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1 Introduction

1.1 Developments in business-NGO interactions

Over the past two decades, some profound changes have taken place in the interactions 
between business and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). First of all, the frequency and 
intensity of the contacts between businesses and NGOs have grown steadily. Faced with rapidly 
accelerating globalisation and the ever increasing influence of the market, in the beginning of 
the 1990s NGOs began targeting big business to hold companies to account for the negative 
effects of their global conduct (Argenti, 2004, Heap, 2000). In response, firms have started to 
engage with NGOs. Whereas early contacts between businesses and NGOs were relatively 
isolated incidents of inquiry around specific concerns, these days many businesses and NGOs 
nourish longstanding, rather intensive relationships with each other.

Second, the span of business-NGO interactions has increased considerably, both geographically 
and substantially. Globalisation has stretched the geographical reach of both multinational 
companies and NGOs, the latter often through network formation. The information technology 
(IT) revolution has made the world smaller, exponentially increasing access to knowledge about 
conditions on the other side of the world. This means that in their interaction at a certain time 
and place, a firm and an NGO may discuss a whole pallet of concerns related to situations all 
over the globe.

A third change concerns the character of business-NGO interactions, which has shifted from 
being generally confrontational to being more collaborative or a combination of the two. 
Responding to increased societal concern with regard to the negative social and environmental 
impacts of global corporate conduct, businesses increasingly have chosen to constructively 
engage NGOs in these efforts, instead of fighting NGOs and facing reputation risks. As a 
parallel development, more and more NGOs have opted for a collaborative approach towards 
business, working together with companies instead of against them in search of ‘win-win’ 
solutions that serve economic as well as social and/or environmental interests. For environmental 
NGOs, which will be the focus of this study, the trend towards business-NGO collaboration 
has been coined the 3rd wave of environmentalism (Krupp, 1986, Murphy and Bendell, 1997, 
Stafford and Hartman, 1996). The 1st wave started in the late 19th century and was based on 
ecological preservation, while the 2nd wave commenced in the 1960s and was characterised by 
environmentalist litigation.  Stafford and Hartmann describe the 3rd wave of environmentalism 
as follows: “Many [environmental] groups now are using their expertise and clout to develop 
market-based programs that make ecology strategically attractive to industry. This mindset has 
diminished conflict between businesses and environmentalists, and the two are turning to one 
another for cooperation” (1996, p.50). 
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However, the global NGO field is highly diverse, encompassing NGOs with very different 
historical backgrounds, ideologies and action strategies ( Jamison, 2001, Van der Heijden, 2000). 
A segment of the NGO field rejects the idea that the market mechanism can be employed to 
promote more sustainable corporate practices and continues to take an adversarial approach 
towards business. This divide in the NGO field at least partly accounts for the continued 
co-existence of collaborative and confrontational business-NGO interactions, even as the share 
of collaborative interactions is increasing.   

These developments in business-NGO interactions are an expression of the more general 
search for the contours of the societal responsibility of corporations, i.e. of corporate social 
responsibility (Seitanidi and Crane, 2008; Van Seters, 2008). The concept of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) conveys an appeal to businesses to contribute to social and environmental 
sustainability while avoiding negative social and environmental impacts, and it stretches the 
societal responsibility of companies beyond economic and legal responsibilities. The raison d’être 
for business-NGO interactions – whether cooperative or confrontational – is to design, develop 
and implement CSR. As such, business-NGO interactions can be interpreted as recently-
emerged and still evolving CSR mechanisms. The present study aspires to contribute to an 
increased understanding of these business-NGO interactions as CSR mechanisms.

The remainder of this introduction first explores the concept of CSR and major trends in its 
development. Next, the available literature on business-NGO interactions is characterised. This 
is followed by a presentation of the research question and research strategy of the study. The 
chapter ends with an overview of the theoretical, methodological and societal ambitions of the 
dissertation.

1.2 The development of corporate social responsibility

Although the concept of CSR has been defined in countless ways, common in most CSR 
definitions is that the societal responsibilities of the firm extend beyond its economic and 
legal responsibilities to include ecological and social responsibilities. By defining CSR in these 
terms, CSR proponents explicitly depart from the view that the only societal responsibility of 
business is to generate profit. The latter view was most compellingly expressed by Friedman: 
“few trends could so thoroughly undermine the very foundations of our free society as the 
acceptance by corporate officials of a social responsibility other than to make as much money for 
their stockholders as possible” (1962, p.133). By describing CSR as surpassing corporations’ legal 
responsibility, the concept implies that a company’s license to operate is not only determined 
by its abiding to the law. Irrespective of the regulatory environment, it can be expected from 
companies that they uphold some (minimum) standard of responsible behaviour. 

Another feature common to conceptualisations of CSR is its close connection with the 
stakeholder concept (Maessen, Van Seters and Van Rijckevorsel, 2007). The term stakeholder was 
popularised by Freeman, and defined as any group or individual who can affect or is affected by 
the achievement of an organisation’s objectives (Freeman, 1984). CSR is often understood as the 
responsibility of companies to consider the interests of a wide range of stakeholders, as opposed 
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to a sole responsibility to shareholders. This consideration of stakeholder interests by companies 
requires insight into these interests, which explains why stakeholder engagement practices are 
so central to many CSR programs. As we will see throughout this research, over the past decade 
NGOs have become an increasingly important stakeholder group for companies to consider.

Although the current interest in CSR is unprecedented, Henriques indicates that CSR concerns 
are surprisingly old: “The history of CSR is almost as long as that of companies. Concerns about 
the excesses of the East India Company were commonly expressed in the seventeenth century. 
There has been a tradition of benevolent capitalism in the UK for over 150 years. Quakers, such 
as Barclays and Cadbury, as well as socialists, such as Engels and Morris, experimented with 
socially responsible and values-based forms of business. And Victorian philanthropy could be 
said to be responsible for considerable portions of the urban landscape of older town centres 
today” (2003, p.2).

The notion of socially responsible corporate behaviour is thus not new, but the concept of 
CSR has matured over the last decades. According to Carroll (1999), the publication of ‘Social 
Responsibilities of the Businessman’ by Howard R. Bowen (1953) marked the beginning of the 
modern period of literature on CSR. Among the many questions raised by Bowen was the query, 
“What responsibilities to society may businessmen reasonably be expected to assume?” (p. xi). 
This discussion remains unsettled, but the concept and practice of CSR have undergone some 
major developments. Three main trends characterise the developments of CSR in the modern 
period: its increasing prevalence in the corporate world, its broadening scope, and its increased 
centrality in the business-government-NGO interface. 

The first trend in the development of CSR is its growing importance since the 1990s, evidenced 
by the continuous expansion and professionalisation of CSR within the corporate world 
(KPMG, 2005). Indications for this trend are multiple: the yearly growth in the number of 
companies that publish CSR reports in addition to annual reports, the professionalisation and 
standardisation of this reporting due to the increased use of the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) guidelines, the growing number of ethical investment funds, the expansion of CSR 
consultancy firms, and the explosion of academic writing and teaching on the subject (Vogel, 
2005).  

The increased prevalence of CSR can be explained by the increased societal impact of corporate 
behaviour due to processes of industrialisation and globalisation (Argenti, 2004, Jeurissen and 
Keijzers, 2004). For some companies, the adoption of CSR practices may be value driven, 
meaning that managers genuinely seek to increase the company’s positive contribution to 
societal development while curbing its negative effects. For most, however, CSR just makes good 
business sense. It may counter pressures of consumers, employees, investors and NGOs; increase 
stakeholder trust; serve risk management purposes; increase efficiency; and/or boost employee 
motivation and loyalty (Maessen, Van Seters and Van Rijckevorsel, 2007).

The second trend in CSR is that the concept has been broadened substantially. Whereas early 
CSR concerns primarily addressed the domestic effects of corporate behaviour (e.g., local 
community relations, environmental practices), at present, CSR concerns cover the conduct of 
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global corporations and their complete range of effects in the developed and the developing 
world (McKinsey, 2008, Vogel, 2005). The issues that now reside under the CSR umbrella are 
extensive, covering human rights, labour conditions, environmental impacts, poverty alleviation, 
and supply chain responsibility, just to name a few. And where corporate philanthropy (e.g., 
charity in the form of donations or investments in the local community) was first treated as 
synonymous with CSR, there is a growing consensus that ‘true’ CSR is strategic CSR. The latter 
is based on the idea that corporations can best contribute to the public good by using the core 
competences that are related to their line of industry (Hess, Rogovsky and Dunfee, 2002). A car 
manufacturer can make a larger societal contribution by using its expertise to design an energy 
efficient car than by making available cheap and clean laptops for educational purposes in the 
developing world. For a computer manufacturer, the opposite is true. Strategic CSR means 
integrating it into core business operations, corporate strategies, and managerial practices, 
and moving from a single to a triple bottom line (i.e. from just profit to people, planet profit, 
Elkington, 1997).

The substantial broadening of CSR is also demonstrated by the amount of alternative themes 
and theories that have been connected with it in academic writing. In the 1980s and 90s, we 
observed an increasing number of themes, theories, approaches, and terminologies enter the 
CSR stage, from stakeholder theory and business ethics to corporate citizenship, corporate 
social performance (CSP), social issues management, stakeholder management, corporate 
accountability, and corporate sustainability (Carroll, 1999, Garriga and Mele, 2004).

The third trend in the development of CSR is of particular relevance for the current study and 
concerns the increasing role CSR plays in the business-government-NGO interface. Each of 
these three groups of actors tends to interpret and to utilise the concept of CSR to advance 
its own goals. NGOs lobby governments and intergovernmental organisations for stricter 
regulation of corporate conduct in the face of disappointing results of voluntary CSR initiatives. 
On the other hand, in the absence of such strict government regulation, NGOs turn directly 
to corporations to press for increased CSR. Firms that face these pressures may adopt more 
socially responsible practices to regain trust from civil constituencies. These firms may even seek 
government regulation to create a level playing field when facing competitive disadvantages due 
to the adoption of CSR practices. Alternatively, firms may adopt socially responsible practices in 
order to avoid such state intervention (Kolk, van Tulder and Welters, 1999, Rowe, 2005, Vogel, 
2005). Governments, and international organisations such as the United Nations (UN), the 
World Bank, and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), may 
threaten with regulation to induce companies to adopt more responsible behaviour. Alternatively, 
they may stimulate voluntary CSR initiatives in the absence of opportunities for or willingness 
to adopt such regulation. In each of these examples of strategic behaviour of NGOs, businesses, 
and governments, CSR provides a discursive umbrella for the different societal actors to define 
and negotiate the contours of its own and/or other’s societal responsibilities.

This discussion on responsibilities taking place on the business-government-NGO interface 
has resulted in private, voluntary approaches for the most part being privileged over binding, 
regulatory approaches towards combating the negative effects of corporate conduct. Many 
NGOs continue to lobby for binding frameworks that regulate corporate responsibilities in 

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   18 04-03-10   08:21



19

the social and ecological realm. The general line of governments has been to opt for soft law 
instruments and voluntary frameworks. On the national level, some governments may have 
adopted mandatory requirements regarding corporate governance and reporting, but on 
the international level – the level of operations of multinational corporations – mandatory 
frameworks on societal responsibilities for corporations are virtually absent. The OECD 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises are exemplary in this regard. These guidelines comprise 
recommendations by governments to multinationals on a vast array of CSR issues including 
human rights, environment, and bribery. Although they may be considered the most widely 
applicable set of government-endorsed standards related to corporate social responsibility, they 
are of a non-binding nature (Ruggie, 2008). In the context of the current economic slowdown, 
it will be interesting to see to what extent this governmental preference for soft and voluntary 
approaches will hold. Recent measures for stricter control of the banking sector all over the 
world may indicate the revival of stricter state governance, but it is too early to predict whether 
and how this trend will continue. Nevertheless, the dominance of the voluntary discourse over 
the past decades has resulted in business-NGO interactions playing an important role in the 
search for and definition of the contours of CSR. 

CSR is still being constantly defined and redefined, negotiated and renegotiated in the 
interaction between wide varieties of stakeholders (Kolk, van Tulder and Welters, 1999). Some 
industrial sectors are further on the CSR development pathway than others, and corporate 
responsibility for certain issues has been more clearly articulated than for others. For instance, 
the garment industry was one of the first sectors to come under NGO fire in the 1990s for using 
child labour and breaching labour rights; as a result, large clothing label companies tend to have 
elaborate CSR policies in place around these issues. In other industries, like the electronics 
industry, environmental policies are relatively well developed due to the use of hazardous 
chemicals in the production process, but the idea of supply chain responsibility, particularly the 
issue of electronic waste, has only recently gained attention. 

On the other hand, some standardisation of CSR approaches is also visible. CSR practice has 
gradually become associated with a certain set of instruments and tools. On the individual 
business level, multinationals increasingly codify their commitments in codes of conduct. Such 
codes of conduct are also increasingly developed on industry level. Furthermore, the Global 
Compact – a UN multi-stakeholder initiative aimed at shared learning about and further 
diffusion and development of CSR – includes more and more business members, which 
contributes to the further standardisation of CSR practices. And as the GRI reporting guidelines 
gain acceptance as an instrument for CSR reporting, CSR reporting is becoming standardised. 

However, despite the emerging consensus that companies have a social responsibility that 
exceeds the economic realm, and although some approaches are becoming widely adopted, 
the width and depth of corporate responsibility is still a point of debate. There is no general 
consensus among or between business and NGOs about the parameters of and required 
measures for CSR. The concept of CSR is substantially unlimited, lacks fixed boundaries, and is 
constantly broadened, deepened, and associated with an expanding set of tools and procedures. 
There is no reason to assume that the quest for the meaning of CSR and the efforts that it 
requires will end any time soon.
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1.3 A bird’s-eye view of the literature on business-NGO interactions

The developments sketched above have attracted the attention of many social scientists with 
various disciplinary backgrounds, the most visible being sociology, political science, organisation 
studies, and management. The various types of research have provided a considerable amount of 
knowledge in a fairly short period of time. The research to date has delivered insights on three 
main themes related to business-NGO interactions:

• The drivers behind the emergence and increased importance of business-NGO interactions,
• The motivations for private actors (i.e. businesses and NGOs) to engage in business-NGO 

interactions, and
• The conditions under which the character of the interactions may take a collaborative form. 

