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A THIRD WAY:  
CIVIL SOCIETY IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 

Institutions dominate our lives. Families and households are our first exposure to the 
world of institutions: marriage, parent–child relationships, extended family and alterna-
tive family arrangements are the basis of our social structures, where we define our pri-
vate life and ground our public life. Outside of our family life, however, three broad 
groupings of public institutions guide our social interactions: 

1. The State, i.e. governments and legal constraints. 
2. The Market, i.e. commercial arrangements and contractual obligations. 
3. Civil Society, i.e. voluntary relationships and not-for-profit associations. 

This paper explores the third of these forms, civil society, and its importance in Brit-
ish Columbia. 
What Is Civil Society? 

Civil society is the set of institutions, associations and relationships occupying the 
space between the market and the state. Based on voluntary interactions, it does not 
rely on the coercive power of legal structures to constrain and implore behaviour, nor 
does it require profit and financial gain as an incentive to engagement and interaction. It 
operates independently of these motivations, relying on ideas such as caring, public 
service, communal concerns and civic virtue to achieve what the state will not and what 
the market cannot.  

Despite filling those gaps, however, civil society cannot on its own replace the mar-
ket or the state. Markets are the efficient allocater of resources, guided by the “invisible 
hand” of financial incentives. The state is the creation of its citizenry, established as a 
response to market failures – externalities, public goods and inequities – and granted 
governing authority in exchange for our compliance with its laws and obligations. Volun-
tary activity is generally not able to achieve the level of activity that the market does, nor 
can civil society coerce and constrain behaviour as the state does. Civil society can, 
however, contribute to the effectiveness of governance and the market and through the 
influence of social capital.1 In communities with a healthy civil society based on trust, 

                                     
1 Social capital is the term used to refer to the intangible social features of community life – such as trust 
and co-operation between individuals and within groups, actions and behaviour expected from community 
members, networks of interaction between community members, and actions taken by community mem-
bers for reasons other than financial motives or legal obligations – that can potentially contribute to the 
wellbeing of the community. It is no accident that the definitions of civil society and social capital look so 
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norms and networks, market transactions are facilitated with reduced transactions costs 
and compliance with laws is more likely.  

But if civil society matters for governance and the economy, so too do the market 
and the state matter for civil society. Non-profit organisations often require the co-
operation and/or support of governments and corporations to be most effective. Yet be-
cause civil society is the residual of the market and the state, an expanding state and 
globalising economy can come at the expense of the third sector. The greatest applica-
tion of the term civil society has come in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion. After years of an all encompassing state, the greatest loss to Russian society was 
not the loss of entrepreneurial ability but the negation of civil society – the re-
establishment of which will be a long and slow process (Mishler and Rose, 1994). Alter-
natively, the use of the term civil society in the west has paralleled concerns about the 
lack of community values apparent in our increasingly globalised economy. 

Because of the interactive, mutually-reinforcing yet distinct nature of the market-
state-civil society triad, a conceptual metaphor of a three legged stool seems appropri-
ate here.2 Each of the institutional forms – the market, the state and civil society – are 
separate, distinct groupings of public activity each representing one leg of the stool. 
Since civil society does what the state and market cannot or will not, the market per-
forms functions beyond the capacity of government or voluntary activities, and the state 
can coerce and constrain behaviour for common purpose where the market and civil 
society do not and cannot, a balancing of the three sectors seems necessary. As with a 
real three-legged stool, the overall stability and wellbeing of the social system requires 
that each element (or leg) remain vibrant and in approximate balance. Rapid growth or 
contraction in one form, to the detriment of the others, tips the system into instability. 
And if all forms expand at a relative pace, overall wellbeing in the system is enhanced.3  

                                                                                                                                                                                  
(cont’d) 

similar: whereas civil society is the institutional form of social interactions outside the market and the 
state, social capital refers to the non-state, non-market resources (both real and virtual) and interactions 
undertaken within and between institutions that create, facilitate and strengthen civil society. For a recent 
survey of social capital, see Longo, 1999. 
2 Developed from early work in the sustainable development field, the three legged stool model employed 
by environmentalists was derived from Firey’s (1960) broad groupings of knowledge related to natural 
resource use, those being: ecological (the physical habitat); ethnological (the human culture); and eco-
nomic (the market). Fiery concluded that resource use planning and policy must seek to balance the crite-
ria used to optimise each of these elements. This three part model was revived in the late 1980s concep-
tualisation of sustainable development and presented for purposes of illustration as the three-legged 
stool, that is, a structure which remains balanced so long as the objectives represented by each leg – the 
economy, society and the environment – are met. While still useful as a broad metaphor, the three legged 
stool approach to sustainability has been superseded in large measure by other conceptualisations (see 
Hodge, 1995). 
3 Whether a system is balanced or unstable is an non-quantifiable concept that is a matter for public dis-
course. The three-legged stool metaphor proposed here, however, can be used as a conceptual frame-
work for thinking about the interaction of the market, state and civil society and the need for a healthy 
balance between the three sectors. 
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Origins of the Term 
The concept of civil society has a long history in social and political thought. Its roots 

