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ABSTRACT
Large-N cross-country surveying is a promising, yet methodologically challenging way to contextualize existing research, as it 
allows researchers to formulate and test hypotheses that verify under what conditions relationships are (un)likely to materialize. 
Integrating insights from the survey error- and equivalence literature with our own recent experience with cross-country survey-
ing, this article offers guidance on how to navigate the methodological challenges associated with cross-country survey sampling 
and –measurement. Doing so, we provide a learning case that stimulates further debate about and increased engagement with 
large-N cross-country comparison in nonprofit research.

1   |   Introduction

Increasingly, calls for large-N cross-country comparison appear 
in nonprofit management research (e.g., Anheier 2023; de Morais 
Holanda et al. 2023; Simsa and Brandsen 2020). A potent way 
to engage in research contextualization, large-N cross-country 
comparison essentially enables researchers to consider a phe-
nomenon in relation to the situation in which it exists (Verhoest 
et al. 2018). In specific, it allows researchers to formulate and test 
hypotheses to verify to what extent the drivers, manifestations 
and effects of a certain phenomenon hold under particular con-
textual conditions (cf. middle-range theory) or across different 
contextual settings (cf. grand theory) (O'Toole Jr. and Meier 2015; 
Zhao et  al.  2022). This is important, as too often, “context is 
typically written cursorily in the abstract and Introduction of a 
journal article (e.g., “we studied phenomenon A in country B”), 
in the Methodology (e.g., “our strategic research site is country/

city X”) or occasionally mentioned as a Limitation (e.g., “we only 
studied country X”) and be left as an avenue for Future Research 
(e.g., “future research should examine whether these findings 
apply to other contexts”) (Chandra and Kerlin  2021, 135).” A 
parsimonious approach to context limits nonprofit research 
threefold. First, if not properly accounted for, contextual effects 
are likely to threaten internal validity due to omitted variable 
bias. Among others, Johns (2006) argues that systematic inclu-
sion of context can (a) change causal direction, (b) reverse signs 
(e.g., an assumed negative association turns out to be a positive 
one), and/or (c) prompt curvilinear effects. Second, underreport-
ing of contextual conditions produces weak external validity 
claims, which hinders systematic research integration (Abner 
et al. 2017). In turn and third, this leads to a limited application 
of research into practice (Johns 2017; Perry 2012). While a par-
ticular practice might work purposefully in the studied context, 
it might be an outright failure in another.
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This said, large-N cross-country comparisons come with formida-
ble methodological challenges, and thus, may appear unattractive 
to researchers for more pragmatic reasons (Pollitt 2011). Indeed, 
given its complexity, it is not unusual that the bulk of resources are 
invested in data collection efforts, leaving data valorization subop-
timal at best or a mere afterthought at worst (Verhoest et al. 2018). 
Hence, cross-country comparison may be considered “high risk, 
high reward” in the minds of many. Drawing on our recent expe-
rience surveying nonprofit organizations (NPOs) across different 
welfare states for illustration purposes, this article offers a method-
ological reflection on cross-country sampling and measurement.

By providing a look under the proverbial hood, we contribute 
twofold to the literature. First, it ties in with the recent calls for 
a more context-sensitive approach in the nonprofit literature (e.g., 
Chandra and Kerlin 2021; Searing et al. 2022; Zhao et al. 2022), 
and broadly, the fields of public (e.g., Abner et al. 2017; O'Toole 
Jr. and Meier  2015) and organizational management (e.g., 
Bamberger 2008; Johns 2017) to validate, refine, or extend com-
monly used theories. Second, by discussing methodological chal-
lenges, we aim to provide a learning case that aims to stimulate 
further debate about and increased engagement with large-N 
cross-country comparison in nonprofit research. In the remainder, 
we integrate insights from the survey error and equivalence litera-
ture to discuss the main challenges and remedies in terms of sur-
vey sampling, administration, and measurement. Before doing so, 
we set the scene by contrasting large-N cross-country comparison 
to other methods used for research contextualization and briefly 
outline the research project used for illustration purposes.

2   |   Literature Review

In addition to large-N cross-country comparison, bibliometric 
analyses, systematic literature reviews, and meta-analyses are 
heralded as potent methods for knowledge integration. In light 
of more contextual appreciation, however, these are limited in 

important ways (see Figure  1). For one, bibliometric analysis 
typically assesses the state of research in a given journal (e.g., 
Kang et  al.  2021) or on a particular topic (e.g., Macías Ruano 
et al. 2021). Rather than verifying to what extent research find-
ings hold beyond their studied setting, the evolution of and 
patterns in knowledge production are central in bibliometric 
analysis.

Systematic literature reviews are typically limited to build-
ing context theory by engaging in middle-range theorizing, 
yet leave the theory testing to other studies (e.g., O'Toole Jr. 
and Meier  2015; Post et  al.  2020). Meta-analyses, in turn, en-
gage in context theory testing, albeit often to a limited extent 
(Bamberger  2008). Contextual detail greatly varies between 
large-N studies, forcing meta-analysts to focus on contextual 
moderators that are most commonly reported or inherent to the 
research design, for example, do different measures of a concept 
result in different findings? In contrast, large-N cross-country 
research designs are uniquely placed to engage in both con-
text theory building and testing, as these allow researchers to 
engage in middle-range theorizing by drawing on the existing 
literature, and subsequently collect data on the phenomenon at 
interest, its drivers and effects, and the contextual variation in 
which it appears.