The general consensus among authors in the first theme is that processes of globalisation, 
liberalisation, and privatisation have stimulated the formation of business-NGO arrangements 
as new forms of governance of public affairs beyond state governance (Arts, 2002, Jessop, 
1998, Merrien, 1998). Behind these processes lies the free market thinking that was dominant 
in western liberal democracies during the second half of the 20th century. Characteristic 
for this free market thinking is the strict division between public and private issues, and the 
corresponding division between the public and private sphere. Governments are attributed the 
sole responsibility for public issues in this model, which implies that governments are held 
responsible for addressing the many externalities created by the market, such as industrial 
environmental pollution (Dubbink, 2003). At the same time, corporations are granted the 
freedom to expand their operations with little limitations, encouraging globalisation. However, 
the broadened scope and scale of economic conduct means that negative externalities such as 
climate change and loss of biodiversity are globalised as well. The geographical boundaries of 
environmental problems increasingly transcend the jurisdiction of individual nation states. 
Furthermore, the regulatory power and mandate of governments are put into question by the 
increasing power of multinationals. It is telling that half of the hundred biggest economies in the 
world are now corporations (De Bettingnies and Lepineux, 2009). These shifting power relations 
have scattered the resources and capabilities for addressing different aspects of the increasingly 
global problems across the major societal sectors – the market, the state and civil society. As 
such, actors throughout all sectors of society have become increasingly interdependent in 
addressing global social and environmental problems. This interdependence in solving problems 
leads to a process known as ‘sector-blurring’ (Bozeman, 1987), through which the roles and 
responsibilities of the societal sectors are less clearly defined. The result is the emergence of all 
sorts of arrangements of state agencies, market agents and civic parties, from the local to the 
global level, concerned with addressing societal problems (Leroy and Arts, 2006, Van Tulder and 
Van Der Zwart, 2003). 

A main point of discussion in this part of the literature is the changing role of the state in an 
increasingly complex, globalised world. However, there is no consensus on this point; some 
argue that multi-actor governance complements governance by the state, while others assume a 
hollowing out of the state with multi-actor governance replacing traditional government as the 
protector and provider of public goods and services (Visseren-Hamakers, Arts and Glasbergen, 
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2007). Whether complementary or replacing, authors agree that private actors are increasingly 
attributed some form of responsibility over public affairs. The growing importance of CSR and 
the emergence of business-NGO interactions are indicative of this trend.
 
The second theme in the literature on business-NGO interaction concerns the identification of 
motivations for engaging in such interaction for the actors involved. In this sense, instrumental 
and moral motivations can be distinguished. Frequently mentioned instrumental motivations 
for corporations to engage with NGOs include the notions that constructive engagement 
diminishes the risk of NGO attacks (Argenti, 2004) and that such engagement can provide 
valuable market information (Zadek, 2004). For NGOs, engagement with businesses is mainly 
motivated by the power issue; big business has such a major influence on the lives and livelihoods 
of people all around the world that NGOs cannot afford not to try to influence it (Bryer and 
Magrath, 1999, Murphy and Bendell, 1997). 

Moral motivations for business-NGO interactions are less frequently articulated in the literature, 
but some have explored the moral justifications for companies to engage with their stakeholders, 
including NGOs (Donaldson and Preston, 1995, Jeurissen and Keijzers, 2004). Donaldson and 
Preston (1995) have identified that according to the normative principles behind stakeholder 
theory, the interests of all stakeholders are of intrinsic value, meaning that each group of 
stakeholders merits consideration for its own sake.  The managerial implication of acceptance 
of this idea is that “managers should acknowledge the validity of diverse stakeholder interests 
and should attempt to respond to them within a mutually supportive framework, because that is 
a moral requirement for the legitimacy of the management function” (p.87). Moral motivations 
for NGOs to constructively engage with businesses are virtually absent from the literature. 
In fact, the moral argumentation for NGOs runs the other way; when NGOs come too close 
to business, they risk alienating their constituent base, thereby failing to adequately serve the 
interests they purport to represent (Bryer and Magrath, 1999, Heap, 2000). As a result of this 
situation, a segment of the NGO field opts for a non-cooperative strategy towards business.     
 
The third theme is concerned with improving the design and management of business-NGO 
interaction processes, prescribing a collaborative, constructive form of interaction such as 
stakeholder dialogues and partnerships. The research has resulted in an impressive collection 
of practical guidance in the form of checklists, collaboration models, stakeholder management 
tools, and the like (Kaptein and Van Tulder, 2003, Rondinelli and London, 2003). Cultural 
differences and mistrust are among the most cited factors inhibiting collaborative business-
NGO interaction (Berger, Cunningham and Drumwright, 2004, Gray, 2007). Trust is generally 
considered one of the most critical success factors for constructive business-NGO interaction. 
Furthermore, the literature conveys that many pitfalls in collaboration can be avoided by 
choosing the right partner from the outset (Seitanidi and Crane, 2008); mutual interests, 
personal chemistry, and previous positive experiences are among the enabling factors for 
assessing partner suitability. This literature also provides process management guidance once the 
partners are selected, with visionary leadership and the articulation of ground rules of interaction 
being among the factors that enhance successful partnership formation (Gray, 2007). 
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Notwithstanding the apparent value of the above insights for practitioners and academics alike, 
the different groups of studies share some weaknesses. A common feature of the literature on 
the first theme is that the knowledge it develops is often not founded on systematic empirical 
assessments. Most articles use anecdotal evidence to strengthen the argumentation. It seems that 
this anecdotal approach allows for the continuity of the debate on the role of the state in societal 
governance; some authors use anecdotal evidence to demonstrate that multi-actor governance 
replaces state governance, while others use the same approach to strengthen their argument that 
the one complements the other. However, in the absence of systemic empirical assessment, these 
hypotheses remain largely untested (Visseren-Hamakers, Leroy and Glasbergen, submitted).

A common characteristic of the literature concerned with themes two and three is that it 
tends to be rather prescriptive. In articulating motivations and success factors for collaborative 
business-NGO interactions, the literature tends to assume the superiority of these types of 
interactions for the development of CSR without systematically comparing their CSR outcomes 
to other forms of interaction. Furthermore, the articles in themes two and three tend to be biased 
towards voluntarism. In providing management guidance, the studies often display considerable 
confidence in the availability of opportunities for pro-active management of business-NGO 
relations. This bias seems to be caused by the dyadic focus on business-NGO relations that is 
typical for this part of the literature. Because the business-NGO relations are analysed with 
little reference to the societal context in which they are embedded, external factors that may 
complicate the relationship tend to be ignored or underestimated.

The studies in theme three share another characteristic. These studies are generally focused 
so much on smoothening the business-NGO interaction process that the outcomes and 
consequences of the process are largely left underexplored. The result is that a collaborative, 
smooth interaction process tends to become an end in itself, rather than a vehicle for CSR. The 
effectiveness of collaborative interactions therefore often remains unquestioned and unexamined.

1.4 Research questions and strategy

Given the centrality of business-NGO interactions in the CSR context, it is remarkable that the 
consequences of business-NGO interactions appear to be underexplored in research to date. The 
present study focuses on this underexplored research area. The central research question consists 
of two parts: 
1. What are the consequences of business-NGO interactions for the actors involved (i.e. the 

organisational consequences)?
2. To what extent are business-NGO interactions becoming institutionalised as CSR 

mechanisms, and what are the opportunities and limitations to proliferate CSR created as a 
result of such institutionalisation?

The first part of the central research question addresses the consequences of business-NGO 
interactions for the actors involved. These organisational consequences of business-NGO 
interactions are made operational as follows: 
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• The development of organisational strategies: To what extent do businesses and NGOs 
develop strategies for engagement and interaction with each other as a result of their 
interaction? 

• The development of organisational policies: To what extent do the interacting organisations 
develop policies to guide their interactions and CSR efforts as a result of their interaction?

• The development of organisational structures: To what extent are job positions and/or 
business units created to accommodate business-NGO interactions and CSR as a result of 
the interactions?

The second part of the central research question supersedes the organisational level of analysis. 
It addresses the extent to which business-NGO interactions are becoming standardised and 
accepted CSR mechanisms and seeks to assess opportunities and limitations of the interactions 
to develop and spread CSR. By exploring the opportunities and constraints that are associated 
with the institutionalisation of business-NGO interactions as CSR mechanisms, the research 
aims to contribute to the debate on the significance of voluntary approaches to the steering of 
corporate conduct.

The research objective, to examine the consequences, opportunities and limitations of business-
NGO interactions, is a comprehensive and demanding one to tackle. To make it more attainable, 
specific subthemes were addressed in subsequent research projects. The results from the initial 
projects determined to a large extent the theme of the follow-up studies.  The different projects 
are described in five different papers. Two of the papers have been published in academic 
journals, and the other three have been accepted for publication. 

The themes of the different research papers and articles are the following:
• The state of the academic knowledge on business-NGO interactions and their consequences 

(Chapter 2)  
• The landscape of business-NGO interactions in practice (e.g. types of interactions, types of 

consequences, Chapter 3)
• The consequences of involvement in business-NGO interactions for companies (Chapter 4)
• The difference in consequences of different types of business-NGO interactions (Chapter 5)
• The consequences of involvement in business-NGO interactions for NGOs (Chapter 6)

Each of these research papers and articles is integrally included in this dissertation as an 
individual chapter. Chapter 2 contains a literature review that distinguishes two main 
perspectives in this literature resulting in primarily more agency-driven and more institution-
driven analyses. Chapters 3 to 6 reflect the empirical research articles that primarily address 
the consequences of business-NGO interactions for the actors involved. As the final chapter, 
Chapter 7 comprises the overall conclusions of the research and explicitly assesses the 
institutionalisation of business-NGO interactions as CSR mechanisms. The chapter concludes 
with a reflection on pathways for the further proliferation of CSR. 

In order to maintain the line that ties the study together, each chapter is further introduced in 
a one page ‘positioning’ section preceding the chapter. Since each of the research papers tells 
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a rounded-off story in itself, these one-page sections specify the function of each paper in the 
research process and articulate the connection between the chapters.

The preferred research method in this study is the case study method, since the research question 
requires an in-depth analysis of interaction process dynamics and the tracking of the multiple 
consequences of the processes. The case studies cover a specific section of the empirical field. 
The companies included are Dutch multinational companies that can be considered CSR 
frontrunners in their respective sector. This latter characteristic is inherent to the object of study 
since current business-NGO interactions mostly involve businesses that are already attuned in 
some way to NGOs and their concerns. The NGOs it considers are two Dutch environmental 
NGOs that are representative of the two main NGO types: a reformative, constructive, 
collaborative NGO on the one hand, and a more radical, campaigning, confrontational NGO 
on the other. A third, American NGO, exemplary of the continuous strategic shift from 
confrontation to cooperation, is included in the analysis in Chapter 6 to compare partnering 
strategies between NGOs with different backgrounds. The consequence of the case study 
method is that the study results are not necessarily generalisable to different contexts. 
Nevertheless, the embedding of the present research in well supported theoretical frameworks 
and the continuity with previous studies imply that the observations can be applied to a wider 
set of companies and NGOs.

1.5 Theoretical, methodological and societal relevance

The study aspires to make a number of theoretical contributions. The first is a fairly modest 
contribution, but may be valuable in its own right; the study pulls together insights on business-
NGO interactions that have been scattered across disciplines and research streams. The research 
field as a whole is fairly new, multi-disciplinary and diffuse and is one in which sub-fields 
develop relatively unrelated to each other. By considering the organisational consequences 
of business-NGO interactions for businesses as well as NGOs, and by considering their 
institutionalisation on a more general level, the study integrates multiple perspectives, building 
on CSR, social movement and governance literature. In doing so it incorporates the enormous 
amount of knowledge that is already out there on the subject of business-NGO interactions.

In addition to this comprehensive scope, the study aims to provide an in-depth analytical 
perspective on business-NGO interactions. In trying to understand the consequences of 
involvement in business-NGO interactions for companies, an analytical approach is developed 
that analyses business-NGO interactions and their corporate consequences within a wider 
stakeholder context (Chapter 4). The stakeholder context is characterised by multiple stakeholder 
interdependencies parallel to the individual business-NGO relation. This analytical approach 
challenges the voluntarist bias that is frequently encountered in management type studies 
prescribing collaborative business-NGO interactions. One stakeholder context may allow 
for effective, collaborative interaction between business and NGOs, while in another context, 
collaborative interaction may not be feasible and may be less effective in inducing organisational 
consequences than confrontational interaction.  Furthermore, by systematically comparing the 
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consequences of collaborative and confrontational business-NGO interactions, the dynamics 
within and between different interaction processes are revealed (Chapter 5).

The study makes some methodological contributions as well. First, a framework is developed 
for systematically assessing the business-NGO dialogue practice (Chapter 3). The framework is 
theoretically informed and helps in assessing where the centre of gravity of a company’s dialogue 
practice lies, be it in strategic management or corporate sustainability. Next, a methodology 
is deployed to track CSR changes at a specific company and relate these to the company’s 
interaction with an NGO (Chapters 4 and 5). The causal relationship between interaction and 
CSR becomes plausible using an interaction approach; both the NGO and the company are 
intensively involved in the data collection process, allowing for development of a timeline of 
events, a timeline of CSR changes and an informed insight into the cause of these changes. 
A third methodological contribution is the development of an NGO assessment framework 
(Chapter 6). Inspired by institutional and governance theory, this assessment framework 
distinguishes five elements of coping strategies that may be developed by partnering NGOs and 
helps asses the NGO’s position on the market-civil society nexus. 

Furthermore, this study aims to be of societal relevance for practitioners in businesses and 
NGOs, as well as for government representatives. The study provides businesses and NGOs with 
insights into the strengths and weaknesses of different interaction strategies for their respective 
goals, as well as into the factors and conditions that influence these strategies. Furthermore, 
the study provides businesses and NGOs a peek into each other’s kitchen. Such knowledge 
is obviously of strategic importance for both parties. Moreover, the study seeks to provide 
increased insight into the opportunities and limitations of business-NGO interactions as CSR 
mechanisms, which may contribute to their effective application in relation to other possible 
methods to proliferate CSR.
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Positioning Chapter 2
‘Partnerships for sustainable development: a review of current literature’

The following chapter reflects the results of a literature study that was undertaken early in 
the dissertation research process. The central concept in this literature study is ‘partnership’. 
This focus was a logic consequence of the positioning of the present research in a larger 
research program into intersectoral partnerships for sustainable development; the Utrecht-
Nijmegen Program on Partnerships (UNPOP, see www.unpop.nl). The UNPOP research 
program originally envisioned the present research to focus on ‘discursive’ partnerships, which 
were considered partnerships revolving around knowledge transfer and mutual learning (i.e. 
stakeholder dialogues and stakeholder dialogue platforms). After conducting the review of 
partnership literature, the research subject of the dissertation shifted from the ‘partnership’ 
concept via the ‘dialogue’ concept towards ‘business-NGO interaction’, as will be elaborated in 
subsequent positioning sections. 

The chapter, titled ‘Partnerships for sustainable development: a review of current literature’, 
aims to assess the academic knowledge base on intersectoral partnerships. It distinguishes two 
major perspectives in the partnership literature that focus on different aspects of the partnership 
phenomenon and address quite distinct questions. The first, the institutional perspective, looks 
at partnerships as new arrangements in the environmental governance regime. The second, 
the actor perspective, frames partnerships as possible strategic instruments for the goal 
achievement and problem solving of individual actors. The review is organised around these 
perspectives. It identifies the research questions addressed in partnership literature, assesses the 
type of knowledge that has been acquired and identifies prevailing knowledge gaps. The review 
presents evidence that the consequences of these arrangements have remained under explored. 
This finding contributed to focusing the central research question of this dissertation on the 
consequences of business-NGO interaction.

