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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to give an overview of the phenomenon of profession-
alization that is observable in organizations from the nonprofit sector. Empiri-
cal research was conducted among Hungarian nonprofit organizations, and the
data were collected within the framework of a country-wide survey. Through the
analysis of the research results, the paper provides deeper insights into knowl-
edge about professionalization trends in the nonprofit sector. It proves that
organizational development positively impacts nonprofit organizations’ improve-
ment of their professionalization level and the members of these organizations.

Keywords: organizational development, nonprofit organizations, professionaliza-
tion, learning, knowledge

1 Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of special issues related to
the growing professionalization of nonprofit organizations from both theoretical
and practical perspectives. In recent years, new dilemmas have arisen for those
involved in the nonprofit sector. These dilemmas regard knowledge processes
such as learning and development of individuals working for nonprofit organiza-
tions (NPOs) as well as organizational development (OD) and the importance of
professionalization for individuals and organizations.

Taking these circumstances into consideration, this article focuses on the rela-
tionship between the development of skills and the growing professionalization
of their activities. With the participation of Hungarian nonprofit organizations, a
large sample survey of Hungarian nonprofit organizations provided the basis for
the empirical evidence. A general decline in the number of organizations during
the last four years (Statisztikai Tiikor, 2014) has drawn the authors’ attention to
the fact that sustainable existence of the organizations of the nonprofit sector to a
large extent depends on their development.
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The paper consists of two parts. The first part includes desk
research in which we utilized papers discussing the profes-
sionalization of NPOs that were published mainly in the last
decade. The second part contains a detailed research meth-
odology along with analysis and discussion of the empirical
research. The paper concludes with lessons learned from
the research, limitations of the research, and suggestions for
further research ideas.

2 Theoretical Framework

In this chapter, we briefly clarify the basic terms and phe-
nomena relevant for the empirical research.

2.1 Nonprofit organizations and challenges

Different terms are used worldwide for organizations in the
nonprofit sector (non-governmental, voluntary, etc.), and
the terms themselves are used in various meanings. For this
reason, it is necessary to explain our understanding of this
term. We accept Salamon and Anheier’s (1992) definition
according to which nonprofit organizations are entities
that:

+ are institutionalized and have regularity in their activities;

+ are private and independent from the government, even
if they receive support from the government;

* do not distribute profits to their owners or leaders, but
reinvest their surplus earnings into the objectives of the
organizations;

« are not controlled by other entities from outside the or-
ganization; and

+ provide voluntary membership or participation in the
activities.

However, these principles are often are compromised in
practice in many countries.

The changing environment makes daily operations for
nonprofit entities increasingly difficult. Some challenges
include the emergence of the so-called knowledge-intensive
business services (Dobrai & Farkas, 2008), competition
from other sectors and from organizations in the nonprofit
sector, and more rigorous regulations. Meeting these chal-
lenges involves making changes in nonprofit organization,
structure, leadership and organizational processes (Epstein
& McFarlen, 2011). Performance is more essential than ever;
thus, fulfilling commitments is challenging for the NPOs.
NPOs must learn constantly so that they acquire knowledge
from business sector companies (Chen & Graddy, 2010;
Kreutzer, 2009). By precisely defining their goals, they
increase the likelihood of success in the accomplishment of
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their mission (Bradach, Tierney, & Stone, 2008). Acquiring
new and specialized knowledge in other fields also enables
them to use models and solutions to implement methods
of the business sector for long-term existence, better per-
formance, and sustainable success (Al-Tabbaa, ILeach,
& March, 2014). These changes found their way into the
nonprofit sector from the business sector through the public
sector, where methods of new public management were in-
troduced. This led to the adoption of management practices
of for-profit organizations (Lewis, 2001; Roberts, Jones, &
Frohling, 2005).

2.2 Professionalization in nonprofit organizations
2.2.1 The term “professionalization”

The terms professionalization and professionalism have
been the topic of continuous discussions. In numerous pub-
lications, Evetts has provided a very detailed and critical
analysis of the sociological aspects of professionalism as
well as its changes during the last decade to the present
(Evetts, 2011; Maister, 2003).

Professionalization in NPOs can be understood as the im-
plementation of business strategies and the use of methods
and tools to help entities become market oriented (Mannsky
& Siebart, 2010). This process is characterized by the usage
of tools and methods transferred into the nonprofit from the
for-profit sector (Alfirevi¢, Pavi¢i¢, & Najev Cacija, 2014).
This requires implementing strategic thinking into these
organizations (Clark, 2012) and enabling them to perform
well in special areas not focused on earlier, such as mar-
keting (Chad, Kyriazis, & Motion, 2014) or organizational
performance (Alfirevi¢ et al.,, 2014). Publications reveal
different concepts of professionalization, including organi-
zational, occupational, and managerial factors (Evetts, 2011;
Salamon, 2012).

