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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

Historically, the relationship between companies and not-for-profit organizations/non-

governmental organizations (NPOs/NGOs1) has been antagonistic and characterized by 

mutual mistrust. Recently, however, new more collaborative forms of cross-sector 

engagement have emerged. (Arenas et al., 2009) This development is the result of 

political, economic, and social pressures (Utting, 2008). The social problems have grown 

bigger and more complex, making them difficult to handle for individual NPOs that are 

faced with limited financial resources and thus scarce capacity. As traditional methods 

are found insufficient in response to increasing societal claims, NPOs have turned to the 

private sector for assistance. (Austin, 2000) At the same time, the surge of corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) has forced companies to act in a responsible manner 

(Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007) thereby responding to heightened stakeholder expectations and 

social risks (Nijhof, de Bruijn & Honders, 2008) through new measures that combine 

business relevance with social betterment (Austin, 2000). Consequently, business‒

nonprofit partnerships, in this thesis referred to as cross-sector partnerships (henceforth 

CSPs) have emerged and boomed. 

Where once the two sectors were worlds apart, with contact between them at 

best an unequal relationship of philanthropist and charity and at worst one of 

political adversaries, many businesses and social sector organizations are 

rethinking how they interact. Significantly, they are looking across sector 

boundaries for new ways to meet their own needs, and in many cases, are 

finding more opportunities than they could ever have anticipated. (Sagawa & 

Segal, 2000:106) 

Today, collaboration between companies and nonprofit organizations can take many 

different forms, ranging from pure donations (corporate philanthropy) and cause-

related marketing (CRM, where part of the profit of sold products go to a cause) to social 

alliances (see Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007 for a great review). The degree of integration may 

also differ from philanthropic to fully integrated CSPs (Austin, 2000 & 2004), the latter 

of which are claimed to have the most impact socially and environmentally. The 

emergent form of CSPs as a joint attempt to solve global meta-problems such as poverty, 

climate change, species extinction, and deterioration of key natural resource systems 

                                                      
1 In this paper the terms NGO (non-governmental organization) and NPO (not-for-profit organization) are 
used interchangeably to stand for organizations whose primary purpose is social advancement rather than 
profit maximization. The reason for using the term NPO rather than NGO is the focus on the “not-for-
profit” and the resulting tension from involvement with profit-maximizing corporations in this thesis.  
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(Senge et al., 2006), can thus produce certain benefits for both parties involved. Benefits 

expected by companies from collaboration with NPOs include for example increased 

organizational legitimacy, improved community relations, access to political and 

strategic information, better image, and reputation, avoiding or minimizing risks and 

negative campaigns, new market entry or development, increased sales, higher 

shareholder value, and improved employee recruitment, satisfaction, and retention (e.g., 

Millar et al., 2004; Phillips, 2002; Valor, 2007).  

NPOs on the other hand, can potentially derive advantages from enhanced credibility 

among other funders, increased awareness of brand and cause, attract new members, 

gain government support, leveraged societal change, advanced democratic dialogue, 

strategic advocacy – giving voice to disadvantaged people, etc. (Kourula, 2009; 

Macdonald & Chrisp, 2005). In addition, both organizations can benefit from access to 

external expertise, tacit knowledge, and additional resources, as well as innovation 

(Rondinelli & London, 2003; Yan et al., 2018). However, others have pointed out that 

CSPs can also be risky if they are not managed properly, particularly in relation to NPO 

organizational legitimacy (Dunn, 2010; Graf & Rothlauf, 2012).  

Although business‒nonprofit partnerships have received increasing attention within the 

last decade, the field is still nascent (Neergard et al., 2009) and thus a variety of topics 

remain poorly understood. Most researchers have taken the company’s perspective, 

overlooking the consequences of partnerships for NPOs. Only a few, such as Galaskiewicz 

and Colman (2006); Harris (2012), as well as Al-Tabbaa et al. (2014), have researched 

CSPs from an NPO’s perspective. While it is clear that companies that can use 

partnerships with NPOs to demonstrate their commitment to social and environmental 

causes, NPOs face tensions in justifying their corporate engagement towards their 

stakeholder. Oftentimes their values clash with corporate practices and interests. This 

may create tensions with the NPO’s own stakeholders whose values and beliefs are not 

aligned with corporate practices. Consequently, examining how interactions with 

companies through CSPs affect the NPO is important to understand both the benefits 

and the risks associated with such arrangements. 

Despite their promise and potential, the last two decades of research on CSPs 

have also emphasized the manifold challenges associated with such 

collaborations, for example, the difficulty to align different interests, inequality 

between organizations related to an unequal share of resources or 

misallocation of costs and benefits, which can lead to struggles over power and 
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influence, or cultural differences involving communication problems and/or 

lack of trust.  (van Hille et al., 2020) 

Most research on collaboration between companies and non-market actors has been 

inclined towards companies, as well as descriptive with only few empirical assessments 

of NPO organizational identity and reputation (Hansen & Spitzeck, 2011; Harris, 2012; 

Lucea, 2010; Utting & Zammit, 2009). There are, however, several studies on CSPs as 

entities, but only few of them are related to legitimacy (e.g., Rueede & Kreutzer, 2015). 

Legitimacy is a complex concept, but it can be defined as a generalized perception that is 

congruent with the norms and values of constituents judging the organization (Suchman, 

1995). The audiences that an organization is judged by are many, and not all of them are 

in focus of this thesis. Legitimacy of the corporations is outside the scope of this 

dissertation. This thesis is focused on the mainly the legitimacy of the NPOs but also, in 

part, on the legitimacy of the CSPs. 

For instance, Austin and Seitanidi (2012a and b) and Murphy et al. (2015) have written 

on collaborative value creation. Babiak (2009) has studied effectiveness criteria for 

CSPs; Dahan et al. (2010) studied CSPs as a model to enter new developing markets; 

Powell et al. (2018) focused on enabling collaboration despite conflicting material 

interests; Holmes and Smart (2009) as well as Sanzo et al. (2015) have looked at CSPs in 

relation to social innovation, and so forth. There are also many studies carried out about 

so called green alliances which are meant to increase sustainability (e.g., Comi et al., 

2015; Hamann & April, 2013; Hartman & Stafford, 1997). 

To understand the different dimensions of CSPs, and how these interactions affect the 

legitimacy of NPOs, it is important to examine concrete cases in which NPOs have 

entered into collaboration with companies. By focusing on specific cases of CSPs, this 

thesis provides detailed descriptions of practices, discourses, and perceptions of 

different types of CSP in different contexts and segments (food supplies to poor 

communities, social welfare organizations and water management). 

Existing research has also paid little attention to the role of third parties (e.g., corporate 

foundations) and how they might bridge the gap between companies and NPOs by 

cultivating a common mission to trigger collective action (Brown, 1991). The importance 

of third-party organizations in CSPs has been studied only to a limited extent. For 

instance, Arenas et al. (2013) have made a classification of the roles of third-party 

organizations in relation to CSPs. However, how corporate foundations as boundary 
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organizations (BOs), with their own biases and interests, influence the interaction 

between companies and NPOs has not been studied earlier.  The roots of the concept of 

boundary organizations can be traced to political economics and principal-agent theory 

(Guston 1999, 2001) as well as to bridging organizations/strategic bridging and bridging 

institutional entrepreneurship (Lawrence & Hardy, 1999; Tracey et al., 2011; Westley & 

Vredenburg, 1991). 

1.1 Aim 

The overall aim of this dissertation is to examine how cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) 

affect nonprofit organizational legitimacy and how involved parties create legitimacy for 

CSPs. In order to reach this aim, the following research questions are posed: 

1. What is the impact of cross-sector partnerships on nonprofit organizational 

(henceforth NPO) legitimacy? 

2. How do third-party organizations, in particular boundary organizations (BOs), 

facilitate the formation and development of CSPs, as well as the creation of 

legitimacy for CSPs? 

3. How does the degree of integration of CSPs within CSR relate to the legitimacy of 

NPOs?  

This dissertation shows that engagement with companies may threaten NPO legitimacy 

by challenging core values and identity traits. However, this seems to concern only 

integrative partnerships, particularly with large companies (such as TNCs or MNCs) 

where, first, selection of the partner company is problematic due to the difficulty in the 

analysis of long supply chains for NPOs with limited staff and resources, and second, 

where partnerships become too complex to manage for the NPOs. Small scale 

partnerships, either philanthropic or transactional, seem to be less harmful for NPO 

legitimacy. The thesis also shows that third-party organizations are important 

facilitators of cross-sector partnerships, and that NPOs should refrain from the usage of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a tool for legitimation of CSPs in order not to 

harm their own legitimacy. 

1.2   The structure of the thesis 

This is an article-based thesis comprised of the following three published articles: 
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Article 1 – Herlin, H., 2015. Better safe than sorry: Nonprofit organizational legitimacy 

and cross-sector partnerships. Business & Society, 54(6), 822-858. 

Article 2 – Herlin, H. & Thusgaard Pedersen, J., 2013. Corporate foundations: Catalysts 

of NGO–business partnerships? Journal of Corporate Citizenship, (50), 58-90. 

Article 3 - Herlin, H. & Solitander, N., 2017. Corporate social responsibility as relief 

from responsibility. Critical Perspectives on International Business. 13(1), 2-22. 

The aims of the papers are the following: 

Paper 1 seeks to answer the question: What is the potential impact of CSPs on NPO 

legitimacy and how should NPOs approach CSPs? 

Paper 2 answers the following question: What role(s) do corporate foundations play in 

relation to CSPs between their founding corporation and NGOs? 

And finally, in paper 3, the question asked is: How do NPOs discursively legitimize their 

involvement in CSPs and how do they construct legitimacy for their partnering 

companies? 

The focus of my first article is on the maintenance of legitimacy in the case of NPOs 

becoming involved with company. The second paper looks at how third-party 

organizations2, in this case boundary organizations, facilitate relationship building 

between the NPO and a company and how these may establish legitimacy for CSPs. The 

third paper looks at how NPOs discursively legitimize their CSPs and, in addition, 

critically studies NPO failures in terms of legitimacy management. Legitimacy 

management is about the managers’ strategic manoeuvring of an organization within a 

particular cultural environment in order to ensure that “organizational activities are 

perceived as desirable, proper, and appropriate within any given cultural context” 

(Suchman, 1995:586). In the third paper, managers of the case NPOs are virtually silent 

of the tensions derived from corporate partnerships, which is considered a failure of 

legitimacy management.  

                                                      
2 Third-party organizations act as a medium to close the gap between NPOs and corporations, who have a 
distance “attributable to anything from philosophical differences to geographic and even cultural 
barriers (Shah, 2011:499).” “Third parties can either be invited or uninvited, act formally or informally, 
operate individually or on behalf of some organization or constituency, be more or less “neutral”, be 
advisory or directive in their actions, and favour the substance (outcome) and/or procedure (process) in 
their intervention” (Lewicki et al., 1992:230).  



 6 

The summarizing part of the thesis is structured as follows: Section 2 explains the 

positioning of the thesis as a whole, the next section revisits the methods of the different 

studies in the three articles, and section 4 presents summaries of the articles and their 

contributions. The thesis concludes with the overarching conclusions in section 5 from 

the three studies and presents avenues for further research. 
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2. POSITIONING OF THE THESIS 

This chapter provides a discussion of the aim of the dissertation and presents differences 

between NPOs and companies as an explanation to why CSPs arise in the first place. In 

the following sub-chapters, each research question is discussed in relation to existing 

research.  

The overall aim of this dissertation is to explore the concept of legitimacy in relation to 

cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) between not-for-profit organizations (NPOs) and 

companies.  The focus lies on how CSPs between NPOs and companies affect the 

legitimacy of NPOs and how involved organizations create legitimacy for the CSPs. CSPs 

are, in principle, a new form of organization and thus not automatically seen as 

legitimate (Bryson et al., 2006). They ought to build legitimacy across multiple audiences 

beginning with the participating organizations (i.e., the managers of the NPO and the 

corporation) themselves, sometimes with the help of a third-party organization that is 

able to mediate, convene, translate, or in some other way foster the collaboration of 

parties (for a further discussion of this see section 2.2 on boundary organizations and 

their role in CSPs). In addition, there are the constituents of the CSP itself which need to 

be taken into account, i.e., staff of the firm in question, members of the NPO, the target 

audience of the CSP, customers and clients, the media, business partners or allies, etc. 

In case constituents become dissatisfied with a particular organization or judge its 

actions inappropriate, they may discontinue their participation in the organization or 

retract their endorsement and support, and consequently threaten to damage 

organizational legitimacy (Elsbach & Sutton, 1992:712).  

Non-profit organizations, being non-state and non-market, constitute the so called third 

sector and they “are the organizational representatives of ‘civil society’” (Lambell et al., 

2008: 75). They predominantly rely on volunteer labour and are guided by a social 

mission. They do not seek profit, but rather redistribute revenues in benefit of a cause. 

NPOs operate in a wide variety of fields ranging from culture and environment to health 

and education (e.g., Unesco, WWF, Unicef, UNHCR, Plan International, etc.). NPOs, 

discursively framed, can be a response to government and market failures in the 

provision of public goods (i.e., non-excludable and non-rivalrous in that individuals 

cannot be effectively excluded from use and where use by one individual does not reduce 

availability to others) (Steinberg, R., 2006:119).  
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NPOs and companies differ in many ways from each other, in terms of their goals, 

sources of power, access to resources, stakeholders and their respective ways of making 

decisions (see Graf & Rothlauf, 2012:108), making CSPs a challenge particularly for 

NPOs with limited organizational resources.  

Table 1 Differences between NPOs and companies (modified from Graf and Rothlauf, 
2012:108) 

Characteristic NPO Company 
Goal Altruism / ideological 

success 
Profit maximization / 
financial success 

Source of power Societal power Economic power 
Resources Intangible Financial, intangible, 

organizational, physical 
Stakeholders Donors, clients, staff, 

individual members 
Owners, trading partners, 
staff, society 

Decision-making process Democratic Hierarchical 
 

In contrast to companies, as table 1 above shows, NPOs are driven by altruism rather 

than profit maximization. They also have more societal power, in contrast to companies 

which have economic power. The resources of NPOs are mainly intangible, whereas 

those of companies come from various sources. Stakeholders of NPOs include donors, 

clients, staff as well as individual or organizational members. Companies, on the other 

hand, have their owners, trading partners, staff as well as customers and society in 

general as stakeholders. The decision-making process also differs; in NPOs most 

decisions are democratic whereas they tend to be more hierarchical in companies (Graf 

& Rothlauf, 2012:108).  

A financial dependency on the company may weaken the NPO’s position and put it in 

risk of being co-opted (Baur & Schmitz, 2012). Baur and Schmitz (2012:10) define co-

optation as “the process of aligning NGO interests with those of corporations and argue 

that such co-optation manifests itself in sponsoring relationships, labeling agreements, 

and the personal ties established with corporate leaders.”  NGO capture is a similar 

concept. However, information asymmetry is a prerequisite for capture to arise – that is, 

a company must deliberately either manipulate or withhold certain information from the 

NGO (Poret, 2019).     

The following section therefore positions the thesis with regards to CSPs, boundary 

organisations, and legitimacy. The section is structured in line with the three research 

questions, addressing them one by one. Lastly, a summarizing section where a figure 

illustrating how all organizations relate to one another is provided. 
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2.1  Cross-sector partnerships and legitimacy 

CSPs are praised for their ability to pool resources to achieve both social and 

environmental sustainability (Murray et al., 2010) and are described as a “magic 

formula” (Rundall, 2000:1501), allowing companies to engage responsibly and 

simultaneously provide NPOs with additional capacity in their fight against global 

problems. The underlying idea is that by pooling resources across sector boundaries, 

both companies and NPOs benefit from synergy effects and in addition can address 

global meta-problems which they could not do in isolation. (Lee, 2011) 

Legitimacy is key to a CSP for both external and internal audiences. The perception of 

what “an appropriate partnership” looks like might vary across audiences, and due to 

its cross-sector nature, both the internal and external legitimacy of the partnership is at 

risk (Rueede & Kreutzer, 2015). Legitimacy is here defined as a “generalized perception 

or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 

some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” (Suchman, 

1995:574). Legitimacy is a resource, but in contrast to material resources it is not owned, 

but instead externally controlled (Hybels, 1995; Yaziji & Doh, 2009). Legitimacy, 

according to Hybels (1995:243), “exists only as a symbolic representation of the collective 

evaluation of an institution, as evidenced to both observers and participants perhaps 

most convincingly by the flow of resources.” Legitimate organizations are perceived as 

more predictable, meaningful, and trustworthy than others (Suchman, 1995).  

Suchman (1995) classifies legitimacy into three categories: pragmatic legitimacy, moral 

legitimacy, and cognitive legitimacy. Evaluations of pragmatic legitimacy of an 

organization rests on constituents’ self-interest it is a form of “exchange legitimacy” 

(Suchman, 1995:578), whereas moral legitimacy is judged based on whether “the activity 

is the right thing to do” (Suchman, 1995:579). Constituents evaluate cognitive legitimacy 

based on the comprehensibility of the undertaken activity and the fit with what is taken 

for granted about the organization (Suchman, 1995), or more simply what makes sense 

for an organization to do (Bridwell-Mitchell & Mezias, 2012:192). This dissertation 

focuses on moral and cognitive legitimacy. Legitimacy can, according to Suchman, be 

created, maintained, or repaired. Suddaby et al. (2017) has categorized legitimacy 

research into three streams, based on how legitimacy is perceived: resource, process, or 

perception. This thesis makes a contribution to the first of these viewpoints, which sees 

legitimacy as a resource and takes a contingency view to legitimation, i.e., legitimation 

happens when there is a perceived fit between organizational attributes and the 
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expectation of external audiences. As a resource, it can also be the subject of 

manipulation. The fact that audiences evaluating an organization are heterogenous 

makes legitimacy management complex. Legitimacy is the relationship with or to the 

audience rather than an organizational possession. (Suchman, 1995:594)  

People who grant an organization legitimacy are known as constituents or constituencies 

and the process is known as legitimation (Hybels, 1995; Suchman, 1995). Constituencies 

consist, for instance, of the state, the general public, the financial community, the media, 

and other important stakeholder groups of an organization. Lister (2003:181-182; 185-

186) has made a list of how pragmatic legitimacy, moral legitimacy, and cognitive 

legitimacy can be applied to stakeholders of NPOs. However, the media and the general 

public are not mentioned in her list of stakeholders granting legitimacy. Resource flows 

are according to Hybels (1995:245) the best evidence of legitimacy.  

Organizational identity restricts action because, to avoid running into a legitimacy crisis, 

organizations must ensure continuity and distinctiveness, where distinctiveness refers to 

type of organization and juxtaposes profit versus not-for-profit (Whetten & Mackey, 

2002). It is the projected organizational identity expressed through material or cultural 

artifacts, such as the organization’s logo and products and/or services, combined with 

organizational action, that serve as baseline of constituent evaluations (Hatch & Schultz, 

1997).  According to Wry et al. (2011:450), CSP “legitimation is facilitated when a nascent 

group of actors agree on a collective identity defining story that outlines their group’s 

core purpose and practices, theorizing their meaning and appropriateness.” NPOs might 

hesitate in being identified together with for-profit actors as the story of the CSP must be 

tied very closely to their mission statement (Rueede & Kreutzer, 2015:42). “Because 

organizational identity is the cognitive context for cognitive legitimacy, organizational 

activities that are inconsistent with organizational identity are not merely inappropriate, 

they are incomprehensible. They are incomprehensible because they do not fit with 

existing cognitive categories” (Bridwell-Mitchell & Mezias, 2012:192) As such, if 

constituents feel that CSPs are not aligned with the image of one of the organizations, or 

both the NPO and the company, CSPs are considered illegitimate. This means that in 

order to secure internal legitimacy the internal constituents’ image of the organizational 

identity must be transformed or adapted in order to account for that of the CSPs also 

(Bridwell-Mitchell & Mezias, 2012:193).  

Ashforth and Gibbs (1990:177) suggest that in the pursuit of increasing their legitimacy, 

organizations may trigger a vicious circle ending in decreased legitimacy instead of the 
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desired result. In the case of extending their legitimacy to cover for a new CSP (in case of 

“liability of newness”, i.e., the organization lacks supporting norms and values for a 

particular activity), managers are likely to be proactive and use various symbolic 

assurances in order to win the support of suspicious constituents (ibid., p. 182).  

While closely related to legitimacy, reputation is the judgement of relative status between 

two or more organizations. Reputation can be derived from virtually any past action or 

attribute, whereas legitimacy comes from a narrower range of sources. (Bitekine, 2010) 

Reputation and legitimacy are key resources for NPOs (Graf and Rothlauf, 2012). Status 

is also a similar concept but differs from legitimacy in that status always involves a 

ranking or hierarchy. Whereas legitimacy is non-rivalrous, status is group-rival. In 

addition, status is honorific (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008:61). According to Deephouse 

and Suchman (2008:66) “legitimacy empowers the organization to enunciate claims 

based on both status and reputation – and status and reputation further augment one 

another through the visibility, credibility”.  

Relatedly, legitimization is in this thesis understood as a set of framing strategies used 

to justify particular institutional arrangements (Rueede & Kreutzer, 2015), in this case 

CSPs. CSPs can take many different forms with varying degrees of integration (see table 

2 below), where Austin (2000) distinguishes between three distinct stages in a 

“collaboration continuum”: philanthropic NPO-company relationships, transactional, 

and integrative ones.  

Table 2 Degrees of integration of CSPs (modified from Austin, 2000, and Austin et al., 
2004) 

Relationship 
characteristics 

Stage / Degree of integration 
Philanthropic Transactional Integrative 

Level of engagement Low ...to... High 
Importance to the 
corporate mission 

Peripheral ...to... Central 

Resources Small ...to... Large 
Scope of activities Restricted  ...to... Broad 
Interaction frequency Reduced ...to... Intense 
Management 
complexity 

Simple ...to... Complex 

Strategic value Reduced ...to... Intense 
 

The thesis evaluates the following forms of partnership in the second article: patronage, 

philanthropy, strategic philanthropy, various kinds of sponsorships, cause-related 

marketing (CRM), as well as social alliance. Philanthropic CSPs are characterized by a 
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one-way resource flow with the company as a donor and the NPO as recipient. 

Transactional CSPs are a bit more strategic in nature and mutual benefit is expected. 

Integrative CSPs are “boundaryless” as organizations merge with one another (Austin, 

2000). Several scholars argue that CSPs involve a significant legitimacy risk, particularly 

towards the integrative stage of partnership since there is a power imbalance in favor of 

the company as it provides the money. In partnerships with joint decision making the 

company might act opportunistically and exploit its partner NPO. In addition, the closer 

the association between a company and an NPO gets, the more evident rationality and 

culture clashes become (Berger et al., 2004; Eweje, 2007; Millar et al., 2004).  

The first article finds that long-term integrative partnerships carry the highest risks for 

NPOs. This finding stands in contrast to the fact that long-term integrative partnerships 

are praised for their greater social impact and their ability to generate joint innovation 

(e.g., Kourula & Halme, 2008; Holmes & Smart, 2009; LeBer & Branzei, 2010).  

The first article also suggests short-term project-based partnerships, managed and 

controlled by the NPO, as safer alternatives, with the exception for brand licensing which 

is a high-risk option. This is in line with Poret’s (2019) finding that if a corporate scandal 

occurs during the ongoing partnership and the name of the company is on the NPOs 

products, the NPO might lose both credibility and legitimacy. Hence, labeling strategies 

are also riskier in terms of NPO capture as they become more dependent on the company. 

“NGOs become the suppliers of legitimacy for firms, and engagement between NGOs and 

corporations can serve as a risk management tool, i.e., a reputational insurance policy, 

against attacks on their products or brands” (Poret, 2019:6). 

 In line with the finding that the NPO should lead and guide the partnership, Eid & 

Sabella (2014:354) write that “a situation where the power of NGOs tends to be 

outmaneuvered at a point when businesses take precedence to determine the future 

strategies”. Arm’s-length partnerships are recommended by Hartman and Stafford 

(1997), as public trust for the role of advocate as well as the charitable status could be 

undermined by too close ties with the business sector. 

According to the first article, NPOs should choose partners with similar values to 

minimize legitimacy risks. This conclusion is in line with other research. Shared values 

have, for instance, been found to add to the value creating potential of CSPs (Murphy et 

al., 2015), while poorly fitting partners are perceived negatively by constituents (Boenigk 
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& Schuchardt, 2015; Shumate et al., 2018) and might therefore lead to damaged 

legitimacy for NPOs. 

Comi et al. (2015) note in their research on the environmental organizations Greenpeace 

and WWF that it may be particularly important for these types of organizations to frame 

their CSPs in relation to their mission and vision. Based on an empirical case study from 

Haiti, keeping the CSP a secret has also been suggested as a strategy to maintain the 

legitimacy of the NPO. Both partners in the case study managed to clearly structurally 

separate their values and activities (Hussler & Payaud, 2019).  

A third party, a boundary organization, may help with framing issues, they may facilitate 

the development of a new partnership (i.e., help in overcoming conflicts) or create a shift 

along Austin’s collaboration continuum. This is further explained in the next section of 

the paper.  

2.2 Boundary organizations facilitating CSPs 

Boundary organizations have a role to play especially in the field of sustainable 

development. Sustainable development, originating from the Brundtland report, Our 

Common Future, in 1987, “is a complex notion that seeks to reconcile the goals of 

economic development and ecological wellbeing” (Livesey, 2002:315). Hence the 

concept of sustainable development and the meaning of CSR may become a source of 

confusion and debate between the participants of a CSP. An independent third party can 

cultivate a common vision to trigger collaborative action (Brown, 1991).  

The thesis makes use of framework of a characteristic bridging process for successful 

Bos, developed by Tribbia and Moser (2008:317), involving convening, translation, 

collaboration, and mediation. They can thereby create both internal legitimacy within 

both companies and NPOs for CSPs as well as to some extent external legitimacy within 

stakeholders of the corporation and the general public. They also facilitate the 

development of mutual trust. The findings in the second article show that bridging 

activities have resulted in joint sense-making on the potential of partnerships to address 

the issue of sustainable development. By facilitating dialogue between the company and 

the NPO around the issue of how to address food security for the world´s poorest, the 

BO managed to come to a shared understanding of the CSPs goals. This is an example of 

creating “categorical fluidity” (Sharma & Bansal, 2017:360), seeing categories as 

malleable, meaning that partners could leave differences aside in order to work on their 



 14 

mutual interests. The foundation also managed to create both internal (both partners) 

and external (other stakeholders) legitimacy through its bridging activity.  

Bos may in other words be helpful for the maintenance of “’optimal’ frame plurality” 

(Klitsie et al., 2018:401) which was found important in order to sustain CSPs. This is 

important as it may be difficult for partners themselves to find a common vision and a 

balance due to different backgrounds, motivations, and goals (Wassmer et al., 2014:769). 

“As hybrid entities, CFs [corporate foundations, explanation added] combine elements 

of multiple institutional logics; more specifically, the market and civil society sector 

logics.” (Gehringer, 2020:7828). The fact that corporate foundations are able to combine 

the logics of both parties explains why they are suitable as boundary organizations. 

According to Westley and Vredenburg (1991:86), consensus should not be expected as a 

result of bridging, but what matters is the endurance of links, the articulation of shared 

values, the ability to secure intra-organizational commitment at both ends, and the 

ability of the BO to put self-interest aside and maximize focus on delivering social value. 

We found that our case BO was able to bring people together from across sector 

boundaries, to create open and honest dialogue, mediate misunderstandings, as well as 

foster the mutual trust necessary for CSPs to develop. In addition, the BO was also 

potentially able to move CSPs forward along Austin’s collaboration continuum. (Herlin 

& Thusgaard Pedersen, 2013:82).  

Other researchers have discussed the role of brokers, intermediaries, mediators, bridges, 

or conveners for CSPs. For instance, Arenas et al. (2013) found that there are two types 

of third-party organizations called “mediators” and “solution seekers”. Their research 

supports the conclusion that a shift along the Austin’s collaboration continuum may 

occur, by stating that the likelihood of adversarial relationships becoming collaborative 

increases in the case of third-party involvement. Even more so if the purpose of the third 

party is to act as facilitator, as a shift towards integrative CSPs may then take place. 

Arenas et al. (2013:735) also found that the partnership had a greater chance of reaching 

the integrative stage when the third party was “involved in designing new solutions”. Our 

case BO, which is a corporate foundation, covers the whole spectrum of being a 

facilitator, mediator, participating ally, and a solution seeker. Corporate foundations, as 

boundary organizations, may create a shift forward along the collaboration continuum 

by undertaking various bridging activities; namely convening, translation, collaboration, 

as well as mediation as suggested by the second article in this dissertation.  
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An article by Manning and Roessler from 2014 (p. 529) also highlights the importance of 

bridging agents for the successful formation of CSPs. Hamann and April (2013) have 

studied the role of third parties, or intermediary organizations, in South Africa in 

facilitating the development of CSPs to achieve urban sustainability transitions. They 

highlight the importance of translation in terms of value frames and perspectives and 

discuss mediation in terms of “the ability to frame conflict and tensions between 

individuals, groups, or perspectives as an opportunity for creativity and innovation” 

(Hamann & April, 2013:20).  

In the next section, the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is explored with 

the intent of finding how CSR is used in creating legitimacy for CSPs.  

2.3 The role of CSR in legitimizing CSPs 

CSR is in this thesis defined as “actions that appear to further some social good, beyond 

the interests of the firm and that which is required by law” (McWilliams & Siegel, 

2001:117). Research suggests that companies through CSR engagements can take 

responsibility for their actions and seek to cause a positive impact on society and its 

stakeholders (e.g., consumers, employees, investors, communities) (Scherer & Palazzo, 

2011). Corporate CSR initiatives include cross-sector collaboration (CSPs) with NPOs. 

Growing interest has been shown by both companies and NPOs alike, recognizing that 

their resources complement each other (Rondinelli & London, 2003:61). 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as a concept probably has its roots in corporate 

philanthropy. On a general level, “corporate sustainability and CSR refer to company 

activities – voluntary by definition – demonstrating the inclusion of social and 

environmental concerns in business operations and in interactions with stakeholders” 

(Van Marrewijk, 2003:102). CSR is an endeavor to align company interests with the 

needs of society and its cultural values (Gonzáles-Gonzáles et al., 2019). CSR has also 

been defined as “the discourse and practices that pretend it is possible to moralise 

corporations, and capitalism more broadly” (Barthold, 2013:396). Cross-sector 

partnerships are one of many CSR activities, however the discourse of CSR makes 

collaboration a necessity – in the modern understanding of the term necessity, i.e., 

economics. CSR creates an “illusion that the noxious impact of corporations can be 

solved by the mutual responsibilisation of equal stakeholders: corporations, employees 

and civil society, instead of a political confrontation between antagonistic interests.” 

(Barthold, 2013:399) In their review of stages and phases of CSR, Maon et al. (2010:33) 
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found that it is not until companies have reached the strategizing stage of CSR that they 

“turn their codes of conduct into action documents” and begin to seek added value 

partnerships.  

Joutsenvirta (2011:62) in her work on how Business‒NGO relationships shape CSR, 

found five key legitimation strategies, namely scientific, nationalistic, commercial, 

moralization, and normalization (see table 3 below). Her case CSP was that of Stora Enso 

and Greenpeace. She found that Greenpeace primarily made use of two of the five 

legitimization strategies, namely moralization and scientific rationalization. In part, 

Greenpeace also made use of the strategy of commercial rationalization, which can be 

seen to reflect managerialism (Mitchell, 2018). This shows that even a seemingly anti-

corporate actor such as Greenpeace is affected by managerialist discourse, which may 

result in mission drift (Hersberger-Langloh et al., 2021:461). Managerialism, according 

to Hvenmark (2016:2847), represents “a more ideologically laden belief that 

organizations could or should be coordinated, controlled, and developed through 

corporate management knowledge and practices”. He further notes that this 

managerialism stems from for instance CSPs (Hvenmark, 2016:2835). 