Despite this promise, large-N cross-country comparison lost 
much of its momentum since the heyday of the Johns Hopkins 
Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (Anheier 2023), induc-
ing recent observations that cross-country studies remain rel-
atively rare in the nonprofit field (Simsa and Brandsen 2020). 
Taking a closer look at so-called exemplar cross-country stud-
ies, de Morais Holanda et al.  (2023) suggest that data conve-
nience may be part of the explanation, as most cross-country 
studies refrain from taking an organizational perspective by 
drawing on individual-level and/or second-source data to 
study volunteering (e.g., Enjolras  2021) and giving behavior 
(e.g., Einolf  2017). Often, such studies are characterized by 

FIGURE 1    |    Research contextualization methods.
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methodological pragmatism. Wiepking et  al.  (2021) for in-
stance merge datasets built in nineteen different countries 
based on different survey questionnaires that were adminis-
tered at different points in time to study how institutional con-
text affects philanthropy. Doing so, they offer the following 
justification: “There exist methodological weaknesses; that is 
different timeframes, sampling methods and questionnaires 
were used. These differences may lead to different estimated 
relationships between factors of institutionalization and phil-
anthropic giving. However, until other micro-level data are 
collected, the IIPD [i.e., name of the constructed database] 
is the best available database to test relationships between 
institutional contexts and individual philanthropy across a 
range of countries (Wiepking et al. 2021, 704–705).” Turning 
to cross-country studies drawing on organizational-level sur-
vey data, similar pragmatism can be observed. For example, 
Yanagi et  al.  (2021) draw on survey data collected among 
NPOs across Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, and the 
USA to study nonprofit advocacy. Here, every participating 
country used its own data sources to build a sample that var-
ied in size (ranging from 24,403 NPOs to 3300 NPOs), scope 
(ranging from national to regional focus), time (ranging from 
2004 to 2010) and administration mode (ranging from postal 
service, email, interview to telephone). Overall, this “make 
do” approach should not be confused for opportunism, but 
rather, understood as important pioneering work indicating 
a need for more in-depth methodological reflection on how to 
“do” large-N cross-country comparison of nonprofit behavior. 
In the remainder, we aim to offer a learning case by sharing 
and reflecting on the meaningful difficulties that arose in our 
recent experience with cross-country surveying.

3   |   Opening the Cross-Country Survey Hood

3.1   |   The Learning Case: A Cross-Country Survey 
on Nonprofit Marketization, Organizational 
Performance, and Context

Our cross-country survey focused on a key topic in the non-
profit management debate: NPOs adopting business-like 
practices, commonly understood as nonprofit marketiza-
tion (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004). Propelled by New Public 
Management, proponents argue that business practices can 
contribute to NPOs' financial stability by means of business 
modeling (e.g., Hung and Suykens  2023), as well as their 
day-to-day functioning through extensive engagement with 
corporate management tools (e.g., Hvenmark  2013), perfor-
mance measurement (e.g., Carnochan et al. 2014) and process 
standardization (e.g., Baines et  al.  2011). These, in turn, are 
argued to strengthen the ability of NPOs to fulfill their pro-
social goals. Although agreeable at first sight, this argument 
is highly contested. Critics warn that extensive use of busi-
ness practices by NPOs risks crowding out donative income 
(Hung  2020a), is likely to erode traditional nonprofit values 
such as equity, equality, and participation (Eikenberry 2009), 
and, more importantly, keeps NPOs from fulfilling their key 
societal roles (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004). Seemingly risky 
for some while promising for others, existing research fails to 
provide insight into the conditions under which business prac-
tices are (un)likely to work purposefully in a nonprofit setting. 

Shedding light on how contextual conditions impact the rela-
tionship between business-like behavior and key dimensions 
of nonprofit performance is important. Not to cast doubt on 
the validity of previous research, but to foster a more evidence-
based debate by contextualizing said body of research.

Research contextualization arguably constitutes the logical next 
step in this debate. In broad terms, two distinct phases of knowl-
edge production can be discerned. First, early work on NPOs be-
coming business-like is predominantly conceptual-theoretical 
in nature and generally portrays NPOs becoming business-
like as a fundamental change largely detrimental to NPOs 
(see e.g., Bush 1992; Dart 2004b; Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; 
Salamon 1993). Although conceptually refining how NPOs can 
behave more business-like (Dart  2004a) as well as describing 
potential effects on nonprofit performance (Eikenberry and 
Kluver  2004; Salamon  1993; Weisbrod  2000), these early, yet 
influential studies largely remained stuck in a search for uni-
versal patterns and effects and suffered from a lack of empirical 
testing. Gradually, studies became more evidence-based. This 
second phase of research showed that the empirical plurality un-
derlying the concepts “nonprofit organization” and “becoming 
business-like” basically disallows a black-or-white positioning 
regarding the notion that NPOs becoming business-like might 
be a wrong-headed idea from the outset. While some corroborate 
often-theorized effects such as financial motives taking prece-
dence over prosocial goals (e.g., Hustinx and De Waele 2015) and 
extensive performance measurement eroding workplace democ-
racy (e.g., Baines et al. 2011), others point to managerial (e.g., 
LeRoux and Wright 2010) and financial advantages of becom-
ing more business-like (e.g., Gras and Mendoza-Abarca  2014). 
Despite providing a more balanced, evidence-based account, 
these findings largely remain fragmented due to a lack of inte-
grative efforts testing the generalizability of these studies be-
yond their original research context.

Building on these insights, the aim of our cross-country compar-
ison is to herald a distinct third phase of knowledge production 
by developing a theory of context in order to test how contextual 
conditions impact the relationship between business practice use 
and nonprofit performance (see Figure 2). In specific, our cross-
country survey focused on key manifestations of business-like 
behavior such as NPOs generating commercial income through 
the profitable sale of goods and services (i.e., nonprofit commer-
cialism) and adopting managerial practices like corporate man-
agement tools and performance management (i.e., nonprofit 
managerialism) (Hung 2020b; Hvenmark 2016). This approach 
allows us to examine this phenomenon for a large-N sample 
of NPOs, as all NPOs can reflect on (the changing nature of) 
their organizational income and management despite the many 
organizational differences that exist across it. Furthermore, in 
line with the most-cited effects of NPOs' business-like behavior 
(Maier et al. 2016), the research project focuses on three inter-
related, yet distinct dimensions of nonprofit performance, that 
is, (a) financial health, (b) mission drift, and (c) organizational 
effectiveness (Sowa et al. 2004).

