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1. Introduction 

 
”Companies view non-governmental organizations as pest, or worse. But joining them can be 

more productive than swatting them.”  (Yaziji, 2004: 110) 
 
For many years the relationship between private businesses and NGOs, non-governmental or 
non-profit organizations, has been one characterized by antagonism (Arts, 2002; Argenti, 
2004). As NGOs and businesses have traditionally adopted very different societal roles and 
pursued different organizational goals, focusing mainly on enhancing financial profit versus 
enhancing social and environmental well-being, clashes between the two sectors have been 
common sights.  
During recent years, a change in rhetoric and practice has, however, been noticeable (Cohen, 
2003; Jonker and Nihof, 2006). The private and civil sectors have begun to engage in 
cooperation, turning each others differences into advantages for the partnering organizations. 
This has taken place through the establishment of partnerships that range from the purely 
philanthropic to the more long-term and strategic. However, despite such cross-sectoral 
partnerships often being praised as the answer to the many societal challenges of the 21st 
century (Austin, 2000; Googins, 2000), this development has not taken place without 
considerable difficulties and still has, as we argue, a long way to go. In a Danish context, the 
majority of NGOs and companies still do not engage in more advanced types of cross-
sectoral partnerships.   
   
2. Purpose 
The research project has emerged out of true curiosity concerning the current state of NGO-
business partnership development in Denmark. The purpose of this project will be to 



contribute to existing literature on what can be regarded as key barriers and success factors 
in the establishment of NGO-business partnerships and to empirically investigate these in 
depth across different partnerships. This will be done by conducting case studies of how a 
number of partnerships between NGOs and private companies have been established and have 
developed over time. It is assumed that partnerships are able to yield increased value for the 
organizations involved in a way in which value could not have been generated by the 
actors separately (Googins, 2000). Focus will be on investigating the dynamic processes by 
which partnerships continuously develop through the generation of new 
knowledge, innovative products or services and, ideally, capabilities for partnership 
engagement in the future.   

The aim of our findings is two-fold. Firstly, we would like to contribute with empirical 
evidence to the relatively young and emerging descriptive literature on NGO-business 
partnerships in a Danish context. We have found a lack of descriptive studies that can take 
us below the immediate surface to reveal the actual dynamics of partnerships in Danish 
society. Rather, current studies paint a more normative picture of which factors promote or 
hinder partnerships. Some studies have been small in scope or carried out by means 
of quantitative analysis that do not capture the essence of what we believe could be complex 
interplays and processes in partnerships. Our studies will focus on researching the evolving 
character of partnerships going beyond investigating only the "usual suspects", a few "cases 
of excellence" or snapshots in time. Secondly, we hope to be able to make recommendations 
to members of the civil and private sectors which are currently embarking on partnerships and 
can thus benefit from understanding which prerequisites and process factors heighten or 
hinder the success of partnerships and how they can develop internal capabilities to become 
better partners over time. Finally, if NGOs and businesses point to a number of macro factors 
being of particular importance to partnership success and failure, recommendations in terms 
of public and state promotion and support of partnerships can be made.  
   
3. Research Questions 
In light of the current NGO-business partnership situation, this research project will answer 
the following three research questions:    

A) Which factors can explain the current limited existence of strategic partnerships between 
companies and NGOs in Denmark?   
B) Which factors are crucial for the successful establishment of strategic partnerships?  
C) How do NGO-business partnership processes develop over time?  
   
4. Literature Review 
This research project will take its point of departure in the emerging literature that exists on 
NGO-business partnerships. This will be done firstly by adapting existing definitions of the 
terms "partnership" and "NGO", secondly by assessing the empirical literature on NGO-
business partnerships, thirdly, by reviewing existing partnership categorizations and finally by 
delineating the theoretical and rather normative literature on NGO-business partnerships.   

