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Executive	Summary	

Private	sector	engagement	towards	tackling	society's	most	pressing	and	complex	issues	is	increasing.	A	driving	

force	 behind	 this	 trend	 is	 a	 rise	 in	 direct	 partnerships	 between	 businesses	 and	 the	 institutions	 traditionally	

considered	 the	 principal	 catalysts	 for	 social	 change:	 non	 profit	 organizations.	While	 the	 relationship	 between	

these	institutions	has	been	characterized	as	one	of	conflict	rather	than	collaboration,	recent	experience	suggests	

that	the	non	profit	organization	business	partnership	phenomenon	shows	great	promise.	

There	 is	 a	 growing	 academic	 literature	 on	 non	 profit	 organization	 business	 partnerships	 to	 reflect	 their	

increasing	prevalence.	Analyzing	this	literature,	we	identify	a	gap	in	the	understanding	of	this	phenomenon:	few	

academic	publications	acknowledge	 the	organizational	differences	between	non	profit	 organizations	and	 their	

business	partners	from	the	perspective	of	the	non	profit	organization.	Effective	partnerships	are	precisely	that	-	

partnerships	-	and	by	emphasizing	the	perspective	of	the	business	at	the	expense	of	the	partnerships’	other	half,	

the	literature	has	overlooked	some	of	the	challenges	to	this	model	that	originate	within	the	nonprofit.	

We	attempt	to	fill	this	gap	in	the	literature	by	exploring	the	challenges	the	nonprofit	organization	encounters	in	

transformational	partnerships	and	the	best	practice	approaches	they	employ	to	prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	

them.	To	 this	 aim,	we	 carry	 out	 a	multiple	 case	 study	 applying	 qualitative	 research	methods.	 Principally,	 this	

involves	interviews	with	representatives	from	several	of	the	world's	largest	non	profit	organizations	in	order	to	

document	 their	 perspectives	 towards	 partnering	 with	 business.	 The	 richness	 of	 this	 data,	 collected	 from	

nonprofits	pursuing	objectives	in	four	distinct	fields,	allows	us	to	apply	a	Thematic	Analysis	to	capture	a	broad	

spectrum	of	both	challenges	 faced	and	practical	 approaches	applied	 in	 the	pursuit	of	 transformational	 change	

through	partnerships.	Challenges	 range	 from	an	overly	 simplistic	understanding	of	 the	partner’s	endeavors	 to	

ineffective	dialogue	between	both	parties.	 Identified	best	practice	approaches	 include	establishing	a	 clear	and	

detailed	partnership	contract	along	with	direct	and	frequent	communication.	

Recognizing	 the	 very	 practical	 nature	 of	 the	 partnership	 phenomenon,	 we	 further	 simplify	 these	 academic	

research	findings	and	develop	ten	recommendations	for	practitioners’	use.	Applying	these	recommendations	can	

help	practitioners	establish	transformational	partnerships	that	meet	their	social	impact	goals.	Thus,	our	research	

not	only	expands	the	academic	literature	on	transformational	partnerships;	our	contributions	are	also	intended	

to	positively	impact	practice	and,	thereby,	society	at	large.	
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Chapter	1	-	Introduction	

1.1	POINT	OF	DEPARTURE	AND	OBJECT	OF	STUDY	

Today's	 globalized	world	 is	 stressed	 by	 complex	 problems	 that	 can	 only	 be	 solved	 collaboratively.	 Examples	

include	climate	change	and	the	global	refugee	crisis	(Waddock,	2014).	These	problems	cross	both	borders	and	

markets,	and	impact	societal	development	in	a	multitude	of	ways.	

Naturally,	 as	 the	 societal	 actor	 with	 ultimate	 responsibility	 for	 borders,	 markets	 and	 societal	 development,	

governments	 have	 been	 assigned	 a	 central	 role	 in	 tackling	 these	 problems.	 Corporations	 too	 have	 done	 their	

part:	 traditionally	 under	 regulatory	 pressure,	 but	 increasingly	 self-initiated	 as	 they	 come	 to	 internalize	 the	

impact	of	 these	problems	on	 the	markets	 they	operate	 in	 and	 to	 realize	 the	benefits	 from	championing	 social	

causes.	An	interesting	new	phenomenon	-	coinciding	with	the	private	sector's	increasing	involvement	in	tackling	

social	 problems,	 and	 global	 agendas	 promoting	 collaboration	 like	 the	 UN	 Global	 Compact	 or	 the	 Sustainable	

Development	Goals	(SDGs)	(United	Nations,	2015,	2017)	-	is	the	rise	of	partnerships	between	businesses	and	the	

social	actors	traditionally	considered,	outside	of	government,	to	be	the	principal	catalysts	for	social	change:	non	

profit	organizations	(NPOs)	(Seitanidi,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2014).	

NPO-business	 (NPO-BUS)	 partnerships	 show	 great	 promise	 (Yaziji	 &	 Doh,	 2009).	 Achieving	 transformational	

social	change	requires,	amongst	other	things:	fostering	awareness	of	the	problems	and	solutions,	a	solid	base	of	

funding,	and	organizational	efficiency	for	the	development	of	novel	solutions.	Businesses	have	these	qualities	in	

abundance:	brand	identity	and	marketing	experience	can	target	awareness,	profit	margins	can	supply	funding,	

and	 R&D	 resources	 -	 combined	 with	 the	 emphasis	 for	 efficiency	 that	 comes	 with	 exposure	 to	 competitive	

markets	-	can	be	allocated	to	developing	social	solutions	(Heap,	2000;	Porter	&	Kramer,	2011;	Seitanidi,	2010;	

Seitanidi	 &	 Crane,	 2014).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 NPOs	 are	 home	 to	 the	 expertise	 needed	 to	 design	 solutions	 to	

specific	 social	 problems,	 the	 legitimacy	 to	 engender	 trust	 in	 the	 social	 value	 of	 the	 company’s	 efforts	 and	 the	

perspective	-	and	dedication	-	needed	to	draw	the	line	between	private	profits	and	social	welfare;	to	be	the	voice	

that	advocates	for	change	(Googins	&	Rochlin,	2000;	Seitanidi,	2010).	

This	 narrative	 characterizes	 so-called	 “transformational	 partnerships".	 In	 transformational	 partnerships,	 each	

partner	-	the	NPO	and	the	business	-	utilize	their	core	competencies	for	joint	value	creation,	above	and	beyond	

that	which	could	have	been	reached	 independently	 (Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a;	Bowen,	Newenham–Kahindi,	&	

Herremans,	 2010).	 Both	 partners	 take	 part	 in	 the	 leadership	 and	 management	 of	 the	 partnership,	 thereby	

moving	 beyond	 a	 symbolic	 engagement	 and	 attaining	 mutually	 beneficial	 outcomes	 that	 expand	 their	

organizations	(Bowen	et	al.,	2010).	Thus,	in	transformational	partnerships,	NPOs	and	businesses	aim	towards	a	

co-creation	of	transformative	change	at	the	societal	level	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a).	

Transformative	change	on	a	societal	level	can	occur,	for	instance,	when	an	environmental	organization	partners	

with	 a	 manufacturing	 company	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 mitigating	 the	 company’s	 greenhouse	 gas	 emissions.	 The	

transformational	 partnership’s	 reduction	 of	 hazardous	 emissions	 benefits	 the	 company	 through	 reducing	 its	

costs,	the	environmental	organization	through	meeting	its	aim	of	lower	emissions,	and	it	has	direct	benefits	for	

society	as	a	whole	(Pinkse	&	Kolk,	2012).	This	transformational	partnership	also	utilizes	the	core	skills	of	each	
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partner	 in	achieving	the	outcome:	 the	environmental	organization's	expertise	 in	methods	to	reduce	emissions,	

and	the	business'	infrastructure	and	operational	experience	to	put	these	methods	into	practice.	

However,	 despite	 the	 increase	 in	 NPO-BUS	 partnership	 numbers	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a),	 very	 few	

transformational	 partnerships	 happen	 in	 reality	 (Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	 &	 Pedersen,	 2013).	 The	majority	 of	 the	

upward	 trend	 in	 partnerships	 has	 been	 driven	 by	 the	 more	 traditional	 form	 of	 collaboration:	 philanthropic	

engagement;	a	one-way	flow	of	value	from	the	business	to	the	NPO	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012b).	Continuing	the	

example	 from	above,	 this	would	 involve	 a	 simple	donation	of	money	 from	 the	 company	 to	 the	 environmental	

organization.	 This	 form	 of	 partnership	 only	 tangentially	 benefits	 the	 company	 (through,	 for	 example,	 the	 PR	

value	 of	 such	 a	 donation)	 and	 does	 not	 utilize	 the	 company's	 core	 competencies.	 Thus,	 the	 transformational	

partnership	achieves	results	that	the	philanthropic	engagement	simply	cannot	(Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2014).	

Within	the	spectrum	of	possible	forms	for	NPO-BUS	partnerships,	transformational	partnerships	are	well-suited	

to	address	a	complex	societal	problem	like	climate	change.	Considering	the	potential	of	these	partnerships,	there	

is	 a	 need	 to	 empirically	 explore	 the	 phenomenon	 in	 greater	 detail.	We	believe	 that	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	

transformational	partnerships	will	trigger	more	collaboration	of	this	type.	More	collaboration	will	create	more	

transformational	 change	 at	 the	 societal	 level	 and	 eventually	 benefit	 society	 as	 a	 whole.	 Motivated	 by	 this	

outcome,	this	thesis	investigates	transformational	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	

	

1.2	RESEARCH	AREA	

NPOs	and	(for-profit)	businesses	are	inherently	different	organizations.	As	such,	partnerships	between	NPOs	and	

businesses	 face	 challenges	 (Berger,	 Cunningham,	&	Drumwright,	 2004).	While	 these	 challenges	 can	 affect	 the	

outcome	 of	 the	 partnership,	 they	 do	 not	 necessarily	 mean	 the	 end	 of	 it.	 Most	 of	 these	 challenges	 can	 be	

prevented,	 mitigated	 or	 overcome	 if	 anticipated	 or	 dealt	 with	 appropriately	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004).	 Thus,	

employing	the	correct	approaches	to	circumvent	these	challenges	moves	the	transformational	partnership	closer	

towards	achieving	its	goals.	

The	 challenges	 partnerships	 face,	 and	 the	 recommendations	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 them,	 are	

outlined	 in	 various	 academic	 publications	 (e.g.	 Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Selsky	&	Parker,	 2005).	However,	 the	 vast	

majority	of	academic	work	focuses	solely	on	challenges	that	both	the	NPOs	and	businesses	encounter	and,	with	a	

few	 exceptions	 (such	 as	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a)),	 doesn't	 recognize	 that	 the	 different	 organization	 types	

experience	 different	 challenges.	 Additionally,	 most	 academic	 scholars	 only	 superficially	 consider	 the	 best	

practice	 approaches	 partners	 employ	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 or	 overcome	 challenges	 in	 transformational	

partnerships	(Austin,	2010;	Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Burchell	&	Cook,	2008).	Moreover,	most	of	the	academic	research	

on	 these	 type	 of	 partnerships	 focuses	 more	 on	 the	 business	 side	 of	 the	 partnership,	 leaving	 a	 shallower	

understanding	of	NPOs'	experiences	(Dahan,	Doh,	Oetzel,	&	Yaziji,	2010;	Kolk,	van	Tulder,	&	Kostwinder,	2008).	

We	aim	to	address	this	gap	in	the	literature	by	carrying	out	an	in-depth	study	on	transformational	partnerships	

that	solely	considers	the	perspective	of	the	NPO.	The	objective	is	to	focus	on	the	challenges	NPOs	encounter	and	

the	 practices	 they	 employ	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 those	 challenges.	 Filling	 this	 literature	 gap	

contributes	 to	 the	 academic	 understanding	 of	 how	 NPOs	 can	 reach	 their	 transformational	 partnership	 goals.	
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Within	the	NPO,	most	challenges	occur	at	 the	organizational	 level	 -	relative	to	the	societal	or	 individual	 level	 -	

and	so	we	focus	on	that	level	of	interactions.	This	leads	us	to	the	following	research	questions:	

	

Research	question	1:	What	are	 the	most	 common	organizational-level	 challenges	 that	non	profit	 organizations	

encounter	in	transformational	partnerships?	

Research	 question	 2:	What	 are	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 that	 non	 profit	 organizations	 employ	 to	 prevent,	

mitigate	and	overcome	the	most	common	organizational-level	challenges?	

	

To	 answer	 our	 research	questions,	we	 explore	 four	 transformational	 partnership	 examples	 in	 a	multiple	 case	

study	 applying	 qualitative	 research	 methods.	 Based	 on	 these	 cases	 we	 specifically	 aim	 to	 reveal	 the	

organizational-level	 challenges	 NPOs	 encounter	 and	 the	 approaches	 the	 NPOs	 employ,	 based	 on	 their	 best	

practice	 approaches,	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 these	 challenges.	 Figure	 1	 graphically	 displays	 the	

research	area	of	this	thesis.	

As	the	partnership	phenomenon	is	rooted	in	practice,	rather	than	academia	(Seitanidi,	2010),	we	aim	to	further	

simplify	 our	 research	 findings	 and	present	 them	 in	 a	 format	 useful	 for	 practitioners.	Ultimately,	 practitioners	

initiate	and	implement	transformational	partnerships	and	thus,	the	empirical	insights	should	support	their	work.	

Therefore,	 in	addition	to	answering	the	research	questions,	we	intend	to	develop	a	series	of	recommendations	

summarizing	the	most	important	findings	for	practitioners’	use.	

	

1.3	READING	GUIDE	

The	 study	 consists	 of	 six	 chapters.	 Chapter	 2	 outlines	 our	 philosophical,	 methodological,	 data	 and	 quality	

considerations.	 Chapter	 3	 surveys	 the	 evolution	 of	 cross	 sector	 partnerships	 and	 defines	 terms.	 Chapter	 4	

presents	 the	 most	 relevant	 literature	 for	 our	 empirical	 research.	 This	 literature	 informs	 the	 conceptual	

framework	that	guides	our	empirical	study.	This	conceptual	framework	outlines	the	key	aspects	of	partnerships,	

the	challenges	that	NPOs	encounter,	and	recommendations	on	how	these	challenges	can	be	prevented,	mitigated	

or	overcome,	as	presented	in	the	current	literature.	Chapter	5	marks	the	beginning	of	the	empirical	study	with	

an	introduction	to	the	case	organizations.	We	present	the	empirical	findings	of	the	four	cases	studied,	according	

to	 the	 two	 research	questions.	Chapter	6	analyzes	and	discusses	 the	empirical	data	presented	 in	 the	previous	

chapter.	In	this	chapter,	we	also	present	the	recommendations	for	practitioners,	derived	from	our	findings.	We	

conclude	 our	 study	 in	 Chapter	 7	 with	 a	 discussion	 of	 our	 results	 in	 light	 of	 the	 two	 research	 questions.	

Furthermore,	we	outline	the	implications	of	our	research	for	academia,	practice	and	society,	as	well	as	consider	

the	limitations	of	our	study	and,	consequently,	the	questions	this	study	raises	for	future	research.	

	

	 	



	
Chapter	1	 	 Introduction	

	

	
	
	 	

4	

	

Figure	1:	Research	area	
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Chapter	2	-	Methodology	

This	 chapter	 discusses	 and	 accounts	 for	 the	 methodological	 approach	 of	 the	 thesis.	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	

methodology	chapter	is	to	present	how	the	overall	research	problem	has	been	analyzed	and	the	foundations	and	

limitations	of	the	methods	employed.	The	chapter	starts	with	philosophical	considerations	presented	in	Section	

2.1,	 and	 then	 further	 elaborates	 on	 methodological	 (see	 Section	 2.2),	 data	 (see	 Section	 2.3)	 and	 quality	

considerations	(see	Section	2.4).	The	last	section	then	presents	the	alternatives	to	the	chosen	methodology	(see	

Section	2.5).	Figure	2	gives	an	overview	of	the	structure	of	this	chapter.	

	

Figure	2:	Methodology	overview	

	

Source:	Own	representation	

	 	

	
2.1 Philosophical	considerations	

• Research	philosophy:		 Pragmatism	
• Research	approach:	 Inductive	
• Research	Nature:	 	 Exploratory	

	
2.2 Methodological	considerations	

• Research	strategy:	 														Multiple-case	study	
• Research	method:	 														Multi-method	qualitative	study	

• Secondary	data	review	
• Primary	data:	Qualitative	empirical	research	

o Nonprofit	organizations		
o Experts	

• Research	design:	 														Semi-structured	interviews	
• Non-probability,	purposive	homogeneous	sample	
• Sample	size:	4	case	organizations	and	3	experts	
• Case	and	expert	selection	

	
	

2.3 Data	considerations	
• Data	collection:	 	 Skype	and	face-to-face	interviews	
• Data	processing		 	 	
		and	analysis:	 	Thematic	analysis	

	
2.4 Quality	consideration	

• Reliability:	 	 	 Interviewer,	interviewee,	and	participation	bias	
• Validity:	 	 	 Descriptive,	interpretative,	theoretical,	internal	and	

	external	validity	
	

	

2.5 Alternative	methods	
• Critical	realism	
• Interpretivism	
• Mixed	method	research	
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2.1	PHILOSOPHICAL	CONSIDERATIONS	

In	 this	 section,	 the	 philosophical	 considerations	 of	 the	 thesis	 are	 presented.	 The	 philosophical	 considerations	

encompass	important	assumptions	about	the	way	we	see	the	world	and	how	that	shapes	all	the	other	aspects	of	

our	 research	project	 (Johnson	&	Clark,	 2006).	 The	paradigm	 in	which	 transformational	 partnerships	 between	

NPOs	 and	 businesses	 are	 observed	 draws	 the	 perimeter	 of	 how	 they	 are	 understood.	 A	 paradigm	 is	 a	 set	 of	

underlying	 assumptions,	 ideas,	 abstractions	 and	beliefs	upon	which	 research	 in	 a	 field	 is	 based	 (Kuhn,	1996).	

The	research	paradigm	comprises	 the	research	philosophies	and	the	research	methods,	which	help	to	develop	

the	understanding	and	knowledge	of	 the	 topic	of	 research	(Sekaran	&	Bougie,	2016).	The	underlying	research	

philosophy	stirs	the	research	and	influences	the	knowledge	that	the	researchers	may	gain.	The	chosen	research	

philosophy	 is	presented	 in	 Section	2.1.1.	Based	on	 that,	 a	 research	approach	 is	 chosen	 in	order	 to	 adequately	

answer	the	research	question	 in	Section	2.1.2	(Thomas,	2006).	The	purpose	of	our	study	dictates	 the	research	

nature	(Stebbins,	2001),	which	is	presented	in	the	last	section	of	the	philosophical	considerations,	Section	2.1.3.		

	

2.1.1	Research	philosophy	

The	 research	philosophy	 ‘refers	 to	 a	 system	of	beliefs	 and	assumptions	about	 the	development	of	 knowledge’	

(Saunders,	Lewis,	&	Thornhill,	2016,	p.	124).	It	is	determined	by	the	most	fundamental	level	of	assumptions	and	

thus,	research	philosophy	permeates	the	entire	research	process	–	how	to	understand	the	research	question,	the	

methodology	 used	 and	 how	 to	 interpret	 the	 findings	 (Crotty,	 1998).	 We	 decided	 to	 root	 our	 thesis	 in	 the	

philosophy	of	pragmatism,	as	our	research	has	been	initiated	and	is	sustained	by	our	own	doubts	and	beliefs	on	

transformational	 partnerships	 (axiology).	 We	 want	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 problems,	 practice,	 and	 relevance	 of	

transformational	 partnerships	 (epistemology),	 acknowledging	 that	 reality	 is	 just	 a	 flux	 of	 processes	 and	

experiences,	and	the	practical	consequence	of	ideas	(ontology)	(Elkjaer	&	Simpson,	2011;	Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	

	

2.1.2	Research	approach	

Although	 the	 academic	 literature	 and	 empirical	 research	 on	 transformational	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 are	

growing,	it	is	still	scarce	compared	to	other	strands	(Le	Ber	&	Branzei,	2010;	Seitanidi,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	

2014).	 Existent	 research	 on	 the	 challenges	 that	 partners	 face	 is	 rather	 superficial	 and	 it	 does	 not	 specifically	

focus	on	the	NPO	perspective.	Moreover,	there	is	a	lack	in	the	academic	literature	on	the	specific	measures	NPOs	

can	use	in	order	to	prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	challenges	in	partnerships	with	businesses.	Nevertheless,	a	

number	of	studies	can	be	found	that	investigate	these	topics,	even	though	they	may	not	be	specifically	catered	to	

transformational	partnerships	 (Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013;	

Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	

As	 there	 is	 not	 a	 solid	 theoretical	 ground	 for	 the	 questions	 at	 hand,	 an	 overall	 inductive	 approach	 to	 theory	

development	is	applied	to	this	study.	However,	according	to	Woodwell	(2013),	the	research	process	is	not	often	

entirely	 based	 on	 a	 unique	 research	 approach.	 Respectively,	 some	 elements	 of	 deductive	 research	 are	 also	

present	throughout	the	research	process.	The	 inductive	approach	focuses	on	“pattern	recognition”	and	finding	
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new	themes	 that	may	complement,	contradict	or	expand	the	existing	 literature	on	 the	challenges	and	 the	best	

practice	approached	NPOs	employ	in	transformational	partnerships	with	businesses.	Employing	some	deductive	

elements	provides	the	background	to	conduct	our	research	and	to	put	findings	into	context.	

	

2.1.3	Research	nature	

The	nature	of	 the	research	questions	requires	 that	 the	contribution	of	our	research	 focuses	on	an	exploratory	

approach.	An	exploratory	study	allows	to	discover	what	is	happening	and	to	gain	valuable	insights	about	a	topic	

of	interest.	Thus,	the	exploratory	approach	is	useful	in	terms	of	clarifying	the	understanding	of	specific	issues	or	

phenomena,	 in	 our	 case	 the	 challenges	 NPOs	 encounter	 and	 how	 they	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 them	

(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	

	

2.2	METHODOLOGICAL	CONSIDERATIONS	

The	research	philosophy	and	approach	to	 theory	development	presented	 in	 the	previous	section	 influence	 the	

methodological	considerations	of	our	research	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Therefore,	the	decisions	on	the	research	

strategy	(see	Section	2.2.1),	method	(see	Section	2.2.2),	and	design	(see	Section	2.2.3)	need	to	be	aligned	with	the	

philosophy	 underpinning	 this	 thesis.	 This	 section	 explains	 the	 reasoning	 behind	 the	 different	methodological	

choices	taken	throughout	the	research	process	to	answer	the	research	questions.	

	

2.2.1	Research	strategy:	multiple	case	study	

Overall,	partnerships	undertaken	by	NPOs	and	businesses	are	specific	to	their	individual	characteristics	and	the	

goals	they	want	to	achieve.	Moreover,	the	challenges	that	NPOs	will	encounter	and	how	they	deal	with	them	are	

specific	 to	 the	organization’s	context	and	particular	situation.	Therefore,	 the	appropriate	research	strategy	 for	

studying	these	areas	is	a	case	study.	A	case	study	is	a	detailed	analysis	of	a	topic	or	phenomenon	in	its	real	world	

context	(Yin,	2014).	A	case	may	refer	to	a	person,	a	group,	an	organization,	an	association,	an	event,	or,	as	in	this	

thesis,	a	partnership	(Thomas,	2011).	

Given	the	broadness	of	 the	research	questions,	multiple	cases	are	selected	to	overcome	contextual	 factors	and	

develop	more	comprehensive	results	on	the	topic	(Yin,	2014).	While	a	single	case	study	would	give	us	extensive	

information	on	a	 specific	partnership,	 the	use	of	multiple	 cases	provides	a	much	stronger	base	 to	be	used	 for	

theory	 building	 (Eisenhardt	 &	 Graebner,	 2007).	Within	 the	multiple	 case	 study	 strategy,	 we	 have	 decided	 to	

focus	on	a	relatively	small	number	of	four	cases	for	three	reasons:	First,	studying	a	large	sample	of	cases	is	time-

consuming	and	is	beyond	the	means	for	this	thesis	(Yin,	2014).	Second,	a	smaller	number	of	cases	allows	us	to	

focus	on	a	 larger	number	of	variables	and	 therefore,	 to	 study	each	case	 in	greater	detail	 resulting	 in	a	deeper	

understanding	of	the	cases	at	hand	(Thomas,	2011).	Third,	as	transformational	partnerships	are	a	relatively	new	

phenomenon,	 the	number	of	suitable	cases	 is	 limited.	Therefore,	 four	cases	represent	a	rather	 large	sample	of	

the	total	available	pool.	
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This	research	studies	 the	phenomenon	encountered	 in	 the	selected	cases	at	a	 certain	point	 in	 time.	Therefore,	

our	research	is	cross-sectional	as	it	represents	a	“snapshot”	taken	at	a	specific	time	as	opposed	to	the	study	of	

the	change	or	development	of	the	phenomenon	(Levin,	2006).	Time	constraints	do	not	allow	us	to	undertake	a	

longitudinal	study	over	a	longer	period	of	time	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	

	

2.2.2	Research	method:	multi-method	qualitative	study	

We	consider	qualitative	research	to	be	appropriate	in	our	study	of	the	challenges	NPOs	face	in	transformational	

partnerships:	 Qualitative	 research	 is	 prominent	 in	 case	 study	 research	 and	 predominantly	 used	 in	 inductive	

research	 (Yin,	 2014).	 The	 method	 further	 aligns	 with	 the	 chosen	 research	 philosophy.	 The	 philosophy	 of	

pragmatism	 suggests	 that	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 research	 question	 and	 the	 research	 context	 determine	 the	

methodological	 choice	 (Nastasi,	 Hitchcock,	 &	 Brown,	 2010).	 As	 we	 investigate	 how	 NPOs	 turn	 their	

transformational	partnerships	into	a	success,	we	need	to	understand	context.	

As	our	aim	is	to	explore	different	angles	and	perspectives	of	the	subject	matter,	we	have	chosen	a	multi-method	

qualitative	 study	 to	 conduct	 our	 research.	We	 review	 the	 academic	 literature	 existent	 on	 the	 topic,	 develop	 a	

conceptual	 framework	 based	 on	 that,	 and	 contribute	 with	 primary	 data	 from	 NPOs	 and	 experts	 in	 the	 field.	

Therefore,	three	methods	are	applied:	(1)	review	of	secondary	studies	to	build	the	literature	review,	to	establish	

the	research	field	and	to	develop	the	conceptual	framework,	(2)	empirical	study	for	primary	data	collection	of	(i)	

the	selected	cases	and	(ii)	interviews	with	experts	on	the	field.	Each	method	is	explained	in	more	detail	below.	

	

	 1.	Secondary	data:	conceptual	framework,	case	selection,	and	description	

The	point	of	departure	of	this	thesis	is	Chapter	4,	where	an	extensive	literature	review	on	the	research	topic	is	

presented.	 Secondary	 data	 is	 used	 to	 form	 a	 knowledge	 base	 that	 serves	 as	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	 conceptual	

framework	presented	in	Section	4.2.	Additionally,	secondary	data	is	used	to	support	the	discussion	in	Chapter	6.	

In	 addition,	 document	 secondary	 data	 such	 as	 NPOs’	 and	 businesses’	 websites,	 newspaper	 articles	 and	 press	

releases	 were	 used	 for	 the	 case	 selection	 and	 case	 descriptions.	 This	 information	 was	 especially	 useful	 to	

determine	which	NPOs	have	been	engaged	in	transformational	partnerships	with	businesses,	as	well	as	to	inform	

and	structure	the	flow	of	the	interviews	with	the	NPOs	and	experts.	Additional	internal	reports	were	provided	by	

some	of	the	selected	case	organizations.	However,	due	to	confidentiality	agreements,	 these	are	not	attached	in	

the	thesis.	

	

2.	Primary	data:	qualitative	empirical	research	

i. Transformational	partnership	cases	

We	conduct	a	qualitative	empirical	research	on	four	NPOs’	partnerships	with	businesses	in	order	to	contribute	

with	primary	data	to	the	existent	gap	in	the	academic	literature	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	With	that,	we	intend	to	

gather	 information	 on	 the	 actual	 challenges	 that	 NPOs	 experience	 when	 engaging	 in	 transformational	

partnerships	 and	 how	 the	 organizations	 are	 able	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 them.	 The	 conceptual	
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framework	then	serves	as	a	template	to	guide	the	analysis	and	discussion.	The	case	sample	selection	criteria	can	

be	found	in	Section	2.2.3	(1).	

ii. Cross-sector	partnership	experts	

Professional	experts	in	the	field	of	NPO-BUS	partnerships	are	included	in	the	qualitative	empirical	research.	The	

purpose	 is	 to	 provide	 our	 research	 with	 additional	 perspectives	 on	 the	 phenomenon	 being	 studied	 and	 to	

contribute	 with	 a	 more	 impartial	 view	 on	 the	 mechanics	 of	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships.	 Therefore,	 the	 expert	

interviews	are	conducted	in	an	unrelated	and	independent	manner	from	the	case	organization	interviews.	The	

primary	data	 from	the	expert	 interviews	are	used	for	data	triangulation	in	the	discussion	(see	Chapter	6).	The	

expert	selection	criteria	can	be	found	in	Section	2.2.3	(2).	

	

2.2.3	Research	design:	semi-structured	interviews	

In	order	to	gain	cognitive	access	to	the	partnership	experiences	of	each	selected	case,	semi-structured	interviews	

are	chosen	as	the	qualitative	research	design	for	primary	data	collection.	Empirical	data	is	collected	using	four	

semi-structured	 interviews	 with	 NPO	 professionals	 and	 three	 additional	 semi-structured	 interviews	 with	

experts	 to	 get	 a	more	 impartial	 perspective	on	 the	 topic	 studied.	 The	 flexibility	 of	 semi-structured	 interviews	

enables	 us	 to	 gain	 additional	 information	 about	 partnerships	 from	 the	 organization’s	managers’	 and	 experts’	

own	 perspectives	 that	 would	 not	 have	 been	 acquired	 otherwise	 (Kvale	 &	 Brinkmann,	 2009).	 This	 research	

design	combines	themes	and	key	questions	to	be	covered	with	the	possibility	of	variation	and	elaboration	of	new	

questions	from	interview	to	interview	(Brinkmann,	2014).	

The	structure	of	the	interview	follows	that	of	a	respondent	interview,	where	the	interviewer	guides	the	direction	

of	the	interview	but	at	the	same	time	allows	the	interviewees’	opinions	to	emerge	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	The	

interviews	last	between	30	minutes	to	1	hour	20	minutes	and	comprise	about	12	general	questions	(see	Annex	1	

and	2	for	the	 interview	guide	for	NPOs	and	the	expert	 interviews).	The	participants	are	employees	of	 the	case	

organizations	 in	 charge	of	engagements	with	businesses	and	experts	on	 the	 topic	of	 the	 research.	The	sample	

and	selection	criteria	of	the	cases	and	experts	are	discussed	in	the	following	paragraphs.	

	

1. Transformational	partnership	interviews	

i. Sample	and	case	selection	criteria	

The	construction	of	a	 relevant	 sample	and	 the	selection	of	 cases	 in	 this	 thesis	are	based	on	a	non-probability,	

purposive	homogeneous	sampling	method.	Non-probability	sampling	refers	to	the	fact	that	the	sample	has	not	

been	 chosen	 at	 random	but	 under	 an	 alternative	 subjective	 judgment	 (Vehovar,	 Toepoel,	&	 Steinmetz,	 2016).	

This	is	necessary	to	answer	the	research	questions,	as	we	are	focusing	on	a	small	number	of	cases	with	specific	

characteristics	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Purposive	sampling	refers	to	the	need	to	use	our	judgment	when	choosing	

cases	 that	will	 best	 enable	us	 to	 answer	 the	 research	questions	 (Neuman,	2005).	This	 judgmental	 sampling	 is	

often	used	with	small	samples	when	the	cases	need	to	be	particularly	informative	as	in	this	case	study	research.	

Lastly,	 our	 sample	 is	homogeneous,	 as	we	have	 chosen	participants	with	 similar	 characteristics	 to	 allow	 for	 a	

more	in	depth	study	focus	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	In	order	to	attain	that	similarity,	it	is	important	to	identify	the	
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features	 that	 the	 cases	 should	have	before	 selecting	 the	 sample,	 namely	 the	 sample	 selection	 criteria	 (Patton,	

2002).	

The	 selection	 of	 cases	 for	 the	 empirical	 study	 started	 out	 by	 stating	 the	 geographical	 focus.	 In	 this	 case,	 we	

decided	to	focus	on	the	Nordic	region,	specifically	Denmark	and	Sweden,	due	to	physical	proximity	and	the	lack	

of	empirical	studies	done	in	the	area	of	transformational	partnerships.	Yet,	partnership	implementation	may	be	

undertaken	in	other	countries.	As	we	want	to	focus	on	the	NPO	side	of	partnerships,	we	then	searched	for	those	

NPOs	that	had	developed	relationships	with	the	business	community.	We	decided	for	well-known,	larger	NPOs,	

as	 they	 are	more	 capable	 of	 sustaining	 such	 resource	 intensive	 relationships	 (Neergaard,	Thusgaard,	&	Crone	

Jensen,	2009).	

In	the	basis	of	answering	the	research	questions,	the	following	criteria	are	established	when	choosing	the	cases	

to	be	considered	for	our	research.	First,	partnerships	have	to	be	transformational	in	that	both	parties	used	their	

core	competencies	to	achieve	a	common	goal.	Second,	the	partnership	should	have	existed	for	at	least	two	years	

so	 that	 challenges	 occurring	 in	 different	 key	 aspects	 of	 the	 partnership	 could	 have	 emerged.	 Third,	 the	

partnerships	should	have	reached	a	concluding	stage	by	the	time	of	the	interview.	As	primary	data	is	only	to	be	

collected	from	the	NPO	side,	a	final	criterion	was	that	available	reports	and	documentation	on	the	partnership	

was	available	either	through	desk	research	or	provided	by	the	organization.	

Following	the	selection	of	 the	relevant	cases,	 the	contact	person	for	the	partnership	at	 the	NPO	was	contacted	

either	by	email	or	telephone.	The	criteria	 for	the	 interviewee	selection	are	that	the	 interviewees	(1)	work	in	a	

management	 position	 for	 the	 case	 organization,	 and	 (2)	 are	 (or	 were)	 directly	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 specific	

partnership	 that	 is	 to	 be	 investigated.	 Based	 on	 the	 above,	we	 select	 four	 partnership	 cases	 for	 the	 empirical	

study.	

ii. Case	studies	

After	conducting	an	initial	shortlist	of	the	potential	candidates	that	complied	with	our	established	criteria,	a	total	

of	ten	professionals	employed	at	eight	different	NPOs	were	contacted.	Out	of	these,	a	total	of	 five	interviewees	

from	four	different	NPOs	participated	in	the	study.	That	accounts	for	a	50%	of	success	rate.	Most	of	the	rejections	

were	due	to	a	lack	of	resources	to	devote	to	the	study	or	due	to	the	fact	that	the	person	who	was	responsible	for	

the	 partnership	 is	 not	working	 for	 the	 organization	 anymore.	 Some	 of	 the	 cases	 selected	 not	 included	 in	 this	

research	are	SOS	Denmark	or	Dan	Church	Aid.	Table	1	below	represents	a	summary	of	the	final	cases	included	in	

the	empirical	study.	For	the	case	descriptions,	see	Section	5.1.	

The	 four	 partnerships	 satisfy	 our	 selection	 criteria	 presented	 in	 the	 previous	 section	 and	 constitute	 a	

homogeneous	sample.	Within	that	homogeneity,	variation	in	the	sample	can	be	found	across	different	variables:	

the	 partnership’s	 focus	 field;	 the	 NPO’s	 purpose	 and	 their	 historical	 relationship	 towards	 businesses	 (from	

conflict	 to	 constructive	 relations);	 and	 the	 business	 partner	 economic	 activity	 and	 industry.	 We	 believe	 this	

variety	adds	value	to	our	study,	as	it	makes	it	possible	to	compare	different	types	of	partnership	challenges	and	

best	practice	approaches.	
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Table	1:	Case	organization	interviewees	

Organization	 Interviewee	 Job	Title	
Interview	
Date	

Interview	
Duration	

ActionAid	 Troels	Børrild	 Senior	Policy	&		
Advocacy	Advisor	

3rd	July	2017	 15	minutes	

7th	July	2017	 34	minutes	

DRC	 Anders	Bech	Tharsgaard	 Head	of	Business	Engagement	 19th	June	2017	 42	minutes	

Red	Cross	 Kaspar	Bro	Larsen	 Business	Engagement	Advisor	 13th	June	2017	 1	hour	10	minutes	

Jeanette	Bækmark	 Country	Coordinator	Kenya	

WWF	 Charlotta	Jänmark	 Program	Manager		
Water	Stewardship	

8th	June	2017	 1	hour	10	minutes	

Source:	Own	representation	

	

When	it	comes	to	non-probability	sampling	size,	there	are	no	specific	rules	on	the	minimum	necessary	number	

of	 interviews	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 Hence,	 it	 is	 dependent	 on	 the	 objective	 and	 focus	 of	 the	 research,	 the	

sample	selection	technique	and	the	available	resources	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	That	in	mind,	we	concluded	that	

four	 case	 interviews	 in	 addition	 to	 three	 expert	 interviews	 satisfy	 our	 requirements	 necessary	 to	 answer	 the	

research	questions,	as	population	representativeness	is	not	intended.	

	

2. Expert	interviews:	selection	criteria	

The	 experts	 are	 selected	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 having	 published	 academic	 papers	 in	 the	 field	 of	 cross-sector	

partnerships	 between	 NPO	 and	 businesses	 and/or	 having	 industry	 experience	 in	 dealing	 with	 this	 type	 of	

partnerships.	 A	 total	 number	 of	 seven	 experts	 are	 contacted	 either	 by	 email	 or	 phone	 to	 participate	 in	 the	

research.	After	an	initial	evaluation,	some	of	the	candidates	are	disregarded,	as	their	primary	field	of	expertise	in	

on	the	business	side	of	the	partnership.	As	a	result,	three	experts	are	finally	interviewed	(see	Table	2).	

	
Table	2:	Expert	interviewees	

Expert	 Organization	 Job	Title	
Field	of	
expertise	

Interview	
Date	

Interview	
Duration	

Janni	Thusgaard	
Pedersen	

CBC	/	Aarhus	Vand	 Ph.D.	Fellow	
Business	Developer	

Academia	and	
Industry	

15th	June	2017	 30	minutes	

Louise	Kjær	 KJAER	ADVICE	 CEO	and	Founder	 Industry	 20th	June	2017	 37	minutes	

Nanna	Callisen	Bang	 Tuborgfondet	
(Tuborg	Foundation)	

Deputy	Director	&	
Head	of	Program	

Industry	 30th	June	2017	 22	minutes	

Source:	Own	representation	
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	 2.3	DATA	CONSIDERATIONS	

Once	the	methodological	considerations	in	regards	to	the	research	strategy,	method	and	design	are	determined,	

the	 specific	 data	 considerations	 need	 to	 be	 addressed.	 This	 section	discusses	 the	 practical	 implications	 of	 the	

research	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 the	 data	 is	 gathered	 (see	 Section	 2.3.1),	 analyzed	 and	 processed	 according	 to	 the	

methods	chosen	(see	Section	2.3.2).	

