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Abstract Comparative research on nonprofit organizations

(NPOs) has been a prominent approach for advancing our

understanding of these organizations. This article identifies

the primary drivers that shape the NPO comparative

research agenda and explores new research trends. Based

on a systematic literature review, nine definitional aspects

and ten impulses are identified as drivers of NPO research.

This article conducts a correspondence analysis to study

the relationships between the definitional aspects and

impulses that are discussed in 111 articles that were pub-

lished in philanthropic and third-sector journals in the

period January 2001–January 2015. Based on our results,

we suggest three new clusters for future comparative

research: investment and growth, participation and social

impact, and social cohesion and civil society.

Keywords Comparative research � Nonprofit
organizations � Social capital � Management

Introduction

The purpose of comparative research is to ‘‘explain and

interpret macro-social variation’’ (Ragin 1987, p. 5);

comparative research identifies and explains the economic,

political, sociocultural, and historical similarities and/or

differences in a phenomenon across societies. The benefits

of conducting a comparative study include conceptual

refinement and insight into the specific and general forces

underlying a phenomenon. Therefore, comparative

research provides a useful tool for advancing our under-

standing of NPOs.

According to Casey (2016), comparative research on

NPOs has expanded and several significant comparative

projects have been launched since the 1990s, such as the

Johns Hopkins Comparative NonProfit Sector Project and

CIVICUS Civil Society Index. Casey explains that these

projects have contributed to the development of cultural

frameworks that are used to interpret NPOs across

societies.

Nevertheless, a significant body of comparative research

has developed outside these projects. Parallel to these

projects, which garnered important academic and institu-

tional support, scholars around the world have conducted

comparative studies that were inspired by specific contexts

and interests and have participated in the interpretation of

NPOs across societies through their publications in major

peer-reviewed journals in the NPO sector.

The purpose of this study is to identify and analyze the

primary topics that drive NPO comparative research and

explore new issues for future comparative studies. We

evaluate 111 comparative articles that were published in 13

NPO-focused scientific journals and analyze the drivers

that are defined in the literature as having laid the grounds

for the development of the NPO comparative research

agenda (Anheier and Salamon 2006; Anheier and Seibel

1990a; James 1987; Salamon et al. 1999).

Anheier and Salamon (2006) explain that the significant

worldwide growth in the number and diversity of nonprofit

organizations has increased the difficulty of defining the

nonprofit phenomenon and has sparked debates regarding

the socioeconomic, political, and cultural conditions that

Update 2 July 2018 The PDF version of this article was reformatted

to a larger trim size.

& Georg von Schnurbein

georg.vonschnurbein@unibas.ch

1 Center for Philanthropy Studies (CEPS), Universität Basel,

Steinengraben 22, 4051 Basel, Switzerland

123

Voluntas (2018) 29:437–453

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-017-9877-6

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6660-1875
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11266-017-9877-6&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11266-017-9877-6&amp;domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-017-9877-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-017-9877-6


characterize NPOs in and across societies (Anheier and

Seibel 1990b; Bauer 1990). These scholars highlight defi-

nitional aspects and macro-social impulses as the two

primary drivers of debate in the NPO comparative field

(Anheier and Salamon 2006).

In terms of the structure of comparative research, the

definitional aspects refer to attributes that shape NPOs and

impulses refer to attributes that shape societies. NPOs and

societies are defined by configurations of their attributes.

Paraphrasing Ragin (1987, p. 9), the configurations of

NPOs and societies are interdependent and are the basis for

the development of classifications that are used to test the

patterns on which explanations rely. Articles from the

study sample are used to illustrate this concept. In their

article, Civic Sectors in Transformation and Beyond: Pre-

liminaries for a Comparison of Six Central and Eastern

European Societies, Rikmann and Keedus (2013) explain

how changes in the political and socioeconomic attributes

of Eastern European societies affected the configuration of

attributes of NPOs and, ultimately, defined their distinc-

tiveness. A further example is the article Corruption and

NGO Sustainability: A Panel Study of Post-communist

States, in which Epperly and Lee (2013) explain the vari-

ation in the configuration of NPOs (or the degree of sus-

tainability in the NPO sector) in relation to variations of a

set of attributes of post-communist states where corruption

is a primary factor that affects NPO sustainability in these

states.

Consequently, it might be expected that comparative

research contributes to better understanding of macro-so-

cial variations by filtering and selecting relevant attributes

and configurations. It would also be reasonable to expect

that the definitional aspects and impulses of NPO com-

parative research that have been used for more than a

decade would be increasingly refined and arranged in

configurations to align groups of definitional aspects with

groups of impulses.

A word of caution is necessary. Articles were selected

that systematically identify attributes that relate to or dif-

ferentiate two or more macro-social units (countries or

regions); however, not all of the articles utilize the com-

parative method (Mills and De Bruijn 2006; Ragin 1987).

Comparative research does not require the adoption of the

comparative method (Ragin 1987; Ragin and Rubinson

2009), although the contribution to understanding a phe-

nomenon may be weakened when, for example, quantita-

tive methods are adopted without acknowledging the

advantages of comparative methods, such as studying

specific populations rather than theoretically constructed

populations (Kittel 2006; Ragin 2006). Therefore, studies

that apply the comparative method generally detail the

complexities of a phenomenon and identify significant

relationships of causality (Kittel 2006; Ragin 2006).

Nevertheless, our focus is on the subjects that drive com-

parative research rather than on the evaluation of results;

therefore, our criteria for selecting articles are broad.

This article is structured as follows. Comparative drivers

are explained in the following section; the advances in

socioeconomic impulses that are proposed by Anheier and

Salamon are presented and extended by two additional

impulses that are identified in the most recent studies:

business partnerships and economic capital. The second

section explains the methods that are applied for the

analysis and describes the sample. The third section pre-

sents the results of the correspondence analysis, which

indicate that definitional aspects have been increasingly

incorporated in a comprehensive manner in studies that

address recent advances in NPO impulses. The results also

suggest that studies regarding social capital have developed

differently than other impulses. In addition, the scope of

definitional aspects, such as revenue, size, and distribution

constraints, may be shifting away from managerial aspects

and focusing more on market aspects because they are

increasingly paired with economic impulses in NPO

research. The conclusion explains that definitional aspects

and impulses drive the comparative research agenda in an

irregular manner; social capital and volunteering agendas

have developed in slightly different directions than main-

stream impulses and operational-definitional aspects,

which have developed in a similar manner. Furthermore,

the appearance of new impulses results in a transition of the

integration of growth-definitional aspects in this area of

research.

