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Like most global civil society organisations, World Vision considers working 

with the private sector to be of growing importance. At stake are not just 

issues of how to better resource our own programs—although this remains 

important—but the sustainability of our mission and community legitimacy. 

The communities in which we work not only prefer that we work more closely 

with the private sector, but increasingly, they will demand it. 

The question is how can we make this happen? How can we find the common 

ground necessary to bring these more strategic relationships into fruition? 

The case and desire for more strategic partnerships between NGOs and the 

private sector has been firmly established – and this report reiterates this. 

But in reality, these kinds of partnerships remain in the realm of the truly 

innovative. 

Therefore, in commissioning this report with Net Balance Foundation, 

we sought to go further. We wanted to delve into the realm of the practical – 

how is it that we can make these innovative partnerships happen in the real 

world? We also felt it important that this report be public. We believe that if 

actors in both sectors advance together, there will be more opportunities 

for everyone to contribute to reducing poverty around the world. 

This report has also been designed to be sector neutral. This is in recognition 

of the fact that to find common ground to work, NGOs and companies must 

speak with a common language. We hope that when you read this report you 

will take away some clear ideas of how to move forward with your

partnership strategy.

Ian Cook

Director, Global Corporate Engagement

World Vision InternationalWorld Vision IIIInnntn errnanatit ononalal
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This report sets out to understand how businesses and NGOs are 

engaging in cross-sector collaboration, with a particular focus 

on innovative partnerships that create strategic value for both 

parties.   Although these strategic partnerships have been the focus 

of much media and academic attention over the past few years, 

this report suggests that strategic partnerships face a number of 

barriers and are still the exception, rather than the rule, in cross-

sector collaboration.  Nonetheless, there is a genuine appetite in 

both sectors to move beyond traditional philanthropy towards more 

strategically aligned partnerships, and these types of ventures will 

play an expanding role in business-NGO collaboration in the future.

There are a number of drivers behind this trend, including consumer 

and shareholder pressure for ethical businesses, and growing

recognition of social and environmental crises around the world.  

Furthermore, as companies adopt overarching strategies for 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability, they seek 

partnerships that align with these strategic priorities and which 

address core areas of risk or opportunity for the business.  Although 

this can open up new roles for NGOs to serve as subject matter 

experts and implementation partners, it also puts new pressures on 

NGOs to comply with business priorities and react to market forces.  

In addition, a strategic approach to CSR and community investment 

can also threaten the ‘bottom-up’ nature of many innovative projects, 

which succeed in large part because they are tailored to local 

conditions, societies, and markets.

Insights for this report were gained through a comprehensive 

literature review and telephone interviews with 30+ companies and 

NGOs around the world. Although the report is particularly interested 

in ‘strategic’ partnerships that create value for both the NGO and 

business partners, these relationships are examined in the broader 

context of trends of cross-sector collaboration. Notable patterns in 

how businesses and NGOs are addressing social and environmental 

challenges are set out as below: 

 o  Trends in corporate responsibility and community investment: 
This section examines the forces that are leading companies to 

align CSR efforts with core business areas, focus on expanding 

the depth—rather than breadth—of partnerships, and enhance 

the quality and rigor of program reporting.

 o  Trends in NGOs and community development: This section 

explores the challenges and opportunities facing NGOs, including 

their positioning as strategic advisors to businesses, a growing 

emphasis on social enterprise and market-driven models, 

and increasing complexity in funding and delivering projects.
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“You can’t have functional 

companies in a dysfunctional 

society” 

KPMG

“We identify strategic focus 

areas that align with [our] 

business objectives, but then 

NGOs help us to understand the 

problems and develop feasible, 

successful projects that try to 

solve these problems”

SC Johnson
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These key trends in business and NGO engagement together 

provide a context for findings on cross-sector partnerships:

 o  Observations on business-NGO partnerships:  This 

section pulls together six notable trends in how NGOs 

and companies are working together, including insights 

on the shift from philanthropic to more collaborative 

ventures, base of the pyramid opportunities, and the 

growing emphasis on program reporting and outcome 

measurement.

Finally the report delves into innovative partnerships, or those 

which contribute to strategic value for both parties:  

 o  Innovative, value-creating partnerships:  This section 

includes common themes and attributes of strategic 

partnerships. To a large degree, effective partnerships 

demonstrate the ability to collaborate around a specific 

challenge or issue, embrace flexibility when required, 

and align objectives at both the project level and more 

strategic level.

 o  Recommendations for businesses and NGOs: 
This section lays out general recommendations for 

organisations looking to develop strategic partnerships. 

The section also includes a process flow (applicable for 

both NGOs and businesses) that outlines one possible 

approach to identifying and developing innovative, value 

creating partnerships.

 o  Checklists for businesses and NGOs: This section is 

divided into a separate checklist of recommendations by 

sector to help guide businesses and NGOs in laying the 

groundwork for successful partnerships and anticipating 

potential challenges. 

 o  Selected case studies: Three innovative and value-

creating partnerships are profiled in more depth, with 

success factors identified.

Summary of findings 

Feedback from interviews with businesses and NGOs, 

combined with an extensive literature review, provided a 

number of insights on business-NGO partnerships. 

 o  As businesses become more responsive to social and 

environmental concerns and NGOs increasingly look to 

market forces to solve social challenges, the business 

imperative for cross-sector collaboration will strengthen 

and the opportunities for strategic value-creating 

partnerships will continue to expand.

 o  However, although both NGOs and companies 

are enthusiastic about developing more strategic 

partnerships, these remain the exception rather than 

the rule, and most partnerships today are hybrid models 

that incorporate elements of philanthropy, capacity 

building, and mutual value creation.

 o  Truly strategic partnerships are challenging to both 

initiate and manage; they require a combination of 

significant time and resource commitments from both 

parties along with a viable, value-creating concept, and 

they may take years to produce results. 

 o  Although innovative partnerships come in a variety 

of shapes and forms, they tend to share some 

common characteristics, including a flexible approach 

that centres on problem solving, a significant time 

commitment from both parties, a local- or bounded 

scale to begin with, and shared objectives at both the 

project and strategic level.

 o  As companies increasingly adopt a top-down approach 

to CSR and community investment, this can create 

tension between high-level focus areas and localised 

implementation of projects; yet it also creates 

opportunities for NGOs that can help to bridge this 

global-local gap.
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Based on our conversations with leading businesses and NGOs 

around the world, it seems apparent that organisations in 

both sectors are in the midst of a process of self-scrutiny and 

transformation around how they approach systemic social and 

environmental issues. Amongst NGOs, there is a growing realisation 

that cooperation with the private sector is not only inevitable, but 

potentially advantageous. Savvy NGOs are positioning themselves 

as strategic advisors to corporate partners, and are looking for ways 

to use private sector capabilities and market forces to enhance 

program efficacy and develop economically sustainable operating 

models.  

For businesses, this transformation is part of a broader evolution 

of the relationship between companies and society, in which 

businesses find themselves held increasingly accountable for their 

social and environmental impacts. As companies take a greater 

role in addressing these challenges, they are increasingly turning 

to NGOs and other partners to provide subject matter expertise, 

guidance, and implementation support. 

Much of the recent literature on business-NGO partnerships has 

focused on the trend from traditional philanthropic models towards 

more collaborative and strategic models of engagement.

Research conducted for this report suggests that not only the 

structure, but the very function and purpose of these partnerships 

are shifting as the interdependency between business and society 

become more widely recognised. Hence, both NGOs and businesses 

find themselves increasingly reliant on cross-sector partnerships to 

not only build credibility or secure funding – as in the past – but to 

further core business and organisational objectives. 

This report is primarily concerned with understanding business-NGO 

partnerships that deliver strategic value to both parties; however, 

these strategic partnerships can best be understood in the broader 

context of cross-sector collaboration. Figure 1, on page 5, outlines 

how trends in corporate responsibility and NGO programs together 

shape the engagement between businesses and NGOs and leads to 

new models of working together. 