lie with early Greek philosophers, derivations of which can be traced through the writ-
ings of the 17th and 18th century democratic theorists such as Thomas Hobbes, John 
Locke and John Stuart Mill. However, the most important early observation of a civic 
sphere operating outside of governance structures appears in de Tocqueville’s study of 
Democracy in America. Ostensibly a treatise on American government, its real value is 
in the observations it made about the special nature of the voluntary associational life of 
Americans. This perspective languished, however, over the following century as legal, 
political and economic conceptualisations of social formation fought for hegemony. The 
later part of the 19th century saw the rise of nascent capitalist corporations with a ten-
dency to monopoly,4 mirrored by the expansion of government powers designed to con-
front the trusts and combines. With the continued expansion of the market economy and 
the welfare state, civil society was crowded out from public life. 

In the later part of the 20th century, with the collapse of communism, the perceived 
failures of the welfare state, the disenchantment with western democratic systems and 
the apparent inability of neo-conservative economics to meet basic needs and values, 
the time is ripe for the re-emergence of the concept of civil society. In western democra-
cies, the emphasis is no longer on civic duties and responsibilities, but on rights and the 
satisfaction of individual needs. Whether this embrace of civil society derives from a 
view of the past as a golden age of virtue and harmony is not clear. What is clear is that 
the counter-active expansions of the market and the state have had a negative impact 
on voluntary social life, and there is a need to find new solutions to the problems of so-
cial exclusion, inequality, discrimination and declining participation in communal, public 
and civic activities.  

                                     
4 The last great surge in civil society in North America occurred in response to the growth in large capital-
ist corporations, approximately 100 years ago. A half-century of dramatic technological and social change 
had fundamentally changed American society, which displayed classic symptoms of social capital defi-
ciency: huge problems in the cities, concerns about political corruption, and growing class antagonism. 
Then, within the next two decades, American civil society righted itself in one of the nation's greatest 
bursts of social innovation. Virtually all of the major civic institutions that endure to this day were created 
during these 20 years: the YWCA, the Boy Scouts, the American Red Cross, the League of Women Vot-
ers, the NAACP, the Urban League, trade unions, fraternal organisations, and many others. Almost all of 
these institutions were created in response to the decay and irrelevance of earlier forms of social con-
nectedness (Saguaro Seminar, 1999). 
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The Roles of Civil Society Vis-á-Vis the Market and the State 
In addition to the general balancing between market and governance forces de-

scribed above, and the broader function of civil society in respect of informal social in-
teractions, formal organisations in civil society perform several important specific func-
tions. These include, generally: performing functions that the market and state are either 
unable or unwilling to undertake, providing checks on the actions of governments and 
businesses, and advocating for changes in market or state behaviour.  

⇒ Performing non-governance, non-market, public functions 
Governments and businesses are well suited to performing a range of different func-

tions, but there are many activities that states and markets are either ill-suited, incapa-
ble or unwilling to perform. Civil society organisations fill this void through voluntary ac-
tivities that address societal or group concerns that do not lend themselves to market 
transactions. Even where a broad enough consensus exists to warrant government in-
volvement, or where a market could or does exist, voluntary civil society organisations 
still might develop as an alternative arrangement to perceived failures in those market 
or state arrangements.  

⇒ Monitoring government and business activity 

Typically, business monitor government activity for the potential or actual impacts on 
its operations. Governments, in turn, are charged with intervening in private transactions 
to promote the public interest. This arrangement fails in at least two respects: where 
government activity does not have a direct impact on the financial outcomes of busi-
nesses (and therefore goes unnoticed), and where government efforts to accommodate 
the interests of business fail to account for the broader public interest (through, for ex-
ample, a narrow interpretation of the public interest). In both instances, voluntary civil 
society plays a watchdog role – ensuring that market failures and excesses are subject 
to public attention and discourse, that public policy directed towards business maintains 
its social objectives, and that the broader societal impacts of government decisions are 
subject to scrutiny.  

