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INFRASTRUCTURE ORGANIZATIONS *

By Alan J. Abramson and Rachel McCarthy

In addition to the daycare centers, soup kitchens, hospitals, and universities with which most peo-
ple are familiar, America’s nonprofit sector also includes a variety of infrastructure organizations
(IOs) that support these other organizations and seek to improve their effectiveness.

Beginning in the 1970s, the nonprofit infrastructure experienced a golden era of growth, and IOs
now provide a broad range of membership, advocacy, research, management assistance, and other
services to help strengthen the nonprofit sector and philanthropy, much as similar organizations do
for the business and government sectors.

However, at the start of the new millennium, this growth era of nonprofit infrastructure organiza-
tions is drawing to a close, according to Alan J. Abramson and Rachel McCarthy of the Aspen
Institute. Today, IOs face a major new challenge, the challenge of consolidating the gains of recent
decades. 

This analysis is part of a broader assessment of The State of Nonprofit America coordinated by Dr.
Lester M. Salamon of The Johns Hopkins University and published by the Brookings Institution
Press in collaboration with the Aspen Institute.

Rise of Sector-Wide Organizations. While a variety of “subsector” infrastructure organizations
serving nonprofit organizations in particular fields has long existed, what is new in recent decades is
the emergence of sector-wide infrastructure organizations such as Independent Sector, the Council
on Foundations, state nonprofit associations, and a broad nonprofit management support structure
that includes technical assistance providers and academic centers devoted to nonprofit training and
research. These organizations have grown in recent decades to fend off policy attacks on the non-
profit sector and to advance the professionalization of the field.

Articulating a Vision. Despite this growth, however, nonprofit infrastructure organizations still
face some formidable challenges. Most significant is the task of developing and communicating a
cohesive and compelling vision for the nonprofit sector, one that can attract public support and
provide a defining set of values for the field. This has become especially critical in view of the grow-
ing commercialization of the sector detailed elsewhere in the book in which the chapter by
Abramson and McCarthy appears. 

Gaps and Overlaps. In addition to the challenge of articulating a compelling vision for the non-
profit sector, IOs must also address a variety of gaps and overlaps in the nonprofit infrastructure.
Thus, while IOs have been strengthened at the national level, the available infrastructure at the
state and local level remains weak in numerous places. Technical assistance resources, while plentiful
in some places, are lacking or are of doubtful quality in others. Similarly, the roles and relationships
among some of the infrastructure organizations have yet to be clarified or rationalized. 



Financing Challenge. Also problematic is the challenge of financing the sector’s growing infra-
structure. This is a classic challenge for intermediary organizations that generate benefits for mem-
bers and non-members alike, inducing some to “free ride” on the dues paid by others. Some IOs,
including Independent Sector, manage this situation by relying on a small group of foundation
members to shoulder a disproportionate share of an IO’s costs so that others can join for lower fees.
Recent declines in stock market valuations, which have reduced foundation assets, make this strate-
gy increasingly tenuous, however. Other IOs, such as the Council on Foundations, provide selective
benefits to members only, including legal consultation and an annual conference that non-members
must pay a significantly higher fee to attend. But this makes it essential to produce high-quality
services, something that some IOs are struggling to provide.

Consolidation. Rather than continuing to expand as they have in recent decades, in coming years
IOs must consider how to consolidate the gains of recent decades. Conceivably, some collaboration
– or even merger – will be needed among the IOs themselves. The nonprofit infrastructure must
find a way to articulate the special character of nonprofit organizations, present that vision effec-
tively to policymakers and the public at large, and provide services that nonprofit organizations find
useful enough to pay for. Fortunately, important progress has been made along all of these lines,
but significant challenges still remain. 

* Adapted from “Infrastructure Organizations” by Alan J. Abramson and Rachel McCarthy in Lester M. Salamon, edi-
tor. The State of Nonprofit America. Washington: The Brookings Institutions Press, 2002. Published in cooperation with
the Aspen Institute.
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Praise for

THE STATE OF NONPROFIT AMERICA

“The State of Nonprofit America gives us a much-needed assessment of one of the true treasures of American society –
our private, nonprofit organizations – at a critically important moment in their development.  All of those concerned
about the special qualities of our society should read and ponder its message.”

– President Jimmy Carter, 2002 Nobel Laureate

“Tells a readable story of how a multitude of intertwined public and private trends – shifts in demography, public policy
and attitudes, technology, the marketplace – have combined to shape today’s diverse nonprofit sector.  Beyond reporting
on how the sector has responded to past challenges, it provides provocative suggestions for changes necessary to promote
nonprofits’ health over the long term.  It is a welcome addition to the literature, and I commend this book to anyone
interested in the special role nonprofits play in American life.”

– Dorothy S. Ridings, President, Council on Foundations

“Provides a revealing insight into the important role that nonprofit organizations have come to play in the effective oper-
ation of our publicly funded services.  It makes clear why we must make this partnership work.” 

– Stephen Goldsmith, Special Adviser to the President for Faith-Based
and Nonprofit Initiatives, Mayor of Indianapolis (1992-99)

“This is a thorough, extensive portrait of the nonprofit sector in the U.S. and the major fields of endeavor, presenting the
challenges facing the sector and its limitations, while acknowledging its strengths and contributions.  All those who care
about the sector will find something of interest.”

– Sara E. Meléndez, President and CEO, Independent Sector

“The State of Nonprofit America is an indispensable resource for those who seek to understand America’s nonprofit sec-
tor and the forces that are shaping it.  So good, so complete, it is both immediately relevant and bound to stand the test
of time.”

– Peter B. Goldberg, President and CEO, Alliance for Children and Families
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