
 Eindhoven University of Technology

MASTER

Corporate-NGO alliances
guidelines for practice

Koster, S.

Award date:
2015

Link to publication

Disclaimer
This document contains a student thesis (bachelor's or master's), as authored by a student at Eindhoven University of Technology. Student
theses are made available in the TU/e repository upon obtaining the required degree. The grade received is not published on the document
as presented in the repository. The required complexity or quality of research of student theses may vary by program, and the required
minimum study period may vary in duration.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

https://research.tue.nl/en/studentTheses/d3cded61-74bb-49c7-a1a5-7a60f47ec70e


1 
 

Eindhoven, August 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   by 
   S. Koster 
 
 
 
 
 

BEng in Industrial Engineering 
Student identity number 0742281 

 
 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
 

Master of Science 
in Innovation Management 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Supervisors: 
dr. B. Walrave, TU/e, IE&IS, ITEM 
dr. H.A. Romijn, TU/e, IE&IS, IS 
 
 
 

 
Corporate-NGO 

Alliances: 
Guidelines for practice 



2 
 

TUE. School of Industrial Engineering. 
Series Master Theses in Innovation Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Subject headings: cross-sector partnership, alliances, NGO, corporate social responsibility, 
design principles, alignment in partnerships, partnership, strategic niche management, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, Ghana, international development



i 
 

Acknowledgments 
My master thesis, a journey I made during the last six months. The reason for my master 

thesis reminds me of the following quote: 

 
I have to thank my first supervisor and mentor from TUe, Bob Walrave, to make it 

possible for me that I could create this trail. Without his support I would not have been able to 

do this project. The feedback and discussions that we had motivated me and inspired me with 

new insights and thoughts. This is a project which is not very common in the department of 

ITEM at the TUe. Hopefully this project shaped a trail that new people will walk in the future 

in the ITEM department. I would also like to thank my second supervisor from TUe, Henny 

Romijn, in helping to cut this trail out of the forest. With her insights from the Innovation 

Sciences group we were able to bring this thesis to a higher level. Thirdly I would like to thank 

Esther Blom from the Movendi Foundation to mention this project in Ghana to me and Piet 

van Mierlo from the Movendi Foundation for the support before, within and after my stay in 

Ghana. 

 
During this project I was able to meet a lot of new people. Who gave me not only new 

insight on the topic of my research but also how you should look at the world in general. For 

this I have to thank Ameyaw Hayford, a physically disabled person in Ghana, it was a honor to 

work together with him and he really made my living in Ghana much easier and let me 

experience what it is all about to live and work in Ghana. 

Generally I have to thank all the NGOs who participated in this master thesis project. It 

was amazing to meet so many people who are so passionate about the work that they are 

doing. It is tough to run your own NGO but the leaders of those NGOs are fighters for 

humanity who want to establish a better day tomorrow for everyone on this planet. And of 

course also thanks to my family and friends for supporting me during this project. 

 

Sven Koster, 
 
Eindhoven, August 2015 

“One’s destination is never a place but a new way of seeing things” - Henry Miller 

“Do not follow where the path may lead. Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail” 

– Ralph Waldo Emerson 



ii 
 

Abstract 
The rise of corporate social responsibility and NGOs who are facing difficulties with their 

traditional funding methods is resulting in a rise of corporate-NGO alliances. Current 

literature describes what a corporate-NGO alliance should look like and furnishes challenges 

and success factors for those corporate-NGO alliances. This research combines those 

insights with the insights coming from alignment in partnerships and strategic niche 

management, to offer propositions to NGOs how they can successfully establish a corporate-

NGO alliance. Eight research-based design propositions derived from literature and eight 

practice-based design propositions derived from empirical evidence resulted in a final set of 

ten design propositions. The empirical evidence came from 17 NGOs who are operating in 

Ghana. Interviews have been held with those NGOs and the data that came from those 

interviews was analyzed to develop those practice-based design propositions. The practice 

and research-based design propositions are then transformed into a framework which give 

practitioners of NGOs guidelines for the different phases when setting-up a corporate-NGO 

alliance and the requirements which are necessary in each phase to successfully establish a 

corporate-NGO alliance. It is shown that establishing and sharing expectations, finding the 

win-win situation and getting potential corporations first in your network before you contact 

them are necessary to establish a corporate-NGO alliance.  
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Summary 
This thesis focuses on establishing corporate-NGO alliances from the NGO perspective. The 

purpose of this study is to give requirements which are necessary to establish successfully a 

corporate-NGO alliance to practitioners of NGOs operating in the field of international 

development . Therefore the goal of this thesis is: 

Deliver propositions for practitioners in NGOs, operating in the field of international 
development, how they could start an alliance with the corporate sector and how they could 
develop an alliance in a successful way. 

To reach this research goal a research question is formulated to guide this research towards 

this goal: 

 How can NGOs operating in the field of international development engage in an alliance with 
the corporate sector in the best possible way? 

Due to the fact that this thesis wants to give requirements to practitioners in NGOs it is 

important to gain their expert view on this topic. Therefore this research adopted an 

exploratory approach. The next sections describe the research methodology, main results 

and conclusions, contributions, limitations and future research. 

Research Methodology 
This research follows a design science approach (Denyer, Tranfield, & Van Aken, 2008; 

Reymen, 2013) to address the research goal and question. Design propositions are formulated 

following the CIMO logic (Denyer et al., 2008). This means that the design propositions 

contains the Context where you have to use this Intervention type to invoke these generative 

Mechanism(s), to deliver these Outcome(s). The development of the design propositions 

consisted of three steps. First, a literature review created the theoretical groundwork for the 

development of eight research-based design propositions. Second, interviews were carried 

out in Ghana with 17 NGOs to derive empirical evidence. This empirical evidence was used to 

develop eight practice-based design propositions. The final step concerns the synthesis of the 

research-based design propositions and the practical-based design propositions into a final 

set of ten design propositions for successfully establishing a corporate-NGO alliance from the 

perspective of an NGO. 

Results 
The literature review covered research domains such as corporate-NGO alliances, also 

sometimes called cross-sector partnerships, alignment in partnerships and strategic niche 
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management. A corporate-NGO alliance is considered successful when both parties enrich 

each other’s work by sharing their unique complementary resources. For an NGO this would 

mean that it can bring knowledge, expertise, credibility and reputational gain to the 

corporation (Cowe, 2004). Corporations can bring in financial resources and the chance for 

an NGO to change the operation of an organization and sometimes even a whole industry 

(Cowe, 2004). 

The process of setting-up and maintaining a corporate-NGO alliance consists of three 

phases: the formation phase, the implementation phase, and the irreversibility phase 

(Eriksson, Akesson, Bergquist, & Ljungberg, 2009). The most important things to keep in 

mind during this process is to create trust between the parties (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; 

Fuller & Vassie, 2002; Millar, Choi, & Chen, 2004) and to learn during the process (Raven, 

Van den Bosch, & Weterings, 2010). Both can be achieved by sharing expectations (Muller & 

van Tulder, 2006; Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Expectations have to be contributed and 

articulated by all the parties, and good expectations are tangible, specific and shared 

(Schilpzand, Raven, & van Est, 2010). 

The main results from the literature review in chapter 3 include an overview of the 

relevant academic insights from literature spanning the research domains mentioned earlier 

and eight research-based design propositions as depicted in Appendix IV. 

The empirical evidence comes from 17 interviews that were conducted with NGOs active 

in Ghana. This was a mix of locally based NGOs and global NGOs. The transcripts of the 

interviews were coded and resulted in information on the topics of: proposal, value offering, 

business development role, sharing of expectations, cognitive limitations and long-term 

partnerships.  

The most important insights given by practitioners are that proposal writing is not 

successful for setting up an alliance with the corporate sector. You first have to get the 

corporation within your network before you can contact them directly for a possible alliance. 

Secondly finding a win-win proposition is necessary to convince corporations to start an 

alliance. However, NGOs need to change their way of thinking to identify this win-win 

proposition. Finally sharing expectations between both parties is necessary. In situations 

where only the NGO was sharing expectations and results, resulting alliances looked quite 

similar to ‘traditional’ donor funding. This means that the business stumps up the money for 

the NGO and gives the NGO a certain set of requirements how they should use the money. In 
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the end eight practice-based design propositions were derived from the empirical results 

(Appendix IV and Chapter 4.3). 

The synthesis of the research-based and the practice-based design propositions resulted 

in a final set of ten design propositions (Appendix IV and Chapter 5.1). Those design 

propositions have been organized according to the three alliance phases: formation, 

implementation and irreversibility. This was visualized graphically in a framework (Figure 

8). This framework gives NGOs requirements that they should take into account when they 

want to set up and maintain an alliance with one or more corporations in a successful way. 

Conclusions 
By synthesizing both practice- and research-based design propositions into a final set of ten 

design propositions, a framework was developed for successfully establishing a corporate-

NGO alliance from the perspective of an NGO operating in the international development 

field (Appendix IV). Those design propositions have been put into the phase in which they 

are relevant. Certain design propositions are only relevant in certain phases. The resulting 

framework (Figure 8) can be used by NGO practitioners. 

The research lessons are the following. First of all the empirical evidence shows that 

support for corporate-NGO alliances is not high in Ghana. This could be increased through 

social network formation (Hoogma, 2000; R. Raven et al., 2010) with regular interactions 

between different actors. NGOs are suggesting to do this with dialogue meetings between 

corporate entities and NGOs to increase the understanding of CSR and identifying win-win 

options. 

Even without this high support for corporate-NGO alliances it is still possible to establish 

them. However writing proposals is not a successful way to establish an alliance. NGOs who 

were able to establish alliances did this by first getting potential partners into their network 

before they contacted them directly with the aim to pursue a potential alliance. The benefit of 

this is that the NGO has already established some trust between itself and the potential 

corporation. When this trust is established the NGO is able to establish expectations and 

convince the corporation of a potential win-win situation. 

During the process of moving from forming an alliance and establishing an alliance it is 

very important to speak about each other’s expectations, not only in the beginning but during 

the whole duration of the alliance. According to the empirical evidence, when this sharing of 

expectations only occurs from the side of the NGO, the alliance lapses back into a situation 

which looks quite similar to “traditional” donor funding. The corporation only stumps up 



vi 
 

money to the NGO and the NGO should meet the requirements of the corporation to be able to 

use this money.  

When expectations are shared not only from the side of the NGO but also from the side of 

the corporation, the alliance reaches a stage were both parties enhance each other’s 

performance. Then the NGO is able to share its knowledge, expertise, credibility and 

reputational gains with the corporation. In return the corporation can give human resources, 

financial resources and its expertise. This together results in a successful alliance which can 

make a huge impact. 

 

Contributions, limitations and future research 
The main contribution of this research project concerns its main goal: Deliver requirements 

for practitioners in NGOs how they could start an alliance with the corporate sector and how 

they could develop an alliance in a successful way, in view of the fact that academic research 

so far has shown limited attention to practices of establishing a corporate-NGO alliance. The 

business management literature combined with the literature on SNM gave the right insights 

for a first attempt to develop some practical guidelines for NGOs. So this contribution is both 

practical and research oriented. 

However the contribution should be put into perspective with its limitations. The 

empirical results are only coming from NGOs operating in Ghana, and no distinction was 

made between large and small NGOs. The geographical location could influence the results 

and the results could differ for small and large NGOs. 

Besides that it was not possible to get corporations into the empirical data set by a lack of 

response. It is important to include their view points on corporate-NGO alliances. By 

knowing their perspective, motives and behaviors, challenges could be explained and tackled 

that NGOs are facing right now. So new research projects with a different data set, consisting 

of NGOs from a different geographical location and including corporations could enhance 

this research subject. 
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1. Introduction 

The last decades have witnessed an extraordinary growth in non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) in all spheres of human activities worldwide, especially in developing countries 

(Bromideh, 2011). The definition of NGO is subject to a debate on its own (David Lewis, 

2010) but in this paper the definition of Vakil (1997, p. 2060) is used: NGOs are best 

understood as ‘self-governing, private, not-for profit organizations that are geared to 

improving the quality of life for disadvantaged people’. The extraordinary growth means also 

an increasing influence of the NGOs in different political arenas (Jordan & van Tuijl, 2006). 

So NGOs have become more important in society and there is also an increase in the funds 

they attract (Jordan & van Tuijl, 2006), but also an increase in the failure to deliver and/or 

demonstrate intended impact (Edwards & Hulme, 1995; Gibelman & Gelman, 2001; Riddell, 

Bebbington, & Peck, 1995). This last point combined with the financial crisis of 2007-08 

leads to a decline in governmental support from Western countries to NGOs (Broere, 2013; 

Salamon, Sokolowski, Haddock, & Tice, 2012).  

So, while NGOs became more important, these organizations faced declining 

governmental support (Broere, 2013; Salamon et al., 2012). This presents problems for NGOs 

because they were used to such governmental support (Salamon et al., 2012). As a result, 

bankruptcy or irrelevance are likely paths for NGOs (Lindenberg, 2001). This means that 

NGOs should search for a more sustainable financial situation or, in other words, reach a 

situation with a reliable cash flow, independent of government funds. A current trend to 

solve this problem is the suggestion of forming alliances between corporate sector and NGOs 

(Dahan, Doh, Oetzel, & Yaziji, 2010; Millar et al., 2004; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009; Stefanovic, 

2007). Examples of such collaborations are alliances between Unilever and NGOs in India to 

create Shakti, a rural network that sells products adapted to rural customers; Procter & 

Gamble who worked with research institutes and other organization to create a low-cost 

($0.01/liter) water purification product; and Cemex, the world’s third largest construction 

materials firm, who has been working with Ashoka fellows to help more than 30,000 low-

income families to build affordable, decent houses for themselves (Stefanovic, 2007).  

From the side of corporations, one of the reasons why corporate-NGO alliances arise is 

due to the increased emphasis on corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the rise of social 

entrepreneurship (Stefanovic, 2007). One of the reasons for this increase is that this is 

increasingly being expected from corporations by society. Those strategic alliances coming 

forward from a concern with CSR or social entrepreneurship can promote effective results 
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for all concerned, corporations, NGOs, and especially the society and community (Jamali & 

Keshishian, 2009; UNDP, 2003). Those alliances are, however, not without risk. So far, a lot 

of those alliances have resulted in failure (Amadi, 2013; Dahan et al., 2010). Perhaps the 

most significant danger for the corporate sector is that NGOs consider alliances as only a 

mean to get financial resources from the business, which feels more like taxation than 

partnerships to the corporate sector. Even in the context of more meaningful relationships, 

the corporate sector risks wasting time and money, and possibly divulging sensitive 

information which could be misused (Burchell & Cook, 2008). For example there is the 

possibility that an NGO may obtain a corporation’s IP, and misuse it in a manner that 

undermines the profitability of the corporation’s commercial operations (Bhanji & Oxley, 

2013). On their part NGOs risk reputational damage if an alliance goes wrong, and wasting 

scarce resources if the desired outcomes are not achieved (Cowe, 2004). 

However there are also advantages in corporate-NGO alliances. When the alliance is 

successful the NGO is bringing knowledge, expertise, credibility and reputational gains to the 

corporation. On its part the corporation brings money to a NGO, but more substantially it can 

change how an organization, and possible a whole industry operates (Cowe, 2004). For 

example in 2005, cause-related marketing initiatives provided around $1 billion to social 

causes alone in North-America. The two sectors learned each other’s marketing tactics. 

