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Outsourcing Government: Boston 
and the Rise of Public–Private 
Partnerships

CLAIRE DUNNING

In 1966 and 1967, the U.S. State Department brought delegations 
from Scandinavia, East Asia, and Central America to one of Boston’s 
poorest, most segregated neighborhoods. There, the foreign delegates 
toured the Roxbury Multi-Service Center as officials celebrated a 
new kind of organization that used public funding to deliver goods 
and services via a private, locally controlled nonprofit organiza-
tion.1 Grants from several federal agencies enabled the organiza-
tion to employ Roxbury residents and offer programs on education, 
job training, housing, family counseling, and youth activities. On 
display in Boston was a new method of social welfare provision in 
the United States: a system of public–private partnership in which 
the federal government funded and regulated the activities of local 
nonprofits that deployed programming and resources to urban resi-
dents.2 This system was forged as much on the ground by community 
residents and staff at organizations like the Roxbury Multi-Service  
Center, as in Washington, DC, by policymakers and bureaucrats. 
Though experimental during the 1960s, federal support of private 
nonprofit organizations eventually became a permanent feature of 
American governance over the ensuing decades, which has trans-
formed the modern state and had a profound effect on urban neigh-
borhoods and the people who lived in them.3
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 1. Roxbury Multi-Service Center, Annual Report 1966. Records of the Roxbury 
Multi-Service Center (M109), Box 2, Folder 14, Northeastern University Archives & 
Special Collections, Boston, MA.
 2. On the broad contours of these public-private partnerships, see Smith and 
Lipsky, Nonprofits for Hire; Salamon, Partners in Public Service.
 3. My use of “hidden” here draws on Howard, Hidden Welfare State; Hacker, 
Divided Welfare State; Mettler, Submerged State.
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804 DUNNING

The federal funding that supported the Roxbury Multi-Service Cen-
ter not only reflected a long tradition of public and private involve-
ment in the lives of poor people in the United States but also marked 
a departure from earlier models with new levels of federal resources, 
monitoring, and regulation.4 My dissertation, Outsourcing Govern-
ment: Boston and the Rise of Public–Private Partnerships, considers 
the reasons for and consequences of the growth of federal funding to 
local nonprofit organizations from its origins under urban renewal in 
the 1950s through President Clinton’s Empowerment Zone program 
of the 1990s.5 It traces the path of federal funding as it moved from 
initial passage in Congress to federal agencies and lower tiers of gov-
ernment, and into the coffers of nonprofit organizations and under-
wrote programming, salaries, and rents in urban neighborhoods. It 
then follows the grant reports, requests, client data, evaluations, and 
disputes that traveled back to Washington, DC, and informed later 
iterations of urban and antipoverty policy. This history frames the 
density of nonprofit organizations in urban neighborhoods today 
as the product of deliberate policy choices that expanded federal 
assistance to urban neighborhoods and delivered that aid to private 
nonprofit partners via decentralized, hidden, and increasingly market- 
oriented channels.6

Over the second half of the twentieth century, policymakers and 
local residents positioned local nonprofit organizations as respon-
sible for managing the problems of poverty and urban inequality. 
Proponents in Washington, DC, connected this approach to a mythic 
history of a robust private charitable sector, championing public–
private partnerships as a quintessentially American response to pov-
erty in context of the Cold War, civil rights movement, and urban 
protest. Proponents on the ground saw new public funding streams as 
a means of building grassroots power, helping their community, and 
participating in a political system that excluded many on account of 
income, race, and gender. From a range of perspectives and political 

 4. Katz argued that “boundaries between public and private always have been 
protean in America.” His history of social welfare remains the more comprehen-
sive treatment of the public–private nature of the welfare state. Katz, In the Shadow 
of the Poorhouse, ix–x. More recent treatments of the public–private nature of 
American governance include Morris, Limits of Voluntarism; Balogh, Associa-
tional State; Gerstle, Liberty and Coercion.
 5. Dunning, “Outsourcing Government.”
 6. Urban sociologists and political scientists have written about the con-
temporary connections between place, politics, and nonprofit organizations. See 
Allard, Out of Reach; Marwell, Bargaining for Brooklyn; Levine, “Privatization of 
Political Representation.” See also Brandtner and Dunning, “Nonprofits as Urban 
Infrastructure.”
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805Outsourcing Government