Similar to business-like behavior and nonprofit performance, 
context is a multi-layered concept (Johns  2006). Based on a 
thorough reading of the nonprofit marketization literature, 
one can discern three relevant contextual levels that arguably 
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impact the business practice use—nonprofit performance nexus 
(see Figure 2). At the organizational level, for example, several 
studies indicate that large(r) organizations benefit from man-
agement tool use and performance measurement to keep track 
of their activities (e.g., Suykens et  al.  2021) and have the pro-
fessional capacity present to set up commercial activity (e.g., 
Suykens, George, et al. 2020). In turn, commercial income can 
increase organizational hiring and retention rates and thus 
contribute to capacity-building efforts (Dart  2004a). Turning 
to the field level, resource uncertainty is traditionally identi-
fied as a driver of nonprofit commercialization (e.g., Guo 2006). 
Consequently, whereas many NPOs perceive commercial-
ization as a financial strategy of last resort, others emphasize 
how commercial venturing can contribute to goal fulfillment. 
Brown  (2018) for instance, describes how commercialization 
was historically viewed by social workers as a means to infuse 
a sense of empowerment in the professional-client relationship. 
Consequently, the impact of commercialization on organiza-
tional effectiveness might be contingent on the observation of 
whether commercial income generation is an imposed or a vol-
untary choice by the NPO at hand. Finally, at the institutional 
level, recent studies show that the adoption of business-like 
practices by NPOs holds true to different extents in different 
welfare state types (Bode 2011; Suykens, De Rynck, et al. 2020; 
Vaceková et al. 2017; Wang 2020). Essentially, this phenomenon 
is arguably most outspoken in liberal welfare states (e.g., USA) 
in comparison to social-democratic (e.g., Sweden) and corporat-
ist welfare states (e.g., Belgium). An often-cited explanation for 
this variation is the notion that the NPM movement gained a 
strong foothold in liberal welfare states (Bode 2011; Pollitt and 
Bouckaert 2017). Building on this, a challenging question is to 
what extent different variations in business practice use impact 
nonprofit performance differently. Suykens et al. (2022) for in-
stance, find that managerial practices do not hamper but mar-
ginally contribute to societal role uptake in a corporatist welfare 

regime like Flanders, which sharply contrasts with the many 
critical sounds emerging from research on liberal welfare states 
(e.g., Baines et al. 2011).

This overview illustrates that context constitutes a major part 
of the puzzle as to why business-like behavior might be evident 
for some NPOs, while outright questionable for others. In order 
to paint a broad-brush picture of how contextual factors im-
pact the business-like behavior—nonprofit performance nexus, 
we launched an online cross-country survey questionnaire to 
nonprofit executives active in the aforementioned welfare state 
types: Sweden (social-democratic), Belgium (corporatist) and 
the US (liberal) (Salamon and Anheier 1998). We now turn to 
the methodological issues encountered with regard to survey 
sampling and measurement.

3.2   |   Methodological Challenges and Remedies

3.2.1   |   Challenge #1. Survey Sampling

Compared to cross-country comparisons on public agen-
cies (Verhoest et  al.  2016), top public sector executives 
(Hammerschmid et  al.  2016) and local governments (Kim 
et  al.  2013), NPOs are arguably a more fluid, volatile unit of 
analysis to compare internationally. Oftentimes, NPOs are de-
fined by what they are not, that is, private founded as opposed 
to public-owned, nonprofit as opposed to the for-profit motive 
of businesses, and formally organized as opposed to the infor-
mal ties characteristic of the community sphere. This tends to 
bunch together NPOs as a residual and heterogeneous collection 
of organizations with no clear conceptual borders (Salamon and 
Sokolowski 2016). The composition of the nonprofit domain in 
the three countries selected reflects this diversity (Salamon and 
Anheier 1998) (see Table 1).

FIGURE 2    |    Towards a multi-level context-based approach.
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Belgium resonates with the corporatist welfare state model. 
Here, NPOs are historically intertwined with the state in 
terms of funding, regulation, and service delivery. Resonating 
with the idea of third-party government (Salamon and 
Toepler  2015), NPOs deliver public services in response to 
particular human needs in exchange for public funding. This 
high level of publicness hints that hybridity is primarily situ-
ated at the nonprofit-state intersection (Hustinx et al. 2014). 
Sweden fits the social-democratic welfare state model. In this 
setting, generally speaking, the state delivers most public ser-
vices, leaving little room for NPOs to do so. Consequently, 
nonprofit initiative historically focused on expressive func-
tions such as civic engagement and political advocacy, as well 
as community building (see e.g., Wijkström 2011). NPOs are 
primarily self-financed through membership fees, often in 
combination with private donations and earned income. Most 
organizations are not heavily professionalized and are largely 
managed and governed by volunteers that are members of 
the organization (see e.g., Hvenmark  2008). In turn, these 
organizations are often grouped in larger federations that 
represent their interests towards the state. Hence, although 
hybridity can be observed across all nonprofit sector border-
lands (i.e., state, community, market), it is primarily situated 
at the nonprofit-community interface in this context (see e.g., 
Lundberg 2020). The United States, finally, corresponds with 
the liberal welfare state model. NPOs traditionally deliver 
public services parallel to and more distant from the state. 
Here, commercial income through the profitable sale of ser-
vices and goods is common practice in the nonprofit domain 
(Brown 2018). Hybridity in this context is primarily situated at 
the nonprofit-market intersection (Billis 2010).