Nowadays some corporations use viral-marketing techniques, this technique was pioneered 

by the NGOs, while some NGOs shifted to professional advertising firms to design advocacy 

campaigns. The result is that the construction of divergent messages for polarized audiences 

has been replaced by the creation of similar messages for a common audience (Brugmann & 

Prahalad, 2007). 

So those alliances offer potential gains but are certainly characterized by risks. In order 

to hedge these risks, NGOs need to be informed on how to take the most advantage of an 

alliance. More specifically, a better understanding of this topic among NGOs could likely 

reduce the number of failures in alliances. Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000) argued that when 

you understand the difficulties facing the development of corporate-NGO alliances and 

provide insight in how these challenges have been overcome in practice by leaders and 

managers, you can build bridges that are grounded in the hard work and experiences of 

others. 
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1.1 Methodological approach and thesis organization 
To achieve the research goal, the research project followed the design oriented approach of 

Denyer, Trandfield and Van Aken (2008) (Chapter 2). The research will not only use the 

trend of corporate-NGO alliance making (Cowe, 2004; Millar et al., 2004; Stefanovic, 2007) 

but also the knowledge derived from the literature on transition and strategic niche 

management (Geels, 2010; Raven, Van den Bosch, & Weterings, 2010), to develop research-

design propositions for NGOs how they could enter and perform in an alliance with the 

corporate sector in the best possible way (Chapter 3). The literature on transition and 

strategic niche management shed some new light on the existing topic on a conceptual level 

of a complex problem. The design propositions could help NGOs to reach a more sustainable 

financial situation (Geels, 2002; Kemp & Loorbach, 2006; Raven et al., 2010; Rotmans, 

2003). Furthermore, a series of interviews with NGO staff were conducted for this research 

and analyzed to validate the developed research-based design propositions and if necessary 

adjust the design propositions derived from literature and develop a new set of practice-

based design propositions (Chapter 4). These practice-based design propositions together 

with the design propositions derived from literature results in a final set of design 

propositions (Chapter 5). Furthermore, the insights that follow from these design 

propositions have implications for research domains such as strategic niche management 

(Geels, 2010; Raven et al., 2010), corporate-NGO alliances (Cowe, 2004; Millar et al., 2004; 

Stefanovic, 2007), also called cross-sector partnerships or CSSPs (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; 

Selsky & Parker, 2005), and alignment in partnerships (Chesbrough & Schwartz, 2007; 

Fuller & Vassie, 2002). These insights, together with the limitations, conclusion and 

directions for further research are drawn out in Chapter 6. An overview of the organization of 

this research project can be found in Figure 1. 

 

Research Question: 
How can NGOs operating in the field of international development engage in an alliance 
with the corporate sector in the best possible way? 

Research Goal: 
Deliver propositions for practitioners in NGOs operating in the field of international 
development how they could start an alliance with the corporate sector and how they could 
develop an alliance in a successful way. 
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Figure 1: Structure of the report 

  

Chapter 6: Conclusions, contributions, limitations  and directions for future 
research 

Chapter 5: Synthesis of Design Principles 
Corporate-NGO alliances design princples, corporate-NGO alliances framework, validation and 

reliability 

Chapter 4: Interview Analysis and Practice based-design principles 
Description of data, analysis of data and practice-based design principles 

Chapter 3: Literature Review 
Introduction on corporate-NGO alliances,alignment in partnerships and strategic niche 

management, research-based design propositions 

Chapter 2: Research Design 
Research design, design principles, CIMO logic 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction to the subject, reason for the research, main research question, research goal, 

relevance and an overview of the thesis 
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2. Research Design 

The goal of this research is to deliver some guidelines and suggestions for NGOs in how they 

could successfully establish and manage an alliance with the corporate sector. The rest of this 

chapter will look into how this is achieved, the phases this research went through in order to 

achieve this, and the position of different branches of literature in the design and execution 

of the research. 

2.1 Methodology 
This research is design oriented rather than analytical and exploratory in nature. It works 

with the development of design propositions in order to give strategic focus to the design 

process. One of the reasons to make use of design propositions is the fact that one can use this 

method in empirical work in individual, original, research projects (Denyer et al., 2008). 

This is useful for the validation part of this research because the design propositions are 

tested with empirical data. But design propositions can also result from the existing 

published research base (Denyer et al., 2008). This is useful for setting up design 

propositions because the design propositions are derived from a literature review. Besides, 

the goal is to give practitioners of NGOs insight into conditions required for a successful 

alliance with the corporate sector. Design propositions are very useful to apply in 

improvement problems (Denyer et al., 2008) and this research wants to improve the success 

rate of corporate-NGO alliances. So this research is following the Design Science Approach 

(Denyer et al., 2008; Reymen, 

2013). 

When following the Design 

Science Approach, the research 

process follows iteration cycles. 

See Figure 2 based on Reymen 

(2013). This research started in 

the theory cycle and when this 

was finished it switched to 

practice. The design 

propositions derived from 

theory were adjusted with lessons from the empirical evidence derived from practice. Design 

Figure 2: Methodological Process Cycles (Reymen, 2013) 
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propositions were developed based on a systematic literature review, those design 

propositions were subsequently contextualized (Denyer et al., 2008). 

The approach of developing and testing design propositions follows the so called: ‘CIMO-

logic’. This logic is constructed as follows: “…in this class of problematic Contexts (C), use 

this Intervention (I) type to invoke these generative Mechanism(s) (M), to deliver these 

Outcome(s) (O)” (Denyer et al., 2008, pp. 395 – 396). So the design propositions which are 

created in this way contain information on what to do, in which situation, to produce what 

kind of effect and why this effect happens. 
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3. Literature review 

First general challenges that are relevant for corporate-NGO alliances will be discussed. After 

that the process of setting up a corporate-NGO alliance will be made clear, problems that 

occur during this process will be discussed and some success factors in corporate-NGO 

alliances will be highlighted. Finally, the literature of Strategic Niche Management from the 

field of sustainability transitions will be discussed, since it has pointed up some new 

requirements in relation to shaping expectations, creating a learning process and having a 

social network for incubating radical innovations successfully. These insights are seen to be 

relevant for the development of successful corporate-NGO alliances as well, as these new 

forms of collaboration can also be conceptualized as radical innovations. 

3.1 Corporate-NGO alliances 
As stated before, corporate-NGO alliances could improve the long-term survival chances for 

NGOs (Cowe, 2004; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009) with money coming from the corporation and 

the creative use of the available resources between the different parties (Cowe, 2004; 

Stefanovic, 2007). The idea is that both parties contribute skills, resources and expertise, and 

share the risks in a medium-term relationship. The corporation could enter new markets it 

otherwise could not enter, and the NGO should get a chance of improving its business 

practice, not just getting access to project funding (Cowe, 2004). The competencies and 

resources that NGOs can bring to such alliances are for example, market expertise (needs 

identification, knowledge of certain market segments); the value of NGO brands to 

customers, customer relationships, legitimacy with civil society players and governments; 

and ownership of – or access to – local distribution systems and local sourcing abilities, 

which can also enable them to contribute to formulating novel and viable business models 

(Dahan et al., 2010). Such corporate-NGO alliances have been one of the most exciting and 

challenging ways that corporations and NGOs have been implementing CSR in recent years 

(Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007). 

3.1.1 Challenges in corporate-NGO alliances 
Setting up an alliance is complex, because of the diversity of partners that are available 

within and across sectors and the contextual challenges (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Guo & 

Acar, 2005; Isett & Provan, 2005; Sanyal, 2006). From the perspective of the NGO side such 

complexity is observable in the fuzzy performance measures that NGOs are using to assess 
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their own alliances. The reasons for those fuzzy performance measures are that NGOs have to 

comply with vague government regulations, and that the nature of their funds is often 

fragmented, with financial capital coming from several different sources. (Alexander, 1998; 

Weisbrod, 1998). Besides that NGOs have social aims rather than economic aims. Measuring 

social aims objectively is hard, because of this subjective influence in the measuring this also 

results in fuzzy performance measures (Brandon & Margoluis, 1996; Mosse, Farrington, & 

Rew, 1998). 

An overview of the challenges described in literature can be found in Table 1. The 

challenges are attributed to factors such as environmental constraints; diversity in 

organizational aims; barriers in communication; and difficulties in developing joint modes 

of operating, managing perceived power imbalances, building trust, and managing the 

logistics of working with geographically dispersed partners (Babiak & Thibault, 2009). 

Leaders need to understand those challenges as they negotiate with these organizations to 

develop alliances in order to effectively achieve the objective of the relationships (Babiak & 

Thibault, 2009). 
Table 1: Challenges in corporate-NGO alliances 

Challenges in corporate-NGO alliances 

Challenge Category Author(s) 
Different constituencies/interests, 

along with divergent strategic and 

operational realities. 

Diversity in organizational aims Jamali & Keshishian, 

2009 

Creating effective dialogue under 

pressure 

Barriers in communication Burchell & Cook, 2008 

Goal orientation, conflict of interest Diversity in organizational aims Selsky & Parker, 2005 

Language Barriers in communication Selsky & Parker, 2005 

Culture Barriers in communication, 

diversity in organizational aims, 

building trust 

Selsky & Parker, 2005 

Diversity of partners that are 

available within and across sectors 

Environmental challenges Guo & Acar, 2005; Isett & 

Provan, 2005; Sanyal, 

2006; Selsky & Parker, 

2005 

Lulling the managers into a state of 

complacency 

Managing perceived power 

imbalances 

Eisenhardt & 

Schoonhoven, 2004 
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Coordinating multiple relationships Managing the logistics of 

working with geographically 

dispersed partners 

Babiak & Thibault, 2009 

Challenges with governance, roles, 

and responsibilities 

Environmental challenges Babiak & Thibault, 2009 

Complexity of partnership forms and 

structures 

Difficulties in developing joint 

modes of operating 

Babiak & Thibault, 2009 

Focus on competition versus 

collaboration 

Diversity in organizational aims Babiak & Thibault, 2009 

Changing missions and objectives of 

the organizations as the relationships 

evolved 

Diversity in organizational aims Babiak & Thibault, 2009 

Lack of experience for successful 

organizational learning 

Difficulties in developing joint 

modes of operating 

Dahan et al., 2010 

Knowledge intensive alliances Managing the logistics of 

working with geographically 

dispersed partners 

Kumar & Nti, 1998 

 

Looking at the different challenges in Table 1 discovered by the different authors, most 

of the challenges are related to communication issues and misunderstanding of the other 

partner(s). For example the communication issues and misunderstandings could be 

triggered by things like conflict of interest (Selsky & Parker, 2005), cultural differences 

(Selsky & Parker, 2005) but also the fact of creating an effective dialogue under pressure 

(Burchell & Cook, 2008). Communication challenges will influence also other challenges, for 

example the challenges related to having different organizational aims. Those challenges are 

easier to solve when the communication is more effective (Babiak & Thibault, 2009). 

Therefore most of the challenges described in Table 1 are related, directly or indirectly, to the 

communication challenges. Communication challenges can be found in Table 1 in the 

category: barriers in communication. Challenges which are highly influenced by 

communication challenges can be found in the category: diversity in organizational aims; 

and managing perceived power imbalances. This means that of the 14 challenges that are 

found in literature from 10 different studies, 8 challenges are directly or indirectly related to 

the communication challenge. 
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3.1.2 Process of establishing and maintaining a corporate-NGO alliance 
One can find the challenges throughout the whole process of setting up, managing and 

implementing a corporate-NGO alliance. However not every challenge occurs at the same 

moment in the alliance process. NGOs are following a certain process when they are trying to 

establish and maintain a corporate-NGO alliance. Eriksson, Akesson, Begquist and 

Ljungberg (2009) are describing this process in terms of three stages by using the approach 

of the Actor Network Theory. 

The first stage that NGOs are entering according to the Actor Network Theory is the 

Formation phase. In this stage the main actor, in our case most of the time the NGO, tries to 

establish itself as an obligatory passage point making itself absolutely necessary for the other 

actors (Callon, 1986). The second stage is Implementation. This is the phase where the main 

actor tries to convince other actors to accept its interests. Through enrollment the actor tries 

to draw the other actors into its scheme of actions and accepting them as the main course for 

action and identity (Eriksson et al., 2009). The actor tries to protect its interests by creating 

technical (or other) artifacts and inscribe interests in them (Latour, 1992). The last phase is 

Irreversibility. This stage is achieved when it becomes impossible to return to a point where 

alternative routes exist (Walsham, 1997). 

3.1.3 Success factors in corporate-NGO alliances 
Despite the complex challenges, there are clear benefits to be gained. Those benefits can be 

achieved by making use of success factors. Different success factors are derived from 

literature and are mentioned in Table 2 in the column “Success Factor”. Those success 

factors are linked to different phases of an alliance mentioned before: the formation pase; 

the implementation phase; and the irreversibility phase (Eriksson et al., 2009; Selsky & 

Parker, 2005). By linking the success factors to those different phases, managers could see 

directly at time X in the alliance which factors are important for them to keep in mind. By 

finding a solution to the communication challenges found in Table 1, it will also be identified 

which success factors are related to the communication challenges.  

The challenges and success factors can also be combined to create strategic imperatives. 

Dahan et al. (2010) wrote these strategic imperatives for corporations. However this can also 

Conclusion: 
Most of the challenges in corporate-NGO alliances are related to communication issues and 
misunderstanding of other parties.  
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be useful for NGOs to discover what they can offer corporations. These strategic imperatives 

can be found in Appendix III. 
Table 2: Success factors in corporate-NGO alliances 

Success factors in corporate-NGO alliances 

Success Factor Phase Related to 

Communication 

Challenge? 

Author(s) 

First successfully identify the 

problem, which includes finding a 

common definition, generating a 

variety of information, making a 

joint commitment to collaborate, 

identifying and legitimizing 

critical stakeholders, find an 

appropriate convener, and 

identifying initial resources 

Formation 

phase 

Yes Samii, Van 

Wassenhove, & 

Bhattacharya, 

2002; Westley 

& Vredenburg, 

1997 

Collaborative success may require 

a cultural shift in stakeholder 

attitudes, especially accountability 

to relevant stakeholders is an 

essential element 

Formation 

phase 

No Gray, 1989; 

Seitanidi & 

Crane, 2009 

Cultural/social fit or compatibility 

between the different parties 

Formation 

phase 

Yes Bresnen & 

Marshall, 2000; 

Millar et al., 

2004 

Each partner needs to benefit 

directly, and understand the 

other’s benefits. Partnerships 

often go wrong because the 

benefits derived from the 

partnership are not aligned in 

proportion with the effort that is 

put in by the different partners. 

Formation 

phase 

Yes Cowe, 2004 

The “rules of engagement” need to 

be clearly agreed at the outset. 

Which partner has which 

Formation 

phase 

Yes Cowe, 2004 



12 
 

responsibility. 