Table 3 Legitimization strategies (modified from Joutsenvirta (2011:62) 

Legitimization strategy Legitimization definition by reference to… 
Scientific rationalization …scientific and/or technical knowledge and expertise  
Nationalistic rationalization …national economic benefits 
Commercial rationalization …commercial and competitive benefits 
Moralization ...ethical (ecological or humanistic) values 
Normalization ...normal or natural behavior 

 

CSR is paradoxical for several reasons (González-González et al., 2019; Scherer and 

Palazzo, 2011): First, companies are bound to the profit-seeking mission, thereby valuing 

CSR only for what it brings to the bottom line. Taking ethical considerations into account 

could cost more and bring less. This is supported by Hamann et al. (2003) in an article 

where the authors interpret the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in 

2002. They state that “company management might be willing to integrate corporate 

responsibility into core strategy, but that it was fundamentally constrained by financial 

markets, whose emphasis was still primarily on maximum returns”. (Hamann et al., 

2003:34) Many NPOs wanted that companies should be made more accountable through 

regulatory or legal measures, that is, for companies to have a duty concerning 

environmental and social issues. They are critical especially towards big business, so 
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called Transnational Corporations (TNCs), who gain more power in almost every sector 

and exert tremendous pressure on governments (Hamann et al., 2003).  

Second, the rise of CSR coincides with reactive response to crises regarding deterioration 

of worker’s rights, growth of social inequalities and environmental destruction, 

questionable accounting practices as well as other corporate abuse incompatible with the 

notion of CSR (Gonzáles-Gonzáles et al., 2019; Scherer & Palazzo, 2011). Hamann et al. 

(2003) and many other authors have accused companies of so called greenwashing, i.e., 

corporate disinformation or deception about a product or service pretending that it is  

environmentally beneficial although it is not (Laufer, 2003). In line with this research, 

the third article concludes that NPOs must not use company CSR as a tool for partner 

selection. By doing so, they may undermine the legitimacy of their CSPs as they have 

silently accepted the truth of the corporate CSR reports.  

Oftentimes, the CSR reports of companies portray them as heroes and emphasize the 

innovative capacity of companies. This strategy of reporting is named “centralizing” in 

an article by Siltaoja and Onkila (2013: 364), meaning “to define responsibility and, more 

importantly, the limits of that responsibility.” Centralizing strategies imply business 

authority and emphasize instrumental means. In contrast, Siltaoja and Onkila (2013), 

found that many companies (at least in Finland) use so called decentralizing strategies, 

drawing on terminology such as openness, interaction, and collaboration. In this 

strategy, stakeholder consultation is emphasized and it naturalizes stakeholders’ input. 

They posit that this is a form of communicative action, on the basis of which societal 

actors can influence CSR. However, NPOs should note that reporting practices may be 

inaccurate due to for example corruption. Even seemingly credible reports conducted by 

famous names in the audit business may have been paid off or edited by the company in 

advance of publication (Schepers, 2006). What is more, NPOs should be aware that from 

a commercial point of view an ecological crisis can be a source of competitive advantage. 

In practice, social reporting portraying CSPs produces legitimacy and authority for the 

company’s own effort to tackle the problem (Livesey, 2002), which may be a 

disadvantage for NPOs.  

In article 3 of this dissertation, we found that the legitimization of CSPs is drawing on 

two different global discourses: governance and climate crisis. The starting point of each 

of the three CSPs analyzed in paper 3 is a discourse of fear, wherein humanity is 

threatened by water scarcity. Some level of urgency is necessary for NGOs and companies 

to adapt to each other (Ottaway, 2001). The use of apocalyptic scenarios is a distanciation 
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technique as it serves to displace tension and social conflict. An alternative term for CSPs 

is “CSR partnerships, which are best defined as a strategic collaborations between 

businesses and not-for-profit organisations, where risks, resources and skills are shared 

in projects that benefit each partner as well as the community” (Eid and Sabella, 

2014:352). However, in article 3 we show that in fact few of the risks are actually shared. 

The reputational and regulatory risks for the company connected to the “water problem”, 

which are driving companies into CSPs, are not actually shared by their NPO partner and 

may in fact be a source of tension. This sharing of the risk of water scarcity, i.e., a global 

governance failure, naturalizes partnerships as a solution. “The tensions that arise from 

corporate involvement in water partnerships are alleviated by inserting the key signifiers 

of accountability and transparency [...], where accountability equals transparency and 

transparency equals CSR reporting” (Herlin & Solitander, 2017:17). However, it is 

questionable if social reporting can make companies with long and complex supply 

chains transparent even to themselves, not least to society including NPOs (Livesey, 

2002). Livesey & Kearins (2002:248) further write that  

Ultimately, by being transparent, firms ostensibly seek to make known to those 

outside (as well as to those in other parts of their own organizations) what they 

are “really” doing. They are supposedly being open or disclosing information 

relevant to their environmental and social impacts, as well as the financial 

outcomes. (Livesey & Kearins, 2002:248) 

Livesey and Kearins (2002) note, however, that there are some fundamental practical 

problems that remain unsolved, such as inconsistency and non-comparability “due to 

lack of consensus about what elements of performance should be reported, what 

measurements and methodologies should be used to gather data, and how it should be 

reported” (Livesey & Kearins, 2002:248). The CSR reports become a form of mechanical 

objectivity and “Transparency thus carries with it the potential to reconstitute ‘reality’ 

related to sustainable development in one-sided, arbitrary, and manipulative ways” 

(Livesey & Kearins, 2002:250).  

In the three cases we examine in article 3, NPOs are mainly silent about tensions caused 

by their involvement with companies in contested moral terrains, tensions arising from 

private distribution of public goods, as well as the corporate partner’s role in the 

commodification of nature, in the form of privatization of water as well as 

individuazation (i.e., sale of bottled water) and valuation (Castree, 2003). The natural 

environment has become a source of discursive struggles stemming from the opposing 
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views available on nature – society interface, where most companies have assumed a 

nature-as-“resource” based view, in which nature is seen as “separate” and “controllable” 

and expert knowledge and hard science is privileged (Livesey, 2001:63). Bird and Waters 

(1989) cited in Baden and Harwood (2013) discuss “moral muteness”, a term for the 

reluctance of managers to describe their actions in a normative language. Our findings 

from article 3 show that moral muteness seems to concern NPOs as well.  

Eid and Sabella (2014:355), point out three main ethical orientations of CSPs. These are 

1) outside-in (business case) orientation, 2) inside-out (identity social value led), and 3) 

open system (stewardship) orientation.  According to Eid and Sabella (2014:360), CSPs 

oftentimes only give an impression of serving beneficiaries, but they are in fact driven by 

self-interest. Self-interest on behalf of the companies might be detrimental for NPO 

legitimacy. 

According to Eid and Sabella all partnerships are political. The power lies in the hands 

of the organization with the most resources. Resources include, among others, political 

access, financial resources, and expertise. The NPO becomes outmaneuvered by the 

company if the company controls and leads the CSP. However, the NPO can be more 

dominant if the company is dependent on the expertise of the NPO (Eid & Sabella, 

2014:354).  

The outsourcing of responsibility to CSR rating agencies seemingly removes all 

responsibility from the NPO itself in an ‘‘adiaphoric” process (Jensen, 2014). Our 

findings from article 3 point towards moral muteness of managers of the NPOs. 

However, as we only studied TNCs and MNCs in article 3, it may look totally different in 

a different type of CSP, i.e., philanthropic or transactional, or with a smaller corporate 

partner with a less complex supply chain. Nevertheless, NPOs should be very careful in 

order not to lose “their critical vigilance of industry” (Hamann &  Acutt, 2003:267) 

despite their CSPs.  

Urgency and how the views of sustainability differ between the organizations is discussed 

in De Lange et al. (2016), who note that:  

 “In general, corporations do not see urgency in sustainability until the related 

consequences of inaction damage their quarterly targets. In contrast, NGOs view 

sustainability and the related changes as urgent because of an underlying belief that the 

damage to the earth as a result of inaction is irreparable” (De Lange et al., 2016:1217)., 
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which is followed by “If urgency drives change rather than a regular clocked approach, 

then the two organizations will likely be out of sync” (ibid., p. 1220).  Hence, NPOs should 

avoid being too deeply involved in CSPs.  

Schoeneborn et al. (2020) suggest that formative CSR may be a solution to the problem 

of CSR not living up to expectations. “Formative views, in contrast, see communication 

as, at least partially, constituting the object itself (CSR practices), so that in effect, CSR 

practices can become ‘talked into being’ through CSR communication” (Schoeneborn et 

al., 2020:7). However, this remains to be seen in practice concerning CSPs, as 

Schoeneborn et al.’s paper is merely conceptual and does not examine empirical 

examples.  

When NPOs do legitimate their CSPs it strongly reflects a pressure of managerialism, 

which requires the NPOs to be more attentive to issues such as efficiency and 

effectiveness, accountability relationships, wider stakeholder needs, as well as how 

innovative they are perceived as being (Meyer et al., 2013). Consequently, it is an easy 

way out to use CSR as a framework for legitimation.  

The following section presents a figure with an overview of the central actors studied in 

this dissertation (Companies, NPOs and BOs) within the legitimating discursive field of 

CSR as well as a description of the figure. 
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2.4 The relationship between CSR and CSPs  

 

Figure 1:  The relationship between CSR and CSPs 

 
In figure 1, I have summarized how third-party organizations (Boundary Organizations 

(BOs)), companies and NPOs construct legitimacy through CSR. CSR is the discursive 

legitimating field in which environmental and social responsibilities and core activities 

of the CSP are negotiated. BOs undertake various bridging activities to facilitate the 

development of the CSP and establish its legitimacy. Yet, each organization is granted 

legitimacy from their respective stakeholders/constituents. Unless the partnership with 

the company engages in meaningful activities from the perspective of the NPO's 

stakeholders, the NPO's reputation and identity may be damaged. However, for the 

company it is not as important as for the NPO that their legitimacy is intact.  

For the companies, legitimacy is mostly about gaining social acceptance. However, some 

MNCs or TNCs which have previously been involved in some scandal, using CSR and 

especially NPOs through CSPs becomes a convenient solution to that issue (Palazzo & 

Scherer, 2006:71-72). Legitimacy may, however, also be seen only as an item that adds 

value to the company (Czinkota et al., 2014:99). It can in other words be overlooked by 

companies. For NPOs on the other hand, legitimacy can be a matter of life or death of 

the organization. In case constituents perceive the activity of CSPs as harmful to the 

organizational identity or its reputation, they may withdraw all support. Their autonomy 

as organizations may become endangered. According to AbouAssi and Bies (2018:1581), 
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preserving the NPO as an autonomous and independent organization is central to their 

legitimacy.  

In some cases, third-party organizations, such as BOs, may help to establish a common 

vision and create internal legitimacy for the CSP for both the company and the NPO. 

Boundary organizations (BOs) are independent organizations that can “accommodate 

the varying interests of parties while providing a mechanism that reinforces convergent 

interests while allowing different ones to persist” (O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008:426). BOs 

have a central position in the field of sustainable development in that they can create a 

common vision to trigger collective action (Brown, 1991), for instance CSPs. Sustainable 

development can be seen as either synonymous to corporate social responsibility, or as 

the roots of CSR from which the concept has evolved (Ebner & Baumgartner, 2006).   

CSR becomes a framework of legitimizing CSPs as it suitably combines the interests of 

both the NPOs and the corporations (Rasche, 2013; Seitanidi & Crane, 2009; Selsky & 

Parker, 2005). In addition, it provides the NPOs with a managerialist discourse (Meyer 

et al., 2013) and gives them access to hitherto unseen staff and financial resources. But 

any resource comes at a cost and the price of these resources seems to be the perceived 

morality of the NPOs. CSR also provides a framework for measuring the sustainability of 

companies such as GRI standards, CSR reports, etc. These, however, as discussed earlier, 

cannot necessarily be trusted. In the following chapter I will discuss my chosen research 

methodology.  
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3. METHODS 

The three articles in the thesis represent three distinct studies, each with its own 

methods. Table 4, below, presents the individual articles, their aim, the methods, and the 

research type of each of the article included in the thesis. Although the articles differ in 

their methodological approach as well as in their aims, they still serve to fulfil the main 

aim of thesis, which is to explore the concept of legitimacy in relation to cross-sector 

partnerships (CSPs) between not-for-profit organizations (NPOs) and companies. They 

are inter-related in that all of them discuss CSPs from one or the other perspective and 

all of them discuss legitimacy.  

Table 4 The methods used in this thesis 
 

Author(s) Article Aim Method Research type 
Herlin, H. 
(2015) 

Better Safe 
Than Sorry: 
Nonprofit 
Organizational 
Legitimacy 
and Cross-
Sector 
Partnerships.  

What is the 
potential 
impact of 
CSPs on 
NPO 
legitimacy 
and how 
should NPOs 
approach 
CSPs? 

Mixed methods 
approach. 
Single in-depth case 
study (7 interviews with 
the whole board of 
directors) combined with 
survey (257 responses) of 
Finnish social welfare 
organization. 

Triangulation: a 
combination of 
qualitative and 
quantitative 
methods.  

Herlin, H. 
& 
Thusgaard 
Pedersen, 
J. (2013) 

Corporate 
foundations. 
Catalyst of 
NGO‒Business 
partnerships? 

What role(s) 
do corporate 
foundations 
play in 
relation to 
CSPs 
between 
their 
founding 
corporation 
and NGOs? 

Single in-depth 19-
month empirical case 
study of anonymous case 
foundation and its 
founding corporation 
conducted in Denmark. 
Data consist of altogether 
13 interviews, participant 
observation, and 
organizational 
documents.  

Exploratory, 
descriptive, and 
qualitative in-
depth case study 

Herlin, H & 
Solitander, 
N. (2017) 

Corporate 
Social 
Responsibility 
as relief from 
responsibility: 
NPO 
legitimizations 
for corporate 
partnerships 
in contested 
terrains. 

How do 
NPOs 
discursively 
legitimize 
their 
involvement 
in CSPs and 
how do they 
construct 
legitimacy 
for their 
partnering 
companies? 

CDA-inspired approach 
of three different case 
CSPs in the water 
context, namely IFRC 
and Nestlé, WWF and 
Coca-Cola, and the 
German commission of 
UNESCO and Danone 
Waters.  
 

Inspired by 
Critical Discourse 
Analysis  
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3.1 Methodological Triangulation 

Article 1 makes use of methodological triangulation, a combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods, to achieve both breadth and depth. Triangulation strengthens both 

reliability and validity of the study as it reduces personal biases. The use of 

methodological triangulation is necessary due to the multifaceted concept of 

organizational legitimacy in order to get a holistic picture. (Jick, 1979; Suchman, 1995; 

Yauch & Steudel, 2003) Especially when studying complex social phenomena, such as 

CSPs, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches may be the best option to 

“reflect the multi-factor or multi-dimensional nature of the construct” (Gray & Densten, 

1998:428). Combined approaches should also be considered when there is little prior 

theory available and the research purpose is to produce new theory (Gorard & Taylor, 

2004:7).  

According to Jick (1979:602) “multiple viewpoints allow for greater accuracy”. 

Furthermore, triangulation can result in a nuanced and simultaneously more holistic 

picture of the phenomenon in focus. In addition, different methods can validate each 

other if they have the same results. Alternatively, dissimilar results can provide the 

opportunity of identifying new dimensions of a phenomenon. When combining 

quantitative and qualitative approaches the assumption is that they will balance each 

other’s weaknesses and give the research both depth and breadth. (ibid.) Mixed-method 

approaches allow for a simultaneous study of both causality and meaning. (Muijs, 

2004:9) 

The two data sets complement each other, although they are targeted differently. The 

seven interviews were aimed at the board of directors of the Finnish social welfare 

organization to find out the organizational values, beliefs, and assumptions, and the 

survey was open for members and the general public to give an opinion about several 

hypothetical scenarios of CSPs. The two data sets are interconnected in the sense that 

both are aimed at key stakeholders of the NPO.  

The case study method is a particularly suitable approach for combing different kinds of 

data. The case was selected to maximize learning and based on the willingness of the 

actors to be included in the study. The author was granted full access to the organization 

over a period of time. The NPO in question had recently moved into service production 

with a number of public service spin-offs. The timing was hence appropriate as Shafer 

and Owsen (2003) found that spin-offs tend to create tensions between market and 
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mission. So, the question of CSPs as another kind of commercial activity was highly 

topical in terms of how it might alter the organizational identity.  

Data were collected sequentially during 2008. The sampling technique was purposive 

with respondents representing critical stakeholders of the NPO. The survey instrument, 

which received 257 responses, consisted of both dichotomous and multipoint scales. 

Dichotomous items were mainly used to collect background information. Following the 

recommendation for empirical research by Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), legitimacy was 

analyzed by comparing social expectations with organizational conformity, and 

questions were framed to assess social acceptance of various potential partnership 

activities and the hypothetical effect on the image of the organization. Respondents’ 

attitudes towards different types of CSPs were tested by 5-point Likert items.  

The questionnaire was sent per mail to all the board members of the local chapters who 

had reported their email address. It was also sent out per regular mail to randomly 

selected members of each chapter, and it was available for 3 weeks in June 2008 on the 

website of the NPO. The people who responded to the questionnaire can be assumed to 

be genuinely interested in the organization. Questionnaire and interview data were 

analyzed simultaneously. The quantitative data is exploratory and complements the 

qualitative study.  

3.2 Exploratory, in-depth case study 

Article 2 is an exploratory study based on interviews, participant observation and 

organizational documents of an anonymous case foundation and its founding company 

(in the article referred to as DTS foundation and DTS group). The reasons for selecting 

this particular case foundation in this study were several: 1) the foundation is 

strategically positioned to influence both the DTS group and NGOs by its dual role as the 

primary owner of the company as well as donor to NGOs, 2) the group’s values had 

recently been reformulated making partnerships central to its value adding activities, 3) 

interactions between the DTS group and NGOs has so far been merely philanthropic, but 

at the beginning of this study a more formal partnership began to take form, and 4) the 

DTS foundation is among the largest in Denmark, meaning that the work of this 

foundation might have a spill-over effect on other foundations in Denmark.  

The collected data consist of 13 interviews across the DTS Foundation and the DTS 

group, plus one interview with an NGO and one with an expert on Danish foundations. 

All the interviews were held in Danish apart from one which was conducted in English. 
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All the interviews were transcribed and sent out to the interviewees to be cross-checked. 

Some “off the record” requests were made by interviewees at this point and those were 

granted to ensure the confidentiality of the information provided.  

Apart from the interviews, various organizational documents were collected, including 

annual reports, internal reports, as well as email correspondence between the 

foundation, DTS group, and NGOs. In addition, participant observation of a two-day 

partnership seminar was made and during seminars and meetings field notes were 

written. This seminar provided a lot of information for the paper, especially regarding 

the NGOs views on sustainability and CSPs. For a full data inventory see the Appendix 

of paper 1: Data inventory.  

Data were coded by writing analytical notes on linkages to various frameworks of 

interpretation, i.e., the roles taken by the foundation, pure descriptions of the 

foundation’s work, and the tri-part relationship between the foundation, the company, 

and NGOs. To ensure the validity and reliability of data, the analysis was sent to an 

employee of DTS with extensive knowledge of the foundation’s as well as DTS’s work and 

history.  

3.3 Critical discourse analysis 

The question of what constitutes discourse is particularly relevant for article 3 of the 

thesis, which is inspired by discourse analysis. Fairclough (2010:418) defines discourse 

as “ways of representing the world from particular perspectives”. Livesey et al. 

(2009:446) argue that “discursive approaches can enrich management theories of cross-

sectoral collaboration. A study of a subject becomes more extensive when using discourse 

analysis.” 

Discourse can be seen as a textual representation of practice. Texts that constitute 

discourses come in a variety of forms, including talk or verbal reports, written 

documents, artwork or pictures, symbols, etc. Critical discourse analysis involves the 

systematic study of texts (including their production, dissemination, and consumption) 

in order to understand the relationship between discourse and social reality (Alba-Juez, 

2009; Fairclough, 1992; Jörgensen & Phillips, 2002). The chosen discourse provides the 

vocabulary, expressions, and communication style. Discourses are closely linked with 

power. Power is a multi-faceted concept, and it can take many different forms, oftentimes 

viewed as quantifiable: some have more than others (Thornborrow, 2014).  
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The third article in the dissertation views the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) as discursive.  CSR has also been defined as “the discourse and practices that 

pretend it is possible to moralise corporations, and capitalism more broadly” (Barthold, 

2013:396). The paper analyzes how discourse is used and reproduced for the 

legitimization of NPO involvement in CSPs. Following a critical perspective, the article 

recognizes that a legitimization of actions deals not only with legitimatization of certain 

issues but also broader practices and ideologies (Vaara & Tienari, 2008).  

In this paper, CDA is combined with the Bauman-inspired notion of relief from 

responsibility (Bauman, 1993, 1994, 2008, 2009) to understand how legitimacy is 

achieved and carried out, delineating which discourses the articulations of CSPs draw 

on, which discourses are reproduced and which understandings are excluded. Inspired 

by Fairclough’s (1995) approach to CDA, we are interested in how these versions of 

realities are depicted linguistically. 

In the paper three different cases of CSPs are analyzed: between IFRC and Nestlé, 

between WWF and Coca-Cola, and between the German commission of UNESCO and 

Danone Waters. The list of documents analysed for the article can be seen below, in table 

5. We have identified analytical categories in the text by going back and forth between 

theoretical concepts underlying the analysis and empirical data. In conducting a deep 

reading of all selected material, we focused on identifying patterns of meaning in how 

the organizations involved in CSPs justify and account for them. The analysis gives 

insight into which realities of CSPs are created, what social discourses are drawn upon, 

and how CSPs are made the preferred option in comparison to alternative practices. We 

also show how organizations through these accounts “transform and re-specify morality 

while introducing it into their decision-making processes” (Besio and Pronzini, 

2014:298).  
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Table 5 Key documents analyzed in article 3 
 

Central documents analyzed 
CSR 
documents 
 

-WWF and Coca Cola 
(2009-2013) Annual 
Partnership Review 
-Coca-Cola (2011; 
2012), ‘Global water 
stewardship and 
replenish report’ 
-WWF (2013; 2014) 
Corporate Partnerships 
Report 
 

-German Commission 
for UNESCO (2011), 
‘Water – a key element 
in UNESCO biosphere 
reserves. Experiences 
from a collaboration of 
Danone Waters 
Germany and 
UNESCO’ 
-Danone (2009-2013) 
Sustainability Reports  
 

-Nestlé (2013) 
Creating Shared 
Value Report 
(2013) 
-Nestlé Waters 
(2010), Creating 
Shared Value 
Report (2011) 
-IFRC (2011-
2013) Annual 
Reports  

Organizational 
ethics 
documents 

-WWF (sine anno), 
Our Core Values 
-WWF (sine anno, b) 
Due Diligence 
Guidelines 
-WWF (sine anno, c) 
Code of Ethics 
-WWF (sine anno, d) 
Organisational 
Assessment Tool 
 

-UN Global Compact 
(2013) “UN-Business 
Partnerships: A 
Handbook” 
-UN (2012) “Due 
Diligence Questionnaire 
for Potential Private 
Sector Partners”  
-UN (2009) “Guidelines 
on 
  Cooperation between 
the United Nations 
and the Business 
Community”  
-UNESCO (2008) 
“Joining Forces for 
Greater Impact: Donor 
and Partner 
Contributions to 
UNESCO’s Work”  

-International 
Red Cross and 
Red Crescent 
Movement 
(2005) Policy 
for Corporate 
Sector 
Partnerships  
-IFRC (2012) 
Due Diligence 
Assessment for 
Corporate 
Partnerships 
-IFRC (sine 
anno) Code of 
Conduct 
 

   

The sampling strategy for the third paper is purposive. This was appropriate due to the 

general lack of NPO information about their partnerships. According to Palinkas et al. 

(2015:534), information-rich cases is an argument in favor of purposive sampling 

whenever there is limited information available. Whichever suitable NPO, with a CSP 

related to the issue of water scarcity had the most information, was hence selected. The 

important part was that there was enough text available to analyze. In the paper, only 

TNCs (Coca-Cola and Nestlé) and MNCs (Danone) were analyzed. This limits the scope 

of generalizability to large corporations. Another limitation of the focus on CSR is the 

lack of any visible interaction or process dynamics between the company and the NPOs.  

The article inspired by critical discourse analysis broadens the study by focusing on 

language. CDA looks to establish connections between properties of text, futures of 
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discourse practice (text production, consumption, and distribution), and wider socio-

cultural practice (Fairclough 1995:87). The purpose of CDA is not to provide definite 

answers but to highlight or reveal shortcomings and unacknowledged agendas 

(Mogashoa, 2014:107). It adds value to the quality of the research by providing more 

depth to the study of the complex phenomenon of cross-sector partnership (Palinkas et 

al., 2016:534). 

3.4 Ontological and epistemological foundations 

I am reluctant to put a label on myself or categorize my ontological and particularly my 

epistemological views into a certain box. I see the spectrum of available perspectives, eg. 

positivism, realism, interpretivism, social constructionism, postmodernism, and so on 

as different discourses that fulfil a function in various contexts and under various 

circumstances. As discourses, the perspectives are cultural resources for expressing 

oneself and separate from who we are as persons. (Gergen, 2001:23) Rather than taking 

a single viewpoint and speaking with only one voice, multivocality and different 

standpoints may “complexify the judgement” (Gergen, 2001:21) and provide a better 

picture of reality. “Not only are we likely to find ourselves within the other, but as well to 

realize the other’s value on many significant issues.” (ibid., p.21) When agreeing that 

most, if not all, discourses can produce valid and useful knowledge in various situations, 

what becomes central is to choose the right discourse for the right purpose and to justify 

the choice.  

When studying reality we are always interpreting it, and these interpretations are 

dependent on our backgrounds and conceptual schemes. In other words, our knowledge 

of reality cannot be separated from our interpretations of it. (Williams & May, 1996:60) 

When making interpretations, one draws on hermeneutics, which “treats social 

phenomena as a text to be decoded through imaginative reconstruction of the 

significance of various elements of the social action or event.” (Little, 1990:68) The view 

that our accounts of reality are always subjective in some way rules out the possibility of 

value neutrality and complete objectivity (Hammersley, 1999). I do, however, think that 

one should strive to minimize researcher bias especially when directly reporting one’s 

results (Johnson & Duberley, 2000:47). 

Gergen (2001) suggests moving away from the antagonistic positions towards a focus on 

what the constructionists and realists have in common. According to him, 

constructionism and realism should be viewed as discourses rather than “transcendental 
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logics or truth posits” (ibid., 2001:15). This allows one to see that both discourses are 

useful in different contexts.  The author gives the example of extreme constructionists 

teaching their children the “real” difference between dogs and cats; like people in general 

and like anybody else, they also take warnings seriously and do not for example argue 

that a fire is just somebody’s social construction. Likewise, Gergen argues that most 

realists are reluctant to exclude phrases like “they are making it up” and the like from 

their register. There are also occasions on which virtually everybody, regardless of their 

worldviews, would be inclined to use the same discourse (eg. anti-terrorism). (ibid. p.16) 

I completely agree with this line of thought. In some circumstances constructionism may 

be more appropriate than realism and vice versa. My research topic certainly requires a 

combination of discourses as some aspects of the collaboration can be concretized, for 

example as the transfer of financial resources, but many other dimensions of the 

collaborative arrangements are intangible. Partnerships are ambiguous and multi-

faceted. 

Gergen (2001) suggests that realism as a discourse is “essential to the achievement of 

complex forms of human coordination”, in that it is a “language of mutual trust; it unites 

participants in a way that promotes order and predictability” (p. 18). However, this 

stability simultaneously is a control function, which favors status quo over change. The 

constructionist discourse, on the other hand, “functions centrifugally – unsettling and 

creating” (ibid., p. 18) From the point of view of my research, both discourses are thus 

central. Without realism, the formation of inter-organizational partnerships would not 

be possible. At the same time, partnerships are not stable but continuously changing and 

evolving. Although appearing steady on the surface, processes of change are always 

present. According to Austin (2000) partnerships can be seen to progress along a 

collaboration continuum with various stages of integration. Like Gergen, Tsoukas (2000) 

does not approve of the dichotomy between realism and social constructivism in 

organization studies. He suggests that this is a false dilemma as both parties have an 

equally valid point. I could not agree more, and the following quotation captures the 

whole essence of the argument:  

Realists are right in saying that there is a social world outside our heads. 

Constructivists are right in claiming that the social world is constituted by 

language-based distinctions which are socially defined and established. Both 

sides can be reconciled if it is accepted that social reality is causally independent 

of actors [...] and, at the same time [...] depends on how it has been historically 
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defined, the cultural meanings and distinctions which have made it this reality 

(Tsoukas, 2000:531).  

According to Sankey (2008), the realist aim of science is to discover the truth about the 

real world and establish genuine knowledge about it. Through science knowledge is 

gained about both “observable and unobservable aspects of the world” (ibid., p.13). Our 

assumptions about what is right and wrong, the forms of knowledge that exist and how 

knowledge is created relate to our epistemology. (Burrell & Morgan, 1979:1) In social 

sciences, there are many different methods available for studying reality and obtaining 

knowledge about it.  
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4. SUMMARIES OF THE ARTICLES AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

4.1 Article 1. Better safe than sorry: Nonprofit organizational 
legitimacy and cross-sector partnerships (H. Herlin) 

The single-authored article (Herlin, 2015) is published in Business & Society. Framed 

through legitimacy theory and organizational identity theory it outlines the impact of 

CSPs on NPO legitimacy. Additionally, it provides NPOs strategic direction on how to 

approach CSPs without running into a legitimacy crisis. Methodologically it constitutes 

a single case study of a Finnish social welfare organization and utilizes data triangulation 

through a survey (257 responses) and seven interviews. The article concludes that 

engagement with companies may threaten NPO legitimacy by challenging core values 

and identity traits (see Figure 2 below for the results on the constituent attitudes toward 

different forms of cross-sector collaboration).  

 

Figure 2: Constituent attitudes towards different forms of cross-sector collaboration3 

The article shows that long-term integrative partnerships carry the highest risks for 

NPOs. This finding is interesting as long-term integrative partnerships are praised for 

their greater social impact and their ability to generate joint innovation. The article 

suggests short-term project-based partnerships, managed and controlled by the NPO, as 

                                                      
3 The white bars represent statistically significant positive results while the black bars represent 
statistically significant negative results. The striped bar represents a statistically insignificant result. 
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safer alternatives, with the exception for brand licensing which is a high-risk option. 

Generally, it is concluded that NPOs should choose partners with similar values to 

minimize legitimacy risks. 

4.2 Article 2. Corporate foundations: Catalysts of NGO‒business 
partnerships (H. Herlin & J. Thusgaard Pedersen)  

The article, published in Journal of Corporate Citizenship, explores the role and potential 

of a particular form of organizations/organizing for CPOs, namely corporate 

foundations. Drawing on literature on bridging and institutional entrepreneurship, the 

article frames corporate foundations as boundary organizations between their founding 

companies and NPOs. This article uses a framework by Tribbia & Moser (2018: 317) to 

analyze the bridging processes undertaken by corporate foundations. The article 

discusses convening, translation, collaboration, and mediation while highlighting some 

of the challenges faced by the corporate foundation. Methodologically it consists of an 

exploratory, single case study of a Danish corporate foundation and 15 interviews. 