Framework for the Analysis of Comparative
Drivers

The Nonprofit Sector Research Handbook (Powell 1987)

was a landmark study regarding nonprofits because it laid

the groundwork for the development of the NPO field.

Estelle James’ (1987) contribution, The Nonprofit Sector in

Comparative Perspective, captures the beginnings of

comparative research on NPOs, and the first attempts to go

beyond research in the USA are documented by Anheier

and Seibel (1990a). Their list of major drivers for com-

parative research includes the choices about the public–

private division in different countries, the development of

the third sector, competitive advantages of nonprofits over

the government or private companies, sources of financing

and tax regulations, and the historic roots of NPOs. Both

James (1987) and Anheier and Seibel (1990a) cite the lack

of availability of data on the size, scope, and composition

of the third sector as the most important obstacle for

advancing comparative research. This gap was, to some

extent, filled by the John Hopkins Comparative NonProfit
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Sector Project, which was the first large-scale research

study (Salamon et al. 1999, 2004). This project compiled a

systematic body of comparative data on NPOs, which has

inspired numerous comparative research projects.

In a chapter in The NPO Sector. A Research Handbook

(2006), Anheier and Salamon explain that the two main

factors that have inspired comparative research on NPOs

are definitional aspects and macro-social impulses. The

first refers to how scholars describe and delimit a phe-

nomenon to allow comparisons to be made. The second

refers to broader discussions in society on the role of NPOs

and the perspectives that scholars develop to define these

roles. Definitional aspects have advanced because they

have been analyzed from the perspective of different con-

texts and impulses. For example, the development of new

NPO forms and their increasing commercialization have

advanced the concept of using a non-distribution constraint

to consider a partial constraint that has been applied in

cases such as mutuals, cooperatives, and social enterprises

(Salamon and Sokolowski 2014, 2016)1. Consequently, our

analysis seeks to identify how definitional aspects have

been adopted in the study of impulses and to assess the

extent to which the relationship between definitional

aspects and impulses has changed as advances in impulses,

and even new types of impulses have appeared on the NPO

scene.

Definitional Aspects

To systemize the heterogeneous nature of nonprofits that

operate in different countries, Salamon et al. (1999, p.3)

developed an operational definition that includes five cri-

teria (see 1 in Table 1):

Organization (org) refers to an organization’s degree of

stability and institutionalization and implies that the orga-

nization has adopted an internal structure and has been

formally recognized.

Private (prvt) implies that the organization does not

represent a branch of government and is institutionally

separate.

Self-governing (s-gov) implies that the organization’s

operation and decision-making processes are independent

from external government or corporate influences.

Distribution constraint (dist) According to this princi-

ple, NPOs are either entirely or significantly limited in their

potential to return profits to patrons. Associations are

organizations that have strict non-distribution constraints;

however, mutuals, cooperatives, and social enterprises are

examples of organizations that have significant distribution

constraints.

Voluntary (vol-ry) This principle implies that partici-

pation is not compulsory but is a matter of choice.

In addition, Anheier and Salamon (2006, p.95) explain

that this operational definition highlights four different

dimensions that characterize the NPO sector (see 2–5 in

Table 1):

Size (sz) refers to the growth of an NPO, whether in

absolute terms, such as an increase in the number of

organizations or in relative terms according to its contri-

bution to the economy, such as the number of full-time

employees. For 36 countries, Salamon et al. (2004) repor-

ted$ 1.3 trillion in expenditures and 2.7% of total work-

force, highlighting the economic value of nonprofits for the

first time.

Composition (comp) considers the different fields in

which NPOs operate and range from health to education or

culture. An examination of NPO composition reveals the

fields where there is greater need or more interest in the

development of the NPO sector.

Volunteering (vol-ing) The work of volunteers is a key

resource for the NPO sector. Therefore, defining the work

of volunteers will provide additional information regarding

the scope of the roots of the NPO sector in a specific

context. An analysis of NPOs that operated in 36 countries

revealed that the value of volunteer work was $ 314 billion

and represented 1.6% of the total volunteer workforce

(Salamon et al. 2004).

Revenue structure (rev) NPO’s income sources are

varied and range from government incentives to bequests.

The distribution of income sources demonstrates the degree

of financial strength of the NPO sector and its interde-

pendencies with other sectors.

Anheier and Salamon argue that the discussion of the

relevance and value of these definitional elements has been

‘‘one of the central features of the comparative NPO

landscape’’ (2006, p.90). Therefore, our goal is to assess

the extent that these aspects have inspired recent NPO

Table 1 Definitional elements examined in comparative research

1. Operational definitiona Organizations (org)

Private (prvt)

Self-governing (s-gov)

Distribution constraint (dist)

Voluntary (vol-ry)

2. Size (sz)

3. Composition (comp)

4. Volunteering (vol-ing)

5. Revenue structure (rev)

Source Adapted from Anheier and Salamon 2006; a Salamon et al.

1999

1 Salamon and Sokolowski’s recent study has renewed the debate on

the definitional aspects of NPOs, the impact of which will be

examined in future years (i.e., Defourny et al. 2016).
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comparative studies and how these aspects have been

operationalized.

Four Original Impulses

Anheier and Salamon (2006) explain that increasing

awareness regarding the socioeconomic and political

impacts of NPOs and macro-social trends indicate the

importance of NPOs and, consequently, inspire compara-

tive research. Three primary macro-social trends that are

labeled impulses include the following: new public man-

agement (NPM), social capital, and globalization

(Table 2). NPM refers to the adaptation of new manage-

ment styles by state institutions and, consequently, new

forms of cooperation with nonprofits. Nevertheless, during

the same time period, NPOs were subject to marketization

and have adopted managerial practices (Eikenberry and

Kluver 2004). Accordingly, we defined two new variables:

NPM and management. The set of impulses presented in

this section is marked for the analysis by using an ‘‘O,’’

denoting that they belong to the original impulses.

