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WHAT CAN NONPROFITS DO?  

While this movement toward a more commercial model has 
given nonprofits access to new funding streams and greater 
emphasis on efficiency, the resulting movement away from the 
most deeply held public conceptions of the sector has occa-
sioned a series of challenges, including a key erosion of public 
trust. 

In the State of Nonprofit America, Salamon identifies three al-
ternative courses the nonprofit sector can take in response and 
advocates the third course, which he terms the "RENEWAL 

STRATEGY" (see FIGURE 2). At the center of such a strategy, Sa-
lamon argues, must be a clarification of the sector’s core val-
ues—the distinctive qualities and attributes nonprofits bring to 
American society—and a rethinking of how these qualities can 
best be preserved  and advanced in light of the current realities 
of nonprofit operations. 

But, given the enormous diversity of the nonprofit sector, forg-
ing such a consensus about what those core values are poses 
an enormous challenge. 

FIGURE 1: 

Four impulses affecting the nonprofit sector 
 

 
 

Source: Lester M. Salamon, The State of Nonprofit America, Second Edition, Brookings Institution Press, 2012. 

FIGURE 2: 

A renewal strategy for the nonprofit sector 
 

 
 
Source: Lester M. Salamon, The State of Nonprofit America, Second 

Edition, Brookings Institution Press, 2012. 
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THE NONPROFIT VALUES SOUNDING 

This report grows out of a first step toward meeting this challenge: to see whether there is a 
meaningful degree of consensus about the distinctive values of the nonprofit sector among a 
significant portion of the sector’s organizations. More than that, the work on which this re-
port is based also sought to explore two other matters: first, how well nonprofit organizations 
feel they actually embody the values they profess; and second, how successful they feel the 
sector has been in conveying these values to key stakeholders and supporters. 

To shed light on these matters, the Johns Hopkins Nonprofit Listening Post Project surveyed 
the 1,500 nonprofit organizations in the three core fields of human services, community de-
velopment, and the arts that have agreed to serve as the Project’s eyes and ears on major 
developments affecting the nonprofit sector across the country.4 The results reflect the res-
ponses of 731 organizations—enough to provide a statistically significant sample of nonprofit 
organizations of various sizes, and of nonprofit activity, in these fields.5 While we do not 
claim these results are representative of the nonprofit sector as a whole (hospitals and higher 
education, for example, are not included), we do believe they are representative of both the 
total number of organizations and the lion’s share of the nonprofit activity in these three core 
fields, which embrace a significant portion of all nonprofit organizations.6 

 

WHAT WE FOUND 

Two key findings emerged from this survey:  

 First, despite their diversity, this broad group of U.S. nonprofits is in basic agreement 
about the attributes that comprise the nonprofit sector’s core values. 

 Second, these organizations are concerned that key stakeholders in government, the 
media, and the general public do not seem to understand these core values of the 
nonprofit sector and that the consequences could be harmful for the sector unless 
steps are taken to correct this. 
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WIDESPREAD CONSENSUS ON VALUES 

Based on a literature review and extensive consultations with experts and practitioners, we identified 
seven features commonly associated with the nonprofit sector7—being productive, effective, enrich-

ing, empowering, responsive, reliable, and caring (see FIGURE 3 for detailed descriptions of these 
values). The survey asked respondents to indicate how important they considered each of these val-
ues to be to the nonprofit sector, and what other values, if any, they would add to the list.8 

FIGURE 3: 

Seven core values of the nonprofit sector 
 

 
 

Source: Johns Hopkins Listening Post Project Nonprofit Values Sounding 
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As shown in FIGURE 4, there was broad con-
sensus that these seven attributes do indeed 
capture the core of the nonprofit sector’s 
values, with over 85 percent of respondents 
indicating that each of these seven attributes 
is "important" or "very important." 

Despite this consensus, there were some 
potentially significant differences in the rela-
tive importance assigned to the different 
values. For instance, while over 85 percent of 
respondents rated effectiveness and respon-
siveness as being "very important," only 56 
percent gave the same rating to being em-
powering. This is surprising because civic ad-
vocacy has long been considered a critical 
function of the nonprofit sector. The fact 
that fewer respondents identified this func-
tion as "very important" seems to add cre-
dence to concerns that fiscal pressures on 
nonprofits, limitations on financial support 
for advocacy, and the drive toward more 
readily measurable functions as part of a 
shift toward commercialism may have muted 
this function. However, it is important to 
note that a substantial majority of organiza-
tions do continue to see this function as be-
ing important on some level. 