In order to systematically capture this empirical diversity, we 
draw on the operational-structural definition originally devel-
oped by Salamon and Anheier (1992). Drawing on the insights of 
the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, they 
discern five key nonprofit characteristics:

•	 Formally organized, that is, this can materialize either 
through legal incorporation or having some degree of or-
ganizational permanence. One-off, ad hoc initiatives are 
excluded.

•	 Private, that is, NPOs are founded by citizens. The state can 
financially support NPOs, as well as sit on their boards.

•	 Self-governing, that is, NPOs should have a large extent of 
managerial autonomy. This does not exempt them from ex-
ternal control from resource holders.

•	 Voluntary, that is, this can materialize through the pres-
ence of (a) in-kind donations and/or (b) volunteers at the 
operational or board level.

•	 Nonprofit distributing, that is, NPOs are forbidden from 
returning profits to their organizational owners or direc-
tors. Instead, profits should be reinvested in the organi-
zational mission. In this regard, however, we extend the 
traditional understanding of the structural-operational 
definition by adhering to a limited distribution constraint 
(rather than a “no” distribution constraint) (Evers and 
Laville  2004). This allows the inclusion of traditional 
European nonprofit actors like work integration social 
enterprises (WISE), mutuals, and cooperatives as part of 
the nonprofit sphere.

To ensure equivalence, the organizations included in our 
survey sample need to correspond with the inclusion criteria 
advanced by this definition. After defining our inclusion cri-
teria, we turned to the actual selection of the country samples. 
In line with Wiepking et  al.  (2021) and similar to the John 
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, this cross-
country data collection was executed by a research consor-
tium consisting of at least one researcher per participating 
country. At the time of formation, every partner had published 
impactful contributions to the debate on NPOs becoming 
more business-like (e.g., Hung 2020a, 2020b; Hvenmark 2013, 
2016; Suykens et  al.  2019a, 2019b). Considering the data 
sources available, we collaboratively developed a customized 
sampling approach for every participating country. The goal 
was to compose a sample reflective of the composition of the 
nonprofit domain at hand within the boundaries of the modest 
financial means of the project.1

•	 For Belgium, we departed from an existing population da-
tabase of Flemish NPOs active in the human well-being 
(N = 603), sociocultural (N = 1713) and social economy 
sectors (N = 159). This database was composed by four 
PhD researchers in 2017 via desktop research and elite in-
terviews, the first author being one of them.2 These NPOs 
are predominantly active at the regional level, meaning 

TABLE 1    |    Three “ideal-typical” welfare state types.

Corporatist welfare state Liberal welfare state
Social-democratic 

welfare state

Level of public welfare spending High Low High

Public role of the nonprofit 
domain

Public service 
delivery—Advocacy

Public service delivery—
Civic engagement

Civic engagement—
Community building

Composition of the nonprofit domain

–	 Size Large Large Small

–	 Main funding Public funding Private donations- 
commercial income

Membership fees- 
commercial income

–	 Workforce Professional-based Mix professionals—volunteers Volunteer-based



6 of 14 Nonprofit Management and Leadership, 2025

that they (a) provide services beyond the local community, 
(b) engage in politicization or advocacy efforts aimed at 
the supra-local level, and/or (c) are umbrella organizations 
covering the Flemish region. Human well-being NPOs 
include care initiatives targeting minors, people with a 
disability, or underprivileged people. The social economy 
sector consists of WISE, which provide vocational train-
ing to disadvantaged workers. The sociocultural sector, 
on the contrary, is more diverse. Here, we included pro-
fessional associations, patient associations, social rights 
movements, political organizations, sociocultural associ-
ations, youth associations, ethnic-cultural associations, 
and faith-based associations. The choice to depart from 
this mapping database—and not: public databases—has 
arguments for and against. On a critical note, this sam-
ple is more limited than the United States and Swedish 
samples. Several fields of activity are excluded (e.g., hos-
pitals, child care, elderly care, leisure initiatives), as well 
as those NPOs that merely operate at the local level. On 
a positive note, this approach ensures a more comprehen-
sive listing of NPOs. Public databases often exist because 
of taxation or formal recognition purposes, and therefore, 
are skewed in favor of larger, more established NPOs (see 
e.g., Grønbjerg et al. 2010). Yet, several studies point out 
that business-like behavior such as commercial venturing 
is important for small-scale initiatives balancing on the 
verge of (in)formality, as these typically rely on mixed in-
come streams (e.g., Suykens, George, et al. 2020).

•	 For Sweden, population data for the nonprofit domain is 
available, yet not public. Consequently, we bought a sam-
ple from Statistics Sweden, the public agency responsible 
for developing, producing, and disseminating official sta-
tistics. After checking what Statistics Sweden included in 
their definition of the nonprofit sector, which was con-
sistent with our inclusion criteria, we ordered a sample 
framework of 3500 NPOs that was proportionally strati-
fied on (a) primary field of activity and (b) organizational 
size. Sweden Statistics removed inactive organizations 
from the sample.

•	 For the United States, we derived a sample framework 
from the Business Master File managed by the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS), which is publicly accessible. We 
proportionally stratified our sample on field of activity 
(NTEE) and organizational size and limited our selection 
to 3530 NPOs. NPOs reporting zero annual income and 
zero personnel were considered inactive and excluded 
from the sample. Furthermore, we decided to limit our 

selection to NPOs based in Hawaii (N = 1750) and Arizona 
(N = 1750), which are in many aspects “most different” 
states. Respectively, these two states differ in terms of 
political color (i.e., typically democrat vs. republican), 
industry (i.e., little vs. high diversified economy), race 
(i.e., high vs. low ethnical diversity), and of particular 
interest here, composition of the nonprofit population 
(i.e., the largest nonprofit subsector in Hawaii is Arts, 
Culture, and Humanities whereas in Arizona it is Human 
Services). Doing so, we aimed to capture field dynamics 
(e.g., resource competition, nonprofit-business relation-
ships) while ensuring variation at the level of the institu-
tional context.