4.1 Defining NGO-Business partnerships 
In current literature, partnerships between companies and NGOs are defined in multiple ways, 
however, what is common is their focus on partnerships as creating societal and/or 
environmental value as well as the fact that they build on the pooling of joint resources. In 
more general terms, Jamali and Keshishian (2008: 279) define partnerships as “...forms of 
collaboration between for profit organizations and nonprofit organizations, such as local and 



international NGOs.” However, a more detailed description aims to define partnerships as 
“...a sort of collaboration to pursue common goals, while leveraging joint resources and 
capitalizing on the respective competences and strengths of both partners” (Jamali and 
Keshishian, 2008: 279).  
 
4.2 Empirical evidence on NGO-business partnerships in Denmark  
The lack of in-depth empirical studies on NGO-business partnerships in Denmark stands in 
contrast to the increased interest in the subject coming from several directions. On the 
political scene, nationally as well as internationally, partnerships have started to emerge as an 
area of focus. For example, the United Nations has emphasized the positive effects of 
partnerships by pointing out how some of the most pressing global problems relating to 
human rights and the environment need to be solved in collaboration between social actors 
and the private sector (Dalberg 2007:3). As a result, one of the UN Millennium Goals is to 
strengthen and promote partnerships between those two sectors.  

International empirical studies suggest that cooperation difficulties between NGOs and 
companies are more often the case rather than calm water and smooth sailing. Researchers 
have pointed to factors such as differences in ways of measuring performance, competitive 
dynamics, values and norms, organizational cultures, decision-making styles and differences 
in personnel competencies between NGOs and private businesses to be some of the main 
barriers for successful partnership execution (Austin, 2000). It is simply argued that these 
characteristics as well as differences in goals – that of social and environmental goals versus 
economic profit - of the two forms of organizations represent such differences in orientation 
that partnerships are almost bound to become struggles. However, these explanations seem to 
run counter to another emerging argument mainly that the differences between business and 
NGOs are diminishing. The term “NGO Incorporated” has even emerged to explain this 
professionalization taking place among NGOs (Heap, 2000).  

In Denmark, two projects of interest have been conducted on the subject of NGO-
business partnerships within recent years. In autumn 2008 the consultancy firm Dalberg 
completed a report on Danish NGO-business cooperation on 800 Danish companies and 15 
NGOs. Dalberg used the same English-language questionnaire as for a UN report on 
partnerships which they completed in 2007. We believe a number of issues were not 
addressed in this questionnaire and that the research failed to be adapted to a Danish context. 
The response rate on the questionnaire was less than 10 percent, and a number of in-depth 
questions concerning the barriers and evolving partnerships processes remained unanswered 
by most respondents. The research by Dalberg (2008) has only to a limited degree contributed 
to our knowledge of partnerships in a Danish context.  

Furthermore, the consultancy firm of PrinceWaterhouseCoopers conducted research 
on the topic through a range of telephone interviews with NGOs carried out in 2007; however, 
this investigation seems to give only brief and not sufficiently in-depth answers to the 
questions that we wish to answer about partnership dynamics.    
Despite the increased interest and potential benefits of partnerships, there is still relatively few 
businesses in Denmark that choose to engage in partnerships with NGOs, in particular the 
more long-term strategic value adding collaborations (Reed, 2005).  This leaves us with the 
impression that companies and NGOs in Denmark fail to make use of the potential added 
value that partnerships represent.  

4.3 Categorization of Partnerships (Typologies)  
Authors have in various ways attempted to categorize partnerships based on several different 



factors. Weihe (2008) has used factors such as level of collaboration, relational quality and 
the level of joint action and decision-making to describe different types of public-private 
partnerships. For the purpose of this research project, we have developed partnership 
categories by synthesizing on more contributions (Weihe, 2008; Reed, 2005). It is important 
to note that these four typologies are not static; collaboration between partners can take place 
on several stages simultaneously. Partnerships can be a mix between different categories and 
evolve over time as trust is built, human relationships developed and knowledge is generated.  
 

1. Philanthropic: Companies offer financial support to an NGO, for example by 
providing a donation of money or products to a relief organization. The two partners have 
different goals and only interact on a very limited basis. Philanthropic partnerships involve 
only the one-way transfer of resources from a company to an NGO rather than an actual 
pooling of joint resources.  
There is some disagreement among researchers as to whether this stage can be described as an 
actual partnership (Waddock, 1988; Googins, 2000). However, as philanthropic engagements 
are often the first point of contact and the initial starting point for more advanced 
partnerships, it is important to include them in a process-oriented study of partnerships.  