New Public Management (NPM-O)

The NPM perspective maintains that regardless of the

private or public character of the entity, management

strategies should be adopted to ensure that public services

are efficiently delivered. Whether through welfare-state

reform or structural adjustment programs, the concepts of

NPM have spread in developed and developing countries

and have inevitably affected the nonprofit sector (Anheier

et al. 1999). An important principle of NPM is that NPOs

play a key role as economic engines (Flynn 2002), and

consequently, government efforts to shape NPOs through

economic and legal incentives have affected the develop-

ment of the NPO sector (Anheier and Seibel 1990b).

Conversely, legal constraints may adversely affect the

ability of NPOs to pursue their goals (Howell et al. 2007).

Management (MGT-O)

In addition to or as a response to reforms regarding gov-

ernmental subsidy processes, NPOs have adopted numer-

ous approaches and values of the private market. Some of

these approaches, such as commercial revenue generation,

contract competition, or social entrepreneurship, may

negatively influence nonprofits’ role as value guardians or

advocates (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004). Furthermore, the

role of the board as a strategic decision-making body has

increased (Cornforth 2014).

Social Capital (SC-O)

NPOs are perceived as important agents in the creation of

the social fabric (Wollebaek and Selle 2007), and in a

symbiotic manner, social capital enhances organizational

effectiveness (Schneider 2009; von Schnurbein 2014).

Social capital is a key element of democratic stability and

economic growth because it is based on trust and shared

norms. Trust and shared norms are significantly cultivated

Table 2 Original impulses that drive NPO research

Impulses Principles of observation

NPM-O NPOs as a component of policy-making and new forms of political governance

Welfare state is restructured

NPOs provide services the state provided in the past

NPOs are subcontracted by the state

The state provides incentives for NPOs (economic and legal incentives)

Increasing efficiency and effectiveness that is translated by management styles

MGT-O Boards: composition, roles and responsibilities, effectiveness, and relationship with management

SC-O Creation of social fabric

NPOs are key in the development of trust and shared norms

A dense network of associations that contribute to social capital

NPOs encourage civic empowerment

NPOs encourage grass-roots expression

Development and growth of NPOs are necessary for democratic development and stability

GL-O NPOs operating beyond country-borders (transnational)

NPOs cooperating with governments, organizations, agencies, etc., in other countries

Impact of processes of democratization on the operation and development of NPOs (e.g., eastern enlargement of the EU)

NPOs’ role in the mobilization for global agendas: environment, human rights, labor, etc.

Source Multiple sources (see ‘‘Procedure’’ section)
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within the framework of NPOs, particularly in associations.

Nevertheless, as Anheier and Salamon (2006) explain—

and Anheier and Seibel before them (1990b)—NPOs can

also be seen as elements of civic empowerment, that is, as

organizations through which grass-roots associations and

social movements express their views. Ultimately, social

capital creation though NPOs is positive for stable,

democratic societies.

Globalization (GL-O)

The capacity of NPOs to operate cross-nationally has

increased in the past decade. Two of the most important

elements that encourage NPOs to operate beyond their

borders are the information and communications technol-

ogy (ICT) revolution and the soaring demand for

accountability of international institutions and organiza-

tions. However, Anheier and Salamon (2006) highlight the

significant development of international laws as an

important element, including trends in law convergence

between countries and regions. These trends have increased

the international status of NPOs and encouraged NPOs to

mobilize for global agendas such as human rights, equality,

humanitarian aid, and the environment.

Six Recent Impulses

Since the early accounts of James (1987), Anheier and Seibel

(1990), and the revisions of Anheier and Salamon (2006) a

decade ago, knowledge regarding the impulses of NPO

research has advanced, and new impulses have been identi-

fied. In this section,we explain the primary advances in regard

to the four impulses that are explained above and add two new

trends: NPO–Business and economic capital (Table 3). These

advances and trends have been identified in prominent studies

(e.g., Anheier et al. 2012; Cornforth 2014; Salamon 2014) and

in special issues and key discussions in journals reviewed in

this study (e.g., Anheier 2014; Harris 2012; Lewis 2014). The

set of impulses presented in this section is noted with an ‘‘R,’’

which indicates that these are new impulses.

NPM-R

In the last decade, NPM expanded its focus from efficiency

and effectiveness (Gruening 2001) to incorporate value-

based practices where the government acts as guarantor of

public values (Crosby et al. 2014). This new focus has

resulted in a demand for transparency and accountability;

governments emphasize that mechanisms for regulation

Table 3 Recent impulses driving NPO research

Impulses Principles of observation

NPM-R Democracy (citizenship and democratic control)

Creation of public value

Public service

Regulation

Oversight

MGT-R Accountability

Relationships with stakeholders

Tools to assess board performance

SC-R Decline in civic communities and social trust

Differences in social participation and civic cultures

Social movements and non-participation

Increase in inequality

Social fragmentation

Poverty reinforcement

GL-R North–South, East–West convergence as a result of new global agendas: climate change, austerity,

social justice, and democratic quality

NPO-B Cooperation in the development of CSR

Transfer of resources: a) donations; b) encouragement or compulsion of customers to donate; c) facilitation of

employee volunteering or fundraising; d) provision of sponsorship; e) cause-related alliances; and f) strategic alliances

EC Commercialization

Social and NPO marketing

Venture philanthropy

Social investment

Source Multiple sources (see this section)
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and oversight are essential aspects of NPO–government

relationships (Cordery and Morgan 2013).

MGT-R

Relationships between NPOs and governments have

become more structured; NPOs are more often direct pro-

viders of services; accordingly, government funding has

transitioned from grants to contracts, partnerships, and

other modes of cooperation (Cornforth 2014). As a result,

NPOs are experiencing increased pressure to improve

representativeness and accountability and issues such as

professionalization and self-regulation have become more

prominent. These transformations have expanded the

responsibilities of boards that in the past were examined by

their original impulses; these new responsibilities include

the use of new tools for evaluating performance and

incorporating complex forms of governance.