On the whole, 9505 NPOs were sampled across three coun-
tries. Illustrating the limited application of second-source data 
for international comparison (Breen 2013; Searing et al. 2022), 
both our sampling variables were measured in different ways 
in different countries. Whereas Statistics Sweden lists the num-
ber of paid employees by means of class intervals, indicators of 
organizational size provided in the BMF are financial in nature 
(e.g., asset amount, income amount). In a similar vein, every 
country holds a different classification of nonprofit fields of ac-
tivity due to the particularities of their legal systems. In order 
to ensure equivalence, we decided to re-question our sampling 
variables. Whereas we measured organizational size as the 
amount of paid employees and volunteers (in classes), we turned 
to the International Classification of Nonprofit Organizations 
(ICNPO) to allow self-categorization of the primary field of ac-
tivity (Salamon and Anheier 1996). Subsequently, job students 
were hired to identify contact details, that is, the email address 
of the organizational leader and/or the general email address 
of the organization—via systematized desk research. This en-
deavor took over 3 months and resulted in a final sample of 5921 
NPOs (62.3%) (see Table 2).

Whereas the search for contact details removed ca. 50% of 
the Swedish and US sample, the more narrow Belgian sample 
(N = 2288) boasted a 92% retrieval rate, which was expected 
since the organizations in this database were already checked 
for online presence when originally composed in 2017. Although 
two out of three country samples were stratified in terms of 
field of activity and organizational size, the subsequent pro-
cess to identify (valid) contact details made any claim to rep-
resentativeness short-lived, implying considerable sampling 
error (Lee et  al.  2012). Often loosely used in popular and sci-
entific publications (Kruskal and Mosteller  1979a, 1979b), the 
quest for representativeness in cross-country nonprofit samples 

TABLE 2    |    Cross-country samples.

Original 
sample 

framework
Sample framework 
with contact details

Sample 
framework 

with accurate 
contact details

Survey responses 
(full responses)

Response rate 
(response rate 

when accounting 
only for the full 

responses)

Belgium 2475 2230 2050 559 (375) 27.27% (18.29%)

Sweden 3500 1731 1534 535 (254) 34.88% (16.56%)

United States 3530 1960 1688 349 (201) 20.68% (11.91%)
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is arguably a Sisyphean task. Aside from starting from biased 
secondary sources (e.g., Grønbjerg et al. 2010; Ma 2021; Searing 
et al. 2022), new nonprofit initiatives rapidly emerge while oth-
ers demise (Heylen et al. 2018). Statistically, representativeness 
can be claimed by verifying whether there are significant dif-
ferences between the population and the survey respondents 
on key parameters like organizational size and field of activity. 
Hence, statistical representativeness is premised on the (a) ac-
knowledgement that the sample is inherently biased due to the 
flawed nature in secondary sources, and (b) the availability of 
accurate information on key parameters for the population at 
large. Such information is country contingent and often lacking. 
Although forsaking representativeness rules out valid cross-
country comparison at the descriptive level (Hager 2013), infer-
ential statistics allow researchers to effectively control for over 
and undersampled contextual characteristics due to sampling- 
and non-response bias (Verhoest et al. 2018). Rather than having 
the correct variation, researchers first and foremost need suffi-
cient variation on key variables in order to make valid inferences 
(cf. Kim et al. 2013).

This line of argument shifts the attention to survey administra-
tion, and more specifically, maximizing survey response rates. 
Between March and September 2022, our survey was sent out 
digitally to nonprofit executives (one per organization). Given the 
diversity represented in our country samples, nonprofit execu-
tives were broadly understood as individuals at the helm of the 
organization who held deep knowledge of organizational prac-
tices, strategy, and performance. This can be a board member, 
a director, a middle manager, or a key volunteer (in case of non-
professionalized initiatives). To control whether different types 
of nonprofit executives responded differently to our questions, 
respondents were asked at the beginning of the survey to indicate 
their position within the organization. In each country, we con-
ducted a soft launch—that is, an initial send-out to 100 randomly 
drawn organizations—to verify that everything worked techni-
cally. Subsequently, survey invitations were sent out in the name of 
the national project partner involved. Four digital reminders were 
sent in every country. Additionally, to maximize our response rate, 
we (a) invited once those NPOs that only had a contact form listed 
on their website, (b) offered an intellectual—(receive research up-
dates for the length of the project) and a monetary incentive (a $1 
dollar donation to a good cause for every full survey response), 
and (c) sent out postal surveys in both Belgium (N = 300) and the 
United States (N = 500) of a random sample of organizations that 
failed to respond after several digital reminders.3 We received, re-
spectively, 62 and 30 full responses back.