	

2.3.1	Data	collection	

During	 the	 data	 collection	 phase,	 four	 case	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 either	 face-to-face	 or	 via	 Skype.	 The	

interviews	with	the	NPO	professionals	contained	general	questions	on	the	partnership	and	specific	ones	tailored	

to	 the	 case.	 All	 interviews	were	 audio-recorded	 after	 being	 given	 consent.	 All	 participants	 agreed	 to	 disclose	

their	organization	and	personal	 identity	in	the	study.	All	 interviews,	except	for	two,	were	conducted	with	both	

authors	of	this	thesis	present.	In	order	to	increase	credibility,	relevant	information	including	key	questions	was	

sent	to	the	participants	prior	to	the	interview	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Communicating	to	the	interviewees	about	

the	purpose	of	the	interview,	allows	them	to	prepare	in	advance	and	to	gather	any	necessary	data	prior	to	the	

actual	interview	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	The	interviews	started	with	an	overview	of	the	research	objective	and	

the	reasons	why	the	organization’s	partnership	was	being	used	as	one	of	our	cases.	After	giving	a	short	brief	on	

what	 the	 interview	 would	 entail	 and	 how	 we	 intended	 to	 use	 the	 data	 in	 our	 study,	 the	 semi-structured	

questions	followed.	

The	 three	 expert	 interviews	 included	 questions	 on	 the	 general	 role	 of	 NPOs	 as	 partners	 and	 on	 the	 topic	 of	

challenges.	 After	 gaining	 insights	 on	 the	 experts’	 experience	 with	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships,	 specific	 questions	

about	transformational	partnerships,	the	challenges	NPOs	face	and	how	they	can	prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	

them,	were	addressed.	These	interviews	provide	an	additional	perspective	on	the	topic,	without	being	tied	to	a	

specific	partnership	case.	

	

2.3.2	Data	analysis	and	processing	of	primary	data	

After	having	 collected	 the	data,	 the	 interviews	are	 transcribed	word-by-word	and	 subsequently	 analyzed	 (see	

Appendix	A-G).	The	analytical	technique	used	to	analyze	our	data	is	Thematic	Analysis.	We	conduct	a	Thematic	

Analysis	to	search	for	themes	and	patterns	that	occur	across	the	data	set	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006).	The	choice	is	

suitable	for	the	philosophy	of	pragmatism,	as	the	method	is	fairly	straightforward,	while	still	enabling	a	rigorous	

analysis	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 Furthermore,	 Thematic	 Analysis	 allows	 us	 to	 derive	 themes	 from	 the	 data	

following	the	 inductive	approach.	That	 is,	we	first	search	for	themes	related	to	the	research	questions	without	

trying	to	fit	it	into	a	pre-existing	coding	frame	from	pre-existing	literature	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006).	Subsequently,	

we	match	the	findings	to	the	conceptual	framework	(Section	4.2)	when	applicable.	

Analyzing	 the	data,	we	 follow	 the	procedure	outlined	by	Saunders	et	al.	 (2016).	We	become	 familiar	with	our	

data,	we	code	our	data	searching	for	themes	and	recognizing	relationships,	we	then	refine	these	themes	and	test	

the	 propositions	 by	 seeking	 alternative	 explanations	 or	 negative	 examples.	 To	 answer	 the	 research	 questions	
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comprehensively,	we	 do	 not	 follow	 this	 procedure	 in	 a	 linear	 progression	 but	 rather	 go	 back	 and	 forth	 in	 an	

iterative	process	(Gibbs,	2008).	

To	categorize	the	empirical	data	with	similar	meanings,	we	label	a	unit	of	data,	may	it	be	a	number	of	words	or	

an	entire	paragraph,	with	a	code	that	symbolizes	or	summarizes	that	extract’s	meaning.	Every	unit	of	data	can	be	

coded	with	several	different	codes	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Thereby,	coding	allows	managing	the	rather	complex	

qualitative	data	set,	creating	a	web	of	connections	to	aid	our	analysis	(Gibbs,	2008).	

According	to	Saunders	et	al.	(2016)	there	are	three	different	sources	of	codes,	(1)	‘a	priori’	codes	that	are	derived	

from	 terms	 used	 in	 existing	 theory	 and	 literature,	 (2)	 ‘in	 vivo’	 codes	 that	 represent	 the	 actual	 terms	 used	 by	

participants	recorded,	and	(3)	labels	we	think	best	describe	the	data	extract	we	want	to	code.	The	first	type	of	

code	serves	to	structure	the	empirical	findings;	the	two	latter	construct	the	inductive	approach.	The	data	is	first	

divided	 into	challenges	and	best	practice	approaches	 following	 the	 two	research	questions.	Each	set	of	data	 is	

coded	according	 to	 the	key	partnership	aspects	presented	 in	 the	conceptual	 framework.	For	 the	 first	 research	

question	on	challenges,	‘a	priori’	codes	are	applied	following	Berger	et	al.’s	(2004)	six	challenges	categories.	For	

the	 second	 research	 question	 on	 best	 practice	 approaches,	 ‘in	 vivo’	 codes	 are	 used	 within	 each	 key	 aspect	

category.	Finally,	labels	are	used	to	group	data	with	similar	codes.	See	Annex	3	for	the	full	list	of	codes.	

	

2.4	QUALITY	CONSIDERATIONS	

The	philosophical,	methodological	and	data	choices	discussed	 in	 the	previous	sections	affect	 in	different	ways	

the	quality	of	 the	study.	Questions	regarding	the	quality	of	 the	research	are	concerned	with	the	reliability	and	

validity	 of	 the	methods	 employed.	 In	 the	 following	 sections,	 reflections	 on	 the	 quality	 (see	 Section	 2.4.1)	 and	

generalizability	(see	Section	2.4.2)	of	this	research	are	presented.	

	

2.4.1	Reliability	

A	study	is	reliable	when	the	data	collection	methods	and	data	analysis	can	be	replicated	and	produce	consistent	

results	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 The	 unstandardized	 nature	 of	 semi-structured	 interviews	 can	 raise	 concerns	

about	 reliability,	 as	 they	 are	 context	 dependent.	 However,	 qualitative	 research	 is	 not	meant	 to	 be	 replicated	

‘because	it	will	reflect	the	socially	constructed	interpretations	of	participants	in	a	particular	setting	at	the	time	it	

is	conducted’	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016,	p.	205).	Concerns	about	reliability	 in	this	type	of	 interviews	also	relate	to	

issues	of	bias	(Flick,	2008).	In	the	following	sections	the	interviewer,	interviewee	and	participation	bias	of	this	

study	are	discussed.	

	

1. Interviewer	bias	

Interviewer	bias	may	occur	when	our	own	beliefs	 and	 frame	of	 references	dictates	 the	questions	we	ask.	Our	

comments,	tone	or	nonverbal	behavior	may	influence	the	way	interviewees	respond	to	the	questions	(Saunders	

et	al.,	2016).	Likewise,	a	bias	may	occur	in	the	way	we	interpret	the	answers	of	participants’	responses	or	when	
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we	are	not	able	to	gain	the	interviewee’s	trust.	In	order	to	minimize	interviewer	bias	concerns,	the	two	authors	

of	 this	 thesis	were	present	 in	most	of	 the	 interviews	and	both	 coded	and	analyzed	 the	 transcripts	 separately,	

which	increases	internal	reliability.	

	

2. Interviewee	bias	

Taking	part	in	an	interview,	especially	in	a	semi-structured	one,	can	be	perceived	as	an	intrusive	process	for	the	

interviewee.	Hence,	even	though	the	interviewee	is	willing	to	participate	in	the	interview,	they	are	able	to	choose	

what	and	what	not	to	share.	As	a	result,	only	a	partial	image	of	the	situation	may	be	presented	(Saunders	et	al.,	

2016).	 This	 is	 especially	 relevant	 for	 our	 case	 as	 the	 respondents	 have	 incentives	 to	 portray	 an	 image	 of	 the	

partnership	that	benefits	their	cause,	as	they	are	directly	involved	and	often	in	charge	of	the	partnership.	Thus,	

the	 interviewee	 has	 the	 power	 to	 construct	 “the	 true	 story”	 according	 to	 their	 possibly	 false	 perceptions	

(Heikkinen,	Silvonen,	&	Simola,	1999).	Our	sole	 focus	on	the	NPOs’	perspective	of	 the	partnership	exacerbates	

this	issue.	

	

In	order	to	minimize	interviewee	bias	the	following	actions	have	been	taken:	

• Alternative	sources:	Desk	research	about	the	specific	partnership	cases	has	been	undertaken	to	validate	

their	characteristics.	

• Confidentiality	 concerns:	 The	 possibility	 to	 grant	 complete	 confidentiality	 was	 offered	 in	 the	 initial	

contact	and	at	the	beginning	of	every	interview.	

• Sharing	key	questions:	Interviewees	are	aware	of	the	structure	and	themes	of	the	interview	in	advance.	

These	measures	 are	 taken	 to	make	 respondents	more	 comfortable	 and	open	 to	 sharing	 their	 experiences	 and	

knowledge	during	the	interviews.	

	

3. Participation	bias	

Participation	bias	arises	from	the	type	of	organizations	that	may	decide	to	participate	in	the	study	as	opposed	to	

the	ones	that	do	not	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	If	other	cases	were	to	be	included,	the	results	of	the	study	could	have	

changed	in	great	manner.	However,	case	study	research	does	not	aim	at	a	full	representation	of	the	population	

but	the	study	of	a	few	specific	cases.	Hence,	this	is	an	issue	that	is	reflected	in	the	sampling	approach	(Saunders	

et	al.,	2016).	In	order	to	minimize	participation	bias	concerns,	we	have	developed	sampling	approach	criteria	to	

make	 sure	 that	 all	 the	 case	 organizations	 selected	 follow	 a	 set	 of	 pre-established	 requirements	 (see	 Section	

2.2.3).	

	

2.4.2	Validity	

‘Validity	 refers	 to	 the	 appropriateness	 of	 measures	 used,	 accuracy	 of	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 results	 and	

generalizability	of	 the	 findings’	 (Saunders	et	al.,	2016,	p.	202).	Traditionally,	discussions	on	validity	have	been	
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attached	to	quantitative	research	as	they	measure	the	causality	and	the	generalizability	of	a	study	(Saunders	et	

al.,	 2016).	 When	 researchers	 speak	 of	 qualitative	 research	 validity	 they	 refer	 to	 research	 that	 is	 plausible,	

credible,	 trustworthy,	 and	 hence,	 defensible	 (Johnson,	 1997).	 In	 the	 following	 sections,	 five	 different	 types	 of	

validity	relevant	to	qualitative	research	are	discussed.	

	

1. Descriptive	validity	

This	 type	 of	 validity	 refers	 to	 the	 factual	 accuracy	 of	 the	written	 descriptions	 as	 reported	 by	 the	 researchers	

(Johnson,	1997).	We	have	employed	a	few	strategies	to	maximize	the	descriptive	validity	of	our	research.	First,	

two	 researchers	 are	 in	 charge	 of	 collecting	 and	 interpreting	 the	 data,	 which	 allows	 to	 cross-check	 and	

corroborate	observations.	This	strategy	is	referred	to	as	investigator	triangulation	(Johnson,	1997).	In	addition,	

the	 word-by-word	 transcripts	 of	 the	 interviews	 are	 sent	 back	 to	 the	 participants	 for	 confirmation	 of	 their	

accuracy.	

	

2. Interpretative	validity	

Interpretative	validity	refers	to	accuracy	in	portraying	the	meanings	behind	participants’	perceptions	of	what	is	

being	studied	(Johnson,	1997).	In	order	to	maximize	the	interpretative	validity	of	this	research,	a	few	strategies	

are	employed:	Participant	 feedback	 is	used	to	obtain	validation	of	 the	quotes	and	concluded	outcomes	of	each	

interview	 undertaken.	 This	 provides	 verification	 and	 insight	 of	 the	 interpreted	 results	 (Johnson,	 1997).	

Additionally,	some	low	inference	descriptors,	such	as	direct	quotations,	are	used	throughout	the	presentation	of	

the	empirical	 findings,	as	well	as	 throughout	 the	analysis	and	discussion	section	so	 that	 readers	have	a	better	

sense	of	the	participant’s	perspective	(Johnson,	1997).	

	

3. Theoretical	validity	

A	study	has	 theoretical	 validity	when	 the	 theoretical	 explanation	developed	 from	 the	 research	 study	 suits	 the	

data	collected.	Theory	typically	refers	to	why	or	how	a	phenomenon	operates	and	it	tends	to	be	more	abstract	

than	 description	 and	 interpretation	 (Johnson,	 1997).	 Conducting	 a	 thematic	 analysis	 enables	 us	 to	 identify	

whether	the	patterns	found	in	the	primary	data	fit	the	ones	predicted	by	the	academic	literature.	

	

4. Internal	validity	

Internal	validity	is	concerned	with	the	demonstration	of	an	accurate	causal	relationship	between	two	variables	

(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	However,	this	concept	is	more	often	associated	with	quantitative	studies,	although	some	

qualitative	 researchers	may	 be	 interested	 in	 identifying	 causes	 and	 effects	 (Johnson,	 1997).	 Nevertheless,	we	

conduct	data	 triangulation,	which	 refers	 to	 the	use	of	more	 than	one	 source	of	data	 and	 collection	method	 to	

validate	the	research	data,	the	analysis	and	the	interpretation	of	the	same	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	By	conducting	

expert	interviews	and	supporting	the	findings	with	additional	literature,	we	increase	the	internal	validity	of	our	

research.	
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5. External	validity	

External	validity	regards	the	generalizability	of	 the	study	to	other	relevant	settings	or	groups	(Saunders	et	al.,	

2016).	 Qualitative	 research	 is	 not	 typically	meant	 to	 be	 generalizable	 (Johnson,	 1997).	 Due	 to	 the	 small	 case	

sample,	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 research	 are	 specific	 to	 the	 cases	 studied,	 thus	 the	 contextually	 dependent	

conclusions	 cannot	be	 generalized	 to	other	 situations	 although	may	 serve	 to	 inspire	 future	 research	 (Gerring,	

2006).	

	
2.5	ALTERNATIVES	TO	CHOSEN	METHODOLOGY	

In	 order	 to	 answer	 the	 research	 questions,	 a	 number	 of	 philosophical,	 methodological	 and	 data	 processing	

choices	are	made,	which	we	presented	in	the	previous	sections.	Even	though	they	have	been	constrained	by	time	

and	 accessibility,	 the	 choices	 taken	 aim	 to	 increase	 the	 quality,	 relevance,	 and	 accuracy	 of	 the	 study.	 The	

methodology	is	chosen	over	the	alternative	methods	that	could	have	been	employed	to	conduct	this	study.	This	

section	discusses	the	relevance	of	some	alternative	methods	and	why	they	were	disregarded.	

	

1. Critical	realism	

As	this	research	takes	the	perspective	of	the	NPO,	only	employees	on	that	side	of	the	partnership	were	included	

in	the	study.	The	implications	of	this	are	the	exposure	of	the	research’s	reliability	to	a	higher	interviewee	bias	as	

the	 perspectives	 of	 other	 actors	 are	 not	 accounted	 for.	 A	 critical	 realist	 philosophy	 approach	 would	 have	

mitigated	 this	problem	 through	a	multi-level	 study	of	 the	phenomenon	 (e.g.	 business	partner,	different	 actors	

within	 the	NPO,	beneficiaries,	 field	representatives,	 third	party	donors	etc.)	 (Fleetwood,	2005).	The	additional	

viewpoints	could	have	changed	the	results	of	the	research	and	provided	a	more	comprehensive	understanding	of	

the	phenomenon	being	studied	(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Although	this	method	seems	adequate,	lack	of	time	and	

accessibility	to	additional	actors	made	us	decided	against	it.	

	

2. Interpretivism	

As	critical	 realism,	 interpretivism	philosophy	would	have	mitigated	 the	reliability	 to	a	higher	 interviewee	bias	

and	would	have	provided	a	more	 comprehensive	understanding	of	 the	phenomenon	by	 looking	at	 it	 from	 the	

perspectives	 of	 different	 groups	 of	 people	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 Interpretivists	 acknowledge	 that	 different	

people	 of	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds,	 under	 different	 circumstances	 and	 at	 different	 times	make	 different	

meanings	 and	 so	 create	 and	 experience	 different	 social	 realities	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 Although	 this	would	

account	for	the	unique	situations	of	the	case	organizations,	 it	does	not	serve	our	research	purpose	adequately:	

We	 are	 not	 interested	 in	 the	 different	 perceptions	 and	 interpretations	 of	 the	 phenomenon	 but	 rather	 how	

problems	 in	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 can	 be	 solved,	 thus,	 how	 challenges	 can	 be	 prevented,	 mitigated	 and	

overcome.	For	this	reason,	we	have	chosen	pragmatism	as	the	research	philosophy.	
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3. Mixed	method	research	

Mixed	 methods	 research	 combines	 the	 use	 of	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 data	 collection	 techniques	 and	

analytical	procedures	and	thereby,	allows	a	richer	and	more	comprehensive	response	to	the	research	questions	

(Saunders	et	al.,	2016).	Although	mixed	method	research	would	be	in	accordance	with	the	research	philosophy	

and	the	research	approach	(Nastasi	et	al.,	2010;	Saunders	et	al.,	2016),	we	decided	against	this	research	design.	

First	 and	 foremost,	 there	 is	 insufficient	 hard	 data	 on	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 (Seitanidi	 &	 Crane,	 2014).	

Additionally,	 as	 transformational	 partnerships	 are	 a	 relatively	 new	 phenomenon	 (Seitanidi,	 2010;	 Seitanidi	 &	

Crane,	2014)	there	are	not	many	cases	available,	which	restricts	the	sample	options	and	makes	mixed	method	

research	an	unsuitable	option.	
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Chapter	3	-	The	evolution	of	partnerships	

This	chapter	sets	the	scene	for	this	thesis	by	giving	a	brief	history	on	the	evolution	of	cross-sector	partnerships	

and	by	defining	the	terms	relevant	to	our	research.	Section	3.1	gives	a	quick	overview	on	the	interdependence	of	

the	 three	 societal	 sectors	 –	 public,	 non	 profit	 and	 profit	 –	 and	 reasons	 the	 emergence	 of	 cross-sector	

partnerships	among	them.	Moreover,	it	introduces	the	four	potential	cross-sector	partnership	types.	Section	3.2	

introduces	 the	 partnership	 actors	 relevant	 in	 our	 research,	 NPOs	 and	 businesses.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 brief	

introduction	of	both	actors,	the	logic	behind	their	collaborative	efforts	is	outlined	in	Section	3.3.	

	

3.1	The	partnership	society	

The	 tri-sectorial	 divide	 of	 society	 is	 currently	 the	predominant	 societal	model	 employed	 and	 thus	defines	 the	

context	of	this	thesis	(Seitanidi,	2010).	Traditionally,	a	government	is	responsible	for	the	welfare	of	its	citizens,	

predominantly	through	the	provision	of	common	goods;	the	non	profit	sector	advocates	the	interests	of	diverse	

groups	and	serves	particular	interests	of	the	public	at	large;	while	the	profit	sector’s	fundamental	role	is	wealth	

and	profit	creation	(Seitanidi,	2010).	The	two	latter,	the	non	profit	and	profit	sectors,	are	both	part	of	the	private	

sectors.	 Apart	 from	 the	 traditional	 overlaps	 between	 the	 public,	 non	 profit	 and	 profit	 sector,	 the	 roles	 and	

responsibilities	of	the	societal	actors	are	becoming	more	and	more	blurred	(Kolk,	2014).	

Due	to	the	recent	global	political	and	economic	developments,	society	no	longer	looks	at	the	government	as	the	

main	problem	solver	(Seitanidi,	2010).	This	leads	to	a	shift	in	responsibility	from	the	public	towards	the	private,	

going	hand	 in	hand	with	 the	gradual	 empowerment	of	 the	non	profit	 sector	and	 the	 increasing	 importance	of	

businesses	as	societal	actors	(Austin,	2010;	Kolk,	2014;	Seitanidi,	2010).	

At	the	same	time,	societies	are	challenged	by	global	problems	such	as	poverty,	climate	change	or	food	security.	

This	creates	a	need	to	think	in	new	ways,	to	understand	and	to	integrate	multiple	perspectives,	and	therefore,	to	

work	across	functions,	organizations	and	even	sectors	(Waddock,	2014).	To	address	the	complex,	dynamic	and	

indeterminate	nature	of	these	global	problems,	partnerships	are	an	effective	response	(Austin,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	

Crane,	 2014).	 Additionally,	 international	 agreements	 have	 consistently	 highlighted	 the	 importance	 of	 cross-

sector	collaboration	in	recent	years.	For	 instance,	 the	UN	Global	Compact	encourages	business	to	partner	with	

other	 sectors	 in	order	 to	 further	develop	 the	UN	objectives	 (Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	The	UN’s	

Goal	 17	 of	 the	 Sustainable	 Development	 Goals	 (SDGs)	 promotes	 partnerships	 across	 sectors	 (United	 Nations,	

2015).	Figure	3	pictures	the	public,	non	profit	and	profit	sector	and	shows	the	types	of	partnerships	that	can	take	

place	between	them.	
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Figure	3:	Partnerships	across	the	societal	sectors	

	

	

Source:	Own	representation	based	on	(Seitanidi,	2010,	p.	2)	

	

All	 partnership	 types	 pictured	 above	 conform	 to	 the	 definition	 of	 cross-sector	 partnerships.	 Cross-sector	

partnerships	are	‘the	linking	or	sharing	of	information,	resources,	activities,	and	capabilities	by	organizations	in	

two	 or	more	 sectors	 to	 achieve	 jointly	 an	 outcome	 that	 could	 not	 be	 achieved	 by	 organizations	 in	 one	 sector	

separately’	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006,	p.	44).	This	definition	implies	that	cross-sector	partnerships	go	beyond	the	pure	

exchange	of	goods	and	services	but	instead	are	characterized	by	information	sharing	and	joint	decision	making,	

as	well	as	mutual	action	taking	(Gray	&	Purdy,	2014).	

A	tripartite	partnership	involves	the	collaboration	of	all	three	sectors.	As	tripartite	partnerships	unite	all	societal	

sectors,	they	could	be	seen	as	the	superior	solution	to	the	complex	problems	at	hand	(Kolk,	2014).	Yet,	Seitanidi	

(2010)	argues	that	the	preferable	type	of	partnership	depends	on	the	specific	characteristics	of	the	social	issue.	

Thus,	public-private,	public-non	profit,	and	non	profit-business	partnerships	can	be	just	as	effective	as	tripartite	

partnerships	to	address	global	problems	and	to	achieve	social	goals	(Seitanidi,	2010).	

	

3.2	The	partnership	actors	

The	 focus	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 on	 partnerships	 between	 NPOs	 and	 businesses,	 which	 typically	 revolve	 around	

environmental,	economic	development,	health	or	education	issues	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	This	section	provides	

a	better	understanding	of	both	actors	and	the	logic	behind	their	collaborative	efforts.	

3.2.1	Businesses	

Businesses	can	range	 from	a	small	owner-operated	company	to	Multinational	Corporations	(MNCs).	The	 latter	

have	been	the	main	protagonists	of	globalization:	‘Corporations	have	become	powerful	because	of	the	increase	in	

their	 size,	 the	 large	 number	 of	 people	 they	 employ,	 the	 buying	 and	 selling	 power	 they	 have	 in	 relation	 to	
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suppliers	 and	 distributors,	 respectively,	 and	 the	 impact	 they	 have	 on	 customers	 through	 pricing	 strategies,	

practices	 and	 quality	 of	 their	 products’	 (Jamali	 &	 Keshishian,	 2009,	 p.	 277).	 Discussions	 about	 globalization	

relating	to	the	profit	sector,	specifically	the	business	sector,	often	take	on	two	perspectives.	On	the	one	hand,	it	is	

associated	 with	 the	 integration	 of	 national	 markets,	 greater	 competition,	 and	 accelerated	 technological	

improvements.	On	the	other	hand,	it	is	related	to	the	supremacy	of	large	corporations,	lack	of	democracy	and	the	

‘commercialization	 of	 society’	 (Van	 Tulder	 &	 Van	 der	 Zwart,	 2005).	 Globalization	 has	 contributed	 to	 the	

proliferation	of	MNCs	with	larger	revenues	and	more	power	than	the	developing	country’s	governments	where	

they	operate	(Jamali	&	Keshishian,	2009).	Therefore,	the	positive	and	negative	impacts	of	these	companies	have	

resulted	 in	 large	 implications	 for	 the	 communities	 where	 they	 do	 business	 (Jamali	 &	 Keshishian,	 2009).	

Corporations	are	also	the	cause	of	major	global	challenges	such	as	environmental	pollution,	currency	crises	and	

the	violation	of	human	rights	(Heap,	2000).	For	this	reason,	critical	NGOs	hold	them	accountable	for	the	negative	

consequences	of	globalization	(Van	Tulder	&	Van	der	Zwart,	2005).	Issues	relating	to	environmental	and	social	

concern	cannot	solely	rely	on	governments	shifting	part	of	the	responsibility	to	the	business	sector	(Heap,	2000).	

As	 a	 result,	 new	 socio-economic	 models	 are	 emerging	 where	 the	 interaction	 between	 public,	 profit	 and	 non	

profit	sectors	is	central	for	the	accomplishment	of	a	fair	and	sustainable	society	(Googins	&	Rochlin,	2000).	

As	businesses	have	become	more	powerful,	their	stakeholders	have	become	more	influential	as	well:	Investors	

are	able	 to	buy	and	sell	 their	stocks	 freely,	customers	are	much	better	 informed,	and	anti-trust	and	 free	 trade	

regulations	have	increased	competition	(Jamali	&	Keshishian,	2009).	The	classic	definition	of	the	business	sector	

claims	 that	 its	 purpose	 is	 to	 benefit	 from	market	 opportunities	 in	 order	 to	 create	 profit	 for	 its	 shareholders	

(Sagawa	&	 Segal,	 2000).	However,	 the	maximization	 of	 shareholder	 value	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 valid	 premise	 in	 our	

current	world	 (Heap,	2000).	Today,	 corporate	performance	 is	not	only	measured	 in	pure	monetary	profit	 but	

also	takes	into	account	the	impact	that	an	organization’s	activities	have	on	its	stakeholders.	The	latter	goes	hand	

in	hand	with	 the	 company’s	 reputation.	 Likewise,	 shareholders	nowadays	 consider	 the	 risk	 factors	 associated	

with	reputation	when	evaluating	a	corporation	(Heap,	2000).	The	diverse	demands	and	actions	of	a	multitude	of	

stakeholders	such	as	local	communities,	civil	society,	pressure	groups,	activists,	and	NPOs	have	caused	the	rise	of	

the	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	(CSR)	practices	of	businesses	(Fassin,	2009).	

CSR	consists	of	‘the	principles,	processes,	practices,	and	activities	adopted	by	a	corporation	beyond	its	pursuit	of	

economic	 responsibility	 for	 its	 shareholders	and	beyond	compliance	with	 regulations,	which	contribute	 to	 the	

improvement	of	the	welfare	of	its	stakeholders	or	specific	constituency	groups	and	societal	segments’	(Jamali	&	

Keshishian,	 2009,	 p.	 278).	 However,	 for	 businesses,	 the	 increased	 attention	 to	 CSR	 is	 largely	 related	 to	 the	

importance	 of	 brand	 image	 for	 the	 company’s	 performance.	 As	 investors,	 consumers	 and	NPOs	 become	more	

informed,	they	are	able	to	challenge	businesses	about	their	practices	and	negative	impacts,	potentially	harming	

their	 brand	 image	 and	 causing	 financial	 losses	 (Bendell,	 1998).	Nonetheless,	many	 companies	 still	maintain	 a	

‘social	 responsibility’	 mindset	 where	 contributions	 to	 societal	 issues	 are	 not	 central	 to	 their	 operations.	 The	

solution	to	this	comes	from	the	principle	of	shared	value,	‘which	involves	creating	economic	value	in	a	way	that	

also	creates	value	for	society	by	addressing	its	needs	and	challenges’	(Porter	&	Kramer,	2011,	p.	64).	Under	this	

premise,	businesses	focus	on	obtaining	profits	that	also	create	social	benefits,	not	out	of	philanthropy	but	out	of	

self-interest	reasons:	The	long-term	gains	of	doing	so	will	outweigh	the	short-term	financial	benefits.	Companies	
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may	 create	 shared	 value	 by	 reconceiving	 products	 and	 markets,	 reconstructing	 value	 chains,	 and	 creating	

supportive	industry	clusters	(Porter	&	Kramer,	2011).	

The	 increased	 emphasis	 on	 CSR	 practices	 and	 shared	 value	 also	 highlights	 the	 need	 for	 collective	 action,	 as	

companies	are	not	able	to	achieve	this	on	their	own	(Warhurst,	2005).	Creating	partnerships	with	NPOs	provides	

businesses	the	skills	needed	to	design	solutions	to	specific	social	problems,	the	legitimacy	to	engender	trust	in	

the	social	value	of	the	company’s	efforts,	thereby,	winning	societal	trust,	as	well	as	the	NPO’s	ability	to	draw	the	

line	between	private	profit	and	social	welfare	(Heap,	2000;	Porter	&	Kramer,	2011;	Seitanidi,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	

Crane,	2014).	Businesses	can	also	make	great	partners	 for	NPOs	by	contributing	with	 their	 tangible	 resources	

due	 to	 the	 company’s	 profit	 margins	 and	 intangible	 ones	 such	 as	 R&D,	 knowledge	 on	 brand	 identity	 and	

marketing,	 or	 networks	 (Googins	 &	 Rochlin,	 2000;	 Seitanidi,	 2010).	 Businesses	 have	 now	 an	 increased	

awareness	of	not	only	the	negative	consequences	that	their	activities	generate;	but	also	of	the	potential	benefits	

and	solutions	that	could	arise	from	the	collaboration	with	NPOs	(Yaziji	&	Doh,	2009).	

	

3.2.2	Non	profit	organizations	

The	 non	 profit	 sector	 unites	 different	 organizational	 forms.	 In	 practice,	 the	 most	 common	 terms	 ‘non	 profit	

organization’,	‘nongovernmental	organization’	and	‘civil	society	organization’	are	used	interchangeably;	while	in	

academic	 literature	 the	 different	 terminologies	 reflect	 different	 types	 of	 organizations	 and	 issues	 (Seitanidi,	

2010).	 The	 term	 nongovernmental	 organization	 (NGO)	 is	mainly	 used	 in	 academic	 literature	 to	 describe	 non	

profit	making	organizations	that	are	not	affiliated	with	any	government	but	involved	in	development,	relief	and	

social	 change	 activities	 in	 countries	 of	 the	 global	 South	 (Lewis,	 2013;	 Yaziji	 &	 Doh,	 2009).	 The	 main	

concentration	 of	 NGO	 literature	 is	 on	 development	 practice	 and	 the	 NGO’s	 relation	 with	 states	 and	 donors	

(Lewis,	 2013).	 The	 term	 civil	 society	 organization	 (CSO)	 highlights	 the	 element	 of	 public	 interest	 (Seitanidi,	

2010).	Therefore,	the	CSO	literature	primarily	discusses	issues	of	legitimacy,	representation,	and	accountability	

and	 attributes	 the	 active	 participation	 of	 societal	 members	 (Edwards	 &	 Gaventa,	 2001;	 Seitanidi,	 2010).	 Yet,	

Salamon	 and	 Anheiner	 (1992)	 argue	 in	 their	 publication	 on	 definitions	 related	 to	 the	 non	 profit	 sector	 that	

organization	 within	 that	 sector	 have	 sufficient	 similarities	 to	 apply	 a	 ‘structural	 operational’	 definition.	

Therefore,	the	authors	use	non	profit	organizations	as	an	umbrella	term	defined	as	a	collection	of	entities	that	are	

organized,	private,	non	profit	distributing,	self-governing,	and	voluntary	(Salamon	&	Anheier,	1992,	pp.	33–34).	

Furthermore,	Salamon	and	Anheiner	(1992)	recommend	using	this	definition	particularly	in	comparative,	cross-

national	research.	As	this	represents	the	scope	of	our	multiple	case	study,	we	apply	in	our	research	the	term	‘non	

profit	organization’	(NPO)	based	on	the	definition	by	Salamon	and	Anheiner	(1992).	

The	role	of	NPOs	has	become	particularly	relevant	with	the	rise	of	businesses	and	the	global	problems	at	hand.	

The	 immense	 power	 that	 corporations	 hold	 needs	 a	 countervailing	 force	 to	 recalibrate	 the	 situation	 (Fassin,	

2009).	NPOs	have	 taken	on	 the	role	of	challenging	 the	business	sector	 to	push	 towards	more	ethical	practices	

(Fassin,	2009).	At	 the	same	 time,	NPOs	have	also	been	more	willing	 to	partner	with	businesses	 to	accomplish	

common	goals.	Many	of	 them	have	 left	 the	prevailing	 confrontational	 approach	 towards	 corporations	 and	are	

now	more	 attuned	 to	 CSR.	 This	 new	 role	 has	 been	 reinforced	 by	 the	 loss	 of	 power	 of	 governments	 and	 their	

inability	to	effectively	solve	social	problems	(Jamali	&	Keshishian,	2009).	As	CSR	becomes	more	prevalent	in	both	
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theory	 and	 practice,	 the	 roles	 that	 the	 different	 sectors	 have	 in	 solving	 social	 issues	 are	 being	 increasingly	

discussed,	triggering	cooperation	between	them	(Seitanidi,	2010).	NPOs	have	emerged	as	valuable	partners	for	

businesses	due	to	their	contributions	in	terms	of	advocacy,	legitimacy,	information,	vision,	and	expertise	(Heap,	

2000;	Porter	&	Kramer,	2011;	Seitanidi,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2014).	At	the	same	time,	they	are	able	to	benefit	

from	the	resources,	knowledge,	and	networks	that	businesses	have	to	offer	(Googins	&	Rochlin,	2000;	Seitanidi,	

2010).	

Although	NPOs	and	businesses	have	very	different	organizational	forms,	they	are	affected	by	the	same	external	

pressures	and	influences,	such	as	economic	integration,	technological	advancement,	and	pressure	for	increasing	

returns	 (Teegen,	 Doh,	 &	 Vachani,	 2004).	 Yet,	 unlike	 businesses,	 NPOs	 do	 not	 have	 the	 internal	 resources	 to	

counter	 these	 external	 pressures:	 They	 are	 dependent	 on	 other	 sector’s	 financial	 support.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	

increasing	monetary	need,	 the	available	means	are	becoming	 less	available,	 as	 traditional	 funding	 sources	are	

decreasing	and	competition	is	fierce	(Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	Thus,	NPOs	look	into	alternatives	

to	gain	the	needed	resources,	such	as	partnering	with	businesses	(United	Nations	General	Assembly,	2016).	

Furthermore,	 NPOs’	 interests	 expand	 towards	 ‘traditional’	 business	 areas,	 as	 NPOs	 are	 now	 talking	 about	

branding,	marketing	and	customer	satisfaction	(Heap,	2000).	As	businesses	are	much	more	experienced	in	these	

areas,	there	is	great	potential	for	NPOs	to	learn	and	benefit	from	engaging	with	them.	The	shift	of	NPOs	towards	

the	 development	 of	 strong	 brand	 identities	 and	more	 intricate	 strategies	 is	 one	 of	 the	main	 reasons	 for	 their	

growing	interest	in	collaborating	with	businesses	(Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).		

	

3.2.3	Reasons	for	non	profit	organizations	and	businesses	to	partner	

NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 are	 typically	 presented	 as	 a	 win-win	 situation	 for	 society	 and	 business.	 Companies	

contribute	 with	 technical,	 financial	 and	 human	 resources,	 while	 NPOs	 provide	 market	 knowledge,	 expertise,	

networks,	 legitimacy	and	 reputation	among	others	 (Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	 In	order	 to	better	

understand	 the	 logic	 and	 mechanisms	 behind	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 determine	 the	

motivations	that	drive	each	partner	to	engage	in	the	first	place.	

The	 business	 sector	motivations	 are	 typically	 related	 to	 legitimacy,	 reputation,	 social	 status,	 recognition	 and	

opportunities	for	learning	in	the	field	of	NPOs.	NPOs	are	motivated	by	limited	available	funding	to	finance	their	

operations,	 increased	 societal	 needs,	 environmental	 degradation	 and	 severe	 sustainability	 issues	 (Jamali	 &	

Keshishian,	2009).	Different	motivations	 for	 collaborating	with	each	other	 should	not	be	a	problem	per	 se,	 as	

long	as	both	partners	are	aware	of	those	differences.	However,	if	the	NPO	or	business	believes	the	other	is	driven	

by	the	same	motivations,	problems	are	likely	to	arise	in	the	implementation	phase	of	the	partnership	(Gjerdrum	

Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	

The	motivations	to	engage	 in	partnerships	are	closely	related	to	 the	benefits	 that	entering	such	collaborations	

could	 bring	 to	 the	 partners.	 Every	 partnership	 comprises	 an	 exchange	 of	 value	 among	 the	 different	 parties	

(Austin,	 2010).	 The	more	 the	 partners	 are	willing	 to	 combine	 their	 capabilities	 synergistically	 and	 dispose	 of	

their	 distinctive	 core	 organization-specific	 resources,	 the	 greater	 the	 potential	 for	 value	 creation	 is	 (Austin	&	

Seitanidi,	2012a).	
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However,	 partnerships	 not	 only	 present	 a	 number	 of	 potential	 benefits	 but	 also	 come	 at	 a	 cost	 (Austin	 &	

Seitanidi,	2012b).	The	costs	associated	with	partnerships	are	very	closely	related	to	the	risks	and	challenges	that	

come	with	 it.	 Table	 3	 presents	 an	 adaptation	 of	 the	 overview	 by	 Austin	 and	 Seitanidi	 (2012a)	 of	 the	 specific	

benefits	 and	 costs	 that	 NPOs	 and	 businesses	 experience	 in	 partnerships.	 The	 actual	 challenges	 that	 NPOs	

encounter	are	discussed	in	greater	detail	in	Section	4.2.2.	

Despite	their	costs,	partnerships	between	NPOs	and	businesses	with	their	different	motivations	and	benefits,	as	

well	 as	 their	 particular	 competencies	 and	 strengths,	 constitute	 an	 effective	manner	 in	which	 to	 achieve	 their	

common	goals	while	aiming	for	the	common	good	(Jamali	&	Keshishian,	2009).	