“A lot of companies want to do 

something in CSR but don’t 

know exactly what to do … 

the challenge for NGOs is to 

help them fi gure out the best 

approach to take”

Indonesia Global Compact Network
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Research Approach:

Insights for this report were gained through a comprehensive 

literature review and telephone interviews with 30+ 

companies and NGOs around the world. The literature review 

includes both academic and business publications on NGO-

private sector collaboration, with a particular focus on social 

entrepreneurship and innovation, and projects in developing 

regions. Publications from McKinsey & Company, Accenture, 

Harvard Business Review, Ethical Corporation, and IBM 

Global Business Services were consulted, amongst others, as 

well as a variety of academic journal articles. 

To expand on the literature base and examine specific 

elements of real-life partnerships, telephone interviews were 

conducted with 30+ national and international corporations 

and NGOs. These organisations represented roughly even 

geographical distribution across Latin America, North 

America, Asia, Europe, and Oceania.  For corporations, 

interviews were typically conducted with the community 

engagement or CSR manager at a country level; while 

NGO interviews were often conducted with the business 

partnerships manager (or a similar role). Interviews covered 

the following broad themes:

 o  Overview of partnering strategy and approach.

 o  Summary of past and existing NGO-business 

partnerships, particularly strategic or value-creating 

partnerships.

 o  Classification of modes of exchange in current and 

planned partnerships.

 o  Success stories with NGO-business partnerships.

 o  Challenges with cross-sectoral collaboration.

Interviews were conducted confidentially and participants 

were assured that no material would be published without 

prior consent. 

Report Structure:

This report seeks to understand innovative partnerships 

between businesses and NGOs. These relationships are best 

understood in the broader context of how companies and 

NGOs operate, and the various forces that compel them to 

work together on certain issues. Hence, this report begins 

by examining key trends in corporate responsibility and 

community investment, focusing on how companies are 

designing and implementing strategies to address social 

and environmental issues.  The report then examines trends 

in NGOs and community development, paying particular 

attention to how these trends impact relationships with the 

private sector and other market players.  Based on these six 

key trends, the report then discusses implications for NGO-

business partnerships.  

In the next section, the report examines in more detail the 

notion of innovative partnerships that create strategic value 

for both parties and identifies common attributes of these 

partnerships. The report then presents a set of actionable 

recommendations and a process flow for businesses and 

NGOs that are looking to engage with each other in more 

collaborative and strategic ways, and profiles several case 

studies of successful value-creating partnerships.  Although 

not every partnership can – and should—strive to be an 

innovative or strategic one, with both businesses and NGOs 

eager to invest in this type of partnership, it’s useful to 

understand their unique challenges and benefits. 
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Corporate social responsibility is not a new topic in the business 

world, but now more than ever, companies are taking an active 

approach to understanding and identifying their social and 

environmental impacts.  Three key trends in CSR and community 

investment are set out below:  

1 Companies are rapidly adopting a strategic approach to 
corporate responsibility and community investment, with 

an emphasis on increasing business value or affecting change in 
material social and environmental issues 

As sustainability becomes more embedded into the fabric of 

businesses, the distinctions between philanthropy and core business 

objectives are diminishing. Companies are held increasingly 

accountable for social and environmental impacts as well as their 

economic performance, and this in turn creates both business and 

ethical imperatives to become more sustainable.  The recognition of 

the role of business in addressing global social and environmental 

challenges is also evident in the uptake of the UN Global Compact, 

which was founded in 2000 to harness the power of the private sector 

to address the UN’s ten Millennium Development Goals.  In the first 

decade of its existence, membership of the UN Global Compact has 

ballooned from 40 companies to over 8,000 organisations worldwide.  

Furthermore, surveys done by the UN on Global Compact participants 

suggests that a commitment to corporate responsibility is thoroughly 

embedded in the organisation, with 69% of companies developing 

strategies and policies at the CEO level.1 

As organisations begin to embed principles of sustainability into their 

organisation, they are increasingly looking for external guidance on

environmental and social issues that affect their business. 

On the one hand, this creates new opportunities for partnerships with 

universities, consultants, and increasingly NGOs to serve as subject 

matter experts, but it also puts pressure on NGO partnerships 

to align with the company’s overarching CSR or sustainability 

strategy.  More and more, companies are looking at CSR as not only 

an obligation, but as a potential source of business value as well. 

According to a survey done by IBM in 2008, out of 250 companies 

consulted, 68% claimed they were utilising CSR as an “opportunity 

and a platform for growth”.2

Interviews conducted with 25 companies around the world reveal 

that although pure philanthropy is still a component of CSR for many 

businesses, almost all of these organisations claim to be moving 

away from this model towards more strategic initiatives in the 

future.  Although aligning CSR programs with core business strategy 

can help to focus efforts on areas that are material to the business 

as a whole and prioritise opportunities to engage with NGOs and 

other partners, the benefits of strategic CSR really depend on the 

specific organisation.  At the most basic level, it gives the company 

a consistent story to tell about their community engagement efforts 

and helps to prioritise and focus projects.  At the other end of the 

“We start with a materiality 

index – what are the biggest 

issues as related to [our 

company] .. from there, we 

begin by looking for the NGOs 

that can help us achieve a 

more strategic position in 

these areas”

Target

“Increasingly partnerships 

are about community 

investment fi tting into core 

business models”

CARE International, UK

“We are convinced that long-

term value creation is only 

possible if at the same time, 

the company creates value for 

society in the countries and 

regions where it operates”

Nestlé
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spectrum, some companies are able to use their corporate 

responsibility strategy to address business risks or engage in 

new markets; thus benefiting the bottom line while enhancing 

the company’s sustainability performance. These innovative, 

value-creating partnerships will be explored in more depth 

later in the report. 

2 Most companies are focusing on expanding the ‘depth’ 
rather than ‘breadth’ of CSR and community

investment partnerships 

As businesses become increasingly concerned with the 

social and environmental contexts within which they operate, 

they are taking on issues that go beyond the scope of the 

private sector to solve. The UN Global Compact is a prime 

example of companies working to address complex, multi-

stakeholder challenges that will require participation by 

governments, businesses, and community development 

groups in tandem.  Many companies recognise that social and 

environmental concerns fall outside of their core business 

competencies, and that their credibility and effectiveness 

benefit from collaborative approaches.  According to a report 

by McKinsey, as companies become more invested in social 

and environmental issues, they experience conflicting forces 

around partnerships: companies “know that most social 

issues are too big for us to tackle alone, but we also know 

that establishing and managing successful partnerships is 

extremely difficult.”3  These concerns were echoed in the 

interviews with businesses conducted for this research, but in 

all cases, the companies surveyed expected that collaborative 

initiatives would become an increasingly significant part of 

their approach to corporate responsibility in the future.

However, looking ahead most companies expressed a 

desire to expand the ‘depth’ rather than the ‘breadth’ of 

partnerships. Since every relationship requires time and 

resources to maintain, companies place the most emphasis 

on relationships that align with strategic business priorities 

and that can create tangible value for the company and its 

related stakeholders.  

One of the primary challenges that companies cited was a 

loss of momentum and enthusiasm during partnerships, 

which often start out strong but then suffer from a lack of 

time and commitment on both sides. This inevitable drop-off 

in enthusiasm can be exacerbated by staff turnover and a 

failure to achieve measurable results in the short term, which 

makes it harder to maintain momentum in the partnership.

3 Companies are looking for greater sophistication in 
understanding and communicating the outcomes of 

community investment initiatives

As companies move away from pure philanthropy towards 

more strategic corporate responsibility and community 

investment, this shift is driving new expectations for 

reporting and measurement.  Increasingly-ambitious CSR 

and community investment programs are demanding more 

sophisticated impact assessment to demonstrate value 

to stakeholders.  When companies set out to create core 

business value or solve social and environmental challenges 

through their CSR programs, it is no longer sufficient to 

report on activity measures such as volunteer hours or dollars 

donated. More and more, stakeholders want to understand 

the impact of these dollars and resources, especially in terms 

of business value or tangible social and economic change 

created.  

More comprehensive reporting on community and CSR 

investment is driven in part by regulatory and market 

pressure for greater transparency on the sustainability 

impacts of businesses.  According to a report by the UN 

Global Compact, “disclosure around environmental, social 

and governance (ESG) issues is increasingly sought by 

stakeholders and factored into valuation by the investment 

community.”  Companies that are donating time, energy, and 

resources to CSR initiatives are under pressure from internal 

and external stakeholders to demonstrate an impact from 

these efforts. 