Additionally, it analyses organizational documents, participant observation during a 2-

day partnership seminar, and email correspondence between the foundation, its 

founding company and NPOs. The article concludes that corporate foundations are well-

positioned to perform tasks of convening, translation, and mediation, which can increase 

the mutual understanding of the activities, cultures, and needs of organizations on both 

sides of sector boundaries. In theory, they have a lot of potential as boundary 

organizations and create both internal and external legitimacy for CSPs and leverage 

resources for this purpose. The article also identifies politics and lack of transparency as 

particular challenges attached to corporate foundations as boundary organizations for 

CSPs.  

4.3 Article 3. Corporate social responsibility as relief from 
responsibility: NPO legitimizations for corporate partnerships in 
contested terrains (H. Herlin & N. Solitander) 

The article (Herlin & Solitander 2017) is published in Critical Perspectives on 

International Business. The article shows how NPOs discursively legitimize CSPs in 

general, and how they construct legitimacy for partnering with companies involved in a 

highly contested social and environmental terrain in the form of commodification of 

water. The article draws on critical discourse analysis (CDA) and semantic topic analysis 

of corporate and NPO communication on the CSPs. The article shows how NPOs 

legitimate their involvement in the contested CSPs through two particular discourses of 

crisis: the global governance crisis and the global climate crisis. The article shows how 
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both companies and NPOs draw on apocalyptic discourses/fear, and in doing so creates 

a moral distance that serves to displace social conflict and tensions, while creating 

legitimacy for action and decision-making. The article particularly identifies how NPOs 

use of CSR as relief from responsibility of engaging in ethically contested terrains. This 

is achieved through three processes: 1) replacement of moral responsibility with 

technical responsibility, 2) denial of proximity, and 3) employment of moral and ethical 

intermediaries to whom responsibility is outsourced. The article shows how the CSPs fail 

to engage or address with the underlying societal issues. The CSPs presents a governance 

failure in terms of shared risks (water scarcity) by society and companies, and in doing 

so naturalizes CSPs as solution, when in fact few of the risks connected to the water issue 

are actually shared.  
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5. SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has studied how nonprofit organizational (NPO) legitimacy is affected by 

cross-sector collaboration with companies. According to the first paper in the thesis, 

longer term integrative partnerships may be the riskiest in terms of NPO legitimacy, 

while short-term project-based partnerships, which are managed and controlled by the 

NPO, are safer. NPO’s should choose corporate partners with similar values. However, 

co-branding campaigns should be avoided. It remains unclear whether there should be 

a fit between the company's products and the cause of the NPO. There may be ethical 

tensions particularly in areas such as healthcare, where both serve the same clients. 

Paper 2 in the thesis shows that corporate foundations may either act as boundary 

organizations between their founding companies and NPOs, or may help move existing 

partnerships along the collaboration continuum. According to the third paper, NPO’s 

must not use CSR as motivation for partnerships with the private sector, as this may lead 

to them losing their critical vigilance of industry.  

The main theoretical contribution of this dissertation is providing a link between Austin’s 

collaboration continuum for CSPs and the concept of NPO legitimacy. The thesis has 

shown that the legitimacy risk for NPOs increases as the partnership moves along the 

continuum. Increasing complexity in management leads to the NPOs becoming more 

vulnerable in terms of legitimacy, as they have limited staff and resources to conduct a 

thorough analysis of the potential partner in question as well as their supply chains. 

Neither should managers of NPOs outsource the responsibility of partner selection to 

rating agencies, making the NPOs themselves morally mute. NPOs should openly discuss 

tensions arising from their private sector involvement, e.g., in terms of the 

commodification of nature.  

Also, the more integrative the CSP becomes, the more complex its management becomes. 

In this respect the thesis finds that the NPOs should lead and guide the partnership, and 

with limited staff increasing complexity becomes unmanageable. Especially CSPs with 

big companies, such as MNCs and TNCs, should be avoided as the supply chains are 

complex to the point of not being transparent even to the corporations themselves.   

 The first research question was what the impact of CSPs on NPO legitimacy is. Although 

there is no straightforward answer to this, the thesis supports for instance Baur and 

Schmitz (2012) and Suárez and Hwang (2013) in showing how NPOs may have more to 

lose than gain from CSPs in terms of organizational legitimacy. It shows how particularly 
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integrative partnerships carry high risks for the NPOs. The conclusion is that 

philanthropic and/or transactional partnerships are to be preferred, except for cause-

related marketing which is a high-risk option. Moreover, evidence from this thesis point 

in favor of short-term partnerships, which is paradoxical because long-term integrative 

CSPs are claimed to have the most transformative potential. In addition, the latter are 

also necessary for the kind of knowledge transfer and trust which are required for joint 

innovations. NPOs should not remain silent but speak out about their involvement with 

companies, especially when companies act in contested terrains such as water. They 

must also continue confronting and criticizing companies if that is in line with their 

mission, in order not to jeopardize their identity and thus endanger their legitimacy.  

In terms of the second research question, namely how BOs facilitate the establish the 

formation and development of CSPs and the creation of legitimacy for these. This thesis 

has shown how corporate foundations, when acting as boundary organizations, can build 

both internal and external legitimacy for CSPs, as well as facilitate the formation and 

success of CSPs, depending on their knowledge and capabilities as boundary 

organizations. The thesis has also shown how corporate foundations may also be able to 

move existing partnerships forward along the collaboration continuum outlined by 

Austin (see table 2) by carrying out bridging activities. Corporate foundations are well-

positioned to perform tasks of convening, translation, and mediation, which can increase 

the mutual understanding of the activities, cultures, and needs of organizations on both 

sides of sector boundaries. It also fosters the development of trust and can help sustain 

the CSP.  

As for the third research question, how the degree of integration of CSPs within CSR 

relate to the legitimacy of NPOs, the findings reveal that CSR provides a convenient 

solution to the legitimization of the CSPs. The focus on solutions in the discourse of CSR 

overshadows tension and conflict between NPOs and corporations. However, the thesis 

also finds that companies are powerful in shaping both the discourse and outcomes of 

CSR. Hence, an uncritical acceptance of CSR may jeopardize NPO legitimacy, which may 

lead to a legitimacy crisis. As most legitimacy crises “rest on failures of meaning” 

(Suchman, 1995:597), NPOs must make sure not to become too corporatized, or seek 

partnerships purely for profit-making purposes. NPOs need to maintain their “critical 

vigilance of industry” despite their CSPs (Hamann and Acutt, 2013:627). Partnership 

projects with bottled water companies cannot be isolated from the larger debate of water 

as a commodity. NPOs should openly discuss tensions of private sector involvement in 
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the provision of public goods and their partner's role in the commodification of nature.  

They should also avoid instrumentalizing morality by using CSR (or similar 

sustainability indexes or GRI standards) as a yardstick for the selection of responsible 

partners. In addition, they ought to refrain from the use of ethical agents and embrace 

the moral responsibility that comes with being involved in CSPs. The higher the degree 

of integration of the CSP (especially with large companies), the more the legitimacy of 

the NPO is jeopardized.  

In terms of future research, the articles open for new courses of action. The first article 

in this dissertation suggests that further research is needed to fully understand the power 

imbalances resulting from differences in organizational resources between the company 

and the NPO. Also, more research is needed on the legitimacy impact of NPOs that have 

been involved in CSPs over a period of time, to find if there are any visible identity 

alterations resulting from CSPs, and finally to consider the views of other stakeholders’ 

opinions than the board of directors’ and members’ views on the different types of CSPs.  

Based on the second article in the thesis, there are several suggestions for further 

research. The first is to examine under what conditions corporate foundations can play 

the role of boundary organizations between businesses and NPOs. The second suggestion 

given is on CSP governance: might the quasi-independent corporate foundation manage 

to fully govern the partnership? The third suggestion concerns in what ways could or 

does a corporate foundation build momentum for international issue networks? The 

fourth and final suggestion is what happens, or which tensions might arise, when a 

corporate foundation takes a more active role in CSR? 

There are also some suggestions for further research from article 3. These include 

organizational level studies of how the adiaphoric processes are legitimized and 

normalized internally within NPOs and how moral and ethical tension that arise are 

handled, as well as a more extensive discourse analysis of NPOs that are involved in 

CSPs, in order to find the extent of business terminology used and potentially draw 

further conclusions about the co-optation of NPOs. NPO moral muteness in terms of 

CSPs could also be interesting to look at, although this might be a hard topic to tackle. 

To conclude, I would like to briefly reflect on what kind of promises CSPs hold for the 

future. At the very beginning of my study, I was quite naive, following the major CSR 

rhetoric of win-win-win for everybody, i.e., NPOs, companies, and society. I have come 

to realize that it is not always such a pretty picture. Oftentimes, I have found that the less 



 38 

talk there is about a CSP, the more action there is. As for CSR, I feel quite skeptical 

towards it. I think an abundance of CSR reporting is a sign of the company hiding or 

withholding something less favorable from the public eye. I agree with Prasad and 

Holzinger (2013), who argue that it may be more marketing than actual CSR behind the 

corporate facade. They further argue that “corporations will need to surrender some of 

their power to their external stakeholders for CSR to be consequential and effective and 

not consolidate their hegemonic authority by using marketing to engender a false 

consciousness of ideology. Inclusive and open dialog is an important first step to 

empower stakeholders and overcome cynicism” (Prasad & Holzinger, 2013:1920) Hence, 

all stakeholders should attempt to make their voices heard.  

As this thesis suggests, the results from CSPs may not always solve all the problems 

suggested in CSR reporting and corporate discourses. Yet, to conclude, I still wish to 

stress that collaboration across different sectors and organizations is urgently needed to 

deal with the complexity and urgency of the global environmental and social problems 

of our time. If there are mutual as well as societal benefits, and the partnership is kept 

local and manageable enough, CSPs may truly become a win-win-win-game for all 

parties involved. However, finding new ways of meaningful CSPs requires that 

corporations and NPOs alike go beyond their self-interests and start to build alliances 

that can foster hope for the future. 
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Abstract

This article aims to clarify the potential impact of cross-sector partnerships 
on nonprofit organizational legitimacy and to provide nonprofit organizations 
(NPOs) with strategic direction on how to approach cross-sector partner-
ships to avoid running into a legitimacy crisis. Five theoretical propositions 
are developed based on existing theory on cross-sector partnerships, organi-
zational legitimacy, and identity and are matched with empirical data consist-
ing of 257 survey responses and seven in-depth interviews in a single case 
study of a Finnish social welfare organization. Results suggest that engagement 
with companies may threaten NPO legitimacy by challenging core values and 
identity traits. Due to power asymmetries in favor of the company, the legiti-
macy risk is particularly serious for integrative partnerships compared with 
philanthropic and transactional partnerships. This condition is paradoxical, 
because integrative partnerships are praised for their greater societal impact 
and ability to generate joint innovations. Safer options include short-term, 
project-based partnerships managed and controlled by the NPO, except for 
brand licensing, which is a high-risk option. Regarding partner selection NPOs 
should select companies with similar values.
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Nonprofit organizations (NPOs) face increasingly difficult conditions. Their 

traditional funding from governments is shrinking and competitive pressures 

from both other NPOs and companies are increasing. Simultaneously, the 

growth of social and environmental problems on a global scale has caused 

demand for services to increase, and stakeholders are calling for greater effi-

ciency and accountability (Bosscher, 2009).

The rise of corporate social responsibility (CSR) within the private sector 

has increased corporate interest in working with NPOs to “capitalize on the 

positive reputational benefits of taking on some of the responsibility for 

social problems” (Seitanidi, 2008, p. 51). This development has been posi-

tively received by NPOs. Not only is collaboration with companies an answer 

to their financial scarcity, but it also provides an avenue to change how com-

panies operate through cooperative rather than confrontational action. 

Consequently, cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) between NPOs and compa-

nies are rising in popularity (Jamali & Keshishian, 2009) and the level of 

involvement is deepening (Valor Martínez, 2003).

Some scholars argue that the new-found cross-sector affection is advanta-

geous for NPOs, because they learn important business skills and profession-

alize. By partnering with companies they earn credibility in the eyes of other 

stakeholders (Wymer & Samu, 2009). From this perspective, CSPs can be 

seen to strengthen NPO legitimacy. However, not everybody is convinced 

that this development is beneficial for NPOs, raising “concerns about the 

perceived intrusion of commercial interests and values in the public and non-

profit sectors through joint ventures, sponsorships, contracts, and other types 

of relationships” (Babiak, 2009, p. 2).

Because NPOs are usually inferior to their corporate counterparts in terms 

of power and partnership experience, they risk being used by the companies. 

Moreover, CSPs blur the lines between the private and the nonprofit sectors, 

and opponents of CSPs have criticized NPOs for tainting their values and 

selling their souls. It has thus been suggested that working with companies 

may jeopardize the legitimacy of NPOs, requiring them to incorporate risk 

assessment into their strategies (Seitanidi & Crane, 2009) to be safe rather 

than sorry.

In reality, little is known about the actual consequences of CSPs as most 

research on collaboration between companies and nonmarket actors has been 
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subjectivist and descriptive with only few empirical assessments (Hansen & 

Spitzeck, 2011; Lucea, 2010; Utting & Zammit, 2009). Most researchers 

have taken the company’s perspective, overlooking the consequences of part-

nerships for NPOs. Literature is ambiguous regarding the relationship 

between CSPs and NPO legitimacy: there may or may not be a legitimacy 

threat. There is also surprisingly little knowledge about how NPOs can safe-

guard themselves against the risks associated with CSPs. This study seeks to 

fill the above mentioned void by focusing on the overall relationship between 

NPO legitimacy and CSPs, as well as on two partnership-related aspects that 

relate to NPO legitimacy: partnership type/level as well as partner selection. 

Although scholars generally acknowledge these aspects as critical, there are 

divergent opinions regarding their implications.

This article aims to explore the potential impact of cross-sector partner-

ships on nonprofit organizational legitimacy and to provide strategic direc-

tion on how NPOs should approach CSPs to avoid running into a crisis of 

legitimacy. In doing so, the article also addresses the questions of whether 

some CSPs are perceived by constituents as more acceptable (legitimate) 

than others and if so, which and why, as well as how the notion of “fit” 

between the NPO and its partner company is related to CSP risk.

Based on a review of research on CSPs, legitimacy, and organizational 

identity, five propositions are developed. Empirically the article is based on a 

single in-depth case study of a Finnish social welfare NPO, and results reflect 

the opinions of its board and members. The analysis reveals that CSPs can be 

considered a threat to NPO legitimacy. Due to power asymmetry, integrative 

partnerships in particular are found risky. The finding is paradoxical because 

integrative partnerships are at least theoretically suggested to have the big-

gest potential to achieve large-scale societal change. NPOs may be able to 

avoid losing legitimacy by engaging only in philanthropic or transactional 

CSPs. They should also refrain from co-branding or brand licensing activi-

ties. Lastly, the choice of a corporate partner with similar values can mini-

mize risk.

In the second section, legitimacy is defined and related to the concept of 

organizational identity. This definition is followed by a description of the 

nature of NPOs in relation to benefits and risks of CSPs. Five theoretical prop-

ositions concerning CSPs and NPO legitimacy are developed. The third sec-

tion elaborates on the research methods, providing arguments for why 

methodological triangulation has been used and why a case study approach is 

considered appropriate. Advantages of methodological triangulation include, 

but are not limited to, a more holistic account of the phenomenon in question 

as well as increased reliability and validity. The case setting is then described 
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prior to detailed accounts of how data were collected and analyzed. Section 

four presents the findings from both the survey and the interviews in relation 

to the theoretical propositions. The fifth section summarizes the findings in the 

light of previous CSP research. The sixth and last section of the article dis-

cusses some limitations of this study and suggests avenues for further research.

Legitimacy and Organizational Identity

Legitimacy is an intangible and socially constructed concept, defined by 

Suchman (1995, p. 574) as “a generalized perception or assumption that the 

actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially 

constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.” Accordingly, 

organizational legitimacy is understood as stakeholder and public approval 

of an organization and its activities, granting the organization its right to exist 

and authority to operate. In the case of NPOs, resource acquisition and mis-

sion attainment depend on organizational legitimacy (Harris, Dopson, & 

Fitzpatrick, 2009, p. 423), because legitimate organizations are perceived as 

“more meaningful, more predictable, and more trustworthy” (Suchman, 

1995, p. 575).

Legitimacy should not be confused with reputation. Whereas legitimacy is 

an evaluation of acceptability based on norms and values, reputation is a 

judgment of relative status between two or more organizations (Deephouse & 

Carter, 2005, p. 331). Reputation is also derived from virtually any past 

action or attribute, whereas legitimacy comes from a more narrow range of 

sources (Bitekine, 2010).

The people granting an organization its legitimacy are known as constitu-

ents and the approval process is called legitimation (Hybels, 1995). Sometimes 

the support of a small societal segment is enough for legitimacy, but it is 

equally a question of how many oppose an organization. It can also be argued 

that legitimacy does not depend on the number of constituents, but on whose 

support an organization has. Identifying one’s primary stakeholders is thus 

vital (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). Members, clients, donors, staff, the general 

public, and partners or allies have all been identified as important stakehold-

ers of nonprofit organizations (Candler & Dumont, 2010).

If constituents become dissatisfied with an organization and judge its 

actions as illegitimate, they may discontinue their participation in the organi-

zation or retract their endorsement and support (Elsbach & Sutton, 1992). 

Organizations with illegitimate behavior also find it difficult to attract employ-

ees, investors, and business partners (He & Baruch, 2010). Particularly during 

times of dramatic organizational change, constituents are more critical than 
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usual, especially if they expect a long-term relationship with an organization. 

A legitimacy crisis may also arise from lack of support from traditions and 

norms, known as the “liability of newness” (Singh, Tucker, & House, 1986; 

see Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). Because CSPs represent a new way of organiz-

ing that is not automatically legitimate (Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006), both 

internal and external constituents may react adversely to such activities.

Management is responsible for ensuring that an organization follows laws 

and avoids breaching ethical norms. The board of an NPO must also ensure 

that activities are in line with the organizational mission and manage external 

representation of the organization (Miller-Millesen, 2003; Stone & Ostrower, 

2007). As with most cultural processes, legitimacy management builds on 

communication; in this case between organization and constituents. To be 

legitimate it is generally not enough that the organization’s activities are con-

gruent with societal values; this fact also needs to be communicated to con-

stituents (Branco & Rodrigues, 2006). Communication should be interpreted 

in a wide sense also including various nonverbal, symbolic actions. 

Consistency and predictability are keys to retaining legitimacy (Mobus, 

2005; Suchman, 1995).

Consistency and predictability are also central concepts in organizational 

identity literature. Organizational identity is that which is central, enduring, 

and distinct about an organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985) and it is impor-

tant “for understanding the relationship between actions on and interpreta-

tions of an issue over time” (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991, p. 520). Literature on 

organizational identity can thus offer valuable insight into constituent refer-

ence points for legitimacy claims. It is the projected organizational identity as 

expressed through material or cultural artifacts in combination with organiza-

tional action that serve as basis of interpretation (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). 

The more substance in terms of objects, technical quality, and tangible out-

comes, the less organizational character judgments will depend on “beliefs 

loosely coupled to the core activities” (Alvesson, 1990, p. 385). In the case of 

nonprofit organizations, however, organizational mission, values, and activi-

ties are likely to be central to evaluation due to service intangibility and chal-

lenges in quality measurement.

Organizational identity restricts action because, to avoid a legitimacy cri-

sis, organizations need to ensure continuity and distinctiveness. Continuity 

equals stability, or following organizational tradition, whereas distinctiveness 

refers to how organizations define themselves in relation to others. 

Distinctiveness claims answer the question of “what type of organization” 

and typically results in juxtapositions such as public versus private and profit 

versus nonprofit (Whetten & Mackey, 2002). Ensuring continuity and 
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distinctiveness constrains organizational behavior because organizations 

must live up to certain constituent expectations, which are dependent on how 

they have positioned themselves in the past. According to Lucea (2010, 

p.135), organizations in a particular field, like the NPO sector, share “a set of 

deeply ingrained values and accepted behavior repertoires” and, to gain legit-

imacy vis-à-vis other actors, organizations self-categorize using particular 

subsets of these values. However, there is often a gap between the projected 

image and constituent perception.

Identity claims define “what the organization must do to avoid acting out 

of character” (Whetten, 2006, p. 221). When faced with tough choices, 

members draw on identity traits to evaluate whether or not an action is in 

line with the organization’s core. The question is then whether or not col-

laborating with companies is “out of character” for NPOs. This question can 

be determined based on the extent to which organizational members feel 

identity dissonance (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996) as well as the extent of exter-

nal constituent opposition. Identity dissonance means that members compre-

hend an activity as strongly inconsistent either with the organization’s past 

or its type (Whetten, 2006, p. 223).

Nonprofit Organizations and  
Cross-Sector Partnerships

Nonprofit organizations can be found in a variety of fields, ranging from 

culture and environment to health and education. Their existence can be 

understood as a response to government and market failures in the provision 

of public goods (Steinberg, 2006). One of the defining features of an NPO is 

its reliance on volunteer labor (Anheier & Salamon, 2006, p. 97), and by 

definition, NPOs do not make profit but redistribute revenues in the benefit 

of a cause. The raison d’être of an NPO is its mission statement, which func-

tions as an organizational compass guiding all activities (Frumkin & Andre-

Clark, 2000).

NPOs are restricted by their social mission and can never shift to a profit 

orientation without losing organizational legitimacy. However, missions are 

frequently so broadly and vaguely phrased that they allow for some commer-

cial association (Tuckman & Chang, 2006). Within the last decade, a number 

of societal developments have forced NPOs to “commercialize.” According 

to Young and Salamon (2002, pp. 424-426), six factors explain this transfor-

mation: diminishing government support, increased demand for services pro-

vided by NPOs (e.g., due to aging populations), increased competition from 

companies, increased competition from other NPOs, broader availability of 
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partners that are interested in working with NPOs, and increased account-

ability requirements forcing NPOs to focus on efficiency and effectiveness 

(cited by Bosscher, 2009, p. 2). As such, “many nonprofits have ventured 

further and more openly into the for-profit arena” (Jones, 2007, p. 300).

Today, the scope and scale of commercial activity within the nonprofit 

sector is unprecedented, and many NPOs engage in commercial activities 

such as running commercial ventures, outsourcing of services to for-profit 

entities, or partnering with companies (Tuckman & Chang, 2006). CSPs with 

companies are particularly popular and increasingly commonplace within the 

realm of CSR (Eweje, 2007).

CSPs are praised for their potential to pool resources to achieve environ-

mental sustainability and global health (Murray, Haynes, & Hudson, 2010). 

As a novel source of social innovation and value (LeBer & Branzei, 2010), 

CSPs are presented as a “magic formula” (Rundall, 2000, p. 1501) simultane-

ously ensuring corporate responsibility and allowing NPOs to increase their 

capacity in the fight against global problems. The assumption is that, by pool-

ing resources, organizations from both sectors benefit from synergy effects 

and can jointly address global meta-problems that could not be overcome in 

isolation (Lee, 2011). CSPs are also actively promoted as one of the preferred 

ways to meet the Millennium Development Goals of international organiza-

tions like the United Nations (Utting & Zammit, 2009).

By working with companies NPOs get access to additional resources and 

corporate expertise and may benefit from enhanced credibility among other 

funders, increased awareness of brand and cause, leveraged societal change, 

and advanced democratic dialogue (Austin, 2000; Macdonald & Chrisp, 

2005; Phillips, 2002). All of these effects are undoubtedly important, in a 

world where “Life is increasingly transactional, and nonprofits are increas-

ingly vulnerable” (Skloot, 2000, p. 315), and NPOs struggle to offset declin-

ing government support while seeking to improve their organizational 

innovativeness to be able to respond to internal and external needs (Jaskyte & 

Kisieliene, 2006; Weisbrod, 1997).

The first proposition that can be developed based on literature is that CSPs 

with companies are likely to increase NPO legitimacy. This increase can 

occur because CSPs are argued to function as a signal of credibility for other 

stakeholders (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004; Wymer & Samu, 2009). The addi-

tional corporate funding creates important financial stability and may give 

the NPO opportunity to lower service fees. Partnering with companies can 

also allow the NPO to reach out to new beneficiaries, and CSPs can function 

as an advocacy strategy in attempting to change companies through collabo-

ration rather than confrontation (Elkington & Fennell, 2000; Yaziji, 2004). 



Herlin 829

Seen from this perspective CSPs only strengthen NPO capacity to carry out 

its mission and is not identity threatening.

Proposition 1: CSPs are likely to enhance NPO legitimacy thanks to the 

enhanced credibility in the eyes of other stakeholders.

There are, however, also several reasons why engagement with commer-

cial organizations may jeopardize NPO legitimacy. CSPs are frequently char-

acterized by power imbalances in favor of the company (Battisti, 2009; 

Murray et al., 2010). As a result, there is a danger that companies take advan-

tage of the situation by appropriating the reputational capital of the NPO. 

Through so called corporate greenwashing, companies may partner with 

NPOs only to “buy” public trust while carrying out business as usual. Hidden 

corporate agendas and restrictions may also limit NPO advocacy activities or 

the NPO’s ability to partner with other organizations (Millar, Choi, & Chen, 

2004; Valor Martínez, 2003). Moreover, if the corporate partner is involved 

in some scandal, both the NPOs reputation and legitimate status is at stake 

(Wymer & Samu, 2003).

“Nonprofits may ally with a company having committed unethical or 

illegal activities and ignore it when forming the partnership, or these 

scandals may occur during the alliance development. As a conse-

quence, they will lose credibility and their reputation will be damaged” 

(Valor-Martinez, 2003, p. 212).

All kinds of commercial activity involve a risk of mission drift: a loss of 

nonprofit spirit and philanthropic orientation in favor of a “business mental-

ity geared toward bottom-line issues” (Kim, 2003). In identity terminology 

this mission drift would be an example of nonprofits losing their distinctive-

ness from commercial companies. Commercial activity diverts time and 

resources away from other mission related activities (Weisbrod, 1998) and 

may lead to a prioritization of profits over quality and care. Some opponents 

thus argue that NPOs taint their values by associating themselves with com-

mercial companies (Bosscher, 2009). Along the same lines, NPOs have also 

been criticized for “selling out” to companies (Beloe et al., 2003; Cedstrand, 

2005). Such critique is not uncommon as NPO supporters are often highly 

critical of companies (Sharp & Brock, 2010).

Consequently, there is a real risk that CSPs cause stakeholders to discon-

tinue their organizational support or protest in various ways. In the worst case 

scenario,
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“the effort to raise additional, much-needed capital may backfire. 

Members may allow their memberships to lapse, and potential donors 

may think twice before giving to an organization that seems to have 

other ways of raising money. People may feel that such activities 

taint a nonprofit’s commitment to its announced purposes” (Jones, 

2007, p. 300).

CSPs can take many different forms with varying degrees of integration. 

The types of collaboration covered by this article are patronage, philanthropy, 

strategic philanthropy, sponsorship, cause-related marketing, and partnership 

or social alliance as defined by Seitanidi and Ryan (2007, p. 249). Of particu-

lar relevance is the relationship between these forms of collaboration and 

Austin’s (2000, p. 72) collaboration continuum with three different stages of 

partnership: philanthropic, transactional, and integrative. According to 

Seitanidi and Ryan (2007), patronage, philanthropy, and strategic philan-

thropy are examples of partnerships on the first stage, sponsorship and cause-

related marketing are second-stage partnerships and social alliances represent 

the integrative stage.

Philanthropic CSPs are characterized by a one way resource flow. The 

company acts as a donor and the NPO is the recipient. Partnership invest-

ments are low and there is minimum interaction and communication. 

Relationships are primarily unidirectional with the company as the donor and 

the NPO as a passive beneficiary. Although they are often long-term, the 

points of contact are fleeting and infrequent. Transactional CSPs are a bit 

more strategic and mutual benefit is expected. The aim of the reciprocal 

exchange is broader than pure resource alleviation. The integrative stage of 

partnership is characterized by “boundarylessness” as the partner organiza-

tions merge with one another (Austin, 2000). Although philanthropy and 

check writing represents the old model of CSPs, scholars have noted a shift 

toward more integrative forms of partnership (Jamali & Keshishian, 2009; 

Rondinelli & London, 2003; Sagawa & Segal, 2000). Although there is a 

long standing tradition of corporate philanthropy, other types of social alli-

ances can be expected to meet constituent skepticism due to the “liability of 

newness” (Singh et al., 1986).

A number of scholars argue that CSPs involve a significant legitimacy risk 

for NPOs, particularly at more integrative levels of partnership due to the 

problem of power asymmetry in favor of companies. In CSPs the company is 

usually seen as the more powerful actor, because it brings the financial 

resources to the table. At the lower stages of engagement this power imbal-

ance can perhaps be neglected, but at the integrative end of the continuum 
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where joint decision making is assumed it becomes a central issue as there is 

a risk that the company acts opportunistically and exploits the NPO. In addi-

tion, the closer the association between an NPO and a company the more 

evident rationality and culture clashes are likely to become (Berger, 

Cunningham, & Drumwright, 2004; Eweje, 2007; Millar et al., 2004).

Finally, integrative alliances are usually long-term, which means that NPOs 

commit themselves to a specific company. Over a longer period of time there 

is naturally a higher risk of adverse effects of the alliance because the com-

pany may get embroiled in a scandal. Integrative partnerships also require 

negotiation and contracting skills. Although companies are strong in this 

respect, NPOs may not possess the necessary capabilities. As a result there is 

a risk of opportunism as the company may dictate the terms and lay down 

contractual conditions that are unfavorable for the NPO. Furthermore, there is 

a danger that the NPO becomes too dependent on a company as a source of 

funding, which puts it at risk during recessions, if the company runs at a loss, 

or at the end of the partnership (Andreasen, 1996; Polonsky & Wood, 2001).

Proposition 2: Integrative CSPs pose higher legitimacy risks for NPOs 

compared with transactional and philanthropic CSPs.

A second proposition regarding the relationship between NPO legitimacy 

and type of CSP concerns a specific form of cause-related marketing (CRM) 

that involves co-branding or licensing of the NPO’s brand to the company. 

Cause-related marketing is a particular form of transactional CSP. Although 

empirical research has shown that NPOs generally benefit from CRM alli-

ances by deriving revenue from the sale of commercial products or getting 

additional visibility for their cause from advertising campaigns (Wymer & 

Samu, 2009), there is reason to believe that brand-focused CSPs may be more 

risky in terms of NPO legitimacy. The reason for this risk is that “Brands act 

as carriers of symbolic meaning in the market place” (Dickinson & Barker, 

2007, p. 76) and function as strong representations of the NPO identity. 

Branding alliances are particularly risky, because there is a danger that the 

company can use the NPO logo inappropriately, and the NPO may be per-

ceived as commercial as opposed to charitable (Polonsky & Wood, 2001). In 

sum, although the “joining of two brands can be beneficial, it can also bring 

with it major risks when the branding alliance is not well received and evalu-

ations of the alliance are not favourable” (Dickinson & Barker, 2007, p. 75). 

If the partnership is ill-received, constituents may argue that the NPO has 

betrayed its principles. There are also examples of lawsuits due to unsuccess-

ful co-branding campaigns (Cone, Feldman, & DaSilva, 2003).
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Proposition 3: Co-branding or NPO brand licensing are particularly 

risky types of CSPs in terms of NPO legitimacy.

In terms of hedging risks, existing research is ambiguous about the impor-

tance of partner “fit.” Whereas some scholars argue that NPOs should make 

sure that the partner is the right “match” in terms of various dimensions, oth-

ers argue that a priori differences can be disregarded because collaboration 

breeds solidarity, trust, and collective identity.

One stream of literature has taken the common culture approach, suggest-

ing that NPOs should look for corporate partners that are perceived to “fit” 

the organization. According to this perspective, problems in CSPs arise due 

to preexisting and irreconcilable differences in organizational characteristics, 

and tensions can be avoided by choosing a partner that is structurally, cultur-

ally, and operationally similar. Overall, similarity is the most common high-

lighted dimension of congruence (Dickinson & Barker, 2007). “If differences 

are severe and there are no overlaps (in goals, cultures, markets, decision 

processes, or structures), the alliance may be a mismatch rather than a part-

nership that can foster synergy” (Berger et al., 2004, p. 67). When there is an 

overlap in values and overall goals the risk of mission drift is lower and the 

central characteristics of the NPO’s identity remain unchallenged.