Table	3:	Organizational-level	benefits	and	costs	in	NPO-BUS	partnerships	

	 Benefits	 Costs	

Bu
si
ne
ss
	

§ Credibility	and	legitimacy	
§ Company,	brand	reputation,	and	image	
§ Increased	sales,	broader	usage	of	products/services,	

greater	stakeholder	loyalty	
§ Market	intelligence	and	development	
§ Competitiveness	
§ Access	to	networks	and	technical	expertise	
§ Corporate	values	
§ Decreased	long-	and	short-term	costs	
§ Exposure	to	different	organizational	culture	
§ Increased	potential	of	meeting	government’s	and	

society’s	priorities	
§ Employee-specific	benefits:	morale,	recruitment,	

motivation,	skills,	productivity,	and	retention	
§ Investor-specific	benefits:	increased	allegiance,	investor	

recruitment	fit	
§ Consumer-specific	benefits:	consumer	preference;	

reduced	asymmetry	between	consumer	and	business	
§ Product	and	process	innovation	and	learning	
§ Better	risk	management	skills	
§ Adaptation	of	new	management	practices	due	to	the	

interaction	with	NPOs	
§ Increased	long-term	value	potential	
§ More	political	power	within	sector	and	society	due	to	

partnership	networks.	

§ Increased	need	in	resource	allocation	and	skills	
§ Increased	risk	of	losing	exclusivity	in	social	innovation	
§ Internal	and	external	skepticism	and	scrutiny	
§ Potential	for	reduced	competitiveness	due	to	open	access	

innovation	
§ Increased	credibility	costs	in	case	of	unforeseen	exit	of	a	

partner	from	partnership	
§ Reputational	damage	due	to	missed	opportunity	of	

making	a	difference.	

N
on
	p
ro
fit
	o
rg
an
iz
at
io
n	

§ Higher	visibility	and	credibility	
§ Increased	public	awareness	of	the	social	issue	
§ Greater	support	for	organizational	mission	
§ Financial	support	(in	cash	or	in	kind)	
§ Increased	volunteer	capital	or	other	complementary	

assets	
§ Access	to	more	donor	funding	
§ Opportunities	for	learning;	development	of	unique	

capabilities	and	knowledge	creation	
§ Access	to	networks	and	technical	expertise	
§ Increased	ability	to	change	behavior	
§ Improved	relations	with	profit	sector	
§ Market	knowledge	
§ Innovation,	and	process-based	improvements	
§ Sharing	leadership	
§ Increased	long-term	value	potential	
§ Greater	ability	to	change	behavior	
§ More	political	power	within	sector	and	society.	

§ Decrease	in	potential	donations	due	to	the	high	visibility	
of	a	wealthy	partner	

§ Increased	need	for	resource	allocation	and	skills	
§ Internal	and	external	skepticism	ranging	from	decrease	in	

volunteer	and	trustee	support	to	reputational	costs	
§ Decrease	in	employee	productivity	
§ Increased	costs	due	to	unforeseen	exit	of	a	partner	from	

partnership	
§ Effectiveness	and	enforceability	of	the	developed	

mechanisms	
§ Legitimizing	mechanism	of	‘greenwashing’.	

Source:	Own	representation	based	on	Austin	and	Seitanidi	(2012a,	pp.	949–951)	
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Chapter	4	-	Literature	Review	

This	 chapter	 reviews	 the	 academic	 literature	 relevant	 to	 our	 research.	 Section	 4.1	 outlines	 the	 underlying	

theories	and	other	concepts	to	attain	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	NPO-BUS	partnership	phenomenon.	

For	our	study,	the	section	on	the	partnering	process	(see	Section	4.1.2(2))	and	the	one	on	macro,	meso	and	micro	

level	 of	 interaction	 (see	 Section	4.1.2(4))	 are	particularly	 important.	 Section	4.2	 then	presents	 the	 conceptual	

framework	relevant	to	answer	our	research	questions.	The	framework	provides	the	context	in	which	we	present,	

analyze	and	interpret	the	empirical	findings.	

Generally,	the	trend	towards	the	increase	in	partnerships	across	sectors	has	been	widely	alluded	to	in	academic	

literature	 (Seitanidi	 &	 Crane,	 2014).	 Although	 there	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 hard	 data	 in	 the	 partnership	 field,	 various	

scholars	argue	that	the	interaction	across	sectors	has	intensified	and	the	number	of	partnerships	has	increased	

in	recent	years	(Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2014;	Seitanidi	&	Lindgreen,	2010;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	Consequently,	a	

growing	body	of	 literature	has	developed	in	order	to	analyze	the	phenomenon	(Laasonen,	Fougère,	&	Kourula,	

2012;	Le	Ber	&	Branzei,	2010).	

The	 study	 of	 the	 partnership	 phenomenon	 has	 taken	 place	 in	 many	 different	 disciplines	 and	 sub-areas	 of	

academic	 inquiry,	 such	 as	 politics	 and	 public	 policy,	 business	 and	 management	 or	 development	 studies	

(Seitanidi,	2010).	Within	 these	disciplines,	 considerable	 fragmentation	 in	 the	scholarly	 literature	can	be	 found	

(Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2014).	Reviewing	 the	entire	stock	of	 the	diverse	and	multifaceted	 literature	of	 this	 rapidly	

expanding	 field	 of	 theory	 and	 practice	 would	 go	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 our	 thesis.	 Consequently,	 we	 solely	

introduce	 the	 topics	 relevant	 to	 answer	 our	 research	 questions	 and	 thereby,	 conduct	 a	 Thematic	 Literature	

Review	 (Labaree,	 2014).	 To	 address	 the	 research	 questions,	 we	 review	 and	 synthesize	 the	 literature	 in	 an	

integrated	way	 such	 that	 a	 new	 framework	 and	 perspectives	 on	 partnerships	 are	 generated	 (Saunders	 et	 al.,	

2016).	

	

4.1	BACKGROUND	ON	NPO	-	BUS	PARTNERSHIPS	

	

4.1.1	Underlying	theories	

To	 get	 a	 comprehensive	 picture	 on	 the	 partnership	 phenomenon,	 the	 underlying	 theories	 of	 NPO-BUS	

partnerships	 need	 to	 be	 acknowledged.	 We	 therefore	 present	 the	 resource-based	 view	 and	 the	 stakeholder	

theory	 in	 the	 following	 sections.	 Even	 though	 these	 theories	 were	 originally	 developed	 from	 a	 company	

perspective,	they	can	also	be	applied	to	cross-sector	alliances	(Ebrahim,	2003;	Teegen	et	al.,	2004).	

	

1. Resource-based	view	

Berger,	Cunningham,	and	Drumwright	(2004),	as	well	as	Austin	(2010)	consider	resource	acquisition	as	central	

in	 partnerships.	 The	 motivation	 to	 enter	 into	 a	 NPO-BUS	 partnership	 is	 largely	 based	 on	 the	 exchange	 of	
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complementary	resources	between	the	partners	(Graf	&	Rothlauf,	2012).	NPOs	typically	seek	organizational	and	

financial	resources	while	businesses	aim	for	improved	reputation	and	legitimacy	(Yaziji	&	Doh,	2009).	

The	underlying	 logic	of	 this	perspective	 is	based	on	 the	 resource-based	view	(RBV)	 (Peng,	2001).	This	 theory	

focuses	 on	 the	 internal	 resources	 of	 the	 organization	 to	 understand	 how	 firms	 can	 obtain	 and	 maintain	

competitive	 advantage	 (Neergaard	 et	 al.,	 2009).	 Competitive	 advantage	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	 having	 resources	

which	are	rare,	difficult	to	imitate	and	no	substitutable	(Graf	&	Rothlauf,	2012).	

In	 the	 context	 of	 partnerships,	 the	RBV	 is	 useful	 to	 understand	what	 drives	 organizations	 to	 collaborate	with	

each	other.	Collaborations	will	emerge	between	organizations	that	have	different	resources	and	capabilities	but	

which	 are	 complementary.	 The	 resources	 that	 are	 most	 often	 exchanged	 are	 intangible,	 financial	 and	

organizational	resources	(Das	&	Teng,	1998).	The	same	logic	can	be	applied	to	the	NPO-business	context,	as	both	

sectors	 come	with	 specific	 resources	 and	 competencies	 that	 could	be	valuable	 for	 the	other	 (Neergaard	et	 al.,	

2009).	However,	while	collaborations	between	firms	are	typically	based	on	the	exchange	of	organizational	and	

financial	 resources,	 partnerships	 between	 businesses	 and	 NPOs	 also	 involve	 the	 transfer	 of	 intangible	 assets	

such	 as	 legitimacy,	 reputation,	 specific	 knowledge	 and	 access	 to	 stakeholder	 groups	 (Graf	 &	 Rothlauf,	 2012).	

Thus,	 from	an	RBV	perspective,	 the	main	 rationale	 for	 the	 formation	of	partnerships	 is	 the	potential	 to	 create	

added	value	for	the	partners	involved	by	combining	the	partner’s	resources	(Neergaard	et	al.,	2009).	

Similarly,	 resource	 dependency	 theory	 also	 provides	 arguments	 that	 support	 the	 formation	 of	 these	 types	 of	

partnerships.	However,	unlike	 the	RBV,	which	 focuses	on	 the	 internal	 conditions	of	 the	organization,	 resource	

dependency	 theory	 states	 that	organizational	 survival	 is	 contingent	on	 the	ability	 to	acquire	 crucial	 resources	

from	the	external	environment	(Pfeffer	&	Salancik,	2003).	Resource	dependency	has	two	theoretical	dimensions,	

power	 imbalance,	and	mutual	dependency.	While	power	 imbalance	refers	 to	 the	difference	of	power	that	each	

actor	has	over	the	other,	mutual	dependency	captures	the	bilateral	dependencies	between	the	actors	(Casciaro	&	

Piskorski,	 2005).	 From	 a	 resource	 dependency	 theory	 perspective,	 businesses	 and	 NPOs	 form	 partnerships	

because	they	are	not	self-sufficient	and	are	dependent	on	resources	out	of	their	internal	capacity	to	reach	their	

goals	(Yaziji	&	Doh,	2009).	

	

2. Stakeholder	theory	

In	 1984,	 R.	 Edward	 Freeman	 in	 his	 publication	 ‘Strategic	 Management	 –	 A	 Stakeholder	 Approach’	 made	 the	

concept	of	stakeholder	 theory	prominent	(Freeman,	1984).	The	purpose	was	to	build	a	 framework	that	would	

support	the	strategic	management	of	organizations	especially	under	exceptional	levels	of	environmental	change.	

Previous	 frameworks	 fell	 short	 at	 supporting	 managers	 to	 develop	 new	 strategies	 or	 at	 creating	 new	

opportunities	 under	 the	 changings	 conditions	 (Freeman	 &	 McVea,	 2001).	 Stakeholder	 theory	 holds	 that	

businesses	should	not	only	focus	on	creating	value	for	its	shareholders,	but	should	also	consider	the	interests	of	

the	organizations’	stakeholders	(Wagner	Mainardes,	Alves,	&	Raposo,	2011).	The	organization’s	success	depends	

on	 the	 correct	 management	 of	 its	 stakeholders’	 relations	 and	 the	 consideration	 of	 their	 different	 and	 often	

conflicting	interests	and	needs	(Freeman,	1984).	Hence,	identifying	the	stakeholders	of	an	organization	becomes	

particularly	 important.	 There	 is	 not	 a	 clear	 agreement	 in	 the	 academic	 literature	 of	 the	 precise	 definition	 of	

stakeholder.	Freeman	and	Reed	(1983)	define	stakeholders	in	a	broader	sense	as	‘any	group	or	individual	who	
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can	affect	or	 is	affected	by	 the	achievement	of	 the	organization’s	objectives’	 (Freeman	&	Reed,	1983,	p.	91).	A	

more	restricted	definition	of	stakeholders	refers	to	those	groups	‘on	which	the	organization	is	dependent	for	its	

continued	survival’	(Freeman	&	Reed,	1983,	p.	91).	

Under	 this	 approach,	 organizations	 are	 not	 seen	 as	 self-sufficient	 but	 rather	 dependent	 on	 the	 external	

environment.	 Stakeholders	 try	 to	 influence	 the	 decision	 making	 of	 organizations	 so	 that	 their	 requests	 and	

interests	are	met	(Wagner	Mainardes	et	al.,	2011).	The	question	of	what	can	society	do	for	companies	has	turned	

into	what	can	companies	do	for	society	(Heap,	2000).	Stakeholders	are	putting	more	pressure	on	companies	to	

consider	 their	 requests	 (Warhurst,	2005).	Failing	 to	do	so	might	 come	with	 the	 risk	of	 reputation	 loss	 for	 the	

business.	As	a	result,	companies	are	taking	more	responsibility	and	increasingly	focusing	more	attention	on	their	

stakeholders’	 requirements	 (Van	Huijstee	&	Glasbergen,	2008).	Companies	need	 to	 find	new	ways	 to	generate	

value,	 growth,	 remain	 competitive	 and	 manage	 risk	 while	 dealing	 with	 their	 multiple	 stakeholders	 and	

responsibilities.	 It	 is	becoming	 clear	 that	 they	 cannot	 achieve	 this	on	 their	own,	which	 speaks	 for	 the	need	of	

partnerships	between	the	public,	profit	and	non	profit	sector	(Warhurst,	2005).	

	

4.1.2	NPO-BUS	partnership	concepts	

This	 section	 presents	 relevant	 concepts	 to	 better	 understand	 partnerships	 between	 NPOs	 and	 businesses.	 A	

comprehensive	 picture	 of	 the	 NPO-BUS	 partnership	 phenomenon	 will	 be	 of	 use	 for	 our	 investigation	 on	 the	

practices	 NPOs	 employ	 to	 move	 transformational	 partnerships	 closer	 to	 achieving	 the	 collaboration	 goals.	

Section	 4.1.2(2)	 on	 the	 partnering	 process	 and	 Section	 4.1.2(4)	 one	 on	 macro,	 meso	 and	 micro	 level	 of	

interaction	are	particularly	relevant	for	this	thesis.	

	

1. Classification	of	partnerships	

Partnerships	between	NPOs	and	businesses	come	in	various	shapes	and	sizes	(Kourula	&	Halme,	2008).	Austin	

(2000)	was	the	first	academic	to	offer	a	conceptual	framework.	He	positioned	previous	work	in	a	continuum	and	

integrated	 different	 collaboration	 forms	 ranging	 from	 pure	 donation	 to	 co-creation	 partnerships	 (Seitanidi,	

2010).	 The	 Collaboration	 Continuum	 classifies	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 according	 to	 the	 level	 of	 engagement	

between	partners,	the	importance	of	the	partnership	to	the	organization’s	mission,	the	magnitude	of	resources	

invested,	 the	 scope	 of	 activities,	 the	 interaction	 level,	 the	 managerial	 complexity,	 and	 the	 strategic	 value	

(Seitanidi,	2010).	

Austin	 (2010)	 thereby	 differentiates	 between	 philanthropic,	 transactional	 and	 integrative	 partnerships.	 In	

philanthropic	partnerships,	 the	relationship	between	businesses	and	NPOs	 is	mostly	 infrequent	and	similar	 to	

that	 of	 a	 charitable	 donor	 (the	 business)	 and	 a	 recipient	 (the	NPO).	 Transactional	 partnerships	 involve	more	

active	engagements	and	a	two-way	flow	of	value	due	to	collaboration	activities	such	as	cause-related	marketing	

or	employee	volunteering	(Austin,	2010).	When	the	partners’	missions,	people,	and	activities	begin	to	experience	

more	 collective	 action	 and	 organizational	 integration	 and	 the	 individual	 value	 creation	 escalate	 to	 joint	 value	

creation,	 partnerships	 are	 integrative	 (Austin,	 2010).	 Figure	 4	 pictures	 the	 intensification	 of	 the	 relationship	

between	a	NPO	and	a	business	along	the	Collaboration	Continuum.	
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Figure	4:	The	Collaboration	Continuum	

	

Source:	Own	representation	based	on	Austin	(2000,	p.	72);	Austin	and	Seitanidi	(2012b,	p.	736)	

	

One	 could	 get	 the	 impression	 that	 relationships	 between	 NPOs	 and	 businesses	 naturally	 progress	 from	

philanthropic	 engagement	 towards	 integration	 (Austin,	 2010).	 Yet,	 partnerships	 can	 also	move	 the	 other	way	

when	 a	 NPO	 and	 business	 finalize	 an	 integrative	 partnership	 and	 continue	 their	 relationship	 in	 a	 purely	

philanthropic	 collaboration	 (Austin	&	 Seitanidi,	 2012b).	Moreover,	 due	 to	 strategic	 or	 tactical	 reasons,	 hybrid	

partnerships	are	also	common	in	practice	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012b).	Thus,	an	integrative	NPO-BUS	partnership	

can	have	a	transactional	component	where	the	company	sponsors	events	for	the	NPO.	

In	 2012,	 Austin	 and	 Seitanidi	 introduced	 transformational	 partnerships	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 Austin’s	 (2000)	

original	Collaboration	Continuum.	Transformational	partnerships	move	beyond	integrative	partnerships	due	to	

a	 higher	 level	 of	 convergence,	with	 the	 aim	 to	 co-create	 transformative	 change	 at	 the	 societal	 level	 (Austin	&	

Seitanidi,	2012b).	Although	there	is	emerging	practical	evidence,	to	date	transformational	partnerships	are	still	

more	theoretically	than	empirically	justified	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012b).	

Not	all	scholars	agree	with	Austin’s	(2000)	terminology	applied	in	the	Collaboration	Continuum.	They	highlight	

that	 interactions	 based	 on	 a	 philanthropic	 or	 sponsorship	 alliance	 cannot	 be	 categorized	 as	 “actual	

partnerships”,	instead	they	only	refer	to	partnerships	in	those	cases	where	a	higher	strategic	value	is	created	for	

both	 partners	 (Seitanidi	 &	 Ryan,	 2007).	 Austin	 (2010)	 counters	 this	 argument	 and	 highlights	 that	 even	

philanthropic	 engagements	 can	 be	 of	 strategic	 value	 to	 NPOs	 and	 businesses,	 for	 instance,	 when	 the	 NPO	 is	

missing	funds	to	support	activities	to	achieve	the	organization’s	mission;	funds	the	company	can	provide.	

Furthermore,	apart	from	Austin’s	(2000)	Collaboration	Continuum,	there	are	other	ways	to	group	partnerships.	

For	instance,	Kolk	(2014)	classifies	collaborations	according	to	the	core	partnership	activity,	such	as	consultancy	

or	 advocacy.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 Collaboration	 Continuum	 is	 the	 most	 prominent	 partnership	 classification	 in	

academic	 literature	 and	we	 therefore	 apply	 it	 in	 this	 study	 (Seitanidi,	 2010).	 In	 accordance	with	 the	 research	

questions,	we	solely	focus	on	transformational	partnerships	from	now	on.	
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2. The	partnering	process	

Although	 the	 aforementioned	partnership	 types	might	differ	 in	 their	 activities,	 the	partnering	process	 is	 alike	

(Kolk,	 2014).	 Various	 authors	 have	 pictured	 the	 developmental	 process	 of	 a	 partnership	 and	 although	 these	

publications	differ	 in	 terminology,	 the	models	 overlap	 in	 content.	 (Austin	&	 Seitanidi,	 2012b;	 Clarke	&	Fuller,	

2010;	Glasbergen,	2011;	Gray,	2007;	McCann,	1983;	Samu	&	Wymer	Jr.,	2001;	Seitanidi,	2010;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	

2009;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005;	Waddock,	1989).	The	most	prominent	way	is	to	divide	the	partnering	process	into	

partnership	formation,	partnership	implementation	and	partnership	outcomes,	as	 in	Seitanidi	(2010).	Figure	5	

depicts	this	partnering	process.	

	

Figure	5:	The	partnering	process	

	

Source:	Own	representation	based	on	Austin	and	Seitanidi	(2012a)	

	

Partnership	formation	is	a	process	that	starts	before	the	existence	of	a	partnership	relationship	(Seitanidi,	2010).	

After	the	initial	articulation	of	the	social	problem,	the	organizations	assess	the	partner’s	suitability	by	identifying	

the	 partner’s	 motives	 and	 characteristics,	 their	 history	 of	 interactions	 and	 the	 partner’s	 visibility	 (Austin	 &	

Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 Furthermore,	 the	 partners	 define	 the	 co-creation	 and	 transformational	 intent	 and	 evaluate	

their	 operational	 complimentary.	 Yet,	 the	 most	 important	 action	 in	 this	 phase	 is	 the	 risk	 assessment	 of	 the	

partnership,	as	well	as	of	the	partner,	to	diminish	potential	sources	of	value	loss.	If	done	properly,	this	stage	is	

rather	 time	 intensive	 and	 thus,	 costly	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 Partnership	 implementation	 refers	 to	 the	

interactions	of	the	partners	within	the	partnership	(Seitanidi,	2010).	As	personal	relations	deepen,	interactions	

between	partners	strengthen,	and	processes	and	structures	stabilize,	the	partnership	becomes	institutionalized	

(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a).	The	activities	during	the	partnership	implementation	are	the	value	creation	engine	

of	cross-sector	interaction,	concluding	in	the	partnership	outcomes	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a;	Seitanidi,	2010).	

In	 the	 outcome	 phase,	 the	 goals	 of	 the	 partnership	materialize	 and	 value	 is	 created	 (see	 Table	 3)	 (Austin	 &	

Seitanidi,	2012a;	Seitanidi,	2010).		

In	 addition	 to	what	 is	written	 in	 the	 academic	 literature,	 various	practitioners	 have	published	 frameworks	 to	

guide	 NPOs	 through	 the	 partnering	 process	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	 Compared	 to	 the	 academic	 publications,	 these	

models	 provide	 concrete	managerial	 suggestions.	 In	 ‘Not	 business	 as	Usual	 –	 Partnerships	 between	CSOs	 and	

Businesses’,	Deloitte	(2015)	reviewed	the	most	common	published	frameworks	and	concluded	that	the	majority	

of	the	models	provide	guidance	for	the	early	partnership	stages	but	few	address	its	continuation.	As	a	result,	the	

report	presents	 the	most	comprehensive	model	covering	 the	entire	partnership	development	 (Deloitte,	2015).	

Nonetheless,	we	refer	to	Seitanidi	(2010)	and	her	empirically	based	partnering	process	outlined	above.	

Portraying	 the	 partnership	 development,	 one	 could	 get	 the	 impression	 that	 it	 is	 a	 chronological	 and	 explicit	

process.	 However,	 as	 (Austin	&	 Seitanidi,	 2012a)	 point	 out,	 the	 partnering	 process	 is	 rather	 overlapping	 and	

Partnership	
Formation

Partnership	
Implementation

Partnership	
Outcomes
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composed	 of	 episodic,	 ambiguous,	 and	 incremental	 events.	 With	 that	 in	 mind,	 we	 are	 not	 presenting	 the	

partnering	process	to	structure	the	analysis	but	to	get	a	holistic	understanding	of	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	

	

3. Global	problems,	local	partnership	projects	

Partnerships	between	NPOs	and	businesses	 that	aim	 to	address	global	problems	do	not	need	 to	entail	 ‘global’	

solutions;	 neither	 do	 they	 need	 to	 be	 comprehensively	 global	 in	 nature	 (Kolk,	 2014).	 Very	 often	 these	

partnerships	address	 a	 global	problem	such	as	 climate	 change	by	 implementing	projects	 in	 a	 specific	 location	

(Dahan	et	 al.,	 2010).	The	actual	project	 implementation	 is	 then	defined	by	 the	way	 the	NPO	and	 the	business	

organize	their	international	activities	(Kolk,	2014).	There	is	a	considerable	variation	in	how	NPOs	are	organized	

internationally	 –	 activities	 are	 either	 implemented	 through	 collaborations	 with	 more	 or	 less	 independent	

organizations	in	project	countries,	through	local	‘subsidiaries’	or	are	centrally	stirred	by	HQ	(Kolk,	2014;	Yaziji	&	

Doh,	 2009).	 The	 same	 applies	 to	 internationally	 operating	 businesses	 (Kolk,	 2014).	 Because	 of	 the	 various	

international	set-ups	NPOs	and	businesses	can	have,	numerous	ways	of	implementing	international	partnerships	

are	possible.	

	

4. Macro,	meso,	micro	level	of	interaction	

In	NPO-BUS	partnerships,	interaction	happens	across	levels	-	the	macro	level	involving	social	interaction	across	

sectors	and	institutions,	the	meso	level	comprising	organizational	interactions	across	formal,	informal	or	hybrid	

infrastructures,	and	the	micro	level	comprising	interactions	of	individuals	(Seitanidi,	2010).	All	three	levels	are	

interdependent	 on	 one	 another	 and	 thus	 co-evolving	 (Kolk,	 Dolen,	 &	 Vock,	 2010;	 Seitanidi,	 2010;	 Seitanidi	 &	

Lindgreen,	2010).	The	dynamic	constellations	of	interactions	have	the	potential	to	impact	all	three	levels	(Selsky	

&	Parker,	2005).	As	the	relationship	between	an	NPO	and	a	business	moves	along	the	Collaboration	Continuum	

towards	 the	 transformational	 stage,	 greater	 value	 is	 often	 simultaneously	 created	at	multiple	 levels	 (Austin	&	

Seitanidi,	2012a).	

Value	at	the	macro	level	refers	to	the	benefits	of	societies,	thus,	benefits	that	arise	from	the	positive	impacts	that	

occur	beyond	the	domain	of	either	organization’s	participation	in	the	partnership	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2010).	This	

equals	the	overarching	objective	in	transformational	partnerships	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2010).	Ironically,	although	

value	 creation	 on	 the	 macro	 level	 is	 the	 final	 purpose	 of	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships,	 it	 is	 the	 least	 thoroughly	

explored	 dimension	 within	 academic	 literature	 and	 practice	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 At	 the	 meso	 level,	

organizational	 value	 refers	 to	 the	 benefits	 NPOs	 and	 businesses	 gain	 by	 having	 their	 partnership	 objectives	

fulfilled	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2010).	This	 is	the	 level	that	receives	the	most	attention	in	academic	 literature	today	

(Austin	&	 Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 At	 the	micro	 level,	 individual	 value	 refers	 then	 to	 the	 benefits	 derived	 by	 people	

within	 the	 partnering	 organizations	 (Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2010).	 This	 level	 gets	 increasingly	 acknowledged	 in	

academic	literature	(Kolk,	2014).	

Kolk,	Dolen,	and	Vock	(2010)	exemplify	the	interdependence	between	all	levels	and	how	interactions	in	one	level	

can	impact	the	other	two.	Meso	level	interactions	can	affect	the	micro	and	macro	level:	NPOs	may	increase	the	

visibility	of	 the	cause	 they	support	 thanks	 to	 the	partnership	with	 the	private	company.	These	benefits	on	 the	
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meso	level	can	evoke	desired	outcomes	at	the	macro	level.	As	societal	problems	become	more	visible	and	well	

known	amongst	multiple	individuals	and	groups,	they	can	be	addressed	more	effectively.	As	individuals	become	

supportive	of	the	social	cause	beyond	the	realm	of	the	partnership,	the	meso	level	also	triggers	outcomes	at	the	

micro	level.	

As	we	do	not	primarily	look	at	the	value	created	in	NPO-BUS	partnerships	in	our	thesis,	we	use	the	macro,	meso,	

micro	divide	to	define	the	levels	of	partner	interaction	and	to	show	the	interdependence	between	those	levels.	

Not	to	exceed	the	scope	of	our	thesis,	we	merely	focus	on	organizational-level	interactions.	

	

4.2	CONCEPTUAL	FRAMEWORK	

This	second	section	presents	a	 thorough	review	of	 the	academic	 literature	particularly	 relevant	 to	answer	 the	

research	 questions.	 Section	 4.2.1	 outlines	 the	 seven	 key	 partnership	 aspects,	 which	 we	 use	 to	 structure	 our	

research.	In	addition,	this	section	outlines	the	most	important	elements	that	must	be	considered	within	each	key	

aspect	 to	make	 transformational	 partnerships	 work.	 Section	 4.2.2	 outlines	 the	most	 common	 organizational-

level	challenges	mentioned	in	academic	literature.	Section	4.2.3	then	presents	the	most	prevalent	suggestions	in	

academic	literature	to	prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	these	challenges.	

This	 knowledge	 base	 serves	 as	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 of	 this	 study.	 A	 conceptual	

framework	is	defined	‘as	an	end	result	of	bringing	together	a	number	of	related	concepts	to	explain	or	predict	a	

given	event,	or	give	a	broader	understanding	of	the	phenomenon	of	interest	–	or	simply,	of	a	research	problem’	

(Imenda,	 2014,	 p.	 189).	 It	 allows	 researchers	 to	make	 defensible	 choices	 about	 how	 to	 explore	 the	 research	

problem.	 ‘It	 matches	 our	 research	 questions	 with	 those	 choices,	 and	 in	 turn,	 aligns	 our	 analytical	 tools	 and	

methods	with	our	questions.	It	also	guides	the	ways	in	which	we	think	about	collecting,	analyzing,	describing	and	

interpreting	our	data’	(Ravitch	&	Riggan,	2016,	para.	9).	The	outline	of	the	conceptual	framework	of	this	study	is	

presented	in	Section	4.2.4.	

	

4.2.1	Key	partnership	aspects	

This	section	presents	the	key	aspects,	which	are	inherent	to	partnerships	between	NPOs	and	businesses,	namely	

strategic	 fit,	 project	 structure,	 roles	 and	 responsibilities,	 finance,	 implementation,	 communication,	 and	

monitoring	and	evaluation.	We	use	these	key	aspects	as	a	point	of	departure	for	the	later	presentation,	analysis,	

and	discussion	of	the	challenges	that	NPOs	face	and	the	best	practice	approaches	they	employ	when	engaging	in	

partnerships	with	businesses.	Furthermore,	the	key	partnership	aspects	comprise	important	elements	that	must	

be	considered	to	succeed	in	transformational	partnerships.	

The	key	aspects	 chosen	draw	on	 the	 learning	 report	 ‘Not	business	as	Usual	–	Partnerships	between	CSOs	and	

Businesses'	 published	 by	Deloitte	 in	 collaboration	with	 the	 Red	 Cross	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	 Since	 this	 report	 only	

provides	a	brief	overview	of	each	key	partnership	aspect,	we	draw	on	existent	academic	literature	to	present	a	

more	 comprehensive	 and	 detailed	 description.	 In	 accordance	 with	 the	 research	 questions,	 we	 thereby	 solely	



	
Chapter	4	 	 Literature	Review	

	

	
	
	 	

31	

focus	 on	 the	 organizational-level	 of	 interaction	 (Austin,	 2010;	 Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a;	 Bryson	 et	 al.,	 2006;	

Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013;	Molina-Gallart,	2014;	Page,	2004;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	

	

1. Strategic	fit	

Once	a	potential	partner	has	been	 selected	 to	be	part	of	 a	 transformational	partnership,	 it	becomes	crucial	 to	

identify	 the	 right	 fit	 for	 the	 organizations	 (Austin,	 2010).	 ‘Fit	 within	 a	 partnership	 refers	 to	 the	 degree	 the	

collaborating	 organizations	 can	 achieve	 congruence	 in	 their	 respective	 perceptions,	 interests,	 and	 strategic	

direction’	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a,	 p.	 932).	 The	 more	 aligned	 the	 alliance	 is	 with	 the	 partners’	 mission,	

strategy,	 and	 values,	 the	 stronger	 and	 more	 effective	 the	 partnership	 will	 be	 (Austin,	 2010).	 The	 process	 of	

finding	the	right	fit	requires	considerable	amounts	of	time	and	the	commitment	to	communicate	and	maintain	an	

open	dialogue	(Austin,	2010).	Therefore,	strategic	 fit	will	not	necessarily	occur	 instantly	but	rather	develop	as	

the	partners	explore	and	grow	together.	

It	is	important	to	maintain	a	shared	vision	of	the	partnership	as	it	sustains	the	present	and	future	fit	between	the	

partners	(Austin,	2010).	Partners	should	 look	 for	evidence	that	supports	partnership	compatibility	early	on	 in	

the	 process.	 Bryson	 et	 al.	 (2006)	 discuss	 a	 number	 of	 “linking	 mechanisms”,	 such	 as	 the	 agreement	 on	 the	

problem	 definition,	 the	 history	 of	 interaction	 or	 existing	 networks,	 all	 of	 which	 provide	 an	 indication	 of	 the	

potential	fit	between	the	partners.	

Closely	related	to	the	strategic	fit	is	the	mission	fit	between	partners.	If	the	partnership	aligns	with	the	mission	of	

each	 partner,	 chances	 are	 the	 collaboration	 will	 be	 of	 higher	 importance	 for	 both	 organizations	 (Austin	 &	

Seitanidi,	2012a).	If	the	partnership	turns	into	a	central	element	of	the	partners’	core	strategies	and	missions,	the	

organizations	will	be	more	likely	to	successfully	face	adversity	(Austin,	2010).	Strategic	fit	is	more	often	achieved	

when	 partners	 complement	 each	 other	 on	 specific	 operating	 needs	 and	 capabilities	 (Austin,	 2010).	 Once	 the	

partners	have	a	 clear	agreement	about	 the	purpose	and	strategic	 fit,	 they	 should	draft	 a	written	document	 so	

that	the	aim	of	the	partnership	can	be	shared	and	understood	within	the	organizations	(Austin,	2010).	

Finding	the	right	strategic	fit	in	and	the	formulation	of	the	shared	purpose	is	the	starting	point	of	all	partnerships	

(Deloitte,	 2015).	 The	 lack	 of	 common	 vision	 of	 the	 problem	 and	 driving	 values	 can	 turn	 into	 a	 number	 of	

challenges	(Austin,	2000).	

	

2. Project	structure	

The	project	structure	refers	 to	 the	governance	structure	and	the	 legal	 framework	of	 the	partnership	 (Deloitte,	

2015).	It	can	be	said	that	the	project	structure	is	to	some	extent	the	formalization	of	the	aspects	relating	to	the	

strategic	fit	of	a	partnership	(Deloitte,	2015).	

Informal	 agreements	 are	 often	 the	 starting	 point	 to	 define	 the	 partnership	 structure,	 mission,	 and	 process.	

However,	 these	 informal	agreements	eventually	end	up	 in	 formal	agreements.	The	 formal	agreements	provide	

additional	accountability	and	support	 the	building	of	 trust	by	demonstrating	competency,	good	 intentions	and	

willingness	 to	 follow	 through	 (Bryson	 et	 al.,	 2006).	 The	 establishment	 of	 formal	 structures	 may	 include	 a	



	
Chapter	4	 	 Literature	Review	

	

	
	
	 	

32	

collaboration	 agreement	 regarding	 aspects	 such	 as	 the	 broad	 purpose	 of	 the	 partnership,	 objectives	 and	

structural	 specifications,	 commitment	 of	 resources,	 establishment	 of	 leadership	 positions,	 description	 of	

members	and	decision-making	structures	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	The	need	to	have	different	types	of	agreements	

or	to	adapt	previous	ones	increases	as	the	partnership	grows	and	becomes	more	complex	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

Top	management	commitment	is	essential	for	a	collaboration	agreement	to	reach	strategic	importance	(Austin,	

2010;	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	Moreover,	the	project	structure	of	the	partnership	should	also	take	

key	 stakeholders	 and	 implementers	 into	 account	 (Page,	 2004).	 However,	 less	 powerful	 actors	 may	 have	

difficulties	putting	their	ideas	and	needs	forward.	It	is	therefore	necessary	that	top	management	makes	sure	that	

a	participatory	partnership	design	process	takes	place	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

	

3. Roles	and	responsibilities	

The	roles	and	responsibilities	of	the	people	involved	in	the	collaboration	concern	the	allocation	of	resources	and	

mandates	 in	 the	 partnership.	 Establishing	 and	 distributing	 clear	 roles	 and	 responsibilities	 in	 the	 partnership	

formation,	implementation	and	outcome	phase	are	central	to	the	success	of	the	partnership	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

An	unclear	distribution,	in	turn,	can	cause	various	challenges,	such	as	misunderstandings	or	a	mismatch	of	costs	

and	benefits	(Burchell	&	Cook,	2008).	

There	are	multiple	 leadership	roles	within	a	partnership.	The	people	 in	charge	of	 those	roles	need	 formal	and	

informal	authority,	 long-term	perspectives,	commitment	to	the	partnership,	 integrity,	and	relational,	as	well	as	

political	skills	in	order	to	turn	the	partnership	into	a	success	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

	

4. Finance	

The	source	and	allocation	of	 financial	resources	are	paramount	 for	the	development	of	a	partnership.	Funding	

has	 traditionally	 been	 the	 main	 reason	 for	 NPOs	 to	 engage	 with	 businesses.	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 for	

philanthropic	 relations	 but	 it	 also	 holds	 for	 more	 developed	 types	 of	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 (Molina-Gallart,	

2014).	

However,	 partnerships	 are	not	 about	 a	basic	 exchange	of	monetary	 resources;	 ‘they	 are	 about	mobilizing	 and	

combining	multiple	resources	and	distinctive	capabilities	to	generate	benefits	for	each	partner	and	social	value	

for	 society’	 (Austin,	 2000,	 p.	 84).	 Yet,	 insufficient	 resources	 for	 project	management	 and	 implementation	 can	

cause	 challenges	 and	 often	 hinder	 the	 success	 of	 the	 partnership	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	 Therefore,	 the	 planning	

process	 should	 include	 a	 thorough	 forecast	 of	 future	 resource	 needs	 and	 project	 prospects.	 Additionally,	

partners	 can	 create	 a	 contingency	 fund	 to	 guarantee	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	 project	 against	 unforeseen	

circumstances	(UNGC	LEAD,	2011).	

	

5. Implementation	

A	successful	 and	effective	 implementation	 is	preceded	by	a	detailed	project	plan	 concerning	 the	 collaboration	

objectives,	mission,	goals,	and	roles	and	responsibilities	(Deloitte,	2015).	Having	the	same	motives	to	engage	in	a	
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partnership	is	not	a	precondition	for	its	success.	Nevertheless,	the	interests	of	the	main	parties	involved	in	the	

partnership	 should	 be	 compatible	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 conflicts	 during	 the	 implementation	 phase	 (Gjerdrum	

Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	If	the	motives	differ	and	the	partners	are	not	aware	of	 it,	challenges	may	arise	in	

the	implementation	phase	(Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	

Implementation	 refers	 to	 the	 more	 dynamic	 actions	 and	 decision	 making	 that	 occurs	 during	 the	 execution	

process.	 It	 takes	 the	 project	 structure	 into	 effect	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	 As	 previously	 discussed	 in	 the	 partnering	

process,	 during	 implementation,	 personal	 relations	 deepen,	 interactions	 between	 partners	 strengthen	 and	

processes	 and	 structures	 stabilize	over	 time	 (see	Section	4.1.2(2)).	Thus,	 the	 activities	during	 the	partnership	

implementation	are	the	value	creation	engine	of	the	collaboration	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a).	