2. Reciprocal exchange/cross-related marketing: A company donates money to an 
NGO depending on sales volume or the use of the company’s products. The interaction taking 
place is limited and can be characterized as that of a sales campaign.  

3: Independent value creation: Semi-strategic partnerships in which a company and 
NGO collectively attempt to cater to each of their individual goals which, while not being 
similar, are not directly conflicting. An example could be a company which collaborates with 
an International NGO in a developing country. While the company wishes to ensure 
compliance of the company’s code of conduct at its supplier, the NGO wishes to improve 
human rights. Here the collaboration helps each partner approach its goal creating value for 
them both, however, in different ways. 

4. Symbiotic value creation/integrative: A company and NGO work together in a 
strategic partnership on a common problem which they would both like to see solved. The 
value creation happens for both partners and the criteria for success will be partly 
overlapping.  An example could be a company, which cooperates with the Disabled Peoples 
Organization of Denmark to develop a product that will help satisfy the needs of the disabled. 
The company will develop a new product to the market. 

 
Research suggests that most value can be generated from type 3 and 4 

partnerships (Austin, 2000). 
 
4.4 Normative literature on NGO-business partnerships  
NGO-business partnership literature is, especially in Denmark but also internationally, a 
relatively young research field that focuses mainly on the company’s perspective (Wymer & 
Samu, 2003; Berger et al., 2004; Huijistee & Glasbergen, 2007). In the search for drivers and 
barriers to partnership success, authors have tended to paint a rather normative picture gained 
through superficial quantitative survey data or few specific case studies. Most often the 
findings have not been empirically tested. 
NGO-business partnership literature has to some degree emerged from existing theory on 
public-private partnerships (PPPs) and strategic alliance formation. A considerable amount of 
literature is concerned with the motivation and business case for engaging in partnerships 
(Yaziji, 2004; Rondinelli and London, 2003; Jamali and Keshishian, 2008). According to this 



research, NGOs and business are increasingly becoming aware that partnerships represent 
another opportunity for them to develop their capabilities and benefit from external resources 
available in order to become more competitive. Businesses have seen that NGOs possess 
distinctive knowledge and have access to international and local networks which the 
companies are able to benefit from in the case of partnerships. Furthermore, cooperation with 
NGOs has proven to be a useful tool in identifying business risks and opportunities, as well as 
being a way for companies to brand themselves towards their stakeholders (Yaziji, 2004). 
Some of the literature concerned with analyzing success factors in partnerships seems 
especially normative and generic. According to Googins (2000) and Austin (2000), the 
partners need to apply generic project management tools such as defining clear goals, 
obtaining senior management commitment, engaging in frequent communication, sharing the 
commitment of resources and evaluating progress/results in order to overcome difficulties in 
partnership collaboration.  

The alignment of goals and strategy is often termed as one of the most determining 
success factors for partnerships. It is argued by Austin (2000) that if a company and NGO is 
able to find the right "pressing" issue that both partners would like to solve, this will create a 
feeling of joint dependence, of being in "the same boat", thus raising the likelihood that both 
partners will see the partnership through. The literature (Austin 2000; Berger et. al, 2004; 
Jamali and Keshishian, 2008; Rondinelli and London,2003 ; Yaziji, 2004) is concerned with 
partnership compatibility and the feasibility of a given partnership. In assessing the feasibility 
of a given partnership, goal alignment is also acknowledged as decisive in for example the 
Collaborative Decision Path developed by Rondinelli and London (2003).  

In terms of barriers in NGO-business partnership establishment, current literature 
(Rondinelli and London 2003; Yaziji, 2004) points to the lack of goodwill and trust among 
NGOs and businesses and the difficulties for companies to locate appropriate social partners 
among NGOs. Also NGOs are faced with the challenge of figuring out how to partner without 
compromising the integrity of their mission.  
 