Professionalization from the perspective of organizational
sciences has become a current topic with respect to nonprof-
it organizations both in countries where NPOs have long
existed and in the post-socialist countries where the sector’s
professionalization level is generally low (Rakar & Kolaric,
2010). However, efforts have already addressed a large
variety of country-specific questions (Alfirevi¢ et al. 2014,
Cada & Ptackova, 2014; Dill, 2014; Dill, Zrini¢ak, & Coury,
2012; Korolczuck, 2014; Strecansky & Stoléarikova, 2012;
Rakar et al., 2011).

Practice-oriented publications, such as those by Callanan,
Gardner, Mendonca, and Scott (2014), suggest professional
solutions for eliminating deficiencies in most leadership fields
and activities. In addition, cultivating and staffing talent is
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attracting more attention now as a way to professionalize
performance (Green & Hauser, 2012; Neff & Randal, 2011).

Based on the different concepts of professionalization and
professionalism discussed and approaching them from the
perspective of organizational sciences, we formulated our
own definition that we found to be applicable for our em-
pirical research. Hence, we understand professionalization
as the process of becoming professional (i.e., developing a
high level of professionalism). This involves not being an
amateur anymore, showing expertise, skillfully executing
organizational tasks, and providing superior services both
internally and externally.

2.2.2 Professionalization practices in the sector

It is increasingly characteristic of the sector that, along with
the traditional nonprofit organizations (associations and foun-
dations), new legal and hybrid forms are emerging. Hybrid
organizations possess characteristics of more than one sector
(Billis, 2010; Davie, 2011; Strecansky & Stolarikova, 2012)
and systematically integrate the civil society and markets
(Jager & Schroer, 2014). They use governance and operational
methods, employ techniques of different organizational types,
and are characterized by an improved business mindset. Their
emergence is a sign of the dynamism and resilience of the
sector’s organizations (Salamon, 2012) that offer new solu-
tions and opportunities, such as accessing social networks and
other formalized structures, while bringing professionalized
knowledge into the organizations. Dynamism and resilience
are phenomena that accompany the implementation of differ-
ent governance methods and techniques (Wellens & Jegers,
2013). In addition, various intra-and inter-sector cooperative
efforts contribute to improved organizational learning in
the nonprofit sector as well as its becoming more effective
(Al-Tabbaa et al., 2014; Chen & Graddy, 2010; Cousins, Goh,
Elliott, Aubry, & Gilbert, 2014).

2.2.3 Organizational development (OD)

By narrowing the tools of professionalization, we now con-
centrate our attention on OD as a relevant component of
our empirical research. Although a variety of definitions of
OD are accepted and used by organizations, some common
elements can be identified, as can be seen in the following
brief overview.

Raia (1972, p. 13) sees the contribution of OD in its features
in that it “focuses on innovation and planned change in
organizations.” Its outcome is an increased body of knowl-
edge. According to one popular definition, organizational
development is “the system-wide application and transfer of

behavioral science knowledge to the planned development,
improvement and reinforcement of the strategies, structures
and processes that lead to organizational effectiveness”
(Cummings & Worley, 2008, p. 752). Jackson (2006, p. 33)
also stressed that OD is a collaborative process to improve
organizational effectiveness.

OD is also viewed as a means of professionalization and
capacity building. OD is a process that focuses on the organiza-
tion and not the individual, although it provides the individual
with an opportunity to learn, acquire, and develop new knowl-
edge. In the nonprofit sector, the choice of how to develop
different capacities depends on stakeholders’ interests as they
have different preferences and different reasons to support
organizational development initiatives (Millesen, Carman, &
Bies, 2010). OD practitioners play a central role in the OD
process. They are consultants who work as facilitators together
with nonprofits in fields where OD is necessary—namely, in
various areas of interventions in the nonprofit organizations
such as people carrying out the projects, staff and organization
leaders, or even donors (Tschirhart & Bielefeld, 2012).

OD practitioners provide knowledge-intensive services
(Dobrai & Farkas, 2008) that lead to a joint learning process
and the co-production of new knowledge. Wirtenberg and
her colleagues (2007) found that OD experts can and should
contribute to the development of nonprofit organizations in
areas of urgency by working together with the leaders of
nonprofits, transferring knowledge to them, and presenting a
high level of flexibility.

For our empirical research, we built upon the previously
mentioned features of OD. We view this management tool
as a top-down effort that involves the whole organization
and aims to increase the efficiency and lifecycle of an organ-
ization by taking structured actions. Thus, in conclusion to
this brief overview, we can say that the implementation and
usage of management tools and techniques, the introduction
of new and better solutions, networking, cooperation and
special processes such as OD are critical to improving the
professionalization level of an organization.