Just as importantly, leading companies recognise the value of 

program evaluation and reporting as an internal management 

tool. Impact assessment can help an organisation understand 

project outcomes, isolate successes and challenges, and 

work towards even more impactful initiatives in the future.  

Rigorous and well-designed program impact assessment 

can enable organisations to make the most of limited 

CSR resources, ensure that NGO partners are delivering 

on program objectives, and identify areas for future 

improvement.

“We try to choose partners that can 

measure the social impacts they are having 

… [although] this is not always possible” 
(CSL)
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Barclays and UNICEF: 

‘Building Young Futures’ Program

In 2008, Barclays and UNICEF together 

launched the ‘Building Young Futures’ 

program with an initial three year 

commitment. The program seeks to 

empower thousands of youth around the 

world through education, skills building, 

and market-based mechanisms such 

as microfinance. Barclays contributes 

not only through donating funds and 

employee time and expertise, but also 

through sharing capabilities that help 

to design and run the program. For 

example, Barclays’ staff participate in 

the partnership through working with 

children, mentoring, developing financial 

components of the project, constructing 

training resources and assisting with 

skills training. 

Case Study

 3 McKinsey & Company (2010)



Although NGOs have a legacy of opposing market forces and 

government efforts, the non-profit sector is becoming increasingly 

interconnected with both public and private sector players.  The 

evolution of the 21st century NGO is well underway, and perhaps 

nowhere is this more evident than in the way that NGOs are 

embracing market forces and re-positioning themselves with 

businesses and other partners. Several notable trends in how NGOs 

operate and approach community development are set out below: 

1 NGOs are increasingly playing an advisory role to corporate 
partners, which suggests the need for new competencies and 

perspectives

A growing evidence base suggests that the days of the ‘single issue 

campaign’ are largely over for NGOs,4  and although today’s NGO is 

just as committed to the cause as their counterparts two decades 

ago, their tactics, approach, and even their strategic goals have 

undergone tremendous changes in recent years.  In parallel, as 

companies take a greater role in addressing social and environmental 

challenges, they are moving into a space traditionally dominated by 

NGOs, and one in which their core business expertise only extends 

so far.  Most companies recognise that their business competencies, 

while helpful in addressing large-scale social and environmental 

issues, will not be sufficient without the expertise and credibility of 

NGO partners.   According to Neergard5: 

“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”

There is so much literature on the various ways in which NGOs 

contribute value to these partnerships, but several themes are 

particularly important for their role as strategic advisors. 

These include: 

 o  Enhanced credibility for the business.

 o  Strong local traction and legitimacy, particularly in

developing regions. 

 o  Relevant subject matter expertise. 

 o  Connection with other experts in the subject.

Although corporate partnerships can help to advance NGO objectives 

by leveraging their expertise in new ways, such partnerships can also 

lead to new challenges for NGOs. In particular, collaboration with 

businesses may create issues around independence for NGOs – as 

they work to align with companies that have their own goals and 

business imperatives, it can put pressure on NGOs to stray from their 

core mission and values.  
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“NGOs are experts in 

execution, so they really know 

their local markets and people”

P&G Indonesia

“It’s about ‘building capability’ 

not just within the corporate 

affairs function but  throughout 

the business, and on a local 

and global scale, to seek 

to  understand challenges 

on material issues for the 

business and seek to resolve  

them through a partnership 

approach ” 

(SABMiller)

“The fi rst thing [for NGOs] is 

to recognize that markets are 

central to their future. Markets 

are becoming legitimate 

channels for social change — 

and are also likely to be, on 

balance, more effi cient and 

effective than many traditional 

approaches. But the rules of 

the game, clearly, will be very 

different” 

(SustainAbility, 2003)

 4 SustainAbility, UN Global Compact, and UNEP (2003)

 5   Neergaard et al (2009)



According to a report from SustainAbility, NGOs can preserve 

their independence by anticipating possible challenges and 

developing a proactive approach.  NGOs can help to maintain 

their independence through: 

 o  Closely scoping the project and explicitly stating 

that either organisation is free to criticise the other 

in different areas of activity that are not part of the 

partnership.

 o  Limiting (or in some cases prohibiting) financial 

payments between the parties.

 o  Strictly limiting co-branding.

 o  Maintaining confidentiality on some aspects,

but requiring transparency in other areas of

the relationship.

 o  Ensuring there is an ability to withdraw at any time.6

Following these basic principles can help NGOs stay true 

to their mission and values while positioning themselves 

to benefit from the capabilities, knowledge, and resources 

available from corporate partners.

2 NGOs are embracing self-sustaining project models, 
such as social enterprises, to build capacity and reduce 

financial dependency on donors 

The changing emphasis of international development 

from aid projects to capacity-building initiatives has been 

well-documented in existing literature base, but this shift 

is increasingly reflected in the ways that NGOs visualise, 

fund, and manage projects of all types. The growth in social 

enterprises, microfinance, and other capacity-building, self-

sustaining initiatives mirrors the popularity of ‘trade not aid’ 

initiatives in global development.   NGOs are increasingly 

recognising the potential of markets to help achieve 

development goals, and this is a primary driver in the shift 

towards embracing new sustainable economic models such 

as social enterprises. 

Importantly for NGOs, movement towards these types of 

projects promises a degree of relief from reliance on donor 

funding, which locks many NGOs in a continual cycle of 

seeking and securing funding sources.   Furthermore, these 

types of initiatives can produce multiplier effects that greatly 

enhance the overall impact of dollars and hours invested. 

According to research done by The Finding Australia’s Social 

Enterprise Sector (FASES) project in 2010, there are up to

20,000 estimated social enterprises in Australia alone, and this

number is expected to continue to grow. Social enterprises as 

defined by FASES are organisations that:7 

 o  Are led by an economic, social, cultural, or 

environmental mission consistent with a public or 

community benefit.

 o  Trade to fulfill their mission.

 o  Derive a substantial portion of their income from trade.

 o  Reinvest the majority of their profit/surplus in the 

fulfilment of their mission.  

In reality though, the lines between more traditional NGO 

donor projects and social enterprises are often much more 

blurred.  Donor-funded initiatives may incorporate some 

aspects of social enterprise, and new offshoots of for-profit 

businesses that market to underserved populations may be 

considered social enterprises by some definitions. 

Regardless of the nuances in categorisation, the trend 

towards sustainable, capacity-building projects opens up 

opportunities for new ways of partnering with companies. 

NGOs typically possess expertise in the social or 

environmental issues that these enterprises aim to address, 

yet corporate partners may be more well-versed in market 

forces and how to structure the ‘business’ aspect of social 

enterprises.  In theory, social enterprises can benefit greatly 

from input from both an NGO and business perspective; yet 

without clear guidelines for engagement and structures for 

accountability in the partnership, conflicts of interest can 

easily arise.  

Interviews conducted with NGOs and businesses suggest 

that truly collaborative social enterprise projects exist, but 

tend to be the exception rather than the rule. More often, 

these initiatives are managed primarily by either an NGO or 

a business, with the ‘partnership’ playing mostly a funding or 

advisory role. 
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3 NGOs face increasing complexity in funding and delivery 
structures for projects

NGOs have traditionally sought funding from a variety of 

companies and other sources, but as businesses engage 

in new ways with NGO partners, the implications of diverse 

project stakeholders is changing.  A typical NGO today might 

have a project that is partially funded by half a dozen different 

companies and government groups and is administered via a 

partnership with another NGO and a corporate partner. Hence, 

as companies become more involved with NGO partners and 

their role changes from simply writing a cheque to providing 

hands-on collaboration and implementation support, NGOs 

find themselves juggling diverse and potentially divergent 

interests. Determining metrics and measuring program 

impacts is equally affected in a multiple-partner environment, 

because each project partner often has a separate approach 

to evaluation. 

Complexity in project funding and delivery structures also 

makes internal alignment more difficult for NGOs, because 

various groups are accountable to numerous external 

stakeholders with unique sets of priorities. Hence, it is 

easy for under-resourced and over-extended NGOs to find 

themselves continually reacting to the demands of project 

partners and donors, rather than being able to proactively 

anticipate these needs and develop a consistent approach to 

address them.