SC-R

Prior studies that adopted alternative perspectives on social

capital or examined challenges to the development of

social capital and civil society have become more visible

(Anheier 2014). Moreover, research that considers views of

social capital that differ from the notion that it creates a

social fabric that stabilizes and develops democracy, that

is, views of social capital as the basis of fragmentation and

the reproduction of inequalities, is becoming more promi-

nent (Kwon and Adler 2014). Recent studies question the

ability to increase social capital through increasing the

nonprofit sector (Hudock 1999; Potluka et al. 2017).

GL-R

Events such as the Arab Spring, austerity measures after

the Great Recession, and increasing environmental con-

cerns are blurring the distinctions between North and South

(Lewis 2014) because concerns for democracy and social

justice are shared and the resulting participation and

mobilization are a global phenomenon (Anheier et al.

2012). New global agendas include climate change, aus-

terity, social justice, and democratic quality.

NPO–Business (NPO-B)

The body of research regarding the relationship between

businesses and NPOs is significantly less developed than

the body of research regarding the relationships among

NPOs, governments, and societies (e.g., NPM and SC).

However, this topic is gaining attention (Harris 2012). The

relevant research agenda explores two developing direc-

tions in the relationships between NPOs and businesses

(Harris 2012). New studies analyze the modes of cooper-

ation between businesses and NPOs to enhance NPOs’

capacities. Conversely, it analyzes the modes of coopera-

tion between businesses and NPOs for the development of

businesses’ corporate social responsibility.

Economic Capital (EC)

This impulse differs from a NPOs’ capacity to create social

capital because it reflects their intention to transform their

different types of capital into financial wealth. This

impulse originated in austerity reforms that affected NPOs’

reliance on government support and compelled NPOs to

become more entrepreneurial (Cornforth 2014). One

important consequence of this entrepreneurship drive is

that topics such as commercialization and social and NPO

marketing are increasingly attracting scholars’ attention

(Basil and Basil 2012). Furthermore, the traditional modes

of philanthropy (grants, endowments, and bequests) align

with new forms of capital such as venture philanthropy and

social investment and the number of entities involved, and

tools for NPO-development have increased significantly

(Gautier and Pache, 2013; Salamon 2014).

Methods

Sample

This study’s sample includes 111 articles that were pub-

lished in journals that appear on a list of international third-

sector journals2 provided by the International Society for

Third-Sector Research (ISTR) and a list of journals

regarding philanthropic studies3 provided by the European

Research Network on Philanthropy (ERNOP) (Table 4).

Additionally, comparative research has been published in

books, which usually compile country reports for a single

comparative research project (i.e., Anheier and Daly 2007;

Wiepking and Handy 2015). These books only offer lim-

ited additional knowledge to the summarizing type of

study, such as this current study. Instead, we focused on

academic journals because, despite their flaws (Atkinson

2001; Bohannon 2013), not only do they maintain high

research standards that ensure good quality articles that

advance scientific knowledge, but they also provide forums

for significant discussions in most fields (Bornmann 2011).

To identify the articles, the main search terms were

comparative study, comparative analysis, cross-national,

cross-regional, cross-cultural, and international

2 ISTR: https://istr.site-ym.com/?page=Int_Journals.
3 ERNOP: http://ernop.eu/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Journals-in-

Philanthropic-Studies.pdf.
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comparison. The selected articles compared at least two

countries (Fig. 1). These searches identified 114 articles,

and 111 were relevant for this research.

Figure 1 shows the total number of times a country is

included in the studies. It also shows that the diversity of

countries has progressively increased and a median of 55

countries has been studied annually—although with signifi-

cant variance from article to article (SD = 72.72). Although

NorthAmerica (8.4%),WesternEurope (23.4%), andEastern

Europe (40.7%) have been the focus of the studies since the

start and the USA is discussed in 48 of the articles, the

research began to include countries in the Middle East and

Africa in 2005 and those in Asia and Latin America in 2008,

which together constitute 25% of all such studies (Fig. 1).

Comparative research is likely to be influenced by

contextual factors (Ragin and Amoroso 2011), and NPO

comparative research does not appear to be an exception4.

Contextual factors are related to the material and technical

conditions that affect researchers and impact the design and

execution of a study. For example, because of the lack of

data, new research topics or cases often apply a qualitative

Table 4 Comparative articles

in philanthropic and third-sector

journals

Name of journal Number of articles

ANSERJ 1

Canadian Journal of Volunteer Resources Management 0

Financial Accountability and Management 3

International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing 9

International Journal of Not-for-Profit Law 23

Japan NPO Research Association (JANPORA) Nonprofit Review 0

Journal for Nonprofit Management 0

Journal of Civil Society 10

Journal of Governmental and Nonprofit Accounting 0

Journal of Nonprofit and Public Sector Marketing 2

Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 25

Nonprofit Management and Leadership 3

Nonprofit Policy Forum 0

International Journal of Civil Society Law 5

The Nonprofit Review 1

Third Sector Review [Australia and New Zealand] 0

Voluntary Sector Review 3

VOLUNTAS International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 24

International Review on Public and Nonprofit Marketing 2

Total 111
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4 The structural characteristics of the analyzed articles are explained

elsewhere.
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approach as a method of exploration and to establish the

basis for future research. Most of the articles in the sample

adopted a qualitative research design (63%) and sought to

identify patterns and, to a certain extent, refine concepts,

whereas most quantitative articles sought to identify

correlations.

James (1987) and Anheier and Seibel (1990) highlighted

the difficulties in collecting data for NPO comparative

research. However, important efforts have been made

during the last few decades to overcome these difficulties

(Casey 2016). Among the qualitative studies, 26 refer to

datasets and all quantitative articles used either primary or

secondary datasets (Perez et al. 2016). Interviews and

surveys are the source of primary data, and international

and regional social and values surveys are a significant

source of secondary data. An important step forward in

quantitative research is the development of longitudinal

research that, as the results shown in Table 5 suggest, is

still lacking.

Cross-country comparative research may encourage

collaboration among researchers both regionally and

internationally. Table 5 indicates that only slightly more

than one-quarter of the articles included authors from more

than one country. However, this issue does not appear to

stop researchers from looking for cases that are beyond

their region, and more than half of the studies are cross-

continent (Table 5).