The chapter was written in collaboration with Mara Francken and Pieter Leroy, and was 
published in Environmental Sciences. The full reference is: Van Huijstee, M.M., M. Francken 
and P. Leroy (2007). ‘Partnerships for sustainable development: a review of current literature’. 
Environmental Sciences 4 (2): 75-89
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2 Partnerships for sustainable development: 
a review of current  literature

2.1 Introduction

In recent years, many scholars have identified a rather fundamental change in the governance 
of sustainability issues. Here, ‘governance’ refers to the overall system of steering mechanisms in 
society, in which traditional top-down government steering is only one among many governance 
options. Traditionally the responsibility for dealing with sustainability issues was attributed to 
governmental organisations. Recently, however, market parties and civil society organisations 
have also been invited to and have increasingly taken up their share of responsibility, thus 
opening up the policy arena to actors from other spheres or sectors of society (Arts and Leroy, 
2006, Dubbink, 2003).

One of the expressions of this change is the introduction of the ‘partnership’ concept, which has 
become a true buzzword in recent years. Societal as well as academic interest for intersectoral 
collaboration, that is collaboration between actors from the different spheres of society, seems 
to have taken off in the mid-1990s, for which several explanations are possible. To begin with, 
the pursuit of global sustainable development was placed firmly on the political agenda by the 
1992 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Rio de Janeiro. Partnerships 
are linked to sustainable development in two related ways. First of all, it was argued that the 
complex character of sustainability problems demands the active involvement of all societal 
spheres to resolve them. Secondly, the concept of sustainable development itself stresses the need 
for mutual attainment of social equity, environmental health and economic wealth, for which 
the responsibilities and resources are allocated to different societal spheres. The link between 
intersectoral partnerships and sustainable development was formalised when partnerships 
were declared an important tool for implementing sustainable development at the WSSD in 
Johannesburg in 2002 (Eweje, 2007, Hens and Nath, 2003, Norris, 2005). 

Contrasting with this positive and optimistic interpretation, however, from a more critical angle, 
the rise of partnerships as societal steering mechanisms is interpreted quite differently. As we will 
see below, some scholars observe partnerships as a response to the democratic deficit caused by 
processes of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation in the 1980s and 1990s. Whatever the 
cause, the number of publications on partnerships as well as the number of actual partnerships 
has grown rapidly from the mid-1990s onwards. Academic interest in intersectoral partnerships 
covers a range of disciplines, the most important being public administration, sociology, political 
science, business administration and management studies, and to a lesser extent anthropology 
and economics.

Despite the large diversity of disciplines studying partnerships and the variety in concepts and 
terminology, we observe two major perspectives in the partnership literature. Both perspectives 
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focus on different aspects of the partnership phenomenon and address quite distinct questions. 
The first, the institutional perspective, looks at partnerships as new arrangements in the 
environmental governance regime, emerging naturally as it were out of their institutional context. 
The second, the actor perspective, focuses on the functioning of partnerships, framing them as 
possible strategic instruments for the goal achievement and problem solving of individual actors. 

With this paper, we aim to assess the current academic knowledge base on partnerships in 
the context of sustainable development. We organise our review around the two distinguished 
perspectives. We identify the research questions that are being addressed in partnership 
literature, asses the type of knowledge that has been acquired and identify prevailing knowledge 
gaps.

Our review starts with the major issues dealt with by researchers within each perspective, their 
research goals and the most common methodologies used. After this characterisation of the type 
of research, we explore the content of the knowledge gathered. The article concludes with an 
overall assessment of the knowledge gathered through partnership research. We identify missing 
empirical questions as well as somewhat neglected theoretical perspectives and methodological 
approaches, and thereby identify a research agenda. First, however, we elaborate on the 
partnership concept as it emerges from literature.

2.2 Partnerships: a closer look 

This article is restricted to academic literature dealing with collaborative arrangements in which 
actors from two or more spheres of society (state, market and civil society) are involved in a non-
hierarchical process, and through which these actors strive for a sustainability goal. This definition 
implies, firstly, that the texts we include here address collaborative arrangements with the 
involvement of actors from at least two different spheres or sectors of society. We therefore label 
these arrangements as intersectoral partnerships. However, this does not necessarily mean that the 
studies reviewed here use the same term. Secondly, we do not include literature on interactive 
or participatory policy making processes that do not lead to partnerships, nor to the huge body 
of literature devoted to participatory processes for (scientific) knowledge production, e.g. the 
literature on transdisciplinarity and related issues. Instead, we focus on partnerships between 
agencies from business, civil society and/ or government striving for sustainability goals.

Even this restrictive definition covers various phenomena and forms of governance 
arrangements. These forms differ in the type and number of actors involved, their intensity, scale, 
intentions and activities. One can find partnership initiatives between companies, governments, 
societal organisations and research institutes in all possible configurations. Some partnerships 
focus on global issues, for example on sustainable palm oil and sustainable forestry, others on 
regional issues, such as sustainable coastal management, whereas other partnerships work at local 
level, e.g. between a local industrial plant and its neighbouring community. Some partnerships 
take the form of institutionalised interactive platforms in which complete sectors are involved 
(e.g. the roundtables), while others take the form of onetime or ephemeral collaborations 
between one company and one non-governmental organisation (NGO). In brief, the relatively 
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new phenomenon of partnership takes multiple forms, it is widely spread and it has caught the 
eye of many researchers over the last decade.

The variety in empirical appearances of partnerships is reflected in the variety of concepts 
used to refer to them. LaFrance and Lehman (2005) for instance, use the term ‘public-private 
partnerships’, while others talk about ‘global action networks’(Waddell, 2003); other scholars 
prefer ‘global public policy networks’ (Reinicke, 1999), ‘Cross-Sector Partnerships to address 
Social Issues’ (CSSPs, Selsky and Parker, 2005), or ‘self- governing networks’ (Stoker, 1998). 
Furthermore, the concepts of ‘governance’ (Kooiman, 1993) and ‘cooperative management 
regimes’ (Meadowcroft, 1998) refer to new modes of governance or steering mechanisms under 
which partnerships can be grouped.

An expression of the need for sorting out and for refinement of the partnership concept is 
the growing amount of partnership typologies that scholars have introduced. Again, variables 
used to construct the typology differ. For example, Austin (2000) categorises partnerships with 
regard to the degree of engagement between the partners, while Glasbergen and Groenenberg 
(2001) distinguish partnerships according to their goal. Hartman and Stafford (1997) distinguish 
partnerships on functions they (claim to) fulfil, while Davis (1999) groups partnerships according 
to the participating actors. Next to these typologies (implicitly) using one variable to distinguish 
among partnerships, authors like Caplan (2003) and Murphy and Bendell (1997) use multiple 
variables for typifying partnerships.

The above shows the huge diversity in both partnerships and partnership literature. Underneath 
this diversity lays a common ground however - there is a large resemblance in the type 
of problems addressed and the analyses made in studies dealing with what we refer to as 
intersectoral partnerships. Therefore it is justified and useful to group these partnership studies 
and review what questions they have addressed, and what questions are still to be answered.

Instead of classifying partnerships, we opt here to classify partnership literature. The next section 
distinguishes in more detail two perspectives in partnership literature, their main focuses and 
rationales, while illustrating these with some examples.

2.3 The institutional perspective

2.3.1 Partnerships in (global) environmental governance
Literature dealing with partnerships from the institutional perspective focuses on the (national 
or global) society at large and on the institutional arrangements existing in past, current and/
or future societies. Partnerships are primarily understood as new institutional arrangements, 
contributing to and shaping the governance of environmental and related issues. The major issue 
authors are concerned with is the role partnerships (could) play and the functions they (could) 
fulfil in a presumed new (global) environmental governance regime. Aspects often included 
in these analyses are the driving forces behind the partnership trend and the institutional 
implication of this trend. 
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As for the methodologies used in these studies, these are mainly literature studies and (single) 
case studies. Studies on the appropriateness, adequacy and effectiveness of partnerships as 
governance arrangements are mostly theoretical exercises, complemented with practical examples 
and literature comparison. It has to be noted, however, that the research methods quite often 
remain unspecified. 

A good example of a scholar taking an institutional perspective is Pattberg (2004). He addresses 
the role of private governance institutions in environmental politics. The goal of this publication 
is to “draw a preliminary picture of private rule-making and its functions in the field of 
environmental politics” (p. 53). He does so by means of a study of literature and a case study 
of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). This exercise results in a description of the various 
functions private governance institutions can fulfil in global environmental governance.

Another example is Arts’ study on green alliances of business and NGOs (2002), in which he 
examines their contribution to environmental policy making and regulation. The author’s aim 
is to “theorise about the history, strengths and weaknesses of green alliances” (p. 1). The author 
builds upon the policy arrangements approach (Arts and Leroy, 2006, Van Tatenhove, Arts and 
Leroy, 2000), resulting in an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of green alliances as 
policy arrangements, followed by recommendations to overcome these weaknesses.

2.3.2 The context in which partnerships arise: driving forces behind the partnership trend
From an institutional perspective, the key issue is the actual and possible role and function of 
partnerships in a (global) environmental governance regime. Authors typically start tackling 
the issue by painting the societal context in which the partnership phenomenon could emerge. 
Jessop (1998), Merrien (1998), Arts (2002), Van Tulder and Van der Zwart (2003) and other 
scholars turn to processes of globalisation, liberalisation and privatisation to explain the rise of 
partnerships. These trends are believed to have led to the emergence of new organisational forms, 
through a process best known as ‘sector-blurring’ (Bozeman, 1987). Authors essentially argue 
that the increasing globalisation of economic activities brought about the globalisation of their 
negative effects as well, for example pollution, unhealthy and unsafe labour circumstances and 
loss of biodiversity. These large-scale, complex or messy problems (Ackhoff, 1975 in: Van Herel, 
2005) exceed by far the solution capacities of single actors. This calls for shared efforts of actors 
throughout all sectors of society in the form of new configurations of state bodies, market agents 
and civic parties, from the local to the global level. Intersectoral partnerships with a sustainable 
development aim can be interpreted as one such new configuration.

While also linking sustainability to partnerships, some authors look for a more discursive 
explanation. Glasbergen and Groenenberg (2001), and Arts (2002), for example point at the rise 
of the concept of sustainable development itself. This concept, these authors argue, combines the 
need for economic development with the need for social development and environmental quality. 
Thus, the concept combines needs for which responsibilities traditionally were separated: business 
for economic development, government for the protection of public goods (of which social and 
natural capital are important aspects), and civil society for the enhancement of civility and social 
cohesion (of which social and environmental quality are important aspects as well).
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Other scholars observe these same societal changes, but take a more critical and political stance. 
They use the term ‘political modernisation’  to refer, among other phenomena, to the privatisation 
of hitherto publicly managed domains, their delegation to non-elected quasi-autonomous 
agencies and institutions, and processes of rapid Europeanisation and globalisation, and signal 
a decline in democracy that is caused by this wave of  rapid political changes (e.g. Blowers, 
1998; Arts and Leroy, 2006). From this perspective, partnerships might appear as convenient 
mechanisms both to mask and to counterweigh this democratic deficit by reflecting a paradigm 
of collaboration, consensus building and cooperation (cf. Glasbergen, 2007). On the other hand, 
partnerships can be said to create a new elitist management (Dubbink, 2003). In other words, 
these scholars rather point at world-wide governance innovations in response to world-wide 
problems, particularly including democratic deficits. The organisational, the discursive and the 
political rationale and interpretation do not contradict, but rather complement each other.

2.3.3 The (potential) role of partnerships
As partnerships are considered a response to the limited problem-solving capacity of 
governments, the functions attributed to them tend to respond to this deficit. The list below 
does not pretend to be exhaustive, yet it enumerates the partly overlapping roles and functions 
ascribed to partnerships within the literature from an institutional perspective:
• Agenda-setting (Streck, 2002a, Visseren-Hamakers and Glasbergen, 2007)
• Policy development (Pattberg, 2004, Reinicke and Deng, 2000, Streck, 2002a, Visseren-

Hamakers and Glasbergen, 2007)
• Implementation (Reinicke and Deng, 2000, Streck, 2002a). Note that this is the formal role 

attributed to partnerships – Type II agreements – within the WSSD 2002 context (Hens 
and Nath, 2003, Norris, 2005)

• Generation and dissemination of knowledge (Pattberg, 2004, Reinicke and Deng, 2000, 
Reinicke, 1999, Streck, 2002a, Waddell, 2002)

• Bolstering institutional effectiveness (Streck, 2002a)
• Facilitating a solution (Pattberg, 2004)
• Learning in networks (Pattberg, 2004, Reinicke, 1999, Waddell, 2002)
• Broadening participation: giving voice to unheard groups (Reinicke and Deng, 2000, 

Reinicke, 1999)
• Making and deepening markets (Reinicke and Deng, 2000)

These partnership roles and functions that authors point to reflect different roles and 
functions that one observes in policy making in general or in specific stages of the so-called 
policy cycle. Howlett and Ramesh (2003) provide a comprehensive overview and elaboration 
on these functions. Two other functions that are attributed to partnerships are less familiar: 
metagovernance and ensuring good governance (Visseren-Hamakers and Glasbergen, 2007). 
The authors define metagovernance as “strategic steering and co-ordination in the governance 
system”, while “ensuring good governance is ensuring that the basic elements needed for a 
governance system to function are functioning, for example combating corruption” (Visseren-
Hamakers and Glasbergen, 2007, p.2). 

The idea that partnerships have a role to play in global environmental governance is hardly 
contested, it is rather assumed to be self-evident. However, most authors argue that the 
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potentially large contribution of partnerships only materialises under certain conditions. Streck 
(2002a, 2002b) emphasises the role that supranational organisations should play in creating a 
constructive institutional environment for what she refers to as ‘global public policy networks’. 
Bäckstrand (2006) argues Johannesburg partnerships can benefit from clearer linkage to existing 
institutions and multilateral agreements, measurable targets and timetables, more effective 
leadership, improved accountability, systematic review, reporting and monitoring mechanisms. 
Arts (2002) stresses the importance of ‘embeddedness’ of NGO-business partnerships within the 
core business of companies and in formal public policy making on the environment. In short, the 
general stance is that partnerships could contribute a great deal, but under certain conditions.

2.3.4 Institutional implications of the partnership trend
When questioning the role of partnerships, many authors also discuss the possible or probable 
institutional implications of this new mode of governance. Visseren-Hamakers and Glasbergen 
(2007) address the more practical political implications of the emergence of new governance 
arrangements. In line with other scholars (Cashore, Auld and Newsom, 2004, Kooiman, 1993) 
they argue that next to the familiar traditional, top-down steering role, governments should take 
a meta-governance role. As stated above, Visseren-Hamakers and Glasbergen define the concept 
of metagovernance by referring to the management of the governance system as a whole, 
ensuring fair play and linkages between different partnership initiatives. Visseren-Hamakers 
and Glasbergen also point to a group of authors with a differing opinion. These scholars, like 
Jessop (1998) and Stoker (1998), disregard the traditional role of governments altogether because 
of their loss of steering capacity. They see a solely mediating role for governments. This debate 
essentially comes down to a disagreement on the role of partnerships in relation to traditional 
governmental steering: could or should the former (eventually) substitute the latter, or 
complement it? Or, on the contrary, is at least a minimum of ‘government’ a pre-condition for 
partnerships to be successful at all?