ideologies, these new funding arrangements seemed to have numer-
ous advantages: they affirmed the role of federal aid to municipal 
governments and to social welfare provision yet also affirmed a need 
for local control and flexibility; they responded to grassroots protest 
with grants to private organizations yet vowed to monitor and regu-
late those entities; they created channels of public investment yet 
coaxed the philanthropic and corporate sectors to follow alongside; 
and they generated employment opportunities yet did so at a range of 
salary levels that remained off the federal payroll. They also created 
an extensive—if not fragile—infrastructure to address urban poverty 
that allowed the federal government to take a position of support 
not responsibility. For all the supposed advantages, whether and how 
these funding channels improved the lives and neighborhoods of poor 
people remained uncertain.

The consequences of these public–private partnerships are best 
seen at the local level, where activists, bureaucrats, and nonprofit 
staff shaped policy and negotiated its implementation. Boston pro-
vides an especially fruitful case as the city became part of the van-
guard of social welfare experimentation and lessons learned there 
shaped subsequent federal programming across the United States. 
Today Boston boasts a robust nonprofit sector and elite knowledge 
economy, but in the 1950s it faced escalating poverty rates and fears 
that the best years were in the colonial past. To revive the city, 
civic boosters pointed to Boston’s reputation for liberal politics, elite 
research universities, and prominent charitable institutions to cap-
ture the attention of government and philanthropic funders and 
earn Boston spots in the initial cohort of numerous experimental 
antipoverty programs during the ensuing decades. The records of the 
local organizations make clear that while monies came via separate 
streams for aid related to education, social services, youth programming, 
housing, job training, or health care, they comingled in any individ-
ual organization or neighborhood. What in policy appeared as a list 
of legislative programs was experienced on the ground as a shifting 
system of urban governance.

Outsourcing Government begins and ends with the boastful opti-
mism of two Boston mayors who, nearly fifty years apart, believed 
they had discovered a strategy to solve some of the city’s most press-
ing problems. Those portraits bookend a narrative that explores the 
shared logic of their proposals while depicting the frustrations felt 
by generations of Bostonians who tested, revised, and retested the 
much-touted partnerships between government and nonprofits. The 
first iteration of these partnerships emerged in the 1950s when, like 
most cities in the postwar period, Boston underwent demographic 
and economic shifts that reshaped the metropolitan area and left the 
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806 DUNNING

city government with fewer resources and higher needs.7 In response, 
federal urban renewal offered municipalities a set of tools to rede-
velop the physical and economic infrastructure of cities. Not long 
thereafter, as activists and social reformers critiqued the bulldozing 
of residential neighborhoods and racialized displacement of families, 
renewal administrators and newly elected Boston Mayor John Collins 
began to speak of the “human side of renewal” as a broader effort 
to incorporate the social alongside the physical and economic.8 
Chapter 1 considers how this new phase carried forward several 
administrative precedents from the earlier stages of renewal—including 
preferences for public–private partnerships, talk of “comprehensive” 
and “coordinated” planning, and grants for experimental programs—
and positioned local nonprofit organizations as key agents in man-
aging, mobilizing, and addressing urban poverty. In Boston, a series 
of public and private grants helped establish a new nonprofit organi-
zation, Action for Boston Community Development (ABCD), as the 
city’s lead antipoverty agency.

ABCD appeared more responsive to community concerns and more 
participatory than the entrenched politics of the city, particularly as it 
built and funded a network of neighborhood-based nonprofits. While 
still reflective of the broader theories about poverty and its purported 
remedies, the decentralized channels through which funds flowed 
created new salaries, organizations, and capacity in neighborhoods 
across the city.9 ABCD and its grassroots affiliates then benefited from 
Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, thanks to a provision in the 1964 
Economic Opportunity Act that expanded the experimental efforts of 
the early 1960s and for the first time enabled the federal government to 
make direct grants to private nonprofit organizations.10 Under this pub-
licly funded, privately delivered social welfare system, Bostonians 
found increased access to and roles in programs related to education, 

