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Summary 
 
The term “third sector” is increasingly used, but it is also increasingly difficult to 
define. It is characterised by fragmentation, fuzziness and constant change. 
Furthermore, the bordering domains of community, market and state are equally 
difficult to define and are becoming more blurred. The search for a valid empirical 
definition, however modestly ambitious, must focus on the fringes of the domain 
where the “hard cases” can be found, the phenomena that are most difficult to 
identify and are therefore most likely to reveal what is essential to the different 
domains. However, one may have to accept that fuzziness and change are themselves 
a permanent feature of the organisations and arrangements involved. This calls for 
new perspectives on strategies in governance and management. 
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“My purpose is to tell of bodies which have been transformed into shapes of a 
different kind. You, heavenly powers, since you were responsible for those changes, as 
for all else, look favourably on my attempts, and spin an unbroken thread of verse, 
from the earliest beginnings of the world’s, down to my own times” (Ovid, 
Metamorphoses, 1,1) 
 
 
1 Introduction  
 
There are an increasing number of fora and publications focused on the notion of a 
“third” domain between community, market and state, under a variety of related and 
overlapping labels such as “the non-profit sector”, “civil society”, “économie sociale”, 
“the third sector”, and so forth.1 Here we will use what is possibly the vaguest term, 
the “third sector”, which seems to embrace all the others. At present it is an 
unsatisfactory concept, meaning no more than “something other than community, state 
or market”. This type of description gives rise to problems when applied empirically: 
 
(1) Research shows the third sector to be many things (private non-profit or non-

government organisations, social movements, volunteer groups, co-operatives 
etc.), that seem to have little else in common other than what they are not. 

(2) Empirically speaking, there are boundary problems between the third sector and 
the surrounding domains of market, state and community. Hybrid forms, mixing 
elements from these idealtypical domains, are increasingly prevalent throughout 
society.  

(3) The boundary problem is not just an empirical, but also a conceptual problem. The 
third sector concept is based on idealtypical, simple notions of state, market and 
community, when research focusing on these areas increasingly reveals them to be 
just as problematic as the third sector label.  

 
In light of these concerns, one has to wonder whether the perspective of sectors or 
domains is not an unsatisfactory one all together. In this paper, we aim to propose 
research strategies that may be more helpful in clarifying what constitutes the essence 
of the third sector. Our aim is not to posit yet another definition, but to work towards a 
new conceptual basis, although this is necessarily a long-term effort. At the core of 
our approach is the notion of hybridity. 
 
Hybridity refers to heterogeneous arrangements, characterised by mixtures of pure and 
incongruous origins, (ideal)types, “cultures”, “co-ordination mechanisms”, 
“rationalities” or “action logics”. The notion of hybridism has its origins in biology, 

                                                   
1 In different countries, research traditions and languages, several concepts refer to such a “third” 
sector, with differences in emphasis and referring to the heterogeneous nature of this sector, e.g. 
“voluntary sector”, “private government”, “para-government”, “independent sector” and  “civil society” 
in the Anglo-Saxon literature. Our German colleagues speak of “Dritter Sektor”, “Staatsnahe Sektoren”, 
“Staatsträgende Kräfte”, or of the “Tätigkeigsbereich der freien Wohlfartspflege” in which we find 
“bedarfswirtschaftliche Unternehmen” en “Gemeinnützige Organisationen”. The French literature 
speaks about “tiers secteur”, “le secteur associatif” or “économie sociale” 
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where it refers to the more or less stable mixture of different species (e.g. the hinny).2 
In Dutch administrative history, we find many examples of hybrid arrangements, 
especially in the fields of health care, education and other domains of the modern 
welfare state.3 Many arrangements in the contemporary welfare state could be 
characterised as hybrid, combining, for instance, some elements usually characterised 
as public and elements generally associated with market logic. Empirically speaking, 
it appears far easier to find arrangements that are hybrid or “fuzzy” arrangements than 
those approximating idealtypical notions.   
 
Theoretically speaking, these hybrid forms are interesting research objects for those 
interested in the third sector. Not only do we believe a focus on fuzzy cases is a 
fruitful research strategy, we also suspect that boundary problems and perpetual shifts 
are in fact becoming a defining characteristic of the third sector (if not for modern 
forms of governance in society as a whole). It is on this footing, perhaps, that a new 
conceptualisation of the third sector could be established. If so, it will have profound 
practical implications for the governance and management of arrangements involving 
the third sector, an issue that we will explore at the end of the paper.   
 
Paragraph two will argue that the third sector is increasingly fragmented and fuzzy, 
and characterized by change. Paragraph three will demonstrate that this is also true of 
the other three domains. This has implications for the search for a definition of the 
domain, an issue that will be dealt with in paragraph four. It may be necessary to 
ground it in the very phenomena that complicate present efforts at defining the third 
sector: hybridity and change. This possibility will be discussed in paragraph five. 
Should this be viable, then it will have serious implications for governance and 
management, the subject of paragraph six. Paragraph seven ends the paper with a 
short conclusion.   
 
2 The third sector as a “miscellaneous and fuzzy sector” amidst communities, 

markets and the state 
 
Many authors have tried to develop a typology of organisations that can be found in 
the “third sector” (e.g. Cornuelle, 1965; Kraemer, 1966; Etzioni, 1973; Levitt, 1973; 
Verhallen et al., 1980; Douglas, 1983; Powell, 1987; Van Til, 1988, 2000; Baakman, 
1990; Cherry en Sherril, 1992; Graat, 1998; Dekker en Burger, 2001; Van de Donk, 
2001). However, De Tocqueville already noted that such a typology will be well-nigh 
impossible (De Tocqueville, 1981/II: 138). More recently, Kendall en Knapp (1995) 
have characterized this sector as a “loose and baggy monster”, while Salamon speaks 
of it as a “hidden subcontinent of enormous size and complexity” (Salamon, 1995:3). 
Levitt once characterised the third sector as an “enormous residuum”, filled with a 
“bewildering variety” of organisations that only share that they do not belong to the 

                                                   
2 In Dutch public administration science, the notion of hybrid forms has been introduced by In ‘t Veld, 
who coined it in the context of empirical research into heterogeneous, public-private arrangements in 
the public domain (In ‘t Veld, 1995). 
3 But this may also extend to other domains. In his short history of the Netherlands (Republic of 
Rivalry), Piet de Rooy shows that in social and economic policy, especially in times of economic and 
social crises, the Dutch formed all kinds of  “half-hearted authorities” (De Rooy, 2002, 157). One of the 
first publications in Dutch public administration (van Poelje, 1931) was an analysis of phenomena of 
osmosis, the mutual penetration of principles of public and private administration. 
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domains of the state and the market: third sector organisations, he claims, are involved 
in activities that: “business and government are either not doing, not doing well, or 
not doing often enough.” (Levitt,1973:49).4 Frumkin speaks of the “contested arena” 
between state and market where public and private concerns meet and where 
individual and social efforts are united, a sector at once a visible and compelling force 
in society and an “elusive mass of contradictions”. (Frumkin, 2002:1) 
 
This image of a “sector of leftovers” dominates the contemporary literature of non-
profit and non-governmental organisations. In many respects this is an unsatisfactory 
image. Van de Donk has attempted to develop a more “positive” approach to the third 
sector, claiming that we can say more about third sector organisations that what they 
are not. Following Pestoff, one can regard the third sector, “constructed” analytically, 
as that domain in society that comprises organisations that are private (not belonging 
to the state), non-profit (not, as market organisations do, distributing the profits to 
economic owners) and formal (in contrast to more informal networks of families and 
communities, although the former may well originate in the latter). Indeed the ‘third 
sector’ turns up as a ‘hybrid’ domain amidst the three idealtypical or ‘pure’ domains 
of society (or: organisations in this sector loom up as ‘hybrid types’ amidst the pure 
actors we know as bureaucracies, enterprises and families or clans).  
 