Here we touch upon a series of studies reflecting on partnerships and related arrangements 
from a mainly politico-philosophical and ethical perspective, assessing these new phenomena 
using criteria from western political and democratic traditions. Key issues then are the degree 
of inclusiveness or democracy, and the legitimacy of partnerships. Blowers (1998), Meadowcroft 
(1998), Dubbink (2003) and Pattberg (2004) are amongst the authors who wonder how multi-
actor governance arrangements relate to the principles of representative democracy and the 
constitutional state. Pattberg phrases the issue adequately when he asks “how the valuable 
contribution of partnerships can be integrated into a democratic and legitimate governance of 
global environmental affairs” (2004, p.64).

The authors dealing with these issues come to quite opposing conclusions. Meadowcroft (1998) 
perceives the involvement of private parties (e.g. businesses, civil society groups, citizens) in 
public policy making as an improved form of democracy. Hajer and Wagenaar (2003) even plea 
for a new form of democracy altogether - an expansive, deliberative democracy instead of the 
representative democracies we currently know. On the contrary, Blowers (1998) and Ottaway 
(2001) emphasise that these new public-private governance arrangements indeed enable different 
partners to have a say in policy making processes, but that these partners are not democratically 
chosen. Public-private governance arrangements tend to privilege some parties, while others are 
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still left out. Richter (2003) goes one step further when he warns for neo-corporatism in disguise 
with regard to public-private partnerships, and he and others urge public interest organisations 
(UN, governments, NGOs) to keep away from them. The issues of democracy and legitimacy of 
partnerships are clearly quite fundamental. The debate is political and normative in character, 
and cannot be expected to come to an end soon. 

2.4 The actor perspective

2.4.1 Partnerships as strategic devices
From an actor perspective, society mainly forms the décor, while the object of study is the 
partnership itself. Authors look more into partnerships, than at partnerships and their functions 
among other forms of governance. In terms of volume, the partnership literature written from 
this perspective largely exceeds the one starting from an institutional perspective. In contrast to 
the latter, the actor perspective does not question the partnership phenomenon as such, nor does 
it look at it as a possible solution for general and fundamental societal problems. Instead, the 
actor perspective looks at partnerships as instruments for the advancement of actor specific goals, 
for example: as a way for businesses to fill in their corporate social responsibility strategy and to 
make their production more sustainable. 

Studies with an actor perspective try to understand and clarify partnership processes with the 
ultimate goal of improving these processes through recommendations based on their findings. A 
major function of these studies is thus to improve the design of partnerships as a strategic device 
for the agencies involved. Major issues dealt with within the actor perspective are the reasons 
to partner, the advantages and disadvantages of partnering and identification of critical success 
factors. Some studies serve a particular actor, like Juniper and Moore (2002), while others are 
aimed at serving all partners. An example of the latter is the work of Stafford et al. (2000). 

Virtually all this literature results in practical recommendations on when, how and with whom 
to partner and on how to arrange the process. Recommendations often take the form of 
checklists, do’s and don’ts, and related types of advice. It is noticeable that a series of not-for-
profit organisations, such as The World Conservation Union (IUCN), the Environment Council, 
the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, and a series of private consultancy 
organisations all provide their members and their clients with these kinds of checklists as well. 
We will not go into these.

In the next section, often enumerated advantages and disadvantages of partnerships are reviewed 
and summarised, while frequently mentioned success factors are addressed and summarised as 
well. 

Partnership literature from an actor perspective is closely related to collaboration theories, 
developed in the context of inter-organisational, though mostly intrasectoral collaboration. 
References to these types of collaboration studies, to the seminal work by Gray for instance 
(Gray and Wood, 1991, Gray and Yan, 1992), are frequently found. A central issue in collaboration 
literature is the building of trust among collaborating partners, and the importance of trust 
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among partners is emphasised in partnership literature as well. This is not further elaborated 
upon in the remainder of this contribution since some excellent work has been done on trust, for 
example by Vangen and Huxham (2003).

The research method most frequently used within the actor perspective is the in-depth case 
study. Most cases are studied in a traditional way; through interviews, document study and/
or participatory observations. Other cases are studied through Action Research (Doherty and 
Tranchell, 2005): designing a real life partnership process while observing and evaluating it. Next 
to that, a few other publications within this perspective are based on practical experience(s) of 
the author with real life processes (McConney, 2000).

Rondinelli and London (2003) offer a typical example of authors using an actor perspective. 
Their article deals with the conditions under which companies should engage in partnerships. 
The research goal is to review the experiences of different actors with corporate and non-profit 
organisations’ collaboration. The authors aim to provide managers of business and non-profit 
organisations with strategic criteria that contribute to the effectiveness of partnerships and 
that help to assess the feasibility of intersectoral collaboration for the organisation. The main 
data gathering and analysis methods are a study of archive data, a content analysis of corporate 
environmental performance reports, and in-depth interviews with organisations with experience 
in intersectoral (or cross-sectoral as Rondinelli and London call it) partnering. This results 
in a ‘decision tree’, with advice for organisations on when and how to start or to continue 
intersectoral collaboration.

2.4.2 Advantages of intersectoral partnering 
In general, literature is very big-hearted on the possibilities and advantages of partnerships. 
Literature suggests that different actors can profit in different ways from partnering 
processes; the advantages (and risks) of partnerships are often divided into those important to 
governmental bodies, to companies and to societal organisations respectively. Some apply to all, 
however. Access to means and resources is widely acknowledged as an important advantage for 
all partners in a partnership. Of the advantages mentioned (see textbox), most can be interpreted 
as enabling the partners to gain one or another resource. 

Advantages	of	intersectoral	partnerships
• Access to financial resources
• Access to (often local) knowledge and expertise
• Creative, innovative solutions
• Eco marketing
• Legitimacy

Risks/	challenges	of	intersectoral	partnerships
• Blurring of tasks and responsibilities
• Legitimacy loss
• Cultural differences between parties
• Insecure outcomes
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As for the first advantage mentioned, especially NGOs can partner to get financial means and 
to create markets for sustainable products. A partnership with a company can be of great help 
in ‘scaling up’ their activities (Cowe, 2004). It has to be noted however, that not all partnerships 
‘transfer money’ from business to NGOs; some NGOs do not take money from businesses at all 
and there are partnerships with equal financial contribution from all parties. Furthermore, Hale 
and Mauzerall (2004, p.220) state, on the WSSD partnerships, that they “were hoped to catalyse 
(…) additional funding of sustainable development projects around the world”, but they find 
that the funding of most of the WSSD partnership is coming from governments and less than 
1% from the private sector.

Second, the input of (local) expertise and knowledge of the partner(s) involved is mentioned 
as an advantage. Multinational corporations, for example, can be interested in the knowledge 
of NGOs on environmental management, or, when operating on an international scale, in the 
knowledge of local NGOs on habits and customs in a specific region (Heap, 2000, Rondinelli 
and London, 2003). NGOs, on the other hand, can be interested in the capabilities and resources 
that businesses have (Eweje, 2007).

The third advantage, the emergence of creative, innovative solutions, can be seen as following 
up on the latter. It is meant to cover all the advantages that can be associated with the fact 
that through partnerships, parties can gain insight in the views of the others and learn from 
each other so that knowledge is accumulated (Hemmati, 2002, Poncelet, 2001),  creativity is 
stimulated, and a wider range of solutions can be generated (Davis, 1999). One could say that 
ideally, in partnerships, one plus one could make ‘three’.

The fourth advantage, summarised in the textbox as ‘eco marketing’, is framed as a very 
important motive for companies to partner. If done well, partnering with other societal parties 
can enhance the image of a company within the company itself (i.e. raise employee moraleDavis, 
1999), with NGOs (Heap, 2000) and with consumers (Tholke, 2003). Thus, companies can gain a 
competitive advantage through partnering.

Finally, the gaining of legitimacy or credibility is brought forward as an important advantage, 
particularly for governments and for companies. Partnerships can contribute to their legitimacy 
since they tend to take into account differing views in a constructive, non-hierarchical way 
(cf. Cowe, 2004, Heap, 2000). This can create constituency support for the decisions that 
are taken (Holländer and Leroy, 2001). In a way partnerships resemble here the role that 
political participation classically plays. Both of them tend to further the acceptance and the 
implementation of (tough) decisions.

2.4.3 Risks of intersectoral partnering
Besides advantages, partnership literature within the actor perspective also lists many risks of 
intersectoral partnering (see textbox). The first risk is a blurring of tasks and responsibilities. 
Partnering can bring about a lack of clarity on which actor is responsible for what, and thereby 
can lead to avoidance of responsibilities, as for instance Giguere (2001) states. 
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A related risk is legitimacy loss. Whereas partnerships on the one hand may contribute to 
the legitimacy of the parties involved, these parties on the other hand risk losing legitimacy 
when they start working on topics that are traditionally not their field of expertise and/or 
responsibility, and with partners they did not previously work with. Companies for example 
risk being accused of seeking to gain influence over NGOs (Murphy and Bendell, 1997), while 
NGOs in turn could be accused of co-operating with their traditional enemies instead of putting 
them under pressure (Hemmati, 2002). 

The third, cultural differences, is a container term for the fact that when different organisations 
partner, one will often face challenges related to differences in culture and language (Fiszbein 
and Lowden, 1999). This is sometimes even literal, when the partnership crosses national borders 
(Ansett, 2005). Overcoming these differences takes time and effort. Although the benefits could 
be worth the workload, authors generally conclude that parties that form partnerships need to 
take cultural differences into account before and during the process (Hartman and Stafford, 
1997).

Lastly, partnership outcomes are insecure. As the other challenges mentioned above indicate, 
partnerships are in most cases not ‘business as usual’ for the participants and participants take 
a risk by engaging in them. Cowe (2004) for example warns that resources can be wasted if the 
desired outcomes are not achieved.   

2.4.4 Factors for successful intersectoral partnering
As a result of the large amount of research done from the actor perspective, the list of 
partnership success factors that has been generated is rather impressive. Instead of presenting 
this long and partly redundant list of success factors, we have distilled the most important 
categories, and these are summarised in the textbox ‘Common success factors in intersectoral 
partnerships’. Because of the diversity in partnership forms, one should not regard success factors 
to be applicable to every single partnership in exactly the same way. 

A first important aspect in the formation of partnerships is its very topic and the scoping 
thereof. Partnerships can be best formulated on a topic that fits well with the core business of 
the partners.

Scoping the issues also implies the choice for the right goals (Brinkerhoff, 2002, Conrad, Doran 
and Fredvik, 2005). Authors mention being realistic in setting goals and investing adequate time 
in defining goals, management processes and evaluative metrics (Tholke, 2003). 

Besides the right goals, one should also gather the right partners (Caudron, 1995, Tholke, 2003). 
Authors advise to identify key stakeholders (Conrad, Doran and Fredvik, 2005) and to avoid 
assembling the same people for every new partnership initiative (Poncelet, 2001). A mix of 
experienced and inexperienced actors is thought to be beneficial (Poncelet, 2001).

Another essential success factor is a respectful, open way of working. Good communication, 
openness, listening to each other and building a shared understanding (Gray, 1989, cited in 
Hartman, Hofman and Stafford, 1999, Hemmati, 2002) are seen as important success factors. 
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Trust has already been mentioned as a central focus for literature on collaborative efforts in 
general and on partnerships in particular. As parties are often not used to work together and 
might even be former ‘enemies’,  building trust and taking time to do so is considered to be very 
important (Brinkerhoff, 2002, Conrad, Doran and Fredvik, 2005, Heap, 2000, Hirsch and Meyer, 
2005).

Last of all, literature on partnerships from an actor perspective mentions some facilitating factors 
that are not easy to influence by the partners, but that can further partnerships greatly. Examples 
are support or even participation of the media (Heap, 2000), and from relevant political 
institutions (CSD – Partnerships Fair Secretariat, 2004).

2.5 Discussion and conclusions

In the above, we reviewed partnership literature while distinguishing two analytical perspectives: 
the institutional perspective and the actor perspective. The former essentially deals with the 
(possible) roles of partnerships in the global environmental governance regime, considers the 
context of governance deficiencies in which partnerships arise and assesses the (practical and 
fundamental) implications of the partnership phenomenon. Literature with the latter perspective 
instructs us on when and how to partner, the advantages thereof and the conditions that 
determine successful partnering.
 
Institutional literature explicitly looks at the role partnerships could play to enhance 
environmental governance performance and legitimacy. The concepts ‘partnerships’ and 
‘sustainable development’ are more clearly linked discursively than empirically however. In 
other words, the widespread assumption that partnerships contribute positively to sustainable 
development lacks evidence. This is partly due to the research methods used, e.g. the rather 
fragmented, if not anecdotal case studies referred to. Partly, however, the link is very hard to 
establish due to the vagueness and elasticity of the sustainability concept. Even though we 
realise the difficulties and controversies on ‘sustainability indicators’, we think useful ones have 
been developed, and yet these are seldom used in partnership research. In brief, authors seem 
to have the presumption that a certain institutional design, in this case a partnership design, 
will ‘automatically’ lead to a more sustainable world. A clear parallel can be drawn here with 
similar assumptions in participation literature, where democracy theorists like Dryzek (1996) and 
Paehlke (1996) are convinced that ‘the more participation, the better the decisions’. 

Common	success	factors	in	intersectoral	partnerships
• Careful choice of subjects
• Careful choice of goals 
• Careful choice of partners
• Respectful, open way of working
• Trust
• Facilitating factors, e.g. support from the media or politicians
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In the actor perspective literature, valuable process design criteria are formulated for an effective 
partnership. However, a clear definition of what partnership success actually is, is lacking. The 
most encountered (but in many cases implicit) meanings of success are: (individual) partner 
satisfaction, partnership goal achievement (the design of an eco-label for instance), issue 
resolution (when there was a deadlock) and/or improved partner relations. In other words, the 
partnering process is analysed and assessed, but in terms of sustainability, the outcomes are rarely 
assessed. Authors seem to presume that well designed processes lead to good products. To prove 
that partnerships are suitable methods for the goal achievement of individual partners, literature 
could pay more attention to an evaluation of different partnership attempts using clearly defined 
criteria. 

In conclusion, the literature on partnerships has delivered many insights on their functioning 
and role in contemporary society. However, empirical research into their actual contribution 
to sustainable development deserves more attention. For now, most of the authors seem 
prematurely optimistic about the possibilities and contributions of partnerships. Most studies 
seek to inform on either context or process related preconditions for successful partnership, while 
success itself is unquestioned. These optimistic assumptions may be understandable in the light 
of the unsatisfactory performance of traditional governance arrangements and the appealing 
partnership ideology, combined with the large environmental and social problems we face, yet 
they remain empirically unsatisfactory.

2.6 Directions for further research

From the above, it might be clear that we regard a better, e.g. an empirically valid and reliable 
understanding of the contribution of partnerships to sustainable development as a crucial task 
for partnership research. We indicate some strategic pathways that seem helpful in this quest.

Firstly, it is striking that partnerships are studied from a variety of disciplines, with quite 
different concepts, definitions, research methods etc., and without too much contact, let alone 
too much accumulation of knowledge and insight between them. It is clear that partnership 
research could benefit from an integrated, at least a multidisciplinary approach, linking different 
perspectives into one research programme. 