 7. On the postwar transformation of the metro Boston region, see Geismer, 
Don’t Blame Us.
 8. Recent literature on urban renewal has emphasized the local experience 
of the “federal bulldozer” and the community mobilization around and against 
renewal activities. See Hock, “Bulldozers, Busing, and Boycotts”; Connolly, World 
More Concrete; Goldstein, Roots of Urban Renaissance; Crockett, People Before 
Highways.
 9. On the “culture of poverty” theories and their shaping of policy and philan-
thropy, see O’Connor, Poverty Knowledge.
 10. This shift built on earlier precedents in which the federal government 
issued grants-in-aid to lower tiers of government and these lower tiers of govern-
ment issued grants to and entered contracts with private charities. On grants-in-aid 
and federalism, see Colman, “Design and Administration of Intergovernmental 
Programs”; Derthick, Influence of Federal Grants; Salamon, Partners in Public Ser-
vice; Lynn, “Social Services and the State”; Tani, States of Dependency.
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social services, economic development, health care, job training, 
youth development, and neighborhood planning. Chapter 2 considers 
how this legislation marked a significant change to the welfare state 
and to federalism by deliberately targeting private nonprofit entities 
as a means of building the social and organizational infrastructure 
of poor areas. This was particularly the case for African American 
residents, whom had long been excluded from formal political power 
and were targets of inferior municipal services.11 Still, poor resi-
dents felt that public–private partnerships in Boston left promises of 
community control unfulfilled and, as Chapter 3 recounts, nonprofit 
organizations in Boston became contested spaces.12 From a range of 
positions—consumers, staff, leaders, critics—Bostonians shaped the 
public–private partnerships that linked the city’s poorest neighbor-
hoods to the federal government and infused these administrative 
relationships with vocabularies of civil rights, poor people’s rights, 
women’s rights, and black power.

Although the particular funding channels that transferred public 
monies to private agencies began to shift toward the end of the 1960s, 
these were not the kind of decentralization and local controls that  
Boston activists had called for. Chapter 4 notes that years before Pres-
ident Nixon adopted his version of New Federalism and devolution-
ary block grants in 1971, the Johnson administration responded to 
urban uprisings and pressure from city mayors by inserting municipal- 
and state-level governments in the distribution of federal grants to 
neighborhood nonprofits via both the Model Cities program and Law 
Enforcement Assistance Administration.13 As a result, Boston’s city 
government began to use federal funds to outsource a number of 
formerly municipal responsibilities to private nonprofit agencies 
built up under the War on Poverty. Doing so prompted disagreements 
over what counted as a right or a privilege, and ultimately redefined 
the purpose of city government and municipal governance. One arena 
in which these changes were particularly visible was housing, which, 
while always the most financialized realm of the welfare state, became 
all the more so during the 1970s, as community groups, philanthropic 

 11. The Boston Public Schools and their desegregation in the 1970s remains 
the most well-known instance of unequal distribution of services in the city, but 
courts also intervened to address segregation in public housing and in the hiring of 
workers in municipal departments. See Formisano, Boston Against Busing; Vale, 
From the Puritans to the Projects; Theoharis, “‘We Saved the City.’”
 12. Recent literature on the War on Poverty considers many of the conflicts 
over funding, power, and implementation in other places. Examples include 
Orleck, Storming Caesar’s Palace; Cazenave, Impossible Democracy; Orleck and 
Hazirjian, War on Poverty.
 13. Hinton, From the War on Poverty to the War on Crime, also discusses the 
Johnson administration’s use of block grants.
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funders, and state officials began to adapt the tools and vocabularies 
of the business sector for the nonprofit sector. Chapter 5 follows a 
community development corporation founded by Puerto Rican resi-
dents in Boston’s South End, and a series of new nonprofit “inter-
mediaries” designed to help grassroots entities win financing and 
successfully launch redevelopment projects.14 Rather than distribut-
ing aid as traditional grants, intermediaries and the foundations and 
government agencies that supported them structured aid in increas-
ingly market-oriented ways. New talk of putting “capital to work” 
and of structuring philanthropy as social and financial investments 
replaced questions of justice, equality, and community control with 
ones of portfolio composition and market opportunity, and did so in 
ways that have continued to shape philanthropic and governmental 
giving beyond the field of affordable housing.15

Many of the changes of the 1970s had increased the access non-
profits had to funding, but made them no less vulnerable to cuts in 
social welfare spending or to larger political–economic shifts. During 
the 1980s a series of crises revealed the strengths and weakness of an 
American welfare system that had become so intertwined with non-
profit organizations. In Massachusetts, a tax-revolt known as Propo-
sition 2½ exacerbated Reagan-era cuts in social welfare and reduced 
the city of Boston’s financial and administrative capacity to address 
the onset of HIV/AIDS and rising homelessness in the 1980s. Chapter 
6 examines how local nonprofits responded to these challenges with 
volunteer corps that provided direct services, fundraised, and advo-
cated for those in need. Intended as emergency measures, these efforts 
instead suggested to some that private charity could compensate for 
a reduced government role. This logic ignored how government aid 
and the nonprofit sector had in fact grown together over the preceding 
decades, and treated temporary stop-gaps as permanent remedies.16 