A closer look at what organisations in this sector do, though, shows they are all in one 
way or another caring organisations, providing services or goods with a ‘dual’ public 
(collective) and private (individual) nature. Care for others, more or less directly, on a 
voluntary basis, directed at a more or less defined and exclusive “other”, can be 
regarded as the common denominator for organisations in the third sector. The (notion 
of) voluntary care is generally inspired by values such as solidarity, responsibility, 
dignity, justice and the recognition of mutual dependence (Van de Donk, 2001).  

A typology of third sector organisations 

Within the class of organisations that share this element, various analytical types can 
be distinguished. At the centre of figure 1 (see below) the quadrants A, B, C and D 
refer to four types of third sector organisations that care either for a case or a cause.  
 
The first type of organisation (A) comprises organisations where caring for others 
concerns “the indirect other”, e.g. the environmental movement, which is strongly 
motivated by the ideal of safeguarding our natural habitat for future generations. 
These organisations often operate near the political domain, since they mostly (though 
not always) attempt to use the political procedures and mechanisms of the state to 
realise their ideals and objectives (e.g. NGO’s in developing countries offering both 
advocacy and practical aid). The second type (B) is also found in that part of the third 
sector closest to the political system. These are organisations like unions and umbrella 

                                                   
4 Dobkin Hall claims that the mere notion of a “third” or “independent” sector is a political 
construction, a post-hoc attribution regarding a sphere in society that needed recognition (along with 
legal and fiscal privileges) from the political domain. Indeed, one of the first research programmes in 
the US (the Programme on Non-Profit Organisations, PONPO, started in 1975 by Kingman Brewster, 
Charles Lindblom en John Simon) was fuelled by concerns about the growing influence of state 
authorities. It was also related to the report of the influential Filer Commission, initiated by J.D. 
Rockefeller III, in reaction to changes in U.S. fiscal policies in 1969 that incurred the displeasure of the 
sector (Dobkin Hall, 1990; see also Douglas, 1983). 
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organisations that care for more tangible “others”, representing the interests of their 
members. They engage in all sorts of activities in order to serve their member 
organisations, such as lobbying, the production of rules and codes, member services 
and identity (e.g. Smidt, van den Toren and de Wal, 2003). 
 
In the lower left quadrant of the circle that encompasses the third sector, we find those 
organisations (C) providing care within communities. These often originate  in 
families or personal networks, and operate in open or closed communities, such as 
neighbourhoods or companions in misfortune. Usually these are less formalised than 
the other types, maintaining their grass-roots character. Organisations in the 
lower/right quadrant (D) are characterised by higher degrees of professionalism and a 
range of clients/beneficiaries beyond the communities from which they sprang (e.g. 
local mutual forms of insurance, mutualités). Not surprisingly, these are closer to the 
market domain, since they often provide forms of care also provided by market 
enterprises. Many political and economic theories explaining variations in the size of 
the non-profit sector between countries or historical periods (e.g. theories about the 
non-distribution constraint, the majoritarian constraint) may help us to understand 
why these services are often provided by non-profit organisations.5  
 
Figure 1: four types of third sector organisations (Van de Donk, 2001)6 
 
 

 
                                                   
5 Indeed, it appears every type of third sector organisation refers to a specific theoretical tradition. 
Many services provided by type D are the focus of theories explaining non-profit organisations (e.g. 
contract-failure theory, majoritarian constraint theory, non-distribution constraint theory), while many 
organisations in A/B are subject to study in so-called “social movement theory” (Van de Donk, 2001). 
6 On the basis of figures developed by Pestoff (1992), Zijderveld  (Zijderveld, 1999) and Biliss & 
Bauer, in Van Til, 2000:25). Although the figure is –in this version of the paper- in Dutch, most of the 
terms could easily be understood by English-speaking colleagues. Just to be sure: Publiek = Public, 
Privaat = Private, Formeel = Formal, Informeel = Informal, Staat = State, Markt = Market, 
Gemeenschap = community, dwang = coercion, ruil = free exchange, liefde = love. 
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This conceptualisation of the third sector allows for segmentation, allowing, among 
other things, a more specific distinction between “social capital enhancing” groups 
and organisations (related to the notion of “civil society”) and other actors that tend to 
be classified as third sector. However, this segmentation should not be interpreted too 
strictly. The dotted lines that separate the four quadrants suggest that the four types of 
third sector organisations or associations mentioned above are no more than 
idealtypes. The distinctions between the domains and quadrants can in practice be 
characterised as fuzzy, which poses a further problem to the notion of a “third sector”.  
 
What is perhaps confusing in relation to the term “third sector” is the existence of 
three other domains. This is because families, households and other types of informal 
communities are usually lumped together with caring organisations, and only market 
and state are recognised as alternative domains. While the difference is gradual -as it 
is with the other domains-it is important to distinguish between small, primary social 
units (such as families) and larger, more organised units (such as voluntary groups). 
The latter may operate on the basis of care and trust, but are not based primarily on 
close relationships between people who individually love and cherish one another. 
Strictly speaking, we would have to identify a “fourth sector”. In order not to add to 
the confusion, we will continue to make use of the “third sector” term, keeping in 
mind that is somewhat misleading.  

Change and transition in the third sector 

 
What makes the notion of a third sector even more difficult to grasp is that there are 
shifts between the quadrants and domains, which come in a variety of forms. “The 
lines delimiting the sector have frequently been subject to challenge and revision, as 
funds and responsibilities have shifted back and forth among business, nonprofit and 
government organisations. Reaching consensus on the very definition of nonprofit and 
voluntary sector is difficult because many of the core features and activities of 
nonprofits increasingly overlap and compete with those of business and government.” 
(Frumkin, 2003, 1).  
 
To begin with, the mechanisms and governance systems that determine the dynamics 
within the quadrants and domains appear to be shifting to other quadrants and 
domains, making it hard to say what it means to be in one segment or another. The 
market idealtypically organise co-operation and the allocation of goods and services 
by means of competition (based on the exit mechanism); the state typically relies on 
hierarchy and other coercive forms of authority (held in check by the mechanism of 
voice), and the third sector is associated with care and altruism (which, forcing 
Hirschman’s scheme a bit, could be related to the notion of loyalty). Yet many 
services and goods provided and delivered by third sector organisations appear to be 
co-ordinated by a mixture of exit and voice and loyalty. This is why many 
organisations and (at a higher level of aggregation) policy systems that we find in the 
third sector, are fuzzy, hybrid systems that defy the “pure” coordination mechanisms 
that we find in the textbooks.    
 