Secondly, studying the presumed link between partnerships and sustainable development 
requires a stronger operationalisation and definition of the type of partnership, of the partnership 
effects and of the specific part of the sustainability challenge the partnership aims at solving. 
Typologies like the ones mentioned in section two, some insights from literature on power and 
influence – and how to measure them – , and some insights from literature and methods in 
policy evaluation, could be helpful. The former could help to assess whether, to what extent and 
in what direction partnerships actually alter power relations – between those involved and those 
not involved –. These seem relevant questions, since sustainable development entails the quest 
for equal access to, and for participation in and transparency of decision-making. The latter could 
help to get a more precise idea of the contribution of partnerships to policy making qualities, 
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either in terms of performance or legitimacy. Surprisingly, however, partnership literature until 
now rarely refers to these concepts, paradigms and methods.

Thirdly, as mentioned, a thorough evaluation of partnerships and their contribution to 
sustainability or even to a better environmental quality or decision making, requires clear criteria 
to measure ‘effectiveness’. Because of the multiple interpretations of what constitutes sustainable 
development, in most cases an effectiveness evaluation is likely to be beyond current capacities 
and is at least controversial, even though there is some progress made in the development 
and application of sustainability indicators. Furthermore, in most cases a definite assessment 
of whether the actual policy outcome of a partnership is more sustainable than the one to be 
anticipated by a ‘traditional’ way of policy making is simply impossible, since there is neither real 
basis nor opportunity for comparison. Therefore, an evaluation in terms of an increased concern, 
commitments made and followed, a better common understanding, increased learning capacities, 
the emergence of innovative ideas etc., might be a next best evaluative approach. Such an 
evaluation could indicate whether and to what extent the expectations raised by the partnership 
paradigm are indeed met.  

That would ask for more longitudinal analyses of the partnership practices and strategies of 
governmental bodies, market parties and NGOs, an assessment of the changes therein and 
the reasons thereof, and an evaluation of the lasting, institutionalised changes in their way of 
handling environmental, sustainability and related issues. In other words, next to case studies, 
we need other research designs as well, as we are used to in comparable studies on the influence 
of political parties, trade unions and other actors and factors on policy making. Till now, the 
‘newcomer’ partnership apparently led to rather fragmented and insulated ad hoc approaches. A 
combination of the actors’ perspective and the institutional one could contribute to the designing 
of a more integrated and more longitudinal approach.

Fourthly and finally, our knowledge base and understanding would benefit from a more complete 
picture of the partnerships that currently exist. The development of partnership databases 
and quantitative analyses of their characteristics, would lead to a more structural instead of 
anecdotal understanding of the partnership phenomenon, enabling us to generalise insights 
and findings. The studies on WSSD partnerships by Andonova and Levy (2003) and Hale and 
Mauzerall (2004) are examples of studies with such quantitative analyses that take a broad 
look at partnerships. Although the analyses in these studies are still relatively shallow due to 
the database characteristics, these are welcomed and necessary contributions to the partnership 
literature. 

All in all we believe research on partnerships functioning under specific political, economic and 
cultural conditions and dealing with issues from differing complexity seems an inevitable and 
promising, albeit tough way forward.
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Positioning Chapter 3
‘The practice of stakeholder dialogue between multinationals and NGOs’

The partnership literature study in the previous chapter demonstrated that the partnership 
concept covers a large variety of phenomena and forms of intersectoral collaborative 
arrangements. These arrangements differ in the type and number of actors involved, their 
intensity, scale, intentions and activities. Mixing the terminology of stakeholder dialogue and 
partnership blurs the picture even further. The concepts share a collaborative connotation, but 
focus on different aspects of collaborative arrangements. While the concept of partnership 
is commonly associated with the sharing of decision-making authority among partners, a 
dialogue implies process-equality but does not require final decisions to be made together. As 
the present research was intended to consider the latter type of processes, for reasons of clarity 
and demarcation, the study continued with the ‘stakeholder dialogue’ concept as the object of 
study, concentrating on dialogues between businesses and NGOs. As a logical consequence of 
this focus on interactions involving private actors, the concept of ‘sustainable development’ was 
replaced with that of corporate social responsibility (CSR), which may be interpreted as the 
corporate contribution to sustainable development.

The partnership literature study also strengthened the ambition to research the consequences 
of business-NGO dialogue. But before such consequences could be thoroughly studied, 
examples of stakeholder dialogues needed to be identified in practice, since empirical studies of 
stakeholder dialogues were still scarce. As it was not clear what data sources were available for an 
in-depth study, the business-NGO dialogue landscape within the Netherlands was empirically 
explored. The results of this study are reflected in the following chapter.

The chapter, titled ‘The practice of stakeholder dialogue between multinationals and NGOs’, 
looks for patterns in the dialogue practice between multinationals and NGOs. It examines what 
drives the practice, where stakeholder management is located in the organisational structure, 
how topics and partners for stakeholder dialogue are selected, which types of dialogue occur and 
what outcomes they have. The practice is evaluated in terms of the strategic management model 
and the sustainability model, which will be described in the chapter.

The chapter was written in collaboration with Pieter Glasbergen, and was published in 
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management. The full reference is: 
Van Huijstee, M and P. Glasbergen (2008). ‘The practice of stakeholder dialogue between 
multinationals and NGOs’. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management 15 (5): 
298-310
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3 The practice of stakeholder dialogue 
between multinationals and NGOs 

3.1 Introduction

Interest in corporate societal responsibility (CSR) is strong and growing – witness the amount 
of research on this topic, the number of conferences around the world devoted to it, and the 
lengthening list of companies that publish CSR evaluations with their annual reports.  A key 
aspect of CSR is the way companies interact with stakeholders (Dahlsrud, 2008, Downey, 2002, 
Hemming, Pugh, Williams and Blackburn, 2004, Pedersen, 2006). The concepts of CSR and 
stakeholder dialogue (or stakeholder engagement) are closely intertwined in the literature.1 

In practice, stakeholder dialogues are rapidly gaining ground in the sphere of CSR. According 
to a study by KPMG among more than 1600 of the world’s largest corporations, 39% of these 
companies mention structured stakeholder dialogue in their CSR reports (KPMG, 2005).

Perusing the vast body of literature on stakeholder management, two characteristics stand out. 
First, many studies are theoretical, be they analytical or prescriptive. The general consensus is 
that communication with stakeholders should shift from one-way communication to two-way 
interaction (e.g. Cramer, 2002, Morsing and Schultz, 2006, Rasche and Esser, 2006). Second, 
empirical data is scarce and often anecdotal. Most cases demonstrate the applicability of 
analytical frameworks or exemplify best practices and serve to support recommendations made 
to managers (e.g. Pater and Van Lierop, 2006). By now, the pathway towards an ideal stakeholder 
dialogue – one that promotes fundamental learning and creativity – is fairly well understood. 
The groundwork was laid in the seminal studies by Argyris and Schön (1978), Habermas (1981), 
Senge (1990), and Weick (1995).

The objective of this study is to contribute to the literature on stakeholder management and CSR 
by analysing the emerging practice of dialogue in multinational companies (MNCs) in light of 
empirical research. Dialogue practice is understood here, in a holistic manner, as the framework 
within and activities through which dialogues occur. We have distinguished five elements of the 
dialogue practice: the drivers for the practice; its position in the organisational structure; the 
selection procedures for dialogue topics and partners; the different types of dialogue; and the 
outcomes of stakeholder dialogues. The question is whether a pattern in the emerging practice 
can be revealed by systematically assessing these elements. To that end, two ideal-typical models 
are constructed, reflecting the perspectives on stakeholder engagement found in the literature. 
These are called the strategic management model and the sustainability model. An effort is 
made to identify some of their characteristics in the current dialogue practice of MNCs.2 The 
extent of their occurrence will shed light on the instrumental value of this practice for strategic 
management as well as for corporate environmental sustainability.
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The research was concerned with the dialogue practice at the corporate level of European-based 
MNCs. The focus was on dialogue with a specific type of stakeholder, the non-governmental 
organisation (NGO), and on a single CSR theme, the environment. Out of the MNCs that 
discussed stakeholder dialogues with NGOs in their CSR reports of 2005, five were selected 
for closer examination. We purposely selected companies of different sectors, to cover a broad 
range of economic activity. Profiles of the companies are summarised in Table 3.1. For the sake of 
confidentiality, fictitious names are used. 

In addition, five NGOs that participated in stakeholder dialogues were selected. Two of 
these are strictly limited to nature conservation; the other three have a wider remit, including 
environmental protection. 

Subsequently, the key players within the business - NGO dialogue practice were identified. 
Ten business representatives and five NGO representatives were selected; they were serving as 
decision-makers and implementers of business – NGO dialogues. In line with the explorative 
nature of this study, in-depth semi-structured interviews were held with each of these key 
players. These interviews were used to asses the five elements of the dialogue practice. 

Besides interviews, CSR reports, corporate websites, and internal policy documents informed 
the study. After the interviews, a short written questionnaire was distributed by e-mail to collect 
additional data on the types of dialogue the companies are engaged in (reflected in Table 3.3). 

The following section presents two models of stakeholder dialogue, which will be used to 
evaluate the emerging practice. Next, the dialogue practice of corporate MNC headquarters with 
NGOs is analysed by assessing the five elements we distinguished. The discussion reflects upon 
the functionality and value of the unravelled practice.  The conclusion summarises the findings 
and identifies issues warranting follow-up research.

Table 3.1 Company profiles

Company pseudonym Animalia Chemica Electronica Extracta Financia

Sector Animal Feed Chemicals Electronics Extractive Financial

Nr. of Employees +/- 7000 +/- 61,500 +/- 125,500 +/- 109,000. +/- 50,000

Nr. of countries active 22 > 80 > 60 > 140 38

Revenue (in billion $) +/- 3 +/- 13 +/- 32 +/- 307 +/- 566
(assets)

Structural stakeholder 
engagement since: 2000 2006 2004 Mid 90’s Late 90’s

Year of reference: 2005
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3.2 Two perspectives on stakeholder dialogue

MNCs often refer to stakeholder engagement activities in their CSR reports. While these 
references suggest that stakeholder dialogues contribute to CSR activities, it is generally not 
reported how. If stakeholder dialogue is seen as an indicator for CSR – “we talk, thus we are 
behaving responsibly” – this is logical. However, since this study treats stakeholder dialogue 
as an instrument, it has to consider the instrumental value that stakeholder dialogues could 
have. A review of the literature yielded two perspectives. Part of the stakeholder management 
literature presents stakeholder dialogue as a sustainability instrument, another part as a strategic 
management instrument.

The dialogue literature is clear about the mechanism through which dialogues can create 
value. A proactive dialogue in which dilemmas are shared openly stimulates a mutual learning 
process that spurs creativity and innovation (Flick, 1998, Isaacs, 1993). In this line of thought, 
multi-stakeholder collaboration literature3 often promotes dialogue as a way to find solutions 
for complex sustainability problems (e.g. Hemmati, 2002, Kell and Levin, 2003, Waddell, 
2002, Waddock, 2004). The same reasoning underpins some work on corporate stakeholder 
management. These publications stress that the mutual learning process that dialogue encourages 
between stakeholders and a company can inform and shape CSR efforts (e.g. Madsen and 
Ulhøi, 2001) and thereby help companies detect and solve sustainability problems related to 
their business (e.g. Amaeshi and Crane, 2006, Grafé-Buckens and Hinton, 1998). This type of 
argumentation is referred to here as the sustainability perspective on stakeholder dialogues. 

Other scholars publishing on stakeholder management focus on the strategic value of 
stakeholder dialogue, emphasising the role of stakeholder management in long-term business 
continuity.  They argue that business continuity depends on a company’s ability to form durable 
relationships with stakeholders, while successful management depends largely on stakeholder 
responsiveness. Ultimately, companies are motivated to engage with stakeholders by a need to 
manage risk (and thereby to ensure a license to operate) and to gain a competitive advantage 
(by responding better to stakeholder concerns than their competitors do). These studies fall 
under the strategic management perspective on stakeholder dialogues. The publications by Zadek 
and Raynard (2002) Post, Preston and Sachs (2002), Collins and Usher (2004), Yaziji (2004), 
and Perrini and Tencati (2006) are exemplary in this regard, but their line of argumentation is 
more diffuse. In 1995, Donaldson and Preston already observed how commonplace the idea that 
stakeholder management and favourable performance go hand in hand had already become in 
the management literature (Donaldson and Preston, 1995).

The strategic management and the sustainability functions of stakeholder dialogue are not 
mutually exclusive. Scholars taking a sustainability perspective acknowledge the strategic value 
of stakeholder dialogue, while their strategic management counterparts recognise the value 
for sustainability. In some instances, a single perspective cannot be unambiguously discerned 
because the stances have been blended so well (e.g. Kaptein and Van Tulder, 2003, Van Tulder 
and Van Der Zwart, 2006). So the difference between the two perspectives lies in the nuances: 
whether a scholar’s point of departure emphasises either sustainability or strategic management 
as the impetus for corporate stakeholder engagement. 
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Nevertheless, these two literatures evoke different images of how corporate dialogue practice 
would look like. Presumably, corporate motives to engage stakeholders will influence the 
character of the dialogue practice (Austin, 2007, Bendell, 2003, Hahn and Scheermesser, 2006). 
Therefore, these images are elaborated here as ideal-typical models against which to compare 
empirical observations of the current practice. For this purpose, the image of each perspective is 
explicated along the lines of the five elements of the dialogue practice we are interested in. The 
two ideal-typical models are specified in Table 3.2.

These ideal-types can be used to evaluate the practices observed in the selected corporate cases. 
The first step is to assess each element of the dialogue practice. Then the overall instrumental 
value of the practice can be discussed in terms of sustainability and strategic management. 

3.3 Drivers of structural stakeholder engagement

Incidental involvement of external stakeholders might have occurred at some organisational 
levels prior to the events described below. However, this section focuses on the beginning of the 
structural planning of external stakeholder involvement. 

Table 3.2 Two ideal-types of the corporate dialogue practice 

Elements of dialogue practice Sustainability model Strategic management model

Drivers Search for ways to limit negative 
environmental impact and/or enlarge 
contribution to environmental 
sustainability.

Search for ways to limit/avert 
damage to reputation and/or 
to take advantage of business 
opportunities.

Position of stakeholder 
management in organisation

Stakeholder dialogues are part 
of corporate social responsibility 
management.

Stakeholder dialogues are part 
of risk management/external 
communication/Research & 
Development.

Selection of dialogue topics and 
partners

Topics for dialogue relate to key 
environmental sustainability aspects  
of the firm’s activities; partners are 
selected for their expertise and 
knowledge on these topics.

Dialogue topics are connected to 
issues related to corporate risk/
business opportunities; partners are 
selected for their potential negative 
impact on the company or for the 
information they can provide on the 
business environment.

Types of dialogue Dialogues are held to stimulate  
learning for CSR purposes.

Dialogues are held to manage 
relationships and obtain market 
information.

Dialogue outcomes Dialogue provides expert knowledge 
and innovative ideas to limit 
environmental impact or promote 
environmental sustainability.