An even smaller 52 percent rated being pro-
ductive as "very important." This may simply 
reflect the fact that many nonprofits do not 
think of themselves in terms of their eco-
nomic function. But given the current em-
phasis on jobs and economic recovery, this 
may be an important misperception to cor-
rect as part of any "renewal strategy"—
especially since existing data show that non-
profits do, in fact, have substantial economic 

impact, as shown in FIGURE 5. Understanding 
and highlighting this economic contribution 
of nonprofits in their communities and na-
tionwide is increasingly important to the sec-
tor’s ability to retain its public support and 
legitimacy. 

FIGURE 4: 

Nonprofits are in basic agreement about the core values  
that characterize their sector* 

 
*Weighted average. 

Source: Johns Hopkins Listening Post Project Nonprofit Values Sounding 
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Over 75 years, our programs have 

demonstrated their effectiveness at 
helping young people achieve eco-
nomic self sufficiency in adulthood.  
This comes from tracking graduates 
in the last 35 years. We have data on 
more than 2/3 of the group and more 

than 94% no longer live in hoverti.‚ 

A mid-sized children and family services organization on being 
EFFECTIVE 
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 Not surprisingly given the diversity of the sector, 
some interesting differences surfaced when the res-
ponses were broken down by organizational size and 
field of activity, though these seem to follow logically 
from the missions of the different types of organiza-
tions. For example, children and family service agen-
cies stood out in terms of the share that considered 
caring to be a "very important" attribute of nonprof-
its. Similarly, arts and culture organizations stood out 
in terms of the importance they attached to being 

enriching (see FIGURE 6).9 

In addition, respondents with revenues under 
$500,000 were the group most likely to rank being 
enriching as "very important," probably due to the 
fact that arts organizations are disproportionately 
represented among smaller organizations.   

Somewhat surprisingly, little variation surfaced 
among agencies of different sizes in the share that 
ranked being productive as a "very important" 
attribute, suggesting that even among large nonprof-
its no more than half view their economic heft as a 
very significant part of their overall contribution.10 

FIGURE 6: 

Mission-based differences in ratings of "very important"* 

 
*Weighted average 

Source: Johns Hopkins Listening Post Project Nonprofit Values Sounding 
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We built our new facility in 

an economically depressed area 
of the community because it is 
where many of the people we 
serve are living. It was a $3 mil-
lion investment in an area that 
for-profits haven't invested in, 
and brought 50 employees and 
activity to a neighborhood 
soreli in need of it.‚ 

A large children and family services organization on being 
PRODUCTIVE 



 PAGE 8 | WHAT DO NONPROFITS STAND FOR? RENEWING THE NONPROFIT VALUE COMMITMENT | Johns Hopkins Listening Post Communiqué No. 22  

 

SUCCESS IN EMBODYING THESE VALUES 

Respondents generally felt that they successfully 
embody most of these core attributes, with over 
80 percent of nonprofits claiming to embody five 
of the seven attributes "well" or "very well." 

As shown in FIGURE 7, however, significantly few-
er organizations reported being satisfied with 
how well they embody the attributes of being 
empowering and productive. Only 67 percent of 
respondents reported that their organization em-
bodies being empowering "well" or "very well," 
and an even smaller 58 percent felt the same 
about being productive. More telling, only 31 and 
25 percent, respectively, responded that they 
embody these values "very well." 

FIGURE 7: 

Respondents claiming to embody core values "well" or "very well"* 

 
*Weighted average 

Source: Johns Hopkins Listening Post Project Nonprofit Values Sounding 
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WELL VERY WELL 

We offer free children's arts and 

crafts classes three weeks in July, 
twice per week.  In our Appalachian 
foothills community, it is critical that 
we stimulate creativity during the 
summer hiatus from the classroom, 
and that we use ‘tools’ that are readili 
available in the home, so that stu-
dents can go back to their environ-
ment and continue the arts activities 
with their neighbors and siblings.‚ 

 

A small arts and culture organization on being CARING 
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