In	addition	to	the	“linkage	mechanisms”	discussed	by	Bryson	et	al.	(2006)	under	strategic	fit	in	Section	4.2.1(1),	

the	 co-creation	process	 also	 requires	 the	 involvement	 of	 local	 communities’	 beneficiaries	 and	 stakeholders	 in	

order	 to	 take	 their	 perspectives	 into	 account	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 External	 stakeholders’	 support	 or	

rejection	 of	 the	 partnership	 can	 influence	 the	 implementation	 process	 (Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2005).	 Maintaining	

legitimacy	with	external	 stakeholders	 eases	 the	generation	and	diffusion	of	 value	at	different	 levels	 (Austin	&	

Seitanidi,	2012a).	Traditionally,	NPOs	are	experienced	when	it	comes	to	managing	important	stakeholders.	In	a	

partnership,	NPOs	are	able	to	manage	and	involve	the	external	stakeholders	in	decision	making	and	ensure	that	

their	interests	are	not	being	excluded	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	

	

6. Communication	

Partners	must	establish	effective,	efficient	and	frequent	communication	not	only	between	them	but	also	within	

their	 organization,	 as	well	 as	with	 external	 stakeholders	 via	 formal	 and/or	 informal	 communication	 channels	

(Austin,	2000).	Communication	between	the	partners	 is	especially	 important	when	challenges	emerge	(Austin,	

2010).	 Sharing	 the	 partnership's	 mission,	 operations,	 needs	 and	 achievements	 externally	 publicizes	 the	

partnership	 and	 credits	 the	 partner,	 which	 contributes	 to	 the	 relationship-building	 process;	 while	 sharing	 it	

within	 the	 organization	 reinforces	 the	 commitment	 of	 employees	 (Austin,	 2010).	 Thus,	 communication	 is	 the	

basis	for	managing	the	collaboration	process	(Austin,	2010).	

	

7. Monitoring	and	evaluation	

Partners'	 ability	 to	 measure	 and	 report	 the	 progress	 and	 results	 of	 the	 partnership	 provides	 them	 with	 the	

accountability	 benchmark	 necessary	 to	 match	 their	 mutual	 collaboration	 expectations	 (Austin,	 2010).	

Accountability	may	refer	to	 inputs,	processes,	or	outcomes	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	 In	order	to	be	accountable	to	

the	 collaboration,	 partners	 need	 to	 set	measurement	 systems	 to	 track	 results	 and	 their	 evolution	 throughout	

time.	However,	NPOs’	direct	measurements	are	much	more	unclear	due	to	the	complex	and	intricate	nature	of	

social	goals	compared	to	measurements	businesses	apply	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	The	latter	are	typically	much	

easier	to	quantify	(Molina-Gallart,	2014).	

At	the	same	time,	it	is	important	to	manage	the	results	by	linking	the	data	collected	to	specific	actions	and	actors,	

presenting	 important	 performance	 data	 to	 stakeholders,	 and	 analyzing	 the	 information	 to	 improve	 the	
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collaboration	efforts	 (Page,	2004).	However,	 accountability	 is	a	 rather	 complex	 issue.	Not	only	 is	 it	difficult	 to	

determine	 who	 is	 accountable	 to	 whom	 and	 for	 what	 but	 also	 the	 partners'	 accountability	 framework	 may	

collide	with	the	accountability	approach	taken	for	the	partnership	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

	

4.2.2	Challenges	non	profit	organizations	encounter	

‘Stories	 from	the	 field	have	shown	that	partnership	reality	 is	not	as	rose-colored	as	 it	 comes	across	 in	 theory’	

(Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013,	p.	 13).	Often	derived	 from	survey	data	or	 case	 study	 findings,	 various	

scholars	highlight	the	challenges	and	risks	NPOs	and	businesses	encounter	in	their	partnerships	(e.g.	Berger	et	

al.,	 2004;	 Bryson	 et	 al.,	 2006;	 Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	 &	 Pedersen,	 2013;	 Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2005).	 This	 section	

presents	the	most	common	organizational-level	challenges	highlighted	in	the	academic	literature.	

Many	scholars	do	not	draw	a	clear	distinction	between	challenges	and	risks	in	their	publications,	but	they	are	not	

the	 same:	 Challenges	 are	 tasks	 or	 situations	 that	 test	 someone's	 ability,	 while	 risks	 bear	 the	 possibility	 that	

something	 unpleasant	 or	 unwelcome	 will	 happen	 from	 not	 addressing	 the	 challenge	 (Stevenson,	 2010).	 For	

instance,	 mistrust,	 a	 common	 challenge	 between	 partnering	 organizations,	 may	 bear	 the	 risk	 of	 sudden	

termination	of	the	partnership	(Deloitte,	2015).	Other	prominent	risks	NPOs	face	by	engaging	with	businesses	in	

partnerships	are	stakeholder	alienation,	a	decrease	in	donations,	and	reputational	loss;	with	the	latter	being	the	

most	significant	one	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	2012a;	Samu	&	Wymer	Jr.,	2001).	

When	two	very	different	types	of	organizations	work	together,	the	stage	is	set	for	clashes	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	

Consequently,	most	publications	discuss	challenges	that	occur	 in	the	early	partnership	stages,	when	NPOs	and	

businesses	 are	 less	 familiar	 with	 each	 other	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	 However,	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 argue	 that	

throughout	 the	 partnering	 process	 even	 the	 most	 successful	 partnerships	 encounter	 challenges,	 which	 can	

significantly	impede	or	undermine	their	activities.	Therefore,	Berger	et	al.	(2004)	do	not	link	specific	challenges	

to	 the	 partnering	 process	 but	 categorize	 them	 according	 to	 misunderstandings,	 misallocation	 of	 costs	 and	

benefits,	mismatches	of	power,	mismatched	partners,	misfortunes	of	time,	and	mistrust.	

Since	most	of	the	challenges	listed	in	academic	literature	by	other	scholars	fit	into	these	six	categories,	we	apply	

Berger	 et	 al.’s	 (2004)	 categorization	 to	 our	 research.	 The	 following	 section	 introduces	 each	 one	 of	 the	 six	

categories	 by	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 and	matches	 the	 category	with	 challenges	mentioned	 by	 other	 authors.	 In	

accordance	with	our	research	question,	we	exclusively	focus	on	challenges	NPOs	encounter	on	an	organizational-

level	 in	 transformational	 partnerships.	 A	 summary	 of	 the	 challenges	 drawn	 from	 academic	 literature	 can	 be	

found	in	Annex	4.	

	

1. Misunderstandings	

Misunderstandings	 encompass	 a	 broad	 set	 of	 phenomena	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004).	 Most	 misunderstandings	 are	

rooted	in	a	lack	of	deeper	awareness	of	the	partner’s	organizational	culture,	processes,	and	practices	(Seitanidi	&	

Ryan,	2007).	A	simplistic	understanding	of	the	other’s	endeavors	and	context	leads	to	misconceptions	about	the	

partner’s	objectives	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	Businesses	expect	partners	 to	provide	(economic)	value,	while	NPOs	

expect	businesses	to	help	them	further	their	social	mission	(Sagawa	&	Segal,	2000).	Due	to	the	ambiguity	on	the	
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partner’s	objectives,	partnerships	often	fail	to	live	up	to	expectations	(MacDonald	&	Chrisp,	2005;	Millar,	Choi,	&	

Chen,	 2004).	 Moreover,	 even	 when	 both	 partners	 agree	 on	 a	 joint	 overall	 objective	 for	 the	 partnership,	 the	

objective	might	be	 interpreted	differently	by	each	partner	 (Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Gray,	2007).	 If	partners	do	not	

align	with	the	shared	purpose	of	the	collaboration,	they	may	have	difficulties	agreeing	on	the	practicalities	of	the	

project	structure	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	

Looking	 at	 these	 challenges,	 it	 becomes	 evident	 that	 misunderstandings	 are	 interlinked	 with	 a	 lack	 of	

communication	 (Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	 &	 Pedersen,	 2013;	 Seitanidi,	 Koufopoulos,	 &	 Palmer,	 2010).	 Especially,	

Burchell	 &	 Cock	 (2008)	 highlight	 that	 various	 challenges	 in	 regards	 to	 misunderstandings	 are	 caused	 by	

ineffective	dialogue	in	partnerships.	This	often	goes	hand	in	hand	with	logistical	difficulties,	such	as	scheduling	

regular	 meetings	 (Ostrower,	 2005).	 In	 turn,	 frequent	 interaction	 and	 improved	 communication	 mitigate	

challenges	related	to	misunderstandings	(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Burchell	&	Cook,	2008;	Yaziji,	2004).	

	

2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	

Often	both	parties	 come	 to	perceive	an	unfair	distribution	of	 costs	and	benefits	 in	partnerships	 (Berger	et	 al.,	

2004).	 NPOs	 are	 afraid	 that	 their	 resources	 will	 be	 overly	 exploited	 with	 minimal	 gains	 because	 their	

contribution	in	partnerships	tends	to	be	undervalued	and	thus,	insufficiently	compensated	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	

Again,	the	reason	can	be	found	in	the	mismatching	organizational	types,	as	the	benefit	assessment	is	dependent	

on	each	partner’s	specific	evaluation	criteria	(Austin,	2000).	

In	 accordance,	NPOs	perceive	 that	 businesses	 fail	 to	 give	 the	partnership	 the	priority	 it	 deserves	which	 often	

results	in	a	perception	of	too	few	benefits	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	This	is	supported	by	the	case	study	findings	of	

Jamali	and	Keshishian	(2009).	The	authors	revealed	that	NPOs	had	higher	levels	of	engagement	and	commitment	

than	businesses,	and	were	willing	to	exert	even	more	to	turn	the	partnership	into	a	success.	

Ostrower	 (2005)	highlights	 a	more	 intra-organizational	 challenge	 in	 relation	 to	 the	misallocation	of	 costs	 and	

benefits.	 She	 pinpoints	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 NPOs	 often	 face	 insufficient	 internal	 resources	 and	 funding	 for	

partnership	activities	despite	 their	high	expectations	of	partnership	gains	(Ostrower,	2005).	Thus,	 there	 is	not	

only	a	misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	among	the	partners	but	also	within	the	NPO.	

	

3. Mismatch	of	power	

The	most	noted	challenges	 in	academic	 literature	are	related	 to	 the	mismatch	of	power	between	 the	NPO	and	

business	(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Gray,	2007;	Herlin,	2015;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005;	Yaziji	&	Doh,	

2009).	 The	 concept	 of	 power	 imbalances	 goes	 back	 to	 the	 resource	 dependency	 theory	 and	 refers	 to	 the	

difference	of	power	 that	each	actor	has	over	 the	other	(Casciaro	&	Piskorski,	2005).	The	 imbalances	 in	power	

closely	correlate	with	the	assets	a	partner	brings	to	the	table.	Along	those	lines,	NPOs	are	often	seen	as	the	less	

powerful	partner	(Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007).	

The	most	common	power	 imbalance	 in	NPO-BUS	partnerships	 is	caused	by	financial	matters.	Businesses	often	

finance	 the	collaboration,	which	gives	 them	a	higher	 leverage	on	how	the	money	should	be	spent.	 In	addition,	

NPOs	 may	 feel	 pressured	 to	 comply	 with	 the	 interests	 and	 requirements	 of	 the	 business	 in	 order	 to	 access	



	
Chapter	4	 	 Literature	Review	

	

	
	
	 	

36	

funding	(Molina-Gallart,	2014).	As	a	consequence,	the	objectivity	and	critical	autonomy	of	the	less	powerful	actor	

will	 diminish	 (Seitanidi,	 2010).	 Yet,	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 argue	 that	 the	 power	 of	NPOs	 is	 often	 unnecessarily	

underestimated.	NPOs	exercise	power	not	through	financial	means	but	their	rooting	in	civil	society.	As	Molina-

Gallart	(2014)	highlights,	NPOs	and	businesses	hold	relative	different	positions	in	the	financial,	economic,	social	

and	political	power	arenas.	

Some	 common	 challenges	 related	 to	 the	 mismatch	 of	 power	 between	 partners	 are	 the	 assumption	 by	 the	

dominant	 partner	 that	 their	 timelines,	 priorities,	 structures,	 and	 processes	 should	 have	 preference;	 key	

resources	 of	 the	 weaker	 partner	 not	 being	 fully	 exploited;	 or	 general	 demoralization	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	

patronizing	and	dismissive	manner	in	which	the	weaker	partner	might	be	treated	(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Selsky	&	

Parker,	2005).	

In	contrast	to	the	literature	which	views	unequal	power	relations	as	an	obstacle	for	NPOs,	Schiller	&	Almog-Bar’s	

(2013)	 findings	show	that	NPOs	do	not	necessarily	want	 to	be	 in	 the	more	powerful	position:	Exerting	power	

entails	investing	more	effort,	time	and	human	resources,	which	NPOs	may	not	sufficiently	have.	If	the	NPO	sees	

value	in	the	partnership	besides	their	less	powerful	position,	power	imbalance	in	favor	of	businesses	may	be	in	

the	NPO’s	 interest	 (Schiller	&	Almog-Bar,	2013).	Furthermore,	Selsky	and	Parker	(2005)	argue	that	 the	power	

between	partners	does	not	necessarily	have	 to	be	equal,	as	 long	as	each	partner	acknowledges	 their	positions	

and	the	influence	the	other	has	on	their	own	well-being.	

	

4. Mismatched	partners	

Differences	between	partners	can	be	severe	and	challenges	may	arise	if	there	are	no	overlaps	between	the	NPO	

and	the	business	 in	 terms	of	goals,	cultures,	markets,	decision	processes	or	structures	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	 In	

that	 regard,	 the	most	prominent	challenge	 is	 the	competing	 institutional	 logics	of	both	partners	 (Berger	et	al.,	

2004;	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	Most	businesses	still	have	the	maximization	of	shareholders	

return	as	their	core	interest,	which	NPOs	see	as	a	problem	(Yaziji,	2009).	

This	is	further	reflected	in	the	organizations’	different	missions,	interests,	and	cultures.	The	differences	become	

evident,	 for	 instance,	 in	 the	 different	 perceptions	 of	 time:	While	 NPO	 activities	 are	 defined	 by	 long-standing	

social	issues,	businesses	are	usually	driven	by	short-term	results	(Ählström	&	Sjöström,	2005;	Austin	&	Seitanidi,	

2012a;	Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004;	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013;	Le	Ber	&	Branzei,	 2010;	Millar	 et	 al.,	 2004;	

Ostrower,	2005;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2009;	Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007;	Selsky	&	Parker,	2005;	Yaziji,	2004).	

	

5. Misfortunes	of	time	

Establishing	 and	 implementing	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 often	 requires	 more	 time	 than	 initially	 anticipated	

(Austin,	2010).	Furthermore,	as	time	goes	by,	returns	from	the	partnership	diminish	and	initial	benefits	decline	

relative	to	the	costs	of	maintaining	the	collaboration	(Austin,	2000).	Yet,	the	perception	that	benefits	decrease	is	

rooted	in	the	prioritization	of	outcomes	and	the	lack	of	emphasis	on	the	process	as	a	source	of	change	and	gains	

in	organizations	(Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007).	
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Another	time-related	challenge	is	the	turnover	of	key	staff	(Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2009).	Partnerships	often	emerge	

in	a	pace	that	collides	with	personal	careers.	While	staff	turnover	is	a	regular	organizational	issue,	it	hits	NPOs	in	

the	 partnership	 context	 particularly	 hard,	 as	 individual	 relationships	 have	 a	 strong	 impact	 on	 collaborations	

(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Seitanidi	&	Crane,	2009).	

Furthermore,	partners	often	fail	to	plan	an	exit	strategy	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	If	value-renewing	activities	are	not	

found,	 the	 termination	 of	 the	 partnership	 could	 take	 place	 (Austin,	 2000).	 Yet,	 if	 the	 partners	 fulfilled	 their	

objectives	through	the	partnership,	the	termination	can	be	a	recognition	of	success.	Austin	(2000)	argues	that	in	

both	 cases,	 partners	 should	 not	 underestimate	 the	 investments	 in	 collaborative	 capacity	 and	 relationship	

building,	as	they	can	yield	continuing	dividends	in	future	collaborating	activities.	

	

6. Mistrust	

Trust	 is	 a	 recurring	 theme	 in	 the	 academic	 literature	 on	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 (Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2005).	 It	

comprises	three	dimensions:	capability,	which	refers	to	the	trustor’s	belief	that	the	trustee	has	the	required	skills	

to	perform	effectively;	honesty	and	integrity,	alias	the	trustor’s	belief	that	the	trustee	will	keep	its	promises	and	

adhere	 to	 the	 set	 of	 principles	 both	 partners	 find	 acceptable;	 and	 benevolence,	 the	 belief	 that	 the	 trustee	 is	

interested	in	the	trustor’s	welfare	(Mayer,	Davis,	&	Schoorman,	1995).	Because	trust	depends	on	many	variables,	

such	 as	 the	 level	 of	 conflict	 between	 the	 partners	 or	 each	 partner’s	 perceived	 value	 of	 the	 relationship,	 it	

emerges	in	various	contexts	in	the	NPO-BUS	partnership	literature	(Sanzo,	Álvarez,	Rey,	&	García,	2015).	

The	preceding	sets	of	challenges	often	culminate	in	mistrust	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	Thus,	lack	of	trust	is	another	

prominent	 issue	 in	 partnerships	 between	 NPOs	 and	 businesses	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Burchell	 &	 Cook,	 2008;	

Googins	 &	 Rochlin,	 2000;	 Gray,	 2007;	 Heffernan,	 2004;	 Rondinelli	 &	 London,	 2003;	 Yaziji,	 2004).	 In	 most	

publications,	mutual	 trust	 is	presented	as	a	challenge	 in	 itself;	however,	challenges	related	to	mistrust	are,	 for	

instance,	 covert	 behavior	 or	 opportunism	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Zeng	&	 Chen,	 2003).	Mistrust	 then	 is	 not	 only	

created	by	but	also	compounds	the	previously	mentioned	challenges	(Berger	et	al.,	2004).	

	

7. Other	challenges	

There	are	more	challenges	mentioned	 in	 the	academic	 literature	 that	do	not	match	with	any	of	 the	categories	

introduced	by	Berger	et	al.	(2004).	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen	(2013)	point	towards	the	lack	of	commitment	

from	top	management,	especially	in	partnerships	that	were	introduced	from	the	bottom-up.	The	absence	of	top	

leaders’	 involvement	 in	 the	 partnership	 can	 jeopardize	 the	 implementation	 efforts	 (Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	 &	

Pedersen,	 2013).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 implementation	 efforts	 can	 also	 be	 compromised	 by	 the	 organization’s	

unwillingness	to	change	when	partnerships	get	introduced	top-down	(Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007).	

Bryson	et	 al.	 (2006)	highlight	 that	 the	 complex	 interconnectivity	of	 the	partnership	with	external	 competitive	

and	institutional	pressures	present	major	challenges	to	partnering	organizations.	This	complexity	then	triggers	

uncertainty	 in	 regards	 to	 the	 unfolding	 of	 the	 partnership.	 Furthermore,	 the	 interconnectivity	 can	 lead	 to	

unforeseen	 events,	which	 challenge	 the	partner’s	managerial	 capacity	 and	 flexibility	 (Gray,	 2007;	Millar	 et	 al.,	

2004).	
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Furthermore,	NPO-BUS	partnerships	face	challenges	in	relation	to	the	organization’s	stakeholders.	For	instance,	

the	 lack	of	 continuous	engagement	with	beneficiaries	or	 the	NPO	supporters’	disapproval	of	 the	 collaboration	

efforts	with	businesses	 (Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013).	The	 latter	may	be	 further	

enhanced	when,	 for	 instance,	a	 transformational	partnership	 is	 implemented	with	a	philanthropic	component.	

Here,	the	NPO’s	independence	may	get	questioned	(Austin,	2000).	

	

4.2.3	Overcoming	these	challenges	

This	 section	 presents	 the	 most	 prevalent	 recommendations	 outlined	 in	 the	 academic	 literature	 to	 prevent,	

mitigate	 and	 overcome	 organizational-level	 challenges	 in	 transformational	 partnerships:	 communication,	 the	

right	partner	choice,	implementation	of	performance	indicators,	and	a	strong	relationship	between	the	partners.	

Berger	et	al.	(2004)	argue	that	many	of	the	challenges	outlined	above	are	predictable	and	can	be	avoided	or	at	

least	diminished	 if	anticipated	and	dealt	with	appropriately.	Like	Berger	et	al.	 (2004),	most	academic	scholars	

only	provide	general	recommendations	on	how	to	overcome	challenges	in	partnerships	without	targeting	them	

towards	specific	issues.	

As	 previously	mentioned,	 communication	 is	 key	 to	 prevent	misunderstandings	 in	 partnerships	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	

2004;	Burchell	&	Cook,	2008;	Yaziji,	2004).	Yet,	it	is	also	one	of	the	key	factors	to	overcome	the	other	challenges	

presented	(Burchell	&	Cook,	2008;	Wymer	&	Samu,	2003;	Yaziji,	2004).	To	realize	the	full	benefits,	partners	need	

to	 have	 means	 of	 communicating	 effectively,	 efficiently	 and	 frequently	 through	 formal	 and	 informal	

communication	channels	(Austin,	2000).	To	overcome	challenges,	communication	is	not	only	important	between	

partners,	 but	 also	 within	 the	 organizations,	 as	 well	 as	 with	 the	 partner’s	 external	 stakeholders.	 The	 more	

partners	 communicate	 and	 share,	 the	 greater	 the	 transparency	 in	 a	 partnership	 and	 thus,	 the	 higher	 the	

accountability	 among	 partners	 (Austin,	 2010).	 To	 ensure	 good	 communication,	 Austin	 (2010)	 recommends	

drawing	 specific	 strategies	 on	 how	 and	 what	 to	 communicate	 with	 the	 different	 actors	 involved	 in	 the	

partnership.	 One	 strategy	 is,	 for	 instance,	 to	 meet	 the	 partner	 frequently.	 Overall,	 communication	 should	 be	

honest	and	constructive	(Austin,	2010).	

Last	 but	 not	 least,	 various	 scholars	 argue	 that	most	 challenges	 can	 be	 prevented	 by	 the	 right	 partner	 choice,	

aligned	expectations	and	activities,	clear	roles	and	responsibilities,	as	well	as	mutual	benefits	(Austin,	2000;	de	

Lange,	Armanios,	Delgado-Ceballos,	&	Sanshu,	2016;	Gjerdrum	Pedersen	&	Pedersen,	2013;	Jamali	&	Keshishian,	

2009;	 Seitanidi	 &	 Crane,	 2009).	 Because	NPOs	 and	 businesses	 have	 divergent	ways	 to	measure	 benefits,	 it	 is	

important	that	partners	articulate	early	on	in	the	collaboration	discussion	how	the	expected	benefits	and	social	

impact	of	 the	partnership	are	 to	be	accomplished	and	measured.	They	should	 then	set	performance	 indicators	

aligned	 with	 their	 own	 goals	 and	 establish	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 measures	 to	 assess	 the	 social	 value	

generated	by	the	partnership	(Austin,	2010).	Additionally,	a	strong	relationship	between	partners	 facilitates	the	

resolution	of	challenges	(Austin,	2010).	
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	 4.2.4	Outline	of	the	conceptual	framework	

The	academic	literature	presented	in	the	previous	sections	builds	the	foundation	of	the	conceptual	framework	of	

this	 study.	 Often	 a	 research	 problem	 cannot	 be	meaningfully	 investigated	 in	 reference	 to	 only	 one	 theory	 or	

concept	 and	 the	 researchers	 have	 to	 synthesize	 related	 views.	 This	 synthesis	 then	 creates	 a	 conceptual	

framework	 (Imenda,	 2014).	 The	 conceptual	 framework	 of	 this	 study	 comprises	 the	 seven	 key	 partnership	

aspects	(see	Section	4.2.1),	the	challenges	categorized	according	to	Berger	et	al.	(2004)	(see	Section	4.2.2),	and	

the	literature	on	how	these	challenges	can	be	overcome	(see	Section	4.2.3).	While	these	three	build	the	core,	the	

conceptual	 framework	 is	 further	based	upon	and	 influenced	by	 the	underlying	 theories	 (see	Section	4.1.1),	 as	

well	as	other	NPO-BUS	partnership	concepts,	such	as	the	classification	of	partnerships	or	the	partnering	process	

(see	Section	4.1.2).	Figure	6	graphically	displays	the	conceptual	framework	relevant	to	our	study.	

Again,	the	intent	of	the	conceptual	framework	is	to	give	the	context	needed	to	describe,	analyze	and	interpret	our	

empirical	findings	and	thereby,	assist	in	answering	the	research	questions	(Ravitch	&	Riggan,	2016).	Therefore,	

the	conceptual	framework	impinges	on	the	structure	of	the	following	chapters	which	are	split	according	to	the	

two	research	questions	on	 the	challenges	NPOs	encounter	and	 the	best	practice	approaches	 the	organizations	

employ,	and	further	organized	according	to	the	key	partnership	aspects.	

	

Figure	6:	Outline	of	the	conceptual	framework	

	

Source:	Own	representation	
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Chapter	5	-	Empirical	findings	

This	chapter	presents	the	empirical	findings	of	the	multiple-case	study	research	on	WWF,	Red	Cross,	DRC,	and	

ActionAid.	 The	 chapter	 serves	 the	 sole	 purpose	 of	 presenting	 the	 empirical	 findings	 without	 any	 normative	

interpretation	 from	 us	 researchers.	 The	 findings	 are	 then	 analyzed	 and	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 6.	 Due	 to	 the	

explorative	nature	of	our	research	and	the	desire	to	preserve	the	power	of	statements	as	they	are,	the	following	

sections	include	direct	quotes	from	the	NPO’s	managers	interviewed.	

Section	 5.1	 gives	 a	 brief	 overview	 of	 the	 partnership	 cases	 studied.	 In	 accordance	 with	 the	 aforementioned	

conceptual	 framework	 and	 the	 two	 research	 questions,	 we	 then	 outline	 the	 challenges	 that	 the	 case	

organizations	 encountered	 in	 Section	 5.2	 and	 present	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 each	 NPO	 employs	 to	

prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	challenges	in	their	transformational	partnerships	in	Section	5.3.	Figure	7	gives	

an	overview	of	the	structure	of	this	chapter.	

	

Figure	7:	Overview	of	the	chapter	on	empirical	findings	

	

Source:	Own	representation	
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5.1	CASE	INTRODUCTIONS	

This	 section	presents	 the	 transformational	 partnerships	 of	 the	 four	 case	organizations	WWF,	Red	Cross,	DRC,	

and	ActionAid.	We	give	a	brief	overview	of	their	reasons	for	engagement	and	the	outcomes	of	the	partnership.	

Having	this	background	knowledge	on	the	partnership	cases	helps	to	put	the	empirical	findings,	as	well	as	later	

the	analysis	and	discussion	into	context.	Further	information	on	the	case	organizations,	the	companies,	and	the	

evolution	of	the	transformational	partnerships	can	be	found	in	Annex	4.	

	

5.1.1	WWF/H&M	partnership	

In	2011,	WWF	engaged	with	H&M	 in	a	 transformational	partnership	on	water	 stewardship	and	sustainability.	

Water	is	a	key	resource	in	the	textile	production	and	thus,	engaging	in	a	transformational	partnership	on	water	

is	 both	 in	 H&M’s	 as	 well	 as	 WWF’s	 interest.	 After	 finalizing	 the	 first	 phase	 of	 their	 partnership,	 a	 second	

partnership	 phase	was	 established	with	 the	 following	 aims:	 (1)	 to	 increase	water	 awareness	 and	 to	 improve	

water	usage	 throughout	H&M’s	entire	supply	chain,	as	well	as	(2)	 to	engage	other	stakeholders,	specifically	 in	

China	and	Bangladesh	–	two	of	H&M’s	main	countries	of	production	that	suffer	from	severe	water	stress.	

For	both	partners,	this	partnership	was	beneficial.	H&M	has	gained	a	better	understanding	of	its	water	risk	and	

performance	across	the	company’s	operations	and	supply	chain	and	has	thereby	further	established	its	leading	

role	 in	water	 stewardship.	WWF,	 in	 turn,	 benefits	 from	 the	 collaboration	 because	 it	 fits	with	 their	 core	 focus	

area,	i.e.	stopping	the	degradation	of	the	planet’s	natural	environment.	

Even	though	not	all	of	WWF’s	and	H&M’s	benefits	have	materialized	yet,	 it	 is	nonetheless	already	evident	that	

none	of	the	two	partners	would	be	able	to	fulfill	the	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	by	themselves.	H&M	does	not	

have	the	technical	knowledge	on	water	stewardship,	climate	action,	and	sustainability,	which	WWF	brings	to	the	

table.	WWF,	on	the	other	hand,	would	not	be	able	to	impact	the	textile	industry	without	H&M’s	leading	role	and	

network	access	to	such	an	extent.	

	

5.1.2	Red	Cross/Grundfos	partnership	

The	engagement	between	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	started	in	2010	with	the	overall	aim	to	ensure	more	access	to	

clean	water	in	developing	countries.	Grundfos	donated	water	supply	systems	to	areas	in	need	in	northern	Kenya.	

Red	Cross	was	the	implementing	partner	on	the	ground	and	further	contributed	with	water	hygiene	and	sanitary	

education.	After	their	initial	engagement	ended	in	2012,	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	revitalized	their	partnership	in	

2014	to	improve	the	outcomes	of	the	first	partnership	phase,	i.e.	creating	a	more	sustainable	water	solution.	

The	partnership	benefits	both	organizations’	 core	business.	Grundfos’	main	benefit	 from	 the	partnership	with	

the	Red	Cross	is	its	access	to	the	bottom	of	the	economic	pyramid	market.	To	expand	Grundfos’	market	position	

in	developing	countries	 is	 in	 the	company’s	 interest	 to	develop	their	water	supply	solutions	 further,	 for	which	

the	partnership	provided	useful	insights.	Red	Cross	first	and	foremost	benefited	from	increased	access	to	clean	

water	for	its	beneficiaries	via	a	sustainable	water	supply	system.	
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While	 Grundfos	 invested	 its	 knowledge	 on	 water	 systems,	 Red	 Cross	 contributed	 with	 its	 experience	 to	

implement	 the	 respective	 in	 Kenya.	 Thus,	 without	 the	 other,	 none	 of	 the	 partners	 would	 have	 been	 able	 to	

achieve	the	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	independently.	

	

5.1.3	DRC/EverShelter	partnership	

DRC	and	EverShelter	entered	into	a	partnership	in	2012.	EverShelter	initially	approached	DRC	to	ask	for	support	

with	their	shelter	prototype	testing	in	a	real-life	setting.	DRC	saw	the	unique	potential	of	EverShelter’s	solution	

and	agreed	to	engage	in	a	partnership	with	the	overall	aim	to	create	a	more	sustainable	and	more	useful	shelter.	

The	partnership	comprises	two	partnership	phases.	The	shelter	solution	was	tested	in	both	phases	in	a	refugee	

camp	in	Iraq.	

Both	 partners	 gain	 from	 the	 transformational	 partnership.	 EverShelter	 not	 only	 benefits	 from	 an	 improved	

product	 but	 also	 increases	 its	 legitimacy	 by	 engaging	 with	 a	 well-respected,	 well-known	 humanitarian	

organization	 such	 as	DRC.	DRC,	 in	 turn,	 sees	 first	 and	 foremost	 the	benefits	 an	 improved	 shelter	 solution	 can	

have	 for	 the	 organization’s	 beneficiaries.	 They	 also	 see	 the	 potential	 cost	 savings	 a	more	 sustainable	 product	

than	 tents	 could	 bring	 to	 humanitarian	 organizations.	 Last,	 but	 not	 least,	 the	 partnership	with	 EverShelter	 is	

much	in	line	with	DRC’s	aim	to	be	at	the	forefront	of	humanitarian	innovation.	

None	of	the	two	partners	would	have	been	able	to	fulfill	the	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	by	themselves.	While	

DRC	lacks	the	technical	knowledge	EverShelter	brings	to	the	table,	EverShelter	would	not	have	been	able	to	test	

their	product	without	DRC’s	access	to	refugees	and	displaced	persons.	

	

5.1.4	ActionAid/Arla	partnership	

From	confrontation	to	collaboration	–	after	years	of	criticizing	Arla	 for	 their	business	practices,	ActionAid	and	

Arla	reached	an	agreement	in	2015	that	resulted	in	a	2-year	transformational	partnership.	The	overall	aim	of	the	

partnership	 was	 to	 secure	 Arla’s	 compliance	 with	 international	 human	 rights	 standards	 when	 the	 company	

enters	and	operates	in	developing	countries.	ActionAid	assisted	Arla	in	two	human	rights	assessments	in	Nigeria	

and	Senegal	and	supported	Arla	in	the	development	of	the	company’s	human	rights	policies.	

Arla	not	only	got	a	qualified	global	human	rights	policy	but	also	benefited	from	new	insights	into	local	conditions	

and	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 socioeconomic	 framework	 they	 operate	 in.	 Arla	 emphasized	 that	 the	

partnership	with	ActionAid,	 the	 knowledge	 acquired	 and	 the	 relationships	 built,	 is	 crucial	 to	Arla’s	 long	 term	

market	 presence.	 This	 has	 been	 achieved	 through	 broad	 collaboration	 with	 stakeholders	 across	 businesses,	

NPOs,	and	academia	to	discuss	local	dairy	development	in	developing	countries.	ActionAid	primarily	values	the	

positive	 impact	 the	 partnership	 has	 on	 the	 rights	 and	 lives	 of	 many	 people	 in	 developing	 countries.	 The	

organization	 also	 benefits	 from	 an	 extended	 network	 and	 the	 high	 exposure	 the	 Arla	 case	 created.	 ActionAid	

gained	 legitimacy	 through	 the	 successful	 engagement	 with	 Arla;	 legitimacy	 it	 can	 now	 leverage	 when	 they	

criticize	other	companies	on	human	rights	violations.	
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The	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	could	not	have	been	achieved	by	the	organizations	 individually.	While	Arla	

did	not	have	the	technical	knowledge	on	human	rights	to	change	their	business	practice	substantially,	ActionAid	

would	not	have	been	able	to	change	a	company’s	business	practice	to	such	an	extent	and	thereby,	create	a	far-

reaching	positive	impact	on	the	rights	and	lives	of	the	beneficiaries.	

	

5.2	Challenges	in	relation	to	the	key	partnership	aspects	

This	 section	 presents	 the	 empirical	 findings	 on	 the	 organizational-level	 challenges	 the	 case	 organizations	

encounter.	 The	 subdivision	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 drawn	 from	 the	 conceptual	 framework:	 The	 challenges	 are	 first	

categorized	 according	 to	 the	 key	 partnership	 aspects	 and	 then	 grouped	 according	 to	 the	 six	 categories	

introduced	 by	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004).	 We	 therefore	 recommend	 that	 this	 chapter	 is	 read	 together	 with	 the	

conceptual	framework	(see	Section	4.2).	A	summary	table	on	the	challenges	presented	can	be	found	in	Annex	6.	

When	one	of	the	Berger	et	al.	(2004)	categories	are	not	mentioned	under	a	specific	key	partnerships	aspect,	the	

case	 organizations	 have	 not	 referred	 to	 challenges	 in	 relation	 to	 that	 category.	 In	 accordance,	 when	 a	 case	

organization	is	not	specifically	mentioned,	they	have	not	talked	about	the	issue.	

	

5.2.1	Challenges	related	to	strategic	fit	

1. Misunderstandings	related	to	strategic	fit	

Red	Cross	and	DRC	have	just	recently	started	to	engage	in	transformational	partnerships.	Substantial	differences	

between	 the	 organizations	 and	 the	 businesses	 impeded	 mutual	 understanding	 and	 strategic	 fit	 (Red	 Cross,	

Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	‘For	both	Grundfos	and	the	Danish	Red	Cross	this	was	one	of	the	first	times	to	have	

a	partnership	of	that	nature	between	a	civil	society	organization	and	a	private	business.	We	didn’t	really	know	how	

to	 handle	 that	 and	 we	 came	 from	 very,	 very	 different	 worlds	 and	 very	 different	 ways	 of	 thinking.	 Each	

[organization]	had	their	perception	of	how	to	do	a	project	and	[of]	what	is	success’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

Reaching	congruence	in	these	perceptions	goes	hand	in	hand	with	openness	towards	the	other	partner.	Yet,	DRC	

experiences	 that	 this	 is	 often	 a	 one-way	 street	 and	 argues	 ‘we	 are	 opening	 up	 here,	 it	 is	 not	 necessarily	 the	

businesses	who	are	doing	so’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	related	to	strategic	fit	

Red	Cross	and	DRC	both	argue	that	 there	 is	a	correlation	between	the	potential	gains	 from	a	transformational	

partnership	and	the	support	the	partnership	needs.	‘It	is	somehow	the	chicken	or	the	egg	[situation],	you	need	to	

invest	 properly	 to	 make	 it	 a	 successful	 partnership	 but	 only	 want	 to	 do	 it	 if	 you	 know	 you	 are	 going	 to	 get	 a	

successful	 partnership’	 (DRC,	 Appendix	 B).	 Red	 Cross,	 for	 instance,	 admits	 that	 during	 their	 first	 partnership	

phase,	the	partnership	project	was	low	in	importance	to	the	organization.	Red	Cross	did	not	see	enough	potential	

gains	 to	 sufficiently	 invest	 in	 the	partnership.	However,	 for	Grundfos,	 it	was	a	different	 situation.	 ‘For	 them,	 it	

was	a	crucial	project,	for	us	at	the	field	level,	it	was	just	another	project	in	a	portfolio	of	projects	and	it	never	really	
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got	 the	 attention	 that	 it	 needed	 and	 that	 is	 I	 think	 what	 has	 been	 captured	 as	 a	missing	 strategic	 fit	 with	 our	

organization.	I	don’t	think	we	were	mature	enough	at	that	point	in	time	to	fully	realize	the	necessity	of	entering	this	

project	and	giving	it	the	necessary	support’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

3. Mismatch	of	power	related	to	strategic	fit	

ActionAid	 has	 been	 critical	 of	 Arla	 for	 years.	 When	 both	 organizations	 eventually	 engaged	 in	 a	 partnership,	

ActionAid	was	 confronted	with	 concerns	 that	 they	might	 lose	 their	 critical	 edge	 and	 thus,	 power	 (ActionAid,	

Appendix	C).	

	

4. Mismatched	partners	related	to	strategic	fit	

All	NPOs	interviewed	follow	through	a	due	diligence	process	prior	to	engaging	in	a	transformational	partnership	

with	 a	 company	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A;	 DRC,	 Appendix	 B;	 ActionAid,	 Appendix	 C;	 WWF,	 Appendix	 D)).	