Ultimately, we collected 559 responses in Belgium (375 full re-
sponses), 349 responses in the United States (201 full responses), 
and 535 responses in Sweden (254 full responses) (see Table 2). 
Depending on the calculation method, our survey responses av-
erage around 27% (all responses) or alternatively 15% (limited 
to full responses). Either way, our response rates deviate from 
the reported 35% response rate average in organizational stud-
ies (Baruch and Holtom 2008) or the 50% response rate desired 
for nonprofit management studies (Hager  2013). Falling short 
of these marks resonates with the global decline in survey re-
sponse rates (Brick and Williams 2013), and basically points to 
a growing survey fatigue among nonprofit executives. Already 
two decades ago, Hager et al. (2003, 263) for instance note that 

“nonprofit executives are inundated with surveys. […] If at one 
time survey science inspired awe in our publics, and respon-
dents felt honored to be drawn into survey samples, those days 
are gone”. On the whole, both sampling error introduced by the 
search for up-to-date contact details as well as low response 
rates imply that nonresponse bias cannot be excluded. Although 
the effect of non-response bias is likely small when conducting 
explanatory analysis (Verhoest et al. 2018), we should be careful 
to generalize our descriptive analyses to the broader nonprofit 
population (cf. Hager  2013). Part of the explanation for these 
limitations lies in the realization that our research capacity (i.e., 
four researchers) was too small to (a) conduct thousands of pre-
survey phone calls informing respondents about our research 
project (e.g., Hager 2013), (b) send out thousands of surveys by 
courier services like FedEx (e.g., Hager et al. 2003), and/or (c) 
provide considerable financial compensation for survey partic-
ipation (e.g., Hager  2013). Future research with more budget-
ary means should take these strategies into consideration to 
increase response rates.

3.2.2   |   Challenge #2. Survey Measurement

Given the heterogeneity of our sample, we aimed to strengthen 
measurement validity by (a) using statements understandable 
and relevant to all respondents (cf. Willems et al. 2014), (b) where 
possible, adopting validated measures forwarded by previous 
research, and (c) checking for conceptual equivalence through 
rigid translations and piloting in all countries involved. To illus-
trate the nitty-grittiness underlying this aim, we zoom in on our 
approach to measuring nonprofit performance. A perennial de-
bate (see e.g., Herman and Renz 1999; Lecy et al. 2012; Willems 
et al. 2014), nonprofit organizational performance is essentially 
a multi-dimensional concept that can be measured both sub-
jectively and objectively (Sowa et al. 2004; Willems et al. 2014). 
As a starting point, we reviewed the measures that have been 
used in nonprofit performance studies. More specifically, we 
searched within the three top-tier nonprofit management jour-
nals—Nonprofit Voluntary Sector Quarterly (NVSQ), Nonprofit 
Management & Leadership (NML), and VOLUNTAS—for ar-
ticles with either “performance” or “effectiveness” in the title. 
Book reviews were excluded for further analysis. This system-
atic search was conducted between December 2021 and January 
2022. Clearly on the rise (see Figure 3a), 77 articles were iden-
tified: 30 in NML, 34 in NVSQ, and 13 in VOLUNTAS. The 
Supporting Information details the articles and their year of 
publication, journal, whether the performance measure was sin-
gle- or multi-item, and whether the author(s) used an objective/
subjective measure.

Unsurprisingly, multi-item measures emerge as the norm for the 
study of nonprofit organizational performance (see Figure 3b). 
The objective/subjective divide constitutes a more salient issue. 
Objective performance measures are often viewed as the gold 
standard (Andrews et  al.  2011). Subjective performance mea-
sures are considered second-tier, as measurement bias can be 
introduced through the method (i.e., common method bias 
[CMB]) and the respondent (i.e., social desirability bias [SDB]). 
Our concise literature review seems to resonate with these con-
cerns: although subjective performance measures are dominant, 
objective measures are increasingly used (see Figure 3c).
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However, objective performance measures are no panacea. Four 
arguments run against objective measurement, and ultimately 
motivated our decision to use subjective measures. First, closer 
inspection of our review learns that the rise of objective perfor-
mance measures is explained by either a focus on (a) financial 
performance for a heterogenous nonprofit sample, or (b) mis-
sion, board, and/or managerial performance for a homogenous 
nonprofit sample. Hence, the use of objective performance mea-
sures forces nonprofit scholars to either limit nonprofit perfor-
mance to financial indicators or constrain contextual richness. 

Second, several management studies suggest that social desir-
ability concerns associated with subjective performance mea-
surements are overdrawn, as studies using both objective and 
subjective measures show no meaningful difference in their 
findings (Andrews et al. 2011; Singh et al. 2016). Third, objec-
tive performance measures are commonly derived from second-
ary data sources, for which data quality lies beyond the control 
of researchers (George and Pandey  2017). More importantly, 
performance indicators derived from said sources are country 
specific, and reflect the ideological-political agenda of powerful 
coalitions in the country at hand. Hence, similar to their subjec-
tive counterparts, objective performance measures are equally 
“socially constructed in that decisions are made about what per-
formance data should and should not be record[ing]” and how so 
(Andrews et al. 2011, 229–230; Searing et al. 2022). Accordingly, 
more often than not, such indicators are unsuitable for cross-
country comparison (Verhoest et al. 2018). Fourth, measurement 
of nonprofit leaders' perceptions on organizational performance 
like organizational effectiveness, goal fulfillment and financial 
performance is highly relevant, as these perceptions ultimately 
drive organizational behavior regardless whether these percep-
tions are (in)accurate (Liu et al. 2014). In the end, we adopted 
the validated organizational effectiveness measure developed 
by Willems  (2016), and added the item “Impacting public pol-
icy” to account for organizational advocacy effectiveness. This 
choice was motivated by the notion that this scale was validated, 
and that all items were clearly formulated and relevant to our 
respondents. In a similar vein, subjective measures for mission 
drift and financial performance were formulated by drawing 
on the nonprofit management literature (Hersberger-Langloh 
et al. 2020; Prentice 2016) (see Supporting Information).