Individual participants must be 

sufficiently senior to have their 

organization’s mandate and be 

able to take difficult decisions 

without constantly having to refer 

back 

Formation 

phase and 

Implementation 

phase 

No Cowe, 2004 

The NGO must be able to maintain 

clear accountability to its own key 

stakeholders, and must maintain 

its independence from the 

business partner 

Implementation 

phase 

No Cowe, 2004 

To get trust in each other during 

the alliance increases the interest 

in future partnerships 

Irreversibility Yes Cohen & 

Levinthal, 

1990; Cowe, 

2004; Iyer, 

2003 

 

Most of the success factors described in Table 2 are important to implement during the 

formation activities. This could mean that the formation phase is the most crucial phase or 

that there is not a lot of research done on the implementation and irreversibility phases. 

According to van Tubergen, Romijn, Caniëls and Raven (2015) the reason is the fact that 

corporations have just started with alliances with the NGO sector. So there have not been 

many opportunities to study on this topic. The success factors themselves in the formation 

phase are all about creating a shared vision/expectations, to prevent misunderstanding and 

find the role of each party within the alliance. These are related to the communication 

challenge that was found in Table 2 as the most important challenge.  

A lot of alliances that are failing right now lack commitment and engagement on the part 

of the NGO partner, which did not seem to be ready and willing to exert even more effort for a 

successful alliance (Jamali & Keshishian, 2009). Especially trust, organizational fit and 

cultural compatibility are important challenges that one needs to have in order to succeed in 

the formation phase (Dahan et al., 2010). Cultural compatibility is the difference in culture 

between organizations. The main problem is that the organizational culture in corporations 

is focused on efficiency and making profit, where the cultural mindset of NGOs is focused on 

developing the world and humanity. Trust and cultural compatibility are also related to the 
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communication challenge mentioned before. Creating trust is all about communicating and 

sharing the same expectations and achieving those expectations (Vangen & Huxham, 2003), 

and a bad cultural compatibility results in communication problems through language 

problems, misunderstandings and conflict of interests (Selsky & Parker, 2005).  

So the advice is to take your time in selecting your partners and by communicating about 

the possibilities in an alliance. Make sure that every partner trusts each other (Cowe, 2004; 

Dahan et al., 2010; Iyer, 2003) by transparent communication (Brugmann & Prahalad, 2007) 

and meeting the established expectations (Cowe, 2004; Muller & van Tulder, 2006), that 

each party has its own accountability to his stakeholders and can operate independently 

(Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Cowe, 2004; Dahan et al., 2010), while also sharing a common goal 

(Samii et al., 2002; Selsky & Parker, 2005; Westley & Vredenburg, 1997).  

 

3.2 Preparation in the Formation Phase 
In the formation phase the goal is to find appropriate partners and to know what value the 

organization can offer to those partners (Caniëls & Romijn, 2006). Certain things are 

important in the formation phase. One of the points that is important for the next phase is to 

share a common agenda with the other actor, which includes a common definition, 

generating a variety of information, making a joint commitment to collaborate, identifying 

and legitimizing critical stakeholders, finding an appropriate convener, and identifying 

initial resources (Samii et al., 2002; Westley & Vredenburg, 1997). Besides, uncertainty in 

the decision process between different actors needs to be reduced. To realize this, the parties 

also need to know how their own decision process operates (Gulati, Lawrence, & Puranam, 

2005).  

So, one important thing before an organization can start finding possible partners, is to 

investigate its internal management and organizational operations, find out what it can offer 

to possible partners and what its own strengths are. One of the tools that is available to do this 

is the Business Model Canvas. The Business Model Canvas is a simple tool that can help in a 

situation of management under uncertainty (Osterwalder, 2004), especially in situations 

when innovations in products, processes or in business organization (for instance, through 

alliances) are being contemplated or being developed. The most important thing is that it is a 

Conclusion: 
Most of the success factors can be found in the formation activities. It is important in this 
phase to create a common goal and trust, and ensure that each party has its own 
accountability to his stakeholders and can operate independently. 
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tool with one simple language that everyone can use within but also outside the company 

(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009). So this means that it is not only a useful tool for talking about 

the value that is offered by an organization and this is achieved together with one’s own 

employees, but also how this could be achieved together with possible partners. 

Designing a Business Model Canvas of one’s profit or non-profit organization could be 

the first step in the preparation phase (Osterwalder, 2004). This is a process that will be 

performed internally. At least this tool will give managers insight on how their organization 

operates and what value is offered but also the costs that are made in creating this value, in a 

simple language (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009). By knowing this, it is easier to find 

appropriate partners who could be instrumental in decreasing costs and/or increasing value 

in the organization. Since the Business Model Canvas analysis is written in a simple language 

it is also easier to communicate one’s own strengths and weaknesses to appropriate partners 

and convince them to enter into a collaboration. So, this brings us to the first research-based 

design proposition, where the capital letters refer to the CIMO-logic: 

 
When the management has an overview of their own business and knows what the 

business can offer possible partners, the next step is to make a selection of possible partners. 

The selection phase is crucial when one is setting up an alliance as it needs to develop 

accountable decision-making mechanisms that address the concerns of all stakeholders 

(Seitanidi & Crane, 2009). Seitanidi and Crane (2009) made an overview of the process of 

partnership selection. This overview can be found in Figure 3.  

The first step in selecting the right partner, is to ensure that an alliance is the preferred 

associational form rather than other forms of community involvement (Seitanidi & Ryan, 

2007). The next step is assessing the options of possible partners. This involves talking to 

various possible partners to determine the potential of each option. For some organizations 

the process will stop after assessing the options of possible partners. But sometimes it is 

necessary to perform an informal risk assessment. Concerns about possible partners can be 

Research-based design proposition 1: 
Before an organization can start finding appropriate partners, its management needs to 
know what can be offered to appropriate partners and what the appropriate partners 
should be able to offer to the organization (C) the first thing is to make a Business Model 
Canvas (I )this results in a clear understanding of one’s organization on different aspects 
like: value offering, costs and operating process that can be communicated to employees 
but also to possible partners (O) by giving insight to the management in their organization 
on a conceptual level in a simple language (M).  
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raised in this phase. Those concerns can be managed in an informal or a formal way to reduce 

uncertainty and increase trust in the possible partner (Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007). 

 
Figure 3: Partnership selection stages by Seitanidi and Crane (2009) 

In the selection process the management should get answers on certain questions. The 

primary questions to be considered are the following, according to Muller and van Tulder 

(2006): 

- Is there potential for a win-win situation for both/all parties? 

Both parties must be able to identify the value of an alliance (Cowe, 2004; Jamali & 

Keshishian, 2009; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- Is there potential for a shared strategic vision to the alliance development strategy? 

What is the common goal? In which direction should the alliance develop. If this is 

not clear the members in the alliance may be working towards mutually exclusive 

goals (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- Is there potential for harnessing complementary resources and capabilities? 

One of the cornerstones for a successful alliances is complementary resources and 

capabilities. Each member of the alliance should bring its own unique capabilities and 

resources to bear in order to realize the benefits of an alliance (Cowe, 2004; 

Stefanovic, 2007). 

- In the case of considering an alliance with a corporation, is there evidence that the 

corporation is committed to a Business Development role? 

- Is there a strategic fit in terms of brand associations among important stakeholders? 
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There is a potential for mutual reputational gains. One of the factors to reach this is 

brand fit. This means that the ‘image’ of the corporate organization and that of the 

NGO must be compatible (Cowe, 2004; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009). 

- Are there reputation risks involved? 

In the same way, if one of the potential partners has suffered a major public relations 

crisis in recent years, this may of course reflect poorly on other partners, especially 

the NGO. 

- Is there evidence that the partner is prepared to proceed on the basis of transparency? 

Transparency is linked to the creation of trust (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Secrecy is 

associated with having something to hide. Therefore it is important that the partners 

are willing to share information with each other and communicate the strategy of the 

alliance to the outside world (Kanter, 1994; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009). 

 

3.3 Formation and Implementation Phase 
When the preparation of the Formation stage is finished, the organization can start with 

contacting possible partners. During this process and during the implementation phase, 

issues of alignment in the alliance have to be dealt with. Alignment is a broad term and is 

used in different research areas in a different context. In the context of this study, alignment 

refers to establishing and maintaining an alliance in the best possible way for all actors 

involved. There are differences in this respect between cross-sector partnerships and 

corporate strategic partnerships but there are also some similarities. If one ignores those 

similarities this will impair a firm’s ability to leverage existing expertise. However if one fails 

to recognize the differences, this will limit a firm’s ability to establish and manage the cross-

sector alliances successfully (Rondinelli & London, 2003).  

In the alignment of alliances one can distinguish between the coordination (alignment of 

actions) and the cooperation (alignment of interests) process. The problems in coordination 

process are mentioned by Gulati et al. (2005) as problems that arise due to the cognitive 

limitations of individuals that deny them comprehensive knowledge of how others will 

behave in situations of interdependence, and how they are interdependent with the others. 

Research-based design proposition 2 
When an organization is making a selection of possible partners (C) its management 
should follow the selection process designed by Seitanidi and Crane (2009) (I) to find the 
best possible partner(s) for their organization (O) through answering the primary 
questions which are given by Muller and van Tulder (2006) (M). 
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The problems in the coordination process are dealt with in the best way in long-term 

alliances, as these can generate a state of cooperation between partners due to the ‘shadow of 

the future’ (Gowa, 1986). In a long-term alliance the different actors are doing business with 

each other while they know that they will probably also cooperate with each other in the 

future. They see the benefits from future interactions as outweighing the immediate pay-offs 

from non-cooperative behavior and thus may choose to cooperate (Baker, Gibbons, & 

Murphy, 2002). 

 
In the implementation stage there can also be a problem in the cooperation process. This 

problem arises mainly due to conflicting interests (Gulati et al., 2005). When there is some 

self-interest, or one of its stronger forms (such as opportunism), people’s actions are 

motivated by the private benefits to themselves as individuals, which results in a failure to 

reach collectively beneficial outcomes if the private benefits and collective benefits are 

imperfectly aligned. The collectively beneficial outcomes are in the end higher than the 

maximization of the private benefits. However people prefer to maximize the private 

benefits. Which means a failure in reaching collectively beneficial outcomes. This problem is 

described in literature as the famous prisoner’s dilemma (Gulati et al., 2005). Common 

variants on this problem are problems of hold-up, agency, and the tragedy of commons 

(Camerer & Knez, 1997; Foss, 2001). In essence, the problems that occur in the cooperation 

process occur because of problems of motivation (Gulati et al., 2005).  

To avoid the prisoners dilemma, one should create trust and commitment among 

partners as this enables the involved actors to achieve complementary, although different, 

objectives (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; Fuller & Vassie, 2002; Millar et al., 2004). However 

trust management is not easy. When one is contacting a new possible actor and there is no 

history of trust this implies that the parties must be willing to take a risk and become 

vulnerable to the actions of the other partner(s) (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). When 

some trust exists between the different parties, the parties are following the cyclical trust-

building loop (Vangen & Huxham, 2003) to increase the trust in the relationship. This means 

that ‘each time partners act together, they take a risk and form expectations about the 

intended outcome and the way the other party will contribute to achieving it. Each time an 

Research-based design proposition 3 
To reduce the problems in the coordination process (C) it is better to establish long-term 
alliances(I) in order to get partners who are willing to cooperate (O) because they see the 
benefits from future interactions as outweighing the immediate pay-offs from non-
cooperative behavior (M). 
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outcome meets expectations, trusting attitudes are reinforced. The outcome becomes part of 

the history of the relationship, increasing the chance that partners will have positive 

expectations about joint actions in the future. The increased trust reduces the sense of risk 

for these future actions’ (Vangen & Huxham, 2003, p. 11). This cyclical trust building loop 

can be found in Figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 4: Cyclical trust-building loop (Vangen & Huxham, 2003) 

Before the parties can form expectations they first should know each other’s interests, 

which interests conflict and which correspond. If they don’t explicitly address these 

differences they may show up later at a less ‘convenient’ moment (Muller & van Tulder, 

2006).  

To get those interests on the table there are certain questions that have to be answered in 

the first meetings. The following questions can help in finding the differences, to prevent 

them showing up later at less ‘convenient’ moments (Muller & van Tulder, 2006): 

- What tensions exist between equity (development goals) and effectiveness (company 

goals)? 

What are the essential characteristics of the language and culture of the different 

parties? (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; Millar et al., 2004; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- What tensions exist between longer term (competitive advantage and development, 

social gains) and short term (survival, striving for financial break even) goals? 

Research-based design proposition 4 
When there is no history of trust between the parties (C) first expectations have to be 
established between the parties (I) to be able to increase the trust in the relationship (O) 
because then they are able to enter the cyclical trust-building loop (M). 
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Short term utility is often unrelated to long-term sustainability (Babiak & Thibault, 

2009; Muller & van Tulder, 2006), therefore considerable investment up front is 

needed from all parties before an alliance can become profitable (Muller & van 

Tulder, 2006). 

- What tensions exist between the needs of the alliance as a whole and the needs of 

individual partners? 

It is difficult to satisfy all partners/actors at all times. Therefore expectations have to 

be managed and the ‘big picture’/main goal should be maintained (Fuller & Vassie, 

2002; Millar et al., 2004; Vangen & Huxham, 2003). 

When the parties are sure that they want to establish an alliance with each other there 

are certain things that they have to agree on with each other. This, in order to make sure that 

they have the same expectations about the alliance. According to Muller and van Tulder 

(2006) they have to make sure that the following things are clear between all parties that are 

involved in the alliance: 

- Set realistic goals (Schilpzand et al., 2010; Selsky & Parker, 2005); 

- Be explicit about division of labor/roles and (financial) responsibilities (Babiak & 

Thibault, 2009); 

- Consider additional roles that need to be fulfilled; 

- Consider whether any actor(s) should be excluded from the alliance and under which 

circumstances; 

- Set up mechanisms and metrics to monitor and manage expectations in advance 

(Nijhof, de Bruijn, & Honders, 2008); 

- Formalize agreements to the extent possible (Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006; Huxham 

& Vangen, 2005). 

It is important that both parties are transparent about all the things. A very high level of 

transparency can help to overcome the traditional mistrust between the NGO and 

commercial sectors (Brugmann & Prahalad, 2007). 
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3.4 Niche Markets 
As discussed, a corporate-NGO alliance can be beneficial for both parties. Also some of the 

key challenges and success factors with respect to such alliances have been addressed. To 

shed some new light on the question: “How an NGO operating in the field of international 

development could take the most advantage of a corporate-NGO alliance?”, we turn to the 

literature on Strategic Niche Management (SNM). To understand the relationship between 

SNM and corporate-NGO alliances, first a basic understanding of SNM is needed. Then the 

relationship between those two topics will be explained. After that we are going to look what 

NGOs can learn from the implications of SNM. 

3.4.1 Strategic Niche Management and the Multi-Level-Perspective 

To have a better understanding of the literature on SNM and the relationship with corporate-

NGO alliances, a basic understanding is required on the different theoretical components of 

SNM. SNM is a literature domain that came forward from the multi-level perspective (MLP). 

A MLP and its components are not an ontological description of reality, but an analytical and 

heuristic concept to understand the complex dynamics of socio-technical change (Geels, 

2002). This socio-technical change can be triggered from everything. In this research the 

socio-technical change, a search for cross-sector alliances as an alternative way to access 

financing, is triggered by chances in the existing funding methods. The literature domain of 

SNM is a action-directed approach to initiate and manage this socio-technical change 

through fostering innovative activities at the niche level. In our socio-technical change this 

Conclusion: 
In essence the existing literature about alliances indicates that it would be better to achieve 
a long-term relationship. To achieve this it is important to build a trustworthy 
relationship with one’s partner(s). One of the ways to achieve this is to gain knowledge 
about which interests correspond and which interests conflict between the partners, before 
forming one’s expectations. 