This suggests that relationship management, which has 

traditionally been a lower priority for NGOs that are focused 

on project delivery and funding, will become increasingly 

important in the future. The NGOs that invest the effort now 

to understand the needs of their external partner and donor 

network will find themselves better positioned in the future to 

manage complex projects. 
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1 Although there is a shift from purely philanthropic to more 
cooperative relationships, a gap persists between ambitions 

and reality as related to strategic partnerships

The trend from traditional donor and philanthropic NGO-business 

relationships to other modes of exchange is well documented 

in the literature, but research suggests there is still a long way 

to go before these partnerships reach their potential in terms of 

adding strategic value to both partners.  A report from Accenture 

(2009) found that “whilst more traditional philanthropic drivers 

still feature prominently in companies’ rationale for investment, 

they are increasingly out-numbered (2 to 1) by more sophisticated 

investments demanding a specific return on investment, increasingly 

into areas close (or closer) to core business activities.”8  

However, conversations with over 30 businesses and NGOs 

interviewed for this report indicate that while there is a strong desire 

in both sectors for more strategic partnerships, there are significant 

barriers to setting up and managing these types of projects. Hence, 

for many organisations, philanthropic partnerships are still prevalent.  

This finding is echoed in a research paper by the Copenhagen 

Business School, which asserts:

“The private and civil sectors have begun to engage in 

cooperation, turning each others differences into advantages for 

the partnering organizations … however, despite such cross-

sectoral partnerships often being praised as the answer to the 

many societal challenges of the 21st century … this development 

has not taken place without considerable difficulties and still 

has, as we argue, a long way to go.”9

To a large degree, organisations find that innovative and strategic 

partnerships require a greater investment in time and effort on 

behalf of both parties than simple donor relationships or employee 

volunteering programs.  Other barriers to strategic partnerships that 

emerged from interviews included: 

 o  Longer timeframes for set-up and implementation.  

 o  Challenges in identifying and prioritising opportunities. 

 o  Time and resource constraints.

 o  Lack of momentum to maintain partnerships.

Although the case studies of successful strategic partnerships 

included in this report demonstrate that these barriers can 

be overcome, they are important to bear in mind. Thoroughly 

understanding the potential challenges of these ventures– and the 

effort and resources required – is a critical step towards making 

them successful for the long-term. 
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“We want to get away from 

philanthropy and show what is of 

strategic relevance. Particularly 

now in diffi cult economic times 

this is important; it will be the 

fi rst thing that will be cut”

Holcim 

“There is an opportunity 

to close the gap between 

philanthropy and sustainability, 

which partners can help with” 

Kraft Foods

“It’s hard to maintain the great 

aspirations from which most 

partnerships are derived; they 

typically start out with a fl urry 

of good intentions, then after a 

while things peter out” 

Shell

 8 Crowley, James and Alzaga, Christina (2009)

 9  Neergaard et al (2009)

  observations on
  business-ngo partnerships



2 Businesses and NGOs typically work with numerous 
partner organisations; and each partnership often 

incorporates multiple dimensions of exchange 

Without exception, the companies interviewed for this study 

participated in multiple cross-sector partnerships as a 

component of their corporate responsibility and community 

investment strategies. The nature of these partnerships 

varied widely, from largely symbolic high-level relationships 

(for example, Greenpeace serving as an advisor to Shell Oil) to 

local, project-based partnerships.  

Not only did each organisation typically participate in a range 

of different types of partnerships, but even within a single 

relationship, there might be three or four distinct types of 

exchange represented.  As companies and NGOs look to grow 

the depth, rather than breadth, of partnerships and find new 

ways to add value with existing trusted partners, this trend is 

likely to continue. 

This suggests that classification of partnerships, which 

remains a common topic in academic and business literature, 

is still relevant to today’s NGO-business partnerships, but 

may be applied in new ways.  Although pure philanthropic 

or marketing partnerships do exist, they are increasingly 

becoming the exception rather than the rule, and most 

partnerships resist neat categorisation.  In particular, 

partnerships forged around a solving a specific problem may 

incorporate numerous aspects of idea sharing, cooperation, 

and value creation on both a symbiotic and independent scale.

One approach to categorising partnerships comes from the 

Copenhagen Business School and outlines four distinct types 

of partnerships:10 

 o  Philanthropic
 One-way transfer of resources from a company to NGO; 

the two partners have different goals and only interact 

on a very limited basis.

 o  Reciprocal exchange/cross-related marketing
 A company donates money to an NGO based on sales 

volume or the use of the company’s products. The depth 

of interaction is limited and can be likened to a sales 

campaign.

 o  Independent value creation: Semi-strategic
 A company and NGO collectively attempt to cater to each 

of their individual goals, which, while not being similar, 

are not directly conflicting.

 o  Symbiotic value creation/integrative
 A company and NGO work together to address a 

common problem which they would both like to see 

resolved. The value creation happens for both partners 

and the criteria for success will be partly overlapping.

There are many ways to classify partnerships, but most 

working relationships are more fluid and complex than a 

categorisation scheme might imply. A typical partnership 

will incorporate multiple modes of exchange, and these may 

change as the partnership evolves over time.  Nonetheless, 

classifying types of exchange can be useful for organisations 

that want to examine existing partnerships or proactively seek 

out certain modes of exchange in the future.  

12
10 Neergaard et al (2009)



3 Large companies are increasingly looking for global 
partners and scalable initiatives, yet the most 

innovative partnerships are often bottom-up efforts,
leading to potential tensions in size and scale of projects

Multinational corporations often want to engage with 

international NGOs in order to streamline their partnerships 

and invest in initiatives that can be scaled and replicated 

across various regions. Yet, relationships at this scale typically 

require a greater degree of standardisation in approach 

and delivery, which may preclude the type of opportunistic, 

bottom-up projects that create value based on very specific 

local conditions.11

In fact, one of greatest challenges is that despite much 

academic study on the nature and attributes of collaborative 

NGO-business partnerships, the most innovative of these 

partnerships remain opportunistic.  Typically, the partnerships 

that create strategic value for both parties arise out of a 

desire to solve a specific challenge; they are well-adapted 

to local environments and incorporate a deep, fundamental 

understanding of the cultures, society, and markets targeted 

by the program. 

Many companies have tried to adopt a combined ‘top-down’ 

and ‘bottom-up’ approach to CSR and community investment, 

with the strategy and priorities determined at a corporate 

level and implementation managed on a national or regional 

basis.  For some companies, NGO partnerships are managed 

on a similar basis, while for other companies, there is a 

clear preference to work with larger NGOs because they can 

operate across multiple regions and avoid the need to find and 

manage multiple smaller partnerships. 
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“It’s about having a global plan and rolling 

out regional initiatives. We are beginning 

to regionalise our initiatives and join things

up better”
CARE International, UK

“Ideally we’d like to work with just one NGO 

across all regions in the future … as the 

program grows, it makes sense to work with 

one single large NGO body than with pockets 

of individual NGOs across the regions” 

Multi Commodity Exchange of India Limited 

“There are two sides to our community 

engagement. One is local partnerships

[with INGOs] but then there are local 

partnerships that come out of engagement 

of markets on the ground” 
Nestlé

“C“C“C“Cororoo popoporar tetetee  pparartntntnt ererrrs sss ss and NGO O O partrtners 

shhhhououo ldlddd  hhaavavave a a   ssiss mmimilalaaaalar r structture.e. Ideas 

cccann n bbbeb  d dddevvvelelelopopopopededede  a aatt t ththtttt e orrganisation’s 

hehhhhehhh adda ququararrrtett rsrsrsrs b b butut t theeh n n imimmmppplpppp emmennted locally”  

HoH lcim

 11 Crowley (2009)



4 There is pressure from both NGOs and corporate 
partners to better understand and articulate 

program impacts, yet collaboration in this area remains 
underdeveloped

The vast majority of NGOs and businesses interviewed for 

this research cited program reporting and impact assessment 

as a critical area for improvement in the future. 

