PAGE  
34

CHAPTER 20

Policy Analysis and the Voluntary Sector:  Evolving Policy Styles 

SUSAN D. PHILLIPS 
The policy process is widely accepted to have become porous, open at many points to influence from the outside, with such influence being broadly divided and dispersed across multiple actors. The shift to a new model of ‘governance’ that emphasizes governing through collaboration, networks and horizontal management and that makes use of a varied array of policy instruments has done more than open wider cracks in policy making through which the influence of interest groups and other non-governmental actors can seep in. The new governance has systematized and institutionalized their involvement (Salamon 2001; Prince this volume). Or, so the story goes . . . . 

In fact, given the limited study of interest groups and the voluntary/nonprofit sector in Canadian policy studies, we know relatively little about how and to what extent such groups conduct policy analysis in the current context, how they use it to exert policy influence, and to what end. Have civil society organizations adopted policy styles that are compatible with a supposedly more open, inclusive and participatory system of governance? Are they effective participants in policy networks and in shaping Canadian public policy? If not, why not? Are policy processes in Canada actually as open and as participatory as a model of ‘governance’ suggests?  This chapter examines both the contributions of Canada’s voluntary sector to policy development and the challenges it faces in conducting policy analysis and participating effectively.

As Howlett and Linquist note in their chapter, how policy analysis is conducted and how policy influence is exerted differs in different governance contexts and analytical cultures. The policy styles adopted by nongovernmental organizations are affected not only by the political opportunities afforded by the governance context, but by their capacities and decisions to take up these opportunities. The purpose of this chapter is to explore how political opportunities, capacities and strategies are shaping the policy analytical styles and the participation of the voluntary sector in the current environment. It argues that while policy participation may be diffused in one sense – by the fact that there are more actors –  it is also constrained and concentrated for a variety of reasons. With the funding cutbacks and the offloading and co-production of services that occurred in the 1990s has come a reliance by voluntary organizations on project-based funding and a more complex duality of their roles as advocates and as service providers. Consequently, few voluntary sector organizations, including the national infrastructure and peak associations, have the policy capacity to participate effectively, nor have they been able to build ongoing, institutionalized connections with government departments as the paradigm of governance presupposes they have. In addition, the regulatory regime governing the large part of the voluntary sector that has legal status as registered charities imposes further restrictions on undertaking active advocacy and, in combination with the instability of the funding regime, contributes to a generalized ‘advocacy chill’ (Scott 2003). While governments have created more opportunities for public consultation, these spaces are paradoxically less available to organized interests because the usual intent is to involve citizens representing themselves. We begin by defining and delimiting the boundaries of the concept of the ‘voluntary sector.’ 

The Voluntary Sector Defined

Traditionally, the policy literature has referred to citizen-based non-governmental organizations as ‘public interest groups’ (Pross 1986; Pal 1993).
 This chapter adopts a broader and more inclusive concept of the voluntary and nonprofit sector which can be defined as the aggregation of organizations that:
exist to serve a public benefit, are self-governing, do not distribute any profits to members, and depend to a meaningful degree on volunteers. Membership or involvement in these organizations is not compulsory, and they are independent of, and institutionally distinct from the formal structures of government and the private sector. Although many voluntary sector organizations rely on paid staff to carry out their work, all depend on volunteers, at least on their boards of directors (Government of Canada/Voluntary Sector 2001, 3).

The advantages of this broader concept are threefold. First, it respects self-naming.  As Jenson (1995, 114) argues, the self names chosen by political actors matter because they reflect identities and because they signal the opportunities that these actors will chose to take up or attempt to configure. During the backlash against organized interests that occurred in the late 1980s and 1990s as part of neo-liberalism and the populism of the Canadian right, the credibility of most public interest groups came under attack, and were often assigned the somewhat derogatory label, ‘special interest groups.’  As a result, few of the organizations that policy analysts would normally describe as public interest groups (e.g. the Canadian Consumers’ Association, Sierra Club, Canadian Mental Health Association, Canadian Council on Social Development) call themselves interest groups. Rather, the language of voluntary, nonprofit, nongovernmental, or charitable organization is the preferred self-naming. 

Second, the more inclusive concept of voluntary organization signals that, just as the policy process has become more complex in recent years, so too have the roles of nongovernmental actors. To be sure, some voluntary organizations exist solely for purposes of influencing policy and exerting pressure. As governments offloaded a wide variety of services over the past two decades, many groups which had been policy oriented, by necessity, became much more heavily invested in service delivery and contracting as a means of revenue generation (Laforest 2001). Charities and other organizations that were created primarily to provide services increasingly found they need to have a policy voice because they know, often better than governments, what is really working and what is not based on their first hand experience with programming. Third, the notion of a voluntary sector is a reminder that the sector itself has a structure involving both horizontal connections among groups from different policy fields and vertical integration through infrastructure organizations, umbrella groups or federations that connect the local to the regional to the national levels.
  And, as we will see, the preliminary challenge – and indeed the major success – of voluntary organizations in recent years have been to get the notion of a voluntary sector on governmental agendas and to encourage more critical thinking about public policies affecting the sector as a whole.