Proposition 4a: The legitimacy risk of CSPs is lower for NPOs if the 

corporate partner is similar to the NPO in terms of values and cul-

ture.

In contrast, another group of scholars criticize the common culture per-

spective for being too static and ignoring the emergence of new cultural prac-

tices. Instead they promote the perspective of emergent culture. According to 

Parker and Selsky (2004, p. 465) “negotiated practices rather than shared 

values are at the core of an emergent culture.” In contrast to the common 

culture approach, which views trust as a prerequisite for CSPs, the emergent 

culture approach sees trust as an outcome of CSPs. The idea of the emergent 

culture perspective is that by working together, and through communication 

(discourse), organizations develop shared meanings and solidarity. This soli-

darity is the foundation for the development of collective identity (Hardy, 

Lawrence, & Grant, 2005; Parker & Selsky, 2004).

The partnership is viewed as a separate entity and the importance of a priori 

differences and strategic fit between partners is downplayed. To protect their 

identity and autonomy in situations of power imbalances, NPOs can opt for 

preserving their own culture through separation—a particular mode of 
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acculturation (Nahavandi & Malekzadeh, 1988; Parker & Selsky, 2004). In 

terms of maintaining legitimacy, the emergent culture perspective implies that 

partnership design and implementation are more important than strategic fit.

Proposition 4b: For maintaining legitimacy, CSP type is comparatively 

more important than perceived fit between the NPO and the corpo-

rate partner.

Method

This section of the article describes the author’s motivation for using meth-

odological triangulation and for selecting a case study approach. Some case 

selection arguments are also provided. Before giving an account of data col-

lection procedures and analysis approaches, the research setting is described.

Rationale
This article utilizes methodological triangulation, a combination of qualita-

tive and quantitative methods, to achieve both breadth and depth. The claim 

that quantitative and qualitative research methods belong to different para-

digms and should not be mixed, this article rejects as a false dualism. On the 

contrary, the inherent methodological differences make the two types worth 

combining. A combination of methods provides a more nuanced, holistic, 

and contextual picture of a topic as the phenomenon is studied from multiple 

viewpoints (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The qualitative and the quantitative data 

sets in this case deal with slightly different aspects of the same research 

topic. According to Jick (1979) the results of a multimethod study are also 

more reliable as several kinds of data are used to back up the explanations. 

Yauch and Steudel (2003) argue that triangulation is particularly useful in 

cultural studies because different data reveal different cultural elements. In 

addition, methodological triangulation enables “analysis of the values and 

assumptions driving behaviors within the organizations” (Yauch & Steudel, 

2003, p. 466). Triangulation also strengthens the validity of a study by reduc-

ing personal biases.

In this research, methodological triangulation is necessary to get a holistic 

picture of NPO legitimacy. The focus on legitimacy calls for a multiperspec-

tive approach because of its multifaceted character (Suchman, 1995, p. 573). 

Although the qualitative study is able to provide some insight on organiza-

tional values, beliefs, and assumptions necessary to understand organiza-

tional behavior, the survey is beneficial because it provides insight into the 
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extent of agreement/disagreement among (other) constituents. Through the 

qualitative interviews information is gathered about the perspective of the 

board of directors while the survey, on the other hand, provides important 

information about how the members perceive the organization and its legiti-

macy. As such, the two data sets are complementary despite targeting differ-

ent constituent groups. The data sets are also interconnected in the way that 

both constituent groups are part of the NPO’s network of key stakeholders. 

Drawing on the findings of Cattani, Ferriani, Negro, & Perretti (2008) this 

interconnectedness of the respondents may produce consensual results.

The case study method is a particularly suitable approach for combining 

different kind of data. A case study can be used for a variety of purposes 

including description, exploration, theory testing, and theory building. In this 

article the case study is used in an instrumental way to test a number of theo-

retical propositions regarding CSPs and NPO legitimacy. A case study 

approach is appropriate because it allows one to peer “into the box of causal-

ity” (Gerring, 2004, p. 348). According to Gerring, the connections between 

cause and effect can be illuminated by investigating the actions of people 

involved. Single, in-depth case studies enable theory testing because they can 

generate evidence for causal arguments, provide alternative explanations, 

and help to refine existing theory whenever theoretical propositions could not 

be validated (Darke, Shanks, & Broadbent, 1998; Gerring, 2004).

This article is based on a case study of a social welfare organization in 

Finland. The case can be characterized as instrumental in that it is aimed at 

refining theory and providing insight into a particular phenomenon. Under 

such circumstances, “the case is of secondary interest; it plays a supportive 

role, facilitating our understanding of something else” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, 

p. 549). According to Stake (1995, p. 4) the most important case selection 

criterion is to maximize learning. The case selection was thus information 

oriented (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and based on the willingness of the actors studied 

to be included in the research. The author was granted full access to the orga-

nization over a period of time.

The case context is considered suitable for the study, because previous 

research has found that tensions related to commercialization and CSPs are 

particularly evident in the field of health within which the case NPO operates 

(O’Regan & Oster, 2000). The case is also typical in that NPOs commonly 

provide health care services. In some contexts they have even become major-

ity providers (Alexander, Nank, & Stivers, 1999). Furthermore, the case 

organization is comparatively large in a Finnish context and sets an example 

for smaller NPOs. The study was conducted at a time when the NPO had rela-

tively recently moved into service production with a number of public service 
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spin-offs. The timing of the study is appropriate as such spin-offs have been 

found to surface tensions between market and mission (Shafer & Owsen, 

2003). The question of CSPs as another kind of commercial activity of the 

NPO was both topical and critical in terms of potential identity alterations as 

there is a point at which commercialization is likely to “alter significantly the 

fabric of nonprofit organizations” (Stull, 2009, p. 129).

As one of the interviewees phrased it: “I believe there is nothing that is as 

important today as to consider how the service production should be orga-

nized and how much business-thinking is appropriate in the third sector. The 

topic is a hot potato.”

Research Setting
The case NPO was founded in 1921 and is now a large organization with 

approximately 1,500 employees and hundreds of volunteers. Its mission is to 

promote health and quality of life of the Finnish population and its activities 

include rehabilitation, health promotion, childcare, drug prevention, and 

eldercare. Research is combined with practical action. About 60% of the fund-

ing is returns on invested capital (received donations and testaments) and the 

rest from external grants and subsidies. The organization also has four non-

profit limited business ventures which sell welfare services to municipalities, 

companies, and other foundations and are financially self-sustaining.

The focus of this study is the association at the core of the organizational 

structure, which is responsible for the organization’s administration, cam-

paigns, health promoting work, and lifestyle issues. It is governed by a board 

of directors and run by a managing director. The association has 101 local 

chapters throughout Finland with altogether about 16,500 members. In 2010, 

total turnover was 8.1 million Euros. The association’s engagement with 

commercial companies had until the time of this study been limited to philan-

thropic donations and short-term campaign collaboration. Although these 

experiences were positive, the association was hesitant to expand and develop 

further CSPs as it lacked knowledge of the potential implications. However, 

discussions around the topic had taken off as a result of increasing numbers 

of requests from the private sector as well as from observing other NPOs 

starting to work more closely with companies.

Sources of Data
Data were collected sequentially in two phases during 2008: first interviews 

and then survey data. The sampling technique was purposive with respondents 
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representing critical stakeholder groups of the NPO: its members (and the 

general public), as well as the board of directors. Data for the quantitative 

analysis were collected through a structured questionnaire.

The author conducted in-depth interviews with all seven members of the 

NPO’s executive body, who had been on the leadership team on average for 

6 years and were each responsible for a distinct area of the organization’s 

activities. Apart from the managing director, who is responsible for coordi-

nating all organizational activities, the executive body consisted of a devel-

opment director in charge of the organization’s human resources and strategic 

development, an association manager in charge of the volunteer work of the 

organization, a finance officer, the head of the organization’s scientific 

research center, as well as managers of the NPO’s public service ventures. All 

interviews were taped and transcribed.

The interviews were conversations in Swedish, in which the author was 

part of producing the meaning. Some of the questions asked made the inter-

viewees reflect over dimensions they had not thought about before. For 

instance, some of the respondents were surprised about the broadness and 

multiple meanings of the term “partnership.” The interview guide was semi-

structured so the same questions were posed to all respondents, yet the dis-

cussions varied. Depending on background and personality, respondents 

expressed themselves in very different ways; some gave very short, concise 

answers while others gave long accounts for each question. Descriptive 

validity was ensured by allowing the interviewees to read through the tran-

scripts as well as a summary of the case findings.

To some extent informed by the interviews, a questionnaire was developed 

to collect complementary quantitative data. To ensure high validity, survey 

questions were closely linked to elements from the literature review. Survey 

questions were also inspired by the empirical study carried out by Gibson, 

Caldeira, and Spence (2005), which dealt with legitimacy. The survey instru-

ment consisted of both dichotomous items and multipoint scales. Dichotomous 

items were used mainly for background information like gender and relation-

ship to the organization, and in one question evaluating the importance of 

symmetry and company characteristics.

Following the recommendation for empirical research by Dowling and 

Pfeffer (1975, p. 131), legitimacy was analyzed by comparing social expecta-

tions with organizational conformity. In other words, the questions were 

framed to assess the social acceptance of various potential partnership activi-

ties and the hypothetical effect on the image of the organization. Respondents’ 

attitudes toward different types and levels of CSPs were tested by 5-point 

Likert items. As the case NPO had very limited experience of CSPs, most of 
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the survey questions represent hypothetical scenarios to probe into the 

respondents’ attitudes and perceptions of various types of CSPs.

Scenarios are a relatively common feature of exploratory studies of atti-

tudes, perceptions and motivations, and they play an “integral role in empiri-

cal business ethics research” (Weber, 1992, p. 137). Hypothetical scenarios of 

cross-sector collaboration were presented and respondents were asked to 

evaluate on a scale from 1 to 5 how desirable/undesirable they would find a 

presumptive type of collaboration. All scale items included a “don’t know” 

option, which during the analysis was treated as missing values. The different 

types of CSPs were the independent variables and constituent reactions the 

dependent. The independent variables were articulated as descriptions of 

partnership types ranging from patronage to social alliances. Below is a 

translated example question for patronage:

6. What would your reaction be in the following situation(s)?

(1 = very negative, 5 = very positive)

A) The NPO receives an anonymous financial donation from a com-

pany 1 2 3 4 5 Don’t know

All partnership types belonging to one partnership level—philanthropic, trans-

actional, or integrative (see Seitanidi & Ryan, 2007, p. 249)—were categorized 

under the same questions. As a follow-up question for each level of collabora-

tion (a compound of several items), respondents were also asked to evaluate the 

likelihood of certain reactions (like resigning). The survey findings for 

Proposition 4 derive from a dichotomous question and with regard to 

Proposition 1, the independent variable is a potential CSP and the dependent 

variable the change in respondent’s perception of the NPO on a scale from 1 to 

5 where 1 represents a highly negative change and 5 a highly positive change.

Drawing conclusions regarding legitimacy based on a question regarding 

image assumes that legitimacy is intertwined with organizational identity 

(Rao, 1994), and organizational image represents constituent impressions or 

evaluations of that identity (Hatch & Schultz, 2002, p. 995). Prior to ques-

tionnaire distribution, a pilot study was carried out to make sure that the ques-

tions were understandable. Testing the instrument for internal consistency 

with Cronbach’s alpha for all scale variables (i.e., excluding dichotomous 

variables) gives a value of 0.839 which given a cutoff value of 0.7 is good. 

Cronbach’s alpha is a coefficient of internal consistency of responses across 

a sample of respondents.

The questionnaire was sent by email to all of the board members of the 

NPO’s local chapters who had reported their email address (approximately 
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470 persons). The response rate was 40%. In addition, the survey was sent 

out by post to randomly selected people from each chapter. The response rate 

was 24%. Over a period of 3 weeks in June 2008, a link to the survey was also 

available on the website of the NPO. The people who responded this way 

constitute a small group of self-selected respondents, who can be assumed to 

have a genuine interest in the organization. Thanks to random sampling and 

careful procedures, reliability is judged to be high. In total 257 people 

responded to the questionnaire. More than 70% of the respondents have indi-

cated that they have some connection to a local chapter of the NPO (either as 

regular paying members or board members). The survey findings thus mainly 

reflect the opinions of this stakeholder group. Many local chapter members 

are active as volunteers, fitness instructors, or trainers and/or participate in 

various activities and courses arranged by the NPO.

Of these 257 people nearly 86% were women and only 13% men. The main 

population consisting of all local chapter members has a gender distribution of 

72% women and 28% men. According to Chi-squared goodness of fit analysis 

the sample gender distribution is significantly different from that of the popula-

tion. However, as the questionnaire was also publicly available the proportions 

of the sample cannot be expected to correspond exactly to those of the main 

population. It is also possible that the topic of the survey was of such nature that 

women felt more compelled to participate. Nevertheless, it is not possible to 

make any generalizations of male opinions based on the survey. More than half 

of the respondents (58%) are members of a local chapter of the NGO, and 

nearly 72% have indicated that they have a position of trust (e.g., being board 

members of a local chapter). The local chapters can be divided into four main 

regions of Finland: Ostrobothnia, Turunmaa, Uusimaa, and Åland Islands.

The sample distribution is very close to reality. Ostrobothnia and Turunmaa 

best represent reality with 40.66% and 14.94% respectively, whereas Åland 

Islands is a bit underrepresented in the sample with about 12%. Uusimaa is 

slightly overrepresented with close to 33%. According to Chi square good-

ness of fit analysis the observed frequencies do not deviate much from 

expected values and thus the sample represents reality well (χ2 with 3 degrees 

of freedom: 4.006, p = .261)

In addition to the interviews and the survey, the author was granted access 

to a data set collected by the NPO itself in the period of February—October 

2008 as part of a mapping exercise where 20 employees from the association 

traveled to all local chapters and conducted standardized interviews with the 

local boards. Only one of the questions, a broad inquiry of opinions regarding 

cross-sector collaboration between the NPO and companies, is relevant for 

this study as a complement to the survey.
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Data Analysis

Questionnaire and interview data were analyzed simultaneously and results 

were compared and contrasted. A pattern-matching approach was used to 

analyze the interviews (Johnson, 1997; Sarker & Lee, 2003). The theoretical 

propositions regarding CSPs and NPO legitimacy were explored in light of 

empirical evidence.

The data sets represent different constituent groups: the board of directors 

of the NPO (interviews) and the NPO’s members as well as the general public 

(survey), which has the advantage of adding breadth and polyvocality to the 

study, but also makes a fully integrated analysis challenging. Consequently, 

the analyses of the two data sets have been conducted separately, but with a 

common focus on the relationship between NPO legitimacy and CSPs. 

Through theoretical integration, as described by Moran-Ellis et al. (2006, 

p. 55), the two data sets are brought together at the end and interpreted in 

light of the propositions developed earlier in the article. By postponing the 

integration until this stage, the unique characteristics of the two types of data 

are maintained. According to a review by Green, Caracelli, & Graham (1989, 

p. 271), most papers utilizing a mixed-methods approach have either no inte-

gration or partial integration during the interpretation.

In the questionnaire analysis, a decision had to be made whether to treat 

Likert items as ordinal or interval data. Theoretically, no consensus has been 

reached. The main argument for regarding them as ordinal is that one cannot be 

certain that respondents perceive the distances between the scale options as 

equal. However, odd numbered Likert-type scales can be seen as symmetrical 

around the mid-value, in which case they may be treated as interval to avoid loss 

of valuable information. Treating them as interval scales is possible if Likert 

items have at least five components. Interval data allow for parametric tests in 

contrast to ordinal data that can only be analyzed with nonparametric tests. 

Nevertheless, when using five-component Likert items the assumption of nor-

mality is violated because the answer options constitute a discrete rather than 

continuous range. Although some researchers frown upon the use of parametric 

tests for analyzing Likert data, it is common practice (Albaum, 1997, p. 332).

In this research, the nature of the survey is exploratory and the data is seen 

as complementary to the qualitative study. The survey is used to identify 

trends and patterns. Likert-type scale items are treated as interval and the 

middle alternative of the five options is seen as the “neutral” category against 

which the mean is compared. In order for the middle category not to be 

selected for purposes of indecisiveness, a “don’t know” option was added to 

all Likert items. This option has been found to enhance the usability of the 
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middle category (Harter, 1997). In addition, the Likert answer options were 

numbered rather than named to strengthen the impression of an interval scale 

rather than distinct categories. Only the end points were described in words 

for the respondents to know the direction of the scale.

Multivariate statistical analyses were not conducted, as they were consid-

ered unnecessary due to the exploratory nature of the study. Moreover, these 

analyses require many assumptions regarding the nature of the data. The 

basic character of the statistical tests in the article is acknowledged as a limi-

tation, which restricts generalizability. During data analysis, single-item 

measurements were undertaken. This approach has been criticized by some 

scholars arguing that the reliability of single items is uncertain or very low 

and claiming that it may lead to inferential errors (Clason & Dormody, 1994; 

Gliem & Gliem, 2003). However, others claim that multiple-item measures 

are unnecessary in many cases. Provided that concepts are clearly expressed 

and understood by respondents, there is no need to include multiple questions 

about the same construct (Alexandrov, 2010, p. 1). Findings of the survey 

study should, however, be regarded as indicatory.

Findings

This section presents the findings from the survey and the interviews in com-

parison to the theoretical propositions presented earlier.

Proposition 1: CSPs are likely to enhance NPO legitimacy thanks to the 

enhanced credibility in the eyes of other stakeholders.

Neither the survey nor the interviews provided support for this proposi-

tion. On the contrary, survey results indicated that CSPs can be viewed as 

legitimacy threatening. Respondents were asked to evaluate how a potential 

collaboration between the NPO and a company would influence their percep-

tion of the organization. A simple independent t-test in relation to the neutral 

test value 3 showed that cross-sector collaboration has an overall signifi-

cantly negative impact on the organization’s image. The test was conducted 

for both significance level 5% and 1%. The results suggest that CSP are not 

legitimacy enhancing, but threatening. The average mean for all responses 

was 2.78 with a standard deviation of 0.782. However, it is important to note 

that relatively many 39 respondents left this question either unanswered or 

chose the alternative “don’t know.”

Because closed survey questions do not provide any reasons for the atti-

tudes, the last survey question was intentionally left open inviting respondents 
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to explain their opinions about potential CSPs. About 10% of the respondents 

used this opportunity and their comments also reveal a certain fear. Constituents 

were worried that the NPO as a result of CSPs would forget its ideology, lose 

its independence, and start focusing too much on financial issues.

The interviewees acknowledged a number of advantages of CSPs like addi-

tional funding, networking opportunities, learning, and innovation, as well as 

increased visibility and the potential to reach more people. Nevertheless, they 

did not explicitly state nor imply that the NPO’s credibility would be enhanced 

by working with private sector organizations. Instead there was a sense of 

concern regarding how other funders would react. The finance officer in par-

ticular was worried that CSPs might have a crowding out effect and discour-

age other donors from giving money to the organization:

“There is a danger that other external funders may look askance at us 

if we associate ourselves closely with some commercial company, and 

there is also a risk that the NPO is discredited if the corporate partner 

is cast in a bad light.” (finance officer)

The organization’s development manager was also concerned about the 

potential impact of CSPs. According to this manager, the NPO could lose its 

credibility and scare off members and customers by working with companies: 

“We need to preserve our image as a private, free, and politically independent 

organization. [. . .] I fear that we would lose our customers and members.”

The quotations above imply that the organization’s identity and legitimacy 

are strongly founded on the notion of independence. Because partnerships by 

definition require giving up some autonomy, CSPs are potentially legitimacy 

threatening. Beyond independence, external constituents also raised the risks 

of mission drift and commercialization. In sum, the case does not offer sup-

port for Proposition 1. On the contrary, both the survey results and the inter-

views suggest that there is an impending legitimacy risk of CSPs.

Proposition 2: Integrative CSPs pose higher legitimacy risks for NPOs 

compared with transactional and philanthropic CSPs.

Simple independent t-tests in relation to the neutral value 3 were used to 

test respondent attitudes toward various forms of potential cross-sector col-

laboration (ranging from anonymous corporate philanthropy to social alli-

ances) to find significantly positive or negative results. All tests were 

conducted on significance levels 5% and 1%. Results are illustrated in Figure 1. 

The white bars represent significantly positive results and the black bars 
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significantly negative results. The bar for earmarked donations is grey, 

because the result was not significant. The corresponding test values can be 

found in appendix Table 2.

Patronage, philanthropy, and strategic philanthropy all have significantly 

positive results on a significance level of both 5% and 1%. These CSP types, 

which correspond to Austin’s (2000) first stage of cross-sector interaction 

known as philanthropic, appear to be generally accepted. Respondent atti-

tudes toward transactional CSPs are a bit more ambiguous, but generally 

positive as four out of the six different CSP types on this level received posi-

tive evaluations. Both sponsorship and event sponsorship are significantly 

positive, whereas product sponsorship received a significantly negative 

Figure 1. Constituent attitudes toward different forms of cross-sector 
collaboration.
Note. White bars represent statistically significant positive results. Black bars represent statisti-
cally significant negative results. The striped bar represents a statistically insignificant result.
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evaluation. Both general and cause-related marketing in project form were 

apprehended as positive on both significance levels. Brand licensing is, how-

ever, perceived as highly unfavorable. The result for social alliances is sig-

nificantly negative on a 5% level and not significant on a 1% level. Social 

alliance alone represents what Austin calls the integrative stage.

For each type of collaboration, respondents were also asked to evaluate 

how likely certain specified reactions would be. The means for all reactions 

were tested against the neutral value 3 and none of the results were signifi-

cant. However, an increasing likelihood of protest reactions can be observed 

when moving toward integrative forms of collaboration. The increasing like-

lihood measured in percentages is shown in Table 1.

When comparing the means, the likelihood of a protest reaction increases 

on average by 10% from collaborative stage 1 to 2 and 2 to 3. This pattern is 

an interesting observation indicating an increased legitimacy risk, although 

none of the likelihoods are statistically significant. Overall, however, the evi-

dence from the survey suggests that philanthropic and transactional partner-

ships are more acceptable than integrative CSPs which support Proposition 2.

In line with the survey, the interviews also provide evidence in support of 

Proposition 2. Respondents reflected around the issue of commercialization. 

Because of the structure of the NPO which includes a number of public ser-

vice ventures, integrative CSPs were regarded as particularly problematic as 

they would further accentuate the NPO’s business orientation and downplay 

its philanthropic orientation:

“Project-based alliances are better and I would not go as far as a social 

alliance, at least not now. We are very particular about highlighting our 

nonprofit status because of our public service spin-offs and because of 

the highly competitive market conditions. At this moment I think we 

Table 1. Reaction Likelihoods.

Collaborative 
stage

Termination 
of 

membership
Stop 

volunteering Resigning

Not donate 
money to the 

NPO

Boycotting 
of NPO 
services

Dissuading friends 
and family from using 

NPO services

1 1.51 1.58 1.48 1.73 1.53 1.42
2 1.68  

(+11.3%)
1.73  

(+ 9.5%)
1.68  

(+ 13.5%)
1.95  

(+ 12.7%)
1.65 

(+7.8%)
1.54  

(+8.5%)
3 1.91  

(+13.7%)
1.99  

(+ 15%)
1.87  

(+ 11.3%)
2.15  

(+ 10.3%)
1.84 

(+11.5%)
1.71  

(+ 11%)

Note. NPO = Nonprofit Organization.
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should refrain from working closely with the private sector apart from 

short-term campaigns.” (association manager)

Apart from illustrating that the association manager believes that transac-

tional CSPs are “safer” than integrative CSPs, the quotation also sheds light 

on a temporal dimension of risk that has been neglected in previous CSP 

research. There may be times at which some forms of CSPs are riskier than 

others. From a strategic perspective NPOs should take into account their cur-

rent organizational conditions, heated societal debates (like health care priva-

tization), and related constituent concerns when considering CSPs. In doing 

so, legitimacy losses may be avoided by decreasing the likelihood of con-

stituent protest.

Other interviewees also preferred philanthropically oriented CSPs over 

more integrated partnership forms, but for reasons related to organizational 

distinctiveness:

“Philanthropic partnerships are more preferable. We need to be careful 

and make sure that the collaboration does not become too business-

focused. We want people to distinguish us in the third sector from the 

corporate world. Due to our public service ventures the line is becom-

ing increasingly blurred. We don’t want people to perceive us as a 

private service producer, but want to keep our own profile. Because we 

won’t operate according to private sector principles, we need to be 

strong in a partnership. This is most feasible in project based partner-

ships.” (managing director)

The statement by the managing director also highlights the aspect of 

power. In line with theory, the director implies that there is a power difference 

in favor of the corporate sector, which could be utilized to impose business 

principles onto the NPO. The assumption is that to resist this tendency the 

NPO should stay in control which in practice is best realized in projects. The 

power imbalance was also the main concern of the development manager, 

who felt that:

“ . . . we would run an extreme risk of losing our image and credibility 

if we entered into a large, deep relationship with a company. [. . .] 

Much competence is needed to evaluate a company—their ethics, 

trustworthiness, etc. Those are risk evaluations that probably people in 

the commercial world can do, but we don’t have that kind of compe-

tence in our house. I also think companies are very skilled in this 
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respect while we are not, so in a partnership we would easily come 

second. They know how to act to lure NPOs into it and can use it to 

their own advantage as much as possible.” (development manager)

Valor Martínez (2003) suggested that NPOs should conduct screenings as 

a strategy to hedge risks associated with CSPs, but the quotation above shows 

that NPOs might not possess the necessary resources and capabilities for such 

a task. Hence they might easily buy a pig in a poke.

In sum, both survey and interview findings support Proposition 2, suggest-

ing that integrative CSPs pose higher legitimacy risks for NPOs than transac-

tional or philanthropic.

Proposition 3: Co-branding or NPO brand licensing are particularly 

risky types of CSPs in terms of NPO legitimacy.

According to the survey results, most constituents evaluated NPO brand 

licensing as highly disadvantageous and the overall statistical result for NPO 

brand licensing was significantly negative (see “brand licensing” in appendix 

Table 2). This finding supports Proposition 3. Likewise, interviewees also 

described corporate branding and brand licensing in highly negative terms.

“I could for instance never imagine that children in our daycare centers 

would run around in branded t-shirts. Over my dead body!” (develop-

ment manager)

“We are not particularly keen on companies using us as a reference. 

There are quite frequently requests which we turn down. [. . .] It is 

important that we stay in control, because if our name appeared in the 

wrong context it would damage our image and brand” (managing 

director)

“If our brand gets associated with the cold business world, the public 

could lose its trust in the organization. Imagine if the company sud-

denly fired 1,000 people or something similar.” (association manager)

It is evident that the NPO’s brand is seen as a strong representation of the 

organization’s identity and the fear of corporate misuse is tangible. The private 

sector is described as “cold” in clear contrast to the NPO’s own core values of 

care and compassion. The notion of tainted values thus seems to play a role in 

discouraging the NPO from selling its brand. Moreover, because the 
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organization’s activities and programs are characterized as “evidence based,” 

the NPO must refrain from endorsing particular companies and their products.

Proposition 4a: The legitimacy risk of CSPs is lower for NPOs if the 

corporate partner is similar to the NPO in terms of values and cul-

ture.

Proposition 4b: For maintaining legitimacy, CSP type is comparatively 

more important than perceived fit between the NPO and the corpo-

rate partner.

Whereas Proposition 4a follows the logic of the common culture approach, 

Proposition 4b is based on the emergent culture perspective. Respondents 

were asked to indicate whether or not value and product/service symmetry 

matters in the selection of a CSP partner. 97% of the respondents are of the 

opinion that the NPO should only engage with corporate partners that have 

the same or similar values as the NPO. A clear majority of respondents, nearly 

85%, also think that the potential corporate partner’s products or services 

should match those of the NPO. Several of the interviewees also spoke in 

favor of the common culture proposition.

“I think the biggest problem of working with companies is that the 

NPO has some strategic goals and principles that it operates according 

to and companies have their own—so how do these fit? We should find 

a company with the same values and interests, so we don’t need to 

compromise too much. If one selects the wrong company at the start 

there could be problems, but if the relationship is sound and based on 

mutual interest I think there are no big risks.” (research director)

“We would not invest in companies in the tobacco industry or even 

hamburger chains, because we believe that is not the kind of food that 

should be promoted. So when we enter into a partnership it is impor-

tant for us that there are some shared values.” (Managing director)

“We work within a certain service sector related to health and care, so 

it’s mostly a question of that sector in terms of products. Tobacco, 

alcohol, and similar companies are not at all interesting. ” (public ser-

vice manager 1)

”We do not want to work with companies that have a completely differ-

ent set of values than our organization. Our core values are competence, 
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commitment, and care and we work according to these values. 

Humanism and kind treatment are essential. We are also concerned about 

the environment so we should make sure to work with companies that 

have the right values in such questions.” (public service manager 2)

Only one of the interviewees took a different approach to partner selection:

“A couple of years ago I met a Dutch colleague who told me that they 

enter into partnerships with any company, as long as the company does 

not make demands on them. If they just give money and don’t require 

disproportionate visibility, then who are they to judge? I was impressed 

by him. Who can draw the line really?” (association manager)

However, despite being aware that there are alternative approaches to 

CSPs, the association manager also came to the conclusion that the NPO 

would start with “someone safe, someone that produces products that we 

need in our daily work.”
Case evidence speaks in favor of the common culture rather than the emer-

gent culture approach. It can reasonably be assumed that this orientation is 

due to perceived power differences between the private and the nonprofit 

sector, due to which an “emergent culture” and possible collective identity 

would be strongly business-oriented.

Although the majority of survey respondents believed that there should be 

a match between the cause and the company’s products, one of the interview-

ees had a strong counter argument. According to the development manager, it 

would be ethically more problematic to work with a company from the health 

care sector.

“I think it would be ethically challenging to work with a company in 

the health care sector, like a pharmaceutical company because we 

share the same clients who are to some extent dependent on the com-

pany. This is ethically much worse than working with for instance a 

company in the forest industry with products that have nothing to do 

with our clients.” (development manager)

Although some empirical studies suggest that product/cause fit is gener-

ally advantageous (Lafferty, Goldsmith, & Hult, 2004), ethical tensions may 

be particularly evident in the health care sector. However, there is not enough 

evidence from the case in support of Proposition 4b, according to which CSP 

type would be more important than perceived fit.
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Summary of Findings

In conclusion, Propositions 2, 3, and 4a were supported by evidence from the 

case. Although findings did not contradict Proposition 4b, there is not enough 

evidence that supports it to draw any conclusions. Proposition 1 was not sup-

ported by case evidence. On the contrary, evidence speaks against Proposition 

1, as the case suggests that CSPs may threaten NPO legitimacy by challenging 

core values and central identity traits of NPOs (like independence and philan-

thropic orientation). No evidence was found in favor of the claim that NPOs 

would be seen as more credible and legitimate by working with companies. 

This finding suggests that NPOs may have more to lose than gain from CSPs, 

thereby challenging the win-win rhetoric that permeates most of mainstream 

partnership literature and supports studies claiming that the “feel-good dis-

course” has overshadowed important risks and tensions (Buse & Harmer, 

2004; Rundall, 2000; Tuckman & Chang, 2006; Utting & Zammit, 2009).