Dialogue diminishes risk of damage 
to reputation or provides strategic 
information for market/product 
development.
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In the cases of Extracta, Financia, and Animalia, an NGO campaign with negative reputational 
and financial consequences for the respective companies precipitated structural engagement 
with NGOs. According to the corporate representatives, the strong impact of the NGO 
campaigns made top management realise that their license to operate was no longer assured 
by governmental permits. Specific external stakeholder groups were able to jeopardise a firm’s 
continuity. Therefore, dialogue with these stakeholder groups was deemed necessary to turn 
adversarial relations into constructive ones.

Electronica began planning the structural engagement with stakeholders, including NGOs, 
in light of reputation research.  Results of research conducted in 2004 indicated that external 
stakeholders perceived Electronica as a closed, inward-looking company.

Chemica’s current effort to draft an NGO engagement strategy can be attributed to the 
Zeitgeist, in the absence of a clear impetus. As one business interviewee mentioned, “it is just a 
matter of good management” to have a corporate stakeholder engagement strategy.  Stakeholder 
engagement is apparently becoming a normal part of corporate management.

These motives for NGO engagement resemble elements of the strategic management model that 
was derived from the literature. One reason to interact with NGOs is to avert or repair damage 
to the company’s reputation. This is what motivated Extracta, Animalia, and Financia in the past 
and now impels Electronica and Chemica, which are just starting to structurally engage with 
NGOs. Besides risk management considerations, Chemica’s response suggests another reason to 
plan for structural engagement: the pursuit of competitive advantage.

3.4 Position of stakeholder management in the organisation 

In Extracta’s case, stakeholder engagement is spread over two departments, in line with 
the division of responsibility for CSR: Policy and Issues (P&I); and Health, Safety, and 
Environment (HSE). Extracta actually recognises formal stakeholder ‘ownership’ whereby 
certain staff members ‘own’ the relationships with specific stakeholders.  Since corporate 
standards for health, safety, and environmental performance are drafted and monitored by HSE, 
the stakeholders concerned with these issues, including environmental NGOs, are generally 
owned by members of the HSE staff.  Accordingly, most dialogues with environmental NGOs 
take place with this department. P&I is in charge of drafting long-term sustainability policies, as 
reflected in the general Business Principles. The same department conducts the more dynamic 
management of issues related to corporate activities; thus, it handles most of the relationships 
with NGOs that have a social remit. 

For Animalia, unlike Extracta, the communications department is formally in charge of 
stakeholder engagement. In practice, however, since stakeholder engagement is considered 
teamwork, the department’s director serves as the coordinator. Depending on the subject matter, 
the director draws certain staff members into the dialogue to guide it efficiently. The director also 
has a formal position as corporate CSR Officer. In that sense, the organisation of CSR within 
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Animalia is comparable to that in Extracta: CSR is spread over the Health, Safety, Environment, 
and Quality department and the Corporate Communications department. 

Electronica has yet another way of organising stakeholder engagement. Its CSR department 
is responsible for engagement with stakeholders on environmental and social sustainability 
subjects. The task of implementing the new stakeholder engagement policy is part of corporate 
communications. 

Chemica’s organisational structure is comparable though somewhat different. External 
CSR communication, which includes stakeholder engagement, resorts under Corporate 
Communications. With regard to CSR communication, this department is accountable to a 
‘staffless’ CSR director. His task is to promote CSR thinking and CSR efforts throughout the 
corporation. Through this organisational structure, Chemica seeks to integrate CSR in normal 
business procedures instead of erecting a CSR pillar alongside the ‘profit’ pillar. 

In Financia’s case, an issue manager is in charge of contacts with NGOs. This relatively new 
position resorts under the CSR director. The issue manager works in close collaboration with 
the communications department as well. Since his appointment, the issue manager has tried to 
engage corporate bankers in the dialogues to enhance the legitimacy of the process within the 
bank. 

Although considerable differences exist between the companies, one general pattern is clearly 
visible within the corporate organisational structure: stakeholder engagement is closely linked 
to CSR on the one hand and corporate communications or issue management on the other. 
The function of corporate communications and issue management is mainly associated with 
reputation and risk management. Yet the formal function of CSR directors and departments is 
to stimulate companies to make a positive contribution to their social and physical environment. 
Therefore, elements of both the strategic management and the sustainability model can be 
recognised in the position of stakeholder management within the organisational structure. 

3.5 Selection of topics and partners

Four of the five companies use issue matrices to select possible dialogue topics. An issue matrix 
generally has two axes: one shows the probability that an issue will gain importance in the 
public’s perception; the other shows how much impact that issue might have on the company. 
Figure 3.1 (next page) depicts an issue matrix. 

Once an issue is identified as having both high probability of occurrence and high impact, the 
initiation of a stakeholder dialogue will be considered. Extracta and Animalia have used this 
method from the beginning of their structural engagement activities to identify hot issues that 
demanded stakeholder involvement. Electronica and Chemica are still in a preliminary stage of 
stakeholder engagement planning; they are using issue matrices to set priorities for stakeholder 
engagement.
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Financia does not use an issue matrix to prioritise issues; instead, an ‘issue knowledge map’ is 
used to focus attention on the most pressing topics. The ten most important issues are matched 
up with the most important stakeholders, internal experts, and formally responsible staff within 
the bank. Although the criteria for priority remain implicit, they seem to be the same as for the 
issue matrix: probability and impact.

In contrast to the formal approach – identifying issues with a high probability of occurrence and 
high impact – dialogues may also be initiated in a more intuitive manner. Business and NGO 
representatives might meet at a multi-stakeholder event and identify common concerns, or an 
NGO might invite a company to join the dialogue. In such cases, companies generally review 
and discuss the options in-house.  Does the dialogue topic reflect corporate priorities? Can the 
company be expected to make a positive contribution to the issue? Can the NGO be expected 
to show a constructive attitude? Deliberations such as these lead to the next topic: how dialogue 
partners are selected.

Besides the issue matrix, Extracta, Electronica, and Chemica have another tool to identify 
possible dialogue partners, namely the ‘stakeholder map’. With regard to NGOs, a stakeholder 
map can help a company chart the NGO’s attitude, expertise, possible impact on the company’s 
reputation, and the likelihood of this impact actually materialising. Neither Animalia nor 
Financia say they use such a tool. Yet the reasons they give for pulling in certain NGOs and not 
others largely resemble the categories in the stakeholder maps used by the other companies.

The company construes the NGO’s attitude as constructive, neutral, or adversarial/campaigning. 
Although the company would prefer to engage with a ‘constructive’ NGO, other stakeholder 
characteristics determine whether dialogue with campaigning NGOs can be avoided. Therefore, 
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the stakeholder characteristic of ‘attitude’ mostly determines the character of the interaction 
process, rather than the choice for an interaction process.

Another important variable of stakeholder selection is the NGO’s expertise on the topic at hand. 
Once a high likelihood – high impact issue is identified, and the decision to start a dialogue is 
made, only NGOs with expertise relevant to a pressing issue will be invited to join.

The NGO selection criteria of high likelihood and high impact are applied in the same way as 
with issue identification. Specifically, those NGOs that are likely to conduct activities on the 
issue – activities that would probably have a big impact on the corporation – are the ones most 
likely to be invited to take part in the process. Obviously, time and budget constraints determine 
to a large extent how many NGOs can realistically be involved. These considerations, together 
with each NGO’s characteristics, ultimately determine the stakeholder mix in the dialogue.

With regard to the considerations on which the selection of a dialogue topic is based, strategic 
management concerns predominate in the formal route of dialogue selection. In the subsequent 
partner selection, risk management considerations also play an important role. These concerns 
are reflected in the criteria of likelihood and impact, which are identical to the criteria used for 
issue identification. However, these are not the sole considerations. NGO expertise is also an 
important selection criterion and one suitable to the sustainability model. Thus, while dialogue 
topics are selected on the basis of strategic management considerations, both strategic and 
sustainability considerations play a role in the selection of partners.

3.6 Types of dialogue

Based on the interviews we constructed a typology of stakeholder dialogue, based on differences 
in the setting of the dialogue and its main focus. The typology consists of four formats:  
• One-to-one dialogues
• Working groups
• Roundtables, and
• Conferences

One-to-one dialogues between an MNC and an environmental NGO are devoted first and 
foremost to building a relationship. As one interviewee explained, these dialogues all start off 
with an exploratory meeting. Their evolution depends on the degree of openness, confidentiality, 
trust, and overlap in organisational agendas. The result might be a structural relationship, in 
which case the NGO is likely to be invited to join other dialogue types, or a partnership. 

In working groups, the dialogue is focused on content and knowledge. Usually, the MNC has 
discerned a sustainability issue related to its range of activities. The company then invites 
multiple stakeholder groups (either all at the same time, in a focus group setting for example, 
or in a series of one-to-one meetings) to join; the company’s goal is to become better 
informed about their knowledge and opinions on this issue. This type of dialogue should not 
automatically be equalled with open dilemma-sharing. The corporate interviewees explained 
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that before engaging the stakeholders, the issue at hand is thoroughly analysed in-house. The 
company wants to avoid to be caught off guard in its interaction with stakeholders. Ultimately, 
the working group presents the MNC with a list of possible options for tackling the issue. 
The MNC will seek to implement the plan it had made before starting the dialogue, though 
incorporating as many stakeholder demands as possible and thereby making it acceptable to 
most stakeholders. 

International roundtables are held at the level of an industry, sector, or production chain. Their 
goal is to develop guidance for sustainable business applicable to the industry and/or the 
production chain at large. These roundtables might have fundamentally different dynamics than 
the other dialogue types. Here, multiple companies share responsibility for the problem on the 
table, and the risks are dispersed among several actors instead of concentrated in one. These 
dynamics might contribute to a more relaxed and open atmosphere than the mood prevailing in 
dialogues where one company is central to the problem at hand. 

Multi-stakeholder conferences organised by MNCs are an important platform for dialogue. 
Although the conference itself is not a true dialogue, since there is rarely much interaction 
during the formal events, the opportunities for informal discussions are abundant. A conference 
provides an important venue for NGOs and MNCs to continue or start talking. Multi-
stakeholder conferences have a dual focus. Obviously, the purpose of conferences is information 
sharing. But one difference from working groups is their openness and visibility. By holding a 
multi-stakeholder sustainability conference, MNCs can attract public attention and demonstrate 
that they are concerned about sustainability issues and are making efforts to tackle them.

After constructing this typology, the researchers asked all companies to classify the dialogues 
they engage in (see Table 3.3). Instead of asking how many one-to-one dialogues they held on 
environmental issues, the question was how many structural relationships they maintain with 
environmental NGOs5.

The table reveals some striking differences, such as the relatively large number of dialogues 
Extracta and Financia engage in. These companies seem to have institutionalised stakeholder 
engagement, as suggested by the large number of working groups they have organised over the 
past five-and-a-half years. Animalia exhibits a more pragmatic attitude. This company’s CSR 
projects are running and its NGO partners have been identified. It does not expect to invest 

Table 3.3 Number of dialogues on environmental issues in which NGOs participated

Financia Extracta Animalia Chemica Electronica

Structural relationships 5 5 8 2  1

Working groups +/- 30 +/- 30 7 2 <5

Roundtables +/- 5 +/- 4 3 - <5

Conferences 2 3 9 - -

per MNC and per dialogue type in the period January 2000 – July 2006
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in structural relationships with more NGOs in the near future, although it will remain open to 
invitations for dialogue. The working groups that Animalia has organised were concentrated in 
the year 2002, when the company identified its core CSR activities. Now that the projects are 
running, there is no more need to organise working groups. It will continue to hold its annual 
conference on sustainability issues in the animal feed production chain.

Chemica and Electronica have engaged in the fewest dialogues because they are in a different 
stage than the other companies. Since structural plans to engage stakeholders are still fresh 
at Chemica and Electronica, their experience is not as ‘rich’ as that of Extracta, Financia, or 
Animalia. It remains to be seen how their practice will diversify. 

Although it might be tempting to draw all kinds of conclusions from Table 3.3, the small scale of 
this research does not warrant doing so. Therefore, this table is merely indicative, providing some 
insight into the richness and diversity of NGO-MNC dialogues in practice. 

The two ideal-typical models provide a basis for reflection on the considerations that underpin 
the choice of a certain type of dialogue. These considerations may be classified in terms of the 
main function they perform according to the participants. The functions of the one-to-one 
dialogues and conferences correspond best with the strategic management model. One-to-one 
dialogues provide an opportunity to turn an adversarial relation with an NGO into a more 
constructive one, thereby diminishing the risk of a negative NGO campaign. Multi-stakeholder 
conferences are useful for company profiling on CSR, as they are possibly beneficial to the 
corporate reputation. On the other hand, sustainability considerations are most apparent in the 
working groups and the roundtables, since tackling a sustainability issue is the main focus in 
both cases, albeit in different settings. 

3.7 Outcomes of stakeholder dialogue

Most of the interviewees – business and NGO representatives alike – mentioned improved 
relationships, increased understanding, and trust as important outcomes of the business-NGO 
dialogues. Engagement with previously unknown parties might be the first step toward forming 
a new relationship. In the engagement process, the distinct realities and perceptions of the 
dialogue partners become apparent, possibly promoting understanding of one another’s choices 
(cf. Collins and Usher, 2004). For example, an NGO might begin to understand that Extracta 
will have to expand because of shareholder pressure; or Chemica might come to understand that 
an NGO has asked for stricter governmental regulation regarding the chemical industry. Trust 
comes into being once the parties are confident that their sensitivities will not be aired in public 
and that any commitments will be complied with. Typically, trust is further developed with the 
constructive NGOs than with the campaigning kind.

Another possible outcome of dialogues is the creation of partnerships. Once trust has developed 
and the parties in a dialogue have discovered that their agendas overlap in some way, they might 
decide to start a formal collaboration and make a commitment to carry out a certain assignment, 
plan, or task together (cf. Glasbergen and Groenenberg, 2001). Their motivations need not be 
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the same. One example is a partnership between Animalia and a nature conservation NGO in 
which they collaboratively try to make a certain fishery more sustainable. Animalia’s motive is 
to safeguard its business continuity in the long run, while the NGO’s is to protect biodiversity. 
Nevertheless, working together provides both parties with advantages they perceive as greater 
than if they had pursued their goals separately6 (cf. Gray, 2007).

Gaining knowledge and expertise is yet another outcome of dialogue; it is particularly valued 
by companies and is actively sought through working groups and conferences. The value to an 
MNC lies in the knowledge gained on expectations and preferences of the NGOs (cf. Cramer, 
2002, Müller and Siebenhüner, 2007). The company can use that knowledge to set priorities 
among possible activities in the sustainability arena: whether to clean up the company’s waste 
or invest in a nearby natural area; whether to invest in the eco-efficiency of existing production 
methods or develop alternatives. In addition, the dialogue serves as a ‘society scan’, providing 
knowledge on the market situation and business environment. Dialogue can also deliver 
expertise the company does not have in-house.  This information can then be used as input when 
planning more sustainable policies or activities (cf. Collins and Usher, 2004). 

This newly gained knowledge and expertise may subsequently lead to improvement of corporate 
policies from a sustainability viewpoint. A corporation might have decided to draft or improve 
a corporate environmental standard and ask NGOs for input, which is then incorporated. For 
example, Financia actively sought NGO input for their policy documents on the fisheries sector 
and the palm-oil chain, which will subsequently guide the bank’s financing decisions in these 
areas.