While it is relatively easy to delineate a (large) central core of organizations that constitute the voluntary/nonprofit sector, there are numerous grey zones around the definitional edges. The core is estimated to constitute over 160,000 organizations of which approximately 80,000 are charities registered with the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) that enables them to issue tax receipts for donations and that makes them subject to federal regulations. These organizations work in a wide array of policy fields, often classified as (in descending order of numbers of organizations): sports and recreation; religion; social services; grant making, fundraising and volunteerism promotion; arts and culture; housing and development; education and research; health; environment; law, advocacy and politics; international development; hospitals; universities and colleges; and other (Statistics Canada et al. 2004, 13). 

While impressive in the aggregate, there is an enormous bifurcation within the sector between a very small slice of large organizations and a multitude of very small ones. The one percent of charitable and nonprofit organizations with over $10 million in annual revenues account for over 60 percent of the entire revenues of the sector, half the staff and a fifth of volunteers.
 By contrast, two-thirds of voluntary organizations have annual revenues of under $100,000 and half are operated solely by volunteers. Many of these have little or no interest in participating in public policy at all, and are not of direct relevance to this discussion.

In a sector this large and diverse, there are naturally many hybrid organizations that have characteristics of public or private as well as voluntary sector bodies. For instance, cooperatives often pursue a public benefit but distribute profits to their members; should they be considered part of the voluntary sector? Where do business or professional associations whose members are for-profit entities but which are themselves nonprofit fit?
  For purposes of this chapter, which will necessarily entail considerable generalizations given the differences within even the core parts of this sector, we do not need to be unduly precise about the nuances of the definition. We will focus on the core of the sector that involves public benefit, nonprofit organizations, and will leave the discussion of business associations and labour unions to the chapters by Stritch and by Jackson and Baldwin respectively.

The Governance Context: New Opportunities

The presence and impact of nongovernmental actors in policy development depends, in part, on the opportunity structure and, in part, on the capacities, styles and strategies of these actors.  Some policy styles are better suited to and more likely to succeed in particular institutional contexts than others, and institutions may be more or less open to different styles and more or less subject to change over time.  This section argues that certain policy styles are indeed being privileged by a ‘governance’ model and that policy advocacy by the voluntary sector is being shaped not only by pressure for adaptation in policy styles, but by direct regulation.

Elements of a Policy Style for the New Governance


The notion of policy styles is rooted in institutionalism which takes as a starting point the position that institutions – and the rules, norms, processes and cultures associated with them  – affect actors by shaping their understanding of policy problems, analytical approaches to grappling with them, perceived solutions and preferred courses of action (see Howlett 2004). There is a degree of path dependency as the institutional contexts reward certain styles by taking the political actors and their positions more seriously and by granting greater access to the policy process and more influence over policy outcomes. The impact of the institutional context is not uni-directional, however.  Agents actively construct their institutional contexts to some extent by taking up certain opportunities and eschewing others and by adapting to or resisting change (see Dobrolowsky and Saint-Martin, 2003; Thelen, 2003).  Through the influence of both institutional contexts and actors’ choices, successful policy styles become channellized over time, forming grooved patterns that are copied to the extent possible by other political actors. While it may be possible to articulate broad policy analytical styles that broadly characterize different nations (Richardson, Gustafsson, and Jordan 1982) or time periods, it is also important to note that policy styles may vary by policy field and that they evolve, sometimes quite quickly, as governing contexts, prevailing policy ideas, strategies or other factors change (see Howlett and Lindquist this volume; Richardson 2000). 

Canada’s voluntary sector is arguably in a period of significant transition in policy styles. A key factor in this transition has been the move away from neo-liberalism and a governing philosophy of New Public Management (NPM) that relied heavily on contracting-out and market-based policy tools. The model of horizontal ‘governance’ that appears to be replacing NPM emphasizes collaboration with non-governmental actors and participation by citizens, involvement and coordination through networks rather than hierarchies, negotiated self-governance with communities, cities and industries, the blurring of boundaries between economic and social issues, the use of reflexive and responsive policy tools, and management styles than enable rather than control (Newman 2001, 24; Salamon 2001). For the voluntary sector, this reconfiguration of the governing context favours the development of policy styles that are characterized by three main features. 

First, both governments and those who seek a role in influencing public policy, are under pressure to produce research and analysis that is evidence-based (Laforest and Orsini 2004; Newman 2001, 69). The interest in evidence-based research is not simply a resurrection of a rational model of policy, but is driven largely by political imperatives (Newman 2003, 70-71). In a post neo-liberal era, politics tends to be more pragmatically-oriented rather than ideologically-driven. Combined with a well informed public who have widespread access to information technologies, less deference to authorities and reduced in trust in government, expectations rise that governments will do what works and will demonstrate results. This has taken on particular saliency in Canada as a result of the development of a mode of ‘instrumental federalism’ in the late 1990s (Phillips 2003) in which accountability for federal transfers is secured by requiring public reporting on policy outcomes and in which the public and voluntary associations are expected to serve as watchdogs in identifying, comparing, analyzing and using this hard evidence to agitate for policy reform.