Research-based design proposition 5 
While forming expectations (C) questions related to tensions between goals objective and 
the needs of the different actors have to be answered as transparently as possible in the first 
meetings and when the partnership is further established the different parties should agree 
on points such as responsibilities, goals and agreements (I) to prevent issues showing up 
later at a less ‘convenient’ moment (O) through addressing the differences between the 
different parties and aligning their expectations(M). 
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means at the level of corporations and NGOs who are trying to establish cross-sector 

alliances.  

“Niche markets” is a concept that is part of SNM and the multi-level perspective (MLP) 

(Geels, 2002; R. Raven et al., 2010; Rip & Kemp, 1998) that is important for this research 

Besides comprising the niche concept, it encompasses the so-called socio-technical 

“landscape” and the “regime(s)”. Actors operate in all these spheres, see Figure 5. 

Regimes represent the dominant status quo in a sector. The conditions prevailing there 

are decisive in how the market operates, i.e., how important societal needs are met in a 

particular field such as mobility, energy, water, sanitation, etc. The community of engineers 

in a regime share certain routines of “how to do” things, and are therefore searching in the 

same direction. The regime is also characterized by a dominant (usually long lasting) 

physical infrastructure, and by established rules and regulations that are compatible with 

this way of organizing the sector. This leads to stability and also to an orientation towards 

incremental innovation (Geels, 2002). Radical innovations are generated outside the regime, 

in so called niches. This is because these niches are protected or insulated from ‘normal’ 

market selection in the regime. Therefore they can act as ‘incubation rooms’ for radical 

novelties (Geels, 2002; Rip & Kemp, 1998).  

Regimes contain some large communities with different actors, while niches contain 

small communities with different actors. And while regimes refer to rules that enable and 

constrain activities within communities, the socio-technical landscape refers to wider 

technology-external factors (Geels, 2002). This socio-technical landscape is beyond the 

(direct) influence of the actors in regimes and niches (Geels & Kemp, 2000). 

 
Figure 5: Multi-level perspective on socio-technical changes 

Source: (Geels, 2002) 
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However, a niche can destabilize and replace the current regime or become a new regime. 

These kinds of transitions in the MLP are defined as regime shifts. Accumulating niche-

innovations may grow into a new regime if external landscape developments create pressures 

on the current regime that lead to cracks, tensions and windows of opportunity for radical 

innovations (Geels, 2010). This all happens through interacting processes within and 

between those different levels (Geels, 2010). 

3.4.2 Corporate-NGO alliances in the multi-level perspective 

If we look at the NGO sector from a longer term perspective one can also see a dominant 

status quo, the regime, and there are some niches which are trying to become a new regime. 

In case of our research the dominant status quo, or the regime, are the NGOs, governments, 

donors and other stakeholders that are following the ‘traditional’ funding methods for their 

organization. Traditional means that they are applying for funds at foundations and aid 

donors, i.e. parties promoting purely non commercial, non-profit activities with no link to 

the commercial sector. Many NGOs have become dependent upon official agency funding 

(Pratt, Adams, & Warren, 2006). To get funds NGOs need to meet certain criteria. Therefore 

NGOs can be seen as the contractors and those funding agencies are the customers (Fisher, 

1997). To make sure that the customer gets the “product” from the contract, procedures are 

implemented by NGOs, to increase accountability and transparence, and secure against the 

misappropriation of funds. However this have shifted the focus of NGOs away from their 

most meaningful work (Henderson, 2002; Jellinek, 2003; Lewis, 1998; Markowitz & Tice, 

2002). In worst case scenario the NGO meets the requirements coming from the funding 

agency but fails to improve the quality of life for disadvantaged people (Lewis, 1998; Rauh, 

2010). 

There are minor chances to solve those problems. Policies and requirements to get funds 

are chancing every couple of years to follow the latest hypes and trends in the sector. 

Nowadays NGOs have to do ‘included development’ (UNDP, 2011) which is coming from the 

‘green economy’ discussion (UNEP, 2011). This means that average achievements improve in 

a project and inequalities in these achievements fall (Rauniyar & Kanbur, 2010). Those are 

the incremental innovations within the regime. However it does not solve the fact NGOs are 

working with two types of customers with different requirements. 

Besides that there is the problem that the funding coming from the funding agencies is 

shrinking (Broere, 2013; Pratt et al., 2006; Salamon et al., 2012), and there is a huge 

competition going on between NGOs to get access to funding (Pratt et al., 2006). In this 
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competition most of the time the transnational NGOs are the winners because they are more 

likely to be able to deliver. This raises the fear that the transnational NGOs will destroy in the 

end the national NGOs through ‘unfair’ competition (Pratt et al., 2006). 

To fight the problems faced in this dominant status quo, or regime, niches are necessary. 

The niches can be seen as the space in which NGOs and other related actors in the NGO 

working field are trying to find a different method for ensuring their income. In our case this 

different method is the corporate-NGO alliance. Where NGOs are not dependent anymore on 

shrinking funding coming from foundations and donors where they also have to keep 

adjusting in order to meet the latest policy conditions (Dahan et al., 2010; Millar et al., 2004; 

Stefanovic, 2007), but that they will form an alliance with one or more corporations to 

achieve their goals (Cowe, 2004; Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007; Stefanovic, 2007). 

 

3.4.3 Learning points from niche formation 

Now that we know that NGOs who want to establish a corporate-NGO alliance are operating 

on a niche level from the perspective of the MLP/SNM framework, it is time to find out which 

implications from the SNM literature could be used for finding an answer to the question: 

“How an NGO operating in the field of international development could take the most 

advantage of a corporate-NGO alliance?”. 

SNM scholars explain success and failure in niche formation through analyzing the 

interaction between what has been labeled ‘three internal niche processes’ (Raven, 2005). 

Those success and failure factors are delivering new insight into possible success failure 

points in corporate-NGO alliances. The first process is voicing and shaping of expectations 

and visions, the second process is the building of social networks and the third process is a 

good learning process (Raven et al., 2010). The first process, voicing and shaping of 

expectations and visions, can be seen as an extension of the success factors related to the 

formation and implementation phases already described above. The other two processes are 

new insights on the current success factors and challenges described in the traditional 

corporate-NGO alliance literature. 

In the first process it is important to articulate expectations to attract attention and 

resources as well as new actors. Expectations can change in three different ways over time. 

Conclusion: 
In this case the strategy of NGOs who are following the ‘traditional’ funding methods can 
be seen as regime confirming behavior. Whereas the NGOs which are trying to establish an 
alliance with one or more corporations outside the field of international development can 
be seen as players who are constructing a new niche. 
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First, expectations can become more robust. Secondly the quality of expectations can rise, 

and thirdly expectations can become more specific (Hoogma, 2000). If expectations are 

shifting this will trigger actors to search in different directions, looking for new 

opportunities in other domains (Raven, 2005). Expectations are particularly powerful when 

they are shared, tangible and specific (Schilpzand et al., 2010). The process of voicing and 

shaping of expectations and visions is considered good when: 

i) an increasing number of participants share the same expectations (expectations are 

converging into a shared vision) (Raven et al., 2010) 

ii) the expectations are increasingly based on tangible results from transition experiments 

(Raven et al., 2010). 

According to the literature on alignment, expectations are also important when one aims 

to establish trust. Managing those expectations is necessary. When the expectations are the 

same across the different parties one is able to manage issues and prevent reputational 

damage (Nijhof et al., 2008). This will result in an alliance where the different parties trust 

each other. 

 
Secondly for a successful development of a niche, a good learning process, is widely 

recognized as being crucial for the success of the niche (Hoogma, 2000; Raven, 2005; Raven 

et al., 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2010). This will also help to make the expectations more 

realistic by confronting them with tangible results. A learning process is considered good 

when it is: 

i) broad – focusing not only on techno-economic optimization, but also on alignment 

between the technical (e.g., technical design, infrastructure) and the social (e.g., user 

preferences, regulation and cultural meaning)  (Raven et al., 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2010) 

ii) reflexive – there is attention for questioning underlying assumptions such as social 

values, and the willingness to change course if the innovation does not match these 

assumptions (Raven et al., 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2010). 

To achieve this it is first of all important to engage early innovation adopters when the 

experimental partner network is being formed (Weber, Hoogma, Lane, & Schot, 1999) 

because leading innovators adopt innovations faster that the majority of other users, so they 

Research-based design proposition 6 
When one wants to achieve a trustworthy alliance (C) expectations should be shared 
between the different parties, be tangible and specific (I) to let the partners have the same 
expectations (O) because then one can manage issues between parties and prevent 
reputation damage (M). 
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are able to give feedback at early stages in the innovation process (Caniëls & Romijn, 2006). 

Early innovation adopters can be both NGOs and corporations who are willing to start 

corporate-NGO alliances. However corporations and NGOs should be sure that these leading 

innovators are still reasonably representative for the large majority of subsequent potential 

adopters. If this is not the case, because the leading innovators have too modern or 

idiosyncratic requirements, then maybe the technology may never reach the larger group 

(Kemp, Rip, & Schot, 2001). 

Secondly the driving actor, most of the time the NGO (Raven, 2007), is the responsible 

actor for facilitating the actual learning process (Caniëls & Romijn, 2006). As described 

before this learning process should be broad and reflexive (Raven et al., 2010; Schilpzand et 

al., 2010). This means that it includes both technological and social, managerial and 

organizational network features, as well as the complex interactions between the societal and 

the technological aspects (Caniëls & Romijn, 2006; Truffer, Metzner, & Hoogma, 2002; 

Wiskerke, 2003). Besides that the learning should be a continuous process and the lessons 

should be widely shared in the network, in order to avoid losing important lessons for future 

use (Raven, 2005). 

 
Building social networks is the third process for successful niche formation. A social 

network is a community that supports the goal of a niche, in this case, corporate-NGO 

alliances that serve the purpose of NGO funding and also satisfy goals of both the commercial 

and NGO parties. In the early phases, the social network is still very fragile (Hoogma, 2000; 

Raven et al., 2010). This is because transition experiments, which refers to innovation 

projects in which actors in society learn about social challenges, require new combinations of 

actors, often coming from previously unconnected fields and disciplines (Raven et al., 2010). 

So new actors have to get together and make new social networks emerge. Examples of actors 

that are important to make this happen are: investors, like governments driven by private 

sector development in developing countries; actors with no strong ties to the dominant 

regime; and the involvement of NGOs, corporations, local authorities and the target group of 

the NGO (Hoogma, 2000). Building social networks is considered good when: 

Research-based design proposition 7 
During the implementation and irreversibility phases of a corporate-NGO alliance (C) the 
driving actor - most of the time the NGO - should be responsible for facilitating a good 
learning process between the different actors (I) so as to create a more successful alliance 
(O) by learning in a broad and reflexive way, adding early innovation adaptors to the 
learning process and by making sure that learning is a continuous process in the alliance 
(M). 



26 
 

i) the network is broad (including firms, users, policy makers, scientists, and other 

relevant actors from the science and technology domains, the policy domain and the 

social domain and including both regime actors and regime outsiders) (Raven et al., 

2010) 

ii) when alignment within the network is facilitated through regular interactions between 

the actors (Raven et al., 2010). 

 
  

Research-based design proposition 8 
During the process of setting up a corporate-NGO alliance (C) one should build a strong 
social network (I) so as to increase the support for the alliance from different parties (O) by 
making a broad network where interaction between the different actors is possible (M). 
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4. Analyses and practice-based design propositions 
This chapter first will look at the sample before looking at the general findings that can be 

derived from the interviews. Secondly there is a more in-depth analysis which will lead to 

practice-based design propositions. 

4.1 Empirical Context 
According to Bloomberg, Cooper and Schindler (2011) the interviews should generate 

dependable data, which is derived through practices that are conducted professionally, and 

this data can be used and relied upon. The interviews are executed in a developing country 

and therefore this definition should especially be kept in mind. In developing countries plans 

of western researchers often do not work out. One has to make sure that one always has a plan 

B in which one does not rely on external infrastructure or other people. One of the underlying 

reasons for this problem are different cultures that are working together and resources that 

are not available. A regular shut down of electricity or people who are not available due to 

private circumstances. These are things that can influence the interview in a (remote) village 

in Ghana and therefore influence the results which will be used for the design propositions. 

These issues are context specific. They may not be relevant in a large city in India for 

example.  

The interviews in Ghana resulted in qualitative data for the validation phase. This 

qualitative data has been documented in a systematic way therefore it could be used as 

feedback on the derived design propositions and where necessary be adjusted. 

4.2 Data Collection 
As described before during the stay in Ghana qualitative data was gathered. Qualitative data 

came from 17 interviews held with different NGOs which are operating in Ghana. Interviews 

are a important data collection tool to gather experiences from other NGOs. 

4.2.1 Interviews 
Semi-structured and unstructured interviews are most suitable for exploratory and 

explanatory research studies (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Blumberg, 2008). In case of this research 

a choice was made for semi-structured interviews because with semi-structured interviews it 

is easier to compare the data coming from the different interviews (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

The goal of the interviews that were held with NGOs which are operating in Ghana, is to get 
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information about their experience with corporate-NGO alliances and to connect this with 

the developed design propositions. To compare the qualitative data coming from those 

different interviews a semi-structured interview was preferred above a unstructured 

interview. The interview protocol and questions can be found in Appendix I. Table 3 below 

lists the NGOs that were interviewed, its local or global status, and the function of the 

interviewee in the NGO. Local means that a NGO only operates in Ghana, a global NGO 

operates also in other countries. A description of the different cases can be found in 

Appendix VII. NGOs for the interview have been selected randomly. Three hundred and 

twenty four NGOs which are operating in Ghana have been contacted. There were 57 positive 

replies. The NGOs are selected based on location. The location was important to conduct as 

many interviews as possible in a short time period. The duration of an interview was between 

the 40 minutes and 1 hour. The interview transcript was used for further analysis, the 

transcript was sent to the interviewee and finalized after receiving feedback and comments 

by the interviewee (see Figure 6: Interview Process). Of the 17 cases six of them had an 

alliance with a corporation. Two of those six NGOs can be considered successful. This means 

that NGO and corporation are sharing resources and expectations with each other. The other 

two NGOs are only getting financial resources from their alliance with the corporate sector 

and expectations are not shared between all parties. 
Table 3: List of Data sources 

Case Local/Global Interviewee 

Africa ICT Right Local Director and founder 

Building Opportunities for Self Empowerment Local Founder and board member 

CRREC Local Executive Director 

Disability Foundation Local Founder and board member 

Eagle Foundation Local Executive Director 

Global Media Foundation Local Executive Director 

Green Waterhut Local Director and founder 

Ghana Youth Evangelism Outreach Local Director 

G&G Help the Child Foundation Local Director and founder 

Network for Youth in Action Local Founder and board member 

OGVO Local Founder and board member 

Osei Kusi Foundation Local Executive Director 

Sports and Youth Development Foundation Local Director and Founder 
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Takoa Foundation Local Director and Founder 

United Way Global Executive Director 

Waco Foundation Local Executive Director 

World Partners for Development Ghana Local Project Developer 

 
Figure 6: Interview Process 

4.2.2 Data interpretation 
The data collected from the interviews are related to the design propositions and therefore 

also the research question. The collection of relevant data constitutes an iterative process. 