However,	 the	 due	 diligence	 tools	 may	 be	 insufficient	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A)	 or	 not	 applicable	 to	 the	 local	

context	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

Another	challenge	related	to	strategic	fit	is	that	NPOs	are	often	approached	by	a	company’s	CSR	department.	Red	

Cross	 and	 DRC	 are	 both	 not	 necessarily	 against	 working	 with	 the	 CSR	 department	 but	 they	 argue	 that	 in	

transformational	 partnerships	 it	 moves	 the	 dialogue	 away	 from	 shared	 value	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A;	 DRC,	

Appendix	B).	WWF	on	the	other	hand	does	not	see	working	together	with	a	CSR	department	as	an	issue	per	se,	as	

long	as	the	CSR	department	concerns	core	business	and	not	just	branding	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

Furthermore,	there	is	an	internal	misfit	between	the	NPO’s	local	work	and	their	globally	driven	engagement	in	

partnerships	with	businesses.	This	becomes	especially	evident	in	the	DRC	case.	While	DRC	HQ	and	EverShelter	

wanted	to	 follow	through	the	shelter	 testing	 in	 Iraq,	 the	 local	 ‘agenda	 is	really	about	saving	 lives	out	 there	and	

about	protecting	staff,	right	now,	from	being	hit	by	snipers	in	Mosul’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

5. Misfortunes	of	time-related	to	strategic	fit	

Red	Cross	states	that	differences	between	them	and	the	business	partner	became	only	evident	over	time	when	

actual	 challenges	 arose.	 ‘[For]	 years	we	 had	 our	way	 of	 doing	 things	 and	 that	 becomes	 natural	 and	 part	 of	 an	

organization’s	DNA	and	identity.	You	don’t	really	think	about	 it.	You	think	that	the	rest	of	 the	world	understands	

and	[your	way]	is	the	way	it	should	be	done.	Grundfos	had	the	exact	same	point	of	departure.	You	don’t	really	think	

about	[the	organizational	differences]	until	it	becomes	an	issue.	Then	you	have	to	sit	down	and	think	about	who	are	

we	and	how	are	we	working’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	
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	 5.2.2	Challenges	related	to	project	structure	

1. Misunderstandings	related	to	project	structure	

All	NPOs	interviewed	had	a	written	partnership	agreement	with	the	partner	company	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	

DRC,	 Appendix	 B;	 ActionAid,	 Appendix	 C;	 WWF,	 Appendix	 D).	 Yet,	 especially	 Red	 Cross	 was	 challenged	 in	

relation	to	 the	 initial	partnership	contract.	The	 first	partnership	phase	was	 initiated	by	Red	Cross’	 fundraising	

department	which	also	negotiated	the	contract.	However,	the	actual	partnership	project	was	then	based	in	the	

international	department.	This	 ‘setup	was	not	a	very	good	 idea	 [...]	and	should	have	been	much	more	 integrated	

from	 the	 start’	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A).	 The	 complexity	 led	 to	many	 disagreements	 among	 key	 stakeholders	

within	departments,	and	the	field.	

	

2. Other	challenges	related	to	project	structure	

Red	Cross	was	challenged	by	the	many	internal	stakeholders	involved	in	transformational	partnerships.	Because	

Red	Cross	is	not	used	to	this	type	of	engagement,	they	tried	to	reach	consensus	by	involving	many	stakeholders.	

This,	in	turn,	made	partnership	management	more	complex.	Red	Cross	was	surprised	‘how	complex	we	are	as	an	

organization,	how	many	internal	stakeholders	there	are	in	terms	of	managing	such	partnerships,	how	careful	you	

have	 to	maneuver	 and	 how	 forward	 looking	 you	 have	 to	 be	 to	 anticipate	 some	 of	 the	 obstacles	 in	 managing	 a	

partnership	like	this.	If	it	is	not	business	as	usual,	then	we	sometimes	put	up	difficulties	for	ourselves	just	from	the	

way	we	are	organized’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

5.2.3	Challenges	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

1. Misunderstandings	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

In	the	previous	section	‘challenges	related	to	project	structure,’	we	show	that	Red	Cross	had	a	complex	setup	of	

stakeholders	engaged	in	the	first	phase	of	the	partnership	with	Grundfos.	This	challenge	goes	hand	in	hand	with	

a	 confusion	 over	 the	 roles	 and	 responsibilities	 of	 the	 key	 stakeholders	 involved.	 Although	 during	 the	 second	

partnership	phase	the	setup	in	terms	of	roles	and	responsibilities	was	much	simpler	and	clearer,	the	effects	of	

the	initial	complexity	could	still	be	felt	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

In	 addition,	 as	 Red	 Cross	 did	 not	 initially	 consider	 the	 partnership	 to	 have	 a	 large	 potential	 during,	 it	 was	

insufficiently	managed.	 ‘Throughout	the	partnership,	I	was	under	the	impression	that	we	never	really	understood	

the	potential	of	that	partnership	and	it	was	not	managed	the	way	it	could	have	been,	knowing	what	we	know	today’	

(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	
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2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

DRC	 highlights	 that	 NPOs	 are	 challenged	 by	 insufficient	 staff	 resources	 in	 transformational	 partnerships.	 The	

NPO	argues	that	transformational	partnerships	are	very	labor	intensive	and	thus,	not	something	one	can	put	on	

top	of	another	person’s	regular	tasks	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

ActionAid	was	not	necessarily	challenged	internally	but	by	the	partner	company’s	staffing.	ActionAid	highlights	

that	Arla	did	not	have	the	right	people	 in-house	to	manage	transformational	partnerships,	 ‘so	they	have	had	to	

hire	people’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

3. Mismatch	of	power	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

WWF	emphasizes	that	enforcing	the	collective	action	approach	is	a	challenge	in	transformational	partnerships.	

Although	the	roles	and	responsibilities	are	clearly	defined	in	the	partnership	contract,	companies’	performance	

is	low	in	fulfilling	their	responsibilities	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

4. Other	challenges	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

The	WWF,	Red	Cross	and	DRC	partnerships	were	initiated	in	the	Nordics	but	implemented	abroad.	While	WWF	

does	not	mention	any	challenges	related	to	that,	Red	Cross	and	DRC	do	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	Red	Cross,	Appendix	

A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	As	we	outline	under	‘challenges	related	to	strategic	fit’,	DRC’s	local	priorities	are	first	and	

foremost	on	saving	 lives	and	not	on	 implementing	 transformational	partnership	projects.	Thus,	 local	buy-in	 is	

limited.	Red	Cross	also	highlights	that	locally,	the	project	was	low	in	importance	compared	to	the	other	projects	

and	concludes:	‘[It]	was	born	very	much	in	Copenhagen,	born	by	HQ	and	the	fundraising	department,	and	the	field	

never	really	took	it	up’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

Furthermore,	Red	Cross	partnership	did	not	receive	enough	attention	from	top-management,	neither	at	HQ	nor	

at	the	field	level	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

5.2.4	Challenges	related	to	finance	

1. Misunderstandings	related	to	finance	

Businesses	assume	that	NPOs	have	the	financial	means	to	engage	in	transformational	partnerships	(Red	Cross,	

Appendix	 A;	 DRC,	 Appendix	 B).	 Yet,	 this	 is	 often	 not	 the	 case	 and	 especially	 DRC’s	 and	 Red	 Cross’	 funding	

structure	 is	 characterized	 by	 earmarked	 funds.	 ‘We	 are	winning	more	 or	 less	 all	 our	 funds	 in	 grants.	 But	 that	

means	 that	 99%	 of	 our	money	 is	 tied	 into	 these	 grants.	 So,	 it	 is	more	 difficult	 for	 us	 to	 search	 for	 new	 types	 of	

partnerships	or	 invest	money	in	partnerships.	Some	businesses	would	think	that	we	have	the	flexibility	of	actually	

engaging	extensively	in	that’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

Furthermore,	DRC	highlights	 that	 companies	assume	when	 they	donate	products,	 the	value	of	 the	product	 for	

DRC	equals	the	actual	market	price.	‘EverShelter,	[like]	many	companies,	thinks	if	they	donate,	in	this	case	shelters,	
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to	us,	 that	 it	has	the	same	value	 for	us	that	 is	has	 for	them.	But	that	 is	not	the	way	our	business	works.	 If	we	get	

donated	shelters	worth	of	USD	20,000	that	does	not	mean	that	we	have	USD	20,000	on	the	other	end,	which	we	can	

spend	on	something	else’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	related	to	finance	

All	 NPOs	 interviewed	 pointed	 towards	 the	 lack	 of	 financial	 compensation	 for	 their	 organizations.	 WWF	

emphasizes	 that	 they	 solely	 had	 to	 finance	 the	 dialogue	 with	 H&M	 prior	 to	 the	 actual	 partnership	 (WWF,	

Appendix	D).	On	the	other	hand,	ActionAid	has	financed	the	whole	partnership	with	Arla	with	its	own	resources.	

‘[We]	 have	 spent	 management	 resources,	 we	 have	 spent	 my	 time,	 the	 time	 from	 ActionAid	 Nigeria,	 Senegal,	

Bangladesh	 and	 ActionAid	 USA	 and	 others	 without	 getting	 direct	 compensation	 for	 that.	 So	 that	 is	 obviously	 a	

trade-off.	You	have	to	weigh,	 is	[the	partnership]	worth	our	time?	It	 is	an	ongoing	assessment	how	much	time	we	

should	invest’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

Furthermore,	 Red	 Cross	 and	 DRC	 were	 challenged	 by	 the	 comparably	 small	 available	 budget	 for	

transformational	 partnerships	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A;	 DRC,	 Appendix	 B).	 The	 low	 importance	 of	 the	

partnership	for	the	local	Red	Cross	staff	members	mostly	falls	back	on	the	available	budget.	‘For	the	field,	it	was	a	

very	limited	budget.	They	were	used	to	deal	with	multi	million	kroner	projects.	As	such,	this	project	was	quite	small	

and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 high	maintenance’	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A).	 DRC	 affirms	 ‘money-wise,	 [transformational	

partnerships	are]	never	going	to	be	a	big	thing	for	the	NGOs’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

Because	the	available	budget	for	NPO-BUS	partnerships	is	small,	DRC	applied	together	with	EverShelter	for	third	

party	funds	to	finance	their	partnership	activities	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Yet,	the	NPO	discovered	a	contradictory	in	

relation	to	third	party	funding.	Funding	institutions	look	at	the	NPO’s	contribution	to	the	partnership	project.	To	

receive	funds,	DRC	needed	to	show	their	contribution	to	the	partnership	and	thus,	had	to	outline	the	time	and	

money	spent.	Yet,	DRC	and	EverShelter	applied	for	the	funds	to	cover	exactly	these	costs	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

3. Misfortunes	of	time-related	to	finance	

As	partnerships	evolved	slowly,	Red	Cross	and	DRC	struggled	in	terms	of	finances	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	

Appendix	B).	For	 instance,	 the	 field	staff	at	Red	Cross	struggled	 to	receive	more	 funding	 from	management	 to	

continue	the	partnership	with	Grundfos	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

4. Mistrust	related	to	finance	

Initially	 Red	 Cross	 engaged	 in	 a	 partnership	 with	 Grundfos	 to	 seek	 the	 donated	 water	 pumps.	 The	 entire	

partnership	was	seen	as	a	big	experiment	with	low	chances	of	success	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	Thus,	Red	Cross	

was	not	necessarily	suspicious	towards	Grundfos	but	towards	the	partnership	project	in	itself.	
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5. Other	challenges	related	to	finance	

Transformational	partnerships	are	often	challenged	by	insufficient	staff.	This	has	also	financial	 implications,	as	

more	funds	are	needed	to	cover	additional	staff	hours	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

5.2.5	Challenges	related	to	implementation	

1. Misunderstanding	related	to	implementation	

In	 the	 Red	 Cross	 and	 Grundfos	 partnership,	 both	 organizations	 had	 different	 interpretations	 of	 the	

implementation	 process:	 ‘What	 does	 implementation	 mean?	 For	 us,	 that	 is	 when	 you	 start	 talking	 to	 the	

beneficiaries	and	start	mobilizing;	for	Grundfos	that	is	when	you	put	pumps	in	the	ground’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

Another	challenge	is	that	Red	Cross	and	DRC	both	had	to	deal	with	partners	that	knew	very	little	about	the	local	

context	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	related	to	implementation	

Related	to	the	company’s	 little	knowledge	on	the	 local	context,	DRC	faced	another	challenge	implementing	the	

shelter	 test	 in	 Iraq.	 ‘If	 there	 is	 a	malfunctioning	design,	 it	may	 seem	as	 that	 is	 just	part	 of	 [the	 company’s]	R&D	

process	but	for	us	it	is	a	massive	issue.	Because	if	all	of	a	sudden	it	rains	and	[the	shelters]	leak,	we	are	being	asked	

to	fix	it	immediately’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Thus,	as	DRC	is	the	local	representative	of	the	partnership,	they	absorb	

most	issues	related	to	implementation	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

Additionally,	 the	 local	DRC	staff	was	not	 in	 favor	of	 the	partnership,	not	only	due	to	 financial	reasons	but	also	

because	they	wanted	to	see	concrete	results.	‘If	there	is	no	buy-in,	it	is	not	necessarily	because	people	don’t	like	it,	it	

is	simply	because	they	want	to	see,	as	with	any	initiative,	real	results	coming	out	of	this’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

3. Mismatch	of	power	related	to	implementation	

WWF	points	to	a	challenge	faced	by	many	NPOs:	‘If	you	start	to	perform	on	targets	that	are	not	in	your	own	plan	of	

your	organization,	 just	 in	order	to	do	[the	joint	partnership],	there	is	a	strong	risk	that	you	will	be	steered	by	the	

partner’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

4. Mismatched	partners	related	to	implementation	

WWF	and	Red	Cross	were	challenged	by	the	partner’s	professionalism	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	Red	Cross,	Appendix	

A).	While	WWF	struggled	to	keep	up	with	H&M’s	fast	decision	making	and	implementation	(WWF,	Appendix	D),	

Red	Cross	was	not	meeting	Grundfos’	expectations;	‘expectations	to	us	as	a	partner	about	professionalism,	about	

meeting	the	business	partner	on	their	own	terms	and	making	sure	we	can	walk	the	talk	and	provide	what	has	been	

agreed’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	
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5. Misfortunes	of	time	related	to	implementation	

WWF	 highlights	 that	 the	 partnership	 implementation	 may	 take	 longer	 than	 initially	 expected,	 which	 in	 turn	

affects	the	timeline	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

5.2.6	Challenges	related	to	communication	

1. Misunderstanding	related	to	communication	

The	 case	 organizations	 were	 not	 necessarily	 challenged	 by	 a	 lack	 of	 dialogue	 but	 rather	 a	 lack	 of	 mutual	

understanding	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	DRC	highlights	that	the	two	very	

different	business	models	of	the	partners	make	it	difficult	to	communicate	and	concludes	that	‘there	is	certainly	a	

language	issue’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

Red	 Cross’	 complex	 stakeholder	 setup	 also	 lead	 to	 increased	 issues	 in	 relation	 to	 communication.	 ‘The	

communication	lines	were	not	clear.	There	was	a	mismatch	in	that.	Some	lines	of	communication	might	go	to	HQ	

directly	 from	Kenya	Red	Cross	 [...]	and	 the	other	parts	of	 this	whole	 setup,	other	 stakeholders,	didn’t	know	of	 the	

decisions	that	had	been	taken’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	As	Red	Cross,	DRC	was	also	challenged	by	an	insufficient	

communication	setup	during	their	first	partnership	phase	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

2. Mismatch	of	power	related	to	communication	

All	case	organizations	mentioned	the	controversy	between	NPOs	being	outspoken	and	transparent	about	critical	

issues	and	the	businesses	handling	things	internally	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	DRC,	Appendix	B;	ActionAid,	Appendix	

C).	 Eventually,	 NPOs	 ‘could	 lose	 the	 main	 strength	 and	 power	 an	 NGO	 has,	 which	 is	 being	 able	 to	 criticize’	

(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	This	goes	hand	in	hand	with	challenges	in	relation	to	strategic	fit.	

	

3. Misfortunes	of	time	related	to	communication	

WWF	 and	 DRC	 both	 say	 that	 discussions	 between	 partners	 (prior	 to	 the	 partnership)	 are	 lengthy	 (WWF,	

Appendix	D;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	DRC	concludes	‘discussions	between	the	companies	and	us	are	taking	quite	a	long	

time,	we	could	have	actually	gotten	things	quicker	on	the	ground,	have	we	done	it	 just	ourselves’	(DRC,	Appendix	

B).	Thus,	ultimately	lengthy	discussions	compound	the	partnership	implementation.	

	

5.2.7	Challenges	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

1. Misunderstandings	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

Both	Red	Cross	and	DRC	were	challenged	by	missing	examples	of	successful	transformational	partnerships	(Red	

Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	‘An	underlying	[challenge]	is	that	none	has	sort	of	a	shining,	a	guiding	star.	

We	 don’t	 have	 an	 example	 everybody	 is	 striving	 towards.	 That’s	 concerning	 for	 everybody	who	 engages	 in	 these	
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[transformational	 partnerships].	 You	 hope	 and	 you	 think	 that	 this	 could	 be	 something	 that	 works	 for	 both	

[partners].	 But	 there	 are	 actually	 not	 that	many	 very	 positive	 examples	 out	 there	 and	 I	 think	 that	 is	 part	 of	 the	

anxiety	around	this’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

2. Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

Red	Cross	admits	 that	 they	were	not	articulated	enough	on	how	the	partnership	with	Grundfos	could	support	

their	 operations.	 For	 instance,	 ‘we	never	negotiated	with	Grundfos	 the	access	 to	 data	 of	 the	performance	 of	 the	

water	installations.	We	could	match	them	to	our	activities	and	start	seeing	causalities	or	correlations	[...]	There	is	a	

lot	 of	 knowledge	 in	 data	 that	 we	 did	 not	 collect	 because	 we	 didn’t	 really	 have	 the	 interest	 in	 it‘	 (Red	 Cross,	

Appendix	A).	

	

3. Mismatch	of	power	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

Red	Cross	 experienced	 a	mismatch	 of	 power	 in	 relation	 to	 yielding	 partnership	 results.	Red	Cross	was	 under	

strong	pressure	from	Grundfos	to	get	pumps	in	the	ground	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

4. Misfortunes	of	time	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

Although	ActionAid	eventually	received	rewards	for	their	business	sector	engagement,	it	took	several	years	until	

the	initial	investment	paid	off.	‘Over	three	years	is	has	been	very	lucrative	if	you	will,	it	has	been	good	financially.	

But	if	you	would	have	asked	us	six	months	ago	it	would	just	have	been	investment.	So	it	actually	can	take	quite	a	bit	

of	time	to	recover’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

Transformational	 partnerships	 may	 take	 longer	 than	 expected,	 which	 affects	 the	 work	 plan.	 Yet,	 WWF	

emphasizes	that	not	only	the	work	plan	but	also	performance	expectations	need	to	be	adjusted	(WWF,	Appendix	

D).	ActionAid	exemplifies	‘the	feedback	process	on	the	big	[human	rights]	reports,	the	thorough	analysis	in	Senegal	

and	Nigeria	took	much	longer	than	expected	before	we	could	see	the	draft	to	review’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

5. Mistrust	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

ActionAid	 experienced	 several	 challenges	 related	 to	 trust	 and	monitoring	 and	 evaluation.	 ‘Initially,	 there	were	

different	 challenges	 in	 terms	 of	 having	 enough	 trust	 between	 the	 parties.	 We	 said	 the	 first	 [human	 rights	

assessment]	drafts	were	not	good	enough	[...]	but	they	were	done	by	consultants	that	were	highly	paid.	So,	 it	was	

difficult	for	Arla	to	appreciate	that	we	might	be	right	and	it	was	not	just	because	we	were	an	NGO	and	too	critical,	

or	wanting	it	to	be	perfect,	or	not	knowing	enough’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	DRC	experienced	similar	issues	(DRC,	

Appendix	B).	

Although	Arla	eventually	acknowledged	ActionAid’s	feedback	in	their	human	rights	assessments	on	Senegal	and	

Nigeria,	ActionAid	still	does	not	fully	agree	with	all	of	Arla’s	conclusions	in	the	assessments	(ActionAid,	Appendix	

C).		
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	 5.3	BEST	PRACTICE	IN	RELATION	TO	THE	KEY	PARTNERSHIP	ASPECTS	

This	 section	 presents	 the	 empirical	 findings	 on	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 the	 case	 organizations	 apply	 to	

prevent,	 mitigate,	 and	 overcome	 the	 most	 common	 organizational-level	 challenges	 in	 transformational	

partnerships.	The	best	practices	are	organized	according	to	the	key	partnership	aspects.	We	then	present	under	

each	 key	 partnership	 aspect	 the	 themes	 the	 case	 organizations	 touched	 upon.	 The	 subdivision	 of	 each	 key	

partnership	aspect	is	drawn	from	the	empirical	research	in	accordance	with	the	Thematic	Analysis	(see	Section	

2.3.2).	 Again,	 when	 case	 organizations	 are	 not	 specifically	 mentioned,	 they	 have	 not	 made	 reference	 to	 the	

corresponding	theme.	

	

5.3.1	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	strategic	fit	

1. Core	importance	

All	 four	 cases	 express	 the	 importance	 that	 business	partnerships	have	 for	 their	 organizations,	 although	WWF	

was	 the	 one	 that	 made	 the	 biggest	 emphasis	 on	 it.	 WWF	 adds	 ‘business	 partners	 have	 to	 have	 a	 substantial	

framework	 to	working	with	 sustainability,	 either	a	CSR	department	 that	 is	 linked	 to	management	decisions,	 so	 it	

does	not	help	to	have	a	communications	department	with	an	affiliate	of	CSR	standards’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	This	

approach	 helped	 WWF	 to	 move	 ‘from	 being	 just	 water	 stewardship	 partners	 to	 the	 strategy	 dialogue	 which	

actually	advises	H&M	on	their	business’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

2. Signaling/experience	

Both	WWF	 and	 DRC	 have	 a	 long	 history	 of	 working	 with	 businesses	 (WWF,	 Appendix	 D;	 DRC,	 Appendix	 B).	

Businesses	exposed	to	the	risks	that	WWF	deals	with,	know	about	the	organization’s	work	and	their	generalized	

approaches	 for	 partnerships.	 Hence,	 firms	 contact	 WWF	 directly	 searching	 for	 collaboration	 opportunities	

(WWF,	Appendix	D).	DRC	engages	in	different	types	of	partnerships	as	a	business	facilitator	for	product	testing	

or	exploratory	missions.	‘[Working	with	businesses]	is	an	integral	part	of	our	projects	and	programs,	both	in	more	

classical	relations	[...]	but	also	in	all	kinds	of	models	[...]	where	the	center	piece	is	to	[...]	help	the	people	we	are	here	

to	serve’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

3. Size	

WWF	considers	their	organization’s	size	an	important	factor	for	their	partnerships;	 ‘[smaller	NGOs]	do	not	have	

the	capacity	to	work	in	an	organized	fashion	to	raise	proposals	for	a	bigger	funding’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	The	size	

of	the	business	partner	is	also	a	determinant	factor;	‘[business	partners]	need	to	be	able	to	commit	to	and	perform	

a	global	change	by	the	size	of	their	company.	So,	we	only	work	with	large	companies’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	
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4. Upfront	investment/due-diligence	

All	four	cases	referred	to	the	resource	intensity	of	partnerships.	As	WWF	stated,	‘for	H&M	the	dialogue	took	about	

ten	years.	Ten	years	of	common	dialogue	before	we	entered	the	partnership	together’	(2017).	DRC	said:	‘[It]	is	very	

labor	intensive	in	the	beginning	and	you	only	do	it	if	you	think	there	is	a	likelihood	of	potential	gains’	(2017).	

The	importance	of	conducting	a	due-diligence	process	prior	to	engaging	in	any	partnership	is	highlighted	as	well:	

‘We	 do	 a	 very	 thorough	 due-diligence	 analysis	 of	 the	 company	 before	 we	 enter	 a	 partnership	 […]	 which	 is	 un-

financed	by	the	partner’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	DRC	and	Red	Cross	also	mention	the	current	use	of	due-diligence	

and	risk	management	tools	to	screen	potential	business	partners,	however,	they	were	not	very	strictly	enforced	

at	the	time	of	the	partnerships	being	studied	(DRC,	Appendix	B;	RC,	2017).	For	instance,	DRC’s	partner	decision	

was	supported	by	 their	knowledge	of	 the	company’s	CEO.	 ‘We	somehow	knew	this	 innovator,	 this	entrepreneur	

and	we	knew	also	some	of	the	options	that	are	otherwise	out	there	in	the	market	and	[EverShelter]	seemed	like	a	

more	promising	product’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

5. Risk	taking	and	compromise	

Even	 though	due-diligence	 and	 screening	processes	might	be	 in	place,	 the	 case	organizations	 also	deal	with	 a	

number	 of	 risks.	 DRC	 faced	 some	 level	 of	 reputational	 risk	when	 engaging	with	 EverShelter	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘how	

these	shelters	are	being	produced,	how	are	they	being	transported,	[…]	issues	in	whole	sort	of	production	chain	that	

we	could	not	agree	to	how	the	things	are	done’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Yet,	DRC	works	in	dangerous	areas	and	takes	

risks	on	a	daily	basis,	hence	it	is	more	about	‘how	you	make	this	into	a	calculated	risk	that	everybody	is	aware	of’	

(DRC,	 Appendix	 B).	 Likewise,	 Red	 Cross	 states	 how	 despite	 using	 risk	 management	 tools	 ‘when	 it	 comes	 to	

innovation	 and	 trying	 out	 new	ways	 of	working	 new	 partnerships	 there	 are	 risks	 and	 there	 has	 to	 be	 […]	 a	 big	

willingness	of	taking	on	some	of	these	risks	and	then	work	with	them	and	mitigate	them	and	foresee	them	as	best	as	

possible’	 (Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	All	 four	organizations	recognize	the	need	to	compromise	at	some	level	with	

the	business	partner	 in	order	 to	move	 forward	 in	 the	partnership	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	

DRC,	Appendix	B;	ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

6. Mission	focus		

Even	 though	 compromises	 have	 to	 be	 done	 in	 partnerships,	 the	 importance	 of	 being	 true	 to	 the	 focus	 of	 the	

NPO’s	mission	is	stated	in	multiple	cases.	Red	Cross	affirms	they	‘cannot	enter	into	a	relationship	or	partnership	

with	a	business	partner	who	is	not	interested	in	doing	humanitarian	work	or	development	work	and	have	that	sort	

of	interest	and	that	kind	of	responsibility	to	join’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	They	go	on	to	say	that	there	is	not	an	

adjustment	 in	terms	of	having	to	 ‘slack	 in	our	principles	and	then	think	we	might	reach	fewer	vulnerable	people	

[…].	 It	 is	more	 actually	 a	 beneficial	 thing	and	 capitalizing	 in	 both	worlds’	 (Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	ActionAid’s	

relationship	with	Arla	is	based	on	giving	them	constructive	feedback	on	their	work.	Although	some	tensions	may	

arise	when	providing	negative	feedback,	ActionAid	says	 ‘if	we	didn't	have	any	tension	and	 if	we	didn't	have	any	

conflicts,	 then	we	wouldn't	be	pushing	 the	 limits	at	all.	So	 that's	our	role’	 (ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	They	 further	

add	that	 ‘if	 they	should	take	action	but	they	refuse	to	take	action,	then	we	are	not	afraid	of	-	we	give	them	many	
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chances	 and	 say	many	 times	 and	maybe	 say	 it	more	 loudly	 or	more	 sternly-,	 but	we	would	 take	 it	 to	 the	 press’	

(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).		

	

7. Mutual	understanding	

In	order	 to	pursue	 their	mission	of	 the	partnership,	business	partners	need	 to	understand	 the	NPO’s	 role	and	

objectives.	 For	DRC,	 it	was	 easier	 than	 usual	 to	 engage	with	 EverShelter	 because	 ‘their	 business	model	 is	 also	

engaging	with	NGOs.	Other	much	bigger	companies	[…]	may	not	even	have	fully	decided	what	role	NGOs	should	play	

in	their	business	model’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	DRC	states	that	to	reach	mutual	understanding	and	buy-in,	a	strong	

rationale	 for	 the	existence	of	 the	partnership	needs	 to	be	 in	place	 (DRC,	Appendix	B).	Red	Cross	adds	 that	 for	

partnerships	to	work	‘you	need	to	understand	that	you	are	both	professionals	and	sort	of	meet	somewhere	in	[the	

middle]’	 (Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	For	WWF	the	business	context	 is	also	 important:	 ‘Swedish	corporates	have	a	

very	good	planned	out	closet	now,	which	means	that	creating	transformative	change	together	with	companies	is	not	

as	difficult	as	it	was;	their	targets	are	aligned	with	ours.	A	lot	of	companies	are	understanding	the	complexity	of	this	

and	the	global	need	and	global	targets’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

5.3.2	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	project	structure	

1. Structure	composition	

The	 cases	 being	 studied	 vary	 considerably	 in	 the	way	 the	 partnerships	 are	 structured.	 ActionAid	maintains	 a	

simpler	structure	where	the	partnership	can	develop	naturally	 ‘Just	keep	it	simple.	It	 is	an	easier	partnership	to	

manage,	when	 there	 is	 no	money	 and	 that	 has	meant	 that	 the	 partnership	 has	 also	 developed	 quite	 organically’	

(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	Red	Cross	also	decided	to	simplify	the	structure	of	the	second	phase	with	Grundfos	by	

leaving	out	the	fundraising	component	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	In	addition,	they	reduced	the	number	of	parties	

involved	 in	 the	 partnership:	 ‘[The	 second	 partnership	 phase]	 did	 not	 involve	 the	 fundraising	 department	 or	 the	

communications	department.	It	was	simply	dealt	at	field	level.	That	was	the	simple	part’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

On	 the	other	hand,	WWF	deliberately	 engages	with	multiple	parties	 in	 their	 partnerships:	 ‘We	are	working	 in	

multiple	 stakeholder	 engagements,	 for	 example,	 in	 different	 basins,	 we	 are	 engaging	 other	 NGOs	 both	 local	 and	

international	NGOs’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	WWF	benefits	from	this	arrangement:	‘The	way	you	maintain	integrity	is	

usually	by	multiple	stakeholders’	interests	in	the	partnership	project.	It	secures	the	integrity	of	all	organizations,	it	

also	creates,	what	do	you	call	it,	like	a	multiple,	like	a	community	of	multiple	reviewers,	like	a	peer	community	that	

secures	integrity’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

2. Clear	contract	

The	 need	 to	 establish	 a	 clear	 and	 specific	 contract	 with	 the	 business	 partner	 was	 emphasized	 by	 all	 case	

organizations	except	ActionAid.	Red	Cross	explains	that	it	‘is	very	important	to	have	a	more	clear	contract	in	the	

start	which	does	not	necessarily	built	on	trust’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	DRC	used	the	contract	with	EverShelter	to	

specify	 that	 they	did	not	 have	 any	 obligations	 to	 buy	 the	 shelters	 after	 the	 testing	period	 (DRC,	Appendix	B).	
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‘Setting	 up	 very	 clear	 rules	 in	 the	 partnership	 contracts’	 was	 also	 specifically	 mentioned	 by	 WWF	 (2017).	

Additionally,	WWF	recommends	to	‘make	sure	that	you	have	a	very	strong	negotiation	process	so	that	you	have	a	

very	strong	contract	where	all	the	commitments	are	outspoken’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	Red	Cross	highlights	the	need	

to	custom	build	each	contract	and	partnership	structure	to	the	specific	partnership	project	as	there	is	no	one	size	

fits	all	solution	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	

	

3. Contract	enforcement	

An	 important	 reason	 to	 establish	 a	 clear	 and	 specific	 partnership	 contract	 is	 to	 be	 able	 to	 enforce	 it.	 If	 the	

contract	is	not	fulfilled,	actions	can	be	taken	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	WWF,	Appendix	D).	Red	Cross	recognizes	

that	 having	 a	 clear	 contract	 allows	 you	 to	 circumvent	 consequences	 if	 one	 of	 the	 parties	 does	 not	 keep	 their	

promises	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	In	that	regard,	WWF	says	‘when	there	is	low	performance	[we]	challenge	that	

back	to	the	management	group	of	the	partnership	and	show	that	contract	agreements	are	unfilled.	This	is	a	process,	

once	 you	have	done	 that	 once,	 it	 is	 usually	 set.	 So,	what	we	 can	do	 is	 to	withdraw	 from	 the	partnership’	 (WWF,	

Appendix	D).	ActionAid	states	how	the	lack	of	financial	ties	with	Arla	made	it	easier	for	them	to	stay	true	to	their	

purpose,	also	because	taking	them	to	the	press	would	not	require	a	contract	termination	(ActionAid,	Appendix	

C).	This	is	an	enforcing	mechanism,	as	companies	prefer	 ‘to	discuss	and	deliberate	with	[us]	 in	a	closed	room	or	

behind	closed	doors	rather	than	out	in	the	open’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).		

	

5.3.3	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	roles	and	responsibilities	

The	case	organizations	did	not	talk	extensively	about	the	roles	and	responsibilities	in	the	partnership,	although	

some	aspects	were	mentioned	in	regards	to	the	topic.	DRC	talks	about	the	need	to	be	sufficiently	staffed:	For	a	

‘shared	value	type	of	partnership,	you	simply	need	to	resource	 it.	You	cannot	have	 it	on	top	of	other	persons,	you	

need	to	have	-	depends	on	how	big	the	organization	is	-	but	you	need	to	make	sure	that	there	is	plenty	of	time	to	

really	engage.	Because	these	things	can	be	fairly	labor	intensive	and	you	need	to	have	the	sort	of	muscle	of	moving	

quickly,	when	the	businesses	are	moving	quickly’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Furthermore,	Red	Cross	emphasizes	not	only	

the	need	for	a	very	clear	set	up	in	terms	of	partnership	structure	but	also	in	terms	of	responsibilities.	 ‘The	key	

responsibilities	for	the	partnership	with	Grundfos	at	Denmark	level	was	between	key	account	managers	sitting	in	a	

fundraising	department	and	then	only	coordinating	with	the	desk	office	in	the	international	department	which	was	

directly	communicating	with	the	field	level	of	the	international	department’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	WWF	makes	

sure	 ‘that	activities	are	shared,	so	responsibility	and	performance	activities	are	shared	with	both	the	partner	and	

the	local	office’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	ActionAid	maintains	a	clear	stand	on	the	role	as	a	critical	partner	by	working	

with	tensions	and	pushing	the	limits	in	a	respectful	way	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	
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	 5.3.4	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	finance	

1. Finance	structure	

The	organizations	being	studied	vary	considerably	 in	 the	way	they	structure	and	 fund	their	partnerships	with	

businesses.	 DRC	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 accounting	 for	 enough	 financial	 resources	 when	 engaging	 in	

transformational	partnerships,	as	they	are	very	demanding	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Accordingly,	the	business	partner	

needs	to	contribute	to	their	costs:	‘We	are	not	having	the	world's	tax	payers	money	go	into	business	development	

as	just	of	that.	I	mean,	our	country	directors	in	Iraq	or	Uganda,	in	this	case,	are	paid	to	do	other	things	than	testing	

companies'	 products.	 That	 is	 why	 for	 us,	 to	make	 it	 a	 successful	 test,	 we	 would	 need	 at	 least	 partially	 our	 cost	

covered’	 (DRC,	Appendix	B).	However,	 for	Red	Cross	removing	the	 financial	component	 in	 the	second	phase	of	

the	 partnership	 with	 Grundfos	 meant	 a	 simpler	 operationalization	 of	 the	 project	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A).	

Similarly,	business	funding	is	not	an	aspect	of	ActionAid’s	partnership:	‘We	don't	have	any	money	between	us,	so	it	

is	mainly	about	a	dialogue	or	a	partnership	on	responsible	business	practice’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	Not	having	

financial	 ties	 have	 provided	 ActionAid	 and	 Arla	 higher	 flexibility	 regarding	 the	 scope	 of	 the	 partnership:	 ‘We	

have	 discussed	 issues	 that	were	 not	 initially	 planned.	 This	was	 easier	 because	 there	was	 not	 a	 budget	 attached’	

(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

2. Return	on	investment	

The	 case	 organizations	 have	 different	 requirements	 on	 the	 business	 partner’s	 financial	 contributions	 and	

different	expectations	on	the	return	on	investment	of	the	partnership.	A	requirement	for	DRC	is	to	get	paid	for	

the	work	 they	do	when	 collaborating	with	 businesses	 (DRC,	Appendix	B).	DRC	prioritizes	 to	 cover	 costs	 over	

engaging	with	bigger	companies:	‘There	is	a	much	bigger	shelter	operator	we	have	just	talked	to,	much	bigger	than	

EverShelter,	much	bigger	impact,	who	want	to	partner	with	us	also.	But	they	wanted	us	to	test	the	shelter	and	they	

did	not	want	to	pay	for	it.	Even	though	-	for	us,	we	would	like	to	be	associated	with	this	company	but	we	said	no,	we	

not	going	to	do	that	because	that	actually	undermines	the	structure	of	what	we	are	here	to	do’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

At	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 spectrum,	ActionAid’s	 recognizes	 the	 benefits	 they	 gain	 from	 their	 unpaid	work	with	

businesses.	‘[Since]	we	always	advising	but	also	pushing	the	limits,	then	it	is	something	that	has	a	value	for	us,	it	is	

not	just	that	this	would	be	good	for	your	company’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	After	receiving	a	grant	from	DANIDA	

where	 one	 of	 the	 scores	 was	 related	 to	 their	 work	 with	 the	 business	 sector,	 ActionAid	 makes	 the	 following	

statement:	 ‘We	 did	 not	 get	 paid	 up	 front	 but	 maybe	 we	 have	 done	 [something]	 that	 is	 more	 interesting	 and	

inspiring,	and	maybe	that	has	been	worth	you	know	-who	knows	10	million	DKK	or	20	million	DKK	or	5	or	even	1	-	

that	would	be	probably	more	 than	Arla	would	have	paid	us’	 (ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	ActionAid	 concludes	 that	

‘sometimes	it	 is	also	about	investing	and	doing	some	work	that	is	really	interesting	and	then	that	can	take	you	to	

new	places	as	an	organization.	So,	it's	investing	yes	but	it	is	not	necessarily	just	a	cost’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

3. External	funding	

Regardless	 of	 whether	 the	 case	 organization	 are	 partly	 financed	 by	 the	 business	 partner	 or	 not,	 third	 party	

funding	to	finance	transformational	partnerships	is	a	common	practice	for	all	the	cases	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	
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DRC,	Appendix	B;	ActionAid,	Appendix	C;	WWF,	Appendix	D).	ActionAid	received	a	3-year	grant	from	DANIDA	to	

finance	 their	operations	 (ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	Moving	 forward,	DRC	has	obtained	 ‘third	party	 financing	 for	

testing	a	new	shelter	in	a	more	lean	way’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	The	second	phase	of	the	partnership	of	Red	Cross	

and	Grundfos	‘coincided	with	getting	another	grant	from	DANIDA	looking	at	partnerships	between	civil	society	and	

businesses’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	Red	Cross	recognizes	the	potential	financial	benefits	of	engaging	in	business	

partnerships.	 ‘By	working	with	 companies	 I	 think	we	 are	 doing	 a	 lot	 to	 improve	 our	 compliance	with	 emerging	

priorities	from	the	institutional	donors	for	working	much	closer	with	private	sector’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	WWF	

is	partly	funded	by	the	public	sector,	although	these	funds	do	not	represent	their	main	source	of	income	(WWF,	

Appendix	 D).	 The	 majority	 of	 funds	 come	 from	 private	 donors	 and	WWF	membership	 fees:	 ‘we	 are	 good	 at	

collecting	money	because	we	have	very	strong	institutions	and	corporates’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

5.3.5	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	implementation	

1. Process	

The	execution	of	what	is	agreed	on	the	partnership	and	how	that	is	undertaken	represents	the	implementation	

of	the	common	project.	WWF	highlights	the	importance	of	making	the	commitments	with	the	partner	explicit	so	

that	‘you	can	set	work	plans	accordingly	once	you	started	to	implement	your	work’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	For	WWF,	

the	transparency	maintained	and	the	willingness	by	both	partners	to	share,	cooperate	and	scale	up	the	project	

reflected	very	positively	in	the	implementation	of	the	partnership	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

	

2. Flexibility	

In	addition	 to	 following	an	 implementation	plan,	 the	 importance	of	 remaining	 flexible	 throughout	 the	process	

was	also	stated	by	some	of	the	case	organizations	(WWF,	Appendix	D;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	As	WWF	engages	with	

multiple	stakeholders	in	their	partnerships,	their	approach	is	to	‘follow	the	plan	on	objectives	level	and	KPI	[Key	

Performance	Indicator]	level	but	that	activities	may	be	changed	according	to	successes	in	the	progress	of	our	plans’	

(WWF,	Appendix	D).	 Likewise,	 performance	expectations	 in	 terms	of	 the	 timeline	 in	which	 the	partner	has	 to	

deliver	changes	might	have	to	be	moved	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

WWF	 also	 recommends	 in	 regards	 to	 flexibility	 to	 be	 ‘aligned	 with	 other	 NGOs	 in	 (the)	 area	 and	 try	 to	 be	

integrating,	instead	of	being	specific’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	By	being	accommodating	of	other	NPO’s	perspectives,	

WWF	 is	 able	 to	 ‘scale	up	 impact	and	 create	a	 critical	mass	 of	 impact	 that	NGOs	would	desire	 from	an	 idealistic	

perspective’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	

At	 a	 geographical	 level,	 DRC	 remained	 flexible	 by	 reaching	 a	 compromise	 regarding	 the	 location	 for	 the	

implementation	of	the	shelters.	‘[EverShelter]	would	have	actually	liked	another	location	closer	to	Europe,	[due	to]	

smaller	 transportation	 costs	 for	 them,	 better	 accessibility,	 and	 ability	 to	 check	 the	 site,	 but	we	were	 not	 able	 to	

deliver	that,	so	they	ended	up	with	Iraq,	which	was	somehow	a	compromise’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	
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	 5.3.6	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	communication	

1. Dialogue	

All	 four	 case	 organizations	 express	 the	 importance	 of	 keeping	 an	 open	 dialogue	 with	 their	 partners	 and	

discussing	 any	 emerging	 issues	 before	 taking	 further	 steps.	 In	 that	 regard,	WWF	 states:	 ‘We	 are	 never	 setting	

contracts,	where	we	are	not	able	to	communicate	about	the	drawbacks	of	the	partner's	performance,	but	we	usually	

don't	 because	we	maintain	 the	 dialogue’	 (WWF,	 Appendix	 D).	 For	 ActionAid	 dialogue	 is	 at	 the	 center	 of	 their	

partnership	with	Arla:	 ‘It	 is	 a	 different	 partnership	 but	we	 had	 very	 close	 dialogue,	we	worked	with	 them,	 they	

changed	some	of	their	policies,	they	have	changed	their	reporting	[etc.]’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	DRC	also	makes	

reference	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 opening	 the	 dialogue	 with	 the	 partner	 early	 on	 in	 the	 process	 in	 order	 to	

understand	whether	the	partnership	is	beneficial	 for	both	sides	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	For	WWF,	partnering	with	

H&M	has	allowed	to	opening	dialogue	pathways	with	the	textile	sector,	e.g.	 in	China,	that	would	not	have	been	

possible	otherwise	(WWF,	2016).	