⇒ Advocates for change 

Advocacy is the function that result from monitoring. As organisations highlight situa-
tions in which government or business activity is working against the public interest, civil 
society organisations propose solutions or remedies that seek to resolve the dilemma. 
In instances where the market and state are perceived to be failing to perform a vital 
function, NGOs can step in to perform the function themselves or can press business 
and government to respond to that failure. Where governments do not implement poli-
cies to change situations or behaviour, or where markets refuse to work towards broad-
er social objectives, voluntary organisations might attempt to affect social outcomes 
through focussing on changing individual behaviour. By appealing to individual’s collec-
tive sense of social responsibility, civil society organisations might best affect change 
through the sphere in which they operate: voluntary actions. 
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Civil Society NGOs and Environmental Sustainability 
A specific activity area of civil society explored here is environmental sustainability. 

While relatively small in terms of their place within the range of civil society organisa-
tions5, environmental and wildlife organisations witnessed the largest increase in volun-
teer activity between 1987 and 1997.6 Because of this broadening of grass-roots public 
support, in addition to the increasingly sophisticated political nature of some leading en-
vironmental organisations, environmental NGOs (or ENGOs) represent two ends of the 
civil society spectrum and thus display a wide range of activities within civil society. 

In terms of the elite political nature of issue-oriented ENGOs, Toner (1992) explores 
the ways in which these particular organisations attempt to influence public policy, both 
through direct means and indirect activities. 

• Direct influence on public policy: 
1. participation in government consultations and mediations; 
2. accepting appointments to advisory boards, roundtables and task forces; 
3. undertaking scientific and policy development research; 
4. contracting with governments to deliver programs; 
5. advocating ideas, policies and programs to ministers and officials; 
6. criticising and/or supporting government programs and policies (p.14). 

• Indirect influence on public policy: 
1. providing concerned citizens with a vehicle for activism; 
2. acting as the conscience of society, and competing for values with other soci-

etal forces; 
3. using the media to popularise environmental issues, "whistleblow" on pollut-

ers, and "educate" the public; 
4. collaborating to establish integrated networks of people from coast-to-coast 

and to generate working relations between large and small groups; 
5. networking internationally to bring a Canadian focus to international issues, 

and to make Canadian issues international; and 
6. taking extreme positions which broaden the "scope of the possible" (p.10). 

Dobell (1998) notes the evolved role of ENGOs in policymaking, which traditionally 
focussed on providing general environmental advocacy acting as part of a policy net-
work but now increasingly acting as auditors, monitors and facilitators of environmental 

                                     
5 Environment groups garnered just 2% of all donations in 1997. This result could be a function of the nar-
row definition of charitable organisations which qualify for Revenue Canada’s Charitable Status. Under 
changes to the Income Tax Act and through decisions of Canadian courts during the 1980s, most envi-
ronmental organisations are now classified as political and as such do not qualify as charities. For more 
information on charities, voluntary organisation and tax exempt status, see the Revenue Canada bro-
chure Registered Charities: Education, Advocacy, and Political Activities, available via the Internet at 
http://www.rc.gc.ca/~dwdrink/rc4107ed.htm 
6 In 1987 volunteers actively participated in approximately 161 000 volunteers events; this increased by 
130% to 371 000 volunteer events in 1997 (Statistics Canada, 1998). For the purposes of the Statistics 
Canada report, each “volunteer event” represents a single involvement by an individual with an organisa-
tion as a volunteer. It does not take into account the number of different activities performed nor the fre-
quency, timing or duration of volunteering. 



 6 

policy implementation. In addition to becoming involved at early stages in the advocacy 
and policy development process, ENGOs are also increasingly involved throughout the 
policy-making process – through regulatory codification, monitoring and compliance. 
The possible roles for ENGOs include: advocating effective legislative frameworks to 
address environmental concerns within broader economic initiatives (e.g., the parallel 
environmental accord to the NAFTA); playing key audit roles in both the rule-making 
and compliance stages of policy; pushing for international “soft law” approaches (e.g., 
framework conventions) to environmental protection; and pressing for the inclusion of a 
wider range of beliefs and values that can augment the market system.  

Grass-roots environmental organisations often play a less political, more operational 
role in civil society. Such groups are often formed to meet specific objectives in clearly 
defined geographic areas (e.g., habitat restoration of a particular creek), and members 
often volunteer their efforts to help meet those objectives – as opposed to larger EN-
GOs which typically rely on financial contributions from members to reach their goals.7,8 
The advancement of environmental and sustainability issues through civil society clearly 
requires efforts on both of these fronts – political and operational – although the impact 
of grass-roots organisations on system conditions is easier to attribute than are the 
broader social-political effects of monitoring and advocacy carried out by larger ENGOs.  

