
‘what’s wrong with third sector 
theory and what might put it right’:  

an exploration of agency and the 
third sector in post-banking crisis 

welfare reform.  



current challenges in voluntary action 
studies 

• In danger of becoming a cheer-leader for 
neoliberal change; 

• Too narrow a focus on organizational 
adaptation and change; 

• Misses the big picture; 

• The need for new approaches that will better 
capture the complex interplay of context and 
conduct.  

 



What’s wrong? 

• Too committed to an economic research 
paradigm underpinned by rational actor theories; 

• Focus is on downstream adaptation to a process 
of change; 

• Change is seen as externally driven and is itself 
not subject to analysis; 

• Agency, if discussed at all, is relegated to micro-
adaptations to external shocks 

• The role of people as agents in shaping change is 
seldom discussed. 

•   



New instititutionalist assumptions in 
third sector research 

• Action derives from utility maximising calculations in a rule 
bound incentive structure; 

• Contexts are stable, fixed by incentive structures, path 
dependency, or reflexive adaptation to cultural norms; 

• Logics of ownership, game theory and path dependency 
dominate third sector theory; 

• They are independent of the actors within those contexts; 

• We can know these contexts through the application of social 
science research methods  

• Change the result of external shocks; 

• Agency is only exercised as a response to externally driven 
change   



Economics, new institutionalism and third sector 
theory 

 



And the consequences? 

• A passive conception of agency within 
organizations which absolves them of 
responsibility;  

• A setting aside of the role of agents in reinforcing 
or resisting change 

 

• Asks the wrong questions: 

   focus on organizational adaptation and change 
in the face of externally imposed pressures.  



A civil society research paradigm 

• Rejects concept of civil society as a box filled 
with organizations of a pre-determined type; 

• Conceives civil society: 

•  as a sphere of intermediation and 
deliberation  

• as a realm of civility 

• Focuses on the interpretations and practices 
of human agents as citizens making and 
remaking civil society. 



 an interpretivist approach  
the core concepts 

• Webs of belief; 

• Practices; 

• Traditions; 

• Dilemmas; 

 

• Recasts and rereads social and economic 
practice as text.  



Traditional third sector theory and interpretivism. 
 