To assess which studies were likely to be conducted by

early comparative researchers (Anheier and Seibel 1990a;

James 1987; Salamon et al. 1999, 2004), we examined the

number of authorswho also authored country chapters for the

Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project

(CNP). However, the descriptive results indicate that most

authors did not participate in the CNP (Table 5). Finally, one

important issue is the increasing interest in comparative

research to attract more funding. This is a difficult issue to

assess in this study’s sample (Table 5); however, one-third

of the articles received funding from 42 institutions: 11 from

the USA and 17 from other countries (Appendix).

Procedure

For our study, we develop an explorative approach that

includes qualitative data analysis and comparative analysis.

Systematic procedures were applied for an inductive

analysis of the content of the 111 articles and to detect new

perspectives on NPO comparative research.

The articles were classified according to the drivers and

impulses that were identified in studies regarding NPO

research and comparative research that was discussed in

prior sections (Tables 1–3). The classification of the stud-

ies was executed independently by four researchers to

ensure the reliability of the coding process. The categories

were coded as binary to indicate the presence or absence of

the category in the analysis of each article. Thirty-nine

articles are represented by the original impulses variable,

59 represented by the new impulses variable, and 13 arti-

cles include both original and new impulses. The most

examined definitional aspects were revenue structure,

volunteering, and self-governing (respectively, 50, 29, and

27% of the articles), and the least examined were size and

voluntary (respectively, 10 and 12% of the articles).

In the next step, we conducted a correspondence anal-

ysis to analyze the relationships between and within the

drivers and impulses of NPO comparative research (Beh

and Lombardo 2014). This method is best suited for the

explorative nature of our survey because we use categori-

cal, nonparametric data without distributional assumptions

(Greenacre 2007). Correspondence analysis is a form of

principal component analysis that is useful for interpreting

nominal data because it transforms a large contingency

table into a simple data matrix that can be represented

visually (Beh and Lombardo 2014). The results allow for

the analysis of the distance between different categories.

For this study, the drivers and impulses were mapped as

row and column values. The distances in-between can be

interpreted as an overlap of content and understanding of

different categories in the initially distinct concepts. Three

correspondence analyses were conducted using the SPSS

software package: first, between the definitional aspects

variable and the original impulses variable; second,

between the definitional aspects variable and the recent

impulses variable; and finally, between the definitional

aspects variable and both the original and recent impulses.

The purpose of the first two analyses was to achieve an

understanding regarding the relationship between the def-

initional aspects and the impulses. The purpose of the third

analysis was to use comparisons to understand the inter-

relations among the three sets. Based on the findings, we

finally detect new threads of research by combining

impulses and drivers.

Table 5 Descriptive analysis of research environment

Number of articles %

Longitudinal research 6 5.4

Multi-country authors 31 27.9

Cross-continental research 60 54.1

Author of CNP country reports 13 11.7

Funded research 37 33.3
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Results

Definitional Aspects and Original Impulses

Three dimensions were derived (Table 6); the first two

dimensions account for 8.3% of the 9.8% total variance

explained by this analysis. The first dimension is a viable

solution because its average axis is greater than 0.20. The

first dimension accounts for 60% of the total variance. The

second dimension accounts for nearly one-quarter of the

total variance and results in 84.5% of the total variance

between the first two dimensions. Nevertheless, despite the

Chi-square value, the low significance value (x2 = 17.983;

df = 24; p[ 0.05) rejects the expectation that definitional

aspects and original impulses are closely arranged in con-

figurations and aligned to explain the macro-social varia-

tion in NPOs.

Table 7 provides a more detailed description of the

contributions of the individual categories of both variables

to the variance. For the impulses, globalization is the pri-

mary contributor, followed by social capital; when com-

bined, they account for 96.7% of the variance of the first

dimension. For the second dimension, management is the

main contributor, followed by social capital; when com-

bined, they account for 98.5% of the variance. For the

definitional aspects, there is no single major contributor for

either dimension. Volunteering and distribution constraint

are the main categories and account for the variance of

both dimensions (44% and 55.7%, respectively). However,

when these categories are combined with revenue struc-

ture, voluntary, and self-governing, the value increases to

86.8% of the inertia of the first dimension. Similarly, when

the category composition is combined with volunteering

and distribution constraint, they account for the inertia of

the second dimension (67.4%). An assessment of fit

demonstrated high values for all categories with the

exception of NPM, which is below 50%, but sufficiently

significant for the analysis.

The biplot in Fig. 2 is based on a row principal nor-

malization. Therefore, the impulses as row values are

closer to the center, but the distances between impulses and

definitional aspects can be interpreted as Euclidean dis-

tances. Of the prior impulses, management is clearly dis-

tinct from the others. This distinction refers more strongly

to definitional aspects, such as voluntary, private, and the

distribution constraint, which are criteria of the operational

Table 6 Summary dimensions

of the definitional aspects

variable and the original

impulses variable

Proportion of inertia

Dimension Singular value Inertia Chi-square Sig. Accounted for Cumulative

1 .242 .059 .598 .598

2 .156 .024 .247 .845

3 .124 .015 .155 1.000

Total .098 17.983 .804 1.000 1.000

Table 7 Contribution of

definitional aspects and original

impulses to dimensions

Score in dimension Contribution to inertia Explanation by dimension

I II I II I II Total

Impulses

NPM-O .015 -.032 .001 .016 .008 .039 .047

MGT-O .261 -.873 .032 .860 .078 .870 .948

SC-O .171 .084 .215 .125 .660 .158 .818

GL-O -.511 -.002 .752 .000 .973 .000 .974

Definitional aspects

org -.079 -.216 .001 .007 .018 .055 .073

prvt -.623 -.884 .047 .094 .534 .443 .997

s-gov -.972 -.490 .134 .034 .698 .073 .771

vol-ry 1.285 -1.025 .144 .092 .785 .206 .991

sz -.848 .543 .035 .015 .525 .089 .614

comp .890 1.395 .048 .117 .496 .503 .999

vol-ing 1.462 1.760 .222 .322 .601 .360 .961

rev -.829 .626 .150 .086 .587 .138 .726

dist 1.692 -.1752 .219 .235 .590 .261 .851
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definition of NPOs. More than the other impulses, the so-

cial capital impulse refers to composition and volunteering,

which are definitional aspects that are related to specific

nonprofit resources. Globalization is closer to revenue

structure and size, which are dimensions of nonprofit

growth. Because the impulse of NPM is located near the

zero point of the coordinate system, it aligns with the

average profiles and an interpretation is not possible.