After 11 interviews with local NGOs which had not been successful in setting up an alliance 

with a corporation, no new categories or themes emerged in those kind of interviews. This is 

saturation and this would mean that on this topic the data collection is completed (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). This group learned us the unsuccessful ways of setting up an 

alliance. The other 6 interviews were conducted with NGOs who have been in a certain way 

successful in establishing a corporate-NGO alliance. This group give us the successful ways of 

setting up an alliance. The data coming from this target group is not saturated. However it is 

difficult to find NGOs who have been successful in such alliances and within the time limit of 

this research it was not possible to visit more NGOs who have been successful in establishing 

cross-sector alliances. 

The qualitative data collected from all 17 interviews were analyzed by using the template 

approach. This means that different segments with similar content were separated into the 

same category forming one major theme (Silverman, 2001). This process is called coding. 

The sets of codes consist of codes that were derived from (1) the design propositions derived 

from literature, (2) the important challenges and success factors in corporate-NGO alliances 

and (3) the process description of setting-up a corporate-NGO alliance.  

Codes that represent the design propositions, were used to validate the derived design 

propositions from literature. The codes representing important challenges and success 

factors give insight about the challenges and successes that NGOs currently are facing with 
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setting up those alliances. This has been used in adjusting and adding design propositions. 

The process description codes give feedback on how to set-up a corporate-NGO alliance. 

Where challenges and successes give feedback in a more abstract way, this is practical 

oriented. This has also been used in adjusting and adding design propositions. 

The definition and coding list in Appendix II: Coding and Explanation provides an 

overview of predefined constructs, explanations on the constructs, and main – or umbrella – 

codes. These main codes were hierarchically derived from sub-codes. QDA-Miner, a 

qualitative research software tool for coding and analyzing data was used to code data 

sources.  

4.3 Interview results 
After coding the interviews in QDA Miner, a qualitative research software tool, a list with 

coding frequencies can be made from those 17 interviews which is represented in Table 4. 

Experts are especially talking about proposals, value offering, business development role and 

shared expectations. A more detailed list of coding frequencies can be found in Appendix IV. 

It is not only good to look at the overall perspective. It is especially useful to learn from 

the successful cases. In Table 5 one can find the coding frequencies of the 6 NGOs who had in 

a certain way an successful alliance. This means that they had at least an alliance with a 

corporate entity. Only 2 of those 6 NGOs can be considered really successful in establishing a 

corporate-NGO alliance. In those 2 cases resources, expectations and capabilities are shared 

among all parties. It is especially useful to look at those interviews because the people 

involved were able to establish an alliance. So besides looking at proposals, value offering, 

business development role and shared expectations coming from all the 17 interviews, 

cognitive limitations and long-term partnerships will also be examined, since these topics 

occurred in the majority of the successful cases.  

The differences in coding frequency between all 17 interviews and only the ones with 

successful alliances is not that big. Overall NGOs mention a lot of times proposal writing, this 

is not the case by the ones with successful alliances. Sharing expectations and cognitive 

limitations are mentioned by almost all the NGOs with a successful alliance. However, this is 

only mentioned by one NGO who does not have an alliance. 
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Table 4: Coding frequencies successful and not-successful alliances (n=17) 

Coding frequency 

Category Code Cases % Cases 

Cooperation Proposal 13 76,50% 

Value of Organization Value offering 9 52,90% 

Selection Process Business development role 7 41,20% 

Expectations Shared expectations 7 41,20% 

Selection Process Win-win situation 6 35,30% 

Cooperation Cognitive limitations 6 35,30% 

Trust Establishing expectations 5 29,40% 

Cooperation Long-term alliances 5 29,40% 

Value of Organization Strengths of organization 4 23,50% 

Trust History of trust 4 23,50% 

Selection Process Shared strategic vision 4 23,50% 

Selection Process Complementary resources and capabilities 4 23,50% 

Value of Organization Business model 2 11,80% 

Social Networks Support in the alliance 2 11,80% 

Expectations Tangible, specific expectations 2 11,80% 

Social Networks Regular interaction 1 5,90% 

Selection Process Risks 1 5,90% 

Expectations Reputational damage 1 5,90% 

Social Networks Broad network  0  0,00% 
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Table 5: Coding frequencies successful alliances (n=6) 

Coding Frequency 

Category Code Cases % Cases 

Cooperation Cognitive limitations 5 83.3% 

Expectations Shared expectations 5 83.3% 

Selection Process Business development role 4 66.7% 

Cooperation Long-term partnerships 4 66.7% 

Value of Organization Value offering 3 50.0% 

Selection Process Complementary resources and capabilities 3 50.0% 

Value of Organization Strengths of organization 3 50.0% 

Selection Process Win-win situation 3 50.0% 

Selection Process Shared strategic vision 2 33.3% 

Social Networks Support in the alliance 2 33.3% 

Expectations Tangible, specific expectations 2 33.3% 

Value of Organization Business model 2 33.3% 

Cooperation Proposal 2 33.3% 

Trust Establishing expectations 2 33.3% 

Social Networks Regular interaction 1 16.7% 

Expectations Reputational damage 1 16.7% 

Selection Process Risks 1 16.7% 

Trust History of trust 1 16.7% 

Social Networks Broad network 0 0,00% 

Overall most of the interviews were about the formation phase. There is not a lot of 

information given on the implementation and the irreversibility phase. The reason for this is 

that only 2 NGOs had an alliance where they were also contributing resources, knowledge and 

expertise to the alliance with the corporation. Those 2 NGOs are also larger organizations 

who could achieve more impact in Ghana. It should be considered that it is more difficult or 

even not possible for a smaller NGO to form an alliance with a large corporation due to its 

limitations of impact, and limited professional and bargaining capacity. However it could be 

possible to establish an alliance with a smaller corporation. Only those corporations do not 

have CSR objectives, so it could be that there are some differences in the requirements to 

establish those alliances.  
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The alliance of 4 other NGOs could be seen more as a variation of the traditional funding 

method where a business also stumps up money. The other 11 NGOs were not successful in 

establishing a corporate-NGO alliance. This means that this whole corporate-NGO alliance 

concept is, at least in Ghana, in practice still a very new concept with a lot of struggles and 

challenges in the formation phase. However the 6 NGOs which established an alliance with 

the corporate sector did not experience any troubles after the formation phase. 

4.1.1 Proposal 

As can be seen in Table 4 in more than 75% of the cases, experts are talking about proposals. 

Proposals are linked to the formation phase, to establish an alliance. According to all the 

experts that are mentioning something about proposals, contacting corporations by sending 

a proposal is not a successful way to start an alliance. One of the experts said: “You can just 

write the best proposal but it doesn’t help.” A reason for this is that many corporations are 

receiving a lot of proposals coming from NGOs. “You can go to the corporations and they can 

show you the storeroom of proposals.” The main advice would be for NGOs not to spend their 

time on proposal writing and doing follow-ups. “I try to do follow-ups on my proposals, but 

then the corporations are saying you are pushing, you should relax.” The chance that you will 

get an alliance as a result of submitting a proposal is really small. 

The NGOs that were able to find a successful alliance did not achieve this by proposal 

writing. It is coming from their own network, “Together with the first president of Ghana and 

the founder of the corporation we set-up this Foundation.”, they are building this network, 

“We have a sort of recruitment tool. We give corporate leaders the change to volunteer in one 

of our communities for one day. This gives us a platform to start to engage.” or they will just 

visit the corporation and sell their idea, “We went with a lot of the kids to the factory. The 

employees from the factory showed us around. This gave us the possibility to talk about 

sponsorship.”. This brings us to the first practice-based design proposition. 

 

4.1.2. Value offering 

Value offering is mentioned by 9 NGOs, 5 of those NGOs relate value offering only to 

publicity. According to one of the NGOS “90% of the spending of corporations goes to 

Practice-based design proposition 1 
As an NGO, to get in touch with corporations (C) you should contact corporations within 
your own network or build your own network (I) to be able start alliances with corporations 
which are already within your network (O) because then you are able to establish trust and 
convince the corporation to form an alliance (M). 
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visibility, only 10% goes to the project”. It does not help that the NGOs often relate their value 

offering to this visibility, “We can offer them publicity” or “advertisements in our 

newsletter”. Four of the NGOs that are not mentioning what they can offer are saying that 

they cannot offer anything to the corporation in return and that this is a problem because 

corporations want to benefit from the alliance.  

However theory is not meeting practice here. In a successful corporate-NGO alliance an 

NGO is bringing knowledge, expertise, credibility and reputational gain to the corporation 

(Cowe, 2004). One of the explanations for the divergence is that NGOs consider alliances as 

means to get businesses to stump up money (Burchell & Cook, 2008). This is confirmed by a 

NGO that mentions that “NGOs need to be trained, they only know the traditional donors. We 

need to change our mind-set and find this win-win situation.” To establish an alliance where 

this win-win situation is achieved it is important to know what one is going to offer as an 

NGO. “If they don’t see the benefit they are not interested.” One other NGO which is 

successful in establishing alliances tells that the staff are working in a three-way approach. 

“First we have the product development process, where we are going to look with all the 

stakeholders (including the traditional authorities) what we want to establish, then we have 

the matching process to check which corporations are able to help us, in the end we have 

measuring and reporting, to show our results.” This brings us to the second practice-based 

design proposition. 

 
It is also possible to accept the situation that “some CSR objectives are just PR oriented on 

extension of their marketing budget”. Then NGOs need to make clear to corporations that 

they can offer a lot of value to them on this topic. The problem however is that the NGO needs 

to make a certain impact to be relevant for the corporation in this respect. Most of the 

corporations are going for their CSR to “all those big NGOs”. Two reasons are given, one is 

“they believe it is secure” the other one is that “big NGOs are easily mentioned by the media”. 

So as a small NGO it will be difficult to find an alliance where marketing is the main reason 

motivating the corporation for the alliance. However in the case of a large NGO with the 

possibility to have a lot of media coverage, this strategy can be used to its advantage. 

Practice-based design proposition 2 
When setting up an alliance as a NGO with a corporation (C) it is important to know what 
the value is that you can offer (I) to find this win-win situation and convince corporations 
about this win-win situation (O) because then you are able to establish an alliance where 
the NGO can bring knowledge, expertise, credibility and reputational gain to the 
corporation (M). 
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4.1.3 Business development role 

The business development role is related to situations when the potential corporation is 

working in the same development areas that the NGO is operating in, so that scope for 

synergy through collaborative development activities exists. This means that in the selection 

process the NGO will contact potential partners based on their development role and how 

this role relates to the NGO’s own development role. According to the NGOs it is not difficult 

to find these commonalities. You have to “look what their corporate social responsibilities 

objectives are”. Those CSR objectives can be found “on the website of the corporation” but one 

can also “contact the manager and talk with him” or check “the work that they have done”. 

However the problem is that “in Ghana corporate social responsibility is something new”. 

Therefore most of the corporations who are doing something with CSR “are international 

corporations”. Besides, “CSR has a lot of interpretations” which means that sometimes 

“corporations are forced to do it”, sometimes it is an “extension of their marketing budget” 

and sometimes it is confused with “charity and philanthropy”. Furthermore, corporations 

also bring “the commercial competition into the field of CSR”. With some corporate 

foundations, for example “the telecom foundations, you have to use their brand name”. It is 

also difficult to “switch to another corporate entity in the same sector” because of this 

competition. 

An NGO mentions that a “dialogue engagement” between corporate entities and NGOs is 

necessary. On the one hand, this is necessary to train NGOs in how to “find the win-win 

situation” but such a dialogue could also be used to explain to corporations what the idea of 

CSR is. This can be considered as sharing of expectations and the social network formation 

requirements mentioned by the literature on SNM. This social network has to be broad with 

different actors and regular interactions to increase the potential of corporate-NGO alliances 

(Hoogma, 2000; Raven et al., 2010). 

Practice-based design proposition 4 
When searching for possible partners for an alliance (C) an NGO can visit the website, talk 
with the manager or look at the history of the corporation (I) to find out if their 
development role is the same as that of the NGO (O) because this will result in a better fit 
between the different actors within the alliance (M). 

Practice-based design proposition 3 
When setting up an alliance as a large NGO with a corporation (C) marketing can be used 
as a value that can be offered to the corporation (I) to convince them to start this alliance 
(O) because still a lot of the CSR objectives are still PR oriented (M). 
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The social network cannot be developed by one NGO. Besides NGOs and corporation, 

“government support is also necessary”. However it is essential for an NGO to be part of this 

social network. Not only for learning (Raven et al., 2010) but also by developing their own 

network. 

 

4.1.4 Shared expectations 

There is a difference by the interviewees of NGOs which are having an alliance in which also 

the NGO is bringing knowledge, expertise, credibility and reputational gain to the 

corporation (Cowe, 2004), and respondents from NGOs for whom a business stumps up 

money (Burchell & Cook, 2008). This also leads to a difference in terms of sharing of 

expectations. 

In the situation that an NGO is also bringing knowledge, expertise, credibility and 

reputational gain to the corporation, the expectations are shared among the different parties. 

One NGO respondent tells that the “managing director who was based in the US was always 

present at the quarterly meetings”. Besides, the local staff of the corporation were always 

present “to discuss the way forward”. They told “what they were expecting from us” and if 

something is “going half way then they told us to redirect it.” With this alliance the NGO and 

corporation were able to achieve a lot and “it has been successful since 1971”. 

However when the corporation only stumps up money for the NGO, then the 

expectations will only be shared from one side. The sharing of expectation will be mostly 

done through reports, “quarterly reports and the total annual report”. However corporations 

“will only receive it. But they are not giving feedback on it”. In those situations NGOs will give 

their reports but corporations “don’t tell us (NGOs) what they want to do”. The final result is 

that NGOs are working in a rather similar situation as in a relationship with traditional 

donors. This also comes with the same kind of problems where “the funder will dictate how 

the project is going to work” because there are certain “restrictions to get funds”.  

Practice-based design proposition 5 
In a country with little support for corporate-NGO alliances (C) one should set-up a social 
network, where corporate entities and NGOs can interact on this topic (I) to let NGOs know 
how they can find the win-win situations and to make clear to the corporations what CSR is 
all about (O) because such a social network can increase the potential of corporate-NGO 
alliances (M). 
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4.1.5 Cognitive limitations 

There are two major problems recognized by the interviewees relating to cognitive 

limitations. One NGO told that some of the corporations “will take some of your ideas”. 

Besides, it is a “challenge that corporations have an interest but they will not show their 

interest”. One change that has to be made is that NGOs have “to start thinking in their 

language”. Also, a lot of the NGOs “do not have the qualified people”. So NGOs should develop 

themselves in areas such as “bookkeeping, recordkeeping and program development”. When 

NGOs can think on the same level as corporations and have the qualified people they are able 

to overcome those cognitive limitations. 

 

4.1.6 Long-term partnerships 

“Long-term partnerships are usually ideal” for NGOs. With a long-term partnership NGOs 

“can develop and monitor projects over time” and reach a more “sustainable situation”. 