The second dimension of a new policy style derives from the importance of networks as the central institutional form in the new governance. Networks can be seen as institutions in their own right that determine the nature of interactions and rules of conduct among members and potential members (Rhodes 1996; Klijn and Koppenjan 2004). One implication is that trust and trustworthiness as a basis for relationship building matter more than ever. Who you know, and perhaps more importantly who knows you – and whether they trust you – determines one’s position within various networks and facilitates ongoing involvement in them. Because trustworthiness is enhanced through repeated positive interactions, voluntary organizations come under pressure to be consistently professional in their interactions. In addition, the expansion of opportunities for participation through a variety of means (such as public consultations, partnerships, co-production) makes the ability to broker knowledge – about communities, other players, and policy issues – a highly valued asset. 

With attempts to manage policy processes in a more horizontal fashion involving greater coordination among relevant government departments and with increased complexities in the intergovernmental environment, stemming in part from the rise of urban governments, a third aspect is the ability to function in a multi-scalar, multi-level way. Horizontality implies a need to be able to frame and reframe policy so as to be relevant to the interests of a number of departments. It necessitates a good working knowledge about the processes of governing so as to figure out what various departments are doing and to understand the coordination mechanisms (such as interdepartmental or intergovernmental committees) that often work in quite invisible ways. More multi-layered governance also entails having a presence at several scales of operation – local/regional, provincial and national – and an ability to shift attention and action among them as necessary. 

In short, the context of governance entails a more complex mix of expertise in both policy and process. A nongovernmental actor seeking to influence policy has to be not only a specialist in a policy field, but a sufficient generalist to know how to make connections with those in different policy fields. But policy substance is not enough. As a recent, rather cheeky and somewhat cynical account of lobbying in Ottawa argued, ‘Showing up on Parliament Hill and briefing a Member of Parliament is just one leg in a long and tortuous journey that can lead to nowhere unless you understand government or have retained the services of someone who does’ (Donovan 2005, 23). Understanding of process is as important as policy substance then in enabling a nonprofit to navigate through more interconnected and multi-level governmental channels.

Regulating Policy Participation

In some respects the governing context may shape the development of policy styles in quite subtle ways through a learning process which sees certain types of behaviours rewarded while others are not. In other respects, policy styles are shaped in more direct and overt ways. For a large part of the voluntary sector, those organizations with charitable status, the federal regulatory regime is a major determinant of how and how much they engage in public policy advocacy because it directly limits policy-related activities in two ways. The first is the means for determining which kinds of organizations qualify to be registered as charities thereby enabling them to issue tax receipts that provide incentives for donations and, perhaps even more importantly, conferring legitimacy and facilitating funding from provincial lottery agencies, corporate sponsorships and philanthropic foundations. In Canada, such eligibility is determined under the common law rather than by legislation. Canada has been conservative compared to other countries in reviewing and modernizing the common law view of charitable purposes – a view that was benchmarked by a British court case in the late 1800s – so as to make it congruent with the realities of contemporary society (Broder 2002; Drache with Boyle 1998; VSI Joint Regulatory Table 2003). The primary means for keeping the common law fresh and responsive to changing conditions is to ensure it is subject to regular judicial review or, alternatively to codify acceptable purposes or a public benefit test in legislation. Canada’s conservatism arises in large part from the fact that the designated court of first instance, the Federal Court of Appeal, is a very expensive route for voluntary organizations to challenge denial by the CRA of their applications for charitable status. As a result of limited judicial review, there are many types of voluntary organizations in Canada that do not qualify for access to the tax system, and its associated legitimacy, than in the UK, the USA or many other democratic nations (Broder 2002).

Once registered, charities are limited in the types and amount of political activities they can undertake. No partisan political activity is permitted, although this has not been seen as restrictive because voluntary organizations are rarely allied with political parties, nor do they see any benefit to being partisan, nor expect the public to support such activity with the use of tax expenditures.
 This has begun to change to some extent in recent debates on policy issues that have a moral dimension, notably around abortion and same sex marriage, in which certain leaders of religious congregations have pushed the regulatory boundaries by their public comments.

At the other end of the spectrum, consultations invited by governments are unrestricted. There is a large swath of policy-related activity between these two extremes, however, that conceivably includes coalition building, conferences, advertising, meetings with public servants and other standard means of influencing public policy. The regulations require that such activity be ancillary to the charitable purposes of the organization which is normally interpreted to mean that no more than 10 percent annually (recently adjusted upward to 20 percent for small organizations) of all of the financial, human and physical resources of a registered charity be devoted to such activities. Although the CRA has recently tried to clarify what ancillary political activity means, there is still considerable latitude for interpretation by government as to what is allowed under the ‘10 percent rule’ and discretion over who gets called for overstepping the limit. Given that the sanction is severe, potential loss of charitable status, the effect of the regulation is to promote self-censorship. In a longitudinal study of 20 ‘public interest groups’ (mainly national organizations involved in the health, ‘good government’ or the social justice fields), Pross and Webb (2003) were struck by the number of times these groups said they restricted participation in public policy advocacy for fear of jeopardizing their status as registered charities. No such restrictions are in place for business associations or corporations and in fact, many of the costs of policy advocacy can be deducted by for-profits as business expenses, thereby reducing taxes payable and providing a form of indirect subsidy. From the perspective of voluntary organizations, this creates an unfair disadvantage in policy participation from the start, one that is further exacerbated by differentials in policy capacity. 