Salamon identifies three causes for such shifts (Salamon, 1995): (1) Changes from 
‘below’ (bottom-up), initiated by organisations and individuals undertaking activities 
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in order to strengthen their position in claiming certain goods and/or rights; (2) 
Incentives from outside: professional and voluntary activities can be encouraged by 
churches or humanitarian, social, or ideological groups and/or governments 
supporting those activities (e.g. subsidising them) in order to promote a sense of 
community and individual responsibility; (3) Support from above: governments trying 
to stimulate public-private partnerships and hybridity in order to provide public goods 
more effectively and efficiently, and to profit from existing professional knowledge 
and expertise within social networks. Another potential cause of change, which 
Salamon fails to point out, must be located in the logic of provision, the requirement 
and options generated by the technical characteristics of goods and services 
(Hemerijck and Helderman, 1995). The process of change within organisations may 
be linked to changes in the logic of provision, as well as to broader institutional 
changes. For instance, information asymmetries related to particular services in the 
field of health care, often named as a reason for its present mode of non-government 
or non-profit form of organisation, are changing because of new possibilities of 
information technology. In combination with changes in the institutional setting (e.g. 
more assertive patients) this may cause changes in the overall policy system.  
 
Partly as a result of such dynamics, (elements of these) organisations shift between 
quadrants and domains. They appear to do so at an increasing rate, making it hard to 
pin them down permanently within one of the domains or quadrants. Well-known 
examples are charities that have evolved from informal groups selling goods to pay 
their bills to professional organisations competing with commercial companies. 
Significantly, more and more actors tend to end up in the central, “fuzzy” quadrants. 
Governments have been of crucial importance in this development, as recent 
experiments with new types of governance (e.g. the introduction of quasi-markets) 
have deliberately tried to combine elements from different domains, hoping to 
combine the benefits of each (Brandsen, 2001).     
 
Consequently, not only is the third sector divided into many segments, but these 
segments are increasingly dynamic and hybrid, to the point that the distinctions 
between them are of diminishing significance in an empirical sense.7 If anything can 
be said to characterise the present third sector, it is change and metamorphosis. This, 
perhaps more so than static characteristics, must be regarded as one of its 
distinguishing features. 
 
An example: the organisation, finance and delivery of Dutch health care 
 
Dutch health care can be characterised by strong interdependencies between state, private 
health care providers and health insurers and health care professionals. The state has huge 
responsibilities (constitutional) for the accessibility, quality and effectiveness of the health 
care services. Yet, the state does not have the power to realize this on its own. Health care 
insurers control the financial means (premiums) and health care providers are responsible for 
health care delivery. Last but not least the doctors have their professional and organisational 

                                                   
7 This is not only true for organisations of the D-type (schools, hospitals that partly develop as social 
enterprises that compete with part of their services on markets) but also for social movements that sell 
expertise (e.g. the Dutch peace-movement that sells expertise on certain regions where the Dutch army 
is involved in peace-keeping operations) and umbrella-organisations that sell services to non-members. 
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autonomy, which means they have their own “companies” with decision-making structures 
within the hospital organisation.  
 
This has created complex relationships within public-private arrangements. Due to broad 
trends like the emancipation of patients, the increase of technological and medical 
possibilities to treat disease, and the liberalisation of markets, these arrangements are under 
strong pressure. New public and private actors are increasingly involved in health care 
delivery and organisation, such as local communities, private clinics, pharmaceutical 
enterprises and employers. The traditional public-private networks are slowly opening up to 
new organisations and individuals which renew the traditional public-private relationships. 
Due to a growing regional and international orientation of providers, insurers and patients 
these public-private arrangements not only renew, they are also being replaced.  
 
At the system level, a new balance is sought due to the introduction of commercial health 
care delivery and new financing structures. At the network level, a new balance is sought by 
the introduction of new actors in the constitution of networks. At the organisational level, a 
new balance is sought through the stimulation of all kinds of forms of social entrepreneurship 
within the organisation and towards its environment. In all, the interdependencies between 
private, public and professional actors in health care have not decreased or disappeared, but 
they did change overtime, they partly renewed due to the introduction of new values and 
organisations, and they are sometimes localised elsewhere within or partly outside the 
traditional borders of the system. 
 
3 The intangibility of community, market and state  
 
Given that the third sector is fuzzy and changeable, is it in this respect very different 
from the other domains in society: community, market and state? As border markers, 
these three domains are themselves part of its identity. If the third sector is what 
community, market and state are not, what are market, state and community?   

Market 

The market domain is considered increasingly difficult to pin down. The prevailing 
image of markets (and the behaviour of the idealtypical actor in this domain, the 
commercial firm) is based on neo-classical economics, an approach that still 
dominates economic studies and that has informed many state policies of the 1980s 
and 1990s. This approach assumes that actors in this domain are atomised and have no 
direct social relationships with one another, or that these relationships are irrelevant. 
The interaction between actors is co-ordinated solely by the aggregate relation of 
supply to demand, which they cannot influence in any way. Moreover, the approach 
assumes actors to be rational only in an instrumental fashion. They compete for scarce 
means in order to maximise their own utility; no more. The neo-classical perspective 
also supposes the preferences of actors to be stable and exogenous, nor very much 
different between actors (Becker, 1976). Finally, it assumes these conditions to be 
universal and unchanging. In other words, these same assumptions are held to apply to 
every single market. This means that institutions are basically considered irrelevant.   
 
This approach has been criticised on a fundamental level, most strongly by economic 
sociologists. In making critical remarks, one must make allowance for the fact that 
many assumptions of economic theory regarding the behaviour of actors are made for 
methodological purposes and do not claim to represent empirical reality as it is. 
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Economic theory of this type seeks to understand outcomes at the aggregate (market) 
level and not the dynamics of individual transactions. Also, to suggest that all 
economists share the same assumptions and methods would be nothing short of 
ludicrous. As Bourdieu has noted, economics is like a hydra: chop off one head and 
another appears immediately. Critics will inevitably face the charge of being ignorant 
or unjust (Bourdieu, 1997). In particular, one must take account of developments in 
branches such as transaction cost economics and historical economics. Bearing these 
qualifications in mind, one can level the following points against the orthodox neo-
classical view of markets: (1) market actors are embedded in a historically specific 
context; (2) this context consists not only of economic relationships, but also of other 
kinds of ties; and (3) actors not only passively adapt to their context, but also take an 
active part in constructing it (Brandsen, 2001).  
 
The first is that action, including economic action, is embedded in a historically and 
geographically specific context rather than a universal void. Markets vary widely in 
terms of product characteristics, regulatory regimes and cultural conceptions 
(Fligstein, 1996; 1990). The logic of housing market, with its limited mobility of 
supply and demand, differs dramatically from the salt market because of the nature of 
the product in question. Some markets are subject to a relatively light legal regime, 
while others (especially where public services are concerned) are strongly regulated. 
For some goods that are potential commodities, such as women and children, the 
market mechanism is not generally considered the appropriate co-ordination 
mechanism. The standards for what is considered “good performance” differ between 
markets and over time (a phenomenon beautifully revealed in Fligstein’s The 
Transformation of Corporate Control). In short, the variety between markets is 
astounding, making it hard to capture them within a simple model.  
 
A second objection to the idealtypical, neo-classical image is that actors are not 
related only through aggregate supply and demand (Mayntz, 1993).8 Research shows 
that other mechanisms of co-ordination are at work within markets, including those 
generally associated with the other domains. Granovetter, for instance, has highlighted 
the role of social networks in the job market (Granovetter, 1981). In the relations 
between large companies and their networks of suppliers, there is often a strong 
element of coercion (cf. Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Fligstein’s previously mentioned 
study shows how large American firms effectively imposed cognitive conceptions of 
what is proper market behaviour (e.g. the basis of competition) on smaller firms. 
Indeed, there are even elements of loyalty in family-based cross-national networks of 
small business (as studied in South East Asia by Orrù e.a., 1991). In other words, the 
intrusion of seemingly alien mechanisms within the third sector also appears to be a 
feature of the market –which calls into question whether these are really alien 
mechanisms or whether the notion of a single dominating type of co-ordination was 
too simple in the first place.  
 