 

                                     
7 The distinction between grass-roots ENGOs and their larger cousins was brought into stark contrast in 
the United States following the apparent “capture” of the mainstream ENGOs by the new Clinton Presi-
dency in the early 1990s: "The big environmental groups – the traditional environmental "movement” as 
they like to call themselves – now lack viable political ideas that can reshape and regain power... They 
are too timid or too indentured to speak of the nation's real problems... The movement now finds itself in 
near-total disarray; viewed as sell-outs and detested by grass-roots activists... Lacking in political vision; 
fragmented; marginalized; dispirited; co-opted; stumbling in directions that can only reinforce the status 
quo." (Rachel's Environment and Health Weekly #425 – January 19, 1995. "Big-Picture Organizing, Part 
5: A 'Movement' in Disarray", quoted in Dobell, 1995)  
8 The importance of the distinction for social capital is highlighted by Putnam (1995), who notes that na-
tional environmental organisations (like the Sierra Club) grew rapidly during the 1970s and 1980s – thus, 
in Putnam’s model, having a positive impact on social capital (the theory of which argues that associa-
tional membership should increase social trust). However, while these mass-membership organisations 
are of great political importance, from the point of view of social connectedness they are sufficiently dif-
ferent from classic "secondary associations" as to require a new term: "tertiary associations." For most 
members in these organisations, involvement consists of writing a check for annual dues or perhaps oc-
casionally reading a newsletter. Few ever attend the organisation’s meetings, and two members are un-
likely to ever (knowingly) encounter one another. Their ties, rather than to other people are to common 
symbols, leaders and ideals. The theory of social capital argues that associational membership should, 
for example, increase social trust, but this prediction is much less straightforward with regard to member-
ship in tertiary associations.  
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Exercise: Developing a Civil Society Organising Framework for British Columbia 
There are many conceptualisations of civil society, but as the term is being used 

here, it has several elements: political parties, labour unions, workers co-operatives, 
business associations, membership serving organisations, and religious bodies form the 
traditional core of civil society. More recently, scores of formally chartered voluntary 
groups (NGOs) have emerged addressing a wide range of social development issues. 
In addition, many supportive intermediary-level non-profit institutions concerned with 
networking, financing, servicing, and advocating on behalf of various parts of civil socie-
ty have emerged. Added to this are informally organised local citizen's groups - mem-
bership groups, neighbourhood watch organisations, community associations, citizen's 
movements, social service centres, savings clubs and advocacy networks. An added 
layer of activity in civil society is comprised of groups, networks and societies formed – 
whether formally or informally – for purely social, recreational or amusement purposes. 
And even more broadly, civil society encompasses those voluntary interactions and as-
sociations we encounter informally in our everyday life. 

Within the formal component of civil society, an organising framework is helpful for 
measuring, conceptualising, analysing and understanding civil society. In British Colum-
bia, civil society organisations are incorporated as “societies”9 according to the provi-
sions of the Society Act10, with responsibility for the Act exercised by the Registrar of 
Companies.11 While the corporate registry contains a listing of all incorporated societies, 
there currently exists no organising framework to categorise societies by activity, func-
tion, type or other measure.  

A quick exercise that has been appended here is to develop an organising frame-
work for civil society that can be recommended to the Registrar of Companies. This 
framework should encapsulate the current list of organisations under the Society Act, 
while at the same time considering the place of informal organisations and associations 
in civil society.  

Within the federal government, the two organisations primarily responsible for regu-
lating and reporting on civil society organisations (Statistics Canada, and Revenue 
Canada) rely on the International Classification of Non-profit Organisations (ICNPO). 
This system was developed by the Johns Hopkins University Comparative Non-profit 
Sector Project, and is used widely by other countries thus allowing for international 
comparisons. The ICNPO system groups organisations into 12 Major Activity Groups, 
including a catch-all “Not Elsewhere Classified” category. These 12 Major Activity 
Groups are further subdivided into 24 sub-groups, as shown on the following table: 

                                     
9 Societies are not-for-profit organisations which, while not required by law to incorporate, have all the 
powers of an individual as well as an independent existence – separate and distinct from its members – 
and an unlimited life expectancy. The Society Act covers only a portion of groups, associations and or-
ganisations in civil society – most of which are formed informally. 
10 [RSBC 1996] Chapter 433, available via the Internet at http://www.qp.gov.bc.ca/bcstats/96433_01.htm 
11 Information on the Corporate Registry is available via the Internet at http://www.fin.gov.bc.ca/corppg 
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Table 1: ICNPO Framework 
Major Grouping of Organisations Sub-Groups of Organisations 

1. Culture and Recreation: includes organisa-
tions and activities in general and specialised 
fields of culture and recreation.  