Capacities for Policy Participation

An understanding of policy styles needs to account for both the constraints and opportunities afforded by governing contexts and the capacities and strategies of different sets of policy actors. In his chapter for this volume, Prince articulates the importance of  capacity in understanding who participates and how they participate in policy making. Capacity refers to tangible resources and assets – the ‘human and financial resources, technology, skills, knowledge and understanding required to permit organizations to do their work and fulfill what is expected of them by stakeholders’ (PAGVS 1999, 18). It also involves less tangible elements, such as the trust relationships and the ‘negotiated practices’ that, in Prince’s words, support the craft as well as the art of policy. The notion of capacity embodies more than the level or mix of resources, however, but the ability and choices to convert these resources into action. In effect, it reflects an investment in strategy (Berry with Arons 2003, 125): 

the relationship with government is not so much a function of a nonprofit’s resources as it is what it does with those resources. . . Rather than thinking of a nonprofit as a political group using its resources to push arguments forward, envisage an organization making hard decisions on how to allocate scarce resources: Those decisions determine the capacity of an organization to achieve its goals.

The main sorts of tough decisions and tradeoffs that voluntary organizations make relate to three key areas: 

1. Policy capacity: the ability to provide policy analysis and advice, participate effectively and exert influence in policy development.

2. Network capacity: the resources and practices for building and sustaining partnerships, trust coalitions, and good working relationships with members, users and other nongovernmental organizations as well as with governments, the media, corporations and the public (Canadian Center for Philanthropy et al. 2003, 6).

3. Project or Program capacity: the production of services, programs or projects that support an organization’s mission and its sustainability.

In the space of this chapter, a full assessment of the capacities of Canada’s voluntary sector is impossible due, among other things, to the considerable differences across different policy fields. Nevertheless, recent surveys of the voluntary sector point to one overarching trend that affects virtually all types of voluntary organizations: the instability of financial support inherent in project-based funding regimes. Over the past two decades, there has been a significant reduction in government funding for voluntary organizations that has resulted in greater competition for other sources of funding. As significant as the overall level of support is the replacement of core with project or contract funding (Scott 2003). Because project funding has short term horizons, it produces enormous instability and vulnerability. In particular, it makes long term strategic planning and the ability to retain qualified staff whose salaries are project dependent very difficult and it usually covers very limited, if any, expenses for policy development. In looking at explanations for the capacities for policy, networking or programming, one does not need to scratch very deeply to see the effects of unstable funding. 

Policy Capacity

In a recent empirical study of the policy capacity of American nonprofits, Berry and Arons (2003, 144-45) argue that the two most significant factors in determining political  effectiveness are whether an organization has made government relations someone’s job and its facility with research. Once policy analysis and government relations becomes the explicit responsibility of someone, whether a designated government relations/public affairs officer, the Executive Director, or a volunteer member of the board, that person can make claims on other organizational resources. Because many voluntary organizations, and particularly those registered as charities, start out with a primary mission to provide services rather than participate in public policy, the position of government relations officer is usually an after thought, if such a position exists at all.  A recent survey of Canadian voluntary organizations working in health, which include some of the better resourced and most policy conscious organizations in the sector, attests to the limited human resources dedicated to policy work (Voice in Health Policy 2004). Only 16 percent of provincial and national health organizations had paid staff devoted to policy development or government relations (see Stritch this volume).
  This was supported by a very small and quick survey conducted for this chapter of other types of national voluntary organizations that would be expected to be policy leaders in their respective areas. Only two of seven indicated that they have paid staff whose primary job is to conduct policy research or to handle government relations and public affairs. What this suggests is that this responsibility is often tacked on to the role of the Executive Director or other senior management although the time that they can set aside for policy is limited. As well, voluntary organizations often rely on volunteers from their boards of directors to take the lead on government relations. This may not be a viable long term strategy, however, as organizations face serious problems in recruiting board members in large part due to liability issues.    

When dedicated policy positions have been established in voluntary organizations, they are seldom staffed with policy specialists. Instead, most voluntary organizations ‘struggle to get by with staffs composed almost entirely of self taught generalists’ (Canadian Centre for Philanthropy 2003, 33). Policy staff tend to have come up through the voluntary sector, moving from program delivery and administration to policy work, rather than coming to the sector with experience from government or the private sector. Unlike industry and business associations, government relations in voluntary organizations are not the next step for early retiring senior public servants or political refugees from ministerial offices following lost elections. This means that those responsible for government relations in the voluntary sector may have strong abilities to establish networks within the sector as they know the other players and the issues, but they are less likely to know the people or the processes of government well, both of which are increasingly important in the current opportunity structure. One small signal of change is that in hiring its first ever vice-president of ‘public policy and government relations’ in late 2004, the primary infrastructure organization engaged in public policy, Imagine Canada (created from a merger of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy and the Coalition of National Voluntary Organizations), chose an individual with experience as a policy advisor in both a federal government department and the Prime Minister’s Office.