Altogether, the original impulses are related to some of the

formulated definitional aspects of comparative research.

However, the overall representation remains scattered.

Definitional Aspects and Recent Impulses

Five dimensions were derived in the analysis (Table 8);

only the first two dimensions are viable solutions (greater

than 0.20). The first two dimensions account for 24.3% of

the 37.6% of the total variance explained by this analysis

and account for 91% of the total variance. The results of

this model are robust because the Chi-square value indi-

cates that a relationship exists between definitional aspects

and new impulses with a statistical significance value near

the expected value compared with tests for the definitional

aspects and original impulses (x2 = 54.488; df = 40;

p[ 0.05).

Table 9 illustrates the contribution of the individual

categories of both variables to the variance. For the

impulses, social capital is the single main contributor

(81.6%) of the variance of the first dimension. For the

second dimension, economic capital is the single main

contributor (74.3%) of the variance. Both show the lowest

values for the respective other dimension. These results

facilitate an interpretation of the dimensions that span from

social capital to economic capital. For the definitional

aspects, volunteering is the single main category that

contributes to the variance of the first dimension, at 64.3%.

The second dimension’s contribution to the variance lies

within four categories. Self-governing and distribution

constraint combined contribute slightly more than one half

of the variance (53.4%) and, when combined with size and

revenue structure, account for 84.6% of the variance. To

interpret the dimensions, one might infer that the first

dimension spans between the voluntary contributions and

the structural effects of organization and size. The second

dimension spans from voluntary contributions to regulatory

aspects, such as governance and the distribution constraint.

Although the assessment of fit results in values less than

50% for NPO–Business, globalization, organized, and

voluntary, these variables are statistically significant for the

analysis.

Figure 3 illustrates a biplot that uses row principal

normalization and depicts impulses as row values and

definitional aspects as column values. With the exception

of social capital, the impulses are all situated in one

quadrant. Management, NPM, and globalization are par-

ticularly close together, accompanied by definitional

aspects such as private, organized, and voluntary. The new

impulses, NPO–Business, and economic capital, are closer

to revenue structure, size, and distribution constraint than

the other impulses. Although distant, social capital is in the

same quadrant as the definitional aspects volunteering and

composition, as is the case in the biplot of the original

impulses. Compared to the analysis of the original

Table 8 Summary dimensions

of the definitional aspects

variable and the recent impulses

variable

Proportion of inertia

Dimension Singular value Inertia Chi-square Sig. Accounted for Cumulative

1 .514 .265 .704 .704

2 .279 .078 .207 .910

3 .143 .020 .055 .965

4 .102 .010 .028 .993

5 .052 .003 .007 1.000

Total .376 54.488 .063 1.000 1.000

Fig. 2 Biplot of original impulses (rows) and definitional aspects

(columns), row principal normalization
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impulses, the recent impulses demonstrate more com-

monality, particularly for the two additional impulses.

Definitional Aspects and Impulses

Eight dimensions with less than the significance value of

the Chi-square (x2 = 80.229; df = 72; p[ 0.05) were

derived (Table 10); only the first two are viable solutions

(greater than 0.20). The first two dimensions account for

19.3% of the 24.5% of the total variance that is explained

by this analysis. The first dimension accounts for 60% of

the total variance, and the second dimension accounts for

18.4% of the total variance.

Table 11 provides details of the contributions of the

individual categories of both variables to the variance. For

the impulses, no single main variable explains the variance

of the first dimension. However, altogether, the categories

social capital-o, social capital-r, and management-r ex-

plain two-thirds of the variance of the first dimension

(66.66%). For the second dimension, economic capital is

the main contributor and accounts for 64.8% of the vari-

ance. For the definitional aspects, the inertia of the

dimensions is balanced across several categories. The first

dimension, volunteering, accounts for less than 50% of the

variance. However, when combined with revenue struc-

ture, self-governing, and voluntary, the value increases to

82.9%. The variance of the second dimension is accounted

for by self-governing, revenue structure, distribution con-

straint, and size, which, when combined, account for

82.1% of the dimension’s inertia. The assessment of fit

indicates high values for all categories with the exception

of management-o.

Finally, we present a biplot of all impulses and all

definitional aspects, using principal normalization to ana-

lyze and compare all variables (Fig. 4). The advantage of

principal normalization is that the biplot provides sym-

metrical results with Euclidean distances between impulses

and definitional aspects (Greenacre 2007). We separate

three clusters of analysis. NPO–Business and economic

capital are distinct from the other impulses, and size and

Fig. 3 Biplot of recent impulses (rows) and definitional aspects

(column), row principal normalization

Table 9 Contribution of

definitional aspects and recent

impulses to dimensions

Score in dimension Contribution to inertia Explanation by dimension

I II I II I II Total

Impulses

NPM-R -.323 .238 .069 .069 .728 .214 .942

MGT-R -421 .311 .090 .091 .671 .198 .869

SC-R 1.593 .128 .816 .010 .996 .003 1.000

GL-R -231 -.266 .014 .035 .177 .127 .304

NPO-B -.844 -1.465 .010 .053 .154 .252 .407

EC -.070 -1.519 .001 .743 .004 .951 .954

Definitional aspects

org .110 .304 .002 .034 .092 .376 .468

prvt -.280 .410 .021 .083 .397 .460 .857

s-gov -.317 .624 .043 .308 .305 .641 .945

vol-ry .673 .119 .018 .001 .289 .005 .294

sz .286 -.778 .010 .135 .154 .617 .772

comp 1.081 -.194 .141 .008 .978 .017 .995

vol-ing 3.096 .460 .643 .026 .978 .012 .990

rev -.434 -.408 .109 .177 .138 .294 .907

dist .327 -1.008 .013 .226 .590 .707 .845
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distribution constraint are the closest definitional aspects to

these two new impulses. The two impulses on social cap-

ital are in one cluster with the definitional aspects com-

position, voluntary, and volunteering. The original and

recent impulses for management, NPM, and globalization

are all in the same cluster with revenue structure, private,

organized, and self-governed.