5. Methodology 
5.1Theoretical Grounding  
5.1.1 Resource-based view  
The theoretical grounding of the project takes its departure in the resource-based view (RBV) 
(Penrose, 1995; Leonard-Barton, 1992; Peng, 2001). This theoretical perspective offers a 
framework for understanding how firms achieve and sustain competitive advantage by 
focusing on the internal conditions of the firm. On the basis of an extensive literature review, 
Andersen (2006) divides the resource-based view into two groups: The traditional resource-
based approach and the more recent dynamic capabilities/core competences approach. The 
latter has a dynamic focus and implies concepts such as competences and capabilities 
whereby the emphasis of the research is on the strategy process. Contrary, the traditional 
resource-based research emphasizes strategy content, representing a more static view of the 
firm. Since we wish to study the complex nature of partnerships and partnership processes, 
the project will be based on the dynamic capabilities/core competences approach.  

In relation to applying the RBV to partnerships, Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven (1996) 
argue that this perspective can provide the theoretical basis for understanding the factors that 
drive companies into alliance formation. They argue that the underlying logic of alliance 
formation is based on strategic needs and social opportunities. Hence, it can be expected 
that especially the accumulation of specific resources and competencies by businesses and 
NGOs can help explain the emergence and the development of partnerships. From this 



perspective, partnerships are means of generating heterogeneous resources for companies, 
which cannot easily be imitated by others. Thus, the rationale behind alliance formation from 
the RBV is that the pooling of organizational resources offers value creation potential for the 
involved organizations (Penrose, 1995). 

 
5.1.2 Social network theory  
Social network theory will supplement the research project's theoretical grounding, since this 
theory with its focus on the establishment of relations is considered central for a study of 
partnerships. Social network theory is a multi-disciplinary research field centered on the study 
of social interaction and network relations within and between organizations (businesses, 
governmental institutions and public organizations, NGOs, etc). The framework of social 
network theory is applied in many different contexts such as social communities, 
organizational work relations, civil society relations, and in the study of inter-organizational 
relations in the form of strategic partnerships, alliances and joint ventures, etc. (e.g. Kilduff & 
Tsai 2003; Waldstrøm 2007, Doerfel & Taylor 2004).  
   
5.2 Model of Analysis  
The project will analyze partnerships and how they evolve using an input-output model (see 
figure 1), which is based on the expectation that when certain prerequisites are in place 
partnerships are more likely to be initiated and developed successfully. In the partnership 
process it is interesting how structures, tools and personal competencies can explain the 
outcome of the partnership. By investigating the outcomes of the partnership, we wish to 
assess if value is created for both partners and whether goal fulfillment is assessed by 
completion of the partnership. If the partners regard the partnership as a success, it will be 
investigated whether and how the knowledge and value added is channeled into further 
development of the partnership (illustrated by the arrow pointing backwards). 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1: Model of Analysis 

 

 

 

5.3 Research Design    
The research project is structured according to the three main phases described below. The 
purpose of phase 1 is to map the prevalence and typology of partnerships between companies 
and NGOs in Denmark. Phase 1 is currently in progress and is expected to finish by Mid June 
2009.  
 
Phase 1: mapping of prevalence and typology of NGO-business partnerships in Denmark 
An analysis and mapping of existing partnerships between companies and NGOs in Denmark 
is necessary in order to understand current praxis in the area. The findings of Phase 1 will 
provide the fundamental knowledge for conducting Phase 2 of the project. Phase 2 entails 
more in-depth case analyses of a selected number of NGO-business partnerships in Denmark 
in order to answer research questions A, B, and C namely which are the barriers and success 
factors for NGO-business cooperation as well as the dynamic processes embedded in the 
partnerships 

Despite providing important first-hand insight into the field of NGO-business 
partnerships in Denmark, Dalberg (2008) has shown that the distribution of questionnaires to 
a random number of companies is not the most efficient method for mapping a relatively rare 
and complex phenomenon such as partnerships. For this reason, our research for Phase 1 takes 
its starting point among the relatively limited number of Danish-based NGOs. Research of 
NGO websites suggests that a majority of these NGOs cooperate with the private sector in 
one way or another and that many NGOs openly list their corporate partners. 