	

2. Communication	structure	and	frequency	

The	 interviewed	 case	NPOs	 have	 different	 communication	 structures	 that	 fit	 their	 needs	 and	 capabilities.	 For	

instance,	WWF’s	 local	office	and	 the	business	partner	meet	at	 least	monthly	 to	 check	on	 the	progress	of	 their	

joint	 work	 plan.	 DRC	 operates	 under	 an	 explicit	 communication	 structure:	 ‘There	 is	 a	 joint	 test	 cooperation	

agreement	and	it	says	a	lot	about	communication.	I	mean,	who	can	communicate	about	what	and	how	to	use	the	

results,	how	to	use	the	logo	and	name	of	DRC	etc.’	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	In	the	second	phase,	the	partnership	was	

initially	dealt	 at	HQ	 level	 and	once	 an	 agreement	 is	 reached	and	 the	necessary	 financial	 incentives	 in	place,	 a	

direct	dialogue	is	established	between	the	local	office	and	the	business	partner	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	Similarly,	Red	

Cross	states:	‘The	communication	and	communication	lines	and	structures,	communities	or	whatever	task	forces,	all	

that	has	to	be	very	clear,	who	decides	what,	how	do	we	communicate	and	really	have	a	very	clear	setup	to	ensure	

that	everybody	is	on	the	same	page’	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	On	the	other	hand,	ActionAid	let	the	communication	

between	them	and	Arla	develop	according	 to	 their	needs	and	demands,	as	 they	did	not	have	a	specific	budget	

attached.	 ‘[Arla’s]	Head	of	Press	has	 called	me	many,	many	 times	 -	 that	wasn't	 really	 part	 of	 the	deal	 but	 it	 just	

made	 sense.	 So,	we	had	a	minimum	of	 two	meetings	 [at	 senior	 level]	 in	 the	agreement	and	 sometimes	we	would	

speak	every	week,	or	several	times	a	week,	then	maybe	we	wouldn't	speak	for	three	weeks	but	we	have	had	many	

more	meetings	and	we	have	had	many	more	conversations	because	we	are	actually	working	together’	(ActionAid,	

Appendix	C).	

	

3. Internal	communication	

In	 addition	 to	 the	way	 the	 communication	with	 the	 partner	 is	 undertaken,	 the	 importance	 of	 communicating	

about	the	partnership	within	the	organization	is	also	addressed.	WWF	states,	 ‘start	with	the	dialogue	and	make	

sure	that	it	 is	anchored	both	in	the	company	and	in	your	organization’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	By	doing	that	WWF	

assures	that	partnerships	are	in	line	with	the	overall	plan	of	the	organization	and	not	just	pursued	for	the	sake	of	

engaging	with	a	business	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	DRC	highlights	the	importance	to	clearly	communicate	internally	
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the	value	that	different	types	of	partnerships	have	for	the	organization	and	how	they	add	value	to	their	mission	

(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

4. External	communication	

Lastly,	some	of	the	interviewed	organizations	also	discuss	their	approach	to	communicating	specific	aspects	of	

the	partnerships	 to	 third	parties.	WWF	makes	 sure	 to	have	 the	 freedom	 to	 communicate	externally	 about	 the	

drawbacks	 of	 the	 partner’s	 performance.	 However,	 maintaining	 the	 dialogue	 with	 the	 business	 partner	 is	

preferred	(WFF;	2017).	They	also	reach	agreements	with	the	business	on	what	and	when	to	communicate	with	

others.	 ‘We	 are	 not	 communicating	 on	 anything	we	 have	 performed	 before	 it	 is	mature.	 [We	 also	 have]	 a	 joint	

position	 [with	 the	 partner]	 on	 what	 are	 we	 communicating	 and	 the	 timing’	 (WWF,	 Appendix	 D).	 Similarly,	

ActionAid	 states	 ‘if	 you	 don't	 find	 an	 agreement	 in	 dialogue,	 we	 will	 probably	 take	 it	 to	 the	 press’	 (ActionAid,	

Appendix	C).	Although	that	would	only	happen	in	critical	situations	where	the	business	has	not	taken	action	in	

the	way	they	should	according	to	international	conventions	or	their	own	policies	and	commitments	(ActionAid,	

Appendix	C).	 In	 terms	of	 gaining	 external	 buy-in,	ActionAid	makes	 the	 following	 statement:	 ‘It	 has	 been	much	

easier	to	tell	 the	public	and	to	tell	our	members	that	 it	 is	all	about	the	difference	we	can	make	together,	 it	 is	not	

about	the	money.	That	is	very	easy	to	communicate,	that's	very	clear’	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

External	 communication	 is	also	mentioned	by	some	of	 the	case	organizations	as	a	way	 to	 increase	awareness,	

spread	their	partnership	work	and	attract	potential	business	partners.	Red	Cross	states	that	 ‘people	know	of	us	

meaning	also	 in	 the	 corporate	world.	We	are	 trying	 to	 communicate	 through	websites	 and	other	 channels’	 (Red	

Cross,	Appendix	A).	Red	Cross	also	hosted	a	safe	water	summit	that	brought	the	business	sector,	politicians,	and	

other	 stakeholders	 together	 in	 order	 to	 innovate	 around	 sustainable	water	 solutions.	This	 is	 believed	 to	have	

prompted	the	partnership	with	Grundfos	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	In	that	regard,	DRC	states	that	lobbying	work	

to	 the	 Confederation	 of	 Danish	 Industries	 and	 other	 institutions	 must	 be	 done	 to	 showcase	 business	

opportunities	 in	 conflict-affected	 areas.	 Additionally,	 attending	 Folkemødet,	 the	 Danish	 people’s	meeting,	 and	

presenting	 the	 challenges	 they	 face	 and	 the	 solutions	 needed	 together	 with	 businesses	 and	 politicians	 also	

contributes	to	their	external	credibility	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	

	

5.3.7	Best	practice	approaches	related	to	monitoring	and	evaluation	

Aspects	 relating	 to	 the	monitoring	 and	 evaluation	of	 the	partnerships	were	mentioned	 shortly	 and	 in	 general	

terms	during	 the	 interviews.	WWF	emphasized	 the	use	of	 targets	and	strong	demands	 towards	 their	business	

partners	to	change	their	conduct:	 ‘The	brands	we	are	engaging	with	need	to	secure	engagement	of	other	brands	

and	local	and	national	decision	makers	that	are	relevant	to	the	policy	development	etc.	So,	 it	 is	very	strong	-	very	

strong	 performances	 and	 the	 targets	 are	 very	 specific	 on	 that.	 For	 example,	 […]	 in	 phase	 two,	 H&M	were	 set	 to	

engage	one	more	brand	in	the	textile	industry	in	the	stewardship	collective	action	in	China	and	they	did,	so	Tommy	

Hilfiger	joined	that	one’	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	DRC	infers	on	the	importance	of	considering	‘how	do	you	document	

your	 successes	 in	 that	 partnership	 agreement	 you	 are	 having,	 so	 that	 you	 can	 show	 it	 later	 on	 internally’	 (DRC,	

Appendix	 B).	DRC	made	 no	 further	 comments	 on	 the	 topic.	 ActionAid	 and	Red	 Cross	 do	 not	 specifically	make	
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reference	 to	 monitoring	 or	 evaluation	 elements	 of	 their	 partnerships	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A;	 ActionAid,	

Appendix	C).	
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Chapter	6	-	Analysis	and	discussion	

The	 objective	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 to	 attain	 a	 better	 understanding	 the	 practices	NPOs	 employ	 to	 succeed	 in	 their	

transformational	partnership	efforts.	 In	doing	 so,	 the	 study	aims	 to	get	 insights	 into	 the	 challenges	 that	NPOs	

face	 throughout	 the	 partnership	 process	 and	 to	 identify	 what	 are	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 employed	 by	

NPOs	to	prevent,	mitigate	and	overcome	those	challenges.	The	previous	chapter	shows	our	empirical	findings	in	

that	regard.	This	chapter	analyzes,	discusses	and	compares	these	findings	with	the	academic	literature	and	with	

the	empirical	findings	from	the	expert	interviews.	Throughout	the	discussion,	the	expert	interviews	are	used	to	

validate	or	enhance	the	links	made	between	the	literature	and	the	case	organizations’	experiences.	

The	three	experts	interviewed	have	all	an	extensive	experience	with	NPO-BUS	partnerships	in	academia	and/or	

in	 practice.	 J.	 Thusgaard	 Pedersen	 is	 a	 Ph.D.	 fellow	 at	 Copenhagen	 Business	 School	 and	works	 as	 a	 Business	

Developer	 at	 Aarhus	 Vand	 being	 in	 charge	 of	 initiating	 and	 managing	 strategic	 partnerships	 with	 other	

organizations.	L.	Kjær	has	a	background	in	conflict	rehabilitation	and	mediation	and	is	the	CEO	and	Founder	of	a	

consultancy	 specialized	 in	 cross-sector	 partnerships.	 N.	 Callisen	 Bang	 is	 the	 Deputy	 Director	 and	 Head	 of	

Program	at	the	Tuborg	Foundation	working	with	cross-sector	partnerships.	

Section	 6.1.	 discusses	 the	main	 findings	 and	 implications	 of	 the	 cases	 studied	 according	 to	 our	 two	 research	

questions,	as	well	as	the	discussion	of	an	additional	finding	derived	from	the	empirical	research.	Based	on	these	

results	we	 then	develop	best	practice	 recommendations	 for	 the	NPOs	and	practitioners,	which	are	outlined	 in	

Section	6.2.	

	

6.1	ANALYSIS	AND	DISCUSSION	OF	THE	MAIN	EMPIRICAL	FINDINGS	

The	 following	Section	6.1.1	discusses	 the	most	 common	organizational-level	 challenges	 found	 in	 the	empirical	

study.	 Section	 6.1.2	 then	 outlines	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 the	 NPOs	 employ	 in	 their	 transformational	

partnerships.	The	findings	of	these	two	sections	are	bridged	by	the	discussion	on	the	NPO’s	learning	process	in	

Section	6.1.3.	

	

6.1.1	Non	profit	organizations’	challenges	in	transformational	partnerships	

Research	question	1:	What	are	 the	most	 common	organizational-level	 challenges	 that	non	profit	 organizations	

encounter	in	transformational	partnerships?	

We	draw	on	the	empirical	study	and	academic	literature	to	answer	the	first	research	question	on	what	the	most	

common	organizational-level	challenges	are	NPOs	encounter	in	transformational	partnerships	with	businesses.	

In	 regards	 to	 the	 conceptual	 framework,	we	 categorize	 the	 challenges	 found	according	 to	 the	key	partnership	

aspects	and	the	‘mis’-categories	introduced	by	Berger	et	al.	(2004)	(see	Section	4.2).	The	specific	challenges	are	

outlined	in	Annex	7.	
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Overall,	 the	challenges	 found	 in	 the	empirical	 study	add	 to	 the	ones	 from	the	 literature	review.	Most	common	

organizational-level	challenges	can	be	found	in	relation	to	strategic	fit	and	implementation,	the	least	in	relation	

to	project	structure	and	communication.	Generally,	the	challenges	found	in	the	empirical	study	are	more	evenly	

spread	 over	 all	 key	 partnership	 aspects	 than	 the	 ones	 derived	 from	 the	 academic	 literature.	 Among	 all	 key	

partnership	aspects,	most	organizational-level	challenges	occur	due	to	misunderstandings,	misallocation	of	costs	

and	 benefits	 and	 mismatch	 of	 power,	 the	 least	 occur	 due	 to	 mismatched	 partners	 or	 mistrust.	 The	 reasons	

behind	 that	 are	 discussed	 in	 the	 following	 paragraphs.	We	 first	 look	 at	 the	 challenges	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 key	

partnership	aspects,	and	then	according	to	the	six	‘mis’-categorization	by	Berger	et	al.	(2004).	In	the	last	section,	

these	research	findings	are	further	explained	by	the	differences	of	the	NPOs	studied.	

	

1. Challenges	discussed	in	relation	to	the	key	partnership	aspects	

The	academic	literature	presents	the	distribution	of	challenges	across	the	seven	partnership	aspects	as	skewed:	

most	challenges	occur	in	relation	to	strategic	fit	and	implementation.	According	to	Deloitte	(2015),	the	majority	

of	challenges	appears	in	early	partnership	stages	when	NPOs	and	businesses	are	less	familiar	with	each	other.	In	

our	empirical	study,	the	experts	provided	support	for	this	perspective:	all	three	experts	mentioned	challenges	in	

relation	to	both	implementation	and	strategic	fit,	but	particularly	in	relation	to	the	latter	(J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	

Appendix	E;	L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F;	N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	

However,	 the	 distribution	 of	 challenges	 encountered	 by	 the	 NPOs	 is	 much	 more	 uniform	 across	 the	 key	

partnership	aspects	 than	the	presentation	 in	 the	academic	 literature.	A	possible	reason	 for	 this	 finding	 is	 that,	

following	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004),	 our	 research	 design	 facilitated	 a	 discussion	 of	 challenges	 NPOs	 face	 across	 all	

partnership	 aspects.	 This	 is	 different	 from	 many	 previous	 studies,	 for	 example	 Austin	 &	 Seitanidi	 (2012b,	

2012a),	 which	 focus	 on	 identifying	 challenges	 within	 the	 partnering	 process	 alone.	 Thus,	 considering	 the	

challenges	 in	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 from	 a	 different	 angle	 yields	 a	 more	 varied	 perspective	 on	 the	 relative	

prevalence	of	challenges.	

In	accordance,	 the	empirical	study	encounters	more	challenges	 in	relation	 to	roles	and	responsibilities,	 finance,	

and	monitoring	 and	 evaluation	 than	 academic	 literature.	 Among	 those,	 finance	 was	 the	 most	 prevalent	 one.	

Although	academic	literature	acknowledges	(insufficient)	resources	as	a	cause	of	challenges,	most	scholars	relate	

it	to	power	imbalances	between	the	collaboration	partners	(e.g.	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Casciaro	&	Piskorski,	2005;	

Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2005)	 and	 so	 do	 the	 experts	 (J.	 Thusgaard	 Pedersen,	 Appendix	 E;	 L.	 Kjær,	 Appendix	 F;	 N.	

Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	However,	our	study	reveals	additional	aspects	and	shows	that	(financial)	resources	

not	only	impact	the	relationship	between	the	partners	but	also	relationships	within	the	NPO.	Internally,	the	NPO	

management	 only	 buys	 into	 a	 transformational	 partnership	 project	 if	 they	 see	 potential	 gains	 (Red	 Cross,	

Appendix	 A).	 But	 DRC	 points	 out	 that	 to	 turn	 a	 collaboration	 into	 a	 success,	 the	 partnership	 needs	 to	 be	

resourced	sufficiently	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	There	is	an	interdependence	between	the	resources	contributed	to	and	

the	 potential	 gains	 from	 a	 transformational	 partnership.	 Thus,	 (insufficient)	 resources	 challenge	 the	 NPO’s	

internal	management	buy-in	and	hence,	resources	also	impact	relationships	within	the	organization.	

Furthermore,	 DRC	 points	 out	 while	 transformational	 partnerships	 might	 be	 a	 priority	 in	 HQ,	 they	 are	 not	

necessarily	 in	 the	 local	 offices.	With	 limited	 available	 resources,	 local	 staff	 needs	 to	 cut	 down	on	 partnership	
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activities	 to	 be	 able	 to	 fulfill	 the	 NPO’s	 core	 mission,	 in	 DRC’s	 case,	 saving	 lives	 of	 displaced	 people	 (DRC,	

Appendix	B).	Red	Cross	adds	that	their	local	offices	are	used	to	larger	project	budgets	than	the	ones	coming	with	

transformational	partnerships.	Therefore,	local	staff	members	prioritized	the	business	partnership	less	than	HQ	

(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A).	Both	the	Red	Cross	and	DRC	example	show	a	resource	related	discrepancy	between	the	

interests	 of	 HQ	 and	 local	 staff	 members.	 This	 aspect	 was	 also	 highlighted	 by	 L.	 Kjær	 who	 points	 out	 that	

organizations	often	face	internal	resistance	towards	transformational	partnerships	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	

Overall,	the	academic	literature,	as	well	as	the	empirical	findings,	show	the	least	challenges	in	relation	to	project	

structure	and	communication.	The	academic	literature	argues	that	the	formalization	of	the	partnership,	as	well	as	

communication	 within	 the	 partnership,	 are	 key	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 the	 challenges	 NPOs	

encounter	(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Burchell	&	Cook,	2008;	Wymer	&	Samu,	2003;	Yaziji,	2004).	

This	 implies	 that	 partnerships	 that	 reach	 their	 goals	 have	 most	 likely	 a	 good	 project	 structure	 and	 well-

functioning	communication	and	thus,	fewer	challenges	in	that	regard.	As	the	case	organizations	exemplify	these	

type	 of	 transformational	 partnerships,	 the	 case	 selection	 can	 explain	 the	 fewer	 challenges	 in	 these	 two	

categories.	 For	 instance,	 Red	 Cross	was	 initially	 challenged	 by	 a	 project	 structure	 that	 caused	 disagreements	

among	the	stakeholders	 involved	and	 increased	managerial	complexity.	However,	 in	 the	second	phase	of	 their	

transformational	 partnership,	 Red	 Cross	 improved	 the	 project	 structure	 and	 thereof	 experienced	 fewer	

challenges	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A).	 This	 argument	 is	 further	 supported	 by	 two	 experts,	 who	 suggest	 a	

connection	 between	 challenges	 and	 communication	 (J.	 Thusgaard	 Pedersen,	 Appendix	 E;	 N.	 Callisen	 Bang,	

Appendix	G).	

	

2. Challenges	discussed	according	to	the	six	challenge	areas	

Looking	 at	 the	 challenges	 categorized	 according	 to	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 most	 issues	 occur	 in	 relation	 to	

misunderstandings,	misallocation	of	 costs	 and	benefits,	 and	mismatch	of	 power.	 The	prevalence	 of	 challenges	

related	to	the	mismatch	of	power	 is	based	on	the	findings	we	derive	from	academic	literature.	In	the	literature,	

among	 all	 ‘mis’-es,	 most	 challenges	 arise	 due	 to	 power	 imbalances	 between	 the	 partners.	 The	 imbalance	 in	

power	is	often	in	disfavor	of	the	NPO,	as	it	correlates	with	the	assets	the	partners	bring	to	the	table	(e.g.	Casciaro	

&	Piskorski,	2005;	Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007).	The	empirical	findings	contradict	these	literature	findings	with	only	a	

few	 challenges	 found	 in	 relation	 to	 power.	 As	 we	 highlight	 in	 Section	 5.1,	 each	 partner	 benefited	 from	

capabilities	 they	 lacked	and	the	counterpart	brought	to	the	partnership.	Although	the	business	partners	might	

have	 had	 the	 upper	 hand	 financially,	 the	 NPOs	 trumped	 with	 assets,	 such	 as	 technical	 know-how.	 As	 both	

partners	brought	unique	assets	to	the	table,	they	met	on	rather	equal	terms.	Hence,	power	imbalance	was	not	an	

issue	 and	 accordingly,	 the	 case	 organizations	 did	 not	 experience	 many	 challenges	 in	 that	 regard.	 This	 is	

supported	 by	 Molina-Gallart	 (2014)	 who	 states	 that	 the	 NPO’s	 power	 is	 underestimated,	 as	 the	 assets	 the	

partners	bring	to	the	table	do	not	necessarily	have	to	be	of	a	financial	or	economic	kind	but	can	as	well	be	social	

or	political.	

Furthermore,	the	few	empirical	challenges	found	in	relation	to	mismatch	of	power	can	also	be	explained	by	the	

stand	of	 the	 international	 organizations.	All	 case	organizations	 are	 the	world’s	 largest,	well-known	NPOs	 (see	

Annex	 7.	 For	 instance,	 WWF	 mentions	 that	 businesses	 reach	 out	 to	 them	 to	 engage	 in	 transformational	
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partnerships,	not	the	other	way	around.	The	companies	have	heard	about	WWF’s	business	engagement	and	want	

to	engage	with	the	leading	environmental	organization	(WWF,	Appendix	D).	DRC	offers	a	similar	example,	where	

they	were	addressed	by	another	shelter	producer,	one	much	bigger	than	EverShelter.	Yet,	this	company	did	not	

comply	 with	 DRC’s	 expectations.	 The	 NPO	 declined	 the	 partnership	 offer	 from	 the	 big	 shelter	 producer	 and	

continued	their	engagement	with	EverShelter	(DRC,	Appendix	B).	These	starting	or	negotiation	positions	give	the	

NPO	 great	 power	 before	 and	 throughout	 the	 partnership,	 which	 is	 then	 reflected	 in	 fewer	 power	 related	

challenges.	

The	majority	of	the	challenges	encountered	in	the	empirical	study	relate	to	misunderstandings	and	misallocation	

of	 costs	and	benefits.	 Two	of	 the	 experts	 especially	highlight	misunderstandings	 in	 relation	 to	 strategic	 fit	 and	

misallocations	of	costs	and	benefits	in	relation	to	finance	(J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	Appendix	E;	N.	Callisen	Bang,	

Appendix	G).	‘I	think	some	of	the	NGOs	have	been	too	focused	on	‘yes,	we	have	to	do	private	sector	engagement’	and	

they	 just	 jumped	on	all	 the	projects	and	 suggestions	 that	 companies	have	come	with	 to	 them.	Or	vice	versa,	 they	

have	 themselves	 gone	 to	 companies	 and	 found	 several	 projects	 that	 have	 no	 strategic	 value	 to	 themselves	

whatsoever,	just	in	order	to	say	‘we	engage	with	private	companies’	[...]	and	in	the	end,	they	lose	money	because	it	is	

too	 resource	 costly,	 they	 don’t	 know	 what	 they	 are	 doing	 and	 they	 do	 not	 fulfill	 their	 mission’	 (J.	 Thusgaard	

Pedersen,	Appendix	E).	The	prevalence	of	challenges	in	these	specific	areas	is	further	supported	by	the	empirical	

findings.	 There	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 natural	 fit	 between	 certain	 ‘mis’-categories	 and	 key	 partnership	 aspects.	 For	

example,	misunderstandings	rather	occur	in	relation	to	intangible	aspects,	such	as	strategic	fit,	than	in	relation	to	

more	 formalized	 aspects,	 such	 as	 project	 structure	 (see	 Annex	 7).	 Thus	 naturally,	 we	 can	 find	 more	

misunderstandings	within	the	area	of	strategic	fit	than	in	the	area	of	project	structure.	The	overall	prevalence	of	

misunderstandings	and	misallocation	of	 costs	 and	benefits	 is	 also	 in	 line	with	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 literature	

review.	

The	least	challenges	arise	in	the	two	categories	mismatched	partners	and	mistrust.	The	explanation	may	be	found	

in	 the	case	selection.	We	solely	 study	NPOs	 that	 successfully	 collaborated	with	businesses	 in	 transformational	

partnerships.	Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 state	 that	 challenges	 emerge	 if	 there	 is	no	overlap	between	 the	partners	 in	

terms	 of	 goals,	 cultures,	 markets,	 decision	 processes	 and	 structures.	 Austin	 (2010)	 argues	 that	 the	 more	

transformational	NPO-BUS	partnerships	get,	 the	greater	 is	 the	overlap	 in	these	aspects.	He	 further	argues	that	

the	greater	the	overlap	in	these	aspects,	the	higher	the	chances	that	the	partnership	will	be	successful	(Austin,	

2010).	 This	 suggests	 that	 successful	 transformational	 partnerships	 bear	 fewer	 challenges	 in	 relation	 to	

mismatched	partners.	

The	case	selection	can	also	explain	 the	 few	challenges	 found	 in	relation	 to	mistrust.	Berger	et	al.	 (2004)	argue	

that	all	challenges	NPOs	encounter	in	partnerships	with	businesses	often	culminate	in	mistrust.	Thus,	there	is	an	

interdependency	 between	 challenges	 and	 trust.	 Although	 the	 case	 organizations	 might	 have	 experienced	

challenges	in	their	business	partnerships,	the	partners	eventually	have	overcome	and	mitigated	these	challenges.	

Fewer	 challenges	 might	 have	 positively	 affected	 trust	 between	 both	 partners.	 Hence,	 solely	 looking	 at	 these	

partnership	cases	might	have	led	to	fewer	findings	on	challenges	related	to	mismatched	partners	and	mistrust.	

This,	 in	 turn,	 implies	 that	 partnerships	 that	 experience	 mistrust	 or	 mismatched	 partners	 may	 not	 achieve	 a	

successful	 level	 of	 collaboration.	 This	 is	 supported	 by	 all	 experts	 who	 argue	 that	 mistrust	 can	 circumvent	

transformational	 partnerships	 (J.	 Thusgaard	 Pedersen,	 Appendix	 E;	 L.	 Kjær,	 Appendix	 F;	 N.	 Callisen	 Bang,	
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Appendix	G).	To	further	support	that	point,	it	is	necessary	to	study	partnerships	that	struggle	to	overcome	their	

challenges	 and	 investigate	 whether	 the	 challenges	 they	 encounter	 are	 related	 to	 mistrust	 or	 mismatched	

partners.	 Even	 academic	 literature	 mentions	 the	 fewest	 challenges	 in	 these	 categories	 (see	 Section	 4.4.2).	

However,	 especially	 in	 terms	 of	 mistrust,	 it	 becomes	 evident	 that	 a	 number	 of	 challenges	 found	 does	 not	

necessarily	 reflect	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 category.	 Mistrust	 as	 a	 challenge	 in	 itself	 can	 compound	 the	 other	

challenges	(Berger	et	al.,	2004;	Zeng	&	Chen,	2003).	Thus,	mistrust	can	be	decisive	for	the	success	or	failure	of	a	

transformational	 partnership.	 Therefore,	 although	 the	 category	 only	 shows	 few	 challenges,	 it	 is	 not	 relatively	

less	important	than	other	categories.	

	

3. Differences	in	the	NPOs	studied	

The	NPOs	studied	mentioned	a	wide	range	of	challenges	(see	Annex	7).	The	majority	of	challenges	are	mentioned	

by	 Red	 Cross	 and	 DRC.	 Both	 organizations	 are	 less	 experienced	 in	 terms	 of	 engaging	 in	 transformational	

partnerships	 than	 WWF.	 The	 partnership	 with	 Grundfos	 was	 the	 first	 of	 its	 kind	 for	 Red	 Cross,	 so	 was	 the	

partnership	 with	 EverShelter	 for	 DRC.	 WWF,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 can	 look	 back	 on	 years	 of	 experience	 in	

transformative	 partnerships.	 Before	WWF	 collaborated	 with	 H&M,	 they	 already	 had	 partnerships	 with	 other	

global	 companies,	 such	 as	 IKEA	 or	 Volvo.	 One	 expert	 supports	 this	 argument	 and	 states:	 ‘[These]	 seriously	

transforming	 partnerships	where	 everybody	 gains	 something	more	 than	 they	 could	 have	 achieved	 individually,	 I	

think	that	[these	type	of	partnerships]	all	need	a	lot	of	experience	and	sharing	of	experience’	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	

Yet,	 the	 argument	 that	 Red	 Cross	 and	 DRC	mention	more	 challenges	 because	 they	 are	 less	 experienced	with	

transformational	partnerships	 is	 countered	by	 the	ActionAid	case.	The	 transformational	partnership	with	Arla	

was	the	first	of	its	kind	for	ActionAid,	yet	they	did	not	experience	many	challenges.	

The	 ActionAid	 case	 rather	 argues	 for	 an	 interrelation	 between	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 partnership	 and	 the	

challenges	they	encountered.	While	Red	Cross	and	DRC	had	a	very	complex	partnership	set-up	and	mentioned	

many	 challenges,	 ActionAid	 had	 a	 much	 simpler	 one	 and	 only	 encountered	 few.	 As	 ActionAid	 repeatedly	

highlights,	the	simplicity	of	the	partnership	was	rooted	in	the	NPO’s	‘impact	partnership’	approach.	ActionAid’s	

impact	partnerships	do	not	involve	an	exchange	of	goods,	nor	does	the	NPO	carry	on	the	actual	implementation	

activities.	 Furthermore,	 these	 partnerships	 are	 particularly	 characterized	 by	 the	 non-existent	 financial	 ties	

between	the	NPO	and	the	business.	The	partnerships	of	Red	Cross	and	DRC	included	all	these	components	and	

encountered	 more	 challenges	 than	 ActionAid.	 Thus,	 more	 complex	 partnerships	 are	 more	 prone	 towards	

challenges.	

There	 is	 a	 third	 possible	 explanation	 for	 the	 differences	 in	 a	 number	 of	 challenges	 mentioned	 by	 the	 case	

organization.	WWF	and	ActionAid	may	have	a	much	clearer	case	for	engaging	with	businesses	in	partnerships.	In	

both	cases,	the	partnership	activities	were	congruent	with	the	organizations’	core	activities.	By	partnering	with	a	

global	 company	 like	H&M	on	water	 stewardship	 and	 sustainability,	WWF	directly	 impacts	 the	 environmental	

footprint.	By	engaging	with	a	company	like	Arla,	the	NPO	reaches	immediate	improvement	of	their	beneficiaries’	

human	rights	situation.	DRC,	on	the	contrary,	aims	at	assisting	refugees	and	displaced	people.	Testing	a	potential	

shelter	 solution	has	only	 an	 indirect	 impact	on	 fulfilling	 this	 goal.	The	 initial	Red	Cross/Grundfos	partnership	

was	thought	to	be	in	line	with	Red	Cross’	core	activities,	yet	the	local	office	buy-in,	as	well	as	the	implementation,	
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limped.	Both	Red	Cross	and	DRC	experienced	more	internal	resistance	and	thus,	more	challenges	implementing	

the	transformational	partnership	compared	to	WWF	and	ActionAid.	

	

6.1.2	Non	profit	organizations’	best	practice	approaches	

Research	Question	 2:	What	 are	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 that	 non	 profit	 organizations	 employ	 to	 prevent,	

mitigate	and	overcome	the	most	common	organizational-level	challenges?	

The	 second	question	of	 our	 research	 aims	 to	 identify	 the	best	 practice	 approaches	 that	NPOs	 employ	 in	 their	

transformational	partnerships.	The	following	paragraphs	examine	the	degree	to	which	best	practice	approaches	

are	similar	or	different	among	the	case	organizations	and	compared	to	what	is	outlined	in	the	key	partnership	

aspects	section	(4.2.1)	and	additional	academic	literature	on	the	topic.	As	the	previous	chapter,	the	discussion	is	

organized	according	to	the	key	partnership	aspects.	The	empirical	findings	from	the	expert	interviews	are	used	

throughout	this	section	to	validate	or	enhance	the	links	made	between	the	literature	and	the	case	organizations’	

empirical	findings.	

The	 outcomes	 from	 the	 empirical	 research	 have	 notable	 similarities	 with	 the	 academic	 literature	 on	 the	 key	

aspects	 of	 partnerships.	However,	 there	 are	 also	 certain	differences	 and	 additional	 approaches,	 as	we	discuss	

further	 below.	 Most	 of	 the	 empirical	 findings	 on	 best	 practice	 can	 be	 found	 in	 relation	 to	 strategic	 fit,	

communication,	 and	 finance,	 while	 the	 least	 in	 relation	 to	 roles	 and	 responsibilities,	 implementation,	 and	

monitoring	 and	 evaluation.	 Even	 though	 the	 academic	 literature	 gives	 an	 overview	 over	 all	 key	 partnership	

aspects,	it	is	more	grounded	in	the	roles	and	responsibilities	aspect	and	less	in	the	financial	aspect	relative	to	our	

empirical	findings.	Reasons	supporting	these	differences	are	discussed	in	the	following	paragraphs.	

	

1. Strategic	Fit	

All	 four	 case	 organizations	 acknowledge	 the	 importance	 of	 finding	 the	 right	 strategic	 fit	 with	 the	 business	

partner	although	they	may	refer	to	it	 in	different	ways.	All	the	aspects	appointed	in	the	conceptual	framework	

are	mentioned	by	at	least	one	of	the	case	organizations.	However,	the	empirical	findings	of	the	cases	and	experts	

provide	additional	considerations	within	the	strategic	fit	aspect.	

All	case	organizations	recognize	that	the	impact	of	the	transformational	partnerships	with	businesses	increases,	

as	the	partnerships	are	based	on	the	partners’	core	abilities.	This	is	supported	by	the	literature,	which	states	that	

when	a	partnership	turns	into	a	central	element	of	the	partners’	core	strategies	and	mission,	the	organizations	

are	more	likely	to	overcome	adversity	(Austin,	2010).	Out	of	the	four	organizations,	WWF	and	ActionAid	were	

the	ones	that	advocated	this	clearer,	making	sure	that	their	partnerships	are	also	of	strategic	importance	for	the	

business	 partner	 and	 not	 just	 embedded	 in	 the	 business’	 CSR	 communications	 department.	 Existing	 research	

similarly	 points	 out	 that	 the	 businesses	 CSR	 and	 responsibility	 perceptions	 need	 to	 evolve	 to	 higher	 levels	 in	

order	 to	 co-produce	 synergistic	 value	 for	 both	 parties	 (Austin	 &	 Seitanidi,	 2012a).	 The	 strategic	 importance	

placed	 on	 WWF	 and	 ActionAid’s	 partnerships	 could	 explain	 why	 these	 two	 organizations	 have	 encountered	

fewer	challenges	throughout	the	partnership	process	compared	to	the	other	two	organizations.	
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For	the	case	organizations,	it	is	important	that	the	business	partner	understands	the	NPO’s	role	and	objectives	as	

they	are	fundamentally	different	from	the	ones	of	businesses.	This	is	further	supported	by	the	literature,	which	

adds	that	a	transformational	partnership	will	be	more	likely	to	succeed	if	there	is	mutual	understanding	between	

the	partners	(Austin,	2010).	The	experts	talk	about	this	point	in	length	and	give	specific	recommendations.	For	

instance,	L.	Kjær	advises	taking	the	time	to	sit	down	with	the	business	to	understand	their	motives	and	values	in	

order	 to	 reach	 common	 ground.	 She	 adds	 ‘you	 can	 come	 together	 by	 understanding	 that	 it	 would	 be	mutually	

beneficial	 to	work	 together	 to	 tackle	particular	 social	 challenges’	 (L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	Equally	 important	 is	 to	

allow	 each	 partner	 to	 have	 their	 own	 sub-objectives	 of	 which	 both	 parties	 should	 be	 aware	 and	 accept	 the	

differences	 between	 the	 organizations	 (e.g.	 the	 need	 for	 the	 business	 to	 make	money	 or	 the	 NPO’s	 different	

pace).	

Another	 point	 stated	 in	 the	 academic	 literature	 is	 how	 the	 different	 historical	 relationships	 that	 NPOs	 have	

collaborating	 with	 businesses	 indicate	 a	 potential	 for	 engaging	 in	 transformational	 partnerships	 (Austin	 &	

Seitanidi,	2012b).	While	WWF,	ActionAid,	and	DRC	have	had	more	experience	engaging	in	business	partnerships,	

Red	Cross’	partnership	with	Grundfos	was	approached	more	as	an	experiment.	For	 instance,	WWF	had	a	 long	

relationship	 with	 H&M	 much	 before	 a	 transformational	 partnership	 between	 them	 was	 established	 (WWF,	

Appendix	D).	Similarly,	the	second	phase	improvement	of	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	partnership	can	be	explained	

by	 their	 longer	 interaction	 and	 increased	 experience	 of	 working	 with	 each	 other	 (Red	 Cross,	 Appendix	 A).	

Interestingly,	even	though	ActionAid	has	historically	maintained	a	critical	stand	towards	Arla,	it	does	not	seem	to	

have	 had	 a	 negative	 effect	 on	 their	 collaborative	 relationship.	 Their	 financially	 independent	 partnership	

structure	or	the	intrinsic	interest	that	Arla	had	to	collaborate	with	them	might	explain	the	positive	collaborative	

outcome	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

For	 the	 case	 organizations,	 engaging	 in	 partnerships	 with	 businesses	 means	 getting	 access	 to	 resources,	

capabilities	 or	 influence	 that	 they	would	 not	 have	 otherwise	 and	 that	would	 contribute	 to	 their	mission.	 The	

literature	states	that	when	partners	complement	each	other,	strategic	fit	is	more	often	achieved	(Austin,	2010).	