Both businesses and NGOs are under pressure to 

demonstrate the impact of project investment, although 

the drivers are slightly different for each sector.  Interviews 

with NGOs indicated that the quality of program reporting is 

hampered not only by resource constraints, but by the need to 

comply with multiple reporting requirements.  That is, 

as NGOs collaborate with more partners, and as businesses 

demand more rigorous reporting on CSR and community 

investment projects, NGOs are held accountable to numerous 

stakeholders, often with their own unique reporting 

requirements. 

Businesses are often viewed as possessing better reporting 

and evaluation capabilities than their NGO counterparts, but 

research conducted for this report found that companies too 

are struggling to demonstrate the impacts of their CSR and 

community investment initiatives.  Key challenges cited by 

companies included:

 o  Long timeframes for project outcomes. 

 o  Difficulty in quantifying the ‘softer’ elements of

project impacts.

 o  Quality and consistency of data gathered, especially

for multi-site projects.
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“We can’t lower the standards 

on their reporting because 

these are all reported 

externally (and have 

international standards), so 

they have to really work with 

the NGO to get them on board 

and build capacity” 

(P&G Indonesia)



Yet, despite the challenges, identifying and communicating 

the impacts of collaborative business-NGO projects will 

become even more crucial in the future. For NGOs, the ability 

to demonstrate impact can help to secure funding from 

companies, governments, and other donors, thus ensuring 

the longevity of existing projects and enabling new ones to be 

initiated. For companies, growing scrutiny from shareholders 

and other stakeholders means that any dollar spent – even on 

philanthropy or CSR projects – must be accounted for.

As businesses work to align their CSR efforts with strategic 

business priorities, there is a greater imperative to 

demonstrate outcomes related to core business objectives.

Just as importantly, though, rigorous outcome assessment 

and reporting can help NGOs and businesses understand 

where partnerships are having an impact and where there are 

opportunities for improvement.  A number of the companies 

interviewed for this report mentioned a desire to utilise 

program reporting to improve the quality and impact of their 

partnerships; yet few felt they had the depth of reporting to 

enable this type of exercise.  

5 Sustainable supply chain pressures and expanding 
‘bottom-of-the-pyramid’ markets make developing 

regions prime targets for strategic, value-creating 
partnerships

Increasing emphasis on sustainable supply chains opens 

up opportunities for NGO partners that can work both with 

corporate head offices as well as suppliers in developing 

regions.  Companies are facing pressure from advocacy 

groups, shareholders, consumers, and governments on 

supply chain issues.  For many businesses, mitigating risks 

and improving sustainability in the supply chain requires 

addressing social and environmental issues that fall outside 

the company’s core competencies.  In addition, for a growing 

number of companies with international supply chains, such 

projects also require knowledge of local business operations 

and legislation.  According to the a study by Accenture 

and the UN Global Compact, “ensuring that supply chain 

partners adhere to the Global Compact principles is rising 

on the agenda of companies of all sizes – though it remains 

a challenge to translate policy into action.”12  This report 

also indicated that subsidiaries and supply chains present 

the biggest challenge as far as implementing sustainability 

strategy. 

Companies that address supply chain issues in developing 

regions not only contribute to greater sustainability and social 

welfare on a global scale – and typically enhance their brand 

image in doing so – but they can also gain access to valuable 

new markets.  According to a report by McKinsey & Company, 

consumers at the base of the pyramid (i.e. the nearly 4 

billion people who earn less than $3000 annually per person) 

represent a market value of nearly $5 trillion for products in 

food, housing, transportation, energy, and health.13 Although 

reaching these markets can be challenging and often requires 

new approaches in marketing and delivery, for innovative 

companies, ‘bottom of the pyramid’ markets represent a 

chance to address critical social and environmental concerns 

while tapping into a valuable—and growing—consumer 

market. 

15

SABMiller and Farm Africa

In June 2010 SABMiller won nearly US$1 

million in funding from the Africa Enterprise 

Challenge Fund (AECF) to introduce an 

innovative local sourcing model for cassava 

through its subsidiary Southern Sudan 

Beverages (SSB). SABMiller will contribute 

over $2m through the partnership to match 

the funding provided by the AECF, and the 

partnership will be delivered in conjunction 

with Farm Africa, a local NGO in Southern 

Sudan. The partnership will not only help to 

create a sustainable supply chain for cassava 

in the region, but is also expected to create 

2,000 new jobs.  One element of the project 

includes developing a new beer brewed 

with cassava sourced from local small-

scale farmers, which will enhance farmer 

incomes and reduce the need for imported 

ingredients. The project will also promote 

sustainable agriculture and support food 

security.  The entire AECF grant will be used 

to mobilise and strengthen the capacity of 

smallholder farmers so that they are able 

to take advantage of the assured market 

of SSB’s supply chain, and access markets 

beyond. SSB will incentivise farmers to grow 

cassava by guaranteeing to buy their crops at 

a pre-negotiated and jointly agreed price.   

Case Study

The 4 billion people at the bottom of the 

economic pyramid (living on less than $5 a 

day) represent a major business opportunity, 

if their potential can be developed. Businesses 

are using “blended-value investments” 

that combine social impact with market 

development. They are developing low-cost 

products and services that are accessible to 

poor households, together with innovative 

production and distribution systems that 

benefi t local businesses 

(Barclays corporate website)

 12 Accenture and United Nations Global Compact (2010)

 13 McKinsey (2010)



Interviews with 30+ companies and NGOs revealed a number of 

examples of innovative partnerships that create strategic value 

for both the business and NGO partners involved.  Although these 

partnerships represent a wide variety of initiatives across diverse 

locations and scales of operation, the majority share some common 

attributes, which are outlined below: 

 o  Flexible approaches centred around problem solving:  
Flexibility was perhaps the single most notable attribute of 

successful strategic partnerships, and it manifested itself in 

partnerships that committed to solving an issue – regardless 

of the methods used or the ultimate solutions determined.  

Several of the innovative partnerships discussed for this report 

began with one approach to solve a problem and ended up—for 

a variety of reasons—abandoning that course and changing 

direction over the course of the project.  This flexibility is 

absolutely critical for successful innovation, because very often 

the initial approach may not prove to be the optimal one. Re-

evaluating the process and taking a different direction may cost 

time and resources and negatively impact short-term project 

reporting. But it’s an inevitable part of understanding complex 

challenges and developing effective and viable solutions.

Thus, both partners must understand this reality and be 

prepared to be flexible over the course of the project.

 o  Complementary and transparent objectives: 
Although it seems self-evident, organisations stressed the 

importance of a thorough planning process at the beginning 

of any partnership or collaborative venture.  Especially when 

partnerships are aimed at delivering strategic value for both 

organisations, it’s important for businesses and NGOs to 

be transparent about their aims. According to one company 

interviewed: “we were not shy of the fact that it is a win-win 

situation, there is a commercial self-interest angle within [the 

company] and we worked with them to identify a clear business 

benefit that is clear and tangible to their involvement.”  Being 

explicit about project objectives, motivations, and potential 

conflicts is imperative to help form the types of arrangements 

that truly can produce ‘win-win’ benefits.

 o  Emphasis on capacity building and self-sufficiency: 
 The most innovative and valuable partnerships focus on 

‘trade not aid’ and seek to develop the skills and open up 

opportunities for target groups to solve problems themselves.  

In doing so, they decrease reliance on donor funding and help 

to ensure the project remains viable even when there are 

changes in businesses or government priorities. 