The mapping of existing partnerships in Denmark is made possible by collecting 
information through interviews among a  sample of the Danish-based NGOs during which the 
NGOs are asked to describe their collaboration with the private sector. The NGOs have been 
chosen so that they represent different sizes, sources of funding, seniority, organizational 
structures and focus areas.  

In phase 1, interviews have so far been conducted with 8 NGOs, 2 trade organizations 
and 1 public institution. Nine of the interviews were conducted in person and two over the 
telephone. For the last part of phase 1, another seven interviews are planned with Danish 
NGOs. Furthermore, primary data has been collected through participation in two CSR 
seminars for NGOs and businesses. At these seminars, interpersonal dialogue, group 
discussions, presentations and debates in plenum helped highlight the current situation of 
partnerships in Denmark. The combination of these different data collection methods is meant 
to ensure that as many partnerships as possible between companies and NGOs in a Danish 
context are identified.  

Prior to the interviews, desktop research with a focus on available information on the 
given NGO’s involvement in corporate partnerships has been carried out. Interview guidelines 
have been developed on the basis of existing literature on NGO-business partnerships as 
described in the literature review. The majority of the interviews were conducted by two 
research team members, a few were conducted by all three members and one interview only 
by one researcher.  
 
Phase 2: Analysis of current NGO-business partnerships, in Denmark: Case studies.  
The purpose of the in-depth case analyses in phase 2 is to be able to answer our proposed 
research questions. Based on the analysis in phase 1, approximately 10 partnerships will be 
researched. Interviews will be conducted with company as well as NGO representatives. The 
aim is to understand which factors impede as well as promote the successful establishment 
and development of the partnership in question. Further, to understand partnership processes 
in terms of the development in capabilities and degree of strategic interaction in the 
partnership. How capabilities development occurs will be further investigated through the 
cases in order for research question C to be answered. The interviews will be guided by the 
relatively prescriptive literature on partnerships but supplemented by focusing on processes 
and development of capabilities (Googins et al, 2000; Austin, 2000; Weihe, 2007; Waddock, 
2001; Andersen, 2006).  This literature focuses for example on the significance of the 
following factors: setting clear goals, achieving top management support, ensuring open and 
frequent communication between partners, access to relevant resources, alignment of strategy 
and values, joint value creation, joint measurement and communication of results. 
Supplementary literature suggests that personal relations, trust and proper project 
management abilities help determine whether a partnership is successful or not. In the 
interviews it is expected that some factors will be repeated more often than others. These 
expectations, which are elaborated below, are built on literature studies and initial empirical 
data and will not be statically tested. An interview guide based on the research model will be 
developed. 

In order to generate data on partnership processes, the analysis will also focus on why 
some partnerships fail to be initiated or to be developed further. NGOs and companies which 
have for example participated in type 1 partnerships will be questioned on why they have not 
chosen to further develop these alliances. Furthermore, telephone interviews will be 
conducted with businesses which have not chosen to engage in partnerships in order to 
determine why. The companies will be selected among those Danish businesses that are 



generally acknowledged for their strong commitment to corporate social responsibility and 
which therefore would seem the perfect candidates for partnership establishment (Zollo et al., 
2008). The purpose here is to understand which factors can explain the lack of cooperation in 
order to better understand what inhibits the formation of partnerships.  

The case analyses will ideally include all four types of partnerships. In the case that no 
or only very few partnerships of type 3 and 4 can be found in a Danish context, 
internationally-based partnerships will be taken into account, given the possibility that they 
can help inform current partnership practices on a strategic level in Denmark. 
 
Phase 3: Mapping of factors which promote or hinder the development of partnerships in 
Denmark: Web-based survey  
This phase will be used to test the validation of the findings of the analyses in Phase 1 and 2. 
The factors which indicate to either promote or hinder partnership success will be tested on a 
sample of 100-200 Danish companies through a web-based survey. The purpose is to assess 
whether the findings of phase 2 are generally applicable or whether they need to be modified. 
Prior to distributing the survey, each company will be contacted by phone in order to know 
whether the company is interested in participating and who the survey should be send to. 
Experiences from previous studies show that this approach can increase the response rate up 
to 65 percent (Neergaard, 1997). Contact by telephone will also make it possible to gather 
knowledge about the characteristics of the non-responding population of the project.  
 