3 Empirical Research

The following sections of the paper provide a brief summary
and analysis of the empirical research.

3.1 Hypotheses

This article summarizes the findings that answer the follow-
ing hypotheses:
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H1. A significant difference can be observed in the level of
professionalism between the organizations that have
already participated in OD programs and those organi-
zations that have not taken part in such programs.

H2. Organizational development programs help the pro-
fessionalization of nonprofit organizations.

H3. There is a connection between the perceived profession-
alization level of the respondent and that of his/her per-
ception of the organizational level of professionalization.

H4.The differences perceived in the personal and organi-
zational professionalism show a close correlation.

3.2 Methodology

In order to determine whether organizational development a
suitable tool for promoting and enhancing the professional-
ization of nonprofit organizations, we used various methods
during the different phases of the research (Table 1).

The empirical research started in 2011-2012 with a pilot project
that included two counties in Hungary (there are 19 regional
units called counties in Hungary). An online questionnaire
was sent to 58 participants of an organizational development
program at the House of Civil Communities in Pécs and was
returned by 33 organizations. In the next phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with representatives of 38 organi-
zations, most of whom participated in the online survey. In the
third phase (i.e., 2013), a large sample survey took place that
used the experiences of the first two phases and the database of
the Central Statistical Bureau of Hungary. We also conducted
41 additional interviews in the last research phase with organi-
zations from different regions of the country.

Table 1. Phases of the Research and Methods Applied

Research Phases Methods Used

For the country-wide survey, 18,000 questionnaires were
sent to organizations via e-mail; 841 questionnaires were
returned, representing each of the official activities listed by
the Hungarian Statistical Office. The returned questionnaires
met the requirements of representativeness regarding the
location of the organizations and showed the approximate
relationship between the two basic legal forms (associations
and foundations).

4 Results and Discussion
4.1 Findings

We can make the following general statements about the
participating organizations and the people who filled out the
questionnaire for those organizations:

There is a medium-strength positive relationship between

the age of the organization and the number of full-time

employees, which implies that older organizations have a

higher number of full-time employees (Pearson correlation:

0.250™, significant at the 0.01 level, 2-tailed).

» There is a positive relationship between the age of the
organizations and the number of members, suggesting
long-term development and the opportunity for per-
formance improvement (Pearson correlation: 0.297",
significant at the 0.01 level, 2-tailed).

* Both findings have very important implications for the
performance of the organizations in the sector. It is well
known that many organizations do not have any paid
employees for obvious reasons.

» The analysis of the relationship between personal and
organizational professionalization (Table 2) shows that:

Number of Organizations Location of Organizations

Involved Involved
Phase 1 questionnaire 33 2 counties
Phase 2 interviews 38 2 counties
Phase 3 questionnaire 841 country-wide
Phase 4 interviews 41 country-wide

Source: Authors’ own data

Table 2. Participation in an OD Program, and the Perceived Level of Professionalization (7-Point Scale, Mean)

Participation in OD Program

Evaluation of Professionalization (7-point scale)

Individual Organization
Participated
4.78 4.62
Did not participate 3.60 341

Source: Authors’ own data
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* Respondents who previously participated in OD
programs gave their own professionalization level an
average score of 4.78 on a 7-point scale and placed the
professionalization level of their organization somewhat
lower, with an average score of 4.62; and

* Respondents who had never participated in an OD
program perceived the two professionalization levels as
being much lower: 3.60 for the individual and 3.41 for
the organization. (H1)

This result was also supported by a correlation analysis that

pointed out a positive connection between participation in

an OD program and the perceived professionalization level

(H2)—namely:

* A medium-strength positive connection between par-
ticipation in an OD program and the perceived level
of personal professionalization (Cramer’s V: 0.355;
p = 0.000, Pearson correlation: 0.493. Correlation is
significant at the 0.01 level, 2-tailed); and

* A medium-strength positive connection between par-
ticipation in an OD program and the perceived level of
organizational professionalization (Pearson correlation:
0.575. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level, 2-tailed).

The hypothesis was also accepted (Table 3) regarding the
impact on satisfaction with the program by the program pro-
vider’s origin. According to the research findings, how effi-
cient participants find an OD program depends on the provider
of the OD program. Although no significant difference exists

between the averages of the three categories, those who had
participated in an EU-supported OD program found that they
had reached a high level of professionalism. Those least satis-
fied were the participants of domestic programs (H3).