                                                   
8 If they were, a great number of problems would arise. For instance, nothing could account for the 
basic order that must exist if markets are to function properly. Why do actors not all resort to crime to 
satisfy their interests? In Hobbes” classic account of the “state of nature”, this problem is solved by 
complete surrender to hierarchical authority (Hobbes, 1985). In the neo-classical approach to markets, 
it results in total submission to the laws of supply and demand. In that sense, undersocialisation and 
oversocialisation are two sides of the same coin (Granovetter, 1985). 
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A final point of criticism against neo-classical economic assumptions is that actors 
take a more active part in the construction of markets than is usually recognised in 
economic analysis. Actors find ways to diminish the constraints to which they are 
subject. This is why there is anti-trust regulation: market actors try to limit 
competition by creating monopolies or oligopolies. However, since economic analysis 
recognises only one type of relationship between actors, it also fails to see the many 
other ways in which they can create their own market. Actors can urge the government 
to revoke or create regulation. For example, private builders have in the past lobbied 
against the preferential treatment of social housing (Brandsen, 1999). They can create 
new perceptions about what constitutes proper market behaviour. Actors can also 
change the nature of the product so that all established positions fall apart. The 
possibilities go much further than influencing the supply and demand relationship.  
 
In short, the distinct and atomised domain as presented in the idealtypical image of the 
market in neo-classical economics is fictitious. Even granting that there is a difference 
between studying aggregate outcomes and individual transactions, it is hard to defend 
an approach that is incapable of explaining something so essential as the emergence of 
new markets and industries. For instance, the rise of Silicon Valley and the computer 
industry was the result of a complex interplay between government (notably the 
Pentagon), university and businesses, and was possible because of a combination of 
technological innovation, market structures and regulation specific to that period (for 
a description, see Castells, 1996). Several mechanisms were at work here, resulting in 
a specific outcome conditioned by the historically specific shape of the economic 
system at the time. While supply and demand relations are an important variable, the 
market embraces a more complex constellation of mechanisms. 
 
Given there is no distinct market sphere, there remains the interesting question 
whether there is such a thing as a market rationality in social behaviour, comparable 
to the caring element associated with the third sector. In the oft-neglected second 
chapter of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, Max Weber identifies a distinct, formal type 
of market rationality that can exist within a specific institutional context, including the 
development of a rationalised state and legal system (Weber, 1985). However, the 
diversity of contexts, actors and mechanisms involved in market transactions has 
caused a number of authors to wonder whether such a rational, impersonal market 
rationality could ever exist in practice (Zelizer, 2002). We could speculate that this is 
especially unlikely in an economy increasingly dominated by services rather than 
(industrial) goods.  

State 

The idealtypical image of the (actors in the domain of the) state is less well-defined 
than that of the market, but it appears to be that of a single entity, that relies both 
internally and externally on the mechanism of coercion, its powers only tempered by 
different types of coercion (e.g. the combination of hierarchy and formal rules within 
bureaucratic organisations). One could level similar arguments against this concept as 
against the idealtypical market: it is more varied than the monolithic notion of “the 
state” would suggest, and there are different mechanisms at work in co-ordinating the 
actions of its components.   
  
In public administration research, notions of the state as a single entity have long been 
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disproven. Such a concept may be useful in political philosophy, but in practice there 
is no such thing as the state. There are numerous policy areas focused widely different 
services such as health care, social security, infrastructure, development aid and 
education. Each area contains a wide variety of organisations of different shapes en 
sizes, with different formal powers, capacities, cultures and histories. These can all be 
characterised as state, but it tells us little about what they do and how they do it. In 
addition, it is increasingly recognised that analytical policy cycles are empirically 
difficult to distinguish. Wilson’s classic essay suggested a distinction between politics 
and administration, but others such as Weber convincingly demonstrated the 
inherently political nature of administrative agencies (Wilson, 1887; Weber, 1968). 
Nor is it feasible to envisage too sharp a separation between decision-making and 
implementation, as much of the substance of policy is actually created “on the 
ground”, by the agencies and individual officials who are in direct contact with 
citizens (Lipsky, 1980). From this perspective, organisations involved in 
implementation (including non-profits and businesses) could be regarded as 
components of the state apparatus, although most of these actors themselves would 
never agree to such a definition. The (postwar) drive to involve non-profits and 
commercial businesses in the implementation of public policy has made the 
boundaries of the state distinctly fuzzy. “The thread of governance runs through all the 
web of social life in varying forms, in varying units”. (Merriam, 1944). 
 
Empirically, the division between the public and private domains appears clearer 
within Anglo-Saxon countries, where there is a stronger public/private distinction, 
with residual and strictly public services. In Continental Europe it has never been so 
clear-cut, as non-profits have from early onwards been involved in the public services. 
In addition, there is a long corporatist tradition, involving representative associations 
(particularly trade unions and employers’ associations) in economic and social 
policymaking, It has not been uncommon to delegate major aspects of political 
decision-making and even supervision over implementation to such actors. This 
makes the boundary problem more acute in the Continental context, although it is to 
some extent typical of all states (e.g. Kooiman, 2003).  
 
Even within what are usually considered unambiguous parts of the state (e.g. 
ministries) there are various mechanisms of co-ordination at work. An obvious 
example is the significance of personal networks among public officials, and between 
officials and politicians (Noordegraaf, 2000). In many societies, such networks, 
informal communities such as family or tribal ties, are of key importance in 
explaining how state policy is shaped. One would have to have a very naïve image of 
government to believe that this does not affect policymaking. Some have analysed 
bureaucratic politics on the basis of market models, framing the actions of officials in 
terms of a budget-maximising function (e.g. Niskanen, 1971). While one should not 
stretch such economic models too far, there is ample evidence to indicate that 
government departments compete among themselves for scarce resources.  

Community 

 
One could label community as the fourth sector, but historically (not to mention 
emotionally) speaking, this would sound strange, as most of the functions now 
provided by non-profit organisations, bureaucracies or markets used to be fulfilled in 
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the context of informal communities, households and families. In effect, one could 
easily speak of them as the first sector.  In sociology, communities are normally 
defined as primary groups: a small social group whose members share personal and 
enduring relationships (Cooley, 1964). Most of the time, this sphere is seen as the 
sphere of families and friends, but tightly-knit neighbourhoods and other informal 
groups could also be seen as part of this domain.  
 
Communities are associated with forms of co-ordination in the context of what are 
usually closed and small groups, locally based and relying on intense, long-term and 
face-to-face contacts that tend to involve a broad set of activities. Bonds of love and 
strong loyalty are the idealtypical mechanisms of ‘social co-ordination’ in this 
domain. As Pessers puts it: in the domain of community, it is not the do ut des that 
regulates social interaction, but the do quia mihi datum est  (Pessers, 1999). Caring for 
each other is a matter of affective reciprocity. These bonds of affective reciprocity and 
loyalty may well transcend the most typical ‘organisation’ that we find in this sphere: 
that of the family. This “social institution that unites individuals into cooperative 
groups that oversee the bearing and raising of children”, has in fact taken many other 
forms, depending on culture and historical circumstances (e.g. Weber, 1985).  
 