Last but not least, a stakeholder dialogue between a company and one or more NGOs may lead 
to amendments in (planned) corporate activities. This might happen either indirectly by revising 
policy or directly, as in the case where the dialogue was organised around (planned) corporate 
activities. An example is Extracta’s stakeholder consultation, held before opening a new 
extraction site. However, direct influence of dialogues on the company’s activities mainly occurs 
locally at the operational level rather than at corporate headquarters.

At this point, the observations may again be confronted with the two ideal-typical models. From 
the perspective of those participating in the dialogue, the improvement of relationships is by 
far the most salient outcome of business-NGO dialogue.  The sustainability value of a good 
business-NGO relationship cannot be assumed without considering its output. Yet by opening 
the door to a fundamental learning process among participants, it might prove to be of value 
for sustainability. The discussion section expands on this possibility.  Improved business-NGO 
relationships are clearly valuable from a strategic management point of view, as they diminish the 
risk that the NGO will pursue a ‘naming and shaming’ strategy. In addition, a good relationship 
with one NGO can cushion the impact of a public attack by another NGO. 

Gaining knowledge can be valuable from both a sustainability and a strategic management 
point of view, depending on the type of knowledge. Understanding stakeholder expectations is 
mainly important for strategic management. The expectations can be addressed sufficiently for 
the stakeholders ‘not to make a fuss’ and by so doing damage the company’s reputation. And by 
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serving as a society scan, stakeholder dialogue might bring business opportunities to light. On 
the other hand, insight into NGO expertise can provide the company with the knowledge it 
needs to improve practices in a sustainable direction. Indeed, NGO knowledge has been used in 
some cases to make corporate policies and practices more sustainable.  This dialogue outcome is 
not the most salient for most interviewees, however. In some interviews, these possible outcomes 
were only mentioned in response to explicit questions about the sustainability value of dialogues.

The value of the partnerships – the fifth dialogue outcome that interviewees mentioned – is 
difficult to assess a priori. To do so, each partnership should be assessed on its own merits. 

All in all elements of both the strategic management and the sustainability model may be 
discerned when assessing the outcomes of dialogues mentioned by the interviewees. Thus, 
from the practitioner’s perspective, dialogues apparently have instrumental value for strategic 
management as well as for corporate environmental sustainability.

3.8 Discussion

What, then, is the overall value of business-NGO dialogue for strategic management and 
corporate environmental sustainability? Since the research method and evaluation approach 
revealed more similarities than differences between the companies, this section discusses the 
dialogue practice of the MNCs at an aggregate level.
Strategic management considerations can be recognised in all elements of the dialogue in 
practice. They play a crucial role in structural stakeholder engagement and the selection of 
dialogue topics. This implies that dialogues are mainly organised around ‘risky’ issues. Therefore, 
risk management considerations appear to be the main focus in the emerging dialogue practice, 
at least with regard to the engagement of NGOs. In the case of other stakeholder groups, like 
customers or suppliers, it is quite possible that a focus on risk management will be less apparent. 
In such groups, the interests and worldviews are not so adversarial and the risks associated with 
engagement are not so high.

In light of this analysis and evaluation, it is evident that corporate dialogues with NGOs are 
extremely valuable for corporate strategic management in practice. By engaging in dialogue with 
NGOs, business-NGO relationships can be improved, thereby mitigating the risk of negative 
campaigning by the NGO. In fact, negative campaigning might be avoided altogether, because 
the NGO in question will have gained an understanding of the business reality and/or because 
the company will have addressed the NGO’s concerns sufficiently. At least impending campaigns 
will be noticed sooner; the early warning allows the company to prepare a response and limit 
the damage to its reputation. Another valuable aspect of business-NGO interaction for strategic 
management is that it serves as a society scan, giving the company free insight into issues that 
are important to a part of society. In other words, these dialogues provide input to keep the 
issue matrices up to date. In addition, thorough corporate knowledge of societal values, norms, 
and expectations can give the company a competitive advantage when developing new products 
and/or services. Thus, the strategic stakeholder management model, propagated by influential 
management scholars like Post, Preston and Sachs (2002), appears to grasp reality accurately. But 
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it does not provide for the complete picture, since elements of the sustainability model were also 
recognised in practice.

From a sustainability perspective, corporate stakeholder dialogues with NGOs also create 
value. The most visible contribution of dialogue to corporate environmental sustainability runs 
indirectly through the improvement of corporate policies. In these cases, NGO input is used 
to adapt policies in a more sustainable direction, and the company may be expected to act 
accordingly. After all, when the company does not live up to its policies, the NGO has a handy 
instrument to confront the company. However, companies will make the most effort to engage 
NGOs in the CSR realm when ‘risky’ issues are at stake. Those issues do not necessarily coincide 
with the most legitimate claim, nor with a company’s core activities and core competences; 
therefore, they will not necessarily evoke the biggest possible corporate contribution to 
sustainable development. This is not to say the examined companies do not put great effort in 
improving their CSR. The cases of Chemica and Electronica are good examples. Though these 
companies are just starting to shape their engagement practice, they are already appreciated by 
external stakeholders (including NGOs) for their performance in CSR terms. The point is that 
current business-NGO dialogues are not fully living up to their sustainability promises: their 
sustainability potential can only materialise within a wider strategic management framework. 

The sustainability model, recognised in the work of scholars like Amaeshi and Crane (2006), 
Grafé-Buckens and Hinton (1998) and Madsen and Ulhøi (2001), apparently reflects 
current reality less than the strategic management model does. Even though sustainability 
considerations may not be at the core of corporate decision-making on stakeholder dialogue 
from the outset, once started, the evolution of dialogue processes should not be disregarded.  In 
spite of the strategic behaviour exhibited in the way dialogue is currently practiced, Habermas’ 
ideal of communicative rationality still seems to be in sight. Habermas argued that the point of 
communication is “to bring about an agreement that terminates in the intersubjective mutuality 
of reciprocal understanding, shared knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with one another” 
(Habermas, 1979, p.7). The most salient outcome of the business- NGO dialogues examined here 
– namely, improved relationships, increased understanding, and trust – resembles this ideal to some 
extent. 

Once the corporate participants come to understand the NGO’s viewpoints, their mental 
models might be challenged. Sustainability considerations might become more important 
in their personal value system and consequently in their decision-making.  If so, the dialogue 
participants would have experienced a fundamental learning process of the kind Argyris and 
Schön (1978), Senge (1990), and Cramer (2005) discuss in their work on organisational learning. 
The experience might induce corporations to move from the strategic management model 
towards the sustainability model.

3.9 Conclusion

By examining the emerging practice of dialogue between multinationals and NGOs regarding 
environmental issues, this study has expanded the scope of empirical knowledge on the new 
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and spreading phenomenon of stakeholder dialogue. The dialogue practice was broken down 
into five distinct elements: drivers of dialogue; the position of stakeholder management in the 
organisation; the selection of topics and partners; types of dialogue; and outcomes of dialogue. 
Then, in light of the literature, these elements were used to construct two ideal-types – the 
strategic management model and the sustainability model – as a basis for comparison with the 
dialogue practice.  A summary of the results of the comparison between the ideal types and the 
observed dialogue practice at five European-based multinationals is shown in Table 3.4.

The strategic management model is found in all elements of the dialogue practice. Therefore, the 
instrumental value of corporate stakeholder dialogues with NGOs on environmental issues may 
be considered indispensable for strategic management. The issues are identified at an early stage; 
the relationships with NGOs are improved; NGO campaigns may be noticed early and might be 
avoided altogether; and the company can quickly prepare responses grounded in societal norms 
and values. Strategic management considerations lie at the core of decision-making on NGO 
engagement.

Most of the elements of the sustainability model are also found in practice. However, the 
decision to embark on stakeholder dialogue is solely determined by strategic management 
considerations. This may be concluded from the absence of sustainability considerations in the 
selection of dialogue topics, as well as from the drivers that got the practice started in the first 
place. Therefore, it may be concluded that the sustainability function of business-NGO dialogue 
only plays out within a larger strategic management framework. The biggest contribution of 
dialogue in sustainability terms is indirect, running via the amendment of corporate policies 
in a more sustainable direction. Stakeholder dialogue does not seem to be the only possible 
instrument to perform this function, though. Traditional consultancy could also do the job, albeit 
not free of charge.

However, the potential added value of business-NGO dialogue in sustainability terms is the 
learning it stimulates. While the sustainability motive for stakeholder engagement seems less 
salient in current corporate decision-making, it might be considered of potential importance 
for the future. The observed outcome of better understanding among those taking part in 
the dialogue suggests that individual participants are going through a learning process that 

Table 3.4 Comparison of empirical observations with theoretical perspectives

Elements of dialogue in practice Sustainability model Strategic management model

Drivers - +
Position of stakeholder management in  
  organisation

+ +

Selection of dialogue topics
And of dialogue partners

-
+

+
+

Types of dialogue + +
Perceived value + +

+ indicates a match; – indicates no match between theory and practice.
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might transform the practice. It might shift away from being mainly functional in strategic 
management terms towards a sustainability orientation. A different research design would be 
needed to examine such a transformation, but it seems a promising area for further research. 

Notes
1 We understand CSR as a positive corporate contribution to sustainable development. A stakeholder is 

defined according to Freeman (1984), which means Stakeholder dialogue is defined here as interactive, two-
way communication on a sustainability issue between a company and those who can affect or are affected by 
its activities. Stakeholder engagement is a broader concept than stakeholder dialogue, since it does not require 
communication to be reciprocal and interactive. Nonetheless, this paper refers several times to stakeholder 
engagement – first, because it is frequently used in corporate discourse; and second, because stakeholder plans 
and policies often encompass both one-way and two-way communication. 

2 For a similar approach with regard to SEAAR practices , see Belal (2002). 
3 For a comprehensive overview of the virtues attributed to multi-stakeholder collaboration in the literature, see 

Turcotte and Pasquero (2001).
4 Steiner and Steiner (2000) have also recognised the use of issue-matrices by multinationals through their 

research.
5 Since one-to-one dialogues are ongoing when successful, one should count the number of structural 

relationships an MNC maintains with environmental NGOs when interested in a quantitative image of this 
specific dialogue phenomenon. 

6 For an example of a successful business-NGO partnership with similar findings, see Cummins (2004).
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Positioning Chapter 4
‘Business-NGO interactions in a multi-stakeholder context’

Just like the partnership literature study, the explorative study into the practice of stakeholder 
dialogue induced further research choices. First, the dialogue study distinguished four types 
of dialogues (i.e. one-to-one dialogues, working groups, roundtables and conferences), and 
made clear that the one-to-one dialogue between a company and an NGO is the basis for all 
interactions between these parties. Such dialogues all start of with a first contact, but might be 
continued in time, and evolve into a structural relationship. The quality of the ongoing one-to-
one dialogue determines whether and to what extent the parties will interact in other dialogue 
types or might even form a partnership. This finding destined one-to-one dialogues to become 
the unit of analysis for the in-depth case studies. By taking the one-to-one dialogue as the 
object of study, all the interactions between the parties, independent of the setting in which 
the interactions took place, would be covered. This would provide for the most comprehensive 
understanding of the process and the consequences of the business-NGO interactions. 

Second, the stakeholder dialogue study indicated that corporate practitioners generally 
conceive of the NGO sector as encompassing constructive and campaigning NGOs, and that 
the character of the interaction between a company and an NGO is partly determined by the 
character of the NGO. In general, less trust and openness is developed with the confrontational, 
campaigning NGOs than with the constructive ones. However, the term ‘dialogue’ is very much 
associated with traits like trust and openness, both in common connotation and in academic 
literature. Since the interactions between businesses and NGOs are not necessarily characterised 
by these traits, the relatively ideal-typical concept of ‘dialogue’ was exchanged with the more 
neutral concept of ‘interaction’. 

After these research choices were made, the road was clear to select a case of one-to-one business-
NGO interaction to examine its dynamics and consequences in depth. Fortunately, Rabobank 
and Friends of the Earth Netherlands (FoEN) were willing to participate in such a study, which 
allowed for the collection of a unique and rich data set. The results of this study are reflected in the 
following chapter, titled ‘Business-NGO interactions in a multi-stakeholder context’.  

The main purpose of the chapter is to contribute to our understanding of the conditions under 
which business-NGO interactions lead to improvements in CSR, by assessing the role the 
stakeholder context of the firm plays in the processes. As a case study it takes the interaction 
between Rabobank and FoEN, spanning 8 years and two issue fields – palm oil and soy –, which 
are characterised by varying stakeholder contexts. The analysis demonstrates that the business-
NGO interaction induced a change from a direct to an indirect corporate responsibility at 
Rabobank, and clarifies how interdependencies between Rabobank and other stakeholders than 
FoEN influenced the interaction. 

The chapter was written in collaboration with Pieter Glasbergen, and was accepted for 
publication in Business and Society Review in a shorter version in January 2010.
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4 Business-NGO interactions in a  
multi-stakeholder context

4.1 Introduction

The number of interactions between business and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
concerning issues of corporate social responsibility (CSR) has increased exponentially in the 
last decade. During this period, the character of the interactions has also changed; from overly 
confrontational to more collaborative or a combination of the two. Under influence of NGO 
pressure and the reputation risks this entails, businesses increasingly accept a responsibility in 
solving social issues, and engage NGOs in their CSR efforts (Loza, 2004, Spar and La Mure, 
2003). And a growing number of NGOs – acknowledging the ever increasing power of the 
market sector and seeing no point in opposing this trend (Heap, 2000) –, chooses a collaborative 
approach towards businesses in search for ‘win-win’ solutions that serve economic as well as 
environmental interests (Stafford and Hartman, 1996).

These developments in practice have been mirrored in business and society literature. Scholars, 
recognising the growing interdependence between business and society, and inspired by successes 
of frontrunner companies, argue for a new perspective on CSR: a proactive and strategic form of 
CSR, in which mutual dependencies with NGOs can be made productive in both corporate and 
societal terms (Porter and Kramer, 2006, Van Tulder and Van Der Zwart, 2006, Zadek, 2004).

The widely recognised need for more constructive business-NGO relationships has sparked a 
new line of research that studies collaborative business-NGO interactions and aims to contribute 
to the effective management of these relationships (Argenti, 2004, Berger, Cunningham and 
Drumwright, 2004, Rondinelli and London, 2003). The studies typically develop guidance for 
managers, helping them to choose their NGO partners and manage the interaction process in 
such a way that it produces win-win for both parties. 

Notwithstanding the great relevance of these studies for managers, we recognise some 
assumptions in this literature that warrant closer examination. First of all, they tend to 
assume that collaborative interactions can induce CSR just like confrontational business-
NGO interactions. But although the influence of adversarial NGO campaigns on firms 
is widely documented (e.g. Eesley and Lenox, 2006, Kassinis and Vafeas, 2006), the link 
between collaborative business-NGO interaction and increased CSR lacks a firm empirical 
base (Seitanidi, 2006, Steurer, 2006). Furthermore, the literature on constructive business-
NGO interactions is often prescriptive in the sense that it aims to provide advice on how to 
manage new business-NGO relationships. The studies often display considerable confidence 
in the availability of opportunities for pro-active management of business-NGO relations, and 
therefore tend to be biased towards voluntarism. The relatively narrow, dyadic focus on business-
NGO interactions that is typical for this body of literature, seems to underlie these assumptions. 
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Advanced insights from stakeholder theory raise doubts about this dyadic approach (Frooman, 
1999, Rowley, 1997). 