Integrative CSPs appear to be particularly risky mainly due to power 

asymmetry. To protect their identity and legitimacy, evidence suggests that 

NPOs should opt for either philanthropic or transactional partnerships. To be 

able to steer the partnership in the right direction, which is essential both to 

avoid mission drift and wasted resources, NPOs should strive to stay in con-

trol of the partnership. Project-based social partnerships focusing on the 

NPO’s target area may be the most appropriate in this sense, because they 

require relatively little management capabilities but much expertise in social 

or environmental issues. Moreover, evidence point in favor of short-term 

partnerships rather than long-term alliances.

The fact that integrative CSPs were found to be more risky for the NPO 

and should be avoided is somewhat of a paradox. Not only are these the kind 

of partnerships that companies are, at least rhetorically, increasingly inter-

ested in, but they have also been argued to have the most transformative 

potential (Kourula & Halme, 2008). Longer term “boundaryless” partner-

ships are also a prerequisite for the kind of knowledge transfer that is required 

for joint innovations (Holmes & Smart, 2009).

The findings of this study substantiate recent scholarly concern that (sub-

tle) NPO co-optation is a likely outcome of CSPs due to power imbalances in 

favor of the company and a loss of NPO autonomy (Baur & Schmitz, 2012; 

Laasonen, Fougère, & Kourula, 2012). Co-optation occurs when an organiza-

tion consciously or unconsciously follows the dominant organization’s lead, 

and in doing so inevitably compromises its own identity. In the case of CSPs 

co-optation silences NPO critique and discourages confrontational tactics 

employed by NPOs against the corporate sector. In contrast to Baur and 
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Schmitz (2012, p. 13), who argue that NPO co-optation is most likely in the 

case of sponsorships due to financial resource dependence, when the NPO is 

involved in certification and labeling of corporate activities, or when there 

are personal bonds between the partner organizations, this study proposes 

that the identity and autonomy of an NPO are mostly at stake in integrative 

CSPs in which power imbalances become more pronounced.

This article further suggests that to protect their legitimacy and prevent 

co-optation, NPOs should avoid co-branding campaigns and licensing of 

their brand to a company. Although participation may alleviate their resource 

scarcity, there are high reputational risks. The NPO may be discredited if the 

company misuses the brand.

Finally, with regard to partner selection, the case supports the common 

culture approach which suggests that NPOs should look for a corporate part-

ner that is similar at least in terms of values. Whether or not there should be 

a “fit” between the cause and the company’s products is still somewhat 

unclear because, particularly in an area such as health care, there may be ethi-

cal tensions where the NPO and the company share the same clients. The 

emergent culture approach promoted by Parker and Selsky (2004) appears to 

favor the company rather than the NPO.

All in all, based on this study, the author is inclined to agree with Young 

(2002, p. 18), who states that:

“In some arenas at least, nonprofits risk becoming appendages of busi-

ness and losing their special character and social value. The viability 

of nonprofit institutions in the long run rides on addressing their ability 

to be accountable to themselves as they work within the dynamic 

framework of business-nonprofit relations.”

Limitations and Suggestions  
for Future Research

Because the case indicated that there is an impending legitimacy risk for 

NPOs that engage in CSPs, future studies should pay more attention to part-

nership implications for NPOs and civil society as a whole. At the moment, 

research related to the commercialization of the nonprofit sector is separate 

from the stream of research focusing on CSPs between companies and 

NPOs. There is, however, a clear link between the two. A fruitful avenue for 

future research would be to bridge the two bodies of research.

The fact that this article is based on a single case study means that the gen-

eralizability of results is quite limited. According to Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 226), 
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however, “formal generalization, whether on the basis of large samples or 

single cases, is considerably overrated as the main source of scientific prog-

ress.” Nonetheless, future research should expand the scope of the study to 

determine the applicability of the results in other contexts. Cross-national 

comparisons would also be interesting, because the nonprofit sector differs 

from country to country (Salamon, Hems, & Chinnok, 2000).

A further limitation of the study is the focus on hypothetical, rather than 

existing, CSP scenarios. Future research should study NPOs that have been 

involved in CSPs over a period of time and investigate potential legitimacy 

effects and legitimacy management strategies employed. It would also be 

interesting to explore actual NPO identity alterations as a result of CSPs.

Finally, not all stakeholder groups of an organization may share the same 

opinion of what is legitimate organizational behavior. This study reflects 

the attitudes of the board and members of an NPO, both of which can be 

considered part of the NPO’s network of key stakeholders. Future research 

should expand the scope of this study by including additional constituent 

groups.

Appendix

Table 2. Test Values for Different Forms of Cross-Sector Collaboration.

Testvalue: 3 Confidence 
interval 95%

Confidence 
interval 99%

Form of cross-sector 
collaboration t-value df (N-1)

Mean 
difference Lower Higher Lower Higher

Patronage 20.105 39 1.229 1.11* 1.35* 1.07** 1.39**
Philanthropy 18.692 38 1.126 1.01* 1.24* 0.97** 1.28**
Strategic philanthropy 16.236 38 1.021 0.90* 1.14* 0.86** 1.18**
Earmarked donation 1.226 23 0.112 0.29 0.07 0.35 0.12
Sponsorship 3.492 33 0.274 0.12* 0.43* 0.07** 0.48**
Event sponsorship 2.784 39 0.212 0.06* 0.36* 0.01** 0.41**
Product sponsorship 6.474 36 0.494 0.64* 0.34* 0.69** 0.30**
CRM 3.745 20 0.294 0.14* 0.45* 0.09** 0.50**
Brand licensing 11.609 25 0.894 1.05* 0.74* 1.09** 0.69 **
CRM project 17.010 39 1.054 0.93* 1.18* 0.89** 1.22**
Social alliance 2.613 78 0.223 0.39* 0.05* 0.45 0.00

Note. CRM = cause-related marketing. One star (*) means that the result is significant on a 5% level and two 
stars (**) that the result is significant also on a 1% level. For a result to be significantly positive on a certain 
level of significance, both the lower and the higher value must be above 0.0. Correspondingly, significantly 
negative results require that both values are lower than 0.0.
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This paper aims to explore the potential of Danish corporate foundations as boundary 
organisations facilitating relationships between their founding companies and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). Hitherto, research has been silent about the role of 
corporate foundations in relation to cross-sector partnerships. This paper is based on 
interviews, participant observations and organisational documents from a 19-month 
empirical study of a Danish corporate foundation. The study findings suggest that corporate 
foundations have the potential to act as boundary organisations and facilitate collaborative 
action between businesses and NGOs through convening, translation, collaboration and 
mediation. Our study provides valuable insights into the tri-part relationship of company–
foundation–NGO by discussing the implications of corporate foundations taking an active 
role in the realm of corporate social responsibility (CSR). Hence, this paper illuminates the 
fascinating and overlooked role of corporate foundations as potential bridges between 
business and civil society. It also informs theory on boundary organisations by clarifying 
challenges and limits of such institutions.  
Boundary organisations 
Collaborative action 
Corporate foundations 
Corporate social responsibility 
Cross-sector partnerships 
Non-governmental organisations 
Sustainable development  
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Social and environmental problems have increased in scope and complexity to a point where 

individual actors have reached their limit in responding to these issues in isolation (Lindenberg 2001). 

Consequently, companies and NGOs are expanding their horizons and looking for partners across 

sector boundaries. Cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) between companies and NGOs can create value 

on multiple levels: Participating organisations from both sectors may benefit from an expanded 

portfolio of resources and competences, while, thanks to synergies, resulting CSPs can generate 

superior societal value. However, differences in the actors’ strategic orientation, culture, interpretive 

schemas (frames) and modes of operation constitute barriers to the formation and implementation of 

CSPs. Mutual lack of trust and frequent power imbalances in favour of the company further 

complicate partnership development (Hamann and Acutt 2003; Gray 2008; Babiak and Thibault 

2009; Bowen et al. 2010). Corporate foundations have been overlooked as potential boundary 

organisations (BOs) in facilitating relationships between private sector companies and NGOs. 

Boundary organisations are independent organisations that can ‘accommodate the varying interests 

of parties by providing a mechanism that reinforces convergent interests while allowing different 

ones to persist’ (O’Mahony and Bechky 2008: 426).  

 Previous research on corporate foundations has mainly focused on the ‘business case’ 

for CSR and strategic philanthropy, and there is little to no research targeting the influence of 

corporate foundations on their founding companies’ implementation of CSR activities. Empirical 

studies of corporate foundations are rare: those conducted have focused primarily on charitable giving 

among US companies (e.g. Marx 1999; Wulfson 2001; Werbel and Carter 2002). The literature in 

general has provided little insight into the micro-processes occurring within corporate foundations or 

between corporate foundations and their stakeholders. 

 The role of corporate foundations as BOs between business and society is interesting 

for several reasons. First, companies are becoming increasingly strategic, seeking to tie their social 

investments to their core business. This raises the intriguing question of how corporate foundations, 

as legally independent entities, react and possibly adapt to these changes in their parent company’s 

strategy (The Smart Company 2007). Second, corporate foundations are growing in number, size and 

importance (Kraft and Partners 2011). The approximately 14,000 Danish philanthropic foundations 

are in possession of, altogether, around DKK400 billion (US$71 billion), corresponding to about one-

fifth of the country’s total GNP (Friis 2012; Rasmussen 2012). Third, there is now significant 

potential for corporate foundations to become active players within the founding companies’ CSR. 

According to Westhues and Einwiller (2006: 144), corporate foundations can play an important role 
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in strengthening the founding company’s reputation and - more importantly -delivering valuable 

insights into the needs of corporate stakeholders by functioning as antennas or sensors for societal 

expectations. Moreover, as one of the pioneers in understanding corporate philanthropy as well as the 

role of corporate foundations in facilitating corporate engagement in CSR, Mark Kramer (senior 

fellow of the CSR initiative at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government) has suggested that 

corporate foundations can leverage social impact by: 1) enabling corporate investments in new 

business models with high social returns; 2) strengthening non-profit initiatives by leveraging 

corporate capabilities; and 3) convening, influencing, promoting transparency and fostering 

accountability (Kramer et al. 2006). 

 Owing to their embeddedness in various networks, which include other foundations and 

NGOs as well as representatives from the private and public sectors, corporate foundations possess 

knowledge and information that can be useful for the parent company (Roelofs 2007). We propose 

that, thanks to their position at the boundary of several sectors, corporate foundations have the 

potential to conduct important boundary work and facilitate collaborative action between the 

founding company and its external stakeholders. This paper aims to explore the potential of corporate 

foundations as boundary organisations in facilitating cross-sector relationships between their 

founding companies and NGOs. Thus, the paper  addresses the question of what role(s) corporate 

foundations may play in relation to cross-sector partnerships between their founding corporations 

and NGOs. The question is addressed through an exploratory single-case study of a Danish corporate 

foundation and draws on boundary organisation theory. Boundary organisation theory is considered 

a useful perspective for this study because it directs attention to how different stakeholder groups can 

be linked around a common issue. In taking this approach, the paper offers novel insights into the 

fascinating and overlooked role of corporate foundations as potential bridges between business and 

civil society. The paper also makes a small contribution to the research on boundary organisations by 

clarifying the challenges and limitations of such institutions.  

 The theme of this paper is highly topical as the role of foundations is accentuated during 

times of economic recession. Thanks to their long-term outlook and increasing political influence, 

they can contribute significantly to the development and renewal of the welfare society. From a 

Danish perspective, the role of foundations is evolving, and, while it is difficult to predict future 

consequences, one trend is clear: The demand for donations is increasing and the foundations’ 

‘playground’ is expanding (Rothstein 2012). However, for the potential of Danish foundations to be 

realised fully, their culture, perspective and position in society need to be reconsidered. Otherwise 
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old dogmas and a low adaptive capacity may prevent foundations from driving innovation (Fenger 

2012). Against this background, the empirical section of this paper provides interesting insights into 

some of the change processes taking place in Danish foundation life. It should be noted that similar 

developments also take place outside the borders of Denmark. According to Rasmussen (2012), the 

professionalisation of philanthropic foundations as well as the pressure on foundations to take more 

responsibility and deliberately engage in strategic philanthropy and philanthrocapitalism are global 

phenomena, with Bill Gates and Warren Buffett as key protagonists. At the same time, foundations 

are being criticised for their lack of transparency regarding their statutes, priorities and donation 

criteria (Fenger 2012). The grey zone between commercial aspirations and altruism—the extent to 

which charitable efforts are used to improve the competitive advantage of the founding 

corporations—is also up for debate.  

 The following section of the paper describes the theoretical foundation with a focus on 

institutional fields, boundary organisations and bridging. This is followed by a description of the 

method used to examine what roles the Danish case foundation has played in relation to cross-sector 

partnerships between its founding company and NGOs. The analysis begins with a short presentation 

of the case foundation, followed by an examination of its potential to act as a BO and an assessment 

of its bridging activities. Based on the results of the analysis, the discussion includes a reflection of 

the foundation’s bridging success and its influence on cross-sector collaboration as well as challenges 

related to the jurisdiction of corporate foundations in Denmark. The paper concludes with a summary 

of the main findings and highlights some limitations and avenues for future research.  

Institutional fields, boundary organisations and 

bridging 

All organisations are situated within an institutional environment. Within the larger institutional 

space, clusters of organisations form fields or ‘common channels of dialogue and discussion’ 

(Hoffman 1999: 352). According to Hoffman, these fields form around particular issues that bring 

together stakeholders with diverse interests, who are ‘often armed with opposing perspectives rather 

than with common rhetorics’ (Hoffman 1999: 352). The fields are political arenas, where actors 

compete to define the issues. Tensions are likely where opponents have divergent opinions about the 
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problem and different preferred solutions. The outcome depends on the relative power of the various 

stakeholders (Hardy et al. 2005: 64; Green et al. 2008). An organisational field consists of numerous 

actors, and the level of stakeholder interdependence varies from one field to the next. In some issue-

based fields, the climate is cooperative and allows for CSPs between NGOs and companies, whereas 

constructive collaboration is more difficult in others (Van Huijstee and Glasbergen 2010: 249-50).  

 This paper takes its starting point in the field of sustainable development. Sustainable 

development is, at its very core, an institutional problem, because ‘The development process involves 

building social institutions, in the sense of structures, customs, rules, and values, that enable all the 

people of a society to improve their quality of life in ways that are sustainable and just’ (Brown 1991: 

810). Sustainable development is a diverse field covering issues such as poverty eradication, 

preservation of biodiversity, water conservation, environmental and humanitarian disaster and 

vulnerability management as well as education, which requires stakeholder engagement in the form 

of synergetic integration across sectors (Bäckstrand 2006). This is not easy to achieve because of the 

ambiguity and complexity of the concept of sustainability and because companies and NGOs have 

different motives, interest and strategies for working towards it (Robinson 2004: 378; Frame and 

Brown 2008):  

Sustainable development issues pit business values for progress, profit and self-interested consumption of 

the environment against environmental values that stress ecological sustainability, interdependence with 

the natural world, and opposition to exploitation. Thus, they are often characterized by heated and 

protracted conflict. Potential partners often start from fundamentally different value premises and 

worldviews and construct very different understandings of what is at stake and how problems should be 

addressed (Gray 2008: 30).  

 Thus, BOs have a role to play in the field of sustainable development. As an independent 

third party, they can cultivate a common vision to trigger collaborative action (Brown 1991). 

Collaborative action is understood as voluntary cross-sector partnerships between NGOs and 

companies, with community benefit as the primary goal. Partnering organisations agree to commit 

varying levels of resources and effort to the commonly defined issue and also expect to derive some 

individual benefit from the arrangement. The degree of overlap between overall partnership goals and 

the partners’ organisational goals may vary markedly (Waddock 1988: 18; Alexander et al. 2001: 

161). 

 This paper draws on boundary organisation theory  with an origin in political economics 

and principal–agent theory (Guston 1999, 2001) as well as related research on bridging organisations 

and strategic bridging (e.g. Brown 1991; Westley and Vredenburg 1991; Lawrence and Hardy 1999) 
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with roots that can be traced back to (economic) sociology and social movement theory as well as 

social network theory. A link to institutional theory is also made through the concept of bridging 

institutional entrepreneurship (Tracey et al. 2011).  

 At the very core of boundary organisation theory lies the idea of an organisation that 

holds a strategic position in between two principals (who are separated by a boundary) and has the 

capacity to minimise moral hazard and mediate boundary negotiations (Guston 1999). The basic term 

boundary organisation (BO) will be used throughout the paper, although the theory is enriched by 

insights from research on bridging organisations and bridging institutional entrepreneurship. These 

theoretical links allow us to dive into a pre-partnership stage to explore the mechanisms by which a 

BO can facilitate the establishment of collaborative action between two previously disconnected 

organisations. The following definition of a BO is adopted in this paper: BOs are independent 

organisations that can ‘accommodate the varying interests of parties by providing a mechanism that 

reinforces convergent interests while allowing different ones to persist’ (O’Mahony and Bechky 

2008: 426). This definition of boundary organisations is tightly intertwined with the understanding 

of bridging organisations, which ‘incorporate values from both center and border, mediating, 

translating, and negotiating them in an attempt to connect the two sides in a workable relationship’ 

(Lawrence and Hardy 1999: 48). Bridging institutional entrepreneurship is similarly understood as a 

political process aimed at creating new institutional structures, but the theoretical lens we have chosen 

makes it possible to focus on the focal actor’s strategic attempts to create legitimacy for the new 

institutional arrangement—in this case cross-sector partnerships (Tracey et al. 2011: 62). 

 BOs have a central position in the field, from which they have strategic influence over 

the development of new institutional arrangements (Brown 1991: 812). Lawrence and Hardy (1999: 

50) explain this field centrality as a position in between centre and border organisations; that is, in 

between companies and governments (as powerful actors from a capitalist perspective) in the middle 

and other organisations, such as NGOs, with less power at the border. BOs are in a challenging 

position because of their dual role as both brokers and agents. Beyond serving as a link, the BO must 

also establish continuous intra-organisational commitment in each of the counterparts since 

successful collaborative action cannot be achieved without the dedicated effort of all stakeholders 

(Westley and Vredenburg 1991: 68, 71; Franks 2010: 294). Although researchers have noted that 

BOs face challenges, these challenges have not been properly addressed in prior research. Generally, 

BOs need strong leadership skills (McMullen and Adobor 2011: 718) in order to be able to ‘integrate 

organisations that may be widely disparate in wealth, power, culture, language, values, interests, and 
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structural characteristics’ (Westley and Vredenburg 1991: 67). Prerequisites for this task are also a 

legitimate status among multiple stakeholder audiences and an in-depth understanding of the different 

logics that are to be connected. 

 While boundary organisation theory focuses almost exclusively on the solution of 

demarcation disputes through, for instance, redefining the line between two domains such as politics 

and science, the concepts bridging and bridging institutional entrepreneurship broaden the scope in 

terms of potential BO functions. Although bridging expands the understanding of why BOs exist 

beyond the aspect of mediation, the research focus is the same: the internal practices of BOs and the 

dynamics of their relationships with other stakeholders (Westley and Vredenburg 1991; Miller 2001: 

487). In other words, what is to be analysed is how BOs carry out their bridging work and which 

mechanisms are used to enable collaborative action as well as how internal commitment and 

legitimacy are built on each side of the boundary.  

 Brown and Kalegaonkar (2002: 248) argue that bridging tasks are commonly assumed 

by organisations that were established for other purposes but realise they have the advantage of 

credibility across boundaries. Similarly, Westley and Vredenburg (1991: 70) claim that BOs are not 

always assigned a bridging role, but rather that organisations may adopt this position voluntarily for 

either altruistic or egoistic reasons. Organisations that are altruistically motivated act as bridges 

because of their commitment to a particular cause, such as sustainable development. Egoistically 

motivated BOs, on the other hand, perform bridging tasks to improve their own strategic position. In 

reality, most BOs often have mixed motives (Westley & Vredenburg 1991). A different view of 

bridging is taken by Boissin (2011: 179), who argues that BOs must ‘remain impartial and neutral in 

the debates they frame’. This would mean that BOs must be entirely non-partisan and avoid distorting 

the information. In practice, however, ‘framing’ of debates will always be accompanied by some form 

of judgement and compromise and will transform the original content (Goffman 1974). This judgment 

is also necessary as old boundaries need to be renegotiated in order for institutional innovation and 

change (and the establishment of new forms of organisation such as new CSPs) to occur (Zietsma 

and Lawrence 2010). 

 As a starting point for exploring how corporate foundations can bridge the gap between 

companies and NGOs, a theoretical framework developed by Tribbia and Moser (2008: 317) will be 

used in this paper. The framework suggests that BOs commonly engage in four types of activities: 

convening, translation, collaboration and mediation. 
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 Convening is the act of network building: it is understood to have a positive impact on 

information production and knowledge sharing. It has been defined by Tribbia and Moser (2008: 317) 

as ‘bringing stakeholder parties together for face-to-face contact to foster trust building and mutual 

understanding’. Similarly, Franks (2010: 289, 291) describes convening as the organisation of 

meetings between actors on both sides of boundaries, thus giving them an opportunity to agree on 

how best to  approach an issue. These meetings give participants a chance to ‘learn about the history 

and points of view of other members, developing shared language, vocabulary, interpretations, and 

mental models’ (Svendsen and Laberge 2005: 97). In this sense, convening facilitates translation. As 

conveners, BOs can pose bold questions to encourage discussion, and they are capable of ‘sensing 

“points of intersect”’ (Svendsen and Laberge 2005: 99), which are shared ideas that function as 

stepping stones for transforming intentions into action.  

 Translation entails making sure that resources and information are available and 

comprehensible to all stakeholders (Tribbia and Moser 2008: 317; Franks 2010: 287). Translation is 

also about addressing linguistic differences and differences in interpretation across boundaries as well 

as developing shared meanings and common knowledge (Carlile 2004: 559; Franks 2010: 289). 

Translation is important in order to ease the dialogue across boundaries. 

 Collaboration means facilitating working relationships resulting in the co-production 

of knowledge (Tribbia and Moser 2008: 317). Collaboration is about increasing participation around 

a particular issue and developing tailored solutions. This process requires collective learning and a 

willingness of participants to work collectively (Franks 2010: 291). A collaborative culture can be 

fostered by calling forth values such as openness and honesty. It is also necessary to establish clear 

roles and responsibilities and to agree on rules and norms (Loorbach et al. 2009).  

 Finally, mediation is not necessarily undertaken by all BOs. Mediation can be defined 

as ‘a non-adversarial method for resolving disputes whereby parties in conflict, with the aid of a 

neutral, third party mediator, cooperate to resolve differences’ (Lampe 2001: 166). Mediation in the 

context of boundary-crossing disputes may deal with differences in opinion, debates or conflicts of 

interest. Mistrust is one of the reasons mediation may be necessary (Franks 2010). According to 

Tribbia and Moser (2008), mediation also involves making sure that stakeholder interests are fairly 

represented.  

 This theoretical framework provides a means to explore in detail the way in which a 

corporate foundation on a micro level works to connect its founding company to the NGO community 

and thereby create the foundation for establishing new cross-sector partnerships (CSPs). To reach a 
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deeper understanding of the relevance of corporate foundations as BOs, the concepts of bridging and 

bridging institutional entrepreneurship are helpful because they direct attention to the consequences 

of the boundary work. Bridging is, ultimately, transformational - that is, ‘intended to change social 

structures and develop a problem domain to make direct collaboration among stakeholders possible 

in the future’ (Westley and Vredenburg 1991: 70), thus transforming institutional fields by 

establishing new organisational forms. As the third theoretical pillar of this paper, bridging 

institutional entrepreneurship also provides a framework for analysing how BOs can combine and 

translate the divergent institutional logics held by the two island organisations. The link to 

institutional entrepreneurship is natural, according to Guston (1999: 402), who describes the work of 

BOs as entrepreneurial. The reason BOs can be considered entrepreneurs is that their work inherently 

involves ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter 1950), meaning that their field interventions destroy or 

disrupt old structures and boundaries in order to make space for new collaborative institutional 

arrangements.  

 Bridging institutional entrepreneurship further invites an analysis of how BOs leverage 

resources and transfer them across the bridge from one side to the other. According to Guston (1999), 

the island organisations are reliant on the boundary organisation to supply them with  necessary 

resources. These resources are derived from each of the island organisations or the BO’s broader 

institutional environment, and they are either pooled together or channelled across. The types of 

resources will vary depending on the type of BO. While some BOs, such as professional associations, 

are apt to transfer political resources (regulatory influence in particular) and symbolic resources such 

as legitimacy, others may facilitate a movement of more tangible resources, for instance, money, 

materials and human resources (e.g. organisations that match disaster donations with needs). 

Methods 

The research is designed as an exploratory analysis grounded in a single case study of the Danish 

corporate foundation, Dan Technology Solutions1 (henceforth DTS) Foundation. The DTS 

                                                 
1 ‘DTS’ is a pseudonym. Because of the sensitive nature of this topic (Westhues and Einwiller 2006) and promises of 

confidentiality made to interviewees, we go to great lengths to obscure the actual identity of this organisation. 

Consequently, facts (e.g. country names, actual dates/years) mentioned in this paper have been changed. However, the 
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Foundation holds primary ownership of the large multinational technology manufacturer, DTS, 

headquartered in Denmark. One of the authors has been granted full access to collect data at DTS and 

has received a research grant from the DTS Foundation. DTS was initially contacted because of its 

reputation as a company with wide-ranging CSR activities and long traditions of stakeholder 

dialogue: the case was selected on the basis of expectations about its information content (Flyvbjerg 

2006: 230) in terms of providing insights into corporate–NGO partnership practices.  

 For several reasons, the DTS Foundation is an interesting case organisation for  studying 

the role of BOs and CSP practices. First, the foundation is strategically positioned to influence both 

NGOs and the DTS Group through its dual role as the primary owner of DTS and donor to NGOs. 

Second, DTS Group values were recently reformulated, making ‘partnerships’ a central value in the 

belief that the diversity that partnerships bring to the table can generate value in the form of innovation 

and growth. Here DTS loosely defines partnerships  as cooperation with business partners, customers 

and other stakeholders. Third, the DTS Group’s relation with NGOs traditionally has been limited to 

philanthropic donations and interaction in multi-stakeholder initiatives and there are only a few 

formalised partnerships with NGOs in which NGOs play an active role in the partnership beyond 

purchasing DTS technologies or receiving philanthropic donations. One of the first head-office 

initiated2 partnerships between the DTS Group and a Danish humanitarian NGO beyond philanthropy 

was formalised at the beginning of this case study in 2010. Establishment of formal, institutionalised 

partnerships with NGOs that go beyond philanthropy is a fairly new practice at the DTS Group. 

 Together, these developments in the DTS Group create a favourable climate for the 

DTS Foundation to bring the DTS Group and NGOs together. The DTS Foundation as a case thus 

provides insights into the role of a corporate foundation in relation to CSP practices in a context in 

which a window of opportunity to drive a partnership agenda is present. Hence, the DTS Foundation 

is considered a fertile case for studying what roles a BO in the form of a corporate foundation can 

play, in relation to CSPs, between their founding corporations and NGOs.  

 Data for the case study have been collected over a period of 19 months, from May 2010 

to November 2011. Figure 1 illustrates the two research phases that informed the data collection 

                                                 
events, actions, etc., referred to in the paper are accurate; only facts that could reveal the identity of the involved 

organisations and interviewees have been altered.  

  
2 DTS has established local country companies around the world, a fictive example could be DTS Brazil Ltd. The local 

DTS companies’ partnership practices fall beyond the scope of this case study.  
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process. During the first open exploratory research phase of the DTS Group’s involvement with 

NGOs our attention was drawn to the foundation’s role in facilitating contact with NGOs and pushing 

the DTS Group to collaborate with NGOs. The interviewees themselves started to elaborate on their 

relations and contact with the foundation when asked how interaction with NGOs formed part of their 

work area. This resulted in the second research phase in which interviews focused on the foundation’s 

role with respect to CSPs between its founding company and NGOs in order to increase our 

understanding of the foundation’s work and reveal the motivations and outcomes of interactions 

between the foundation, its founding company and NGOs. The unit of analysis within this paper is 

that of the DTS Foundation and its links to the DTS group and NGOs, rather than that of the entire 

DTS organisation or one or more NGO partnerships.  

Figure 1 Illustration of research phases and data collection process 

 Our data consist of 13 interviews across the DTS Foundation and the DTS Group, plus 

one interview with an NGO partner and one interview with an expert on Danish foundations. The 

interviews were designed as semi-structured, exploratory interviews. In order to make possible a more 

nuanced and open dialogue, the interviews were conducted in the native language of the interviewees, 

i.e., in Danish, with one exception of an interview conducted in English. The interviews were recorded 

and transcribed. Thus, most citations and examples given in this paper have been translated from 

Danish to English. ‘Off the record’ requests made during the interviews have been granted in order 

to protect the confidentiality of the information provided by the interviewees. 

 Also collected were organisational documents such as annual and internal reports, as 

well as participant observation (during a two-day partnership seminar), observations of meetings with 

partnerships on the agenda, and email correspondence between the foundation, DTS employees and 

NGOs. (See full data inventory in the Appendix.) During seminars and meetings, field notes were 

written to ensure a high level of detail.  

 Data were coded by writing analytical notes on linkages to various frameworks of 

interpretation: that is, the different roles of BOs, pure descriptions of the foundation’s work and the 

tri-part relationship between the foundation, company and NGOs. All descriptions used for portraying 

the foundation as well as conceptualising the foundation’s role in relation to CSPs are grounded 

within the interviewees’ comments. It is important to note that there is very little information available 

externally about the foundation’s purpose and work. To ensure that the descriptions provided in the 
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paper are correct, the analysis has been sent for factual review by a DTS employee with extensive 

knowledge of the foundation’s and DTS Group’s work and history.  

Case background 

The DTS Group was founded in the middle of the 20th century in Denmark by an engineer. Today it 

is one of the world’s leading technology providers in its field and is expanding rapidly despite the 

financial crisis. DTS is a global player with 40 companies around the world and sales organisations 

in approximately 75 countries. Out of the company’s 18,000 employees, 5,000 work at group 

headquarters in Denmark. The DTS Group is a private company primarily owned by DTS’s 

Foundation (henceforth the Foundation).  

 In Denmark, foundation ownership is relatively common. According to Hansmann and 

Thomsen (2012), corporate foundations own and operate a quarter of the 100 largest Danish 

corporations and control close to half the value of the major Danish stock index (C20). A number of 

the largest Danish corporations, such as the brewery Carlsberg and the pharmaceutical company Novo 

Nordisk, are owned by foundations. Thus, these foundations have much financial power and taxation 

benefits may at least partly explain their popularity ( Hansmann and Thomsen 2012). In addition, 

corporate foundations frequently project ‘more of a socially responsible rather than strictly charitable 

image’ (Heydemann and Toepler 2006: 15), which is why a foundation may function as one of the 

visible manifestations of the company’s corporate social responsibility.  

 Corporate foundations are often linked to the company through their name, funding, 

trustees, administration and potential employee involvement (Westhues and Einwiller 2006; The 

Smart Company 2007). Because foundations do not depend on elector support and are not in direct 

competition with each other for funds, they enjoy considerable freedom and can provide innovative 

initiatives with risk capital (Adloff 2004: 274). Corporate foundations are non-profit entities 

established by corporations (Westhues and Einwiller 2006: 146) and frequently they are the owners 

or majority stockholders of their founding companies (Hansen 2010: 773; Besenbacher 2012: 44), as 

is the case with the DTS Foundation. The Foundation was established by the founding family in the 

1990s, which changed the ownership structure of the company as ownership shifted from the founding 

family to the Foundation. Today the Foundation owns approximately 85% of the capital in DTS 

Holding while the founder’s family owns roughly 12% and the employees approximately 3%. Most 
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of the DTS Group’s profit is returned to the organisation through the foundation. The Foundation’s 

main purpose is to expand and develop the DTS Group, primarily by reinvesting the group’s own 

capital from the DTS companies.  