Often, this translates itself into cross-overs with domains. In many welfare states, the 
proliferation of government policies and programmes has relocated parts of the 
functions of families to the public domain. Many institutions in the third sector have 
historically been formed on the basis of local communities and gone through a process 
of professionalisation and modernisation. At present, one can increasingly see 
elements of market logic penetrating this domain, for example, as a consequence of 
the introduction of individualized vouchers for health care or education services. This 
contributes further to changes in social units such as families and related social 
networks. Moreover, the Internet gives rise to all kinds of virtual communities that 
transcend the local context in which communities traditionally operate. In addition, all 
kinds of developments (individualisation, mobility) are changing this domain 
profoundly. In the context of this paper, it is not necessary to elaborate on all aspects 
of this process, but it is sufficient to note that, as in the other domains of society, 
communities come in a wide variety of forms, appear subject to various shifts and can 
often not be clearly distinguished from the other domains.    

Conclusion 

The third sector may be hybrid, fuzzy and miscellaneous, but so are the other domains 
and the actors we find there. While one could identify segments (actors) that are closer 
to the idealtypes, there are similar problems of fragmentation, unclear boundaries, 
dynamics and mixed co-ordination mechanisms. It makes the third sector itself even 
harder to describe. All this leads us to the question whether it is at all useful to keep 
looking for a satisfying definition for a (third) ‘sector’, an issue that will be discussed 
in the next paragraph.  
 
4 Adopting an open research strategy 
 

Sehr selten ist Handeln, insbesondere soziales Handeln, nur in der einen oder der 
andren Art orientiert. Ebenso sind diese Arten der Orientierung natürlich in gar 
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keiner Weise erschöpfende Klassifikationen der Aren der Orientierung des Handelns, 
sondern für sociologische Zwecke geschaffene, begrifflich reine Typen, denen sich das 
reale Handeln mehr oder minder annähert onder aus denen es –noch häufiger– 
gemischt ist (Weber, 1985:13). 

How is a third sector definition useful? 

Segmentation, hybridity and the difficulty in pinning down the nature of community, 
state and market complicate the effort of defining the third sector. This begs the 
question how this is at all useful. It is unlikely that any all-encompassing definition 
could ever be found, if this were at all useful for scientific purposes. At present, third 
sector research often focuses on a number of “hard core” actors (e.g. local volunteer 
groups), that appear to embody the “caring”, and to a lesser extent actors that are 
intuitively third sector, but on the fringe (social entrepreneurs, charities operating on 
markets, bureaucratised non-profits). This situation is quite similar to research on 
states and markets, which also tends to focus actors closest to the idealtypes, like 
ministries and the stock market (though even the purity of these is disputed, as noted 
before). While such movement within scientific and political spaces has its own 
merits, it will not clarify how the concept of a third sector is significant to the social 
sciences. It is useful to study concrete phenomena, but there is no benefit in clinging 
to analytical distinctions that have no empirical relevance. Indeed, the distinctions 
between the domains may have been largely normative constructs inspired by political 
philosophy, rather than reflections of empirical reality.   
 
It is obvious, but vital to state that an empirically valid definition, if this can be 
achieved, will be as much the outcome of the empirical process as its starting-point. 
The question is accordingly how the empirical process can be organised in such a 
manner that the essence of the third “sector” is most likely to come out. One must 
initially opt for an approach rather than a definition. However, this requires both a 
carefully measured ambition and an open research strategy. As for ambitions, one may 
have to accept the theoretical possibility that there is no useful way of defining the 
three domains –and consequently, no reason to retain a third sector notion. As for 
strategy, it is not the “safe” core cases that are interesting for definitional purposes, 
but the fuzziest cases on the fringes. Rather than attempting to carve a specific niche, 
with clear boundaries, it may be more effective to search out the border areas and 
make them as problematic as possible. If we wish to clarify what the third sector is, 
we should not study easily identifiable cases, but instead look where the tension 
between the logics of the different domains is highest. The strategy should be one of 
treading into the no-man's land between the domains and challenging commonly held 
notions about where the boundaries are. This, of course, exposes one to the risks of 
being shot at from one of the surrounding scientific camps, or of treading on 
conceptual and methodological landmines. 
 
Supposing one chooses this strategy, it is necessary to identify avenues of research 
that are helpful in clarifying the logics that distinguish the domains. Three types of 
avenues could be especially helpful in this regard:   

Rationalities and logics 

One could begin by wondering if there is a specific “third sector” rationality for social 
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action. Intuitively, one would be inclined to say so: the desire to work not-for-profit, 
voluntarily, and/or for a better society seems fundamental to any definition of a third 
sector (Frumkin, 2002). However, in practice it can be difficult to identify, as different 
types of motives are usually mixed, or could be construed as purely self-interested. Is 
it a type of substantive rationality, or just a particular kind of formal rationality, or 
does this distinction make no sense? A related question is within what particular 
institutional context such a rationality can or does exist (a Weberian approach). In 
this, one must be careful to distinguish between different types of institutions, e.g. 
regulative, normative and cognitive (Scott, 1995).  
 
By extension, one could argue that the essence of the third sector derives at least 
partly from the characteristics of the goods and services that are the basis of such 
action, which Hemerijck and Helderman have described as the “logic of provision” 
(Hemerijck and Helderman, 1995). Each good and service has particular 
characteristics, whether technological or cultural, that may favour one type of 
approach or the other. For instance, some services are not generally considered fit for 
sale on markets. If there is indeed a typical third sector rationality, which could be 
fostered under certain institutional conditions, then one could hypothesize that it 
combines more successfully with some products and services than others.  Indeed, one 
could conceive of a dialectical relationship between the institutional logic and the 
logic of provision and delivery. Changes in the logic of provision (technological or 
social and cultural developments that influence how the primary process or the core 
business of certain organisations are organized) may put pressure on the broader 
institutional setting in which these organisations operate. Conversely, political and 
legal interventions at the level of policy systems (e.g. the influence of EU directives or 
decisions of the European Court of Justice regarding the rights of patients in health 
care systems) may –ultimately– influence the logic of provision or delivery 
(Hemerijck and Van de Donk, 2000).  
 
Multi-level analysis 
Another fruitful avenue for research is to examine the distinctiveness of and 
interaction between the levels at which third sector actors operate. We can distinguish 
at least four (organisational) levels at which the third sector is involved with the other 
sectors: 
- The systems level; public-private arrangements in financing structures (for 

example, a mix of social insurance and taxes), delivery and professional structures 
within which government negotiates with private organisations on the amount of 
services to be delivered, their tariffs and prices and quality criteria. At the systems 
level a mix of legislative instruments, self-regulating mechanisms and market 
incentives can often be identified. 

- The network level: public-private arrangements in provisional infrastructures (for 
example, integrated care networks and chains of services at regional and local 
levels), new coalitions with commercial providers in specific treatments or 
services, new ways of citizen involvement. 

- The organisational level: a lot of organisations in public policy are originally 
privately owned but concerned with realizing public goals. Due to this these 
organisations, like hospitals, housing associations and universities, are hybrid. 
They experience different “bosses” from different domains, such as clients, 
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governments and societal groups. As a consequence, they have to develop multiple 
accountability strategies and repertoires.  

- The individual level of managers, policy makers and professionals. They have 
their own perceptions on the organisation and delivery of social services. Equally 
important they have a certain amount of personal capabilities to communicate 
about these perceptions, about underlying values and goals, and about the way 
they would like to organise and deliver public goods and services. Being part of a 
privately owned corporation within the public domain, in which the organisation 
holds public and professional responsibilities, creates hybridity at the 
organisational and management level. 