These partnerships typically use market forces to develop trade 

or entrepreneurial opportunities, and in doing so may also 

create new markets and enhance supply chain sustainability. 
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Common characteristics 

of successful strategic 

partnerships:

1 Flexible approaches centred around 

problem solving

2 Complementary and transparent 

objectives

3 Emphasis on capacity building

and self-sufficiency

4 Small-scale and defined scope

(at least to start)

5 Long-term commitments from

both parties  

“As an organisation we don’t 

just want to give money or 

make a one-time donation; 

we want to make a lasting 

difference and focus on 

capacity building” 

(Microsoft Australia)

  innovative,
  value-creating partnerships



 o  Small-scale and defined scope (at least to start):  
Development-oriented partnerships in particular benefit 

from a well-defined scope and smaller scale when 

projects are first getting started. This not only enables 

the project to be closely-tailored to local conditions 

and cultures, but also enhances flexibility so that the 

project model can be modified as unforeseen challenges 

arise.  Starting with a conservative scale – or ‘pilot’ 

program—enables the partnership concept to be tested, 

refined, and validated before the investment gets too 

large or the stakes are too high. In addition, a pilot-

level initiative serves as a test-run for the partnership 

itself, and allows both parties to establish a good 

working relationship before taking on more complex or 

demanding initiatives.

 o  Long-term commitments from both parties:  
The majority of successful strategic partnerships are 

based on multi-year commitments that recognise 

the longer time frames typically associated with 

development projects. One business interviewed for 

this report asserted that, “most of our partnerships 

are long-term ... the first couple of years are really 

about building the relationship and then you start to get 

better traction and results after year 3 or 4”.   NGOs 

are perhaps even more aware of the time commitment 

required for successful outcomes. According to one 

INGO, “international development takes time to see 

results, but you need to have this conversation at the 

start and clarify expectations from both sides  … It’s 

about clear reporting mechanisms to keep everyone in 

the loop as to what progress has been made.”
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“Several years ago, a study was published 

that said cocoa productivity was in decline, 

young people didn’t want to be farmers, 

cocoa was not good for sustaining livelihoods 

and that cocoa farmers were not earning 

enough to provide for families. From a moral 

and a business sense we knew we needed 

to take action. Until then we had been 

doing philanthropic donations rather than 

development work. The challenge is that 

you get into this donation cycle and the new 

model is about trade not aid” 

(Kraft Foods)

“Most of the interesting collaboration 

opportunities seem to emerge from bottom-

up ideas, most notably in developing 

markets. So far, at least, local pressures and 

ideas trump global initiatives. However, local 

examples will benefi t hugely from support 

and nourishment to achieve material scale 

and impact”
 – Crowley (2009)



General Recommendations for Businesses and NGOs:

Most companies that engage with NGOs in closely collaborative 

partnerships proactively target the NGOs they view as highly-credible 

and closely aligned with the company’s strategic focus areas. 

However, businesses are open – and even enthusiastic – about NGOs 

playing a more assertive role in identifying and initiating strategic 

partnerships. Feedback from both companies and NGOs indicate that 

there are some simple steps organisations can take to help improve 

their value proposition to potential partners, lay the foundation for 

a successful working relationship, and manage the partnership 

effectively. 

The following sections are divided into separate checklists for NGOs 

and businesses and examine each of these recommendations in 

more detail.

The roadmap to the right lays out one possible approach for 

identifying potential strategic partnerships, which can be used 

by both businesses and NGOs. The process sets out some of the 

recommendations above and reinforces the importance of a front-

loaded approach to planning partnerships that centres on open 

dialogue and transparency throughout the process.

To help organisations identify high-value partnership opportunities 

and establish a successful relationship, it is recommended that the 

organisation first determine their internal strategy and objectives for 

partnering, seek to thoroughly comprehend their partners’ needs and 

goals, and then initiate a collaborative process to define the value 

proposition and ultimately the working relationship. 
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Microsoft and

Infoxchange Australia

Microsoft has partnered with Infoxchange 

Australia to support a ‘Technology for Social 

Justice’ initiative that seeks to provide 

affordable and easy-to-use technology 

solutions to the not-for-profit sector. 

Infoxchange is a leading not-for-profit provider 

of technology to the health, welfare and 

community services sector across Australia, 

and through this partnership, Microsoft is 

providing a major grant of technology and 

cash to support them in implementing a 

program that will build digital proficiency in 

the NGO sector and enable organisations to 

better support their clients and the community 

through the effective use of technology.  This 

program includes technology audits in addition 

to providing the resources and training 

required to implement real change.   Microsoft 

has committed to three years of support, but 

the goal is that after the initial three years, this 

will be a self-sustaining program.  As part of 

the partnership with Infoxchange, Microsoft 

Australia also holds summits on technology 

for NGOs and community development. 

These events attract hundreds of non-profits 

and inform the sector about upcoming 

developments in technology and to gain some 

relevant skills in specific technologies.

Case Study

   recommendations
   for businesses and ngos
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Process flow for identifying and developing strategic business-NGO partnerships



14  Heap, S., et al (2000).

NGOs typically have a strong understanding of social and 

environmental challenges and can help companies think through 

which issues are most critical for their business model, and how 

these issues might be approached.  However, some businesses still 

view NGOs as disorganised, cause-driven entities that are experts 

in the field, but often suffer from disjointed communication and 

frequent staff turnover.  Whether valid or not, these perceptions 

may make companies less likely to engage in truly collaborative 

relationships with NGOs or turn to them as advisors on strategic 

projects.   Although NGOs inherently have different priorities and 

operating models from their private sector counterparts, 

developing capabilities in a few key areas can help NGOs improve 

their value proposition to companies, distinguish themselves from 

peers, and develop a foundation for successful and lasting 

strategic partnerships. 

Many of the NGOs interviewed for this research found it difficult to 

articulate exactly how their corporate engagement strategy fits into 

their overarching mission, beyond the basics of enhancing access 

to private sector resources and capabilities.  According to research 

by Intrac, “everyone would be better served if NGOs were to decide 

if and when to engage, and what they want, before approaching the 

private sector.”14  

With so many potential partners in the market and the stakes high 

for failed partnerships, NGOs need to spend time understanding their 

objectives and developing a clear strategy to approach companies. 

This time spent upfront not only helps to prioritise efforts for 

approaching companies, but also provides a framework for evaluating 

potential partnership opportunities.  More importantly, proactively 

identifying the types of companies – and outcomes – that can best 

further the NGO’s mission will help to embed partnerships into the 

organisation’s core strategy.  This fundamental shift enables NGOs 

to evolve along with their corporate partners and better anticipate 

market forces.

  

Taking the time to understand company priorities and material issues 

is the only way for NGOs to identify potential partners that have 

complementary strategic focus areas, which is imperative for building 

a foundation of shared purpose.  Companies that want to align their 

community investment partnerships with core business areas have 

very different expectations of these partnerships  compared to

more traditional philanthropic partnerships.  

For example, businesses that enter into strategic partnerships 

often have more internal pressure to demonstrate outcomes that 

affect core business issues, such as mitigating supply chain risks 

or showing gains in new markets.  There is an opportunity for NGOs 

to play an advisory role in helping companies translate a high-level 
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“NGOs need to think, ‘what 

is it we are trying to achieve? 

What will be our role, and what 

service can we offer?’” 

Holcim

“We are not shy of the fact this 

is a win-win partnership”

Multinational fi nancial
services company

“There is defi nitely a market 

for NGOs providing advisory 

services to companies to help  

them identify and pursue high-

impact CSR programs”

Mission Australia

  checklist for ngos



CSR or sustainability strategy into discrete issues or projects 

that support these focus areas, and in thinking through the 

types of partnerships that can create mutual value. However, 

both companies and NGOs need to be transparent about 

their objectives for the partnership from the very beginning: 

NGOs should articulate clearly the social or environmental 

outcomes at the heart of their mission, and companies should 

think through exactly what type of strategic value they hope to 

achieve from the partnership.

Current partners are the best place for NGOs to start in 

looking to forge innovative and value-creating partnerships, 

although transforming these relationships will often 

require a new approach and re-setting of expectations.  Not 

surprisingly, the academic literature on NGO-business 

partnerships emphasizes mutual trust as a cornerstone of 

effective partnerships, and this sentiment was echoed by the 

majority of companies and businesses interviewed for this 

report.  Businesses that already have a partnership with an 

NGO typically have a foundation of trust and a strong working 

relationship established. In many cases, companies that 

engage with NGOs in a largely philanthropic model are open to 

more innovative or strategic partnerships, but may not know 

how to go about transforming the relationship, or may not be 

aware of the strategic value the NGO can bring to the table.  

Opening up a dialogue with existing corporate partners to 

solicit feedback on the current relationship and to understand 

the company’s CSR and community engagement strategies is 

the first step for NGOs. At the minimum, this conversation can 

highlight improvement areas and enhance trust in the current 

partnerships, and at the other side of the scale it may open up 

new possibilities for strategic engagement.

For NGOs that are accustomed to working with corporate 

partners in a philanthropic type of model, strategic 

partnerships require different capabilities, and specifically 

a much stronger emphasis on relationship management.  

