to tackle social problems at their source. In practical terms, it 
seems that more needs to be done to ensure that the generative value 
of people-centred social enterprise is not ultimately sidelined in favour 
of institutionally palatable but weak (on purpose and impact) imitations. 
In scholarly terms, it is important that social science scholars from 
critical epistemological traditions remain active in contributing to both 
normative and analytic debates about the nature of social enterprise, 
its societal potential and effects.

A more positive – and equally apparent – inf lection of discourses 
of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship rests in a general 
enthusiasm for human creativity and dynamic responses to social 
problems that this evokes. It is the possibilities and appeal of this 
discourse which – by my observation – led every critically oriented 
keynote speaker at the 2016 International Social Innovation Research 
Conference, held in Glasgow, to preface their presentation with a 
disclaimer clarifying their support for such imaginative and resourceful 
practice. As an engaged researcher in this field, I am almost every day 
exposed to real acts of human ingenuity manifest in social enterprise, 
where individuals and groups driven by progressive social purpose 
come up with new ideas and business models to respond to a local 
need or a global problem, contest an existing paradigm and challenge 
us all to think differently about our received truths of inequality and 
justice. I am particularly struck by the capacity of social entrepreneurs 
to see latent value in discarded resources, and to recast problems (and 
‘problem people’) as solutions in ways that make intuitive sense the 
minute they are revealed. This is arguably a trait of many civil society 
actors – having its roots in the work of new social movements – but 
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it is particularly palpable and highly visible in contemporary practices 
of social enterprises. What remains largely unapparent at this stage 
in the evolution of Australian social enterprise is whether discrete 
organisational practice can be stitched together into a larger collective 
whole – a movement or constellation of sub-movements – that gives 
expression to and makes shared meaning of the change social enterprises 
seek to enable in the world. Is this an impossible expectation of a field 
driven by the individualistic impulses of neoliberalism? Perhaps. But it 
is more likely a tension of building collective identity within a highly 
diverse field of action among actors who, quite literally, have competing 
demands on their time to ‘mind the shop’.

While practice continues to outstrip theory in the social enterprise 
domain, the last decade has seen a veritable explosion of scholarly 
research of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship (see, for 
example, Kerlin 2006; Maclean et al. 2013; Shaw & de Bruin 2013; 
Battilana & Lee 2014). Much of this research has focused on questions of 
‘how’, addressing management considerations and implications of hybrid 
business practices. More is needed to understand ‘why’ and ‘what’, in 
terms of the unique social impacts produced by social enterprises and 
their implications – and limitations – for effecting progressive social 
change. There is a new wave of social enterprise researchers emerging 
across our world region. As I examine many of their PhDs and hear 
them presenting at conferences, I am optimistic that the creativity, 
ingenuity and rigour that seem to mark effective social entrepreneurs 
also characterise the emerging researchers of social enterprise practice. 
In this regard, the future seems bright.

NOTES

1. New Zealand did not form part of the sample for this study.
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