 
A more public policy-oriented approach would ask how these hybrid phenomena are 
affecting different phases in the policy process (e.g. policy goals, policy instruments, 
evaluation). 
 
Historical development and dynamics 
A third perspective is a dynamic one, that traces the historical development of 
particular actors or tasks over time, and studies how third sectors are woven into this 
development. Change at present appears to be one of the characteristic features of the 
third sector, and could therefore itself be a major point of focus and analysis. For 
instance, one could study how organisations have evolved over time from charitable to 
bureaucratic and commercial, from voluntary to professional, and vice versa. An 
alternative is to focus on particular policy areas or functions, and study when and why 
these are implemented by third sector organisations. In some areas, third sector 
involvement has proven resilient to change (e.g. in Dutch social housing), whereas in 
others non-profit groups and organisations have easily been supplanted by state or 
market organisations. For instance, the involvement of private initiative with the 
realisation of public goals cannot (only) be explained by failing communities, 
governments or markets. The urge of private groups, originally based on 
denomination or class, to be self-supporting in the organisation and implementation of 
public services like health care, social security and housing, is an important 
explanation of the existence of public-private arrangements between the state and 
society. The balance between public and private values, norms and goals involved is 
not a static one, but continuously changing and under pressure due to the changing 
roles of governments, market players and citizens. In itself this does not mean that the 
public-private mix disappears in favour of markets or governments. One could argue 
that the mix changes, renews and replaces. A possible source of such changes is the 
logic of provision of goods and services typically provided by third sector 
organisations. 
 
5 Hybridity as an essential and permanent characteristic 

Permanence in change  

The types of research described above may point the way towards a more refined 
definition of the third sector, possibly resulting in new or more specific types of 
categories. However, it is equally well possible that they will further complicate 
matters. The resulting empirical evidence may throw existing classifications into 
greater confusion. Given this possibility, one must be open to other, more radical 
options. So far, the increasingly hybrid, changeable nature of organisations and 
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arrangements in the three domains has been treated as a complication that frustrates 
presently dominant analytical concepts. But, alternatively, it could be regarded as a 
feature of these organisations and arrangements. There is no reason to believe that the 
different domains will empirically move closer to their idealtypical representations; 
quite the reverse. If this is the case, then perhaps the fuzziness is not fuzzy at all; it is 
not the fog that obscures our vision, but the very thing we have been trying to discern.  
 
This calls for a different perception of hybridity, one that makes the term rather 
awkward: we must speak of new forms in an old tongue. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 
life forms continuously evolve into one another, with permanent and non-linear 
change as the pervading theme of the narrative. There has been discussion as to 
whether the philosophical vision behind the verse (supposing there is one) emphasizes 
the changeability and intangibility of form -which would make it a classic piece of 
postmodernism- or whether it implicitly celebrates the unchanging essence that passes 
between different physical forms. Both interpretations seem plausible enough, though 
they may in fact not be in opposition. What makes Ariadne’s transformation from 
woman to spider such a striking image is that, despite the change of shape, her 
essential quality as a weaver remains. One aspect of her has remained constant where 
others have changed, but we only define the weaving as an essential aspect because it 
was central to the current institutional context, a weaving contest. In other words, 
whether one regards the metamorphosis as an embodiment of change or permanence 
is really a question of focus. The metamorphosis metaphor is a compelling one, but 
what we suggest here in relation to hybridity is something different: the permanence 
does not exist in spite of the change, and vice versa, but it exists in it.  

The griffin and the chameleon 

This point can, as is often the case, best be illustrated with reference to animals. Let us 
consider two creatures, the griffin and the chameleon. The griffin is a mythical beast 
with the head, forepart and wings of an eagle, and the body, hind legs and tail of a 
lion. It is a fantastic creature that can only be described in terms of its constituent 
parts, which by implication means that it has no clearly defined identity of its own. In 
Platonian terms, there is no “idea” of a griffin. In our own terms, it is a hybrid 
creature. Let us next consider the chameleon. This, too, is a strange animal. Never 
mind its whip-like tongue, or its odd gait –it changes colour. It is known as an animal 
that adapts itself to its environment, blending in seamlessly with its surroundings.9 
Sometimes it is as green like a frog, sometimes red like a fox, occasionally as black as 
a black rabbit, yet no-one would suggest that it is constituted by those animals. It is 
nothing more or less than a chameleon. We accept its hybrid nature as its own, as a 
key part of its identity -unusual, perhaps, but not a freak accident. We may have to do 
the same for many organisations and arrangements that we find difficult to identify on 
the basis of traditional concepts: accept and understand them as they are, not in terms 
of remote static idealtypes.  
 
The implication is that a new classification of the third sector would be based on other 
dimensions than was previously the case. Just as the chameleon is identified by its 
strategy of changing colour, so hybrid organisations could be classified by their 

                                                   
9 We are aware that this is not strictly true in a biological sense, but there are no biologists in our 
audience, and we prefer the popular image.  
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strategies, as methods of adaptation to conflicting demands. Accordingly, if there are 
demands from multiple environments (or multiple demands from the one 
environment), the strategy will be aimed at reconciling those demands. Management 
will be a balancing act, and various solutions may be explored. For example, Meyer 
and Rowan’s concept of “decoupling” refers to a method for meeting different 
demands by separating them within the organisational structure. They observed that 
American schools conformed to general structural features such as curricula, exams 
and certain administrative procedures; within the classroom, however, there were 
major differences in teaching methods that were largely invisible from the outside 
(Meyer and Rowan, 1992). In this way the schools could secure their state funding and 
simultaneously adapt to whatever was required in their local community. There are 
various other ways to balance different demands, an issue that will be discussed in the 
next paragraph. Different forms of reconciliation could serve as the basis of new 
classifications, in which organisations and groups would be defined, not so much by 
static formal characteristics or motives, but by their ways of coping with tensions and 
contradictions. Inspiration for such efforts may be found in contexts where 
organisations are faced with strongly conflicting demands, such as economies in 
transition (an example of what may be found is Stark’s concept of an organisational 
“heterarchy”, based on research in Eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall; see 
Stark, 1999).  
 
Classifications should also be possible at higher level of aggregation, such as the level 
of governance arrangements in a specific policy area. To do so, however, one needs 
well-defined theoretical concepts of institutional change. It is an open question 
whether many such concepts exist at present. Most theories concerning institutions 
appear to focus on stabilising forces rather than destabilising ones, regarding changes 
as movements between points of equilibrium (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). There is 
more theory on how institutions perpetuate themselves than on how exactly they 
originate and change.10 Research must identify those elements in the context that 
produce change and explain why systems do not tend towards stability, or why stable 
systems fall apart. At present, the theoretical change gap is often filled with the 
introduction of external shocks (“critical junctures”) such as natural disasters, wars, 
technological change or economic shifts at a higher aggregate level. This is not to say 
that external shocks do not happen, but they do not automatically cause change –their 
impact and effects are partly determined by institutions at the level of analysis- nor 
that all changes comes from without. Beck has done interesting work on how 
institutions collapse onto themselves (Beck, 1992). Varieties between internal 
dynamics could ultimately allow a new classification of hybrid arrangements, but this 
appears to be a far away off. 