If we look at the whole sample, we can say that, regarding the
personal and organizational professionalization level (Table
4), for their own personalization level, respondents gave on
average a score of 3.93 and scored their organization’s pro-
fessionalization level 3.75 on average. Skewing and kurtosis
showed normal distribution in both cases. This difference
implies that opportunities exist for further professionalization
of the organizations if they utilize members’ knowledge.

If we want to analyze the relationship between perceived
level of personal professionalization and the field of activity
of the represented organization by using the test of homoge-
neity of variances and ANOVA, we can state that, at the 5%
significance level, a connection exists between the two var-
iables (p = 0.017). By using the same methods, we also find
a relationship between the perceived level of organizational
professionalism and the field of activity of the represented
organization (p = 0.000).

The data from our research also show that the higher the per-
ceived level of the personal professionalization, the higher
the perceived level of organization professionalization
(Pearson correlation: 0.753™, Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000, strong
and positive relationship. [H4]).

Table 3. Provider of the OD program and the Perceived Level of Professionalization (7-Point Scale, Mean)

Origin of the Organization Providing the

Level of Personal Professionalism

Level of Organizational Professionalism

OD program

Hungary 4.67 4.50
EU 5.03 4.81
Foreign 4.87 4.87

Source: Authors’ own data

Table 4. Comparison of Perceived Level of Personal and Organizational Professionalization

Characteristics

Personal

Organizational

Professionalism

N 774
Mean 3.93 3.75
Std. deviation 1.584 1.598
Mode 3
Skewness -158 -699
Std. Error of Skewness 0.88 0.88
Kurtosis -632 -763
Std. Error of Kurtosis 176

Source: Authors’ own data
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Observing the connection between the professionalization
level of the organization and the age of the organization, we
can conclude that those organizations that achieved the highest
professionalization level (4.10) had been operating for 9 to 15
years whereas the lowest level was characteristic of organiza-
tions that had existed for 1 to 3 years (2.88). The difference
between these values also supports our assumptions regarding
the connection among age, development, and professionalism
at both the individual and organizational levels.

4.2 Limitations of present study and opportunities
for future research

As the survey results demonstrated, the OD programs helped
people and organizations learn and improve their skills and
knowledge and become more professional in their service.
Hence, it is a good tendency not only to look at the targeted
community that these organizations serve, but also take care
of the organization. The finding that the OD programs and OD
providers influence the subjective professionalization level of
the individual can facilitate a better choice of OD program.

The research limitations are twofold. In some cases, although
it was clear that there was a difference between the different
categories, some tests to prove it with a more sophisticated
method could not be carried out because the sample did not
satisfy certain criteria of that method. The comparability
of the results with research in other countries is limited as
most papers address a diversity of topics related to coun-
try-specific problems of professionalization as mentioned
in the theoretical part of the paper (Dill, 2014; Korolczuck,
2014; Strecansky & Stolarikova, 2012). However, this also

References

suggests the possibilities for further research to be expanded
internationally based on the existing experiences and to be
deepened and broadened.

5 Conclusion
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practice, this article has provided evidence of the fact that
nonprofit organizations feel the importance of organizational
development from the perspective of their sustainable exist-
ence. As the survey results demonstrated, OD programs help
nonprofit organizations learn and improve their skills and
knowledge and become more professional in their services.
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OD providers influence the subjective professionalization
level of the individual and of the organization and that a
strong positive relationship exists between personal and or-
ganizational professionalism. The hypotheses were verified,
and the answer to the research question is that organizational
development is a suitable tool to promote and enhance the
professionalization of nonprofit organizations.

However, our research should also be compared with research
in other countries. Future research could be expanded inter-
nationally and Phase 4 interviews deeply analyzed.

This paper contributes to the knowledge of the professional-
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in other post-socialist countries. As a result, Western counter-
parts can also see the development of the sector in this region.
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Neprofitne organizacije z vidika organizacijskega
razvoja in njegovega vpliva na profesionalizacijo

Izvleéek

Cilj tega Clanka je predstaviti fenomen, ki se imenuje profesionalizacija in ki ga je mogoce opaziti v organizacijah neprofitnega
sektorja. Empiri¢na analiza je bila izvedena v madzarskih neprofitnih organizacijah, podatki pa so bili pridobljeni v okviru
dezZelne raziskave.Z analizo raziskovalnih izsledkov omogoca ¢lanek globlji vpogled v znanje o profesionalizacijskih trendih
v neprofitnem sektorju.V ¢lanku dokazujemo, da organizacijski razvoj pozitivno vpliva na izboljSanje ravni profesionalizacije
v neprofitnih organizacijah in pri njihovih ¢lanih.

Klju¢ne besede: organizacijski razvoj, neprofitne organizacije, profesionalizacija, u¢enje, znanje
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