Already mentioned above, both SDB and CMB are in their 
own right potential sources of measurement error (Favero 
and Bullock 2015; George and Pandey 2017; Larson 2019; Lee 
et  al.  2012). SDB occurs when respondents “change their an-
swers for impression management (to look better than oth-
ers), self-deception (to feel good about themselves), or identity 
definition” (Larson  2019, 534). Surveying organizational lead-
ers on organizational performance is prone to SDB (Suykens 
et  al.  2021), as leaders are ultimately responsible for (the lack 
of) organizational performance (Enticott et al. 2009). In order 
to counteract this dynamic, we added the following disclaimer 
when introducing our organizational performance questions to 
our respondents:

With the next set of questions, we would like to learn 
more about the performance of your organization. We 
would kindly like to remind you that these questions 
are by no means an evaluation of your personal 
performance. Your answers are confidential, and 
will be anonymously analyzed.

In addition, we (a) ensured subject anonymity in the survey 
introduction, (b) adhered to a neutral line of questioning, (c) 
administered the survey online/via mail in order to create phys-
ical distance between the interviewer and respondent (Lee and 
Woodliffe 2010), and (d) measured the time used to answer each 
survey page. In terms of the latter, the argument is that peo-
ple giving socially desirable answers spend less time reflecting 

FIGURE 3    |    Trends in nonprofit organizational performance mea-
surement published in top-tier nonprofit management journals. (a) 
Evolution of publications containing nonprofit organizational perfor-
mance measures. (b) Single versus multi-item measures. (c) Objective 
versus subjective measures.

a

b

c
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on survey questions (Larson  2019). This allows researchers 
to conduct robustness tests by excluding outliers in response 
time to verify whether their findings hold. Lastly, we refrained 
from including a specific measure to control for SDB (see e.g., 
Stöber 2001), as (a) these items are likely considered off-topic at 
best and offensive at worst by the respondents4, and (b) it only 
adds to survey length, and thus, is likely to increase response 
fatigue.

CMB, in turn, is a risk when both the independent and depen-
dent variables are collected by means of the same instrument 
(Favero and Bullock  2015). CMB is argued to inflate correla-
tions, as one “is answering the questions at the same sitting, so 
the characteristics of the respondent may be a common source 
of measurement of measurement error across items” (Hager 
2019, 470). Following the prescriptions of Podsakoff et al. (2012) 
and George and Pandey  (2017), we applied spatial separation 
(i.e., buffer items between the independent and dependent vari-
ables), and used variating scale properties. For our performance 
measures, we used a nine-point Likert scale (−4 = “strongly dis-
agree” to “4 = strongly agree”) (cf. Willems et al. 2021). We chose 
this scale to allow respondents to provide nuanced answers, and 
to counteract cognitive bias stemming from the social context. 
For instance, in the Belgian educational system, test scores typ-
ically range from “0” to “10.” This ingrained habit likely nudges 
Belgian respondents to effectively use the answer options “5” 
to “9” when presented with a “0–10” anchored Likert scale as 
they do not like to fail (score under 5) nor believe in a perfect 
score (10).

This brings us naturally to the issue of equivalence (Verhoest 
et  al.  2018), which was verified ex-ante and ex-post survey 
administration. In the design phase, ensuring measurement 
equivalence was central to the translation of the survey ques-
tionnaire. Instead of word-for-word translations, both in-team 
discussions and survey pilots in the participating countries 
validated that our items (a) were perceived as relevant for 
all respondents (i.e., content equivalence), (b) held the same 
meaning after translation (semantic equivalence), and (c) 
were appropriate to measure the same latent variable (concep-
tual equivalence) (Tsai et al. 2022). This approach led to im-
portant adjustments in wording (e.g., volunteer has different 
translations and meanings in Swedish), answer options (e.g., 
ranking different governmental levels is country contingent), 
and survey length, i.e., removal of non-essential, ambiguous 
questions). Overall, we corroborate the need to have research-
ers involved with expert knowledge on the topic and target 
language at hand to accurately translate and adapt a survey 
instrument beyond its original research context (cf. Searing 
et al. 2022; Tsai et al. 2022; Verhoest et al. 2018).

Once the data is collected, measurement equivalence or invari-
ance can be verified empirically (Jilke et al. 2015). We take our or-
ganizational effectiveness items derived from Willems (2016) as 
our case in point. Measured on a 9-point ordinal scale, we apply 
multigroup item response theory (IRT) models using STATA to 
compare item scores across the three countries. Specifically, we 
run multi-group models (RSMs) by adding the group() option to 
the IRT command. We examine the hypothesis that our items 
are perceived equally by respondents across the countries using 
a likelihood-ratio test. The results indicate that respondents 

across countries interpreted some items equally (Chi-square not 
significant—1 and 8) while others are slightly different (Chi-
square border significant—i.e., item 5 and 6) or different (Chi-
square significant—i.e., item 2, 3, 4, 7) (see Table 3).

How to handle item bias stemming from measurement non-
equivalence? On the one hand, researchers can decide to use sin-
gle item variables that meet equivalence standards. This choice 
resonates with the argument posited by Willems et  al.  (2014, 
1656) that “a unidimensional or even single criterion perspective 
on effectiveness deserves more attention, especially if the aim is 
to (1) improve generalizability across contexts, (2) enhance an-
alytically robustness, […]”. On the other hand, researchers can 
move forward using latent variables, yet control for nonequiv-
alence by calculating the sum of the nonequivalent item scores 
and add these as a covariate to their model (Jilke et al. 2015).

4   |   Discussion and Conclusion

This article started from the observation that calls for more 
cross-country comparisons increasingly appear in the nonprofit 
literature (e.g., Anheier  2023; de Morais Holanda et  al.  2023; 
Simsa and Brandsen  2020). Typically, large-N cross-country 
comparison is often considered a promising endeavor for re-
search contextualization, yet it is marred by methodological 
challenges (Pollitt 2011; Verhoest et al. 2018). Drawing on our 
recent experience with cross-country surveying, we took the 
opportunity to write this article as a learning opportunity by 
sharing how we remedied the challenges tied to cross-country 
survey sampling and measurement (see Table 4). Doing so, we 
aim to stimulate future research to engage more with cross-
country surveying, as well as trigger further dialogue on how 

TABLE 3    |    Results from likelihood-ratio test for differences across 
groups.