 14. Literature on community development corporations (CDCs) and intermedi-
aries came first from a generation of practitioners who celebrated the achievements 
of CDCs and then a second generation from scholars who analyzed these organi-
zations and connected them to narratives of black capitalism, gentrification, and 
privatization. See Peirce, Corrective Capitalism; Grogan and Proscio, Comeback 
Cities; Simon, Community Economic Development Movement; McQuarrie, “Non-
profits and the Reconstruction of Urban Governance”; Purnell, “Race, Gender, and 
Early Leadership”; Rabig, “Community Development Corporations”; Davies, “Black 
Power in Action”; Ferguson, Top Down; Goldstein, Roots of Urban Renaissance.
 15. Robert D. Lilley, chairman LISC, “The LISC Public-Private Partnership,” 
Response by the Center for Corporate Public Involvement, 12, no. 3 (May 1983), 
Ford Foundation Papers, Grant 08000010, Reel 5488, Frame 00570, Rockefeller 
Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, NY.
 16. Political scientists were among the first to note this shared growth between 
government funding and nonprofit organizations. See Smith and Lipsky, Nonprof-
its for Hire; Salamon, Partners in Public Service.
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The reliance on local nonprofits to manage urban poverty continued 
even as the political tides changed in the 1990s, when Bill Clinton 
followed his presidential predecessors by embracing and enacting his 
take on public–private partnerships. Boston Mayor Ray Flynn had 
sent Clinton a proposal of how best to help American cities prosper 
in the final decade of the century. As the Conclusion recounts, Flynn 
spoke of Boston’s history of collaboration between government and 
nonprofit organizations, and positioned it once again as a veritable 
City on the Hill of innovative approaches by nonprofit organizations 
that appeared to harness the best of state and market to address long-
standing problems.17 These decades of efforts recapped by Flynn had 
indeed produced visible results, and in doing so had expanded yet 
masked the role of the state in the private delivery of social welfare.

Boston entered the new millennium as a city of contrasts. The city 
had rebounded from the suburban age and become a desirable place 
to live. A robust knowledge-economy of high-tech start-ups and 
bio-medical firms kept the city’s world-class universities and hos-
pitals flush with talent and resources. Local nonprofit organizations 
continued to win federal funding and earned awards for innovative 
partnerships between nonprofits, local funders, and city government. 
It was also a place of generational poverty and growing inequality, in 
which categories of race, income, gender, and citizenship continued 
to dictate where and how people lived, worked, and learned. Many of 
the challenges the city faced in the 1950s persisted, even as antipov-
erty efforts had improved the lives of many.18 The coexistence of such 
prosperity and precarity was not unique to Boston; rather, it reflected 
a national trend the city had helped create.

It might be a surprise that a project on poverty policy, low income 
urban neighborhoods, and nonprofit organizations is considered 
business history.19 After all, the people whose stories Outsourcing 
Government recounts were mostly poor, and the organizations that 

 17. Raymond L. Flynn, “America Ready To Go: Rebuilding America’s Cities 
Together, A Recommendation to the Clinton Administration and the New Con-
gress,” 1992, BRA 3502, Government Documents, Boston Public Library, Boston, 
Massachusetts.
 18. The Boston Redevelopment Authority and the Boston Indicators Project 
have both identified inequality in Boston as exceptional and troublesome. See 
Boston Redevelopment Authority Research Division, “Boston Citywide Plan: 
Trends in Poverty and Inequality,” October 2015 (http://www.bostonplans.
org/getattachment/c93581ad-a7b3-4457-b1f0-c9c865f2ff70); Boston Indicators 
Project, “A Great Reckoning: Healing a Growing Divide,” June 2009 (http://www.
bostonindicators.org/-/media/indicators/boston-indicators-reports/report-files/a-
great-reckoning-2009.pdf?la=en)
 19. For a review of how the history of philanthropy is business history, see 
Zunz, “History of Philanthropy.”
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it analyzes were chartered to pursue a public good over private gain. 
This public orientation of nonprofit organizations has tended to ren-
der them sites of political and social historical analysis. In many ways, 
this project follows in those traditions by engaging questions about 
the state, cities, and social movements in those literatures.20 Nev-
ertheless, it also emphasizes that as nonprofits pursued their missions, 
they made choices about administration, governance, revenue streams, 
staffing, program delivery, reputation, contracts, and partnerships, 
and how they raised, invested, allocated, and spent resources. As 
historians of business, and more recently of capitalism, have demon-
strated, seemingly mundane decisions internal to an organization had 
external consequences that shaped and were shaped by broader his-
torical currents.21 Outsourcing Government makes the point that this 
framework applies to nonprofit organizations too.22