 
6. Expectations and preliminary findings 
Phase 1 

The following expectations have from the beginning of the data collection process 
helped guide the research focus. They have been built partly on theoretical literature (Kourula 
et al. 2008, Dalberg 2007 and 2008, Silverman et al. 2006, Googins et al 2000, Yaziji, 2002, 
Samuelsen, 2008, Weihe 2008, Waddock 2001 and more), partly on secondary data from 
normative research on partnerships in practice. Note that these expectations are not meant to 
be seen as hypotheses which will be tested using statistical methods but mainly as guidelines 
for the research. 

 Philanthropy dominates the scene: Empirical evidence so far clearly suggests that the 
majority, approximately 90-95%, of existing NGO-business partnerships in Denmark fall 
within type 1. This goes in line with the conclusion from the reports by Dalberg (2007, 2008) 
and PWC (2007). The interviewed trade organizations also support that  the majority of NGO-
business collaborations in Denmark historically have been of a philanthropic character;  to a 
great extent this is still the case.  

Strategic partnerships are lacking: Even though theory suggests that the added value 
created from type 3 or 4 partnerships is the greatest for both partners, the conclusion from our 
initial empirical research suggests that very few of these more advanced partnerships exist in 
Denmark. Danish trade organizations and confederations emphasize that there has been a rise 
of interest in CSR and cross-sectoral partnerships among NGOs as well as companies in 
recent years; however, the effect of this interest is still to be seen. Attempting to explain why 
this is the case is one of the main objectives of this research project.  

Experience influences type of partnership: Our initial findings suggest that NGOs or 
companies rarely engage in type 3 or 4 partnerships without having previously been involved 
in philanthropic or joint marketing partnerships. It is our assumption that organizations learn 
and develop their capabilities for partnerships along the way through successes as well as 



failures. For example, having previously been successfully involved with a company makes 
the NGO more likely to engage in new and more advanced partnerships. The same may be 
true for one given partnership; that the partnership develops as through a stage model, for 
example starting as either a type 1 or 2 and eventually developing into a type 3 or 4, however, 
empirical evidence for this has so far been mixed. We have also found evidence of 
partnerships being prefixed as a certain type without any intention to develop them further 
and, at least in one instance, a partnership has  developed from a more to less advanced stage.  

Size does matter: We expected to find advanced and strategically significant 
partnerships to be prevalent among large and medium-sized NGOs and businesses to a greater 
extent than among small ones. This was mostly confirmed in our data, the reason being that 
type 3 and 4 partnerships require significant resources in terms of man power, finances and 
investment in knowledge creation. The smaller NGOs more often have to prioritize their 
efforts and are more sparsely staffed. The majority of Danish NGOs are small in size, which 
could be a natural explanation as to why there are relatively few type 3 and 4 partnerships in 
Denmark. The larger organizations may be more likely to spread their efforts among all four 
partnership types.  
 
Phase 2 
Primary data from the initial interviews in phase 1, as well as theoretical and empirical studies 
of NGO-business partnerships, have led us to develop a range of expectations which, whether 
meet or not, can help us answer our research questions. This means identifying important 
barriers to partnerships - why are there so few especially of the more advanced partnerships? - 
as well as key drivers for partnership establishment and development. These expectations will 
be further examined through our cases. 

Lack of awareness and knowledge: Lack of awareness about the opportunities that 
partnerships entail as well as lack of knowledge among NGOs and companies about the 
existence of relevant partners could explain why there are not as many partnerships as could 
be expected. Perhaps without realizing it, the two sectors divide themselves by watertight 
shutters, not considering that significant synergy effects are a possibility. At other times, 
NGOs or companies have perceptions of one another which are based on archetypes and 
prejudices rather than practical experience. The belief in such archetypes among companies 
and NGOs respectively could represent a significant barrier to the establishment of 
partnerships.  