Besides, there is “competition” within the CSR domain. This means that once NGOs “are 

working with one corporation it is difficult to move to another corporation in the same sector”. 

This is especially the case in the telecom industry. While “it is difficult to get long-term 

partnerships” it is necessary to get these to overcome those challenges. When an NGO is 

working together with a corporation for a short term it is important to “satisfy” this 

corporation and “maintain” this relationship so that the NGO can transform it into a long-

term alliance. This brings us to the final practical-based design proposition. 

 

  

Practice-based design proposition 8 
When setting-up or maintaining an corporate-NGO alliance (C) the NGO should move from 
an initial short term collaboration into a long-term partnership by satisfying the 
corporation and maintaining the relationship (I) to reach a more sustainable situation (O) 
by the possibility to develop and monitor projects over a longer time period(M). 

Practice-based design proposition 7 
When an NGO is dealing with cognitive limitations (C) it should develop its people in areas 
such as bookkeeping, recordkeeping, program development and entrepreneurship (I) to 
overcome those cognitive limitations (O) by thinking in the same language as corporations 
(M). 

Practice-based design proposition 6 
When working in and setting-up a corporate-NGO alliance (C) expectations have to be 
shared between all the different parties involved (I) to really achieve an alliance where all 
the parties enforce each other (O) because otherwise the NGO party will still be working in 
the same system as with the traditional donors with also the same limitations (M). 
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5. Synthesis of design propositions 
This chapter presents the final set of design propositions, by synthesizing eight research-

based design propositions and eight practice-based design propositions. These design 

propositions address requirements for NGOs to establish an alliance with one or more 

corporations. They also increase the academic understanding of corporate-NGO alliances 

and how to achieve successful alliances. The chapter starts with the final set of design 

propositions. After that a framework will be derived from the final set of design propositions. 

5.1 Final set of design propositions 
To reach the main goal of this research, give NGOs requirements how they could start an 

alliance with the corporate sector and how they could develop an alliance in a successful way, 

the practice and research-based design propositions are compared and synthesized into a 

final set of design propositions (Van Burg, Romme, Gilsing, & Reymen, 2008). By reaching 

the research goal also the research question: “How can NGOs operating in the field of 

international development engage in an alliance with the corporate sector in the best possible 

way?” is answered. 

First a quick overview is made of the relations between the practice and research-based 

design propositions. This can be found in Table 6. Intersections marked grey and with “X” 

indicate partial overlap of context, interventions, outcomes or mechanisms. The actual 

process of constructing the design propositions is demonstrated in Appendix IV. Research-

based design propositions 4, 5 and 7 do not have significant overlap with any of the practice-

based design propositions. The decision is made to keep them for the final set of design 

propositions. Although on all these topics at least something is said by some of the NGO 

respondents, and their statements agree partly with the research-based design propositions, 

the data on those topics coming from the interviews was not enough to transform the 

interview observations into a set of independent practice-based design propositions. For 

example, 7 NGOs mention that they prefer long-term alliances while no one mentioned a 

preference for short-term alliances.  
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Table 6: Comparison of research-based and practice-based design propositions 

 Pbdp 

1 

Pbdp 

2 

Pbdp 

3 

Pbdp 

4 

Pbdp 

5 

Pbdp 

6 

Pbdp 

7 

Pbdp 

8 
 

Rbdp 1  X X      Fdp1: Business-model canvas 

Rbdp 2 X   X     Fdp 2.1: Selection process 

Fdp 2.2: Own network 

Rbdp 3       X X Fdp 3.1: Long-term alliances 

Fdp 3.2: Qualified people 

Rbdp 4         Fdp 4: Establish expectations 

Rbdp 5         Fdp 5: Agreements 

Rbdp 6      X   Fdp 6: Shared expectations 

Rbdp 7         Fdp 7: Learning process 

Rbdp 8     X    Fdp 8: Social network 

 

The final set of design propositions will be presented in order of their occurrence when 

establishing a corporate-NGO alliance. This means that first the design propositions are 

presented which are relevant in the formation phase and secondly the ones that occur in the 

implementation and sometimes also in the irreversibility phase. 

5.1.1 Formation Phase 

Before an NGO can start to contact potential partners, an NGO should know how to reach a 

win-win situation (Muller & van Tulder, 2006). To reach this it is important to know what 

value it can offer to corporations (Caniëls & Romijn, 2006). A tool to help to get those 

insights is the business model canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009). When an NGO does not 

have those insights, corporations are mostly not interested in an alliance. They also need to 

benefit from the alliance (Muller & van Tulder, 2006). 

 
After an NGO gets those insights, it can make a selection of potential partners which it wants 

to contact. An NGO could follow the selection process given by Seitanidi and Crane (2009), 

see also Figure 4. Certain primary questions have to be answered to find the best possible 

partners (Muller & van Tulder, 2006) which can be found in Appendix V.  

Design proposition 1 
If an NGO wants to establish an alliance with a win-win situation (C) the first thing, before 
contacting appropriate partners, is to make a Business Model Canvas (I ). This results in a 
clear understanding of the NGO organization on different aspects like: value offering, 
costs and operating process that help to find opportunities for reaching this win-win 
situation and then can be easily communicated to possible partners (O). It does this by 
giving the NGO staff insight in their organization on a conceptual level in a simple 
language (M).  
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During the selection process one criterion is that the possible partners already have to be part 

of the NGO’s network or they should first be incorporated into its network before 

approaching them for the purpose of exploring the possibilities of forming an alliance. 

Otherwise the NGO would remain dependent on proposal writing, which is a method with a 

very low success-rate according to the NGOs in Ghana. 

 

5.1.2 Formation and Implementation Phase 

By following design propositions 1, 2.1 and 2.2 the NGO should be prepared well to initiate 

contact with potential partners. It is better as a NGO to aim for long-term alliances. Long-

term alliances reduce problems in the coordination process (Baker et al., 2002). Besides, it 

also results in more sustainable projects, according to the empirical evidence. 

 
The problems in the coordination process are coming from cognitive limitations from 

individuals (Gulati et al., 2005). According to the empirical evidence this can be overcome by 

having qualified people and for the NGO to learn to think in the same language as 

corporations. 

 
Corporations always do a check before they decide to work together with a NGO. So even 

when there is no history of trust they already have some opinion about the NGO. Therefore it 

is important to get already some trust established within the first meeting with a potential 

Design proposition 3.2 
When dealing with cognitive limitations (C) NGOs should develop their people 
professionally in areas like bookkeeping, recordkeeping, program development and 
entrepreneurship (I) to overcome those cognitive limitations (O) by thinking in the same 
language as corporations (M). 

Design proposition 3.1 
To reduce the problems in the coordination process (C) it is better to establish long-term 
alliances (I) to get partners who are willing to cooperate (O) because they see the benefits 
from future interactions as outweighing the immediate pay-offs from non-cooperative 
behavior (M). 

Design proposition 2.2 
To get in touch with the selected corporations (C) the NGO should only directly contact 
corporations within its own network or get them into your network first (I) to be able to 
arrange a first meeting with the selected corporations (O) because then the NGO is able to 
establish trust and convince the corporation in favor of forming an alliance (M). 

Design proposition 2.1 
When making a selection of possible partners (C) the NGO should follow the selection 
process designed by Seitanidi and Crane (2006) (Figure 3) (I) to find the best possible 
partner(s) for the organization (O) through answering the primary questions (Appendix 
V) which are given by Muller and van Tulder (2006) (M). 
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corporate partner. To get and increase this trust in the relationship the NGO should establish 

already some expectations in the first meeting (Mayer et al., 1995) . After having established 

the first expectations, the NGO can start to work on increasing the trust by following the 

cyclical trust-building loop which can be found in Figure 5 (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). 

 
Establishing and forming expectations is not possible without knowing each other’s interest, 

which interests conflict and which correspond (Muller & van Tulder, 2006). To find those 

interests Muller and van Tulder (2006) formulated certain guiding questions that have to be 

answered. After the interests are clear the different parties can agree on things like 

responsibilities, goals and agreements (Bryson et al., 2006; Huxham & Vangen, 2005; Muller 

& van Tulder, 2006; Schilpzand et al., 2010; Selsky & Parker, 2005). Those questions and the 

agreement points can be found in Appendix VI. 

 

5.1.3 Formation, Implementation and Irreversibility Phase 

Expectations are very important in an alliance, not only during the formation and 

implementation phase but during the whole alliance process. Therefore it is important that 

expectations will always be shared between the different parties (Schilpzand et al., 2010). 

This continued sharing is necessary this allows the expectations to become more robust, the 

quality can rise and they can become more specific (Hoogma, 2000). Having the same 

expectations as your (potential) partners results the ability to manage issues and prevent 

reputational damage (Nijhof et al., 2008).  

 

Practice-based design proposition 6 
When working in and setting up a corporate-NGO alliance (C) expectations should be 
shared between the different parties, be tangible and specific (I) to let the partners have the 
same expectations and all the parties enforce each other (O) because then issues between 
parties can be managed , reputational damage prevented and a proper alliance formed 
(M). 

Design proposition 5 
While forming expectations (C) questions related to tensions between goals objectives and 
the needs of the different actors have to be answered as transparently as possible in the first 
meetings and when the partnership is further established the different parties should agree 
on points such as responsibilities, goals and agreements (I) to prevent issues showing up 
later at a less ‘convenient’ moment (O) through addressing the differences between the 
different parties and aligning their expectations(M). 

Design proposition 4 
When there is no history of trust between the parties (C) first expectations have to be 
established between them (I) to be able to start increasing the trust in the relationship (O) 
because then the parties are able to enter the cyclical trust-building loop (M). 
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5.1.4 Implementation and Irreversibility Phase 

When different actors agree on forming an alliance the alliance can be implemented. To 

make the expectations between the different actors more realistic a good learning process is 

necessary (Raven et al., 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2010). The driving actor, which is most of the 

time of the NGO (Raven, 2007), is responsible for facilitating this learning process (Caniëls 

& Romijn, 2006). A learning process is considered good when it is broad and reflexive (Raven 

et al., 2010; Schilpzand et al., 2010). 

 

5.1.5 Meso-level 

Setting-up a corporate-NGO alliance as an NGO is quite a challenge. According to the 

empirical evidence, at least in Ghana NGOs are most of the time unable to find a win-win 

situation and corporations do not often know the meaning of CSR. Therefore a strong social 

network can help to support such alliances (Raven et al., 2010). A broad social network with 

regular interactions between different parties can increase the support for corporate-NGO 

alliances (Hoogma, 2000; Raven et al., 2010). One suggestion for such social network from a 

NGO perspective comes in the form of dialogue meetings between corporate entities and 

NGOs. 

 

5.2 Framework 
The different design propositions can be put together in a framework to give a clear overview 

of the requirements for NGOs to set up and maintain corporate-NGO alliances. To achieve 

this framework first a process overview is made to display the different propositions 

according to their relevance in different stages of the partnering process. This process 

overview can be found in Figure 7. 

  

Design proposition 8 
In a country with little support for corporate-NGO alliances (C) the NGO should build a 
strong social network (I) to increase the support for the alliance from different parties (O) 
through interaction between corporate entities and NGOs, where they can find win-win 
situations and make clear what CSR should be all about (M). 

Design proposition 7 
During the implementation and irreversibility phase of a corporate-NGO alliance (C) the 
driving actor - most of the time the NGO - should be responsible for facilitating a good 
learning process between the different actors (I) so as to create a more successful alliance 
(O) by learning in a broad and reflexive way, adding lead users to the learning process and 
by making sure that learning is a continuous process in the alliance (M). 
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Conducting Business Model Canvas Dp 1    

Conducting selection process Dp 2.1    

Involving corporations in own 

network 

Dp 2.2    

Focusing on forging long-term 

alliances 

Dp 3.1    

Professionalizing staff Dp 3.2    

Establishing expectations Dp4    

Maintaining agreements Dp 5    

Sharing expectations Dp 6    

Fostering learning processes Dp 7    

Building a NGO-private sector social 

network 

Dp 8    

  Formation Implementation Irreversibility 
Figure 7: Process view of implementing design propositions in setting-up and maintaining a corporate-NGO 
alliance 

The framework displayed in Figure 8 consists of the different design propositions ordered 

according to the right time phase. The meso-level shows design proposition 8, the 

implementation of a social network. This is something that an NGO cannot implement on its 

own and it is meant to solve problems faced in the environment by increasing the support for 

corporate-NGO alliances by means of positive engagement by all different kinds of actors. 

The micro-level consists of the requirement for NGOs, in the shape of design 

propositions, to establish successful a corporate-NGO alliance. These are given for each time 

phase, starting with the formation phase to the implementation phase to finally the 

irreversibility phase. In the implementation phase a further distinction is made between the 

preparation phase and the contact phase because first the NGO has to prepare itself before it 

can contact potential partners. 

The meso-level can been seen as the niche, and the micro-level as the actor within the 

niche, according to the SNM literature. Those terms are not used explicitly. While SNM is an 

action-oriented approach on the MLP (Geels, 2010), SNM is still not broadly explored as a 

toolkit for practitioners (Raven et al., 2010). The terms as niches and the actors within the 

niche are vague for practitioners who are not familiar with SNM. Therefore is chosen for 

more general terms in the framework itself. 
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Figure 8: Framework for establishing corporate-NGO alliances including phases and design propositions
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6. Conclusions, contributions, limitations and directions for 
further research 
First of all the conclusions to this research are given. After the conclusions, its practical 

contributions and its contributions to other research domains are discussed. Finally it is 

important to put this research into perspective by reflecting on its limitations. Linked to 

those limitations, directions for future research are derived. 

6.1 Conclusions 
This research attempted to give practitioners in the NGO sector insight into requirements 

that should be met for achieving greater success in establishing corporate-NGO alliances. It 

did so by combining insights from both academics and practitioners. The thesis followed the 

design science approach (Denyer et al., 2008; Reymen, 2013) to set up design propositions 

which address several major requirements for NGOs to establish successful corporate-NGO 

alliances. At the end of the research process, those design propositions were put into 

perspective in Figure 8 with a view to giving a clear indication of where in the process of 

setting-up a corporate-NGO alliance, an NGO has to pay attention to which design 

proposition(s). By giving this overview with the design proposition and putting those design 

propositions into a framework this research reached its research goal. 

The empirical evidence shows that support for corporate-NGO alliances is not high in 

Ghana. This could be increased by the formation of a social network (Hoogma, 2000; Raven 

et al., 2010) with regular interactions between different actors. NGOs are suggesting to do 

this with dialogue meetings between corporate entities and NGOs to increase the 

understanding of CSR and identifying opportunities for win-win situations. 

Even without this strong support for corporate-NGO alliances it is still possible to 

establish them. However, writing proposals and submitting these to corporations is not a 

successful way to establish an alliance. NGOs that were able to establish alliances did this by 

first getting potential partners into their network before they contacted them directly for the 

purpose of forming a potential alliance. The benefit of this is that the NGO has already 

established some trust between itself and the potential corporation. When this trust is 

present the NGO is able to establish expectations and convince the corporation of concrete 

potential for achieving a win-win situation. 
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Moving from forming an alliance and establishing an alliance it is very important to 

speak about each others’ expectations during the process, not only in the beginning but 

during the whole alliance period. According to the empirical evidence when this sharing of 

expectations is only coming from the part of the NGO, the alliance lapses back into a 

situation which looks quite similar to “traditional” donor funding. The corporation only 

stumps up money for the NGO and the NGO is expected to use this money in accordance with 

certain requirements set by the corporation.  