While the craft of policy analysis may be changing for voluntary organizations so, too, is the art and the science. As noted above, one of the shifts in the political opportunity structure in recent years has been toward the production of evidence-based research.   The need to make a policy case based on ‘objective’ evidence rather than on opinion is not new for Canadian voluntary organizations which are registered as charities because regulations have always required that in order to be eligible for such status, the education or information that they produce has to be grounded in fact, not opinion, and it has to be balanced. What is new is the sophistication and the amount of evidence required. With more research being contracted out by governments and project funding, whether from governments or foundations, more likely to fund short term research projects than core operations, voluntary organizations seem to be undertaking more research, and sometimes displacing more action oriented advocacy in the process (Laforest 2001). While voluntary organizations may also be taking advantage of the research produced by various think tanks to make their case, their need to secure project funding, and the fact that such funding can often be directed only to research, means that they are also generating more research activity of their own. 

An increase in the production of evidence-based research has two main effects on voluntary organizations (Laforest and Orsini 2004). First, it enhances their professionalism as they develop new analytical skill sets through training or by hiring researchers with these skills. And, as expertise replaces experiential knowledge, it often effects a culture change that is more top down and less directed by members. Second, the claims made and action repertoires are affected. Ideas become more mainstream,  claims increasingly cautious, and political tactics more conventional. As Laforest and Orisini (2004) found with family and social service organizations, ‘[c]laims that cannot be supported by the type of research that is valued sometimes need to be watered down or abandoned altogether in favour of claims that are achievable.’  

Even when voluntary organizations have produced solid research – or perhaps because they have produced such research – they may not choose to be active advocates for policy change. Indeed, the distinct advocacy chill that hangs over the sector as a result of the funding and regulatory regimes is producing significant self-restraint on the part of many organizations (Scott 2003). Policy advocacy is rarely funded by project funding from governments or foundations and is often specifically prohibited (Pross and Webb 2003, 89). More than that, many voluntary organizations remember well the lessons of the 1990s in which the funding of advocacy organizations was cut suddenly and dramatically and are fearful of putting their funding at risk by being critical of governments. So, they keep their heads down. As Pross and Webb emphatically conclude:  ‘government funding moderates public interest advocacy’ (2003, 82; see also Berry 2003). Even when government is not funding their work, voluntary organizations may restrain how vocally and visibly they pursue certain causes if this entails criticism of governments, if it makes conservative donors nervous, or if it puts their charitable status at risk. As a 2003 study of funding practices reported (Scott 2003), ‘When organizations must cobble together projects and partners to survive, being seen as an outspoken advocate on behalf of one’s client group can be regarded as too risky, despite the justice of the cause. You do not want to have your name in the media when your next funding submission comes up for approval.’  

Obviously some groups do retain a strong political voice and seek media attention to advance their cause. If the self-reports from the sector are correct, however, it suggests a growing divide between a small number of politically active groups and the rest. New battle lines have been drawn, suggest Laforest and Orsini (2004) ‘creating one group of privileged organizations, which enjoy access and influence and have the necessary resources to influence policy, and another group of organizations, which has been frozen out of the policy process for reasons of ideological opposition, lack of technical skills/capacity, or both.’ 

Network Capacity

By all accounts, there is a growing emphasis on network building in both policy development and service delivery. Congruent with this, networking is seen by voluntary organizations to be one of their distinctive strengths. According to the recent National Survey of Nonprofit and Voluntary Organizations (NSNVO), only 24 percent of voluntary organizations indicated that they had difficulty in collaborating with other organizations and for only 2 percent of them was this a serious problem. Indeed, it was through effective networking that the voluntary sector managed to get itself on the federal government’s political radar in the late 1990s. Until that point, the sector was seen by neither government nor by itself as a ‘sector’ at all. 

After the dramatic cutbacks to voluntary organizations, particularly those engaged in advocacy, that had begun in the late 1980s and were accelerated during federal Program Review in the mid 1990s, the sector was badly in need of policy leadership at the national level. None of the national umbrella or infrastructure organizations had the capacity or the credibility to step up to this task, however. In 1995, twelve national organizations and coalitions from diverse parts of the sector formed a very minimalist, unincorporated and intentionally short lived body, known as the Voluntary Sector Roundtable (VSR). Its purpose was to strengthen the voice of Canada’s charitable, voluntary sector, and begin a dialogue with the federal government around cross-cutting policy matters affecting the sector as a whole. Recognizing that its credibility to make claims about the sector’s own governance and about reforming relationships with governments would be enhanced by expert, independent advice, it commissioned the Panel on Governance and Accountability in 1997. This was the first ever step by the sector to commission research and advice in such a visible manner and in a way intended to speak to the sector as a whole. Chaired by Ed Broadbent (former leader of the federal NDP), the Panel consisted of six experts, all of whom served as volunteers, and a faculty member (this author) as a part-time research director who, with a research consultant, prepared background briefing papers for use by  Panel members. The process and the Report, released in February 1999, were milestones for the voluntary sector because they set out an agenda for action, helped voluntary organizations begin to coalesce as a sector, and gained the VSR and the sector considerable respect within government. 

The federal government had been working independently, first through an interdepartmental committee and, when that did not make much progress, through a Task Force housed at the Privy Council Office, to develop a strategy for implementing the 1997 election promises to enhance capacity and engage the sector. Soon recognizing that it would need to work collaboratively with the voluntary sector to move the file forward, the federal government established three ‘Joint Tables,’ consisting of equal numbers of senior public servants and leaders from the sector. Over a three month period in 1999, these Joint Tables successfully developed an extensive set of recommendations (that fairly closely resembled those of the Broadbent Panel). In June 2000, the Government of Canada established the five year, $95 million Voluntary Sector Initiative (VSI) to carry forward these proposals, the first two years of which were to be conducted mainly through a second, more elaborate set of Joint Tables. 