 The DTS Foundation is one of the largest foundations in Denmark (Fenger and Thaysen 

2012: 26). However, in contrast to other large Danish foundations, the DTS Foundation does not have 

a secretariat: it has rather limited financial means and takes a very personal approach to operations in 

the sense that its small scale allows the Foundation to have a tight relationship with the comparatively 

few projects it supports. The foundation lives a relatively quiet life and does not communicate its 

activities externally other than having a small section on DTS’s corporate website and a few pages in 

the annual report, where key financial figures.a brief account of selected projects and the foundation’s 

objective and strategy are presented. Despite the foundation’s limited external communication, out of 

the 14,000 Danish foundations it is among the 1%  that appear in the Danish media (Fenger and 

Thaysen 2012: 23). According to one of the DTS interviewees, media coverage of the foundation can 

be explained by the well-known family name of the company’s founder.  

The DTS Foundation as a boundary organisation 

In the next sections constituting our analysis we describe the characteristics of the case foundation 

and the context in which it operates, including the DTS Foundation’s bridging position between its 

founding company and the NGO community. We then go on to describe the position of the foundation 

in relation to sustainable development and the ‘secure food to the world’ agenda, around which it 

attempts to form links and facilitate cross-sector collaboration. Finally, using empirical data we give 

examples of the foundation’s bridging practices with regard to the four roles of BOs discussed in our 

theoretical section: convening, translation, collaboration, and mediation.  

The foundation and its relationship to DTS and NGOs 
The foundation is a small organisational unit with no employees; its organisation formally takes the 

form of only a board of directors with eight members. Administratively, the foundation is managed 

by a DTS consultant, whose costs are covered by DTS’s operating company. The board of directors 

of the DTS holding company, which is the organisational unit in between the foundation and the other 

DTS companies, has five board members. All of these board members are also represented on the 
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DTS Foundation’s board of directors and, thus, have dual board membership. According to 

Hansmann and Thomsen  (2012: 5), the founding family can play a role in the governance of the 

company and its foundation due to a strong personal interest in the firm’s legacy and success. This is 

the case in the DTS Foundation, where members of the founding family are represented in both the 

foundation and group boards, which, according to the DTS consultant, ‘upholds the pathos and the 

attitude that has been imposed by the founder’. Consequently, the founding family and its values play 

a strong role in the foundation and the company.  

 Structurally, the DTS Foundation is a legally independent institution. In practice, 

however, the dual board memberships make the foundation somewhat less autonomous as there are 

clearly strong ties between the foundation and DTS. According to an interviewee from DTS, there is 

dual representation of board members in the DTS Group’s board of directors and the foundation’s 

board of directors:  

There isn’t a sharp distinction there [between the millions that are donated by the foundation each year and 

the holding company]. In reality it is the same foundation’s board of directors who sit and run the DTS 

Group through the holding company and run the operating companies etc. 

 Historically, the DTS Group has focused on upscale technologies and services aimed at 

Western markets. In recent years the DTS Group has expanded its business to encompass new 

technologies and business models targeted at and fitted to low-income rural areas in developing 

countries. This remains a niche market for the DTS Group, but it is a business area that lies close to 

the heart of the chairman of the DTS group board, son of the late founder of DTS. He has encouraged 

the foundation to support projects that provide concrete (technological) solutions to humanitarian and 

environmental problems in the world. Today the foundation  increasingly supports projects that draw 

on value-based products, i.e. products that provide technical solutions to environmental and social 

problems. In particular, the chairman of the DTS Group board encourages the DTS Group to get 

involved in the agenda of ‘Secure food to the world’, which involves developing new technologies 

and business models that provide solutions to humanitarian (e.g. lack of access to stable and secure 

food supplies) and environmental (e.g. the sustainable and environmentally friendly technologies to 

supply stable and secure food) issues. Historically, the technological and environmental agenda in 

DTS has been emphasised more than the humanitarian aid agenda.  

 Despite the foundation’s relative anonymity in terms of external communication, it is 

well known in the NGO community, and it is primarily NGOs that contact the foundation and not the 

other way around. The foundation has a long tradition of supporting altruistic projects. This aspect of 
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the foundation’s work (pure altruism) is still highly prioritised by the foundation’s board of directors. 

When it comes to strategic philanthropy, however, where donations of the foundation are linked to 

the technical capabilities of DTS, the foundation concentrates its efforts on supporting a few NGOs. 

The new role of the foundation is explained by a respondent:  

I think it is very fruitful if the foundation can help legalise and generate contact between NGOs and business 

development. It is simply two sides of the same coin. But it clearly requires some expertise and here some 

are too immature on both sides.  

The interviewee expresses the viewpoint that the foundation has a role to play in facilitating some 

practical initiatives and, for the time, being takes  quite an active role in bringing NGOs and DTS 

together. Through open dialogue with DTS employees, the foundation seeks to open the DTS Group’s 

eyes to the potential of engaging in projects with particular NGOs.  

 Our interviews reveal several reasons why the foundation is well positioned to function 

as a bridge between DTS and NGOs and can strategically influence organisations from both camps. 

First, the foundation is trusted and respected by organisations from both sectors. Owing to its close 

ties to the parent company in terms of name, history and social network, the foundation is highly 

regarded by employees. According to a manager, the foundation ‘grasps the spirit of the company 

well enough to be able recommend a strategic direction’. Commitment building as one of the key 

roles of BOs mentioned by Westley and Vredenburg (1991) comes naturally to the foundation. On 

the corporate side, the foundation as the owner of the company has ‘an indisputable authority’ by 

appealing to the name of the founding family. Moreover, thanks to its long-standing donor–

beneficiary relationships with NGOs, it has made a name for itself in that sector too: ‘When you tell 

recipients that you have money to give them, they get very happy and simultaneously sympathetic 

towards the organisation’. Furthermore, one interviewee highlights that the foundation needs to have 

some sort of working relationship with NGOs in order to solve the problems that the foundation’s 

donations to the NGO aim to address, such as secure food supply in developing countries. The belief 

is ‘that one can’t just send a cheque and some goodwill and then think that everything will be fine’. 

Through this approach, the foundation increases its understanding of NGO work methods and their 

potential and challenges in relation to meeting project goals.  
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Sustainable development and cross-sector collaboration: The Foundation’s 
role 
The DTS Group has independently established social network connections to a number of NGOs, 

with which meetings have been held on an ad hoc basis. However, despite efforts from several 

employees in the CSR and sales units to set up CSPs beyond arm’s length, relationships with NGOs 

have primarily remained at ‘Facebook level’, as a manager phrased it, and not been particularly 

fruitful. The same manager was deeply frustrated over this because he thought that it was difficult to 

achieve an open dialogue with NGOs, meaning potential synergies were lost. Although he figured 

that this was partly due to hesitation and mistrust on the part of the NGOs, he had also started doubting 

the company’s approach and expressed a need for people who could ‘crack the code’. According to 

him, the company’s failure to negotiate mutually beneficial, integrative CSPs that, ideally, could 

generate joint innovations could be blamed on the lack of knowledge regarding the activities and 

needs of NGOs: ‘For us it’s a question of getting more knowledge about how humanitarian 

organisations work and how we can support them.’ This view is shared by another company 

employee, who also declared that ‘we know nothing about food security at DTS, and we also don’t 

know anything about health work’.  

 The CSR department has been active in trying to increase employee engagement around 

the topic of secure food supply in various ways. It has also been in charge of a partnership initiative 

with a Danish branch of an international humanitarian NGO, through which, in collaboration, they 

implement DTS technologies in African villages. Part of the initiative has been to raise donations for 

the cause among employees. The project has been showcased within the DTS Group and employees 

have been excited about the project and the fact that DTS seeks to make a difference for the world’s 

poor. The CSR department has, however, run into several challenges with the project. For example, 

the choice of partner has been criticised by some employees, who perceive the NGO’s administration 

costs as unreasonably high. In addition, there have been challenges with regard to delays in 

implementation of partnership activities specified in the partnership agreement; as a result DTS and 

the NGO have had to deal with criticism regarding the appropriateness and design of the partnership.  

 The foundation has noted these internal company challenges with respect to cross-sector 

collaboration and has seen a window of opportunity to make an impact. Although the DTS Foundation 

officially has a dual purpose of securing the future of the company as well as providing charitable 

grants, from several interviewees’ perspectives its main purpose lies primarily within the social realm. 

According to our interviews, the foundation has the potential to concretise some of the founding 
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company’s values. More specifically, ‘sustainability and social responsibility are the terms that run 

the show’, said one of our respondents. In the following section, we give an account of the activities 

undertaken by the foundation in an attempt to facilitate cross-sector interaction between DTS and 

NGOs to address the sustainability issue of secure food supply to the world’s poorest. This issue is 

highlighted by the Foundation’s consultant as having the potential to function as a platform for 

learning how to develop ‘value-based’ products in DTS. These products draw on new technical 

solutions or new business models in order to address environmental and social needs (e.g. secure food 

supply). It should be noted that much of the work done by the foundation takes place backstage. From 

this position, figuratively speaking, the foundation has both insight into the performances taking place 

on the issue-arena and the opportunity to set the scene for a successful dialogue between actors from 

different societal sectors. The metaphor of ‘casting good bullets’ used by an interviewee can be 

understood as the foundation preparing and equipping its partners for their joint battle against a 

common enemy (environmental degradation or food shortages, for example). 

The DTS Foundation’s bridging activities 

This section compares the bridging activities of the DTS Foundation with the characteristic bridging 

processes identified for successful BOs by Tribbia and Moser (2008: 317) - convening, translation, 

collaboration and mediation.  

Convening 
In terms of convening, our case foundation has on several instances coordinated multi-stakeholder 

meetings. These typically have been ‘small, synergetic gatherings of people from different camps’. 

According to our interviewees, the case foundation operates in a more informal manner compared 

with other Danish corporate foundations, which means that important discussions and knowledge 

sharing between the foundation and DTS Group employees still frequently unfold over a cup of 

coffee. Based on our interviews, there seems to be considerable agreement that one of the important 

roles of the foundation is to bring NGOs and DTS employees together to address the issue of 

sustainable development.  

 Although most of this is done ‘on a personal level’, one of the more interesting events 

illustrating the foundation’s convening potential took place in May 2011. Drawing on its social 
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network, the foundation invited people from the NGO community (existing NGO-beneficiaries and 

NGO-applicants), representatives from academic institutions, an independent DTS distributor from 

an African country, and employees from different DTS companies and units (e.g. the CSR 

department, the sales unit, the business development unit and the R&D unit, and a representative from 

an Asian DTS subsidiary) to meet around the joint issue topic ‘Secure food to the world—the poorest’. 

This two-day seminar is significant because the foundation’s initiative provided the participants with 

an open, nonpartisan forum to discuss a common sustainability concern: secure food to the poorest. 

Interestingly, this seminar had wide-ranging consequences in terms of commitment building both 

within the company and externally.  

 Within the company, an unofficial NGO task force formed with the purpose of making 

the company’s cross-sector relationships more synergetic. The task force consists of members from 

different business units at group headquarters as well as from international subsidiaries; all members 

participated in the foundation-arranged seminar. The task force arranges virtual meetings where 

issues and challenges related to DTS’s NGO partnerships are discussed. At the task force’s first 

meeting soon after the seminar arranged by the foundation, for instance, the discussion included the 

implications for DTS practices of conducting business with a social purpose and how partnerships 

with NGOs would fit into this picture. The task force did not intend to arrive at an answer to the 

question but took the first steps in creating an agenda and direction regarding the company’s 

implementation of sustainability issues that include NGO involvement and span corporate business 

units and departments. According to an interviewee, an important role of the task force is to address 

internal coordination issues regarding the group’s interaction with NGOs:  

There are several issues in it as DTS has not defined how we work with NGOs. And when we receive 

project applications that have or do not have something to do with secure food supply, then they can end 

up different places [in the organisation]… But there are no policies regarding what it is we support. What 

we can support, and what we cannot support, and why we do it. 

 This need for coordination and direction was made plain for the first time at the 

foundation-arranged seminar. Consequently, an output of the first task force meeting was an internal 

policy paper that distinguished between NGO partnerships and donations, a distinction that had not 

been clear earlier. The policy paper highlighted strategic goals and criteria for both DTS’s 

partnerships with and its donations to NGOs.  

 The seminar was also an eye-opening experience for an NGO participant representing 

an American environmental NGO; his NGO had been purchasing DTS technologies for some years, 
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but, during the seminar, other technological solutions by DTS with potential to solve humanitarian 

and development problems were revealed to him. The seminar was organised in connection with this 

NGO employee spending a month with DTS. The visit was facilitated and arranged by the foundation: 

during his stay, he received leadership training from the DTS knowledge academy and gained insights 

about DTS technologies and new business models. As a result of this ‘in-house’ introduction to DTS 

and networking during the visit, the NGO received further donations from the foundation and 

formalised a working relationship with a DTS business development unit that was developing a new 

business model and technologies with a developmental aim. This agreement centred on the NGO 

receiving privileged access to the DTS business development unit’s technologies for implementation 

in developing countries.  

 These empirical examples show that the foundation’s convening activities had the effect 

of building intra-organisational networks between DTS employees but also between these employees 

and NGOs. Not all convening efforts directly sought to create partnerships but, to a higher degree, 

resulted in joint sense-making on the potential of partnerships to address the issue of sustainable 

development and of how to take collaborative action.  

Translation 
The foundation-arranged seminar also provided participants with an opportunity to create shared 

meaning around how to address the issue of secure food supply for the world’s poorest. One way in 

which the foundation used translation to ease the dialogue and facilitate the development of a common 

language was by inviting experts from industry and academia, who presented their perspectives on 

partnerships and technical issues regarding secure food supply. One of the sessions during the day 

specifically addressed the topic of partnerships from an academic angle, which gave participants a 

chance to discuss commonalities and differences in their own understanding of the term as well as 

share their views on what is required for CSPs to work in the DTS Group. Several of the DTS 

employees participating in the seminar afterwards highlighted that it provided them with a better 

understanding of DTS’s technical and human resources available to them. They learned how other 

parts of the DTS organisation work with NGOs and the ‘secure food supply’ issue as highlighted in 

the following quote from a DTS participant:  

The seminar days were very rewarding as we gathered some troops internally in DTS and gained that bit 

more understanding of what one another are doing. I hadn’t actually met John [alias, DTS employee from 

an Asian country] before, so it was really good to meet him and Mark [alias, DTS distributor] from Africa. 
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And it is always really, really important to have personal contact and a good relation when one has to 

cooperate with people.  

 In terms of translation, the foundation also seeks to make sure that projects are 

‘holistic’- that is, framed as being relevant to the company, NGOs and beneficiaries alike. When the 

foundation receives applications for financial support, the applications are evaluated according to 

four premises or target areas. An application should encompass at least one of the following four 

premises in order to be eligible for support and several areas to be characterised as holistic: a) natural 

science research; b) design and innovation; c) environmental sustainability; and d) humanitarian aid 

and social responsibility. According to the interviewees from both the foundation and DTS’s CSR 

department, it is a new practice to screen projects according to these four premises. By supporting 

fewer, yet bigger projects that cover several of the foundation’s four premises, the foundation 

gradually seeks to aid the world’s poorest by supporting humanitarian projects that draw on 

technological solutions to food shortages. This is elaborated in the foundation’s annual report, where 

it is stated that the foundation seeks to achieve synergies with the core areas at DTS, thereby helping 

to confirm the expression ‘value-based products’. In practice, the four areas provide a platform for 

the foundation to make DTS Group technologies and competences accessible to NGOs as they enter 

into a dialogue with the applying NGOs about their potential for the project application. Furthermore, 

the foundation often consults DTS departments that would potentially be involved about their view 

on the application and integrates their input in the feedback provided to the NGO. This translation 

process requires the foundation to be more involved in the projects it supports than it previously has 

been. The foundation provides an example of this new approach in its annual report, where it describes 

how a big development project undertaken with an international environmental NGO addresses all 

four foundation premises. The annual report highlights that ‘planning takes place in collaboration 

with the foundation in order to employ a holistic approach’- that is, the framing process described 

above in which NGO applications are adjusted based on DTS and/or external expert input.  

 Another method that can be interpreted as translation occurs when the foundation seeks 

to develop a shared vision for how partnerships can help address the issue of sustainable development 

by highlighting points of intersection between missions of organisations on both sides of sector 

boundaries. In this respect, one of our interviewees articulated that ‘Everybody can see the meaning 

in saving lives’. In this way the foundation appeals to universal humanitarian values that can mobilise 

resources and connect organisations regardless of sector. In order to mobilise resources from the 

company for CSPs, for instance, the Foundation strives to make explicit the business benefits of 



22 
 

partnerships involving aspects of humanitarian aid. It particularly refers to one of the new business 

units of the DTS Group, which focuses on the production of technologies and business models that 

seek to improve  living conditions for the people with fewest resources: the base of the pyramid (BoP) 

market. As this business unit is starting to find its feet and is slowly gaining momentum in DTS, the 

foundation uses this example to champion the cause: that a business can be developed based on the 

needs of the world’s poorest. The business unit was metaphorically described by an interviewee as a 

clear ‘anchoring point’ for partnership projects in that it links NGO projects to this business model in 

order to obtain support for new projects.  

 Furthermore, the above-mentioned support from the chairman of the DTS Group board 

(the son of the late founder of DTS) for the humanitarian ‘secure food supply’ agenda is a central 

resource in easing and facilitating the dialogue between DTS units and NGOs. His support is actively 

referred to by the foundation’s consultant in order to highlight the company’s vision for the 

sustainability agenda. The foundation can draw on the symbolic resources of the founding family’s 

values in order to legitimise partnerships and secure buy-in from sceptical DTS units. The vision of 

a DTS future grounded on value-based products that merge economic, social and/or environmental 

objectives becomes a common reference point for the NGOs and DTS units when collaborating.  

Collaboration  
The description of the structure and organisation of the DTS Foundation, and the working practices 

presented above, are examples of the collaborative role of the foundation. Through convening and 

translation, the foundation creates bridges between DTS employees and NGOs who share the same 

interests and facilitates inter- and intra-organisational collaborative working relationships. 

 Another central way in which the foundation tries to facilitate collaboration is by 

‘matching’ relevant DTS technologies and units with NGOs through donations. For example, the 

foundation has donated DTS technologies to several NGOs that possess the relevant environmental 

and social knowledge of how to utilise the products in developing countries. By screening for such 

NGOs through the four criteria mentioned above, the foundation seeks to make possible effective 

working relationships between the DTS Group and selected NGOs. The purpose is to identify 

partnership projects with potential for co-production of applied knowledge in addressing the 

sustainability issue of ‘securing food supply to the world’s poorest’. The internal consultant highlights 

that the collaborative efforts depend to a high degree on the convening efforts that occur during the 

planning process of the partnership projects. At this stage, the consultant ‘matches’ the NGO’s local 
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needs and knowledge, as reflected in the problem definition in its application to the foundation, with 

the technical knowledge necessary to implement the project. Here the foundation searches for relevant 

partners either within the DTS organisation or externally if DTS does not have the technology or 

knowledge in-house. This approach rests on a long-term strategy of building bridges to the company 

by supporting technology-driven and humanitarian projects; as one interviewee elaborates:  

It is hopefully a circular movement that will gain more momentum as months and years pass by. Because I 

think, I know, that a lot of experience is being built with these projects [with NGOs in developing countries] 

that has to be looped back into the organisation.  

 The translation process that occurs when the foundation frames the applying NGO’s 

project descriptions around the holistic approach of the four premises forms a central step in aiming 

to facilitate collaborative action for the ‘secure food supply’ agenda. In its management report within 

the annual report, the foundation reflects:  

The holistic approach [combining the foundation’s premises] has also turned out to be a good starting point 

for coordinating and creating synergy with other target areas within DTS, the most obvious one being the 

experience exchange concerning CSR—Corporate Social Responsibility. Within the technology area, 

projects supported by the foundation have helped test and adapt new technologies. 

 The framing not only facilitates movement of technical resources and financial 

resources to NGOs though donations, but it also facilitates co-production of knowledge through 

collaboration.  

 The foundation, in other words, facilitates sense-making around how to address the 

issue of secure food supply and establishes cross-sector working relationships by matching NGO and 

DTS competences through its translation and convening efforts that occur ‘behind the scenes’. Some 

of these efforts result in partnerships that generate applied knowledge in collaboration with NGOs- 

knowledge and working relationships that would not have been obtained otherwise. An interviewee 

from a business unit highlights that it neither would nor could have invested time and resources in 

collaborating with NGOs on implementing the unit’s technical solution in developing countries. The 

foundation can, in other words, be described as acting as an incubator where ideas mature until they 

are ready to be looped back into the DTS organisation. The DTS Foundation supports Westhues and 

Einwiller’s (2006: 146) statement that a corporate foundation through its status as a non-profit entity 

can take more risk and afford to experiment and support agendas that have not yet gained momentum.  

 In living out this strategy, our case foundation has walked a tightrope as a result of its 

donations to a domain of humanitarian aid that is closely related to the company’s technologies and 
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core competence. One of the reasons this giving pattern has been possible is the foundation’s close 

cooperation and dialogue with people from different departments within the company in relation to 

ensuring project relevance. Nevertheless, this process has not been without its problems, as we will 

elaborate below.  

Mediation 
The foundation is, to some extent, involved in addressing demarcation disputes. In the case of the 

DTS Group especially, conflicting interests in relation to how to address the sustainability issue have 

been central. Another debate concerns the priority of business versus development goals when 

supporting projects. Some of the ‘hardcore business guys’ in the DTS Group push for new business 

models and projects to focus on the business aspect and give the humanitarian development agenda a 

lower priority. This particular challenge in regard to NGO collaboration has been highlighted by many 

interviewees; how can a DTS business unit spend time and resources on such projects when it has to 

prove the economic viability of its newly developed business model? The interviewees question 

whether these conflicting interests can be balanced. However, the foundation tries to mediate and 

ensure engagement from the business units by highlighting that humanitarian aid and environmental 

sustainability are at the core of DTS’s values and lie close to the heart of board members of both the 

foundation’s and the DTS Group’s board of directors. By referring to corporate values and board 

interests, the foundation aims to provide new partnership initiatives with the internal legitimacy and 

resources required. By mobilising DTS resources it also demonstrates to potential NGO partners that 

the DTS group believes in the agenda and will play its part in addressing the ‘secure food to the 

world’s poorest’ agenda, even though this agenda does not (yet) form part of its core business. The 

foundation thus has leverage within the company to create internal legitimacy for the partnership 

agenda and the consequent resource allocation to support it. Thanks to its donations to NGOs and the 

accompanying NGO debt of gratitude, the foundation  has some leverage over them too.  

 The foundation has also mediated between NGOs and DTS in the case of partnership 

disputes. An interviewee gave an example from a project in an African country where there was 

disagreement regarding the use of DTS technologies that had been donated by the foundation. 

Although the foundation did not have a duty to mediate, it voluntarily took on the task of conflict 

resolution. Our interviewee told us that the disagreement was due to a misunderstanding between the 

parties - a local DTS distributor and a local African branch of a Danish humanitarian NGO - regarding 

their respective responsibilities in installing the technologies. The responsibilities as outlined in the 
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foundation’s donation letter were interpreted differently by the parties. The dispute was solved by ‘a 

way of interpreting what had been said’. Thanks to its familiarity with both the terminology used by 

the international development community and the technical, corporatist language used by DTS, the 

foundation, according to a foundation representative, was able to play a part in solving the argument 

by ensuring that the interests of the stakeholders were fairly represented.  

The challenges of the DTS Foundation’s bridging activities 
As the preceding examples have painted a relatively rose-coloured picture of the bridging work 

conducted by the case foundation, it is necessary to point out some challenges.  

 One challenge revealed during interviews relates to the degree to which the foundation 

can take on a role as mediator in project conflicts. This topic is debated within the DTS Group; the 

foundation might have too much on its plate in terms of being involved too directly in bolstering the 

humanitarian aid agenda within DTS through donations. Sometimes the foundation gets involved in 

projects that should  lie only within the realm of the business or the NGO. Thus, the foundation was 

presented as having the potential to be disruptive to project implementation because of a lack of 

specification about the expectations accompanying its donations. This lack of specification has, in an 

example above led to disputes between a local DTS supplier and a local NGO in an African country. 

If foundation expectations are not communicated, the potential of the partnership might be disrupted, 

requiring the foundation to take on the translating and mediating role as accounted for in the mediation 

analysis.  

 Another issue related to bridging work is the challenge of navigating different 

expectations (McMullen and Adobor 2011). One respondent from the foundation described the 

position as follows: ‘It’s a difficult place to stand, because you need to act with one foot in both camps 

and then you can get accused for how you treat both counterparts’. Navigating these interests is not 

an easy task. What it takes, he argued, is ‘being fair and honest, and explaining one’s interests’. But 

the foundation has, in several instances, experienced that its informal bridging activities had 

consequences and touched on internal power struggles. The foundation’s interventions in the 

company - pushing the ‘secure food to the poor’ agenda and business models to address that agenda 

- were perceived by some DTS representatives as the foundation poking its nose into something that 

was not its business; the thought was that the business would know better than the foundation which 

markets to address and how to address them.  
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 A similar argument, but with the reverse emphasis, was also highlighted by a DTS 

interviewee, who questioned the competences of the foundation in merging business and 

humanitarian interests in the ‘secure food to the poorest’ agenda. Here it was highlighted that the 

foundation has knowledge of business development and not so much of humanitarian aid:  

Development work is something else than business and that is probably something one has to realize… I 

do not know much about it, but I think the will is there. Because I think the foundation wants development, 

it is more into development and donations than business. I just don’t know how much they know about it. 

These perspectives highlight the difficulties for the foundation in bridging business and humanitarian 

interests.  

 The foundation has internal legitimacy due to its close connections with the founding 

family; DTS units do not argue with the wishes of the founding family or board of directors. The 

foundation can  utilise this internal power to push a long-term agenda and facilitate experimentation. 

The need for the foundation to refer to the founding family and values to mobilise DTS resources 

does, however, point to the challenge that the foundation is not perceived as having a mandate to 

dictate over corporate departments and resources through its philanthropic work, even though it 

formally holds ownership over the direction for the company.  

 The foundation cannot succeed in mobilising collaborative action for the ‘secure food 

to the poor’ agenda without its donations to NGOs or good connections to employees inside the 

company. These relationships are necessary for the foundation to function as a boundary organisation, 

but at the same time the focus on strategic philanthropy and framing around creating solutions that 

build on business competences also makes the foundation a more partial bridge than if it engaged 

only in pure altruism. Hence, it runs the risk of losing its objectivity and neutral status, and thereby 

its external legitimacy, when it comes to the foundation’s work that is oriented towards the social 

realm. In other words, NGO beneficiaries may question the motivations of the foundation as a bridge 

because of the close links between the foundation and its founding corporation. 

Discussion 

This section discusses the performance of the case foundation as a boundary organisation based on a 

number of theoretical success factors. The motive of bridging and related risks are then addressed. 
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Our discussion also considers the potential of corporate foundations to influence CSPs and how this 

scenario may play out. Finally we point out some bridging challenges that relate to the jurisdiction of 

corporate foundations in Denmark and suggest that there is a need to rethink their political role in 

society.  

 According to Westley and Vredenburg (1991: 86), consensus should not necessarily be 

expected as a result of bridging, but, rather, what matters is the endurance of links formed, the 

articulation of shared values, the ability to secure intra-organisational commitment at both ends, and 

the ability of the BO to set self-interest aside and maximise the focus on delivering social value. 

Drawing on these evaluation criteria, our case foundation is performing well. Through its convening 

activities, the foundation grounded the way for a new CSP between DTS and an NGO. An important 

ingredient for this success was also the foundation’s ability to build commitment and internal 

legitimacy for the partnership agenda through translation and the power of example. By making each 

side aware of the other’s good intentions and by using previous success stories, the foundation broke 

down sector boundaries and enabled collaborative action. What remains to be seen, however, is how 

durable this partnership is. 

 Some of the translation work carried out by the foundation has also been helpful in 

facilitating the dialogue between the company and NGOs within the larger international development 

community. One of the key debates the foundation was involved in framing was that of sustainability, 

as the parties held different and opposing understandings of this concept. A joint understanding was 

generated by highlighting the overlap between the corporation’s set of core values and the ideals of 

the development community, thus overriding the ‘business logic’ of sustainability. Moreover, through 

close collaboration with people in different departments of the company, the foundation secured 

additional support for the sustainability agenda. In fact, the one-day seminar hosted by the foundation 

gave birth to a new structure within the company in the form of a task force consisting of people from 

various functional areas. It is more difficult to say to what extent the foundation has been successful 

in building commitment in NGOs. At least the dialogue between NGOs and the foundation, in which 

the company’s technologies has been a natural subject for discussion, has certainly had an impact in 

terms of NGO awareness and interest. The perspective of NGOs should be explored further by future 

research. 

 Westley and Vredenburg (1991) suggest paying attention to the motives of BOs. We 

perceive the case corporate foundation to have mixed motives, serving both business and public 

interest. It cannot be characterised as neutral because of its framing activities and clearly political 
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aims. It acts in accordance with its founding statutes which are, by definition, altruistic. However, its 

involvement in defining sustainability, for instance, is not unbiased because it pushes for a value-

based understanding. This example suggests that the foundation as a BO aligned itself with the border 

organisations (the NGOs) by promoting an understanding of sustainability that fitted their values and 

beliefs. Such a positioning can strengthen the legitimacy of the BO in the eyes of the NGOs (Lawrence 

and Hardy 1999: 51).  

 Nevertheless, we have also seen some indications in our data that challenges in 

balancing self-interest could arise. Self-interest, in our case, would mean the foundation deliberately 

and directly furthers the founding corporation’s business. The foundation walks a tightrope in 

balancing its interests as it exists both to develop the corporation indirectly in the long term, but also 

to support societal development altruistically through, for example, donations to the NGO 

community. As building CSPs touches upon both purposes, the critical question is what the 

foundation’s motivations are. Is it acting primarily in the interest of the public by believing truly in 

the power of CSR initiatives such as CSPs, although little is known about their actual impact and how 

CSR affects the major societal issues it is intended to solve (Blowfield 2007)? Or is it promoting a 

business solution to development that may just worsen the situation and deepen inequality (Newell 

and Frynas 2007)? Our data suggest that the case foundation facilitates partnership development 

primarily for the sake of societal transformation rather than business development. However, the 

foundation’s close personal relationships with people within the corporation and the fact that the 

foundation is sponsored by the company could potentially upset this delicate balance. We hypothesise 

that the closer the ties between the corporate foundation and its founding corporation, the higher the 

risk because dual board membership and/or family ownership may give individual managers added 

influence on foundation strategy, thus imposing his or her personal values on the foundation’s work. 

Moreover, in realising its possibility to influence organisations in multiple sectors, the corporate 

foundation as an entity may also get carried away and intervene even when it does not necessarily 

possess the necessary knowledge or capabilities. Thus, the BO’s characteristics clearly limit the extent 

to which it can conduct bridging work successfully.  

 With regard to cross-sector collaboration, there are some indications that corporate 

foundations are well-positioned to perform tasks of convening, translation and mediation, which can 

increase the mutual understanding of the activities, cultures and needs of organisations on both sides 

of sector boundaries. By bringing people together from across sector boundaries around joint 

concerns, fostering an open and honest dialogue, translating sector-specific language and mediating 
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in cases of misunderstandings, the foundation can contribute to building the mutual trust necessary 

for CSPs to flourish. The work of corporate foundations as boundary organisations can strengthen the 

ties of different organisations by translating and merging institutional logics within and across 

institutional fields, thus creating a common cultural frame (Scott 2008: 187). By the same means, 

corporate foundations may also be able to move CSPs forward along a theoretical collaboration 

continuum (Austin 2000) from transactional towards integrative, or from arm’s length to intensive 

(Rondinelli and London 2003). This idea is particularly interesting against the background that 

integrative partnerships are highlighted as the most promising in addressing and transforming a 

problem domain such as sustainable development (Bowen et al. 2010: 309).  