In	relation	to	this	last	point,	an	expert	encourages	partners	to	be	clear	about	what	each	of	them	expects	from	the	

partnership	and	what	they	want	to	achieve	with	it	(N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	In	addition,	two	out	of	three	

experts	recommend	NPOs	to	be	very	clear	on	what	is	their	contribution	to	the	partnership.	NPOs	should	be	more	

aware	of	their	resources	and	acquire	a	professionalized	perception	of	the	added	value	they	can	provide	(L.	Kjær,	

Appendix	F,	N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	

Conducting	research	and	using	due-diligence	and	risk	assessment	processes	on	the	potential	business	partner	is	

mentioned	 by	 all	 case	 organizations	 except	 ActionAid.	 The	 critical	 nature	 of	 ActionAid’s	 work	 justifies	 the	

redundancy	 of	 using	 such	 methods,	 as	 their	 mission	 is	 to	 improve	 those	 business	 practices	 that	 are	 not	

compliant.	 The	 conceptual	 framework	 presented	 does	 not	 reflect	 on	 these	 pre-partnership	mechanisms	 as	 it	

uniquely	focuses	on	aspects	relevant	once	a	partnership	has	been	initiated.	Yet,	two	of	the	experts	recommend	

that	NPOs	conduct	such	preliminary	research	to	determine	whether	it	is	useful	to	collaborate	with	the	business	

and	whether	there	is	a	good	fit	between	them	(J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	Appendix	E).	One	of	the	experts	also	adds	

that	NPOs	should	not	pursue	those	collaborations	where	there	is	no	natural	and	clear	match	found,	as	that	would	

result	in	a	very	difficult	partnership	process	(N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	
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While	 the	 literature	 extensively	 advocates	 for	 aligning	 the	 partnership	 to	 the	 partners’	mission,	 expectations,	

and	 (Austin,	 2000,	 2010;	 Bryson	 et	 al.,	 2006),	 the	 case	 organizations	 also	 highlight	 the	 need	 to	 make	

compromises	with	 the	business	partner.	The	Red	Cross	and	DRC	 further	mention	 the	willingness	 to	 take	risks	

when	 engaging	 in	 these	 partnerships.	 Their	 experimental	 approach	 and	 less	 experience	 in	 the	 field	 of	

transformational	 partnerships	 explains	 why	 taking	 risk	 would	 be	 a	 bigger	 part	 of	 their	 partnerships.	 This	 is	

supported	 by	 L.	 Kjær	 who	 advises	 NPOs	 to	 be	 risk	 taking	 and	 willing	 to	 invest	 and	 experiment.	 She	 further	

recommends	 to	 start	with	 small	 experiments	 and	 as	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 are	 acquired	 over	 time,	 take	

bigger	risks	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	

	

2. Project	Structure	

The	four	case	organizations	talk	in	length	about	their	specific	partnership	structure.	The	differences	among	them	

can	 be	 explained	 by	 the	 divergent	 nature	 of	 each	 partnership.	 Although	 some	 approaches	 are	 relevant	 for	 all	

cases.	All	of	the	aspects	appointed	in	the	conceptual	framework	are	mentioned	by	the	case	organizations	except	

for	the	inclusion	of	less	powerful	actors.	The	empirical	findings	of	the	cases	provide	an	additional	consideration	

while	the	experts	contribute	with	a	number	of	recommendations.	

Three	 of	 the	 case	 organizations	 (eventually)	 kept	 a	 simple	 approach	 to	 partnership	 structure.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

ActionAid,	 simplicity	 was	 provided	 by	 the	 lack	 of	 financial	 ties	 while	 for	 Red	 Cross	 and	 DRC	 it	 was	 about	

operating	 the	partnership	 from	 the	 field	and	keeping	 clear	decision-making	 channels	 (Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	

DRC,	 Appendix	 B;	 ActionAid,	 Appendix	 C).	 However,	 WWF	 advocates	 for	 multiple	 stakeholder	 engagements	

involving	 other	 parties	 and	 NPOs	 (WWF,	 Appendix	 D).	 This	 is	 in	 line	 with	 the	 literature,	 which	 states	 that	

throughout	 time,	 partnerships	 get	more	 complex	 and	 different	 types	 of	 arrangements	might	 be	 necessary	 to	

support	the	process	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	By	engaging	and	aligning	more	parties	with	WWF’s	mission,	they	strive	

to	change	industry	standards	and	have	a	higher	impact.	Therefore,	it	can	be	inferred	that	when	partnerships	just	

involve	 the	 two	 partnering	 organizations	 a	 simpler	 structure	 is	 more	 efficient,	 but	 for	 a	 longer	 term,	 higher	

impact	purpose,	engaging	in	multi-stakeholder	initiatives	might	be	beneficial.	

The	 need	 to	 establish	 a	 clear	 contract	 or	 collaboration	 agreement	 is	 extensively	 recognized	 by	 the	 case	

organizations,	 the	 experts,	 and	 the	 literature.	 One	 of	 the	 experts	 recommends	 partners	 to	 ‘make	 sure	 there	 is	

alignment	 and	 understanding	 and	 not	 only	 communicated	 in	 written	 form	 but	 also	 in	 initial	 meetings	 and	

workshops	between	parties	so	they	are	in	absolute	agreement	with	whatever	it	is’	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	

The	 literature	 relating	 to	 the	 project	 structure	 of	 partnerships	 considers	 important	 that	 top	 management	

ensures	to	involve	affected	and	less	powerful	actors	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006;	Page,	2004).	However,	none	of	the	case	

organizations	interviewed	specifically	address	how	or	whether	they	involve	the	beneficiaries	on	the	partnership	

structure	 or	 process.	 The	 reason	 may	 be	 that	 these	 questions	 were	 not	 specifically	 asked.	 However,	 not	

mentioning	 the	 beneficiaries’	 involvement	 may	 also	 signal	 a	 lower	 relevance	 on	 the	 project	 structure	 of	 the	

partnership.	One	of	 the	experts	considers	 this	as	an	 important	point.	L.	Kjær	states	 that	 in	order	 to	effectively	

work	towards	the	SDGs,	partners	should	involve	and	gain	the	support	of	those	stakeholders	to	whom	they	are	

accountable	for	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	
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More	important	for	the	case	organizations	was	to	ensure	that	the	business	partner	could	not	simply	breach	the	

partnership	contract	without	facing	consequences.	For	that,	the	NPOs	reserved	the	freedom	to	go	public	with	the	

business’	contract	violations.	However,	the	NPOs	clearly	express	that	in	most	cases	there	was	no	need	to	do	so.	

Going	back	to	the	literature,	it	must	be	noted	that	even	though	NPOs	may	express	their	willingness	to	take	action	

in	case	of	contract	breach,	it	might	not	be	executed	if	power	imbalances	exist,	e.g.	due	to	financial	dependency	on	

the	partner.	

	

3. Roles	and	responsibilities	

The	 four	 case	 organizations	 touch	 upon	 the	 roles	 and	 responsibilities	 of	 the	 employees	 managing	 the	

partnerships.	However,	they	mostly	focus	on	one	of	the	aspects	mentioned	in	the	conceptual	framework.	One	of	

the	case	organizations	and	one	expert	add	two	additional	aspects	to	improve	partnership	success.	

The	case	organizations	make	reference	to	the	need	to	establish	clear	roles	among	the	employees	involved	in	the	

partnership	and	 further	 to	have	a	clear	stand	on	 their	own	role.	The	 first	point	 is	 supported	by	the	 literature,	

which	states	that	assigning	clear	roles	is	central	to	the	success	of	a	partnership	(Bryson	et	al.,	2006).	In	addition,	

the	 literature	elaborates	on	concepts	such	as	authority,	 long-term	perspective,	commitment	to	the	partnership	

and	political	and	relational	skills	of	the	employees	in	charge.	However,	the	case	organizations	do	not	touch	upon	

these	specific	themes	in	their	responses.	As	the	themes	are	rather	sensitive	and	concern	internal	organizational	

politics,	the	case	organizations	might	have	intentionally	avoided	talking	about	them	in	order	to	avoid	potential	

backlashes.	

DRC	 recommends	 accounting	 for	 sufficient	 staff	 to	 manage	 transformational	 partnerships,	 as	 they	 are	 very	

resource	and	time-consuming.	This	 is	supported	by	 the	 literature	which	outlines	 the	resource	constraints	 that	

many	 NPOs	 face	 (Berger	 et	 al.,	 2004;	 Teegen	 et	 al.,	 2004).	 These	 resource	 constraints	 can	 impede	 the	 NPOs	

ability	to	commit	the	necessary	time,	energy	and	resources	in	order	to	avoid	the	partnership’s	failure	(Jamali	&	

Keshishian,	2009).	Thus,	NPOs	should	only	engage	 in	partnerships	 if	 they	have	sufficient	resources.	Finally,	an	

expert	 adds	 the	need	 for	NPOs	 to	develop	 their	 employees’	 corporate	 language	 skills	 and	 to	 hire	people	with	

experience	in	the	corporate	world	as	a	way	to	bridge	between	the	two	partners	(N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	

	

4. Finance	

The	financial	aspect	of	partnerships	is	the	one,	together	with	strategic	fit,	which	the	case	organizations	and	the	

experts	mention	more	extensively.	Yet,	even	though	the	literature	recognizes	its	importance,	not	much	has	been	

researched	about	what	is	the	best	approach	to	it.	Therefore,	the	empirical	research	was	especially	relevant	for	

the	financial	aspect	as	it	contributes	to	a	better	understanding	and	insights	on	the	subject.		

In	terms	of	partnership	finance,	the	literature	focuses	more	on	the	challenges	arising	from	the	lack	of	financial	

resources	 and	 recommends	 performing	 thorough	 financial	 forecasts	 to	 account	 for	 all	 the	 resources	 needed	

(Deloitte,	 2015).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 case	 organizations	 talk	 more	 specifically	 about	 their	 approaches	 to	

partnership	 financing.	 While	 DRC	 only	 collaborates	 with	 businesses	 that	 finance	 at	 least	 some	 part	 of	 the	

partnership,	Red	Cross	decided	to	simplify	their	partnership	with	Grundfos	in	the	second	phase	by	removing	the	
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financial	 component.	 For	 ActionAid,	 not	 having	 financial	 ties	 with	 Arla	 also	 provides	 benefits	 such	 as	 higher	

flexibility	and	 independence.	An	expert	supports	 this	point	by	stating	that	by	not	receiving	 financial	resources	

from	 the	 business	 partner,	 NPOs	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 maintain	 an	 equal	 position	 with	 the	 partner	 and	 to	

accomplish	 their	mission	and	goals	 (J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	Appendix	E).	 In	 addition,	 the	 lack	of	 financial	 ties	

forces	NPOs	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 knowledge	 or	 other	 types	 of	 resources	 that	 the	 business	 partner	 can	 provide	 (J.	

Thusgaard	 Pedersen,	 Appendix	 E).	 The	 appreciation	 of	 organizational	 benefits	 that	 come	 from	 no-financial	

resources,	such	as	learning	potential,	creates	a	shift	from	an	outcome	to	a	process	orientation,	pushing	for	more	

strategic	types	of	partnerships	(Seitanidi	&	Ryan,	2007).	

The	 empirical	 research	 on	 the	 case	 organizations	 highlights	 returns	 on	 investment	 as	 an	 important	 financial	

aspect	of	partnerships.	Within	the	case	organization,	we	encounter	two	opposite	views.	While	DRC	has	a	more	

short-sighted	attitude	by	prioritizing	covering	costs	over	engaging	with	 larger	companies,	ActionAid	considers	

achieving	 a	 bigger	 impact	 for	 the	 beneficiaries	 as	 part	 of	 their	 return	 on	 investment.	 Eventually,	 ActionAid	

perceived	financial	returns	on	their	investment	as	well	when	receiving	a	large	grant	from	DANIDA	partly	due	to	

the	NPO’s	business	engagement.	Internal	financial	constraints	and	the	partner’s	contribution	requirements	seem	

to	harm	the	overall	impact	and	reach	of	the	partnership.	In	alignment,	one	expert	states	that	‘there	is	a	trade-off	

between	not	having	enough	resources	 to	 cover	 the	project	management	and	 receiving	money	but	 then	making	 it	

more	difficult	for	NGOs	to	stand	their	ground’	(J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	Appendix	E).	As	a	solution,	the	same	expert	

advises	 to	 fully	 separate	 the	 financial	 engagement	 from	 the	 partnership	 activities	 in	 transformational	

partnerships.	 Instead,	 NPOs	 should	 manage	 different	 types	 of	 partnerships	 (philanthropic,	 transactional,	

transformational)	 separate	 from	 each	 other	 even	with	 the	 same	 company.	 Although	 it	 is	 recognized	 that	 this	

might	be	unattainable	for	smaller	NPOs	due	to	resource	constraints.	

Adding	 to	 the	 existent	 literature	 (Ebrahim,	 2003;	 Edwards	&	Hulme,	 1996),	 the	 role	 of	 third	 party	 donors	 is	

recognized	 throughout	 the	 empirical	 research	by	 the	 case	organizations	 and	experts.	NPOs	get	 recognized	 for	

their	business	partnership	engagement	by	 increased	 financial	support	 from	third	party	donors.	But	due	to	 the	

resource	constraints	NPOs	face,	engaging	in	this	type	of	partnerships	often	requires	third	party	funds	to	realize	

the	actual	partnership	activities.	An	expert	recommends	NPOs	to	enter	partnerships	with	the	same	resources	as	

the	partner	and	then	to	conjointly	apply	for	third	party	funding	(J.	Thusgaard	Pedersen,	Appendix	E).	This	way,	

NPOs	are	able	to	finance	the	partnership	while	still	maintaining	their	independence.	

Finally,	setting	up	a	contingency	fund	to	perpetuate	the	partnership	in	the	case	it	runs	out	of	funds	is	supported	

by	 the	 literature	 (UNGC	 LEAD,	 2011).	 Similarly,	 one	 of	 the	 experts	 recommends	NPOs	 to	 set	 aside	 some	 risk	

capital	to	be	able	to	experiment	with	partnerships	and	gain	the	experience	and	skills	necessary	to	lead	successful	

partnerships	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	None	of	the	case	organizations	make	reference	to	any	of	these	points,	which	

might	be	due	to	the	acknowledged	resource	constraints	that	most	NPOs	suffer.	

	

5. Implementation	

Overall	the	implementation	aspect	was	not	widely	acknowledged	by	the	case	organizations.	Out	of	the	four	case	

organizations,	 only	 two	 mentioned	 elements	 of	 their	 partnerships	 specifically	 related	 to	 the	 implementation	
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aspect.	The	empirical	findings	are	in	line	with	some	of	the	elements	stated	in	the	conceptual	framework.	Finally,	

one	of	the	experts	contributes	with	an	additional	recommendation.	

WWF	is	the	only	organization	that	specifically	refers	to	the	importance	of	having	explicit	commitments	with	the	

partner	that	can	be	followed	in	the	implementation	phase	of	the	partnership.	This	 is	 in	 line	with	the	empirical	

findings	of	 the	 report	made	by	 (Deloitte,	 2015).	DRC	and	Red	Cross	 referred	more	 to	 challenges	 encountered	

during	 the	 implementation	process	 of	 their	 partnerships	 than	 to	 best	 practices	 employed.	ActionAid’s	 type	 of	

partnership	does	not	directly	involve	them	in	the	field	implementation	of	the	partnership,	which	can	explain	why	

this	specific	area	did	not	come	up	during	the	interview.	

The	 literature	 reiterates	 the	 importance	 of	 involving	 the	 beneficiaries	 and	 other	 stakeholders	 into	 the	

implementation	process	in	order	to	maintain	legitimacy	and	create	value	at	different	levels	(Austin	&	Seitanidi,	

2012a).	 WWF	 includes	 and	 accommodates	 other	 NPOs	 into	 their	 partnerships,	 although	 the	 purpose	 is	 to	

increase	the	scalability	of	their	impact.	An	expert	supports	this	approach	by	recommending	NPOs	to	have	a	clear	

plan	and	vision	from	the	start	on	how	to	scale	the	partnership:	‘[Be]	clear	of	the	potential	of	scale.	Today	might	be	

a	small	pilot	but	before	implementing	that	you	should	have	a	clear	strategy	or	plan	of	how	to	scale	it	up	in	a	cost-

efficient	way’	(N.	Callisen	Bang,	Appendix	G).	

An	outstanding	 theme	of	 the	 implementation	aspect	highlighted	by	WWF	and	DRC	 is	 the	 importance	of	being	

flexible	 and	 accommodating	 with	 the	 partner	 and	 other	 stakeholders	 when	 engaging	 in	 transformational	

partnerships.	Interestingly,	a	similar	trend	was	highlighted	under	the	strategic	fit	section,	where	the	willingness	

to	 compromise	 with	 the	 partner	 was	 also	 mentioned	 by	 the	 case	 organizations.	 Hence,	 this	 is	 a	 recurring	

approach	 that	 the	 NPOs	 studied	 are	 applying	 in	 order	 to	 successfully	 manage	 their	 business	 partner	

relationships.	

	

6. Communication	

The	 four	 case	 organizations	 talked	 at	 length	 about	 the	 communication	 aspects	 of	 their	 partnerships.	 All	 the	

aspects	presented	in	the	conceptual	framework	are	at	least	mentioned	by	one	of	the	NPOs	studied.	In	addition,	

the	 case	 organizations	 findings	 present	 different	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 partners	 set	 up	 their	 communication	

structures.	This	aspect	is	not	detailed	in	the	literature	due	to	its	case	specific	nature.	

The	 importance	 of	 keeping	 frequent	 and	 open	 communication	 channels	 with	 the	 business	 partners	 is	

acknowledged	 by	 all	 four	 organizations.	 The	 two-way	 dialogue	 is	 maintained	 throughout	 all	 phases	 of	 the	

partnership	 in	 order	 to	 determine	 the	 fit	 between	 the	 partners,	 discuss	 disagreements	 or	 explore	 future	

collaboration	opportunities	once	the	initial	partnership	has	ended.	

Each	 case	 organization	 has	 a	 specific	 approach	 to	 structure	 their	 communication	with	 the	 partner.	WWF	 and	

ActionAid	 made	 the	 most	 emphasis	 on	 frequency	 of	 communication,	 although	 their	 approaches	 vary	

significantly.	 The	 former	 established	 predetermined	monthly	meetings	while	 the	 latter	 let	 partnership	 needs	

rule	the	number	of	interactions	with	the	partner.	Regardless	of	the	approach,	communicating	frequently	with	the	

partner	was	perceived	as	a	determinant	factor	for	a	successful	partnership.	This	finding	is	well	supported	by	the	

literature	(Austin,	2000,	2010;	Berger	et	al.,	2004).	However,	specific	recommendations	on	the	structure	of	the	
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communication	channels	are	not	found	in	the	literature.	ActionAid	and	WWF	conduct	the	main	communication	

with	the	partner	from	HQ,	while	Red	Cross	and	DRC	let	the	local	offices	take	on	that	task,	thereby	enriching	the	

limited	literature	on	communication	structure	options.	

In	 addition	 to	 the	 communication	 between	 the	 partners,	 the	 importance	 of	 communicating	 the	 partnership	

proposition	internally	is	also	highlighted	by	the	literature	and	the	case	organizations,	although	the	motives	vary	

slightly.	On	the	one	hand,	Austin	(2010)	argues	for	internal	communication	to	increase	employee	commitment.	

On	the	other	hand,	WWF	and	DRC	aim	to	achieve	alignment	with	the	overall	strategy	of	the	organization	and	a	

better	 understanding	 of	 the	 partnership’s	 value	 provision.	 Regardless	 of	 the	 specific	motives,	 communication	

within	the	organization	is	an	outstanding	approach	supported	by	the	empirical	findings	and	academic	literature.	

Finally,	communicating	the	partnership’s	mission	externally	is	supported	by	the	four	case	organizations	in	line	

with	what	is	stated	in	the	conceptual	framework.	The	literature	highlights	the	accreditation	of	the	partner	and	

the	increase	in	the	public	acknowledgment	of	the	collaboration	(Austin,	2010).	WWF	makes	sure	to	agree	with	

the	partner	in	what	and	when	is	communicated	externally.	Providing	a	unified	message	to	third	parties.	

In	addition	to	these	motives,	the	case	organizations	express	different	purposes	for	their	external	communication.	

Communication	 to	 third	 parties	 can	 be	 used	 as	 an	 enforcing	mechanism	 if	 the	 business	 partner	 breaches	 the	

agreement,	although	only	when	everything	else	fails.	As	a	standard,	WWF	makes	sure	to	agree	with	the	partner	

on	the	timing	and	content	of	what	is	communicated	externally.	A	higher	public	acknowledgment	of	the	NPO	work	

with	businesses	can	also	serve	to	attract	new	partnering	opportunities	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	

B)	and	to	increase	the	public	validation	of	the	partnership	(ActionAid,	Appendix	C).	

	

7. Monitoring	and	evaluation	

Monitoring	and	evaluation	are	 the	most	neglected	aspect	both	 in	 the	academic	 literature	and	 in	 the	empirical	

research.	 Even	 though	 its	 importance	 is	 acknowledged,	 the	 nature	 of	 social	 goals	makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 define	

specific	approaches	on	how	NPOs	can	monitor	and	evaluate	partnerships	(Selsky	&	Parker,	2005).	DRC	supports	

this	 claim	 as	 they	 recognize	 the	 relevance	 of	 documenting	 the	 success	 of	 the	 partnership.	 Out	 of	 the	 four	

organizations,	 only	 WWF	 specifically	 mentions	 the	 use	 of	 concrete	 targets	 to	 monitor	 the	 business	 partner	

performance.	 This	 is	 in	 line	 with	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 (Selsky	 &	 Parker,	 2005).	 Red	 Cross	 realized	 the	

benefits	of	analyzing	and	monitoring	 the	data	of	 the	partnership	 implementation	once	 it	had	ended.	However,	

they	plan	to	apply	it	in	future	collaborations.	Although	the	empirical	findings	did	not	provide	specific	evaluation	

methods	or	results,	 the	four	case	organizations	either	continue	the	dialogue	with	the	business	partner	or	have	

extended	 the	 partnership	 agreement.	 Hence,	 the	 partnerships	 studied	 in	 this	 thesis	 have	 been	 considered	 to	

yield	positive	results	to	the	NPOs,	as	the	relationship	with	the	business	partner	is	ongoing.		

The	following	section	highlights	a	particular	finding	of	the	empirical	research	that	serves	as	a	bridge	between	the	

challenges	NPOs	encounter	and	the	best	practice	approaches	the	organizations	employ.		
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	 6.1.3	The	learning	factor	

The	 challenges	 NPOs	 encounter	 in	 transformational	 partnerships	 and	 the	 approaches	 they	 take	 to	 prevent,	

mitigate	 and	overcome	 them	are	 intertwined.	Many	of	 the	best	 practice	 approaches	 that	NPOs	 employ	derive	

from	experiencing	challenges	and	the	 learnings	thereof.	Especially	Red	Cross	and	DRC	–	the	organizations	that	

mentioned	the	most	challenges	–	highlight	the	aspect	of	learning	(Red	Cross,	Appendix	A;	DRC,	Appendix	B).	Both	

organizations	 explain	how	 they	 improved	 their	partnership	 activities	 from	 the	 first	 to	 the	 second	partnership	

phase	 based	 on	 the	 insights	 they	 gained.	 During	 the	 first	 partnership	 phase,	 Red	 Cross	 was	 challenged	 by	 a	

complex	partnership	setup	with	many	internal	stakeholders	involved.	The	analysis	shows	that	the	initial	setup	

caused	 issues	 in	 relation	 to	 various	 key	 partnership	 aspects,	 such	 as	 project	 structure	 or	 roles	 and	

responsibilities.	Red	Cross	repeatedly	stresses	 the	numerous	 learnings	 that	 the	partnership	provided.	Thus,	 in	

the	second	partnership	phase,	the	NPO	reduced	the	complexity	of	the	collaboration.	The	partnership	improved	

from	 that,	 hence	 one	 of	 Red	 Cross’	 best	 practice	 approaches	 developed	 from	 challenges,	 is	 hence	 a	 simpler	

partnership	composition.	

DRC	shows	a	similar	learning	experience	in	relation	to	communication.	DRC	and	EverShelter	implemented	their	

shelter	testing	project	in	Iraq.	Initially,	there	was	no	direct	communication	line	between	EverShelter	and	the	Iraq	

office.	 This	 caused	 communication-related	 challenges.	 However,	 they	 learned	 from	 that	 ineffective	 setup	 and	

established	direct	 communication	between	 the	 field	and	 the	 company	 in	 the	 second	phase	of	 the	partnership.	

This	lead	to	one	of	DRC’s	best	practice	approaches	–	clear	communication	structures.	

The	empirical	findings	are	further	backed	by	academic	literature.	Scholars	frequently	recommend	embracing	the	

learning	 factor	 to	 overcome	 challenges	 (Austin,	 2000;	 Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	 &	 Pedersen,	 2013;	 Jamali	 &	

Keshishian,	 2009;	 Sanzo	 et	 al.,	 2015;	M.	 Seitanidi	&	 Crane,	 2009).	 Furthermore,	 the	 aspect	 of	 learning	 is	 also	

highlighted	 by	 one	 expert.	 L.	 Kjær	 states	 ‘[In]	 these	 seriously	 transforming	 partnerships	where	 everybody	 gains	

something	they	could	not	have	achieved	individually,	I	think	that	all	[partners	involved]	need	a	lot	of	experience	and	

sharing	of	experience.	But	in	order	to	get	there	or	in	order	to	get	going,	I	think	it	would	be	wise	to	set	aside	some	

risk	 capital	 allowing	 for	 experimentation	 […]	 Say	 this	 money	 is	 set	 aside	 with	 no	 strings	 attached,	 simply	 to	

experiment	with	 this	new	kind	of	collaboration	 [then]	we	might	 lose	 it	all	or	we	might	create	miracles	but	by	all	

means,	we	will	learn	something	and	that	in	itself	is	a	guaranteed	outcome	of	the	investment’	(L.	Kjær,	Appendix	F).	

To	conclude,	trial	and	error	is	part	of	transformational	partnerships	and	the	learnings	thereof	help	the	NPOs	to	

develop	best	practice	approaches	and	thus,	to	achieve	the	partnership	goals.	

	
6.2	BEST	PRACTICE	RECOMMENDATIONS	BASED	ON	RESEARCH	FINDINGS	

As	the	partnership	phenomenon	is	rooted	in	practice	rather	than	academia	(Seitanidi,	2010),	we	further	aim	to	

simplify	the	research	findings	and	present	them	in	a	practical	and	easy	format	that	can	be	used	by	practitioners.	

Ultimately,	 practitioners	 initiate	 the	 transformational	 partnerships	 and	 thus	 the	 research	 insights	 should	 be	

targeted	towards	them.	Drawing	back	on	the	research	findings	and	the	subsequent	discussion,	we	develop	ten	

recommendations	that	aim	to	support	practitioners	in	moving	transformational	NPO-BUS	partnerships	towards	

achieving	its	goals.	The	recommendations	are	presented	in	the	box	below.	
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NPO’s	best	practice	approaches	to	transformational	partnerships	

The	10	ultimate	ways	to	turn	NPO-BUS	partnerships	into	a	success	

	

1. Know	your	resources	and	contribution	

Be	aware	of	your	own	resources,	your	contribution	to	the	partnership	and	how	you	are	adding	value.	Transformational	

partnerships	 are	 very	 resource	 demanding	 (staff,	 time,	 finances	 etc.).	 Do	 not	 engage	 in	 this	 type	 of	 partnership	 if	 you	

cannot	devote	 the	necessary	 resources	 to	manage	 it.	 In	addition,	 setting	up	a	 contingency	 fund	can	be	useful	 in	 case	of	

resource	miscalculation	or	unexpected	events	occurring.	

	

2. Ensure	strategic	importance	

Make	sure	that	the	partnership	involves	the	NPO	and	the	business’	core	capabilities	and	that	it	is	of	strategic	importance	

for	both.	When	both	partners	have	an	 intrinsic	 interest	 in	collaborating	with	each	other,	 the	collaboration	 is	set	 to	 face	

fewer	challenges.		

	

3. Do	your	homework	

In	order	to	achieve	the	previous	point,	conducting	preliminary	research	on	the	business	partner	is	essential.	Due	diligence	

and	risk	assessment	processes	will	help	determine	whether	the	business	is	a	good	fit	and	whether	it	is	compliant	with	the	

NPO’s	 requirements.	 Additionally,	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	 business’	 values	 and	mission	 will	 help	 to	 determine	

whether	a	partnership	with	them	has	the	potential	to	be	transformational.	

	

4. Start	simple	

Let	the	partnership	evolve	with	time.	Keep	in	mind	the	scalability	potential	and	the	partnership’s	desired	output	from	the	

beginning.	 However,	 establishing	 a	 clear	 and	 simple	 partnership	 structure	 to	 begin	 with.	 Once	 it	 progresses,	 consider	

involving	more	stakeholders	and	aim	for	a	bigger	social	and	industry	impact.	

	

5. Write	it	down	

A	partnership	cannot	sustain	itself	solely	on	promises	and	good	intentions.	Make	sure	to	draw	up	a	contract	that	presents	

the	purpose,	practical	aspects	and	the	explicit	commitments	of	the	partnership	as	well	as	the	consequences	of	breaching	

the	agreement.	Doing	so	will	provide	clear	guidelines	to	follow	during	the	implementation	phase.	Within	the	organization,	

it	is	also	important	to	be	clear	about	the	roles	and	responsibilities	of	the	employees	involved.	But	remember	to	leave	room	

for	flexibility	and	adaptability	as	the	partnership	evolves	and	progresses.		

	

6. Communicate,	communicate	and	communicate	

Communication	is	key	throughout	the	partnership.	Communicate	clearly	and	frequently	with	your	partner.	Communicate	

the	 partnership	 motives	 and	 value	 proposition	 internally	 within	 your	 organization	 and	 establish	 clear	 internal	

communication	 channels	 within	 the	 HQ	 and	 with	 the	 local	 offices	 involved.	 Finally,	 communicate	 together	 with	 your	

partner	about	the	partnership	and	its	achievements	to	third	parties	to	increase	legitimacy	and	public	awareness.	

	

7. Involve	the	beneficiaries	

Make	 sure	 to	 involve	 those	 whom	 the	 partnership	 is	 intended	 for	 in	 the	 ideation	 and	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	

partnership.	Taking	the	beneficiaries	into	account	will	increase	the	legitimacy	of	the	partnership	and	its	impact	at	different	

levels.		
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8. Understand	the	financial	trade-off	

There	are	many	valid	formulas	to	finance	a	partnership.	However,	be	aware	of	the	trade-off	between	receiving	funds	from	

the	business	partner	and	being	able	to	stand	your	own	ground.	Going	into	the	partnership	with	your	own	resources	and	

applying	 for	 third	 party	 funding	 (such	 as	 DANIDA	 in	 Denmark)	 together	 with	 the	 business	 partner	 can	 alleviate	 this	

dilemma.	

	

9. Monitor	and	Evaluate	

Make	sure	to	establish	concrete	targets	to	monitor	the	business	partner’s	performance.	Documenting	the	progress	of	the	

partnership	 and	 collecting	 data	 throughout,	 allows	 for	 a	 better	 evaluation	 of	 the	 success	 and/or	 mistakes	 of	 the	

collaboration.	These	can	be	further	used	for	learning	and	improvement	purposes.	

	

10. Take	risks	and	experiment	

Succeeding	in	transformational	partnerships	with	businesses	is	a	complex	task.	Do	not	expect	an	overnight	success.	Allow	

enough	 room	 for	 learning	 and	 committing	mistakes	before	 substantial	 results	 can	 flourish.	Be	willing	 to	 take	 risks	 and	

compromise	with	the	business	partner.	And	finally,	 let	acquiring	knowledge	and	experience	be	part	of	the	partnership’s	

desired	outcome.	
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Chapter	7	-	Conclusion	

7.1	SUMMARY	ON	RESEARCH	

Partnerships	between	NPOs	and	businesses	are	blossoming.	Although	the	majority	of	this	increase	is	driven	by	

purely	 philanthropic	 engagements,	 there	 is	 a	 growing	 emphasis	 -	 in	 academia	 and	 in	 practice	 -	 on	 the	

possibilities	 of	 so-called	 transformational	 partnerships.	 Transformational	 partnerships	 are	 collaborative	

engagements	wherein	each	partner	utilizes	 their	core	competencies	 to	 jointly	create	value	that	could	have	not	

been	reached	independently.	This	implies	delivering	profit	for	the	company,	meeting	the	social	objectives	of	the	

NPO,	and	benefiting	society	as	a	whole.	

Given	 the	possibilities	of	 this	partnership	model	 for	 tackling	complex,	global	problems	such	as	climate	change	

and	 the	 refugee	 crisis,	 this	 thesis	 aimed	 to	 investigate	 the	 challenges	 it	 faces	 in	 practice	 and	 the	 possible	

remedies.	 In	 particular,	 we	 identified	 that	 the	 academic	 literature	 falls	 short	 to	 recognize	 that	 different	

organization	types	experience	different	challenges	and,	as	a	result,	will	apply	different	best	practice	approaches.	

Moreover,	 most	 of	 the	 academic	 research	 on	 these	 type	 of	 partnerships	 focuses	 more	 on	 the	 business	

perspective,	leaving	the	NPO’s	perspective	as	of	secondary	concern.	In	order	to	address	this	gap,	we	engaged	in	a	

qualitative,	multi-method	study	centered	around	four	case	studies	with	some	of	the	world’s	largest	NPOs	-	WWF,	

Red	Cross,	DRC	and	ActionAid	-	and	interviews	with	three	experts	from	the	field	of	cross-sector	partnerships.	

Leveraging	this	unique	data	set,	we	applied	a	Thematic	Analysis	in	order	to	identify	the	key	themes	in	both	the	

challenge	and	solution	dimensions.	Analysis	of	these	themes	took	place	within	a	conceptual	framework	that	was	

grounded	 in	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	NPO-BUS	 partnership	 literature.	 This	 framework	 comprises	 of	 the	 key	

partnership	 aspects	 that	 are	 inherent	 to	 all	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 (strategic	 fit,	 project	 structure,	 roles	 and	

responsibilities,	 finance,	 communication,	 and	monitoring	and	evaluation),	 the	 literature’s	 categorization	of	 the	

six	most	common	challenge	areas	(misunderstandings,	misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits,	mismatch	of	power,	

mismatched	 partners,	 misfortunes	 of	 time,	 and	 mistrust),	 and	 extant	 literature’s	 recommendations	 on	

preventing,	mitigating	 and	overcoming	 these	 challenges.	The	 framework	 is	used	 to	provide	 context	 as	well	 as	

structure	to	the	presentation,	analysis	and	discussion	of	our	research	findings.	

	

7.2	ANSWER	TO	THE	RESEARCH	QUESTIONS	

We	 find	 that	 the	 challenges	NPOs	 face	 can	be	manifold.	Besides	 the	more	obvious	 challenges	 that	 result	 from	

organizational	differences	between	the	NPO	and	its	business	partner,	such	as	a	simplistic	understanding	of	the	

other’s	 endeavors	 or	 imbalance	 of	 power,	 our	 research	 findings	 point	 towards	 less	 considered	 aspects	 of	 the	

partnership	as	being	problem-laden.	

Especially	in	terms	of	the	partnership	implementation	the	differences	between	the	partners	and	their	approach	

towards	transformational	partnerships	becomes	evident.	The	NPO	and	the	business	have	different	perceptions	

on	 what	 the	 implementation	 entails,	 which	 creates	 frictions	 and	may	 delay	 or	 even	 hamper	 the	 partnership	

outcomes.		
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Furthermore,	our	research	findings	point	towards	challenges	rooted	within	the	organization.	Thereof,	the	most	

notable	challenges	are	due	 to	misallocations	of	costs	and	benefits,	especially	 in	 terms	of	 finance.	Compared	 to	

other	 projects,	 the	 NPO’s	 available	 budget	 for	 transformational	 partnerships	 is	 comparably	 small	 and	 this	

discourages	 staff	 members	 from	 engaging	 in	 partnership	 activities.	 Other	 internal	 challenges	 result	 from	

complex	 partnership	 structures.	 If	 the	 partnership	 comprises	 a	 complex	 composition	 of	 internal	 stakeholders	

across	the	various	organizational	departments,	roles	and	responsibilities	will	be	unclear,	misunderstandings	will	

arise	and	consensus	on	partnership	actions	will	be	hard	 to	 reach.	Such	 internally	caused	challenges	are	easily	

overlooked	in	transformational	partnerships	and,	therefore,	require	special	attention	from	the	NPO.	

Being	 aware	 of	 these	 challenges,	 we	 then	 investigate	 the	 best	 practice	 approaches	 NPOs	 employ	 to	 prevent,	

mitigate	and	overcome	these	challenges	 and	 thereby	move	 the	 transformational	partnership	 towards	achieving	

its	 goals.	 Our	 empirical	 research	 reveals	 a	 variety	 of	 best	 practice	 approaches	 to	 make	 transformational	

partnerships	work.	 These	 practices	 often	 relate	 to	 the	 strategic	 fit	 between	 the	 partners,	 the	 communication	

channels	and	the	financial	structure	of	the	partnership.	Thus,	these	areas	should	receive	special	attention	when	

designing	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	The	best	practice	approaches	for	NPOs	are	highlighted	below.	

NPOs	 need	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 their	 available	 resources	 and	 their	 contribution	 to	 the	 partnership.	 Hence,	 NPOs	

should	 only	 engage	 in	 transformational	 partnerships	when	 they	 are	 able	 to	 commit	with	 sufficient	 resources.	

More	 generally,	 the	 transformational	 partnership	 should	 be	 of	 strategic	 importance	 for	 both	 parties.	 In	 that	

regard,	it	is	essential	to	conduct	through	due-diligence	and	risk	assessments	to	determine	the	suitability	of	the	

business	partner.	Furthermore,	the	partnership	should	start	off	with	a	simple	structure	but	have	clear	scalability	

potential.	It	is	essential	that	a	clear	and	detailed	partnership	contract	is	established,	as	well	as	clear	and	frequent	

communication	with	the	business	partner.	In	regards	to	the	financial	structure	of	the	partnerships,	there	is	not	a	

one	size	 fits	all	solution.	However,	NPOs	could	benefit	 from	applying	 for	 third	party	 funding	together	with	the	

business	partner	to	maintain	the	organization’s	(financial)	independence.	It	is	also	important	that	NPOs	involve	

those	who	 benefit	 from	 the	 partnership	 in	 order	 to	 increase	 the	 impact	 potential.	 To	 actually	 determine	 the	

impact,	concrete	targets	to	monitor	and	evaluate	the	partnership	need	to	be	established.	Lastly,	NPOs	should	be	

open	to	take	risks	and	to	experiment	in	order	to	acquire	the	knowledge	and	experience	necessary	to	succeed.	

Our	 research	 also	 reveals	 that	 trial	 and	 error	 is	 an	 intrinsic	 part	 of	 transformational	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships.	