When expectations are shared not only from the part of the NGO but also from the part of 

the corporation, the alliance reaches a stage were both parties enhance each other’s 

functioning through equal partnership. Then the NGO is able to share its knowledge, 

expertise, credibility and reputational gains with the corporation. In return the corporation 

can provide human resources, financial resources and its expertise. This together results in a 

successful alliance which can make a huge impact. 

For NGOs it is difficult to think in the language of corporations but when NGOs are able 

to think in this language and convince them about possibilities for win-win situations, they 

are able to set up an alliance. When in this alliance expectations are shared between all the 

parties involved then the parties are able to share their resources to enhance each other and 

achieve a powerful alliance which can make a huge impact. 

The expectations that are shared, have to become more realistic to satisfy the actors 

within the alliance. This can be achieved by implementing a continuous learning process. 

The driven actor, which is most of the time the NGO, is responsible to facilitate this learning 

process. For successful learning, the learning process have to be broad and reflexive. 

6.2 Contributions 
Corporate-NGO alliances are still a new way for corporations to meet their CSR objectives 

and are not widely used as a means to meet a CSR objective. The main contribution of this 

research is to give practitioners of NGOs insight into key requirements that must be met for 

successfully establishing a corporate-NGO alliance. This was also the goal of the research. 

This was achieved by the 10 design propositions which were incorporated into a framework 

which can be found in Figure 8. NGOs can use those design propositions to guide them 

through the process of establishing and managing an alliance with a corporation. 

Besides achieving the research goal and with that, giving advice to practitioners of 

NGOs, this research also contributed to research domains such as corporate-NGO alliances, 
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also called cross-sector partnerships or CSSPs, and strategic niche management. For the 

domain of corporate-NGO alliances this research gives a practical insight into how to 

establish those alliances. It combines available literature on corporate-NGO alliances, 

alignment in partnerships and strategic niche management to achieve this practical insight. 

Previous research mainly identified challenges and success factors related to how a 

corporate-NGO alliance should look like. However, none of these researches tried to establish 

a framework for how this corporate-NGO alliance could be achieved. This is the first attempt 

to achieve this and hopefully further research will try to develop this even further. 

The interviews conducted for this research also showed, with only 2 out of the 17 NGOs 

which were able to establish an alliance in which the NGO could also bring knowledge, 

expertise, credibility and reputational gains to the corporation, that equitable corporate-

NGO alliances based on equal partnership relations are still an exception. Most NGOs and 

corporations are still not aware of the real benefits of such alliances.  

On the part of strategic niche management, this research used some of its concepts and 

findings and reshaped them for use in a practical context. The literature on strategic niche 

management is widely written in an abstract way. The reason for this is that it is derived from 

the MLP framework which in turn is an analytical and heuristic concept (Geels, 2002). The 

concept of strategic niche management is used for social innovations such as sustainable 

energy systems (Raven, 2007) and Near Field Communication (Schilpzand et al., 2010). 

However this research showed also the applicability of strategic niche management for the 

development sector. 

Besides those separate contributions to those research domains, this research shows the 

important of interaction between those research domains. The results from this research 

were not possible without the interaction between the different research domains. It shows 

the important for future research to look not only at one research domain but combining 

different research domains to answer the research question. 

6.3 Limitations and directions for future research 
The results and implications of this research should be interpreted in terms of its 

limitations. The main concern of this research is that the empirical evidence only consists of 

NGOs which are operating in Ghana. Situations on corporate-NGO alliance could differ 

among countries. Existing studies viewed alliance issues predominantly from the 

corporation side (Tubergen et al., 2015). This is one of the first attempts to analyze it from 
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the perspective of the NGO. Therefore, the empirical evidence only captures views coming 

from NGOs. However, insights from corporations are necessary to give better design 

propositions to NGOs. With insights coming from corporations, some of the challenges that 

NGOs are facing right now can be explained better. With this explanation more effective 

solutions to overcome those challenges can be worked out. 

Secondly there is the external validity part. This research tried, to the extent possible, to 

arrive at generalized results. But as already mentioned the literature findings are only 

validated by interviews with both local and global NGOs operating in Ghana. Therefore it 

doesn’t necessarily mean that those findings would be the same in another geographical 

location. Besides, the NGOs which were successful in establishing an alliance were larger 

NGOs that could achieve more impact in Ghana. It should be considered that an alliance with 

a large corporation is not even possible for a smaller NGO due to its limitations of impact, 

and limited professional and bargaining capacity. However it might be possible to establish 

an alliance with a smaller corporation. Those corporations mostly don’t have CSR objectives 

so it could be that there are some differences in the requirements to establish those alliances. 

Lastly the sample size (N=17) of this study is modest. It is even smaller (N=6) for the 

NGOs which established corporate-NGO alliances more or less successfully. Therefore the 

information derived from the empirical evidence is limited. Also the information that is 

derived is not fully reliable. More cases are needed to check if other NGOs confirm the 

statements of the NGOs that are part of this research. 

Future research could investigate the same issues in other geographical locations and 

compare its results with the findings from this research. Besides, insights from corporations 

are also still necessary to give more detailed insight into the requirements for NGOs to 

establish an alliance with those corporations. Future research could also look into possible 

differences in the requirements that are set for small and large NGOs. This research did not 

look into the differences for small and large NGOs. However the few NGOs that have 

successfully established an alliance with one or more corporations were found to be relatively 

large organizations that are able to make a huge impact. 
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Appendix I: Interview Protocol and Questions 
 

1. Introduction 

- History and current state of NGO 

- Background and function within the organization 

- Confidentiality issues 

- Permission to record the interview 

2. Funding problems (general) 

- How do you finance your different projects? 

- Did you ever experience some financial problems? 

- How did you solve those financial problems? 

3. Corporate-NGO alliances 

- Did you ever work together with a corporate organization? 

- How was your experience with this co-operation? 

- How did you achieve this co-operation? 

- Did you know this corporate organization before? 

- Did you experience some problems in this co-operation? 

- Are you interested to work together with a corporate organization in the future? 

- Why or why not are you interested to work together with a corporate organization? 

3.1 Formation phase 

- How did you find your corporate organization or how are you going to find a possible 
corporate organization? 

- Do you know what you can offer corporate organizations? 

- How do you get in touch with different corporate organizations? 

- Do you prefer to work together with a corporate organization only for one project or for a 
longer period over different projects? 

- Did you know when you start co-operating what each party is going to offer each other? 
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3.2 Implementation phase 

- How did you establish a co-operation with a corporate organization? 

- How did you report each other about the progress? 

- Problems that you encounter during the set-up of this co-operation, did you solve them 
and/or talk about them? 

- Where other parties involved besides the corporate-organization? 

- Did you keep talking about the goals that you want to achieve and what you expect from the 
co-operation with the corporate organization? 

Other 

- In addition to yourself, is there someone else within your organization who could provide 
insight about the co-operation with corporate organizations? 

- Are there any documents (about your projects) available that would be useful for our 
research? 

- Are there other important issues about corporate-NGO alliances that were not included in 
this interview?
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Appendix II: Coding and Explanation 
Codes Construct Explanation Phase Author(s) 
Value of 
Organization 

Value offering Before you will get in touch with different 
partners it is important to know what value 
you can offer to those partners. 

Formation Caniëls and Romijn 
(2006) 

Strengths of 
organization 

To know your strengths is not only good for the 
negotiation process, but it also give insight on 
the value what you can offer to possible 
partners. 

Formation Osterwalder (2004) 

Business Model 
(Canvas) 

A tool with one simple language that gave you 
insight on a conceptual level on how your 
business operates, what value you can offer 
and what strengths you have as a firm. 

Formation Osterwalder and 
Pigneur (2009) 

Selection 
Process 

Win-win 
situation 

Is there potential for a win-win situation for 
both/all parties? 

Formation Muller and van Tulder 
(2006) 

Shared strategic 
vision 

Is there potential for a shared strategic vision 
as to the alliance development strategy? 

Formation Muller and van Tulder 
(2006) 

Complementary 
recourses and 
capabilities 

Is there potential for complementary 
recourses and capabilities? 

Formation Muller and van Tulder 
(2006) 

Business 
Development 
Role 

In the case of a potential partner corporate 
organization, is there evidence that the 
corporate organization is committed to a 
Business Development role? 

Formation Muller and van Tulder 
(2006) 

Risks Are there reputation risks or other risks 
involved? 

Formation Muller and van Tulder 
(2006), Seitanidi and 
Ryan (2007) 

Cooperation Long-term 
alliances 

To get partners who are willing to operate, 
long-term alliances are better suited. 

Formation and 
Implementation 

Gowa (1986) 

Cognitive 
limitations 

Problems in the cooperation process arise due 
to the cognitive limitations of individuals that 
deny them comprehensive knowledge of how 
others will behave in situations of 
interdependence, and how they are 

Implementation Gulati, Lawrence and 
Puranam (2005) 
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interdependent with the others. 
    
Proposal No positive alliance coming from proposal 

writing 
Formation  

Trust History of trust Trust is influenced on history with the other 
(possible) partner. So it is important to know if 
there was already some history between the 
different parties. 

Implementation Vangen and Huxham 
(2003) 

Establish 
expectations 

To increase trust in an alliance, it is important 
to establish expectations. 

Implementation Vangen and Huxham 
(2003) 

Expectations Shared 
expectations 

Conflict of interests mainly arise due to a lack 
of shared expectations. Besides that shared 
expectations are the basis for a trustworthy 
relationship. 

Implementation 
and 
Irreversibility 

Muller and van Tulder 
(2006), Nijhof, de 
Bruijn and Honders 
(2008) 

Tangible, 
specific 
expectations 

Expectations are particularly powerful when 
they are not only shared but also tangible and 
specific. 

Implementation 
and 
Irreversibility 

Schilpzand, Raven and 
van Est (2010) 

Reputational 
damage 

Reputational damage can be prevented and 
managed when the expectations are the same 
between the different parties. 

Implementation 
and 
Irreversibility 

Nijhof et al. (2008) 

Social Networks Broad Network A social network is considered good when it is 
broad (including firms, users, policy makers, 
scientists, and other relevant actors from the 
science and technology domain, the policy 
domain and the social domain). 

Implementation Hoogma (2000) 

Regular 
interaction 

A social network is considered good when 
alignment within the network is facilitated 
through regular interactions between the 
actors. 

Implementation Raven et al. (2010) 

Support on the 
alliance 

A social network could help to increase the 
support on the alliance from different parties. 

Implementation Raven et al. (2010) 
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Appendix III: Strategic imperatives for corporate-NGO alliance 

By combining some of the challenges (Table 1) and success factors (Table 3) Dahan et al. 

(2010) found that there are four strategic imperatives for the success of sustainable long-

term corporate-NGO alliances. Where two deal with internal issues to the alliance, and the 

other two address external issues in its local environment. These four strategic imperatives 

can be found in Table 4. Those are written from the perspective of a corporation and not for a 

NGO. However it is also useful for a NGO to know what they can offer a corporation. 
Table 7: Strategic imperatives for the success of sustainable long-term corporate-NGO alliance 

Strategic imperatives for the success of sustainable long-term corporate-NGO Alliance (Dahan et al., 

2010)  

Name Internal / 

External 

Description 

Combinative Capabilities 

across Business Activities 

Internal Many NGOs can provide more than one 

capability. Firms should seek to exploit the 

entire range of potential contributions a 

partner NGO may be in a position to make. 

Organizational Fit, Cultural 

Compatibility and Trust: Key 

Elements for Comprehensive 

Ongoing Alliances 

Internal Comprehensive and ongoing alliances, 

organizational fit, cultural compatibility and 

trust are all critical to success, as they are in 

alliances between private business 

organizations and not simply in contractual 

arrangement. 

Supporting Local Business 

Environments 

External If firms want to provide an integrated bundle 

of products and services successfully, they 

should move beyond their core offering and 

commit to organizing a wider array of 

activities. They could coordinate those 

activities with external partners such as 

NGOs. Strong local businesses are vital to the 

continued growth of the private sector in 

developing countries. So it is in the self-

interest of businesses and NGOs to support 

private sector capacity development, so they 

can be globally competitive. 
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Understanding the Unique 

Conditions of Developing 

Countries 

External First-hand experience in the developing world 

is essential. A partnership with an NGO can 

help firms to get those experiences in a less-

risky way. 
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Appendix IV: Detailed coding results 
 

Coding frequency successful and not-successful alliances 
Category Code Count % Codes Cases % Cases 
Cooperation Proposal 21 14,20% 12 70,60% 
Value of 
Organization 

Value offering 15 10,10% 9 52,90% 

Selection Process Business Development Role 15 10,10% 7 41,20% 

Expectations Shared expectations 20 13,50% 7 41,20% 

Cooperation Cognitive limitations 9 6,10% 6 35,30% 

Selection Process Win-win situation 16 10,80% 6 35,30% 
Trust Establish expectations 8 5,40% 5 29,40% 

Cooperation Long-term partnerships 7 4,70% 5 29,40% 

Value of 
Organization 

Strengths of organization 10 6,80% 4 23,50% 

Selection Process Complementary recourses and 
capabilities 

5 3,40% 4 23,50% 

Trust History of trust 6 4,10% 4 23,50% 

Selection Process Shared strategic vision 7 4,70% 4 23,50% 

Value of 
Organization 

Business Model 2 1,40% 2 11,80% 

Social Networks Support in the alliance 2 1,40% 2 11,80% 

Expectations Tangible, specific expectations 2 1,40% 2 11,80% 

Social Networks Regular interaction 1 0,70% 1 5,90% 

Expectations Reputational damage 1 0,70% 1 5,90% 

Selection Process Risks 1 0,70% 1 5,90% 
Social Networks Broad Network         
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Coding frequency successful alliances 
Category Code Count % Codes Cases % Cases 
Cooperation Cognitive limitations 8 7.9% 5 83.3% 
Expectations Shared expectations 17 16.8% 5 83.3% 
Selection 
Process 

Shared strategic vision 7 6.9% 4 66.7% 

Selection 
Process 

Business Development Role 11 10.9% 4 66.7% 

Cooperation Long-term partnerships 6 5.9% 4 66.7% 
Value of 
Organization 

Value offering 6 5.9% 3 50.0% 

Selection 
Process 

Complementary recourses and 
capabilities 

4 4.0% 3 50.0% 

Value of 
Organization 

Strengths of organization 9 8.9% 3 50.0% 

Selection 
Process 

Win-win situation 13 12.9% 3 50.0% 

Social 
Networks 

Support in the alliance 2 2.0% 2 33.3% 

Expectations Tangible, specific expectations 2 2.0% 2 33.3% 
Value of 
Organization 

Business Model 2 2.0% 2 33.3% 

Cooperation Proposal 4 4.0% 2 33.3% 
Trust Establish expectations 5 5.0% 2 33.3% 
Social 
Networks 

Regular interaction 1 1.0% 1 16.7% 

Expectations Reputational damage 1 1.0% 1 16.7% 
Selection 
Process 

Risks 1 1.0% 1 16.7% 

Trust History of trust 2 2.0% 1 16.7% 
Social 
Networks 

Broad Network     
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Graphical overview of coding results successful and not-successful alliances 
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Graphical overview of coding results successful 
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Appendix IV: Construction design propositions 
Construction design propositions 

 Research-based design 
proposition 

Design proposition Practice-based design 
proposition 

Underlying 
literature 

1 Principle 1: Before an 
organization can start finding 
appropriate partners, its 
management needs to know 
what can be offered to 
appropriate partners and what 
the appropriate partners should 
be able to offer to the 
organization (C) the first thing 
is to make a Business Model 
Canvas (I )this results in a clear 
understanding of one’s 
organization on different 
aspects like: value offering, 
costs and operating process that 
can be communicated to 
employees but also to possible 
partners (O) by giving insight to 
the management in their 
organization on a conceptual 
level in a simple language (M).  