Conclusion 

What of the third sector, in such a conceptualisation? It is an empirical question how 
approaches to coping with change and multiplicity are related to the segments of the 
third sector described previously. It is quite likely that there will at least a partial 
                                                   
10 An interesting avenue for further research would be the ecological perspective, which has been 
applied in organisational sociology (Hannan and Freeman, 1989) and has recently been spurred by 
theoretical discussions in biology and paleontology (e.g. Gould and Eldredge, 1977), which have 
focused on the relative significance of levels of analysis (species, population, individual) in processes 
of change, and on the dynamics of such processes (gradualism vs. punctuated equilibria).  
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overlap between the “old” and the “new” categories. Not only do third sector 
organisations and arrangements appear particularly susceptible to the emergence of 
hybrid forms, it is also plausible that their “caring” basis –which does appear to be a 
more or less permanent feature- translates itself into a predilection for particular 
methods of coping. However, it would be more appropriate to think of the third sector 
as a central area of society where tensions between competing values and methods of 
co-ordination are exacerbated or resolved. That would arguably make it a more 
interesting playing field for social science and public administration at large: rather 
than a residual category, it would become central to understanding the interplay of 
institutional constellations in society, as well as a fruitful meeting-ground for various 
disciplines.  
 
But the notion of hybridity as an enduring feature is not simply of theoretical 
significance. If it makes any empirical sense, it has serious practical implications for 
the governance of arrangements involving the third sector, and for the management of 
third sector organisations. This is an issue that has received increasing attention in 
recent years and which we will explore in the next paragraph. We will focus upon the 
management aspect, in the specific context of mixed public-private arrangements of 
the welfare state. This is one of the areas in society where tensions between differing 
values and logics are likely to be highest, given the complexity of service delivery 
systems and the sensitivities surrounding the services in question.  
 
6 The governance and management of hybrid arrangements 
 
“Thus, one either assumes (…) that long term organizational behavior in the third sector is 
similar to that of the private enterprises and/or public bureaucracies, because of the 
functional responsiveness and efficiency; or, one assumes that organizational behavior in the 
third sector differs substantially from organizational behavior in the private or the public 
sector, because of functional necessities other than organizational responsiveness and 
efficiency. The former hypothesis presupposes organizational isomorphism as an explanatory 
variable for the third sector, while the latter hypothesis allows for resistance by the third 
sector organizations against isomorphic pressures of the private-competitive and the public-
administrative environment.” (Seibel, 1989). 
 
Balancing the public-private mix 
The cutbacks in Western public sectors, due to the economic recession of the late 
1970s and early 1980s, focused attention on the effectiveness and efficiency of public 
arrangements. The search for better efficiency, more value for money, and “work 
better and cost less” attention to entrepreneurial government, have led to an increasing 
focus on public management. This reform trend is known internationally as the “new 
public management” (Doig and Hargrove, 1990; Boyett and Finley, 1995; Pollitt and 
Bouckaert, 2000). In the postwar expansion of the welfare state, hybrid organisations 
(private organisations with public goals) in the Netherlands have gradually become 
more and more focused on the state. Cutbacks in the public sector and the “retreat” of 
the welfare state in recent decades have led to a revival of private organisations with a 
public mission. This shows a continuous effort to balance multiple (e.g. public and 
private) goals and values in a dynamic context. It also shows that the management of 
hybrid arrangements is not only concerned with agencies placed at a distance from 
core state departments, but also with private organisations delivering public services. 
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Hybrid organizations offer certain potential advantages over purely private or purely 
public organisations. In the first place, hybridity necessitates communication with 
different environments, as well as negotiation and co-operation in order to legitimise 
organisational activities. In addition, hybrid organisations bring in their own specific 
means in decision-making processes, such as professional knowledge and expertise 
necessary for the provision and delivery of public goods. Furthermore, hybridity can 
be a buffer zone between governments and markets, contributing to the allocation of 
goods and services and thus preventing over-commercialisation and bureaucratisation. 
Finally, it may establish a stable balance between the different spheres and prevent 
chaos and instability. In order to retain this balance, hybrids must react effectively to 
changes in their multiple environments, which implicitly means that they have to be 
very much responsive to those environments, and have the capacity to learn (Knapp, 
1990; Bauer, 1990; In ‘t Veld, 1995; 1997). But obviously, with opportunities come 
risks. Because of the different roles that hybrids play, and their various relationships 
with ambiguous public, private and societal environments, the division of 
responsibilities between governments, markets and hybrids may be diffuse. 
Legitimacy problems may arise. Criteria for measuring the performance of hybrids 
may be contradictory (Seibel, 1989; Montfort and Andeweg, 1998). It could become 
an awful mess. Therefore it is essential to find a balance between the various 
demands, and it is in this respect that good management is of key importance 
(Bozeman, 1993; Leibenstein, 1966; Leat, 1990; Cohen Committee, 1997).  
 
It is possible to define the managerial position in hybrid organisations as one that 
needs to balance public, private and professional claims regarding the effective 
delivery of services. In idealtypical terms, the private domain stresses 
entrepreneurship, new markets, competition, efficiency measures and client-centered 
service delivery; the public domain emphasizes equity, solidarity and accessibility; the 
professional domain (e.g. in health care and education) stresses quality standards, 
professional codes of conduct and professional autonomy. Managers of hybrid 
organisations have to deal with all of these orientations, which can lead to a 
“sandwich syndrome”. Pressed by government regulation, boards of trustees and 
professionals, they have try and keep everybody at peace, without always having the 
proper tools to do so. Alternatively, they may become linking pins, junctions of 
information and decision-making. They are in a position to build bridges and organise 
alliances, but whether they are able to do so depends on their ability to cope with 
issues of legitimacy, responsibility and performance. 
 
Issues of legitimacy, responsibility and performance 
 “At best we can conclude that non-profits provide some social services in democratic 
societies that to some degree help to promote social equality: their services are often 
sensitive to social needs, competent and effective, innovative and flexible, well 
funded and jointly controlled by the public and by clients. At worst, we may decide 
that non-profits meet common needs in a bureaucratic and routine way similar to 
public “monopolies”: that they are controlled neither by society nor by clients: that 
they lack funds and professional competence: and finally that they exhibit a 
paternalistic ‘middle-class’ attitude towards their clients” (Bauer, 1990). In other 
words, three issues are closely related to balancing public and private interests: 
legitimacy, responsibility and performance.  
 



 20

The grounds on which managers of hybrid organisations can claim legitimacy for their 
actions is diffuse. This issue has an internal and external dimension. The internal 
dimension concerns the acceptance of the managerial role and position in a 
professional system. This is very much related to the managerial qualities of the 
individuals involved and the way in which they balance professional norms and 
organisational targets. One could argue that the internal legitimacy of managerial 
decision-making in hybrid organisations is largely based on individual performance 
and charismatic qualities, and less so on institutional acceptance of the managerial 
position as such (Meurs, 1997). The external dimension concerns the acceptance of 
the managerial role and positions within a political system where there is competition 
between public, private and professional interests (Bozeman, 1987; Martin, 1975). In 
the process of finding a new balance between public, private and (sometimes) 
professional interests, new norms will emerge, but they may be temporary and subject 
to negotiation. Managers will often have to deal with at least partially contradictory 
claims from governments, clients and other stakeholders (e.g. private firms). The 
problem is generally that there are no accepted norms to justify strategic decisions 
taken at the organisational level. 
 