Traditional NGO models engage with corporate donors 

through fundraising efforts, but may have little connection 

to program implementation groups or those that help to 

evaluate and communicate outcomes.  Companies looking for 

truly collaborative and strategic partnerships, however, will 

expect to be involved throughout program design and delivery 

phases, and also to have input into metrics and impact 

assessment.  This can represent an opportunity for NGOs 

to benefit from the advice and input of corporate partners 

throughout the project, but it can also prove challenging 

for NGOs that aren’t accustomed to incorporating diverse 

interests into their project approach.  Regardless, relationship 

management needs to be a priority for NGOs that engage 

in truly collaborative ventures. Without a regular dialogue 

to share ideas and communicate progress, companies can 

easily feel alienated from the projects they have invested 

in.  For NGOs that typically operate with a lean program 

delivery team, this may require different resourcing models 

or incentive structures to ensure that corporate partners have 

regular contact with the program team and can be engaged in 

a consistent way throughout the partnership.

Companies are eager to embrace innovative partnerships 

that deliver strategic value; but in many cases they simply 

don’t know how to get started. Developing projects and social 

enterprises that target major global challenges such as health 

and education fall outside the core competencies of most 

businesses, even when their global CSR strategy may focus on 

these areas.  Furthermore, conversations with multinational 

corporations indicate that even the most dedicated CSR or 

community engagement managers are juggling multiple 

internal initiatives and external partnerships, and have little 

time to research and identify innovative opportunities. 

Hence, some companies are looking to NGOs as experts 

on issues of strategic partnership and social innovation. 

According to global PR firm that has a dedicated social 

innovation branch and is working with a multi-national 

pharmaceutical client to identify NGO partnership 

opportunities: 

“Working with an innovative partner is the biggest priority for 

this client … they want to work with an NGO that will come 

to them with ideas and help them co-develop an innovative 

program. This is a big area where NGOs can serve as strategic 

advisors”

Most of the NGOs interviewed for this report were approached 

by companies that wanted to partner and had proactively 

targeted the NGO as a good choice to carry out their strategic 

CSR initiatives.  Yet, companies acknowledged that they would 

welcome being approached by NGOs with partnership ideas, 

especially when the NGO has a strong reputation and the 

opportunities align with the company’s strategic priorities.  

The NGOs surveyed for this report also expressed a desire 

to do more proactive targeting of corporate partners in the 

future, but didn’t yet have a clear approach for doing this. 

Without exception, companies stressed the importance 

of good project evaluation and reporting for collaborative 

projects with NGOs, and yet there is much room for 

improvement in this area.  Although many companies 

consider themselves savvy when it comes to standard 

business reporting, measuring the impact of social and 

environmental programs requires a different approach and 

set of competencies.  Businesses that are looking to invest 

in education and health programs, for example, want to 

understand the return on investment, but are unsure how to 

quantify outcomes such as ‘wellness’ and ‘empowerment’.  

There is a significant opportunity for NGOs to distinguish 

themselves through best-in-class program evaluation and 

impact assessment. If NGOs can demonstrate to corporate 

partners that their investments produce tangible outcomes 

that are linked to core business areas, these partnerships will 

have a clear value to senior management and shareholders, 

which will help to ensure their long-term viability.
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Companies looking to engage with NGO partners in truly 

collaborative ways often face a number of challenges.

The expectations, outcomes, and working relationships of these 

partnerships are fundamentally different from more traditional 

business-to-business partnerships, and they require not only 

different skill sets, but frequently a different approach to managing 

and reporting on program success. Furthermore, these partnerships 

are subject to scrutiny from all angles, from senior management to 

shareholders and third-party watchdogs.  Nonetheless, companies 

recognise the importance of new skills and perspectives that NGOs 

can bring to the table, and are eager to engage in more strategic ways.

The checklist below sets out recommendations to help businesses 

build internal support for partnerships and utilise NGO expertise 

in multiple ways, thus helping to structure a flexible, mutually 

beneficial, and long-lasting partnership. 

Companies that expressed the most satisfaction with their NGO 

partnerships have typically invested a substantial amount of time in 

an internal process to understand how partnerships support their 

overall CSR and sustainability strategy. These businesses also have 

a clear idea of the qualities that are important to them in an NGO 

partner, and can use this as a set of criteria to prioritise partnership 

opportunities.  Companies also indicate that securing input from 

senior management at this stage of the process – before potential 

partners are even approached – helps to ensure that eventual NGO 

partnerships are in line with the high-level priorities of the business, 

and are therefore more secure even in difficult economic times. 

Both NGOs and businesses recognise the potential for corporate 

partners to share skills and knowledge with NGOs, yet many 

organisations feel these opportunities are underutilised. 

Transferring knowledge and business skills may help NGOs improve 

operational efficacy, and companies can also serve as thought 

partners to help develop or refine models for social enterprises 

or other market-driven mechanisms. Businesses may also be 

able to use their core areas of expertise (for example, in law or 

communications) to help NGO partners build these capabilities 

internally. In some cases, entire partnerships are structured 

around this type of skills transfer – one more common example 

would be marketing based partnerships. However, identifying these 

knowledge-sharing opportunities even in strategic partnerships that 

centre on other issues can prove advantageous to both parties. Given 

the long-term commitment required by most successful strategic 

partnerships, helping NGOs develop the skills to operate more 

efficiently will help both parties get more value from the partnership.  
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“Accountants are not the 

best people to hold back 

fl ood waters, [referring to 

Pakistan fl oods] yet we bring 

unmatched skills in accounting 

(for appropriate use of funds), 

governance, and strategic 

planning” 

KPMG

  checklist for businesses



There is a concern amongst some companies that this type 

of knowledge sharing offer may be viewed as condescending, 

or undermining the ability of NGOs to operate without 

assistance. However many of the NGOs interviewed for 

this study were enthusiastic about the opportunity to share 

knowledge from the private sector.

NGOs are particularly positive about capacity building within 

the context of a strategic, long-term partnership—where 

there is a foundation of mutual trust and respect—as opposed 

to one-off events.  

Any business manager that works with NGOs on a regular 

basis understands that these partnerships are inherently 

different from traditional business-to-business relationships, 

and this is especially true when partnerships are geared at 

addressing large-scale and complex social or environmental 

challenges.  These partnerships may require a significant 

time investment just to define the partnership, and even more 

time before any results are seen. In some cases, partnerships 

suffer as a result of unforeseen circumstances, such as social 

unrest in developing regions, conflicts with local governments, 

or natural disasters.  For businesses that are accustomed to 

working in their established market space and measuring 

their performance in financial terms, such partnerships 

represent unfamiliar territory.

Leading companies address these challenges in part 

by engaging senior management early in the process of 

developing a partnership strategy – so that support for 

the partnership is embedded deeply into the business.  In 

addition, it is the role of the CSR or community engagement 

manager responsible for the partnership to serve as a broker 

with the rest of the business. Effective partnership managers 

set realistic expectations with the rest of the business, 

communicate progress on a regular basis, and identify any 

potential concerns early on so that they can be addressed. 

As companies become increasingly cognizant of the social 

and environmental issues affecting their business, they 

are relying more on NGOs to serve as strategic advisors. 

Interviews conducted for this report indicate that the 

majority of businesses utilize NGO partnerships to advise on 

sustainability issues in some capacity, although many of these 

are informal arrangements. However, a smaller number of 

companies have taken this engagement one step further 

and include NGO leaders on corporate boards or advisory 

committees.  Not only does this promote cooperation between 

and NGO and business partner at the senior management 

or board level, but it also embeds elements of the NGO 

perspective into the core business. For companies, having a 

well-respected NGO serve on the board can help to anticipate 

and mitigate risks, as well as enhance brand image and 

credibility. 

In addition, these relationships can be the starting point for 

strategic partnerships as NGOs develop an understanding 

of the business culture and priorities, and can help senior 

management identify high-priority social and 

environmental issues.   

The majority of businesses interviewed for this report have 

both strategic partnerships with NGOs as well as partnerships 

that centre on philanthropy or employee engagement.  