 Based on our exploratory study of corporate foundations as BOs, we posit that there is 

much potential, at least theoretically. However, one of the main challenges in practice in a Danish 

context is the restricted jurisdiction of corporate foundations, which prohibits them from direct 

business involvement. While creating synergetic CSPs may not directly influence the company’s 

bottom line, there is a grey zone when it comes to partnerships that focus on issues linked to the 

company’s core competence and where additional sales of the company’s products may be an indirect 

result of the CSPs. For tax reasons, corporate foundations are prohibited by law from intervening in 

commercial activities. There is a fine line between foundation action that has positive spill over effects 

for the company and direct commercial influence. Because of this line, corporate foundations can be 

considered relatively fragile bridges. Although they have much bridging potential they must be 

careful not to exceed their authority to create synergies between their founding companies and the 

larger community. Currently, building collective momentum for an issue agenda must be executed 

cautiously behind the scenes, as this is where the foundation can relax and step out of character 

without being concerned about the reaction of its stakeholder audiences (Friedman 1995). 

 Apart from the legal aspect, Danish foundations traditionally have been rather quiet, 

mostly apolitical, and stayed outside the spotlight (Kraft and Partners 2011). This is a clear cultural 

difference compared with the United States where foundations and, in particular, corporate 

foundations, have a more visible place in society. Already in the 1980s, the American debate focused 

on whether foundations were too political (Frumkin 2006). In order for foundations in Denmark to 

be able to live out their full potential as BOs at the interface between business and society, a mind-

set change is needed. It is necessary to move away from the idea of corporate foundations as a 

relatively passive philanthropic arm of companies, and start seeing them as potential change agents.  
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 Thanks to their relatively high risk-taking capacity (as they are not dependent on elector 

support) and their long-term perspective, corporate foundations could function as incubators for 

testing new business models. If and when success has been proven, the company can then complete 

the roll-out. Our data suggest that donating technologies is a way of testing their functionality. 

Through the corporate foundation, user experience is channelled back into the company, which can 

use the knowledge to improve the products further. This makes the transfer of resources from one 

side to the other an important aspect of the foundation’s bridging work. A two-way flow of both 

tangible and intangible resources can be observed. The foundation channels funding applications and 

knowledge (either regarding the practice of development aid in general or specific knowledge from 

consumer experience) as well as community legitimacy from the development community to the 

company; in return, financial resources, technologies and technical expertise are transferred from the 

company through the foundation to the NGO community. In sum, corporate foundations are well 

positioned to build both external and internal legitimacy for CSPs as well as leverage necessary 

resources for this purpose. Our analysis shows that the building of partnerships that address 

sustainable development can be a new and exciting way in which foundations can drive societal 

innovation and change.  

Concluding remarks, limitations and future research 

This paper suggests that corporate foundations have the potential to serve as BOs between business 

and civil society. The results of this study, however, should be viewed as largely exploratory. The 

fact that our empirical evidence is based on a single case study limits the formal generalisability of 

the results. Nevertheless, the power of examples that case studies provide should not be 

underestimated (Flyvbjerg 2006: 228). Our study indicates that corporate foundations are legitimate 

players in the realm of corporate social responsibility and respected across sector boundaries thanks 

to their natural connection to both the private sector and civil society. We believe their potential as 

catalysts for cross-sector interaction is underrated currently.  

 Our contribution to the body of research on CSPs is meant to highlight the role of 

corporate foundations as an interesting third party that should not be overlooked. In contrast to 

common belief (at least in Denmark), corporate foundations can be more than financial intermediaries 

through which corporate profits are channelled to charitable causes. Thanks to their position at the 
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intersection of sector boundaries, they have the capacity to act as catalysts for cross-sector 

engagement and drivers of societal change. However, in comparison with O’Mahony and Bechky 

(2008: 451), who argue that BOs enable a ‘transformation from contention to collaboration’, we argue 

on the basis of our empirical evidence that the starting point is not necessarily contention. Although 

companies and NGOs were once adversaries, today both actors have a common boundary-

transcending interest in solving complex social problems (Vurro et al. 2010). Thus, the role of BOs 

between business and society is not only related to solving cultural and managerial partnership 

challenges and to fostering mutual trust but also to facilitating negotiations and collaboration through 

network building. The shift that BOs can facilitate is not necessarily one from adversary to ally 

(O’Mahony and Bechky 2008: 451), but rather a movement from beneficiary or collaborator to 

strategic partner, i.e. a movement from arm’s length to more advanced stages of partnership. 

Nevertheless, as our findings are highly indicatory, we propose that future research should investigate 

the impact of boundary organisations on CSP development in more depth. This could be done by 

linking the four roles of BOs (convening, translation, collaboration and mediation) with the cross-

sector alliance drivers and enablers listed by Austin (2000: 91), including mission and vision 

alignment, personal relationships, value generation, continual learning, focused attention, 

communication and organisational systems, as well as mutual expectations and accountability. 

Making these connections explicit would further the understanding of the relevance of BOs for CSP 

development. 

 Owing to our limited sample, a few cautionary remarks are necessary. Our data do not, 

for instance, allow us to draw conclusions about the long-term consequences of foundation 

involvement. Although we feel confident in claiming that our case foundation has played an essential 

role at the intersection of sector boundaries, we cannot determine to what extent the advances in cross-

sector engagement between DTS and NGOs actually are traceable back to the foundation’s work. 

Other events outside the scope of our study may, of course, have contributed to this development as 

well. Our focus on the tri-part relationship between companies, corporate foundations and NGOs 

leaves out multiple other constituencies such as government agencies that have an influence on the 

work of BOs and the dynamics within an issue-based field (see Brown 1991: 812). To what extent 

these network connections assist or hinder the process of BOs should be investigated in future 

research.  

 In this paper, we chose to focus on BOs as such a perspective allows particular focus 

on ‘the organisational mechanisms and processes that enable collaboration’ (O’Mahony and Bechky 
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2008: 426). However, future research could make interesting contributions by studying under what 

conditions corporate foundations can play the role of BOs between business and society. Moreover, 

it could also be fruitful to look at the impact of corporate foundations on partnership governance. 

Could the foundation as a quasi-independent third party successfully govern the cross-sector 

interaction, thus enhancing partnership legitimacy in the eyes of critical constituents? Another 

interesting avenue of research regarding corporate foundations would be studying their role in 

initiating and building momentum for international issue networks - that is, sets of organisations that 

work together for a political cause such as the human rights agenda (see e.g. Sikkink 1993). Such 

studies would enhance the understanding of the role of BOs in achieving public policy influence.  

 Finally, future research could explore potential tensions that arise when corporate 

foundations become more active within the realm of corporate social responsibility. While companies 

are likely to appreciate outsourcing part of the administrative burden of CSPs to a quasi-independent 

unit, NGOs may be sceptical towards the evolving role of corporate foundations. How do they 

perceive the shift from corporate foundations as overwhelmingly passive donors to donors that, de 

facto, seek to influence NGO decision-making by directly or indirectly encouraging collaboration 

with the private sector?  
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Figure 1 Illustration of research phases and data collection process 

  

• Understanding the 
partnership practices of the 
DTS Group

• Data collection: 7 
interviews with DTS 
Group employees and one 
NGO employee

• Participant observation of 
partnership seminar, 
observation of meeting 
between NGO and DTS 
unit 

Mapping the DTS 
Group's involvement 

with NGOs

• Exploring the Foundation’s 
work and revealing the 
motivations and outcomes 
of interactions between the 
foundation, its founding 
company and NGOs 

• Data collection: 6 
interviews with DTS 
representatives (Foundation 
and DTS Group) and one 
expert interview 

Understanding how the 
DTS Foundation shapes 
the interaction between its 

founding company, the 
DTS Group, and NGOs

Research question: 
What role(s) may the 

DTS Foundation play in 
relation to cross-sector 
partnerships between 
its founding company 

and NGOs?

Research phase 1 

Research phase 2 
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Appendix: Data inventory 

Table A1 shows the empirical data that have been collected during a 19 month period between May 

2010 and November 2011. It is important to note that some of the interviewees have been 

interviewed several times. The internal consultant for the DTS Foundation has for instance been 

interviewed 3 times (interview 3, 9, and 10).   

Table A1 Data inventory  

Source: inspired by Gioia et al. 2010 

 Type Time 
Primary 

data 

First phase: interviews with focus on partnership practice in the case 
company 
1. Face to face (ftf) interview: International Project Sales Manager, DTS Group 

Management  

2. Ftf interview: CSR Programme Coordinator, DTS Group Management  

3. Ftf interview: Internal Consultant for the DTS Foundation, DTS Group 

Management  

4. Phone interview (PI): Managing Director of a DTS business development 

company  

5. Ftf interview: Business Development Manager, DTS Group Management  

6. Ftf interview: Regional Business Development Manager, Asia Pacific Region, 

DTS Asian Country Ltd  

7. Ftf interview: Vice President International Programs, USA-based environmental 

NGO, partner of the company and foundation 

8. Ftf interview: CEO of a DTS distributor in an African country 

Second phase: interviews with focus on the DTS foundation’s role with 
respect to CSR and NGO partnerships  
9. PI: Internal Consultant for the DTS Foundation, DTS Group Management  

10. PI: Internal Consultant for the DTS Foundation, DTS Group Management  

11. PI: Previous CSR Programme Coordinator, DTS Group Management, now 

employed in a DTS business development company  

12. PI: New CSR Programme Coordinator, DTS Group Management  

13. PI: Former CSR Manager at the DTS Group—left DTS in January 2011 

14. PI: Member of the DTS Group’s board of directors and Vice Chairman of the 

Foundation’s board of directors  

15. Ftf interview: consultant behind the ‘the Danish Foundation Analysis’ 

conducted by the Danish consultancy firm Kraft & Partners  

May 2010–

November 

2011 
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Participant 

observation  

Participation in seminar arranged by the DTS Foundation. Present: one of this 

paper’s authors;  internal consultant for the DTS foundation; former CSR Manager 

at the DTS group; DTS International Project Sales Manager; former DTS CSR 

Programme Coordinator; new DTS CSR Programme Coordinator; DTS Regional 

Business Development Manager, Asia Pacific Region; VP of International 

Programs, USA-based environmental NGO; CEO of DTS distributor in an African 

country; DTS engineer from quality department; and two representatives of Danish 

NGOs with pending Foundation applications  

May 2011 

Observation Partnership meeting between DTS’s CSR Department and a Danish humanitarian 

NGO  

May 2011 

Secondary 

data  

Corporate websites 

Annual reports and CSR reports 

CSR pamphlets 

PR material  

Sales material  

Book documenting the company’s history  

Strategy papers 

Partnership contracts 

Email correspondence between DTS and NGOs 

Email correspondence between DTS and the researchers 

Newspaper articles 

May 2010–

November 

2011 

 

 

Acknowledgements: The authors would like to thank Esben Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen, Arno 

Kourula and participants at the Partnership 2012: NGO+Business conference at Copenhagen 

Business School for their helpful comments on this paper and an earlier version of it. We also thank 

the DTS Group and the DST Foundation for making this study possible. This research was, in part, 

financially supported by the DTS Foundation. 



 
 

1 
 

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AS RELIEF FROM 
RESPONSIBILITY: NPO LEGITIMIZATIONS FOR CORPORATE 

PARTNERSHIPS IN CONTESTED TERRAINS 
 

Authors: Heidi Herlin & Nikodemus Solitander 

Hanken School of Economics 

This is an Author Accepted Manuscript  (‘Post-print’) version of the article accepted for 
publication in Critical Perspectives on International Business 

 

1. Introduction 

 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been defined as “the discourse and 

practices that pretend it is possible to moralise corporations, and capitalism more broadly” 

(Barthold, 2013, p. 396). The development of CSR discourse is inherently tied to discussions 

and debates over corporate legitimacy in the wake of financial scandals, environmental 

degradation, and social conflicts (Palazzo and Scherer, 2006). An increasingly visible 

legitimacy-building practice within the CSR discourse is cross-sector partnerships (CSP) 

between multinational corporations (MNCs) and not-for-profit organisations (NPOs) (Kolk, 

2013; Seitanidi and Crane, 2009). 

 However, cross-sector partnerships between widely different organizations - in terms 

of mission, culture and values - are not automatically legitimate institutional arrangements. 

Consequently, both participating organizations must make an effort to justify their collective 

action and convince internal and external audiences of the added value and validity of the 

partnership. Different articulations of the partnership will be necessary in order to secure 

support for the partnership. While MNCs can relatively easily incorporate CSPs into their 

overall CSR agenda and use partnerships with NPOs to showcase their commitment to 

worthy social and environmental causes, NPOs have a more difficult task in justifying their 

corporate engagement. The tension that NPOs face is that their values and principles often 

clash with corporate practices built on resource exploitation, commodification of nature, or 

profit-maximizing activities that cause threats to livelihoods and human rights. Their own 

stakeholders may strongly object to partnerships with perceivably amoral corporations, many 

of which have a history of human rights breaches, environmental scandals and other 

corporate misconduct (Eikenberry and Kluver, 2004; Baur and Schmitz, 2012).  
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One of the most contested arenas of corporate involvement is arguably the context of 

water, which has seen increasing private sector involvement (Brei and Böhm, 2011; Jaffee 

and Newman 2013). At the center of the contested debate over commodification of water 

resources stand MNCs who control the global commodity chains of bottled water and soft 

drinks (Brei and Böhm, 2011; Raman, 2010). Bottled water is the only form of water traded 

internationally and it embodies the idea of commodification of nature and the struggles 

attached to it (Liverman, 2004; Opel, 1999). But as access to adequate water is also 

considered a basic human right, the representation of water as a tradable rather than a public 

good has caused social tensions and resistance (Bakker, 2003, p. 42; Budds and McGranahan, 

2003; Karnani, 2012; Otto and Böhm, 2006).   

In the last decade the commodification of water has been a subject to contestation 

both in the North and South. Noteworthy cases include Coca-Cola’s clashes with local 

populations in Kerala and Utar Pradesh, India, over its role in exacerbating water shortages in 

areas with already scarce water supplies as bottled water is purified groundwater (Chilkoti, 

2014; Mathiason, 2006; ); the  decade long water-access disputes between Nestlé Waters 

North America and several local communities in Maine, Michigan and California (Hampton 

Baily, 2013); and an infamous 2005 interview with Nestlé’s CEO, Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, 

where he declared the “views represented by NGOs” of water as a human right as “extreme” 

(We feed the world, 2005). In this contested terrain, CSPs have proliferated. Interestingly, in 

response to such tensions, NPOs have started drawing on CSR discourse in order to make 

sense of and legitimize CSPs to their own stakeholders (Hogan, 2010). The processes by 

which such legitimization is achieved and the consequences thereof have received little to no 

attention. Thus the aim of this paper is to get a deeper understanding how NPOs1 discursively 

legitimize their corporate engagement through CSPs in general, and particularly how they 

construct legitimacy for partnering with firms involved in the commodification of water. The 

paper seeks to shed light on the values embedded in these discursive accounts and the kind of 

societal effects and power relations they generate, we are particularly interested in 

understanding the role of modernity in shaping our responsibilities (or lack of them) via 

various technologies and practices (Kelemen and Peltonen, 2001, p.163). 

Inspired by Bauman’s critique of modern organizational design (Bauman, 1993) and 

its iterations (e.g. ten Bos, 1997; Jensen, 2010; Clegg, Kornberger and Rhodes, 2007) we are 

particularly interested in how the CSR discourse can serve as a “relief from responsibility” 
                                                 
1 MNC’s use of CSR discourse for legitimization has been fairly extensively studied, see e.g. Campbell, 
McPhail & Slack, 2009; Painter-Morland, 2006; Reynolds & Yuthas, 2008. 
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(Bauman, 2008, p. 52) when dealing with tensions related to the CSPs, mainly from the NPO 

perspective. 

In this paper, however, we depart from writers such as ten Bos (1997), Jensen (2010) 

and Clegg et al. (2007) in that we are not looking at how individuals make sense of the intra-

organizational tensions, processes and the moral choices involved in CSPs, but focus 

exclusively on how discourse is used and reproduced for legitimization for NPO participation 

in CSPs. Following a critical perspective we recognize that legitimation of particular actions 

deals not only with legitimizing specific issues but also broader social practices and 

ideologies (Vaara and Tienari, 2008). In this paper, legitimation is understood as a process in 

which a set of framing strategies are employed to justify a particular institutional arrangement 

(Rueede and Kreutzer, 2014) in our case CSPs. These strategies are targeted at important 

internal and external stakeholders who have the power to confer legitimacy to the object in 

question. While we agree with Jensen (2010, p. 426) that the social context of organizations 

always allows for certain amounts of individual moral responsibility, we see it as important to 

analyze and identify elements in the overarching CSR discourse that support “demoralizing 

processes” (Jensen 2010, p. 427) in organizations, or enable a “relief from responsibility” 

(Bauman, 2008, p. 52).  

Drawing on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 1995) we analyze the 

discursive accounts of three water-related CSPs involving the three biggest bottled water 

producers in the world; Nestlé, Coca-Cola and Danone; and three major non-profits; The 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the World Wildlife 

Foundation (WWF) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO).  

The paper is structured as follows: First, we briefly discuss the methodology, second 

we provide an overview of the literature on cross-sector partnerships in relation to CSR and 

legitimacy, and introduce the idea of CSR as a possible relief from responsibility inspired by 

the work of Bauman (1993, 1994, 2008). Third, we analyze how CSPs in our case study are 

discursively legitimized. We finish the paper by outlining some implications for NPOs in the 

context of CSPs. 

2. Method 

Discourses are central in the social construction of reality and in the production of 

meaning in local contexts. It is through discourse that sense is made, experiences are ordered 

and certain meanings become naturalized. Discourses provide frameworks and logics for 
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reasoning (Alvesson and Karreman, 2000). Cross-sector partnerships cannot be studied in 

isolation from their context. According to Brei and Böhm (2011, p. 245), “the dynamics of 

power between corporations, governments, international institutions, NGOs and other social 

groups produce a particular form of political economy as well as the conditions and norms 

for participating in that economy”. It is therefore important to focus on what kind of political 

economy provides the foundation for and legitimizes the existence of CSPs. What is the 

connection between the partnership discourse and broader macro discourses in society and 

how do the participating organizations reflect on the meaning and consequences of their 

partnership activities in the wider political economy? Vaara and Tienari (2008) point out that 

“actors can purposefully position themselves vis-à-vis specific discourses or mobilize 

particular discourses for the own advantage”, and in doing so they reproduce certain 

ideologies. Drawing on CDA, the starting point of our analysis is the understanding that 

legitimacy is created in relation to particular discourses that provide “the ‘frames’ with which 

people make sense of particular issues and give sense to them” (ibid, p. 4). Discourses both 

enable and constrain organizational action. In terms of morality, different discourses call 

attention to different moral questions and they also provide a fixed range of possible solutions 

to these (De Graaf, 2006, p. 250-251).  

We combine critical discourse analysis (CDA) with Bauman’s notion of relief from 

responsibility (1993, 1994, 2008) in order to understand how legitimacy is achieved and 

carried out, delineating which discourses the articulations of NPO-business water 

partnerships draw on, what discourses are reproduced and which understandings are 

excluded.  

By drawing on specific discourses the texts produce a certain version of reality and 

thereby shape readers’ (employees’ and other stakeholders) understandings and practices 

(Winkler, 2011). Inspired by Fairclough’s (1995) approach to CDA, we are interested in how 

these versions of realities are produced linguistically. In CDA there are two focal points: 

First, there is the order of discourse – the discourse practice or the configuration of all 

discourse types which are used within a social field. The order of discourse in our analysis is 

CSPs. Second, there is the communicative event – the instance of language use. In our case 

the communicative event is constituted by CSP reports, partnership guidelines or codes which 

give insight into the way in which NPOs perceive and implement CSPs (Table 1 outlines the 

CSPs and the central documents analyzed). Code documents have been found to strongly 

articulate organizational ideologies (Winkler, 2011), and thus central documents in the 

analysis were codes of ethics, due diligence assessment criteria, and other documents 
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pertaining to corporate partner selection. We also used CSR or sustainability reports from the 

years during which the partnership has existed, as well as information related to the CSPs 

published on the organizations’ official websites. Furthermore, when available, we have 

analyzed (jointly produced) partnership reports. We have divided the documents into two 

discourse types, CSR (these would include CSR/CSP reports and webpages) and 

Organizational Ethics (e.g. codes of conduct, due diligence documents, ethical guidelines, 

vision statements etc.) 

 

-INSERT TABLE 1 APPROX. HERE- 

 

The relationship between the communicative event and the order of discourse is 

dialectical: the communicative event is constituted by and constitutes the order of discourse. 

E.g. a CSP report as a communicative event draws on an order of discourse – the sum of all 

discourses and genres within a particular domain, which delimits what can be said, at the 

same time it not only reproduces the existing discourses but can employ them in new ways 

and thus change the order of discourse (Jorgensen and Philips 2002). Fairclough’s (1995; 

Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999) CDA incorporates both discursive practice and social 

practice. Discursive practice looks at how texts are produced and consumed, what intertextual 

chains exist where the ‘same’ text can be seen in different versions. The communicative 

event is also a text where the specific linguistic features such as keywords and metaphors are 

used in particular ways (ibid.). An analysis of the communicative event needs to take into 

account the social practice in order to interpret the findings of the text analysis.  Following 

Beelitz and Markl-Davies (2012) and Ellerup Nielsen and Thomsen (2007), we have 

identified analytical categories in the text analysis by going back and forth between 

theoretical concepts underlying our analysis and the empirical data. We have looked for key-

words that form topics/themes through semantic topic analysis.  

In conducting a deep reading of the documents we focused on identifying patterns of 

meaning in how organizations involved in cross-sector partnerships justify and account for 

their partnership activities. The analysis gives insights into which realities of cross-sector 

partnerships are created, what social discourses are drawn upon, and how CSPs are made the 

preferred option in comparison to other alternative practices and governance mechanisms – in 

short how partnerships come to be idealized. We also show how organizations through these 
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accounts “transform and re-specify morality while introducing it into their decision-making 

processes.” (Besio and Pronzini, 2014, p. 298).   

The three different CSPs we have analyzed are as follows: 

The partnership between Nestlé and IFRC originates in a philanthropic donation 

worth £250 000 from Nestlé in support of the Linking Lives campaign run by the British Red 

Cross in 1999. In 2006, water and sanitation in developing regions became the focal point of 

the partnership. Beyond core CSP activities, Nestlé has also been an important cash and in-

kind donor to the IFRC during large-scale emergencies. (Community.Nestle.com; Nestle.com 

and Nestle.de; IFRC.org).  

The multi-year partnership between WWF and Coca-Cola was launched in June 2007 

with a primary focus on water conservation. Activities include improving water efficiency 

throughout Coca-Cola’s supply chain, conserving water sheds, inspiring a global movement 

for the protection of fresh water resources, as well as reducing Coca-Cola’s CO2 emissions 

and energy use. In November 2011, the two organizations decided to expand the partnership 

with a joint mission to protect the polar bear’s habitat. This new focus area made the 

partnership more commercial through a focused cause-related marketing campaign with 

white-colored Coke bottles, messages encouraging consumer donations, as well as dedicated 

film footage to raise public awareness (Coca-cola.com, worldwildlife.org). 

The partnership between the German commission for UNESCO and Danone Waters 

with a focus on protecting biosphere reserves started in May 2008. A key component of this 

partnership was the launch of a new sub-brand named “Volvic Landfrucht” with awareness 

raising messages regarding UNESCO biosphere reserves. Apart from this joint cause-related 

marketing campaign, Danone also provides financial support to a number of UNESCO’s 

projects related to biosphere protection and, as a result of the partnership, the company claims 

to make additional efforts in the realm of CSR (Danone.com; Unesco.de; Unesco.org).   

 

3. CSPs as social practice: The changing nature of NPO – MNC 
engagement  

Historically, the relationship between NPOs and companies has been antagonistic with NPOs 

campaigning against MNCs – the faces of modern global capitalism and its perils. However, 

as a result of seemingly greater willingness among corporations to listen to and engage with 

their stakeholders, increased competition and funding scarcity affecting NPOs, as well as 

growing global problems, CSPs have emerged to fill gaps related to “regulation, 
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participation, implementation, resources and learning” (Kolk, 2013, p.16). Einstein (2012) 

notes that there appears to be a societal demand for companies to become ‘charitised’ and 

NPOs to become more like corporations. However, CSPs are not unitary entities that are 

automatically legitimate in the eyes of stakeholders and thus participants must utilize various 

strategies for legitimating the partnership in front of their audiences.  

Partnership legitimation carried out by NPOs has a number of different purposes: 

avoid brand exploitation, avoid damage to the NPO community and the values associated 

with it, avoid being seen as a corporation, as well as ensure that the partnership is perceived 

as meaningful in terms of contribution and value generation. Companies, on the other hand, 

seek not to disturb business interests, avoid risking employee security, demonstrate 

commitment to social and environmental causes, and develop a unique profile as a 

responsible corporate citizen (Rueede and Kreutzer, 2013). In striving for these individual 

goals, the actors meet in CSR dialogue and use the language and tools of CSR to justify their 

engagement and the necessity of collective agency both rhetorically and symbolically 

(Koschmann et al., 2012). In this dialogue, Burchell and Cook (2013) highlight an underlying 

continuance of conflict between stakeholders struggling to influence what constitutes 

responsible business.      

3.1 Cross-sector partnerships and CSR 

CSPs have been described as “instantiations of doing CSR” (Seitanidi and Crane, 

2009, p. 414) - a concrete way for organizations to showcase their social responsibility. CSR 

in itself is an open signifier, and holds no unified meaning – yet some understandings have 

become more dominant than others (Dahlsrud, 2008), in this paper we broadly construe it as 

all discourse and practice  pertaining to voluntary integration of social and environmental 

concerns by business actors. Within the larger CSR discourse, the notion of “corporate 

citizenship” has become a sign through which CSPs have come to acquire meaning and 

legitimacy (Burchell and Cook, 2006). The idea of corporate citizenship is that companies 

have a “civic duty to contribute to sustaining the world's well-being in cooperation with 

governments and civil society.” (Schwab, 2008) Increasingly it is through partnerships with 

NPOs that companies can put their ideals into practice and demonstrate “transparency, 

diligence, and remorse” in order to preserve their social legitimacy (Marano and Tashman, 

2012, p. 3).  Roberts (2001, p. 123) argues that “effort and resources are put into building 

relationships with NGOs and other potential sources of critique so what is produced.. is a 

sense of responsiveness - a simulacra of corporate responsibility”. 
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CSPs allow companies to secure their license to operate by providing additional social 

capital and hedging against criticism and reputational risks (Baraka, 2010). The idea of multi-

stakeholder action has also been embraced by NPOs, albeit for different reasons. NPOs have 

turned to the corporate sector to expand their funding base and to get access to corporate 

expertise and networks (Seitanidi et al., 2010, p.142). 

An idealized partnership narrative has emerged in both popular and academic 

literature, although success stories are few and outcomes are typically reported based on 

quantifiable objectives which give “little insight into perceptual factors like mutual learning, 

perceived fairness of the process or outcome, and conflict abatement” (Conley and Moote, 

2003, p.380). 

CSP literature shows other strong elements of interdiscursivity: Central to the 

legitimization of CSPs is the notion of ‘accountability’, a key sign in the CSR discourse. It is 

largely through ‘accountability’ that ‘stakeholders’ are engaged with. But accountability does 

not signify being held to account for certain actions or non-actions, i.e. the capacity to 

penalize non-responsive behavior with sanctions of one form or another (Newell, 2008) but 

rather it is the extent to which an organization is ‘transparent’ about its activities, it is 

“essentially a matter of disclosure, transparency and of explaining corporate policies and 

action [to stakeholders]” (Luo in Benn and Bolton 2011, p. 42).  In the discourse, CSR gains 

meaning through its relation to ‘win-win situations’ between corporations and society rather 

than constructing ‘accounts’ of win-lose situations (Banerjee, 2007; Boiral 2013). The 

message of such accounts is an insistence that these situations can be turned into win-win 

situations mainly through improved partnerships, stakeholder dialogue, and a more effective 

implementation of codes of conduct (Blowfield, 2005).  

In CSR discourse concepts such as ‘stakeholders’ and ‘partnerships’ are neutral and 

there is little room to examine the possibility that inserting these concepts over their 

alternatives has a determining effect on the practice of CSR (ibid., p. 182). Although the 

focus on ‘win-win’ is by no means unique to CSR, the portrayal of success as something non-

conflictual is indicative of how CSR views dissent as a perversion (Blowfield, 2005, p.181).  

 

3.2 CSR and modern ethics 

In CSR discourse the contradictions and tensions of potential win-lose situations are 

resolved by looking to universalizing ethics. These understandings revolve not around 

reflexivity, debate or contestation over moral choices under painful uncertainty but rather 
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around principles and codified rules. For Bauman (1993, p.34), modern ethics has primarily 

become a pursuit of codifying morality in the form of universal laws and rules of conduct. 

Modern ethics is seen as a project aimed at eradicating moral ambiguity, but Bauman 

questions whether the central institutions of such a project, i.e. bureaucracies and business, 

can decide on morality, which he considers primarily a personal pursuit (Kelemen and 

Peltonen, 2001). Bauman refers to the use of principles and rules as floating responsibility, 

wherein organizational members are relieved from the moral impulse: “…providing that a 

member of the organizations follows the rules faithfully … it is not he who bears 

responsibility for whatever effects his actions may have had on its objects…the organization 

is ruled by nobody, that is, it is moved by the impersonal logic of self-propelling principles” 

(Bauman 1994, p. 7). The moral impulse is our “impulse to stay with the Other or to engage 

in a moral relationship with the Other” (ten Bos and Willmott, 2001, p. 780) 

The alternative to modern ethics, postmodern ethics, does not for Bauman mean a 

‘maelstrom of relativism’ or an ‘end of ethics’, rather he sees that it offers an opportunity for 

ethics (Crone, 2008). Clegg et al (2007, p.2) sees this opportunity as moving from ‘law-

ethics’ towards organizational ethics as “an ongoing process of debate and contestation over 

moral choices…under acute and painful uncertainty”.  This view does not mean that 

organizations can exist without any laws, rules or bureaucracies. In a Bauman-sense ‘being 

moral’, however, implies capacity and capacitating reflections on the moral substance and 

quality of actions rather than only the capacity of following procedures and codes: The 

‘responsibility for the Other transcend[s] the pettiness of the laws’ (Crone, 2008, p.66).  The 

‘moral character’ of the organization emerges through the various ways in which it confronts, 

makes sense and legitimizes the way it takes responsibility for the actions conducted on its 

behalf (Clegg et al, 2007). This particular view of ethics implies that organizational ethics 

cannot be equated with codes and laws, but rather that ethics should be understood in terms 

of the ways that organizations present themselves to both their members as well as their 

stakeholders, particularly when dealing with tensions and deliberations in contested terrains.  

As ethics within the CSR discourse is increasingly collapsed into system of rules, 

codes or administrative procedures (Clegg and Rhodes, 2006, p.4), some analysis is necessary 

in terms of these principles and rules. As Shamir (2008, p. 7) points out, today governmental 

authority, i.e.  

“laws, rules and regulations, are partially replaced by a variety of ‘guidelines’, 

‘principles’, ‘codes of conduct’ and ‘standards’ that do not necessarily enjoy the coercive 

backing of the state. Law becomes a shared problem-solving process coded by notions such 
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as ‘multi-party cooperation’, ‘constructive dialogue’, ‘multistakeholder consultation’, ‘task 

sharing’ and ‘democratic participation’ rather than an ordering activity”. It is also in this 

“market of authorities” that CSPs have come to flourish. 