The VSI is widely regarded to have gone a long way in developing a deeper mutual understanding and trust among the more than 130 public servants and sector representatives who participated (Social Development Canada 2004a). As a means of developing and institutionalizing organizational linkages between voluntary organizations and government departments, however, the VSI was limited in three respects (Phillips 2004). First, while an explicit choice was made to promote involvement by a broad cross-section of the voluntary sector, the participants were chosen as individuals, rather than as representatives of national or regional organizations. Consequently, a number of the participants who worked in very small organizations, had little experience in policy work or much contact with the federal government could not contribute fully to the policy discussions or take the policy work back to their constituencies. A second factor was the lack of consistency of participation, particularly on the government’s side. Over the course of the 18 months of the active joint work of the VSI, the membership in the Joint Tables saw a 30 percept turnover rate: 10 percent for the voluntary sector and 50 percent for government (Social Development Canada 2004a). A third concern arose as a paradox of partnership. From the sector’s perspective, the initial mandate of the VSI did not include considerations of its top policy issues during the course of the VSI, many sector representatives felt that they lost their policy voice. They found it difficult to step outside the collaboration to go to the ministerial level on outstanding matters. This occurred partly because they were consumed with the enormous operational details of the VSI which left little time to deal with policy and because they were discouraged from going a more political route until some of the contentious issues had been resolved within the VSI. As these were never resolved, the political routes were not readily accessible. 

The VSI was also intended to build stronger relationships at a bilateral level, between departments and their constituencies. The largest program of the Initiative known as Sector Involvement in Departmental Program Development (SIDPD) set aside $30 million as project funding to go to departments and voluntary organizations that wished to develop new innovative ways for working together. Over two rounds of funding, 67 SIDPD projects were undertaken involving a wide range of departments and voluntary organizations. These projects enabled voluntary organizations to have greater input into policy, but did not enhance their impact on policy (Social Development Canada 2004b). Moreover, many participating organizations felt that departments continue to treat their involvement in the same manner as traditional one-shot consultations, rather than as ongoing collaborations. Many departments ‘held the view that it was a process that relies on the status quo whereby the federal departments define and develop the policy issues of concern, and then invite voluntary sector representatives to comment’ (Social Development Canada 2004b, 51). Even when more collaborative relationships had developed, the mobility of public servants and the end of the SIDPD project funding put their sustainability at risk. 

The high level of mobility in most Canadian governments due to retirements and the flat demographic profile is a serious challenge to network building for which there is no easy solution. On average, federal public servants probably remain in their positions for less than eighteen months. Such mobility is rendering policy networks of all sorts highly unstable: no sooner do voluntary organizations begin to foster good working relationships and understanding with the key public servant responsible for policy in their area, which probably takes at least a year, than the official moves on. A related problem is that with the highly stringent accountability regime over grants and contributions that was imposed in 2000, the role of the Program or Project Officer (the public servant who is responsible for both internal and external contact regarding grants, contribution agreements or programs) has been recast from a role of facilitator to one of auditor (Good 2003; Phillips and Levasseur 2004). This is important because the Project Officer is often the primary point of ongoing contact for voluntary organizations outside of the policy process. When these organizations have a good working relationship with ‘their’ Program Officer, they generally feel that they have a good relationship with government as a whole. When the Program Officer is primarily an auditor and policer, however, there is little basis for developing mutual, trusting relationship. 
The challenges in building network capacity cannot all be attributed to the political opportunity structure. One of the key challenges for the voluntary sector is the relatively underdeveloped capacity of its infrastructure organizations, those whose primary function is to serve the rest of the sector through research, advice, standard setting and policy leadership (Abramson and McCarthy 2002). A comparison with the resources of the main infrastructure organizations in the UK, which are more modest than the USA, is telling. Take as an example Imagine Canada. While it has substantial research resources, supported mainly by federal project money, it has only one full-time public affairs specialist. With significant core funding from government, its counterpart in England, the National Council of Voluntary Organizations, has three teams focused on policy-related initiatives and devotes 10 percent of its £490,000 annual budget to providing policy leadership to the voluntary sector on new issues alone.

Canada’s underdeveloped sectoral infrastructure is largely a result of the peculiarly low value that policy makers, and parts of the voluntary sector, place on infrastructure organizations. In this, scholarship is partly to blame. The Canadian policy literature pays very little attention to the voluntary sector and even less to the study of intermediary, infrastructure and umbrella organizations. Consequently, such organizations are poorly understood and grossly undervalued (Pratt 2003).

Project and Program Capacity

Although the focus of this chapter is on policy capacity, the spillover effects of the service and program responsibilities of voluntary organizations cannot be overlooked. On the service delivery side, the overwhelming challenge is the lack of financial resources, as it is for policy capacity, but it is probably felt even more acutely in services. The triple whammy of the cutbacks in the public sector during the 1990s was not simply that government funding was cut and competition for other sources of funding grew, but that demands for services increased as well. There are no shortage of stories from voluntary organizations to this effect. As the representative of an organization from Regina recalled in the focus groups done for the NSNVO, ‘From 12 years ago until now we’ve had an 80 percent increase in the demand for our services, but no additional funding for staff to provide services’ (Canadian Centre for Philanthropy 2003, 22). 