Idealism versus pragmatism: Literature on NGO-business partnerships has pointed to 
differences in organizational cultures and missions as important barriers to collaboration 
between the two sectors. Although relying on such generalizations is not always productive, 
our interviews do show a greater tendency among NGOs to focus on ethics, ideals and core 
causes versus businesses’ focus on core business and adapting to their competitive 
environment. Such differences in world-views  can  separate the partners and represent a 
barrier to collaboration.   

Money talks too much?: Our empirical evidence indicates that the more successful 
strategic partnerships are the ones that do not start with or center around financial issues but 
rather around a shared idea, goal or just a wish to “do something together”. It has been 
indicated that companies are overwhelmed by NGOs lobbying them for funding and that it 
makes it too easy for companies to turn them down. A focus on money issues might in this 
way prove a significant barrier to partnership establishment, especially if this is the center of 
the opening conversation and the partners do not instantaneously agree on who should 
contribute with what. Most importantly, money does not seem to encourage trust as much as 



commitment to shared goals does.  
Natural is better: According to our empirical evidence, the most successful 

partnerships are the ones that come naturally and which are easily communicated and 
understood. If it is too difficult for an NGO and company to find a topic on which to 
cooperate, perhaps it is not meant to be. According to our interviewees, companies or NGOs 
seldom look specifically for partnerships for the sake of the partnership itself, but rather for a 
possibility to solve a concrete problem or challenge. An important success factor for 
partnerships seems to be that this natural element is prevailing.   

Where do we meet? According to literature, relations established through formal and 
informal networks are considered to be a common explanation as to why partnerships 
between NGO and businesses are initiated to begin with. We have seen that even though 
organizations do not use these networks intentionally to look for potential partnerships, they 
often seem to be an important driver. Networks encompassing representatives from the 
private as well as civil sector are, however, still scarce in a Danish context or only tend to 
involve the usual handful of businesses and NGOs. Initiating more forums and network 
options for businesses and NGOs to meet could potentially give a boost to increased 
partnership development.  

 “NGO Incorporated”: Literature points to a recent development of NGOs becoming 
increasingly professionalized or “business-like” in the way they structure their operations, 
manage their strategies and projects, use business rhetoric and hire staff with private sector 
experience. To a high degree, our empirical findings echo this development and also indicate 
that the more professionalized NGOs are more likely to engage with companies and generally 
more successful in their efforts.   

Building trust: Personal contact and the building of trust are in the literature 
considered crucial factors for the establishment and successful development of partnerships. 
The ability to trust the other partner is considered a significant explanation as to the 
establishment and continuous successful development of a given partnership. A lack of trust is 
likewise considered detrimental to any partnership. Our research so far supports this 
argument. 

Personal relations: Highly connected to the issue of trust, it is expected that the 
nurturing of personal relations is an important driver for partnership establishment and 
development. Our initial findings suggest that very often partnerships between organizations 
are dependent upon very few individuals in the organizations rather than the organizations as 
a whole. Whereas this is good in terms of building trust and close ties, this creates challenges 
for NGOs as well as businesses in terms of personnel mobility. Our empirical evidence so far 
suggests that NGO employees tend to mitigate between different Danish NGOs during their 
career. The inability to maintain trustful partnerships in the case of personnel turnaround can 
thus represent a significant barrier to continuous partnership development.  
 
7. Implications of the research findings. 
On the basis of the results of the 3 phases, we aim to contribute to current theory on 
partnerships between companies and NGOs internationally as well as in a Danish context. The 
research project might have the following implications:    

Political actors: The project might contribute to the initiation of public initiatives for 
partnership promotion in the efforts to increase societal responsibility. In the Danish 
Government's action plan from May 2008 corporate social responsibility is sought extended 
in order to address the challenges of climate change and globalization. However, this action 
plan attaches very little importance to NGO partnerships.    



The private sector: Danish companies might acquire increased knowledge about 
the opportunities that partnerships offer though the description of good partnerships 
examples, of important factors for the establishment of partnerships as well as the pitfalls, and 
of the benefits that can be achieved.    

NGOs: Can acquire knowledge as mentioned for the private sector but they might also 
achieve greater visibility and possibilities for entering partnerships in the future, hereby 
securing their continued existence.  NGOs and companies alike have the need for visibility in 
order to attract and tap into resources and to sustain legitimacy.   
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