(1) culture and arts (i.e., media and com-
munications; visual arts, architecture, ce-
ramic art; performing art; historical, literary 
and humanistic societies; museums; and 
zoos and aquariums); (2) sports; and (3) 
other recreation and social clubs (i.e., ser-
vice clubs and recreation and social clubs). 

2. Education and Research: includes organisa-
tions and activities administering, providing, 
promoting, conducting, supporting and servicing 
education and research.  

(1) primary and secondary education organ-
isations; (2) higher education organisations; 
(3) organisations involved in other educa-
tion (i.e., adult/continuing education and 
vocational/ technical schools); and 4) or-
ganisations involved in research (i.e., medi-
cal research, science and technology, and 
social sciences). 

3. Health: includes organisations that engage in 
health-related activities, providing health care, 
both general and specialised services, admin-
istration of health care services, and health sup-
port services.  

(1) hospitals and rehabilitation; (2) nursing 
homes; (3) mental health and crisis inter-
vention; and (4) other health services (i.e., 
public health and wellness education, out-
patient health treatment, rehabilitative med-
ical services, and emergency medical ser-
vices). 

4. Social Services: includes organisations and 
institutions providing human and social services 
to a community or target population.  

(1) social services (including organisations 
providing services for children, youth, fami-
lies, the handicapped and the elderly, and 
self-help and other personal social services; 
(2) emergency and relief; and (3) income 
support and maintenance. 

5. Environment: includes organisations promot-
ing and providing services in environmental con-
servation, pollution control and prevention, envi-
ronmental education and health, and animal pro-
tection.  

(1) environment; and (2) animal protection. 

6. Development and Housing: includes organisa-
tions promoting programs and providing services 
to help improve communities and promote the 
economic and social well-being of society.  

(1) economic, social and community devel-
opment (including community and neigh-
bourhood organisations); (2) housing; and 
(3) employment and training. 

7. Law, Advocacy and Politics: includes organi-
sations and groups that work to protect and 
promote civil and other rights, advocate the so-
cial and political interests of general or special 
constituencies, offer legal services and that 
promote public safety.  

(1) civic and advocacy organisations; (2) 
law and legal services; and (3) political or-
ganisations. 
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8. Philanthropic Intermediaries and Voluntarism: 
includes philanthropic organisations and organi-
sations promoting charity and charitable activi-
ties including grant-making foundations, volunta-
rism promotion and support, and fundraising or-
ganisations. 

 

9. International: includes organisations promot-
ing cultural understanding between peoples of 
various countries and historical backgrounds 
and also those providing relief during emergen-
cies and promoting development and welfare 
abroad. 

 

10. Religion: organisations promoting religious 
beliefs and administering religious services and 
rituals; includes churches, mosques, syna-
gogues, temples, shrines, seminaries, monaster-
ies and similar religious institutions, in addition 
to related organisations and auxiliaries of such 
organisations. 

 

11. Business and Professional Associations, Un-
ions: includes organisations promoting, regulat-
ing and safeguarding business, professional and 
labour interests. 

 

12. Groups not elsewhere classified.  

 
In addition to the ICNPO system, two additional organising frameworks are offered 

as suggestions. This framework supplements the activity based nature of the ICNPO 
system with classifications based on other organisational characteristics.12  
Table 2: An Alternative Framework 

a. by focus of work:  single or multi issue; local, provincial, national, international;  

b.  by geographic basis of operation:  local, provincial, national, international;  

c.  by organisational structure:  staffed vs. volunteer,  funding source,  infrastructure (of-
fice, communication);  

d.  by organisational character:  activist, educational, legal, high public profile vs. behind 
the scenes;  

e.  by relationship to other organisations such as government, industry and business, 
other non-profit organisations such as social justice, health, and other groups. 

 

                                     
12 This framework was developed by Ann Hillyer. 
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Finally, a function based classification is offered, which focuses on the objectives of 
the organisation and the impact that their activities have on broader society. 

• Service Philanthropy:  

• Intermediaries: development, provision of services to other organisations, liaison, 
and representation  

• Mobilising: to locate money or volunteers for causes  

• Social Solidarity: the helper is part of the target group being helped  

• Change: to change the behaviour or attitude of others  

• Creating: to express self in the company of others  
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