However, only in rare cases does one NGO partner fulfill 

both roles, which creates a disjoint between community 

engagement at the corporate level and at the staff or

office level. This may be because some strategic NGO 

partnerships do not readily lend themselves to employee 

engagement. For example, it would be difficult for thousands 

of corporate workers in Europe to take a hands-on role in 

agricultural cooperatives in Africa.  Nonetheless, businesses 

and NGOs working on these partnerships should think 

creatively about how to help engage corporate staff in these 

ventures. Otherwise they may miss the opportunity of one of 

the often-cited benefits of working with NGOs, which is the 

impact on employee morale.  

Engaging employees in these initiatives might consist 

of raising awareness of the issues at the centre of these 

partnerships, offering related volunteer opportunities at a 

local scale, or communicating case studies and progress 

reports to various business groups.  Engaging with NGOs at 

both a strategic and philanthropic or employee engagement 

level also strengthens the partnership relationship, and builds 

a sense of solidarity that extends throughout the business – 

potentially leading to a greater donor and volunteer base for 

the NGO and a workforce that is more personally invested in 

the business. 
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“The business is used to seeing progress 

in quarterly intervals, one-year intervals 

and two- year intervals. After the fi rst year 

of the partnership, the outgoing CEO asked 

me about increased productivity and we 

couldn’t give him any results at that stage. 

At the beginning there are many set-up 

costs, people have to have 4x4s to get out to 

villages and in the fi rst year there is a lot of 

hardware investment … it takes longer than 

one quarter or 2 years to see results” 

Multinational corporation working

with NGO partners in Africa



Out of several dozen collaborative business-NGO partnerships identified through interviews, the following projects stood out as 

examples of partnerships that create clear strategic value for both parties.  

24
15  Interview with Mitch Jackson, FedEx (2010)

16  Interview with Alison Ward, Cadbury (2010)

Partnership Description Selected Success Factors

Nestlé and Colombian NGO:

‘Silvopasture Dairy Farming’

Several years ago, Nestlé –the world’s largest milk consumer— looked into 

increasing milk output in Southern Colombia. The company sent a group of 

environmental specialists to look at the potential impacts, and these specialists 

determined that increasing milk in the region would require farmers to have more 

cows, which means the Amazonian rainforests would need to be cleared. This was 

not an option for Nestlé, so they looked into other alternatives, and eventually 

decided to collaborate with a Colombian NGO that took an innovative approach 

to dairy farming and encouraged farmers to have not only grass on grazing land, 

but also bushes and trees.  Known as ‘Silvopasture,’ this approach protects the 

soil from erosion, protects the water sources, reintroduces levels of biodiversity 

and increases the quantity and quality of milk. Instead of one cow per hectare, 

farmers can support 3-4 cows per hectare. Through this partnership, dairy 

farmers were able to increase output without having to increase grazing land. 

This model has also been piloted in the North of Colombia in a region where there 

used to be cotton plantations, and has successfully reintroduced a certain level of 

biodiversity and reforestation.

 o Centred around problem-solving: 

the goal was to increase sustainable 

milk production, regardless of the 

methods used

 o  NGOs leveraged as strategic advisors: 

Nestlé was open to local expertise from 

the Colombian NGO partner

 o  Scalable and replicable model: Piloted 

program with smaller group of farmers 

and expanded the initiative once it 

demonstrated success

FedEx and Environmental Defense Fund:

Electric Vehicles

In 2004, FedEx partnered with the Environmental Defense Fund to develop and 

test a concept for electric hybrid trucks.  FedEx was concerned about the rising 

costs and environmental impacts of gasoline-powered fleets, but manufacturers 

weren’t making electric vehicles in large enough quantities to make them viable 

for commercial purposes. The partnership ultimately gave FedEx confidence 

in the potential of electric vehicles, so that they could develop their business 

strategy accordingly. FedEx determined that they wanted to push for a more 

accelerated timeframe for electric vehicles and that doing so would benefit both 

the environment and their core business. The partnership paved the way for 

FedEx to begin government lobbying and advocacy efforts, which ultimately played 

a role in bringing about new standards for electric vehicles in the US.

 o Centred around problem solving: 

“Neither partner came in with a strong 

agenda, so there was a real willingness 

to collaborate for solutions”15

 o  Close degree of collaboration:

“By halfway through the partnership, 

you would come in after a meeting and 

you wouldn’t know who was working

for who”15

Kraft Foods and UNDP: 

The Cadbury Cocoa Partnership

Cadbury launched the Cocoa Partnership in 2008 with strategic direction from 

UNDP. The partnership is aimed at improving the economic viability of cocoa in 

Ghana while also addressing environmental concerns. The program is targeted at 

improving farmer incomes and empowering local cocoa-growing communities in 

Ghana, particularly through enhanced agricultural productivity, access to micro-

finance, and construction of community services including wells and libraries. 

UNDP has helped to coordinate efforts with numerous local NGO partners in 

Ghana who are assisting with implementation at a program level.

 o Alignment of goals at project and 

strategic level

 o  Focus on capacity building and 

developing sustainable industry

 o  Long-term commitment: 

 The company aims to have helped half 

a million Ghanaian farmers by 2018 

(ten year commitment)

  innovative partnerships:
  selected case studies



One of the key roles of NGOs historically has been to address 

the gaps between the public and private sectors—taking 

on those issues that public programs haven’t resolved 

and that – at least in the past – haven’t been economically 

attractive for businesses.  This report finds that while 

NGOs are still focused on filling these gaps, more than ever 

they are approaching issues in holistic ways that require 

close collaboration across sectors. In part, this is a natural 

reaction from NGOs as businesses take a more active role 

in addressing social and environmental problems that have 

traditionally been the domain of NGOs. However, it also 

represents a significant opportunity for NGOs and companies 

to contribute complementary skill sets and perspectives that 

–together – can make real progress in solving complex social 

and environmental challenges.  Now more than ever, NGOs 

and businesses are approaching problems on the same side 

of the table, willing to learn from each other and engage in 

new ways.

Another element of cross-sector partnerships, which was not 

within the scope of this report, is the role that governments 

play in supporting and participating in business-NGO 

partnerships.  Governments play a direct role through 

collaborating in business-NGO ventures, but they can also 

play an indirect role through the impact of policies or the 

provision of government funding or other support.  This 

support is particularly essential in developing regions, where 

even the most brilliant partnerships will flounder without 

the support of local governments.  Although this report 

deliberately focused on cooperation between companies and 

NGOs, the role of the public sector was a common theme in 

interviews, and it is noted that government support is vital for 

creating conditions within which business-NGO partnerships 

can take root and flourish.  

Despite the obvious appeal of a replicable model for 

strategic partnerships, conversations with 30+ companies 

and NGOs interviewed for this report suggest that no single 

recipe for success exists. Complementary goals, candid and 

thoughtful planning, ongoing communication, and diligent 

relationship management are all important attributes of 

a solid partnership, but these alone don’t guarantee long-

term success.  Identifying the right issue or problem around 

which to centre the partnership is a critical element of the 

equation, and devising an effective approach – and revising 

this approach as needed – is equally important.  

What all of this uncertainty suggests is that more than 

anything, organisations looking for strategic partnerships 

need to be proactive, flexible, and willing to take risks.  An 

innovative partnership can result from months of careful 

planning, or an offhand conversation that sparks an idea 

which ultimately grows into a partnership. Companies 

and NGOs should thus strive to be both systematic and 

opportunistic in identifying partnership opportunities – they 

should have a plan and yet be willing to stray from it.  Yet, 

despite the numerous challenges in initiating, designing, 

and maintaining successful strategic partnerships, all signs 

indicate that such partnerships are on the rise. Companies 

and NGOs are enthusiastic – if a bit uncertain – about 

engaging in truly collaborative ventures. They believe that 

such partnerships can benefit their own organisation, but 

just as importantly, they feel such partnerships are symbolic 

of the broader cross-sector collaboration that will be called 

for to adequately address pervasive social and environmental 

problems and ultimately to support healthy businesses and 

societies. 
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  conclusions

“First and foremost partnerships are not 

philanthropic, they are about resolving a 

shared challenge or capturing a shared 

opportunity that impacts on the company’s 

core business whilst also meeting a 

community’s needs or protecting the local 

environment”

SABMiller
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