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IDENTITY AND CONFLICTS IN NONPROFIT CAREGIVING ORGANIZATIONS

The importance and relevance of nonprofits in society are increasingly being recognized
in the face of the failure of governments and market mechanisms to deliver various
public services. Volatility in public funding as well as increasing government
indifference are leading many of these organizations to diversify their revenue streams
through commercial activities. However, such activities often lead to identity crises for
these organizations, oriented as they are, towards social service. Suggestions that have
been made to resolve such crises, often by privileging one identity over the other. In a
recent case involving a charitable eye hospital in India, the process of unfolding identity
crisis and its resolution was observed. The solution, in this instance, involved an inter-
locking mechanism bridging two organizations, one representing a utilitarian-
professional identity, while the' other retained a strong social service identity.
Interpreting this case through the concepts of organizational identity, agency theory and
inter-locking directorates suggests the potential to study such mechanisms as instances
of organizations resolving their identity crises structurally. Implications for research in
the field of nonprofits, business-society relationships, and business-nonprofit
relationships are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

In the opening page of Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective

Action, Elinor Ostrom (1990: 1) writes, "...communities of individuals have relied on

institutions resembling neither the state nor the market to govern some resource systems with

reasonable degrees of success over long periods of time." The importance of institutions such

as nonprofits and voluntary groups that do not resemble market institutions or the state has

increased over the years due to a variety of reasons. These institutions are seen as providing

certain public services in situations where governments and markets have failed to deliver

(Enjolras, 2009) or in the face of governments withdrawing from providing public goods

(Eikenberry, 2009). Nonprofits are making substantial impact in the roles they perform, such

as service, innovation, advocacy and community-building, without any substantial drawbacks

that popular perception seem to indicate, such as particularism, paternalism, excessive

amateurism or professionalism, resource insufficiency and accountability gap (Salamon et al,

2000).

Nonprofits have traditionally relied on public donations and government grants to sustain

their activities. However, government funding has been decreasing over the years (Froelich,

1999), and nonprofits are facing lower levels of public funding and lower levels of political

will as governments rethink their policies towards supporting non profits (Pietroburgo &

Wernet, 2004). Competitive pressures are increasing as business organizations enter into areas

that were traditionally served by nonprofits (Ferris & Graddy, 1999;Pietroburgo & Wernet,

2004). Nonprofits have responded by experimenting with different models of fund raising