The issue of responsibility refers to the fact that managers of hybrid organisations 
delivering public services have been made responsible for the delivery of public 
services in a certain area, yet often without acquiring the authority and tools required 
to act effectively (Meurs, 1997). In other words, the delegation of powers from the 
national level to the organisational level has in that sense been incomplete. 
Interestingly enough, this often leads to discussions about the moral aspects of 
responsibility: how much responsibility should managers and their organisations 
accept, what are the core values of their organisations, can regulations be bypassed, 
and if so, for what purpose? In Dutch health care, for instance, this debate focuses on 
an increase in the commercial activities of hospitals that might on the one hand 
introduce a certain inequity in service delivery, but will on the other hand expands the 
available supply of health care services. The absence of consensus on a new pattern of 
responsibilities highlights the importance of accounting and accountability procedures 
on the one hand, and on control and supervision procedures on the other (Emmanuel 
and Emmanuel, 1996). 
 
The issue of the performance of hybrid organisations relates to the competing 
performance criteria from different domains (Seibel, 1989; Badelt, 1990; Meyer en 
Zucker, 1989; Kuttner, 1997). At the present time, organisational efficiency and 
effectiveness are perceived as dominant values. Government officials and politicians 
are increasingly stressing the importance of clear-cut performance indicators as a tool 
for measuring performance. Even accepting that this is desirable, there remains the 
question of what are valid indicators for measuring the processes and the performance 
of hybrid organisations. How can specific outputs and outcomes be related to 
management performance, and how should these be valued? Overestimating the 
significance of (measurable) outputs/outcomes and underestimating the quality of the 
managerial process -the manner in which different interests are weighed and the 
dialogue between managers, professionals and government is organised- could be an 
obstacle in reaching a balanced and widely accepted policy at the organisational level. 
In order to reach an accepted balance between public, private and professional values 
on the one hand, and performance criteria on the other, demands a carefully designed 
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strategy. This search for balance appears to be of a dynamic and permanent nature, 
given the rapidly changing developments within the different domains. 
 
Balancing strategies 
Hybrid organisations have different ways of dealing with the previously mentioned 
issues. This allows a typology of management strategies (Van der Grinten and 
Kasdorp, 1999; Putters, 2001).  
 
Dutch health care revisited: 
 
We can find – at this moment – at least three types of management strategies in hybrid 
organisations operating within a dynamic public-private context: 
 
1. Forms of society focused management (or “social entrepreneurship” in current 

management rhetoric) strives to renew the relationships of private providers or insurers 
with governments, other private organisations, commercial enterprises and medical 
professionals. This can be seen in the emergence of new organisational structures, such 
as service delivery chains, holding companies, alliances and all sorts of other network 
types. 

2. Forms of market focused management pursue the renewal and replacement of established 
public-private arrangements. New (commercial) actors and activities enter the traditional 
policy arenas. This leads to a process network (re)constitution and the introduction of 
new values, norms and goals attached to the newcomers. This is visible, for instance, in 
agreements between regular providers and/or insurers and commercial clinics, 
pharmaceutical industries and companies about the delivery, organisation and financing 
of health care services. 

3. Internally focused management varieties aim to renew internal relationships, mostly 
between managers and doctors so as to act more effectively and legitimately in the eyes 
of governments, insurance companies and patients. 

 
Each management strategy constitutes a search for the appropriate balance between 
multiple orientations in the interaction between public and private organisations, goals 
and values. On the one hand, hybrids have to be entrepreneurial and client-centered; 
on the other hand, they must provide public services and meet the specific demands 
and standards for which they can be held publicly accountable. Thus they are caught 
between two or more different and often conflicting sets of values. Options for coping 
with these tensions are partly determined by institutional variables, such as  laws, 
policies and codes of conduct. They is also conditioned by product characteristics, 
such as the level of transparency of products, the presence of professional knowledge 
of clients, and the extent to which clients depend on the delivery of products through 
certain providers (cf. Brink, Brandsen and Putters, 2002; Hemerijck and Helderman, 
1995). The development of such strategies is also related to personality traits, such as 
management style, personal attitude and management skills (e.g. communication 
strategy, network and reputation management). Consequently, strategies for managing 
hybrid organisations and arrangements are partly path-dependent and endogenous, 
partly exogenous and strategically chosen (cf. Scharpf, 1997). Together, these various 
environmental influences offer a framework for understanding the differences among 
and within hybrid organisations.   
 
Management logic within hybrid organisations 



 22

We have discussed some specific features of hybrid organisations and their 
management requirements. What does this tell us about the managers: who are they? 
They need to deal with multiple environmental pressures: from central government, 
from clients, from professionals, from boards of trustees and so forth. The other side 
of the coin is that they have the opportunity to become the linking pin between 
different domains. To achieve this, the professional management skills are very 
important. Meurs (1997) distinguishes three layers of skills: 
 
- The first layer concerns technical expertise in different management areas. This 

embraces all aspects of running a hybrid organisation, from finance to human 
resources and the management of change. 

- The second layer refers to the link between technical expertise and personal 
capabilities, limitations and ambitions. If it is strong, it means that technical 
expertise and knowledge are being used in an authentic way. 

- The third layer refers to the connection between technical expertise, personal goals 
and ideas, and the broader social context. Managers often accept roles within 
social environments that are characterised by multiple and contradictory demands. 

 
Perceptions of the role of management in hybrid organisations vary between 
individual managers. Some emphasize individual leadership qualities in networks (‘t 
Hart, 1999), focusing on the ability of managers to change and interpret rules, 
routines, power relationships and cultures at crucial moments in time. The ways they 
(can) do so are related to their perception of roles and tasks within the organisation 
and their attitude towards society, market and government (March and Olsen, 1983; 
March, 1994). Idealtypically, managers in the public domain are characterised by 
loyal, specialised and rule-oriented; managers in the private domain as 
entrepreneurial, market-focused, innovative and output-oriented (Hood, 1991; 
Noordegraaf, 2000). Interesting research questions are whether specific management 
arrangements and styles can be distinguished for the third sector, whether these 
constitute a mix of the other types, and to what extent they are balanced. In addition, 
there is the difficult question how to evaluate performance in a context of multiple 
(and often intangible) values.  
 
All in all, it is a combination of institutions, product characteristics and personal 
variables that determine how the internal dimension of management of hybrid 
organisations is linked to external strategies towards the environment. Comparative 
research within and between policy areas such as health care, housing, education and 
social security may clarify whether there are specifically hybrid management logics in 
coping with complex issues of legitimacy, responsibility and performance within the 
ever-dynamic public-private environment. 
 
7 Conclusion 
 
This paper, rather than trying to give answers to the difficult issue of a third sector 
definition, has attempted to develop a research strategy for finding answers. We began 
by noting that the third sector is empirically fragmented and subject to increasing 
hybridity and change. On top of this, the surrounding domains of community, market 
and state are themselves hard to pin down. If there is any hope of getting to a 
definition that is more satisfactory in an empirical sense, the most fruitful strategy will 
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be to stray from the “hard core” of third sector research and examine the fuzziest, 
most troubling phenomena.  
 
However, we may well have to conclude that there is no point in clinging to a 
conceptualisation of the third sector (or the other domains, for that matter) that is 
expressed through static categories. Hybridity may be a defining feature of 
contemporary society, and the grey areas may well be (at) its heart. If this is indeed the 
case, then we will have to recast not only our analytical tools, but also our strategies in 
governance and management. Decision-making will increasingly be a balancing act, 
with more potential benefits, but an equal increase in the number of pitfalls. It is a 
challenging prospect.  
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