The fact that people rely on these programs and services creates an immediacy for this type of capacity. With limited resources and time, it is more likely that policy work will get put aside than users of services will be turned away. In a sense then, policy capacity becomes the residual of project capacity, seldom to its advantage. Given that there is little reason to believe that funding for the services provided by voluntary organizations will increase significantly or demand decrease, it would appear that the policy role is likely to continue to be short changed. Is there any way out of this dilemma without a massive injection of funding? One route for enhancing policy capacity within the sector as a whole without taking resources away from service delivery is to increase the capacity of infrastructure organizations. 

Matching Opportunity and Capacities: The Policy Presence of the Voluntary Sector

In this section, we examine the policy presence of the voluntary sector: Where do they show up in policy development and how do they think they are doing in affecting public policy in Canada? One way to conceive of the optimum relationship of a policy actor with government in the context of the ‘new governance’ is that they jointly produce public policy (Berry and Arons (2003, 130). This does not imply that there will always be agreement among these co-producers, nor that the voluntary sector organizations will be equal partners with government. Rather, it indicates that there are sufficient incentives on both sides to partner and that the voluntary organizations can maintain a presence in the policy process. 

The evidence suggests that voluntary organizations in most fields are far from being able to jointly produce policy. In the NSNVO, almost 40 percent of voluntary organizations reported that participation in public policy is a problem for them (Statistics Canada et al. 2004). This is related to, but is not simply a matter of capacity. In fact, the perceived difficulty of involvement in public policy increases with financial resources of the organization, such that 58 percent of voluntary organizations with annual revenues of $1-$9 million report a problem. Involvement in policy is particularly difficult for voluntary organizations whose main source of income is government funding. Nor can the difficulty be explained by a lack of interest – that only groups for which public policy is not particularly important report difficulties. The problem of participation is even more pronounced for the very types of organizations that have an active, ongoing interest in public policy: 65 percent of universities and colleges; 64 percent of health organizations; 57 percent of ‘law, advocacy and politics’ groups; and 56 percent of environment and of social services organizations reported difficulties in involvement in public policy. While the NSNVO does not speculate on why policy participation is seen to be so difficult, one factor may be where and when voluntary organizations access the process. 

In the most visible part of the policy process, participation in parliamentary committees, voluntary organizations have a relatively strong presence, although this varies substantially by issue and by committee. In the Human Resources Development and Status of Persons with Disability and the Health Committees, for example, more briefs were presented by representatives of voluntary organizations than by industry associations, unions or think tanks during the course of the 37th Parliament (from January 2001 to February 2004). If this were the sole access point for voluntary organizations, however, they can probably count on having minimal real influence because review by parliamentary committees comes so late in the policy process that there is usually scope for only relatively minor change. 

Table 20.1

Presentation of Briefs to the House of Commons Health and Human 

Resources Parliamentary Committees, 2001-2004*

Committee
Voluntary Sector
Industry/

Professional Assocs/

Unions
Think Tanks/ Academics
Corporations/ Other

Health
75
62
44
9

Human Resources
          199
87
102
43

* These figures are rough estimates as the boundaries are sometimes unclear between categories; representatives of governments are not included. Source: List of witnesses before the HEAL and HUMA committees from the Parliament of Canada website, http://www.parl.gc.ca/committee, accessed December 10, 2004.

Although our picture of the other ways in which voluntary organizations participate in policy is sketchy, they do not appear to have extensive inroads into earlier points in the policy process. The survey of health organizations indicated that most (60 percent) do the requisite preparatory work, such as environmental scanning, data collection and analysis, and they make extensive efforts to collaborate with other health organizations, consult with stakeholders, communicate with the media and work with politicians (Voice in Health Policy 2004). Their least common policy activity is working with Health Canada. Indeed, only a quarter of these organizations felt that they had an influence with the Department (Voice in Health Policy 2004). Are they shut out by the department or do they not know the way in?  The answer is probably a bit of both. On the one hand, less than a third of the health organizations felt that there were offered adequate participation by the department. On the other hand, only a third said that they understood the policy process or the best ways to be involved. In addition, the ‘10 percent rule’ on advocacy is seen to be a constraining factor as organizations are uncertain as to whether participating in policy discussions would be considered part of their allowable limit. If this relatively sophisticated segment of the voluntary sector does not understand the policy process and is not able to build strong relationships with the public service, it is unlikely that rest of the sector has been able to do so. 

This contradicts the impression that the policy process has become more permeable and that increased citizen engagement has been effective in making policy development more inclusive. In reality, the interest in citizen engagement has created a paradox for voluntary organizations so that there is both more and less consultation. While there may be more active consultation by governments, the basis of this engagement has shifted. Beginning in the 1990s, there has been an interest both in a variety of new deliberative processes (such as citizen juries, panels and assemblies) and in involving ‘ordinary citizens’ – citizens who represent themselves rather than organized interests. In many instances, organizations are intentionally shut out of these dialogues and the emphasis is often more on the process than it is on ensuring that such engagement informs policy decisions in any real way (Laforest and Phillips in press). 