Principle 1: If an NGO wants to 
establish an alliance with a win-win 
situation (C) the first thing, before 
contacting appropriate partners, is to 
make a Business Model Canvas (I ). 
This results in a clear understanding 
of the NGO organization on different 
aspects like: value offering, costs and 
operating process that help to find 
opportunities for reaching this win-
win situation and then can be easily 
communicated to possible partners 
(O). It does this by giving the NGO 
staff insight in their organization on a 
conceptual level in a simple language 
(M). 

Principle 2: When setting up an 
alliance as a NGO with a 
corporation (C) it is important to 
know what the value is that you 
can offer (I) to find this win-win 
situation and convince 
corporations about this win-win 
situation (O) because then you 
are able to establish an alliance 
where the NGO can bring 
knowledge, expertise, credibility 
and reputational gain to the 
corporation (M). 
 
Principle 3: When setting up an 
alliance as a large NGO with a 
corporation (C) marketing can be 
used as a value that can be offered 
to the corporation (I) to convince 
them to start this alliance (O) 
because still a lot of the CSR 
objectives are still PR oriented 
(M). 

Osterwalder, 
2004; 
Osterwalder & 
Pigneur, 2009; 
Samii et al., 
2002; Westley 
& Vredenburg, 
1997 

2 Principle 2: When an 
organization is making a 
selection of possible partners 
(C) its management should 
follow the selection process 
designed by Seitanidi and Crane 
(2009) (I) to find the best 
possible partner(s) for their 

Principle 2.1: When making a 
selection of possible partners (C) the 
NGO should follow the selection 
process designed by Seitanidi and 
Crane (2006) (Figure 3) (I) to find the 
best possible partner(s) for the 
organization (O) through answering 
the primary questions (Appendix V) 

Principle 1: As an NGO, to get in 
touch with corporations (C) you 
should contact corporations 
within your own network or build 
your own network (I) to be able 
start alliances with corporations 
which are already within your 
network (O) because then you are 

Cowe, 2004; 
Muller & van 
Tulder, 2006; 
Seitanidi & 
Crane, 2009; 
Selsky & 
Parker, 2005 
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organization (O) through 
answering the primary 
questions which are given by 
Muller and van Tulder (2006) 
(M). 
 

which are given by Muller and van 
Tulder (2006) (M). 
 
Principle 2.2: To get in touch with the 
selected corporations (C) the NGO 
should only directly contact 
corporations within its own network 
or get them into your network first (I) 
to be able to arrange a first meeting 
with the selected corporations (O) 
because then the NGO is able to 
establish trust and convince the 
corporation in favor of forming an 
alliance (M). 
 

able to establish trust and 
convince the corporation to form 
an alliance (M). 
 
Principle 4: When searching for 
possible partners for an alliance 
(C) an NGO can visit the website, 
talk with the manager or look at 
the history of the corporation (I) 
to find out if their development 
role is the same as that of the 
NGO (O) because this will result 
in a better fit between the 
different actors within the 
alliance (M). 

3 Principle 3: To reduce the 
problems in the coordination 
process (C) it is better to 
establish long-term alliances(I) 
in order to get partners who are 
willing to cooperate (O) because 
they see the benefits from 
future interactions as 
outweighing the immediate pay-
offs from non-cooperative 
behavior (M). 
 

Principle 3.1: To reduce the problems 
in the coordination process (C) it is 
better to establish long-term alliances 
(I) to get partners who are willing to 
cooperate (O) because they see the 
benefits from future interactions as 
outweighing the immediate pay-offs 
from non-cooperative behavior (M). 
 
Principle 3.2: When dealing with 
cognitive limitations (C) NGOs 
should develop their people 
professionally in areas like 
bookkeeping, recordkeeping, program 
development and entrepreneurship 
(I) to overcome those cognitive 
limitations (O) by thinking in the 
same language as corporations (M). 

Principle 7: When an NGO is 
dealing with cognitive limitations 
(C) it should develop its people in 
areas such as bookkeeping, 
recordkeeping, program 
development and 
entrepreneurship (I) to overcome 
those cognitive limitations (O) by 
thinking in the same language as 
corporations (M). 
 
Principle 8: When setting-up or 
maintaining an corporate-NGO 
alliance (C) the NGO should 
move from an initial short term 
collaboration into a long-term 
partnership by satisfying the 
corporation and maintaining the 
relationship (I) to reach a more 
sustainable situation (O) by the 
possibility to develop and 

Baker et al., 
2002; Gowa, 
1986; Gulati et 
al., 2005 
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monitor projects over a longer 
time period(M). 

4 Principle 4: When there is no 
history of trust between the 
parties (C) first expectations 
have to be established between 
the parties (I) to be able to 
increase the trust in the 
relationship (O) because then 
they are able to enter the 
cyclical trust-building loop (M). 

Principle 4: When there is no history 
of trust between the parties (C) first 
expectations have to be established 
between them (I) to be able to start 
increasing the trust in the 
relationship (O) because then the 
parties are able to enter the cyclical 
trust-building loop (M). 

 Mayer et al., 
1995; Vangen 
& Huxham, 
2003 

5 Principle 5: While forming 
expectations (C) questions 
related to tensions between 
goals objective and the needs of 
the different actors have to be 
answered as transparently as 
possible in the first meetings 
and when the partnership is 
further established the different 
parties should agree on points 
such as responsibilities, goals 
and agreements (I) to prevent 
issues showing up later at a less 
‘convenient’ moment (O) 
through addressing the 
differences between the 
different parties and aligning 
their expectations(M). 

Principle 5: While forming 
expectations (C) questions related to 
tensions between goals objectives and 
the needs of the different actors have 
to be answered as transparently as 
possible in the first meetings and 
when the partnership is further 
established the different parties 
should agree on points such as 
responsibilities, goals and agreements 
(I) to prevent issues showing up later 
at a less ‘convenient’ moment (O) 
through addressing the differences 
between the different parties and 
aligning their expectations(M). 

 Brugmann & 
Prahalad, 
2007; Huxham 
& Vangen, 
2005; Muller & 
van Tulder, 
2006; Selsky & 
Parker, 2005 

6 Principle 6: When one wants to 
achieve a trustworthy alliance 
(C) expectations should be 
shared between the different 
parties, be tangible and specific 
(I) to let the partners have the 
same expectations (O) because 

Principle 6: When working in and 
setting up a corporate-NGO alliance 
(C) expectations should be shared 
between the different parties, be 
tangible and specific (I) to let the 
partners have the same expectations 
and all the parties enforce each other 

Principle 6: When working in and 
setting-up a corporate-NGO 
alliance (C) expectations have to 
be shared between all the 
different parties involved (I) to 
really achieve an alliance where 
all the parties enforce each other 

Hoogma, 
2000; Nijhof 
et al., 2008; 
Raven et al., 
2010; 
Schilpzand et 
al., 2010 
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then one can manage issues 
between parties and prevent 
reputation damage (M). 

(O) because then issues between 
parties can be managed , reputational 
damage prevented and a proper 
alliance formed (M). 

(O) because otherwise the NGO 
party will still be working in the 
same system as with the 
traditional donors with also the 
same limitations (M). 

7 Principle 7: During the 
implementation and 
irreversibility phases of a 
corporate-NGO alliance (C) the 
driving actor - most of the time 
the NGO - should be responsible 
for facilitating a good learning 
process between the different 
actors (I) so as to create a more 
successful alliance (O) by 
learning in a broad and reflexive 
way, adding early innovation 
adaptors to the learning process 
and by making sure that 
learning is a continuous process 
in the alliance (M). 

Principle 7: During the 
implementation and irreversibility 
phase of a corporate-NGO alliance (C) 
the driving actor - most of the time 
the NGO - should be responsible for 
facilitating a good learning process 
between the different actors (I) so as 
to create a more successful alliance 
(O) by learning in a broad and 
reflexive way, adding lead users to the 
learning process and by making sure 
that learning is a continuous process 
in the alliance (M). 

 Caniëls & 
Romijn, 2006; 
Hoogma, 
2000; Raven, 
2005; Raven et 
al., 2010; 
Schilpzand et 
al., 2010 

8 Principle 8: During the process 
of setting up a corporate-NGO 
alliance (C) one should build a 
strong social network (I) so as to 
increase the support for the 
alliance from different parties 
(O) by making a broad network 
where interaction between the 
different actors is possible (M). 

Principle 8: In a country with little 
support for corporate-NGO alliances 
(C) the NGO should build a strong 
social network (I) to increase the 
support for the alliance from different 
parties (O) through interaction 
between corporate entities and NGOs, 
where they can find win-win 
situations and make clear what CSR 
should be all about (M). 
 

Principle 5: In a country with 
little support for corporate-NGO 
alliances (C) one should set-up a 
social network, where corporate 
entities and NGOs can interact 
on this topic (I) to let NGOs know 
how they can find the win-win 
situations and to make clear to 
the corporations what CSR is all 
about (O) because such a social 
network can increase the 
potential of corporate-NGO 
alliances (M). 

Hoogma, 
2000; Raven et 
al., 2010 
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Appendix V: Primary questions selection process 
- Is there potential for a win-win situation for both/all parties? 

Both parties must be able to identify the value of an alliance (Cowe, 2004; Jamali & 

Keshishian, 2009; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- Is there potential for a shared strategic vision to the alliance development strategy? 

What is the common goal? In which direction should the alliance develop. If this is 

not clear the members in the alliance may be working towards mutually exclusive 

goals (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- Is there potential for complementary recourses and capabilities? 

One of the cornerstones for a successful alliances is complementary. Each member of 

the alliance should bring its own unique capabilities and resources to bear in order to 

realize the benefits of an alliance (Cowe, 2004; Stefanovic, 2007). 

- In the case of a potential corporation, is there evidence that the corporation is 

committed to a Business Development role? 

You can find this by searching on the website of the corporation on their CSR 

objectives, or talking with a manager of the corporation and see if there is a fit 

between their CSR objectives and your project/organization. 

- Is there a strategic fit in terms of brand associations among important stakeholders? 

There is a potential for mutual reputational gains. One of the factors to reach this is 

brand fit. This means that the ‘image’ of the corporate organization and that of the 

NGO must be compatible (Cowe, 2004; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009). 

- Are there reputation risks involved? 

In the same way, if one of the potential partners has suffered a major public relations 

crisis in recent years, this may of course reflect poorly on other partners, especially 

the NGO. 

- Is there evidence that the partner is prepared to proceed on the basis of transparency? 

Transparency is linked to the creation of trust (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Secrecy is 

associated with something having to hide. Therefore it is important that the partners 

are willing to share information with each other and communicate the strategy of the 

alliance to the outside world (Kanter, 1994; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009). 
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Appendix VI: Finding (conflicting) interests and points that have 
to be clear between the different parties before starting an alliance 
Finding (conflicting) interests: 

- What tensions exist between equity (development goals) and effectiveness (company 

goals)? 

Try to understand each other language and culture (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; Millar 

et al., 2004; Selsky & Parker, 2005). 

- What tensions exist between longer term (competitive advantage and development) 

and short term (survival) goals? 

Short term utility is often unrelated to long-term sustainability (Babiak & Thibault, 

2009; Muller & van Tulder, 2006), therefore considerable investment up front is 

needed from all parties before an alliance can be profitable (Muller & van Tulder, 

2006). 

- What tensions exist between the needs of the alliance as a whole and the needs of 

individual partners? 

Points that have to be clear between the parties before starting the alliance: 

- Set realistic goals (Schilpzand et al., 2010; Selsky & Parker, 2005); 

- Be explicit about division of labor/roles and (financial) responsibilities (Babiak & 

Thibault, 2009); 

- Consider additional roles that need to be fulfilled; 

- Consider whether any actor(s) should be excluded from the alliance and under which 

circumstances; 

- Set up mechanisms and metrics to monitor and manage expectations in advance 

(Nijhof et al., 2008); 

- Formalize agreements to the extent possible (Bryson et al., 2006; Huxham & Vangen, 

2005). 
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Appendix VII: Interview cases 
Case Description 

Africa ICT Right Provide technological resources, training and technical support 

to less privileged schools; to empower youth to use information 

technology, and to establish Computer Technology Centers in 

underserved communities. 

Building Opportunities 

for Self Empowerment 

Envisions to change the world and make poverty history by 

undertaken poverty alleviation activities. 

CRREC Promote child and youth rights and development as a direct 

function of national development. Focuses on evidenced based 

programmes that empower children and youth to engage in 

national development processes while building an environment 

that responds to their fundamental need. 

Disability Foundation Create awareness about the capacities and capabilities of Persons 

with Disabilities ( PWD’s) and to promote the equalization of 

opportunities of PWD’s through advocacy, lobbying and 

collaboration with other relevant agencies. 

Eagle Foundation Funding projects to test innovative ideas for solving important 

social problems, conducting research to find out what works and 

what doesn't and to fill key knowledge gaps - and then 

communicating the results to help others 

Global Media Foundation Create a vibrant media in Africa and use it to bail out 

underdeveloped and underserved communities by becoming a 

voice for the voiceless and soliciting and linking resources for 

sustainable development. 

Green Waterhut Continuously look for innovative solutions towards safe access to 

water, sanitation, health, food and energy that have real impact 

on changing the lives of the vulnerable in the communities across 

Africa. 

Ghana Youth Evangelism 

Outreach 

Transform the lives of YOUTH and develop disciples of Jesus 

among the youth in Ghana and our community. 

G&G Help the Child 

Foundation 

Feeding kids who are hungry and needs help by the establishment 

of farms to train and produce foods for kids and H.I.V. victims. 
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Network for Youth in 

Action 

Leverage the collective power of young people to change the world 

by providing a clearinghouse of information, resources and 

opportunities for making a difference. 

OGVO Volunteerism in all fields especially working in schools, 

orphanage homes, hospital and many more. 

Osei Kusi Foundation A development and resource organisation helping to transform 

thousands of young people by providing them with tools, 

resources and training they need to make a global impact. 

Sports and Youth 

Development Foundation 

Use sports for the development of physically challenged people.  

Takoa Foundation Provide scholarships and micro credit to 'poor' communities. 

Also donate old clothes and create awareness on health issues in 

beneficiary communities 

United Way Build community capacity for sustainable development in the 

areas of education, income generation, and health. 

Waco Foundation Social development in Ghana by using the profit coming from the 

Waco corporation. 

World Partners for 

Development Ghana 

Develop local innovations that produce the most sustainable 

solutions to the root causes of underserved community's 

challenges. 
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