Discussion

The results of the correspondence analyses offer insights

into the past orientation of nonprofit comparative research

and may serve as a basis for developing perspectives on

future comparative research in this field. Before we discuss

our results, we must emphasize some limitations regarding

the data and methods used in the study. The first limitation

is regarding the literature we used for data collection. We

are aware that more comparative research is available and

that many results of comparative studies are published in

media other than academic journals. However, given our

Table 10 Summary

dimensions of the definitional

aspects variable and the

impulses variables

Proportion of inertia

Dimension Singular value Inertia Chi-square Sig. Accounted for Cumulative

1 .385 .148 .605 .605

2 .212 .045 .184 .789

3 .173 .030 .123 .912

4 .111 .012 .050 .962

5 .086 .007 .030 .992

6 .031 .001 .004 .996

7 .029 .001 .003 .999

8 .012 .000 .001 1.000

Total .245 80.229 .237 1.000 1.000

Table 11 The contribution of

definitional aspects and original

and recent impulses to

dimensions

Score in dimension Contribution to inertia Explanation by dimension

I II I II I II Total

Impulses

NPM-O .256 .253 .035 .063 .453 .244 .697

NPM-R -.666 -.217 .172 .033 .922 .054 .976

MGT-O .344 -.691 .005 .034 .041 .091 .131

MGT-R -.829 -.269 .207 .039 .901 .052 .954

SC-O .641 -.189 .257 .041 .905 .044 .948

SC-R 1.030 -.046 .202 .001 .681 .001 .682

GL-O -.488 -.319 .058 .045 .580 .137 .717

GL-R -.519 .337 .043 .033 .499 .116 .615

NPO-B -1.261 2.096 .013 .063 .207 .316 .523

EC -.279 1.862 .008 .648 .037 .919 .956

Definitional aspects

org .167 -.328 .009 .063 .181 .385 .566

prvt -.328 -.331 .036 .066 .532 .299 .831

s-gov -.533 -.571 .130 .271 .563 .356 .919

vol-ry .871 -.231 .114 .015 .551 .021 .572

sz -.005 .734 .000 .139 .000 .560 .560

comp .721 .205 .082 .012 .601 .027 .628

vol-ing 1.505 -.255 .430 .022 .916 .015 .930

rev -.485 .445 .155 .236 .612 .284 .896

dist .485 .727 .043 .175 .267 .332 .599
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aim of exploring advances in research, we find it appro-

priate to limit the data to leading peer-reviewed journals in

the field. The second limitation concerns the method and

the quality of the results. Correspondence analysis is a

method that is used for data reduction and simplification,

and therefore, the results do not allow for generalization.

Nevertheless, the explorative nature of the study allows us

to offer new insights and encourage discussions regarding

future comparative research.

When comparing the separate analyses of the original

and recent impulses, three aspects are of interest. In con-

trast to the recent impulses, the disparity among the orig-

inal impulses and definitional aspects is remarkable. Most

of the definitional aspects are relevant for only one

impulse, for example, volunteering for social capital, the

distribution constraint for management, and revenue

structure for globalization. Recent impulses are much more

concentrated (with the exception of volunteering). To a

degree, the definitional aspects group around the impulses,

which are almost all situated in one quadrant. It could be

argued that the recent impulses lead to a more integrated

use of comparative research methods and simultaneously

capture several research streams.

The second aspect of interest is the consistency of social

capital in relation to composition and volunteering for both

analyses. In general, the two definitional aspects tend to be

distant, but social capital remains the closest impulse.

Putnam (1995) used membership in NPOs as an indicator

of social capital because membership offers a natural net-

work for bridging social capital (Wollebaek and Selle

2007). From this perspective, volunteering is an even

stronger indicator of social capital because it requires high

commitment and social interaction. Composition, as a

driver for nonprofit comparative research, differentiates

fields of activity among NPOs. The quality and intensity of

social capital may vary across NPOs in different fields; for

example, professional associations differ from social ser-

vice agencies. Therefore, comparative research regarding

volunteering and composition may lead to new insights

into both the development and use of social capital in

NPOs (von Schnurbein 2014).

Nevertheless, this significant association between social

capital and volunteering does not sufficiently capture the

advances in the study of social capital. Social capital is

increasingly reconsidering the assumption that NPOs con-

tribute to the strengthening of the social fabric. Therefore,

it might be expected that recent comparative research

regarding social capital would, to a certain extent, not align

with the original definitional aspects.

With respect to volunteering, we found that comparative

research should better align with new trends. As Wilson

(2012) points out, the study of volunteering has moved

from how volunteer inputs shape NPOs to how the

dimensions of volunteering shape NPOs. The dimensions

of volunteering include antecedents (i.e., motivations),

experience (i.e., satisfaction and commitment), and con-

sequences (i.e., health benefits and job prospects) (Wilson

2012; Studer and von Schnurbein 2013). However,

although the most examined dimension is regarding the

antecedents of volunteering, there is a continued lack of

research regarding the experience of volunteering (Wilson

2012). Our study confirms that comparative research pri-

marily concentrates on volunteering inputs and volunteer-

ing antecedents.

Finally, a third aspect should be more comprehensively

analyzed. In the analysis of the original impulses, man-

agement is the closest impulse to distribution constraint.

This aligns with the high valuation of the non-distribution

constraint in early nonprofit studies (Salamon and Soko-

lowski 2014). In the analysis of the recent impulses, dis-

tribution and size are the most relevant definitional aspects

for economic capital and NPO–Business. These new

impulses highlight the blurring of boundaries between the

market and the third sector and lead to new hybrid forms of

organizations (Eikenberry 2009). In these types of organi-

zations, the non-distribution constraint is less important

and future research should determine new definitional

aspects for categorization and differentiation.