Doing so continues to diversify the actors in business history, and 
expands the range of corporate forms, behaviors, motivations, and 
logics that have steered resources and power in certain directions 
over others. Day-to-day decisions by nonprofit organizations—and 
the archival records of them—reinforce that they existed as a par-
ticular kind of private entity or corporation distinct from both the 
state and for-profit corporations.23 This is not to suggest that nonprofit 
organizations or the nonprofit sector occupy a place completely sepa-
rate from “the state” and “the market,” which the term “third sector” 
typically implies and tends to dominate nonhistorical descriptions 
of the sector. On the contrary, this project identifies the ways in which 

 20. See Balogh’s introduction for an extended essay on associations and the 
state that reviews both the historical and American Political Development liter-
ature (Balogh, Associational State). Nonprofits feature prominently and regularly 
in social and urban histories of the postwar period. In general, they are consid-
ered on an individual basis, and as vehicles through which people mobilized or 
advocated rather than as entities unto themselves or as a category of organiza-
tions. See Ditmer, Local People; Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver; Theoharis and 
Woodward, Local Black Freedom Movements in America; Sugrue, Sweet Land of 
Liberty; Rabig, The Fixers; Seligman, Chicago’s Block Clubs.
 21. For more on these subfields, see Friedman and Jones, “Business History”; 
Rockman, “What Makes the History of Capitalism Newsworthy?”; Beckert, “His-
tory of American Capitalism”; Lipartito, “Reassembling the Economic”; Beckert 
and Desan, American Capitalism.
 22. This framing draws on the interdisciplinary literature on nonprofits and 
the sector from beyond the field of history. For overviews, see Powell and Clemens, 
Private Action and the Public Good; Powell and Steinberg, Nonprofit Sector; Wall 
and Dickie, Nature of the Nonprofit Sector; Reich, Cordelli, and Bernholz, Philan-
thropy in Democratic Societies.
 23. On the evolution of the nonprofit corporation, see Levy, “From Fiscal Trian-
gle to Passing Through.” Also, on the advent of the “nonprofit sector” as a unified 
entity, see Hall, Inventing the Nonprofit Sector; Zunz, Philanthropy in America.
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nonprofits were deeply intertwined with, shaped by, shapers of, and 
agents of the state and market, and in the process it brings clarity 
to what is precisely meant by those terms. It then also provides 
more specific insights into the political, urban, and social history of 
the postwar period. For examples, Outsourcing Government ties the 
flows of public money into and out of local nonprofits to the ways 
in which urban neighborhoods were governed both from below and 
from above; and shows why and how nonprofit organizations were 
deliberately targeted in multiple levels of policy, bureaucratic admin-
istration, and local implementation, even as the precise details of their 
roles remained contested and changing.

As Outsourcing Government traces, the public funding of pri-
vate organizations and the pairing of market-oriented strategies with 
socially oriented goals have histories both rich and useful. The current 
popularity of social enterprise, social innovation, and social entrepre-
neurship makes identifying these developments as historical processes 
all the more important. So, too, for that matter, do the continued rise of 
inequality and poverty despite decades of efforts to halt them. Efforts 
by funders and practitioners to fine-tune program or revenue models 
risk missing the larger ecosystem of public funding, private service 
provision, and philanthropic wealth that has defined the American 
welfare state over the second half of the twentieth century. The prob-
lem is not simply not knowing this history, but rather the failure to 
recognize that the benefits and shortcomings of the current system are 
felt most acutely by those least able to shape it. As cities continue to be 
sites of nonprofit activity and economic inequality, it would be wise to 
consider the origins of some of these patterns and confront the reality 
that current approaches have, thus far, fallen short.
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