CSR is to a large extent about the production of these self-propelling principles, and 

like other bureaucratic processes it serves to instrumentalize morality with respect to the 

goals of the organization and thus disregarding the moral substance of the goals themselves 

(Bauman, 1989; ten Bos, 1997). Bauman uses the term adiaphoric to describe actions which 

are “morally indifferent”, as they are measurable only by technical and not moral criteria 

(Clegg, et al., 2007). Developing technical criteria to act as proxies for moral criteria is at 

heart of CSR reporting (Blowfield, 2005; Reynolds and Yuthas, 2008). It is a demoralizing 

process in that it can conceal the moral significance of action (Bauman 1989, p. 199) by 

substituting moral responsibility with technical responsibility. Technical responsibility does 

not refer to dealing with technological problems but rather a technological orientation 

towards decision-making (Jensen 2010, p. 40), wherein actors become absorbed by 

technological aspects of the task or decision, whether the options are effective or ineffective, 

efficient or inefficient (Bauman, 1989). This strongly relates to the focus of CSR discourse 

towards dependency on information that is codifiable, wherein through reduction of traits 

people affected by the decision-making become objectified into numbers and abstractions, 

unfit for normative moral statements and thus act as safeguards for decision-makers. 

Bauman (1993), drawing on Levinas (1989), sees responsibility as closely connected 

to the encounter with the Other as “face”. He sees that universalizing ethics erodes the face 

and the moral responsibility toward the Other will diminish. Reflection about the 

responsibility and presence of the Other is often found in the NPOs value and mission 

statements, for instance WWF’s core values state that it aims at empowering “all people – 

particularly the most vulnerable” (WWF, sine anno) 

We posit that such processes are defined by ‘relief from responsibility’, wherein 

actors are enabled to distantiate themselves from responsibility, foremost by denial of 

proximity between relevant stakeholders in the regulatory space and networks of production. 

It is proximity that triggers the moral impulse that in turn can trigger moral responsibility – 

the organization is therefore “naturally inclined to create a distance between itself and those 

who have to bear the consequences of its actions” (ten Bos, 1997, p. 1001). Relief from 

responsibility is achieved by locating action outside the reach of moral limits, this is evident 

in the way organizations are increasingly part of complex supply chains and networks of 

production. Complexity becomes the “perfect excuse for not having acted morally. Whatever 



 
 

11 
 

the organization does is so complicated that individual members of it are at best only ‘part’ 

of the action and, hence, not wholly responsible. Morality is sacrificed on the altar of 

complexity” (ten Bos, 1997, p. 1001). If human rights are violated by the actions of the 

organization, intermediaries are placed between the organization and actions, be it the 

government, suppliers, competitors or the like, to create distance. Likewise, NPOs create 

distance to the actions of the firm by placing distance between themselves and the effects of 

corporate activity. As corporate supply chains are so complex, moral reasoning is contracted 

out to CSR experts, rating agencies and accountants. Relatedly, the production of the CSR 

“accounts” (CSR reports) is increasingly outsourced to public relations firms. Today the 

market for moral intermediaries is flourishing. Moral-governance models are increasingly 

produced on the market by a patchwork of commercial and non-commercial institutions who 

strive for positions of authority – and whose codes, principles and guidelines are framed as 

products of  “stakeholder consultation processes” (Shamir, 2008). In terms of the centrality of 

the stakeholder model to CSR and processes that enable a relief from responsibility, it is 

normalized practice for organizations to prioritize stakeholders based on a determination of 

their relative “salience” (c.f. Mitchell, Agle and Wood, 1997), where those deemed salient are 

worthy of moral consideration whereas others will fall outside the realm of moral 

consideration (Banerjee, 2007).  

This concludes our analysis of the social practice of CSPs and CSR.  In the following 

section we carry out a detailed textual analysis of key partnership guidelines, organizational 

reports and codes that give insight into how the organizations legitimize their involvement in 

CSPs in the context of water and which processes of relief from responsibility are visible.  

 

3. CSPs as discursive practice: The production and consumption of texts 

There is a clear difference in how companies and NPOs communicate their 

partnership to the general public. While the companies frequently host dedicated partnership 

websites, share information about the partnership in various corporate reports (annual report, 

CSR and development related reports), on their own website, on their products, through 

advertising campaigns etc., the NPOs emphasize and utilize their partnerships to a lesser 

extent. The NPOs are less direct in sharing information about their ongoing partnerships with 

the private sector. Typically, their websites include a list of corporate partners and some 

general information about the partnership type. However, they share little information 

regarding the implementation of individual partnerships. On a more general level, most NPOs 
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post their partner selection criteria online and some have also developed ethical guidelines for 

working with the private sector. 

Partnership outcomes are typically communicated to stakeholders through textual 

mediums such as annual and CSR reports or specific partnership documents. These 

disclosures tend not to display reflections on ethics, issues of morality or felt responsibilities, 

but rather function as responses to market expectations and seek to legitimize actions, and 

ultimately create a positive organizational image (Dhanani and Connolly, 2012).  

 

4. CSPs as text: Legitimizing CSPs in the context of water as a commodity  
 

In this section we first give an overview of the initiation and main purposes of the chosen 

case partnerships and analyze how water CSPs are legitimized in the CSR/CSP documents.  

In order to legitimate the partnerships, all three NPOs are positioned as objective, research 

intensive, scientific- and expert-based organizations marred by a lack of steady financial 

resources, understood especially in relation to the changing role of government:  

“In order to facilitate new approaches and also in order to mobilize financial 

resources [UNESCO] have numerous partnerships with the private sector (p.4)… 

[these projects]  could hardly have been funded from government resources, because 

of legal restrictions or because of political priorities; at the same time, these projects 

rely on bringing together partners that might not have cooperated under different 

circumstances.” (German Commission for UNESCO, 2011, p. 5).  

The CSR/CSP  documents consider no alternative than to increasingly employ an 

ethos of partnership between the private and the public to overcome the posited governance 

challenges. This is in line with Shamir’s (2008) argument that modern governmental 

authority is increasingly normalized as a shared problem-solving process embodied in terms 

such as constructive dialogue and multi-stakeholder partnerships rather than as an ordering 

activity.  

 In the texts, partnerships are presented as a necessity without alternatives: “To protect 

the world’s natural resources, we need to take collective action. When it comes to big issues 

such as safeguarding our global water supply, no individual sector – government, NGO or 

business – can make as big a difference alone as we can make by working together” (WWF 

and Coca-Cola, 2009, p.1). There is a clear “we” in this setting, positioned against an 

environmental crisis. The partnerships are frequently constructed and understood in relation 
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to a looming crisis of environmental degradation and water scarcity: “water is becoming 

scarce; population growth and rising living standards add to the stress on our already scarce 

and precious water resources.” (German Commission for UNESCO 2011, p. 4); “More than 

1 billion people lack access to safe drinking water. Degradation of freshwater habitats 

threatens thousands of animals that could be lost forever. Climate change is predicted to 

exacerbate the world’s water challenges, leading to droughts, rising sea levels and 

floods…Poorly planned development, deforestation, agricultural expansion, overfishing and 

climate change all threaten the world’s water supply” (WWF and Coca-Cola, sine anno).  

The water problem is dominantly portrayed as global, and in relation to climate 

change and especially the discourse of climate as catastrophe (Hulme, 2008).  The climate 

catastrophe is presented as the context that necessitates fast responses - especially in terms of 

new modes of governance. In the discourse, the governance crisis is portrayed as so large and 

threatening that no single actor can master or manage the looming threat against global water 

resources and thus water scarcity is framed as a “shared risk”: “As a shared resource, water 

scarcity is a risk to all, and managing our water resources is a shared responsibility. WWF 

and Coca-Cola are working together to address some of the world’s biggest and most 

pressing challenges, from global agricultural issues and natural resource scarcity to climate 

change and freshwater conservation..” (WWF and the Coca-Cola Company, 2013) 

But as Hall and Lobina (2012) note, when corporations talk about understanding 

water in terms of risk, the only risk they share with society is that of scarcity. The other main 

risks identified within the shared risk perspective; “reputational risk” – “exposure of 

companies to customer purchasing decisions, associated with perceptions around business 

decisions, actions or impacts on water resources, aquatic ecosystems and communities that 

depend upon them” (Pegram, et al. 2009, p. 22) - and “regulatory risk” - “when regulatory 

regimes are changed unpredictably or incoherently, or they are inconsistently applied due to 

political expedience, incompetence or corruption”  (ibid.), are only risks to corporations not 

to society. Paradoxically, from a shared risk perspective the corporations themselves are 

never a source of risk, whereas both civil society and government are sources of risk 

(reputation and regulation) and even in the case of scarcity as a shared risk, for corporations 

the scarcity of water is also considered a business opportunity, which adds further tension to 

the relation of society. Identifying a risk does not mean business will try to avoid them, as 

risks are always calculated in relation to calculation of profit (Hall and Lobina, 2012). In line 

with this, in the analyzed CSR/CSP documents the meaning of risk is not established in 
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relation to the corporation and its activities but rather to a global crisis of a) governance and 

b) the global environmental crisis.  

UNESCO’s legitimization of the partnership approach reproduces the UN’s calls for 

“global coordination” and “global governance” to address the challenge of sustainable 

development through “participatory approaches”:   

“Availability of water is becoming one of the key challenges for sustainable development... 

The problem we face today is mainly one of governance: equitably sharing this water while 

ensuring the sustainability of natural ecosystems... Because water does not respect human-

drawn borders, it requires global coordination… IWRM [Integrated Water Resources 

Management] is a participatory approach of policy formulation, targeting water supply and 

water demand at the same time. IWRM aims to assemble all water users to take decisions 

together and to set up common goals” (German Commission for UNESCO,  2011, p. 12).  

Even if the proposed solution to the gap involves further corporate involvement the 

governance gap denotes not only the lack of management skills or effective governance of 

public actors and NPOs, but also as Jensen (2010, p. 425) notes “when companies are 

targeted as a problem in relation to sustainable development, this is mainly framed as a 

governance problem (current deficits in global governance and corporate governance)”. The 

portrayal of water a global, shared risk is also an example of Bauman’s (1993) notion of 

floating responsibility: Coca-Cola, Danone and Nestlé, not to mention the individual 

employees, are only a single element in the causal link between water scarcity and global 

governance/ the global water crisis. In the “mirror of the macro” the micro effects of 

corporate conduct are rendered insignificant, morally neutral and negative effects are 

‘unintended’ (Roberts, 2003, 259) 

 

4.2 Dealing with tensions of water CSPs 

In terms of legitimizing the partnership mode there are differences between the case 

NPOs. In the CSR/CSP documents WWF naturalizes the partnership mode of governance to 

the extent that it does not directly or indirectly address the critique – the legitimization clearly 

draws on the dominant CSR discourse with its emphasis on the creation of shared value, win-

win situations, and the innovative power of corporations to solve social and environmental 

problems. There is a complete lack of reference to the potential tensions created by water 

partnerships between NPOs and corporations in the bottled water industry. 
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In legitimating their involvement with Danone, UNESCO makes explicit reference to 

the critique against corporate engagement, but address the critique by drawing on both CSR 

discourse and its critique (of amounting to little but green, blue or whitewash):  “it is a real 

partnership with the corporate world, not a marketing instrument; the company has 

convincingly demonstrated real commitment” (German Commission for UNESCO 2011, p. 

6). This “real commitment to CSR” is measured through the corporate engagement with CSR:   

“This cooperation also meets all conditions that the German Commission for 

UNESCO demands from private partners: That they adhere to the United Nations Global 

Compact, that they have a convincing track record in taking sustainability seriously, and that 

the cooperation builds on authentic corporate strategies, not on marketing.” (ibid, p. 5)  

In the legitimating discourse of UNESCO, Danone’s signing the Global Compact is a 

proxy for organizational ethics, as it releases the NPO from deeper reflection around the 

tensions of teaming up in a marketing campaign for one of the biggest bottled water 

companies in the world in the preservation of water. On their webpage WWF describe their 

approach to partnerships in terms of the “private sector not only provid[ing] conservation 

benefits that help us to achieve our goals, but also give us the opportunity to increase 

business commitments to sustainable development and environmentally sound corporate 

practices” (WWF Guiding Principles, wwf.panda.org). Of the three case NPOs, WWF is the 

one that has most clearly adopted a business-focused CSR discourse and it is the organization 

that sees the least tension in partnerships. It is also the only NPO that has as its goal to 

transform the practices of their partner companies. In terms of the change necessitated, the 

discourse is reminiscent of consumer discourse where praxis is changed “one purchase a 

time”, or the dominant CSR discourse where sustainability is achieved through limitless, 

albeit sustainable, growth.  

Similar use of the CSR discourse can be found in the Organizational Ethics 

documents we analyzed. The policy for corporate sector partnerships of the International Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Movement (2005) states that the core business of corporate partners 

must not be recognized as deleterious to health and the company may not contribute to armed 

conflicts or natural disasters. Moreover, corporate partners must respect local and national 

legislation and should not be involved in “major public controversies in the country where 

the partnership takes place that would undermine the reputation, image or Emblems of the 

Movement” (ibid, p.818). Controversies are acceptable, as long as they do not take place in 

the same location as partnership activities. The extent to which corporate partners are allowed 

involvement in controversial business activities (tobacco etc.) is relative and to be judged 
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according to a percentage-of-revenue principle (International Federation of Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Societies, 2012). The IFRC’s due diligence assessment procedure states that 

screened partners that fall into defined risk categories are either automatically disqualified as 

partners or screened again externally “through a taylor-made [sic] screening and […] 

referred to the Partnership Review Committee”(ibid, p. 8). The same document, states that 

desirable partners are “leaders in exhibiting corporate social responsibility through policy 

and practice” (ibid, p.6).  

This illustrates well how the tension of partnering with the world’s most boycotted 

company, Nestlé, is alleviated through the discourse of CSR, where CSR acts as a proxy for 

moral reasoning. WWF’s Due Diligence document outlines that potential corporate partners 

are to be evaluated through their “commitment to the principles of Corporate Responsibility”, 

reputation is suggested to be measured through “Presence and performance in financial / 

ethical ratings; Reporting quality relative to GRI [Global Reporting Initiative]; Membership 

of other environmental initiatives”. (p.3-4). UNESCO does not provide information in terms 

of specific selection criteria of corporate partnership, but in principle UNESCO, as all UN 

entities, is suggested to use the “Due Diligence Questionnaire for Potential Private Sector 

Partners” developed under the UN Global Compact. The questions under “Ethical and 

Sustainability Information” in the questionnaire all refer to the kind of codification of 

business ethics one has come to expect within the CSR discourse: i.e. signing the Global 

Compact, publication of CSR reports, use of codes of conduct, use of certifications, listing on 

ESG (environmental, social and governance) indexes.  

UNESCO further legitimizes the partnership by exemplifying the concrete CSR action 

of the company:  

“A factor that contributed particularly much to the unanimous agreement of these partners 

was that Danone Waters contractually agreed to make particular efforts to advance 

corporate sustainability during the three years for which the partnership was established. 

And in fact, by 2010, all Volvic mineral water was transported from France to Germany by 

rail instead of by trucks. Also from the point of view of the German Commission for UNESCO 

this factor underlined the clear commitment required from its private partners. Such 

commitment can be shown through participation in the UN Global Compact and by a track 

record in concrete corporate sustainability measures.” (German Commission for 

UNESCO 2011, p. 19) 

In all three cases, ethical conduct is equated with visible CSR policies and efforts. 



 
 

17 
 

 In the following section we look more closely at how the meaning of responsibility is 

constructed, and discuss the effects thereof. 

 

4.3 Technological responsibilities 

The notion of scientific “measurability” is central in WWFs legitimization discourse 

in the CSR/CSP documents, and the meaning of “transparency” - similar to that of the CSR 

discourse – is largely constructed in relation to it. One of WWF’s three guiding principles for 

its corporate engagement criteria is “Measurable results”: This refers to “publically available 

targets and goals” through which WWF “remain[s] credible and [is] able to focus on what 

we want to deliver” (WWF, sine anno). Both points illustrate how CSR is largely a 

communicative event, and how it becomes possible to distantiate CSR from questions about 

the moral substance of the action: actions are rendered neither “good” nor “bad” only 

“correct” or “incorrect” (Bauman, 1994, p. 8). Technical criteria, measurable results, act as 

proxies for moral criteria. The success of the partnerships are geared towards different forms 

of key performance indicators, which in CSR discourse translates to both transparency and 

accountability, yet they tell us very little of either context, practice, ethics or moral substance 

of the actions:  

“We forged another collaborative partnership with the IFRC in Mozambique by donating 

funds for the drilling of deep wells and the installation of 22 community water supplies to 

provide clean and safe water for some 40000 people.” (Nestlé and the United Nations 

Millennium Goals, 2010, p. 26) 

“After three years of cooperation, information on biosphere reserves has been spread to 

consumers on more than 10 million labels of the product “Volvic Landfrucht”. Thus the 

public awareness for this important UNESCO programme has considerably increased.” 

(German Commission for UNESCO 2011, p. 21) 

“[Through the partnership] more than 700 students participated in efforts to conserve 

wetlands and raise awareness of freshwater conservation in China. As a result of the 

students’ enthusiastic effort, over 105,000 people across China received information 

about wetlands and the importance of conserving them. The project attracted 

significant national media attention, including coverage by more than 20 television 

stations, 10 radio stations and 60 newspapers. This widespread coverage allowed us 

to reach millions of citizens, raising the profile of freshwater conservation throughout 

China.” (WWF and Coca-Cola, 2009, p.2) 
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In answering the critique it has faced for partnering with Coca-Cola, WWF responds 

by falling back on its use of scientific measurement to determine the moral substance of such 

a partnership: "The best way for us to prevent charges of greenwashing is to have very 

specific metric-based goals and to report on them publicly, to show the world whether or not 

Coke is there" (Jason Clay, WWF's senior vice president of market transformation in Potter, 

2009) 

The measurements and recounts of win-win situations are also what define 

transparency in these contexts. The rationale is similar to that of the dominant CSR discourse, 

wherein thick and descriptive CSR reports act as proxy for responsibility and accountability 

(Fougère and Solitander, 2009). Technological rationality can sidetrack moral concerns in 

favor of technical, formulaic analysis of problems (Jermier and Forbes, 2003, p. 165) leading 

individuals who would otherwise be capable of political and moral reflection to defer to 

technical expertise that depoliticize the processes (Bauman, 1989; Jensen, 2010). The debate 

within CSR has insofar failed to transgress the discussion about the technical criteria against 

which CSR performance should be assessed, thus there is little or no room for reflection 

about the underlying ideational and epistemological premise that ethics “can be itemised, 

measured, accounted for and otherwise atomized” (Blowfield, 2005, 175).  

 

4.4 Complexity and ethical intermediaries 

 In the analysis of the Organizational Ethics documents, similar elements that enable a relief 

of responsibility are found. In order to conduct the screening, the IFRC’s guidelines state that 

the organization should “Consult a minimum of three independent, credible sources, which 

should include a general search engine, reputable international and local media, and 

credible and relevant NGOs…” and beyond that “It is recommended that Movement 

components also seek the advice of professional, independent, specialized rating agencies, 

advised by the Federation and the ICRC.” (International Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement, 2005,  , p. 820). WWF’s Due Diligence procedure for CSPs state that if risks in 

the potential corporate partner are identified, such as the “[c]ompany has had visible, public 

criticism in a key area...a review by external consultants or other organizations…is 

advisable.. [the consultant] will evaluate the potential partner” and the consultant will also 

“[e]valuate the Company’s commitment to the principles of Corporate Responsibility” 

As ethical rating agencies use measurement such as signing the Global Compact, 

listing in market indices (e.g. the  Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes and FTSE4Good Index 
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Series), or in mainstream media listings (e.g. Fortune’s Most Admired Companies), and 

existence of codes of conduct act as proxies for responsibility, the centrality of CSR 

discourse and universalizing ethics to IFRC’s and WWF’s legitimation processes becomes 

clearer. In IFRC’s and WWF’s legitimations, globalization is part of the “social production of 

distance” (Bauman, 1989, p. 199). The space between the individuals working for IFRC and 

Nestlé, WWF and Coca-Cola is mediated through an increasing complex network of actors, 

acts and events. The message is that the reflexive capacity of NPO employees is not sufficient 

to grasp the tensions in the partner’s supply chains. Instead, as moral reasoning is “made 

impossible” it necessitates mediating, objective “experts” of ethical evaluation to make sense 

of the situation. 

The supply chains are becoming so long and complex that the social distanciation 

does not only occur between the two organizations but also internally within the partner firms 

as responsibility is pushed down the supply chain to suppliers and the suppliers’ suppliers etc. 

For individuals working for these organizations the lack of “nearness” to the sites of tension 

means losing sight of the outcomes of his/her actions, causing moral distancing: “Confronted 

with claims for increased responsibility, individuals’ can either fend-off such claims as 

‘absurd’ and argue that we are not the cause of the injustice, and we do not control those 

who are” (Jensen 2010, p. 430), or as in the case of all three case NPOs, claim increased 

responsibility through reaching out for mediating experts and ethical rating agencies and their 

codified ethics which are effectively transmittable across time and space.  

The legitimizing accounts given by NPOs for their CSPs can be seen to reflect an 

increasing pressure of “managerialism”. The growing dominance of management practices 

and ideas is apparent on the level of global governance, and by dictating a particular way in 

which organizations should operate it also affects NPO structure and stakeholder 

relationships. The managerialist ideology and discourse require NPOs to pay more attention 

to efficiency and effectiveness, accountability relationships and wider stakeholder needs 

(beyond beneficiaries) as well as their degree of innovativeness (Meyer, Buber and 

Aghamanoukjan, 2012). Business-like concepts are becoming taken for granted by the NPO 

community and the norms of managerialism including feasibility and predictability override 

traditional values. According to Sandoval (2011), managerialism is closely intertwined with 

an instrumental view of CSR promoted by companies - a perception that lacks an ethical 

connection. As such, NPOs are falling short of representing an alternative voice to the CSR 

agenda promoted by business and gradually encrusting their own ethical sensibility (Roberts, 

2003).   
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5. Discussion and conclusions 

Our paper has shown how the legitimization of CSPs is rooted in some key leit 

motifes: 1) The NPO’s legitimate their corporate engagement in the water CSPs through the 

use of two global discourses; global governance discourse and the global climate crisis 

discourse.  The starting point of each of the three CSPs we analyzed is a discourse of fear 

wherein humanity is threatened by water scarcity caused by natural disasters and other global 

phenomenon. This is in line with the conclusions of authors such as Boltanski and Chiapello 

(2007) and Swyngedouw (2010) who maintain that the sustenance of apocalyptic imaginaries 

is an integral part of the new cultural politics of capitalism in which the management of fear 

is central. The use of global apocalyptic imaginaries is also effective for distanciation as it 

serves to displace social conflict and tensions. 

At the same time in the legitimizing accounts of CSPs it is not water scarcity itself 

which is framed as the problem. While emphasis on a looming catastrophe creates legitimacy 

for fast action and decision-making, the key problem is presented as a governance failure of 

shared risk (scarcity of water) by society and corporations. As the risks are shared between 

corporations and society it naturalizes solutions building on partnerships. In this context we 

have pointed out how the shared risk approach masks the tensions created by a risk 

perspective, as few of the risks connected to the “water problem” are actually shared by 

corporations and society. The reputational and regulatory risks which are often driving 

factors for corporations entering into the partnerships are often not shared by the NPOs, and 

may actually be a source of tension. Further we have noted that in the CSP discourse, 

government, NPOs and society itself are framed as sources of risk, whereas corporations are 

not. 

2) The role of CSR as relief from responsibility. Relief from responsibility is achieved 

through three processes: replacement of moral with technical responsibility, denial of 

proximity, and employment of intermediaries to whom responsibility is outsourced. In terms 

of the problems attached to corporations as part of new forms of governance, NPO’s heavily 

draw on the discourse of CSR to legitimize action. The tensions that arise from corporate 

involvement in water partnerships are alleviated by inserting the key signifiers of 

accountability and transparency. “Transparency becomes accountability by turning measures 

into targets; ‘the system of measurement into a device that also sets the ideal levels of 

attainment” (Roberts, 2009, p. 962). Accountability is equaled with transparency, and 

transparency is equaled with CSR reporting.  
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We have discussed how CSR is increasingly distantiated from capacitating moral 

reasoning, as such practice would imply an openness to accept and discuss tensions that are 

now avoided by adiaphorization processes (c.f Bauman, 2008, Jensen, 2010) enabled by 

CSR.  

The case NPOs use CSR as a barometer for selecting “responsible” partners but also 

as a way of relief from responsibility (c.f Bauman, 2008, Jensen, 2010). The tensions in the 

supply chain of the partnerships are mediated through an increasingly complex network of 

actors, acts and events. The message is that the reflexive capacity of NPO employees (or 

anyone else) is not sufficient to grasp the moral tensions in the partner’s supply chains, thus 

there is a necessity for mediating, “objective experts” of ethical evaluation through e.g. 

various rating agencies. 

5.1 Implications 

Considering the strong power of business to influence both the discourse and 

outcomes of CSR, the NPOs’ uncritical acceptance of the CSR agenda may compromise their 

own legitimacy and partnership fairness as well as accentuate existing power imbalances in 

favor of the corporate sector (Hamann and Acutt, 2003). According to Hamann and Acutt 

(2003, p. 267), NPOs should maintain “their critical vigilance of industry” despite their CSPs.  

But just as moral distance is socially produced, equally moral proximity is produced, and 

NPO’s should be part of such production also in the context of CSPs.  

We discuss these possibilities through the three mechanisms that are identified as 

enabling relief from responsibility: denial of proximity; replacement of moral with technical 

responsibility; and employment of moral and ethical intermediaries to whom responsibility is 

outsourced. In regards of denial of proximity and floating responsibility, the micro-effects of 

corporate action, especially negative effects must be acknowledged, a ‘shared risk’ 

perspective should acknowledge the corporation itself as a source of this risk. In CSP/CSR 

discourse technical responsibility cannot replace moral reasoning, discussions and debates 

about ethical tensions should be an integral part of the CSR/CSP reporting praxis. Herein we 

are in accordance with Clegg et al. (2007) emphasizing how important it is that tensions 

within CSPs are made visible and discussed as complex problems rather than as problems 

“that can be managed according to an economic calculus.” (ibid, p. 11). Giving more space 

for and capacitating moral reasoning can mean closer integration and further transparency of 

the NPO’s organizational ethics. However, this also requires a break with the dependency on 

universalizing ethics – leaving room for sensemaking of the organizational tensions, 
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processes and the moral choices involved in CSPs. The alternative for totalizing codes is not 

necessarily a fragmented collection of ‘voices’ “but an ongoing dialogue of individuals, 

situations and moral commitments." (Kelemen and Peltonen, 2001, p.157) Partnerships with 

bottled water companies cannot be made sense of by isolating the partnership project (and 

reporting thereof) from the larger issue of water as a commodity. In the three cases we 

examined the NPOs are largely silent about the tensions arising from both their own 

involvement with corporations in contested moral terrains and the tensions caused by private 

involvement in the provision of public goods and their corporate partner’s role in the 

commodification of nature. The NPOs should not instrumentalize morality with respect to the 

goals of the organization (which now usually seems to be the MNC) while disregarding the 

moral substance of the goals themselves. 

Lastly, this discussion cannot be mediated by the use of ethical agents, or simply 

referring to sustainability indexes and the use of GRI standards. The NPO’s must reject that 

their impotence in front of the complexity of globalization is their fate. Organizational ethics 

is about sensemaking of the good, the bad, and the ugly; just or unjust (Clegg et al, 2007, 

p.114).    

Organizational ethics must create space for the reflexive encounter people are faced 

with in the context of “the way that they bring morality to bear on their interaction with 

organizational requirements” (Clegg and Rhodes, 2006, p. 4).  
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CSP name/aim “Transformational 

partnership” / “Help 
conserve the world’s 
freshwater resources” 

“Biosphere Reserves” / 
“Protecting the quality 
of water bodies in 
German UNESCO 
biosphere reserves” 

“Rural access to 
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“Increase access to 
safe water and 
sanitation in rural 
communities” (esp. 
in Ghana and Ivory 
Coast) 
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CSR 
documents 
 

-WWF and Coca Cola 
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-Coca-Cola (2011; 2012), 
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and replenish report’ 
-WWF (2013; 2014) 
Corporate Partnerships 
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-German Commission for 
UNESCO (2011), ‘Water – 
a key element in UNESCO 
biosphere reserves. 
Experiences from a 
collaboration of Danone 
Waters Germany and 
UNESCO’ 
-Danone (2009-2013) 
Sustainability Reports  
 

-Nestlé (2013) 
Creating Shared 
Value Report 
(2013) 
-Nestlé Waters 
(2010), Creating 
Shared Value 
Report (2011) 
-IFRC (2011-2013) 
Annual Reports  

Organizational 
ethics 
documents 

-WWF (sine anno), Our 
Core Values 
-WWF (sine anno, b) Due 
Diligence Guidelines 
-WWF (sine anno, c) Code 
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-WWF (sine anno, d) 
Organisational Assessment 
Tool 
 

-UN Global Compact 
(2013) “UN-Business 
Partnerships: A Handbook” 
-UN (2012) “Due Diligence 
Questionnaire for Potential 
Private Sector Partners”  
-UN (2009) “Guidelines on 
  Cooperation between the 
United Nations 
and the Business 
Community”  
-UNESCO (2008) “Joining 
Forces for Greater Impact: 
Donor and Partner 
Contributions to 
UNESCO’s Work”  

-International Red 
Cross and Red 
Crescent 
Movement (2005) 
Policy for 
Corporate Sector 
Partnerships  
-IFRC (2012) Due 
Diligence 
Assessment for 
Corporate 
Partnerships 
-IFRC (sine anno) 
Code of Conduct 
 

 





The overall aim of this dissertation is to exami-
ne how cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) affect 
non-profit organizational legitimacy (NPO legiti-
macy) and how involved parties create legitimacy 
for CSPs. The emergent form of CSPs as a joint at-
tempt to solve global meta-problems such as pover-
ty, climate change, species extinction, and deterio-
ration of key natural resources can result in benefits 
for both parties involved. However, CSPs can also 
be risky if they are not managed properly, particu-
larly in relation to organizational legitimacy for the 
NPOs. The dissertation also focuses on how invol-
ved parties create legitimacy for the CSPs through 
the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

The theoretical foundations of the thesis are le-
gitimacy theory, organizational identity theory, and 
boundary organizations, as well as bridging institu-
tional entrepreneurship. Based on several case stu-
dies, combined with a research approach inspired 
by critical discourse analysis, the thesis comes up 
with a number of conclusions. The main theoretical 
contribution is providing a link between Austin’s col-
laboration continuum for CSPs and the concept of 
legitimacy of the NPOs. The more integrative a CSP 
becomes, the bigger the risk for damage to NPO le-
gitimacy, due to complex management and difficul-

ty of selecting appropriate corporate partners. This 
concerns particularly CSPs with large companies, 
such as MNCs or TNCs. Short-term project-based, 
philanthropic, or transactional partnerships, which 
are managed and controlled by the NPO, are safer. 
NPOs should also choose corporate partners with 
similar values. However, co-branding campaigns 
should be avoided. 

The research also shows that third-party orga-
nizations, such as corporate foundations, may act 
as boundary organizations between their founding 
companies and NPOs, and may help move exis-
ting partnerships along the collaboration continu-
um. Boundary organizations may also help in the 
sustenance of CSPs by allowing multiple logics to 
be combined. The findings reveal that CSR is used 
in the legitimation of the CSPs in order to create a 
distance between the two organizations and repla-
ce moral with technical responsibility. In addition, 
the NPOs are forced to outsource the selection of 
appropriate corporate partners to intermediaries, 
thereby becoming morally mute. NPOs must not, as 
a result of being involved in partnerships with com-
panies, lose their critical vigilance of industry and 
should openly discuss tensions arising from their pri-
vate sector involvement.
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