When government departments do consult with organized interests, voluntary organizations perceive that their influence is diminishing. There are quite widespread reports of consultation ‘fatigue,’ but the fatigue is not produced so much by the sheer numbers of consultations in which they are expected to participate, although the number has increased to be sure, but by a degree of skepticism as to whether governments actually value or use their input. (Canadian Centre for Philanthropy 2003, 43; Scott 2003). Indeed, the picture drawn by Pross and Webb of the consequences for a vibrant policy process is really quite bleak:

There is a sense that governments are abandoning a tradition of tolerance

for diverse views and a commitment to ensure that such views are heard. ‘We are moving to a place of having to be more constrained.’ It hasn’t always been that way. In the past there has been a view that government has a responsibility to ensure that multiple voices are heard.’ Or in the words of another group leader, there has been an increasing emphasis on the provision of services and a decline of ‘a community-based voice.’ (Pross and Webb 2003, 110).

In short, while there are more apparent doors opening into policy processes, many of these either do not open for much of the voluntary sector, or organizations are unable to go through them. 

Conclusion: Implications for Policy Studies

This chapter has argued that shifts in the approaches to governing are forging new policy analytic styles. As we evolve toward a new model of ‘governance’ in which relationships are the key dimensions of institutions and in which nongovernmental actors play increasingly significant roles, greater attention will need to be paid to the capacity of these nongovernmental actors to be effective policy participants and governance partners. Governance creates demands for policy analytical styles that feature quality, evidence-based research, an ability to connect across networks and knowledge of how to navigate through the various channels, islands and scales of government. To be effective in this governance context entails a good knowledge of both policy substance and process. Such a policy style does not seem particularly well suited to most voluntary organizations, however. 

While voluntary organizations are highly adept at collaborating and communicating within their own networks and with their users and stakeholders, they face a serious lack of policy capacity. A funding environment that is based largely on short-term project funding produces enormous instability, reducing the ability to plan strategically over the longer term and to dedicate adequate resources to policy development. There is clear evidence that this funding environment, coupled with very conservative regulations on advocacy by registered charities has produced a distinct advocacy chill. Preoccupied by service delivery and the search for revenues and concerned about alienating funders or risking their charitable status, voluntary organizations restrain their policy activities. Even relatively few policy-oriented organizations have personnel dedicated to public affairs and governmental relations. Moreover, voluntary organizations cannot always rely on their infrastructure or peak associations to carry the policy analysis and advocacy ball on their behalf because these organizations, too, survive mainly on project funding. Indeed, Canada is one of the few democratic countries in which the peak infrastructure organizations that represent cross-sectoral interests do not receive substantial core funding from either governments or foundations. 

One clear path to enhancing the policy capacity of the sector as a whole is to better support the work of infrastructure organizations. A second is to bring greater policy expertise, particularly knowledge of the policy process, into the voluntary sector. This entails more policy training, greater information by government departments about how policy works, more exchanges and career movement between government and the sector, and adjustments to project funding to support policy work and policy staff. 

There is a considerable role for schools and programs in public policy and administration in this as well. One thing that should be evident from this chapter is that our knowledge gaps related to the voluntary sector in Canada are significant. In one respect, research on the sector has burgeoned in recent years. Most of this work has been conducted by the sector and funded or commissioned by the federal government. Research on the sector in the academy is still very limited, however, and the expanded ‘grey literature,’ as it is sometimes disparagingly called, does not have much take up by academics. An important first step then is to expand and enrich our scholarship. Equally important is to integrate this knowledge into curricula. If schools and programs in Public Administration are to prepare students well for careers in a governance environment in which the public sector is truly collaborative and networked, we will need to incorporate content into the curricula that gives students a better understanding of the voluntary sector as governance partners and as part of an expanded public sector. 

Notes 
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�  Interest (or pressure) groups are commonly defined as ‘organizations whose members act together to influence public policy in order to promote their common interest’ (Pross 1986, 13). 


�  Whether there is sufficient cohesion for Canadian voluntary associations to be called a sector at all is contested, as is the choice of an appropriate name. There are national differences in naming this sector:  in the United States, ‘nonprofit’ is the most common label; in the UK, ‘voluntary and community’ is widely used; and in Canada, ‘voluntary’ or ‘voluntary and nonprofit’ has become popular. The term,’ third sector,’ is used more commonly in the academic literature than it is in practice among organizations in this sector.


�  One reason that there is such a bifurcation is that universities, colleges and hospitals, which are registered charities, are included in the NSNVO and they skew indicators of size and revenues to the high end. 


�  The NSNVO includes professional and business associations and unions, which collectively constitute 5.3 percent of the voluntary and nonprofit sector (Statistics Canada et al. 2004, 18).  


�  Federal regulations also severely limit the ability of third parties, including voluntary and business associations and corporations, to advocate policy positions during electoral campaigns by purchasing advertising, a limit that was recently upheld by the Supreme Court. For a discussion of this aspect of regulation see Pross and Webb (2003, 104)


�  As Stritch notes in the following chapter, business associations also have fewer staff doing policy work than the popular image of powerful business lobbies might suggest. Nevertheless, the comparison is stark:  whereas 63 percent of business associations have one person or fewer in policy positions, 84 percent of voluntary organizations (extrapolating from the study of health organizations) have no policy staff at all.