Applying	best	practice	approaches	may	still	 fall	short	of	achieving	their	 initial	goals.	We	found	that	NPOs	view	

these	 experiences	 as	 important	 opportunities	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 confront	 challenges	 and	 to	 experiment	 with	

implementation.	 This	 process	 can	 help	 the	NPO	develop	 its	 best	 practice	 approaches	 and,	 thereby,	 ultimately	

move	future	partnerships	closer	to	achieving	their	goals.	

	

7.3	IMPLICATIONS	OF	OUR	FINDINGS	

Our	 findings	have	 a	number	of	 implications	 for	 the	 existing	 academic	 research	on	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	We	

identify	and	address	the	literature	gap	previously	mentioned	by	solely	studying	the	NPO’s	perspective.	With	our	

in-depth	 study	 on	 the	 challenges	 NPOs	 encounter	 in	 transformational	 partnerships	 and	 the	 best	 practice	

approaches	 they	 employ	 to	 prevent,	 mitigate	 and	 overcome	 them,	 we	 expand	 the	 academic	 literature’s	
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understanding	of	transformational	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	In	particular,	we	enrich	existing	literature	with	NPO-

specific	 challenges	 that	 add	 to	 the	 ones	 mentioned	 by	 other	 scholars.	 Furthermore,	 we	 reveal	 best	 practice	

approaches	that	are	specifically	relevant	for	NPOs	in	a	more	explicit	manner	than	the	ones	already	mentioned	in	

the	academic	literature.	

Furthermore,	 our	 findings	 have	 implications	 for	 practice.	 Drawing	 on	 our	 research	 findings,	 analysis	 and	

discussion,	 we	 developed	 ten	 recommendations	 for	 the	 practitioners’	 use.	 These	 recommendations	 comprise	

best	 practice	 approaches	 that	 can	 help	 practitioners	 establish	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 that	 meet	 their	

transformational	change	goals.	

Lastly,	 our	 findings	 have	 societal	 implications.	 Transformational	 partnerships	 between	 NPOs	 and	 businesses	

have	been	recognised	as	well-suited	to	address	commons	problems	such	as	climate	change	or	the	refugee	crisis.	

Moreover,	 international	 agreements	 such	 as	 the	 UN	 Global	 Compact	 or	 the	 SDGs	 stress	 the	 importance	 of	

establishing	partnerships	across	sectors	as	means	to	achieve	their	aims.	Our	research	findings	provide	valuable	

insights	on	how	NPOs	and	practitioners	can	reach	their	transformational	partnership	goals	and	hence	play	into	

these	agendas.	Reaching	goals	in	transformational	partnerships	targeted	towards	global	commons	problems	can	

create	transformative	change	to	the	benefit	of	all.	

	

7.4	MAIN	LIMITATIONS	AND	FUTURE	RESEARCH	

We	took	a	number	of	measures	to	increase	the	quality	of	our	methodological	choices,	hence	reducing	reliability	

and	validity	concerns.	However,	some	limitations	to	our	methodology	still	prevail.	First,	following	a	multiple	case	

study	approach	leads	to	empirical	results	based	on	a	limited	number	of	cases.	Therefore,	the	generalizability	of	

the	 findings	 to	 other	 settings	 might	 be	 questionable.	 However,	 our	 research	 is	 not	 intended	 to	 make	 broad	

generalizations.	 By	 providing	 a	 better	 understanding	 on	 the	 challenges	 faced	 and	 best	 practices	 employed	 by	

NPOs	 in	 transformational	 partnerships,	 our	 study	 aims	 towards	 being	 illustrative	 and	 enhancing	 rather	 than	

conclusive	 and	 generalizing.	 Furthermore,	 our	 sample	 is	 relatively	 big	 compared	 to	 the	 available	

transformational	 partnership	 cases.	 Second,	 although	 we	 deliberately	 choose	 to	 look	 solely	 at	 the	 NPO	

perspective,	 we	 acknowledge	 that	 with	 sufficient	 time	 and	 resources,	 adding	 the	 business	 perspective	 could	

enrich	our	empirical	findings.	Exploring	the	perspectives	of	the	business	partners	of	the	four	case	partnerships	

presented	could	reveal	 interesting	 insights	on	similarities	and	differences	on	challenges	encountered	and	best	

practice	 approaches	 employed.	 Eventually,	 these	 findings	 may	 lead	 to	 a	 more	 in-depth	 understanding	 of	 the	

practices	that	can	assist	the	partners	in	achieving	their	transformational	partnership	goals.	Third,	the	interviews	

were	conducted	with	the	NPO	managers	responsible	for	the	partnership	cases	who	were	located	in	the	HQ.	Our	

empirical	research	revealed	that	 the	 implementation	of	 the	partnership	 is	one	of	 the	aspects	 that	accounts	 for	

most	challenges.	However,	our	findings	also	revealed	that	implementation	is	one	of	the	key	aspect	with	the	least	

recommendations	 on	 best	 practice	 approaches.	 As	 the	 partnerships	 are	 typically	 managed	 from	 the	 HQ	 but	

implemented	locally,	including	interviews	with	the	NPO’s	staff	members	responsible	for	the	partnership	project	

implementation	 would	 have	 benefited	 our	 research	 by	 providing	 additional	 insights	 on	 this	 problematic	

partnership	aspect.	
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The	 empirical	 findings	 derived	 from	 this	 thesis	 reveal	 interesting	 paths	 for	 future	 research.	 We	 set	 out	 to	

uncover	 organization-level	 challenges	 in	 NPO-BUS	 partnerships	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 NPO.	 As	 in	 the	

previous	 literature,	we	 find	 that	many	of	 the	challenges	 result	 from	differences	between	partners,	mistrust	or	

lack	of	communication	as	leading	examples.	 	However,	we	also	uncover	an	important	source	of	organizational-

level	problems	that	has	been	downplayed	in	the	previous	literature:	within-NPO	organizational	frictions,	such	as	

managerial	buy-in	and	internal	communication.	Based	on	this	prevalence,	and	with	only	little	acknowledgement	

in	the	NPO-BUS	literature,	we	recommend	researching	this	aspect	further.	

Another	 area	 for	 potential	 future	 research	 becomes	 evident	 in	 our	 discussion	 of	 the	 NPO’s	 best	 practice	

approaches	 to	 transformational	 partnerships.	 We	 reveal	 that	 third-party	 funding	 could	 eventually	 solve	 the	

NPO’s	 trade-off	 between	having	 enough	 available	 resources	 to	 sustain	 the	 partnership	 and	being	 (financially)	

independent	 from	 the	 business	 partner.	 Due	 to	 this	 promising	 outlook,	 and	 because	 of	 the	 lack	 of	 academic	

literature	on	the	topic,	we	recommend	investigating	the	effects	of	third-party	funding	in	future	studies.	

Finally,	the	NPOs	best	practice	approaches	discovered	in	our	empirical	research	are	based	on	partnership	cases	

that	have	reached	a	concluding	stage.	Those	best	practice	approaches	derive	from	the	challenges	faced	and	the	

learning	process	experienced	by	the	NPOs	studied.	Our	empirical	 findings	suggest	that	 learning	occurs	by	trial	

and	error.	We	therefore	argue	that	it	can	be	insightful	to	not	only	investigate	partnerships	that	succeed,	but	also	

to	study	partnerships	that	have	breached	before	the	contract	came	to	an	end.	Studying	failed	partnerships	could	

enrich	 the	discussion	of	 the	 challenges	 encountered	 and	how	organizations	 can	 learn	 from	 them	and	develop	

best	practice	approaches	 for	 their	 future	 transformational	partnership	attempts.	Therefore,	we	recommend	 to	

close	this	gap	in	academic	literature	and	to	research	breached	NPO-BUS	partnerships.	
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Annex	1:	Interview	guide	for	case	organization	interviews	

This	is	the	interview	guide	we	use	for	the	interview	with	ActionAid	on	their	transformational	partnership	with	

Arla.	We	have	adjusted	the	interview	guide	to	each	NPO	and	partnership	case	accordingly.	

	

Interview	Guide	–	ActionAid	Interview	
	
Introduction	

• Welcome,	introduce	ourselves	

• Purpose,	intended	use	of	the	interview	data,	confidentiality	and	anonymity	

• Procedure	(time	frame,	who	leads	the	interview)	

• Set	interview	expectations	(open	discussion,	critical	reflection)	

• Permission	for	recording	and	note	taking	

	

Introductory	Questions	

• Job	Title/Function	

• Responsibilities	

• Years	in	Action	Aid	

• Previous	working	experience	in	private	companies		

	

ActionAid’s	experience	with	business	partnerships	

• Please	tell	us	briefly	about	Action	Aid’s	agenda	in	terms	of	partnerships	with	private	companies?	

• Can	you	give	us	a	brief	overview	of	the	Arla	partnership?	

o What	is	the	project	about?	

o What	is	its	purpose?	

o Which	organization	set	the	initiative	for	the	partnership?	

o Briefly,	describe	the	evolution	of	the	partnership	

• Can	you	tell	us	about	the	main	risks	and	benefits	the	partnership	bears	for	Action	Aid?	

o How	did	the	benefits	change	throughout	the	partnership?	

o Do	you	think	Action	Aid	benefits	less/more/equally	than	Arla	from	the	partnership?	

o What	measurements	did	you	take	to	mitigate	these	risks?	

• What	were	the	main	obstacles	in	this	partnership?	

o How	did	you	overcome	these	obstacles?	

o Do	 you	 face	 similar	 obstacles	 in	 other	 partnerships	with	 private	 companies	 or	 are	 they	 Arla	
specific?	

o What	are	obstacles	that	you	face	in	partnerships	with	other	companies?	
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o Apart	 from	these	obstacles	would	you	recommend	other	NPOs	to	engage	in	partnerships	with	
private	companies?	

• Do	you	think	there	is	an	organizational	match	or	mismatch	between	Action	Aid	and	Arla?	

• How	is	Action	Aid’s	reputation	affected	by	the	partnership?	

• What	is	something	that	surprised	you	or	that	you	did	not	expect	from	the	partnership	process/result?	

• Which	 advice	 would	 you	 give	 now	 to	 some	 NPO	 thinking	 of	 starting	 a	 partnership	 with	 a	 private	
company?		

• What	is	the	future	vision	of	the	partnership?	

	

Wrap	up	

• Is	there	anything	else	you	would	like	to	add?	Are	there	any	questions	for	us?	

• Thank	you	for	the	interview.	

• Would	you	mind	if	we	contact	you	in	case	we	have	additional	questions?	

• We	 will	 share	 our	 findings	 with	 you	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 thesis	 is	 done;	 send	 the	 transcripts	 and	 direct	
quotations	used.	
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Annex	2:	Interview	guide	for	expert	interviews	

This	 is	 the	 interview	guide	we	use	 for	 the	expert	 interviews.	We	used	 the	same	 interview	guide	 for	all	 expert	

interviews.	

	

Interview	Guide	–	Expert	Interview	
	
Introduction	

• Welcome,	introduce	ourselves	

• Purpose,	intended	use	of	the	interview	data,	confidentiality	and	anonymity	

• Procedure	(time	frame,	who	leads	the	interview)	

• Set	interview	expectations	(open	discussion,	critical	reflection)	

• Permission	for	recording	and	note	taking	

	

Introductory	Questions	

• Job	Title/Function	

• Responsibilities	

• Years	in	working	with	cross-sector	partnerships	

• Previous	working	experience	in	private	companies	

	

The	expert’s	view	on	NPO-BUS	partnerships	

• Can	you	tell	us	about	the	main	risks	and	benefits	transformational	partnerships	bear	for	NPOs?	

o What	are	the	decisive	factors	a	NPO	should	take	into	account	when	entering	a	partnership?	

o Do	you	 think	NPOs	benefit	 less/as	much	 as/more	 than	 the	 business	 sector	 from	 cross-sector	
partnerships?	

• What	are	the	main	obstacles	that	NPOs	face	when	engaging	in	this	type	of	partnership?	

• What	 would	 you	 say	 NPOs	 are	 missing	 in	 order	 to	 accomplish	 better	 results	 when	 engaging	 in	
partnerships	with	private	companies?	

• What	are	the	major	organizational	mismatches	between	NPOs	and	businesses?	

• Which	 advice	 would	 you	 give	 to	 NPOs	 thinking	 of	 starting	 a	 transformational	 partnership	 with	 a	
business?	

	

Wrap	up	

• Is	there	anything	else	you	would	like	to	add?	Are	there	any	questions	for	us?	

• Thank	you	for	the	interview.	

• Would	you	mind	if	we	contact	you	in	case	we	have	additional	questions?	
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• We	 will	 share	 our	 findings	 with	 you	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 thesis	 is	 done;	 send	 the	 transcripts	 and	 direct	
quotations	used.	
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Annex	3:	List	of	codes	

This	list	shows	the	codes	we	apply	in	our	Thematic	Analysis.	

	

1. ‘a	priori’	codes	

§ Challenges	

§ Best	practice	approaches	

§ Strategic	fit	

§ Project	structure	

§ Roles	&	Responsibilities	

§ Finance	

§ Implementation	

§ Communication	

§ Monitoring	&	evaluation	

§ Misunderstanding	

§ Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	

§ Mismatch	of	power	

§ Mismatched	partners	

§ Misfortunes	of	time	

§ Mistrust	

§ Other	organizational	challenges	

	

2. ‘in	vivo’	codes	

§ Core	importance	

§ Upfront	investment	(due-diligence)	

§ Account	for	additional	resources	

§ Business	context	

§ Maximize	impact	

§ Business	size	matters	

§ Commitment	

§ Maintain	integrity	

§ Positive	signaling	

§ Mutual	understanding	

§ Importance	of	personal	relations	

§ Compromise	and	risk	taking	

§ Embrace	differences	

§ Multi-stakeholder	engagement	

§ Clear	contract	

§ Negotiation	
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§ Contract	enforcement	

§ Simple	structure	

§ Case	specific	

§ Shared	value	

§ Collaboration	

§ Account	for	additional	resources	

§ Clear	roles	

§ Non-partnership	funds	

§ Finance	structure	

§ Assessment	

§ Right	incentives	

§ Dialogue	

§ Critical	validity	

§ Follow	plan	with	flexibility	

§ Stakeholder	involvement	

§ Flexibility	

§ Scalability	

§ Clear	implementation	guidelines	

§ Compromise	

§ Follow	through	

§ Mission	focus	

§ Engage	top	management	

§ External	communication	

§ Post	project	communication	

§ Frequent	communication	

§ Communication	at	core	

§ Clear	communication	

§ Structured	communication	

§ Mutual	understanding	

§ Internal	communication	

§ Regulated	communication	

§ Exploratory	communication	

§ Early	communication	

§ Direct	honest	open	communication	

§ New	communication	lines	

§ Scheduled	meetings	

§ Specific	targets	

§ Clear	monitoring	
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3. Labels	

§ Core	importance	

§ Signaling/experience	

§ Size	

§ Upfront	investment/due-diligence	

§ Risk	taking	&	compromise	

§ Mission	focus	

§ Mutual	understanding	

§ Structure	composition	

§ Clear	contract	

§ Contract	enforcement	

§ Finance	structure	

§ Return	on	investment	

§ External	funding	

§ Process	

§ Flexibility	

§ Dialogue	

§ Communication	structure	and	frequency	

§ Internal	communication	

§ External	communication	
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Annex	4:	Summary	of	challenges	from	academic	literature	

The	 table	 below	 summarizes	 the	 organizational	 challenges	 NPOs	 encounter	 in	 transformational	 partnerships	

with	businesses.	The	table	is	organized	according	to	the	categorization	introduced	by	Berger	et	al.	(2004).	The	

bullet	points	in	each	category	depict	one	challenge	at	a	time	mentioned	either	directly	by	Berger	et	al.	(2004)	or	

one	of	the	other	academic	scholars	outlined	above.	

Challenges	

Misunderstandings	
§ Lack	of	deeper	acknowledgement	of	the	partner’s	organizational	culture,	processes	and	practices	
§ Simplistic	understanding	of	the	other’s	endeavors	and	context	
§ Misconception	about	partner’s	objectives	
§ Partnerships	fail	to	live	up	to	expectations	
§ Partners	interpret	joint	objective	differently	
§ Difficulties	in	agreeing	on	the	project	structure	
§ Ineffective	dialogue	
§ Logistical	difficulties,	e.g.	scheduling	meetings	

Misallocation	of	costs	and	benefits	
§ Contributions	to	the	partnership	is	undervalued	and	thus,	insufficiently	compensated	
§ Benefit	assessment	dependent	on	each	partner’s	specific	valuation	criteria	which	can	differ	substantially	
§ Partner	fails	to	give	the	partnership	the	priority	is	deserves	
§ NPOs	have	higher	levels	of	engagement	
§ Willingness	to	contribute	even	more	resources	to	turn	the	partnership	into	a	success	
§ Insufficient	internal	resources	and	funding	for	partnership	activities	despite	high	expectations	on	partnership	gains	

Mismatch	of	power	
§ NPOs	generally	seen	as	less	powerful	partner	
§ Businesses	often	finance	the	collaboration	which	gives	them	higher	leverage	on	how	the	money	should	be	spent	
§ To	access	funding	NPOs	may	feel	pressured	to	comply	with	the	interests	and	requirements	of	the	business	
§ The	objectivity	and	critical	autonomy	of	the	less	powerful	partner	will	diminish	
§ NPOs	exercise	power	not	through	financial	means	but	their	roots	in	civil	society	
§ NPOs	and	businesses	hold	relative	different	positions	in	the	financial,	economic,	social	and	political	power	arenas	
§ Dominant	partner	assumes	that	their	timelines,	priorities,	structures	and	processes	should	have	preference	
§ Key	resources	of	the	weaker	partner	are	not	fully	exploited	
§ Demoralization	as	a	result	of	the	patronizing	and	dismissive	manner	in	which	the	weaker	partner	may	be	treated	
§ Exerting	power	requires	investing	more	effort,	time,	and	resources	
§ Partners	do	not	acknowledge	their	positions	and	the	influence	the	other	has	on	their	own	well-being	

Mismatched	partners	
§ No	overlaps	between	the	partners	in	terms	of	goals,	markets,	decision	processes	and	structures	
§ Competing	institutional	logics	of	both	partners	
§ Organizations	have	different	missions,	interests	and	cultures,	e.g.	different	perceptions	of	time	

Misfortunes	of	time	
§ Time	lag	
§ Return	from	the	partnership	diminish	and	initial	benefits	decline	relative	to	the	costs	of	maintaining	the	collaboration	
§ Prioritization	of	outcomes	and	lack	of	emphasis	on	the	process	as	a	source	of	gains	
§ Turnover	of	key	staff	
§ No	exit	strategy	

Mistrust	
§ The	preceding	set	of	challenges	often	culminate	in	mistrust	
§ Mutual	trust	as	a	challenge	in	itself	
§ Covert	behavior	or	opportunism	
§ Mistrust	further	compounds	the	previous	sets	of	challenges	

Other	
§ Lack	of	commitment	from	top-management	
§ Organization's	unwillingness	to	change	
§ Interconnectivity	with	external	competitive	and	institutional	pressures	
§ Uncertainty	
§ Unforeseen	events	which	may	challenge	the	managerial	capacity	and	flexibility	of	the	partners	
§ Stakeholder	related	challenges	such	as	the	lack	of	continuous	engagement	with	beneficiaries	or	the	NPO	supporter’s	disapproval	of	the	collaboration	

efforts	with	businesses	

Source:	 Own	 representation	 based	 on	 Berger	 et	 al.	 (2004);	 Bryson	 et	 al.	 (2006);	 Gjerdrum	 Pedersen	&	 Pedersen	

(2013);	Selsky	&	Parker	(2005)	etc.	 	

	



	
	 	 Annexes	

	

	
	
	 	

93	

Annex	5:	Detailed	case	descriptions	

Annex	4	presents	the	transformational	partnerships	of	our	four	case	organizations	-	WWF,	Red	Cross,	DRC	and	

ActionAid	-	in	greater	detail.	Each	section	first	describes	the	NPO	and	its	business	partner.	We	then	give	a	brief	

overview	of	the	evolution	of	the	organizations’	transformational	partnership	and	their	reasons	for	engagement.	

The	Table	at	the	end	of	this	Annex	summarizes	the	hard	facts	on	the	NPOs	and	businesses	involved	in	the	case	

partnerships.	

	

1. Partnership	between	WWF	and	H&M	

WWF	

Founded	 in	 1961,	 the	 World	 Wide	 Fund	 For	 Nature	 (WWF)	 is	 today	 the	 world’s	 largest	 conservation	

organization,	which	aims	 to	 stop	 the	degradation	of	 the	planet’s	natural	 environment	 and	 to	build	 a	 future	 in	

which	humans	 live	 in	harmony	with	nature.	WWF	is	organized	as	a	 foundation	with	30	national	organizations	

and	offices	 in	more	 than	100	 countries	worldwide.	 Currently,	WWF	sets	 its	 core	 focus	on	 the	 conservation	of	

oceans	 and	 coasts,	 forests,	 and	 freshwater	 ecosystems.	Other	 focus	 areas	 are	 endangered	 species,	 sustainable	

production	of	commodities,	and	climate	change.	Although	 internationally	WWF	aims	towards	the	same	overall	

goals,	due	to	the	organizational	structure,	each	national	organization	sets	its	own	priority	areas.	

When	we	use	the	term	‘WWF’,	we	are	referring	to	WWF	Sweden,	as	they	initiated	the	partnership	with	H&M.	

	

H&M	

H&M	is	the	world’s	second	largest	clothing	retailer.	Being	currently	present	in	66	countries,	H&M	aims	to	grow	

in	existing,	as	well	as	in	new	markets,	to	make	fashion	accessible	to	as	many	people	as	possible.	In	recent	years,	

H&M	has	set	an	increasing	focus	on	sustainability	reaching	a	temporary	peak	with	the	company’s	newly	released	

climate	strategy.	

	

The	WWF/H&M	partnership	

After	ten	years	of	dialogue	on	environmental	stewardship,	H&M	and	WWF	entered	a	partnership	 in	2011.	The	

aim	of	the	partnership	was	to	increase	water	awareness,	to	improve	water	usage	use	throughout	H&M’s	entire	

supply	chain	beyond	its	 factory	 lines,	and	to	engage	with	other	stakeholders	 in	China	and	Bangladesh	-	 two	of	

H&M’s	main	countries	of	production	which	both	suffer	from	severe	water	stress.	After	substantial	successes	in	

all	three	areas,	WWF	and	H&M	renewed	and	expanded	the	partnership	in	2016.	The	second	partnership	phase	

also	comprises	climate	action	and	strategy	dialogues	on	sustainability.	The	latter	already	materialized	in	H&M’s	

new	 climate	 strategy	which	was	 launched	beginning	 of	 this	 year.	Until	 the	 current	 partnership	 phase	 ends	 in	

2020,	H&M	and	WWF	want	to	intensify	their	work	in	water	stewardship,	and	climate	action,	as	well	as	keep	the	

strategy	dialogue	ongoing.	Financially,	both	partners	have	invested	in	the	partnership,	however,	H&M	covers	the	
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large	chunk	of	the	actual	costs	involved.	Moreover,	the	partnership	has	a	philanthropic	component	where	H&M	

contributes	financially	to	WWF’s	conservation	activities.	

Water	 is	 a	 key	 resource	 in	 the	 textile	 production	 and	 is	 thus,	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 H&M’s	 core	 business	 interest.	

Through	the	partnership	with	WWF,	H&M	has	gained	a	better	understanding	of	its	water	risk	and	performance	

across	 the	 company’s	 operations	 and	 supply	 chain,	which	 is,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 day,	 essential	 to	 secure	 future	

business.	 Furthermore,	H&M	has	 established	 the	 company’s	 leading	 role	 in	water	 stewardship.	WWF,	 in	 turn,	

benefits	from	the	collaboration	with	H&M	due	to	the	partnership’s	fit	with	NPO’s	core	focus	areas	and	activities.	

As	the	second	phase	of	the	partnership	is	still	ongoing,	not	all	of	WWF’s	and	H&M’s	benefits	have	materialized	

yet.	Nonetheless,	it	is	already	evident	that	none	of	the	two	partners	would	be	able	to	fulfill	the	overall	goal	of	the	

partnership	by	 themselves.	While	H&M	does	not	have	 the	 technical	knowledge	on	water	 stewardship,	 climate	

action,	and	sustainability	WWF	brings	to	the	table,	WWF	would	not	be	able	to	impact	the	textile	industry	without	

H&M’s	leading	role	and	network	access	to	such	an	extent.	

	

2. Partnership	between	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	

Red	Cross	

The	International	Federation	of	Red	Cross	and	Red	Crescent	Societies	(IFRC)	is	the	world’s	largest	humanitarian	

organization,	 providing	 assistance	 without	 discrimination	 as	 to	 nationality,	 race,	 religious	 beliefs,	 class	 or	

political	 opinions.	 IFRC	 is	 a	 global	 network	 consisting	 of	 190	 independent	 National	 Societies.	 The	 National	

Societies	provide	a	wide	variety	of	services,	ranging	from	disaster	relief	and	assistance	to	victims	of	war,	to	first	

aid	 training	 and	 restoring	 family	 links.	 Depending	 on	 the	 country	 context,	 activities	 change.	 In	 accordance,	

National	Societies	can	be	grouped	into	countries	that	are	in	need	of	and	those	that	are	willing	to	offer	assistance.	

The	 latter	 are	 usually	 countries	which	 are	 less	 conflict	 affected,	 such	 as	Great	Britain,	 the	Netherlands	 or	 the	

Nordic	countries.	

When	we	use	 the	 term	 ‘Red	Cross’,	we	are	referring	 to	 the	national	 societies	 ‘Danish	Red	Cross’,	 as	 they	were	

involved	in	the	partnership	with	Grundfos.	

	

Grundfos	

Grundfos	is	the	world’s	 leading	pump	manufacturer	which	produces	over	16	million	pumps	a	year	and	further	

develops	matching	 electrical	motors	 and	 control	 systems.	 To	maintain	 its	 leading	market	 position,	water	 and	

energy	efficiency	are	in	Grundfos’	core	business	interest.	Thus,	sustainability	 is	the	business	driver	and	deeply	

anchored	within	 the	organization.	This,	paired	with	Grundfos’	 social	 responsibility	 lead	 to	 the	development	of	

the	 LIFELINK	 water	 solution	 to	 strengthen	 water	 supply	 in	 the	 developing	 world.	 The	 LIFELINK	 solution	

combines	Grundfos’	water	supply	systems	with	immediate	revenue	collection	from	the	end-user.	This	allows	a	

reliable,	profitable	and	therefore,	sustainable	water	supply	business.	
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The	Red	Cross/Grundfos	partnership	

The	engagement	between	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	started	in	2010	with	the	overall	aim	to	ensure	more	access	to	

clean	 water	 in	 developing	 countries.	 Grundfos	 employees	 donated	 money	 to	 finance	 LIFELINK	 solutions	 for	

areas	in	need	in	northern	Kenya.	Red	Cross	was	the	implementing	partner	on	the	ground	and	further	contributed	

with	water	hygiene	and	sanitary	education.	A	year	after	this	project	has	ended,	both	organizations	were	curious	

to	see	what	has	happened	with	the	water	pumps.	They	discovered	that	the	pumps	were	still	there	but	not	fully	

operating.	Red	Cross	and	Grundfos	decided	to	renew	their	partnership	to	ensure	the	long-term	sustainability	of	

the	water	systems	and	to	draw	learnings	from	the	first	partnership	phase.	This	materialized	into	training	of	local	

water	 committees	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 revolving	 fund.	 The	 first	 phase	 of	 the	 partnership	 was	 mainly	

financed	 by	 Grundfos,	 whereas	 the	 second	 phase	 of	 the	 partnership	 was	 jointly	 funded.	 After	 the	 successful	

conclusion	 of	 the	 second	 partnership	 phase	 in	 2015,	 Red	 Cross	 and	 Grundfos	 stayed	 in	 dialogue	 and	 are	

currently	discussing	new	partnership	opportunities.	

Grundfos’	main	 benefit	 from	 the	 partnership	with	 the	 Red	 Cross	 is	 its	 access	 to	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 economic	

pyramid	market.	To	expand	Grundfos’	market	position	in	developing	countries	it	is	in	the	company’s	interest	to	

develop	their	LIFELINK	solutions	 further	and	the	partnership	provided	useful	 insights	 for	 that.	Red	Cross	 first	

and	foremost	benefited	from	increased	access	to	clean	water	for	its	beneficiaries	via	a	sustainable	water	system.	

The	 partnership	 benefits	 both	 organizations’	 core	 business	 because	 both	 of	 them	 invested	 their	 core	

competencies:	 Grundfos	 its	 knowledge	 on	 water	 systems	 and	 Red	 Cross	 the	 experience	 to	 implement	 the	

respective	in	Kenya.	Thus,	without	the	other,	none	of	the	partners	would	have	been	able	to	achieve	the	overall	

goal	of	the	partnership	by	themselves.		

	

3. Partnership	between	DRC	and	EverShelter	

DRC	

The	 Danish	 Refugee	 Council	 (DRC)	 is	 a	 humanitarian	 organization	 that	 aims	 to	 assist,	 protect	 and	 empower	

refugees	 and	 displaced	 populations,	 as	well	 as	 their	 host	 communities.	 Nowadays	DRC	 is	working	 in	 over	 30	

countries	with	a	strong	presence	 in	Africa,	Asia,	 the	Middle	East,	and	Europe.	 Its	 international	activities	range	

from	protection	and	relief	 to	humanitarian	mine	action	and	advocacy.	Unlike	WWF	and	Red	Cross,	DRC	 is	one	

organizational	entity	with	regional	and	country	offices	that	report	to	HQ	in	Denmark.	

	

EverShelter	

EverShelter	is	a	startup	in	the	humanitarian	field	which	has	designed	and	developed	the	award-winning	shelter	

solution	Lifeshelter®.	The	shelter	solution	is	based	on	a	modular	system	that	can	eventually	be	reused	for	better	

or	permanent	housing.	It	thereby	outcompetes	the	lifespan	and	usability	of	tents	which	are	current	humanitarian	

practice.	 Produced	 in	 Denmark,	 Lifeshelter®	 is	 still	 undergoing	 tests	 in	 real	 life	 settings	 around	 the	 world.	

Eventually,	EverShelter	aims	to	target	the	entire	global	humanitarian	market	with	its	finalized	product.	

	 	



	
	 	 Annexes	

	

	
	
	 	

96	

The	DRC/EverShelter	partnership	

DRC	and	EverShelter	entered	into	a	partnership	in	2012.	EverShelter	initially	approached	DRC	to	ask	for	support	

with	their	shelter	prototype	testing	to	ensure	technical	performance,	user	satisfaction	and	logistical	practicality	

of	their	product.	DRC	saw	the	unique	potential	of	EverShelter’s	solution	and	agreed	to	engage	in	a	partnership.	

The	overall	aim	of	the	partnership	between	DRC	and	EverShelter	is	to	create	a	more	sustainable	and	more	useful	

shelter	solution	by	testing	Lifeshelter®	prototypes	in	a	real	life	setting.	

In	 the	 first	 partnership	 phase,	 DRC	 and	 EverShelter	 tested	 prototypes	 in	 Iraq	 and	 Uganda.	 This	 phase	 was	

concluded	with	an	evaluation	report	that	has	led	to	further	product	improvements	and	the	second	partnership	

phase.	In	late	2016,	DRC	and	EverShelter	kicked	off	their	second	testing	round	of	the	improved	shelter	product	

in	a	refugee	camp	in	the	Kurdistan	Region	of	Iraq.	The	partnership	is	fully	financed	by	a	third	party,	the	Danish	

Innovation	Fund.	

EverShelter	 not	 only	 benefits	 from	 an	 improved	 product	 but	 also	 gains	 legitimacy	 by	 engaging	 with	 a	 well-

respected,	well-known	humanitarian	organization	such	as	DRC.	DRC,	in	turn,	sees	first	and	foremost	the	benefits	

an	 improved	 shelter	 solution	 can	 have	 for	 the	 organization’s	 beneficiaries.	 They	 also	 see	 the	 potential	 cost	

savings	a	more	sustainable	product	than	tents	could	bring	to	humanitarian	organizations.	Last,	but	not	least,	the	

partnership	with	EverShelter	is	much	in	line	with	DRC’s	aim	to	be	at	the	forefront	of	humanitarian	innovation.	

None	of	the	two	partners	would	have	been	able	to	fulfill	the	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	by	themselves.	While	

DRC	lacks	the	technical	knowledge	EverShelter	brings	to	the	table,	EverShelter	would	not	have	been	able	to	test	

their	product	without	DRC’s	access	to	refugees	and	displaced	persons.	

	

4. Partnership	between	ActionAid	and	Arla	

ActionAid		

ActionAid	 is	 a	 human	 rights-focused	 organization	 which	 aims	 towards	 social	 justice,	 gender	 equality,	 and	

poverty	 eradication	 by	 working	 with	 people	 living	 in	 poverty	 and	 exclusion,	 their	 communities,	 people’s	

organizations,	activists,	and	social	movements.	ActionAid	is	organized	as	a	federation	which	currently	unites	45	

country	 affiliates.	 Internationally	 the	 organization	 has	 various	 focus	 areas	 such	 as	 inequality,	 food	 and	 land	

rights,	 and	 youth.	 Although	 ActionAid	 aims	 towards	 the	 same	 overall	 goals	 internationally,	 due	 to	 the	

organizational	structure,	each	country	sets	its	own	foci.	

When	we	use	the	term	‘ActionAid’,	we	are	referring	to	ActionAid	Denmark,	as	they	initiated	the	partnership	with	

Arla	Foods.	

	

Arla	Foods	

Arla	Foods	is	a	cooperative	owned	by	dairy	farmers	and	among	the	top	producers	of	dairy	products	in	the	world.	

Currently	present	 in	over	30	countries	worldwide,	Arla	Foods	aims	to	expand	and	strengthen	their	position	 in	

the	global	dairy	market,	with	a	special	focus	on	Europe,	the	Middle	East,	China,	Southeast	Asia	and	Sub	Saharan	
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Africa.	 As	 Arla	 Foods	 increases	 the	 scale	 of	 its	 international	 operations,	 the	 company	 more	 and	 more	

acknowledges	its	impact	on	society.	

In	the	following	chapters,	we	are	referring	to	Arla	Foods	as	‘Arla’.	

	

The	ActionAid/Arla	partnership	

In	2011	ActionAid	published	 the	 ‘Milking	 the	Poor’	 report	 on	 the	negative	 impact	 of	EU	 subsidiaries	 on	dairy	

farmers	in	Bangladesh.	The	report	directly	criticized	Arla’s	large-scale	milk	powder	exports	to	Bangladesh.	What	

followed	 were	 years	 of	 dialogue	 in	 which	 ActionAid	 alerted	 Arla	 to	 the	 shortcomings	 of	 human	 rights	

precautions	 in	 their	business	practice.	As	Arla	did	not	move	on	 these	 recommendations,	ActionAid	eventually	

submitted	a	complaint	against	the	company	at	the	National	Contact	Point	of	OECD	(Organization	for	Economic	

Co-operation	 and	 Development)	in	 Denmark.	 ActionAid	 was	 highly	 concerned	 about	 Arla’s	 intention	 to	

substantially	increase	sales	of	milk	powder	and	other	dairy	products	in	developing	countries	without	identifying	

and	preventing	possible	negative	effects	on	the	lives	and	rights	of	local	dairy	farmers.	

Shortly	after	the	complaint,	in	2015,	ActionAid	and	Arla	reached	an	agreement	that	resulted	in	a	two-year	long	

partnership.	The	overall	aim	of	the	partnership	was	to	secure	Arla’s	compliance	with	international	human	rights	

standards	when	the	company	enters	and	operates	in	developing	countries.	This	materialized	in	an	improvement	

of	 Arla	 Foods’	 policies	 and	 processes	 towards	 full	 compliance	 with	 the	 OECD	 Guidelines	 for	 Multinational	

Enterprises,	as	well	as	with	the	UN	Guiding	Principles	on	Business	and	Human	Rights.	Furthermore,	ActionAid	

and	Arla	investigated	existing	business	practices	in	Nigeria	and	Senegal	to	identify	and	disclose	any	unintended	

actual	or	potential	negative	consequences	for	local	stakeholders.	Apart	from	the	policy	improvement	and	the	two	

thorough	human	rights	assessments,	Arla	frequently	sought	ActionAid’s	advice	on	the	human	rights	situation	in	

other	 countries	 such	as	Saudi	Arabia	or	Bangladesh.	Unlike	 the	other	partnerships,	ActionAid	and	Arla	 stayed	

financially	independent.	Today,	although	the	actual	partnership	has	officially	ended,	ActionAid	and	Arla	are	in	a	

good,	ongoing	dialogue	spanning	from	human	rights	advice	to	joint	presentations	of	their	successful	partnership.	

Furthermore,	they	are	looking	into	new	partnership	opportunities	with	more	organizations	involved.	

Arla	not	only	got	a	qualified	global	human	rights	policy	but	also	benefited	from	new	insights	into	local	conditions	

and	a	better	understanding	of	 the	socioeconomic	 framework	Arla	operates	 in.	This	has	been	achieved	through	

broad	collaboration	with	stakeholders	across	businesses,	NPOs,	and	academia	to	discuss	local	dairy	development	

in	 developing	 countries.	 Furthermore,	 Arla	 emphasized	 that	 the	 partnership	 with	 ActionAid,	 the	 knowledge	

acquired	and	the	relationships	built,	 is	crucial	 to	Arla’s	 long	term	market	presence.	ActionAid	primarily	values	

the	 positive	 impact	 the	 partnership	 has	 on	 the	 rights	 and	 lives	 of	 many	 people	 in	 developing	 countries.	

Additionally,	 ActionAid	 benefits	 from	 an	 extended	 network	 and	 the	 high	 exposure	 the	 Arla	 case	 created.	

Moreover,	ActionAid	gained	 legitimacy	through	the	successful	engagement	with	Arla;	 legitimacy	ActionAid	can	

now	leverage	when	they	criticize	other	companies	on	human	rights	violations.	None	of	the	two	partners	would	

have	been	able	to	fulfill	the	overall	goal	of	the	partnership	by	themselves.	While	Arla	did	not	have	the	technical	

knowledge	on	human	rights	to	change	their	business	practice	substantially,	ActionAid	would	not	have	been	able	

to	change	a	company’s	business	practice	to	such	an	extent	and	thereby,	create	a	far-reaching	positive	impact	on	

the	rights	and	lives	of	their	beneficiaries.	
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Table:	Summary	of	the	case	organizations	and	their	business	partners	
	

	
	
Source:	Own	representation	based	on	secondary	data,	European	Commission	(2003)	and	Zapp	(2011)	
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Annex	6:	Summary	of	most	common	challenges	derived	from	

empirical	research	
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Source:	Own	representation	based	on	empirical	research	findings	
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Annex	7:	Summary	of	challenges	derived	from	academic	

literature	and	empirical	research		

The	table	below	comprises	the	challenges	derived	from	the	academic	literature	and	the	ones	derived	from	our	

empirical	 research.	 The	 challenges	 derived	 from	 the	 academic	 literature	 are	 colored	 in	 black,	 the	 challenges	

derived	from	our	empirical	research	are	colored	in	orange.	
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Source:	Own	representation	based	on	academic	literature	and	empirical	research	findings	