From a joint analysis of the original and recent impulses,

we formulate three clusters for the future orientation of

nonprofit comparative research, as demonstrated in the

distribution of the values in the biplot (Fig. 3). Because of

the nature of the explorative approach that is used in our

study, these orientations are merely tendencies, rather than

clear directions. The first cluster that includes the impulses

NPO–Business and economic capital and the definitional

Fig. 4 Biplot of impulses (rows) and definitional aspects (column),

principal normalization
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aspects of size and distribution constraint, highlights the

blurred boundaries and the marketization of the third sec-

tor. Future comparative research regarding these issues

should address issues regarding investment, growth, and

market development. Where can NPOs invest, and what

will make NPOs more attractive to investors? What are the

different paths for growth, and how does growth influence

the mission orientation of NPOs? What are the new mar-

kets for NPOs, and how do the traditional arenas of NPOs

develop into markets?

The second cluster includes a combination of original

and recent impulses (management, NPM, and globaliza-

tion) and the definitional aspects of revenue structure,

private, organized, and self-governed. Therefore, the defi-

nitional aspects are closely related to aspects of the oper-

ational definition of NPOs and incentivization. In the past,

comparative research addressed differentiations and com-

monalities among the type and characteristics of NPOs;

recent perspectives focus more on social impact, partici-

pation, and international developments. How is social

impact measured in different social communities? How

does participation develop on a global scale and what are

the new forms of participation (perhaps outside traditional

nonprofit structures)? What are the opportunities or threats

of globalization for the third sector? How do global chal-

lenges such as terrorism, austerity, and climate change

constrain/foster the transnational strategies of NPOs?

The third cluster combines social capital with the defi-

nitional aspects of volunteering, voluntary, and composi-

tion. As stated above, social capital primarily refers to

norms and networks that build trust and social connections.

This cluster leads to new research perspectives on civil

society and social cohesion. How can NPOs develop

resources in addition to money for mission, and what might

be the new forms of civil society? How does the third

sector strengthen/undermine social cohesion? What

resources do NPOs use, and in which areas do they pro-

mote social cohesion? What factors affect or encourage

civil-society development in challenged states (states in

crisis and authoritarian regimes)?

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to identify the main drivers

that shape the NPO comparative research agenda. The

results suggest that the drivers shaped the NPO compara-

tive research agenda in an irregular manner and generated

three main clusters. Table 12 summarizes these clusters. A

core cluster that includes the operational definition and

incentivization of NPOs incorporates four definitional

aspects (revenue structure, private, organized, and self-

governed) and three impulses (new public management,

management, and globalization); a second cluster includes

social capital in relation to the three definitional aspects of

composition, volunteering, and voluntary. A third cluster

combines recent impulses that address the increasing

commodification of NPOs (NPO–Businesses and economic

capital) and is related to two definitional aspects (size and

distribution constraint).

Because our findings are based on existing literature, the

suggested perspectives can be understood as advances in

existing studies rather than as innovations. This analysis is

limited because correspondence analysis is an exploratory

technique that is devoted to the evaluation of nominal data

and focuses on data reduction. Therefore, we can describe

the relationship between impulses and definitional aspects,

but we are unable to make other conclusions as a result of

this analysis.

Two decades have passed since the seminal work on

NPO comparative research, and as this article demon-

strates, this is still inspiring a good deal of research. As the

Table 12 Overview of clusters in NPO comparative research

Definitional aspects Impulses

NPO–Business

Economic capital

Management

New public management

Globalization

Social capital

Size

distribution constraint

Research regarding investment,

growth, and markets

Revenue structure

Private

Organized

Self-governed

Research regarding participation,

social impact, and international

development

Composition

Volunteering

Voluntary

Research regarding civil society

and social cohesion
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findings show, researchers continue to be concerned with

essential questions regarding NPOs’ relations with the state

and management and with their roles in different contexts.

Issues related to NPOs’ contribution to the social fabric

continue to attract researchers’ attention; nevertheless, this

issue is more developed than the essential questions pre-

viously mentioned. Similarly, there is new interest in

studying the commodification of NPOs in isolation from

the primary issues related to the NPO phenomenon.

One of the primary aims of comparative research is the

theory building. Although comparative research is widely

used to study NPOs, the literature examined in this study

suggests that theory building has occurred in a fragmented

manner. The advancement of theories for the identified

clusters is certainly important, but the advancement of the

theoretical understanding of the NPO phenomenon is also

necessary. By identifying three areas of research, we hope

to stimulate new research that seeks to achieve cross-fer-

tilization and provide new information regarding the

interrelationships. Frequently, cross-fertilization has been a

source of innovation in science, and because centrifugal

forces grow with an increasing number of impulses, it

becomes increasingly important to identify the connecting

threads.
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Table 13 Sources of funding reported in 37 articles of the sample

Country of

sources

Number of

funders

Institution

Bulgaria 1 Bulgarian Charities Aid Foundation

Canada 6 Centre d’études des politiques etrangeres et de sécurité (CEPES); Special Projects Fund of the Canadian

Department of National Defense; Fonds de recherche sur la société et la culture; Social Sciences and

Humanities Research Council; CGA Canada Research Foundation; Association for Consumer Research

Estonia 1 Estonian Science Foundation

EU 1 Unknown

Finland 1 Kone Foundation

Germany 4 Max Planck Institute for the Study Societies; Bertelsmann Foundation; Maecenata Institute for

Philanthropy and Civil Society Berlin; Robert Bosch Foundation

Ireland 2 UCD Seed Funding research grant; Irish Accountancy Educational Trust

Israel 2 German–Israeli Foundation for Scientific Research and Development; National Insurance Institute of Israel

Netherlands 2 Organization for Scientific Research (NWO); Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Poland 1 Trust for Civil Society in Central and Eastern Europe

Portugal 2 National Science Foundation of Portugal; Portuguese Science Foundation

Romania 1 National Council of Scientific Research

Russia 1 Institute of Urban Economics

Spain 1 National R&D Plan

Turkey 2 Boğaziçi University Social Policy Forum; Third Sector Foundation of Turkey (TUSEV)

UK 3 London School of Economics; Association of Charity Independent Examiners; Save the Children

US 11 Elliott School of International Affairs; George Washington University; US National Institute on Aging;

University of Iowa; University of Washington; W. K. Kellogg Foundation; Lions Clubs International;

Kosciuszko Foundation; International Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL); U.S. Agency for

International Development; American Psychological Association

Total number of

funders

42
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