Nonprofit effectiveness items Chi-squared p

1. Optimal use of available 
resources

11.24 0.26

2. Deployment of a predefined 
strategy

26.26 0.01

3. Bringing the planned strategic 
actions to a good end

18.74 0.02

4. Keeping the vision and mission 
up to date

13.38 0.04

5. Creating efficient output from 
limited means available

13.10 0.07

6. Enforcing changes to our society 16.79 0.08

7. Impacting public policy 34.79 0.01

8. Delivery of services to service 
recipients

6.83 0.23

Note: Because not all of the questions have the same number of levels of 
responses for each country, we remove some responses to make the number 
of levels of responses the same across the countries to run multiple-group IRT 
models (11 responses are removed from Question 1; 13 from Question 2; 11 
responses from Question 3; 25 from Question 4; 8 from Question 5; 10 from 
Question 6; 34 from Question 7; 35 from Question 8).
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to do it best. Rekindling the momentum from the seminal Johns 
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project is arguably only 
the beginning, as we encourage future research to go beyond the 
descriptive approach of the Johns Hopkins project by systemat-
ically collecting cross-country survey data on independent, in-
teraction, and dependent variables to apply inferential statistics 
to learn to what extent key mechanisms underlying nonprofit 
behavior are context (in)sensitive.

In addition to our methodological reflections, and tying in with 
calls for more research transparency (Kim and Raggo 2022), we 

offer our survey questionnaire with concise explanatory notes 
detailing the logic and purpose of our questions for third-party 
use (see online Supporting Information). Researchers can use 
both as resources to build their research design when engaging 
in country comparison. This is important, as academic “con-
versations often focus solely on research findings, not the deci-
sions in research design or data collection processes leading to 
those results” (Willems et al. 2014, 1665). Making survey ques-
tionnaires available for reuse and being transparent about the 
decisions underlying its design and administration ultimately 
enables critical evaluation of methodological strengths and 

TABLE 4    |    Cross-country survey design: Challenges and remedies.

Survey sampling Equivalence 1.  Define clear inlusion—and exclusion criteria for survey sampling 
purposes. Our approach: operational-structural definition of Salamon and 

Anheier (1992).
2.  Re-survey sampling variables for standardization purposes. Our 
approach: re-survey the primary field of activity in accordance to 
the ICNPO categorization (Salamon and Anheier 1996), as well as 

organizational size by asking to indicate the amount of professionals and 
volunteers using an ordinal scale.

Survey error
(sampling/non-response)

3.  Statistical representativeness can be claimed when (a) sampling 
variables are available at the population level so a random proportional 

stratified sample can be drawn, and (b) Chi square tests indicate that there 
are no significant differences between the distribution of the sampling 

variables of the population at large, an full responses to the survey. If not, 
the survey suffers from sampling error, which in turn might cause non-

response error.

Our approach: due to the search for up-to-date contact details, we 
abandoned any claim of statistical representativeness. Following the 
survey prescriptions for (nonprofit) organizational research (Baruch 

and Holtom 2008; Hager 2013; Hager et al. 2003), we aimed to 
maximize response rate to minimize error in regression estimates. This 

minimizes the impact of both sampling- and non-response error.

Survey measurement Equivalence 4.  Remedy measurement equivalence ex-ante and ex-post survey 
administration. Our approach:

•  Ex-ante: (1) identify measures that have been tested and validated 
by previous research, (2) justify choices underlying objective/

subjective and single/multi-item measurement (Willems et al. 2014), 
(3) validate the accuracy of survey translation via survey piloting in 

all participating countries, and in-team discussions (Tsai et al. 2022). 
Here, it is essential to have experts on both the topic and target 

language at hand.
•  Ex-post: verify measurement equivalence via multiple-group 

confirmatory factor analysis (continuous variables) or item response 
theory (Jilke et al. 2015).

Survey error
(social desirability bias/
common method bias)

5.  Follow the recommendations of Larson (2019) and Lee and 
Woodliffe (2010) to counteract social desirability bias. Our approach: 
ensure anonymity, neutral questions, online survey administration & 

survey response timing.

6.  Following the recommendations of George and Pandey (2017); Podsakoff 
et al. (2012) to counteract common method bias. Our approach: spatial 

separation between dependent and independent variables, variating scale 
properties. Dependent variables scored on a 9-point Likert scale ranging 
from ‘−4’ to ‘4’ in order to omit cognitive bias due to the particularities of 

the social context.
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weaknesses, and thus, is likely to encourage both methodolog-
ical innovation and research replication (Bekkers et  al.  n.d.). 
After all, better cars are not built by gazing at the catalog, but by 
taking a good look under the hood.
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Endnotes

	1	This data collection was part of a three-year research project with a 
yearly bench fee of €10,000.

	2	The empirical value of this sample framework is already validated via 
A1 publications in Nonprofit Voluntary Sector Quarterly and Public 
Management Review.

	3	Postal distribution of the survey was funded on budgetary extra's for 
a value of ca. $1500 in each country. The difference in N is explained 
by different costs tied to postal services in both countries. Given that 
the survey distribution in Sweden was delayed due to ethical review of 
our research project (which was unanimously approved), we decided 
against sending out our survey via post in Sweden.

	4	For example, consider the following yes/no statements as proposed by 
Stöber  (2001): ‘I sometimes litter’, ‘In traffic, I am always polite and 
considerate for others’, ‘I have tried illegal drugs (e.g., marijuana, co-
caine, etc.)’, ‘I take out my bad moods on others now and then’.
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