Based on these insights, we take a broader perspective on business-NGO interactions than is 
generally provided in the literature, by incorporating contextual influences of other stakeholders 
in the study of the course of a specific business-NGO interaction process over an 8 year period. 
We assume that these contextual factors influence the character of the interactions - i.e. towards 
confrontation or collaboration -, as well as the ability of these interactions to induce CSR 
changes at the firm. This assumption is visualised in an analytical model, which is subsequently 
applied in a study of the interactions between Rabobank headquarters and Friends of the Earth 
Netherlands (FoEN) regarding palm oil production in Southeast Asia and soy production in 
Latin America. The case study confirms our assumption. This finding highlights the relevance of 
including the firm’s stakeholder context in the analysis as well as the management of individual 
business-NGO relations.

The paper is structured as follows. After the presentation of our analytical model and research 
methods, we analyse Rabobank’s interaction with FoEN on the issues of palm oil and soy from 
1999 till mid-2007, and reveal the role that this interaction process played in moving the bank 
forward towards increased CSR. In the discussion section we will interpret the case material 
in terms of the analytical model and assess how Rabobank’s stakeholder context influenced the 
Rabobank-FoEN interaction. We conclude with summarising our findings and identifying how 
these may contribute to business and society literature.

4.2 Analytical model 

There are remarkable similarities in recent studies of business-NGO interactions related to 
issues of corporate social responsibility. Many convey a new era in which the interactions are 
changing from confrontational to more collaborative, while continuing to promote CSR. 
Another common feature is that most studies take a more or less dyadic approach; they focus 
on the interactions themselves, without much attention to the multi-stakeholder context within 
which the interactions take place. For example, Rondinelli and London (2003) identify several 
strategic criteria that contribute to the effectiveness of business-NGO collaboration and may 
be used by both corporations and NGOs to decide whether or not to enter and remain in 
collaborative relationships. Among the important criteria are the extent to which the parties 
can remain confidentiality, and the extent to which the parties are willing and able to develop 
mutually acceptable procedures for collaboration. All the decision criteria that are formulated 
concern the organisational level of the interacting parties. 

A well-known study by Berger, Cunningham and Drumwright (2004) serves as another 
example. The authors seek to understand the characteristics, factors, and circumstances that 
enable or impede business-NGO collaborations. They discuss six categories of problems that 
collaborating parties may run into: misunderstandings, misallocation of costs and benefits, 
mismatches of power, mismatched partners, misfortunes of time, and mistrust. The problems 
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these authors address all concern the level of the interacting organisations, the interaction itself 
or the individual participants.

A third example is an article by Seitanidi and Crane (2008), in which they draft a model of 
business-NGO partnership implementation that reveals the micro processes in the selection, 
design and institutionalisation of business-NGO partnerships. The authors identify numerous 
management challenges in the partnership implementation process on the organisational and 
interaction level, like determination of effective partner selection criteria and the design of 
appropriate risk management techniques. By stressing the need for designing risk assessment 
techniques, the authors acknowledge the importance for the partners to be sensitive to 
stakeholder concerns in the partnership implementation process. However, due to the intended 
focus on micro-level processes in partnership implementation, a structural assessment of the 
challenges posed to the business-NGO relationship by the stakeholder context remains beyond 
the scope of the paper.

This literature on business-NGO collaboration often results in specific recommendations for 
managers. Although the extent varies from study to study, the recommendations tend towards 
voluntarism, overestimating the opportunities of pro-active management of business-NGO 
interactions. For example, according to Berger et al “Many of the problems [in business-NGO 
collaboration, eds.] are predictable and can be pre-empted or at least mitigated if they are 
anticipated and dealt with appropriately” (2004, p.61). And Argenti, in a case study on Starbucks’ 
collaborations with NGOs, concludes: “Rather than spend five years under constant attack from 
an adversary [NGO, eds.], companies can dedicate one to two years working with the same 
organisation on a plan that may actually achieve mutually beneficial results and potentially lead 
to a stronger reputation in the long run” (2004, p.113). 

In the reviewed strand of research we observe that in explaining and prescribing business-NGO 
collaboration, the influence of contextual factors is largely unquestioned and undeveloped, 
even though in cases of adversarial business-NGO interaction, contextual factors have been 
repeatedly shown to influence corporate responsiveness to NGO pressures for increased CSR 
(e.g. Doh and Guay, 2006, Mattingly and Hall, 2008, Schurman, 2004). We assume that a 
broader perspective on business-NGO interactions – collaborative and confrontational alike – 
will deepen our understanding of the conditions under which these interactions lead to CSR 
changes, and will challenge the voluntarism that is characteristic for much of the literature 
on the subject. Such a broader perspective on business-NGO interactions may be inspired by 
advanced insights from stakeholder theory. Although Freeman (1984), generally considered 
the godfather of stakeholder theory, originally conceived of business-stakeholder relations as 
dyadic relationships, more recent studies argue that businesses are embedded within a network 
of interdependent stakeholders (Frooman, 1999, Post, Preston and Sachs, 2002, Rowley, 1997). 
These insights suggest that individual business-NGO interactions are influenced by a wider 
stakeholder context, encompassing many more stakeholder interdependencies than the one 
between focal company and NGO. 
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In this paper we connect business-NGO collaboration literature with advanced insights from 
stakeholder theory. This approach leads us to a conceptualisation of business-NGO interactions 
as visualised in Figure 4.1.

Depicted in black in the model, we place the business-NGO interaction process leading 
to changes in CSR. This part of the model corresponds with the usual level of analysis 
in the literature on collaborative business-NGO interactions. Around the firm, depicted 
in grey in Figure 4.1, we place the stakeholders of the company, which is the general level of 
analysis of stakeholder theorists. We assume that the company’s stakeholder context - i.e. the 
interdependencies between the company and other stakeholders than the NGO - influences 
the character of business-NGO interactions as well as their ability to induce CSR changes. The 
stakeholders that are recognised in the model are based on the specific stakeholder context of the 
company involved in our case study: Rabobank Netherlands. The most influential stakeholder 
groups may vary per company and industry, and, when applied to different cases, the model 
should be altered accordingly.

The analytical perspective draws three core concepts into our study: business-NGO interaction 
process, CSR changes and the stakeholder context. These are interpreted as follows. With 
regard to the interaction process, we are particularly interested in the character in terms of 
‘collaborativeness’, since we assume that the character of the interaction is influenced by the 
stakeholder context. As determinants of the character of the interaction we use the attributes 
of the interaction partners and the nature of the overall atmosphere; the more the participants 
in the interaction process perceived the other participants to be cooperative, open, committed, 
truthful, and motivated to listen, and the more they perceived the atmosphere to be cooperative 
and friendly, the more collaborative the process is deemed to be.

There are many results of the interaction that could be included in the model (e.g. reputational 
consequences for the company, strategic consequences for the NGO). For the purpose of 
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Figure 4.1 Analytical model for business-NGO interactions
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this study we focus on the CSR changes at the firm as a result of the interactions, seeking to 
validate our assumption that the interaction’s capacity to generate CSR changes is influenced 
by the stakeholder context. We understand changes in CSR as advances in CSR policies 
(formalised documents), practices (unformalised routines), and structures (staff positions and 
departments) within the company under influence of the NGO. Two criteria have to be met in 
order to attribute the observed CSR improvements to the interaction with the NGO, and thus 
consider them effects of the interaction: a) the occurrence of organisational change at the firm 
in correspondence with the NGOs wishes, under condition that these wishes had been made 
explicit to the firm before organisational change occurred, combined with b) the perception of 
the interaction’s influence by both the firm and the NGO.

The stakeholder context of the firm is interpreted as influential once the interacting parties 
experienced it to be. The consequence of this approach is that possible ‘silent’ stakeholders, 
whose influence was unknown to the interacting parties, remain outside of the analysis. It should 
also be recognised that NGOs have stakeholders of their own that presumably influence the 
interactions with business. But since the assessment of these influences is beyond the scope of 
our paper, these stakeholders are left out of the model.

4.3 Methodological approach

4.3.1 Case selection
In order to adequately address our research question, a research setting involving a long running, 
on-going business-NGO interaction process was selected, covering two different issue fields. 
This allowed us to observe how the process evolved, to scrutinise variations in the character 
as well as the context of the interaction, and to observe in what way the interaction process 
has led to changes in CSR. Because an in-depth case study makes considerable demands on 
the participating organisations, the willingness of the interacting parties to participate was a 
decisive selection criterion. Rabobank showed considerable willingness to join. We then selected 
its longest-running interaction with an NGO, characterised by confrontational as well as 
collaborative phases, which turned out to be with FoEN. Fortunately, the latter was also willing 
to participate in the research.

Rabobank Netherlands is the headquarters of the Rabobank Group. Rabobank group is a 
financial services provider founded on cooperative principles and not listed on the stock 
exchange. Nevertheless, it is a true for-profit bank which is dependent on and accountable 
to institutional investors. It is a composite group with a bottom up structure. There are 174 
independent local Dutch Rabobanks, which have founded Rabobank Netherlands as their 
central organisation and still decide democratically over common issues. In response to the 
need of Rabobank’s business customers for services abroad, Rabobank has developed multiple 
international activities, resulting in a current portfolio of numerous specialised international 
offices and subsidiaries in 46 countries. These international activities are centred in Rabobank 
International, which is a composite of Rabobank Netherlands. Our analysis focuses on the level 
of headquarters at Rabobank Netherlands.
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Rabobank has traditionally been strong in the Dutch food and agriculture sector and aspires to 
become the strongest food and agri bank worldwide. Rabobank profiles itself as a sustainability-
oriented bank. Its Annual Sustainability Report for 2006 points that out: “Rabobank puts the 
common interests of people and communities first. Based on its commitment to those interests, 
Rabobank aims to be a driver and an innovator that contributes to the sustainable development 
of prosperity and well-being.” (p.4). Its frontrunner CSR performance has also been recognised 
in a study by Scholtens (2008). 

It is clear that Rabobank is not a typical bank. Due to the cooperative principles on which it is 
founded, it is attuned to social issues. Therefore it might be anticipated that Rabobank is more 
responsive to NGO concerns than other banks. This is a limitation in one sense, that the CSR 
effects of the interaction process we observed might have been less profound or even absent 
when it involved another bank. On the other hand, thanks to Rabobank’s openness, we are able 
to make the observations in the first place. And while the CSR effects of the Rabobank-FoEN 
interaction might take a different form than when another bank was involved, there is no reason 
to believe that the mechanisms behind this process are different, and it is these mechanisms that 
we are interested in. 

FoEN (original Dutch name: ‘Milieudefensie’) is the Dutch member of the worldwide NGO 
network known as Friends of the Earth, which is active in 68 countries. FoEN is an action-
oriented NGO campaigning for environmental protection. When determining which action is 
appropriate for its target groups, FoEN applies a ‘ladder of escalation’: FoEN will initially take 
‘soft’ measures like dialogue but will resort to harder ones if the target remains insensitive to its 
influence attempts. 

Our analysis focuses on the interaction between FoEN and Rabobank headquarters in the 
Netherlands, with the caveat that other parts of the Rabobank Group might have had contact 
with FoEN or other FoE groups as well. With the Rabobank-FoEN interaction we refer to all 
formal and informal communication activities between Rabobank staff and FoEN employees 
on the topics of palm oil and soy production, provided they took place from the beginning of 
the interaction in 1999 to mid-2007. This covers exchanges between FoEN and Rabobank in 
the form of face-to-face communication as well as communication by phone, mail and email. 
Moreover, it covers internal communications about palm oil, soy, and the interaction within each 
organisation. 

4.3.2 Data collection and analysis
We began our data gathering process with an extensive document-analysis on site at Rabobank 
headquarters and FoEN. Both organisations provided full disclosure of their internal 
documentation around the issues of palm oil and soy, of which the confidentiality was assured by 
a formal agreement between the organisations and the researchers (when quotes are taken from 
these documents, permission was granted). The two main sources of information in this phase of 
the research were the internal and confidential dossiers that were built up around palm oil and 
soy at both FoEN and Rabobank, and email conversations on these topics. The internal dossiers 
included minutes of internal meetings, minutes of meetings between the parties, internal 
strategy documents and alike. The email conversations were provided by the issue manager of 
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Rabobank, which gave insight on the internal communication between him and his colleagues 
on palm oil and soy, as well as his communication with FoEN. Other sources were external 
reports (e.g. formal Rabobank policy documents, FoEN research reports), and press items. The 
document analysis served to reconstruct the sequence of events as well as to reveal which actors 
had been involved over time. It provided us with a rough image of the interaction process, its 
CSR effects and stakeholder context, which could subsequently be refined through interviews.

Thirteen in-depth interviews lasting from 1 to 2 ½ hours were conducted with all of the key 
participants: four (ex) FoEN employees, and nine (ex) Rabobank employees. The interviewees 
were identified as key participants through the document analysis. The subjects were asked to 
provide the following: a description of the course of the interaction process; a characterisation of 
the process and the interaction partners; an overview of the participants’ positions on the topics 
discussed over time; an assessment of the perceived effects of the interaction; and an indication 
of stakeholders and external forces influencing the interaction. The dangers of retrospective 
recall could be limited, because all of the interviewees were involved in certain phases of the 
interaction process (due to changes in personnel), but not in others; so that different interviewees 
represented different phases of the interaction. They were further limited by confronting 
the perceptions of FoEN and Rabobank interviewees, which happened to show remarkable 
resemblance. 

Every interview was recorded, played back, and transcribed, after which the content was 
restructured and summarised per interview theme, allowing for easy comparison of the answers 
and analysis per theme. In the rare cases where unclarities or contradictions between answers 
arose in the analysis, the interviewees of both FoEN and Rabobank could easily be contacted to 
clarify matters, thanks to the intensive contact between the researchers, FoEN and Rabobank 
during data collection.

4.4 Case study: Rabobank-FoEN interaction

From the start of the interaction between Rabobank and FoEN in 1999 till mid-2007, when 
interaction was still ongoing, Rabobank has made significant steps on the pathway to CSR (cf. 
Zadek, 2004). The bank has undergone three core processes in three subsequent phases in time: 
acceptation, operationalisation, and institutionalisation of an ‘indirect CSR’ (explained below). 
Figure 4.2 (next page) depicts these time periods and the organisational changes that occurred 
in Rabobank’s CSR. Below, we describe Rabobank’s interaction with FoEN within its wider 
stakeholder context on the topics of palm oil and soy during each of the three time periods, and 
reveal the role that this interaction process played in moving the bank forward towards increased 
CSR. 

4.4.1 Accepting indirect corporate responsibility (1999-2001)

Introduction
This period ended when Rabobank accepted a palm oil investment code. It had started with 
correspondence between FoEN and Rabobank on a specific palm oil investment. After a lapse 
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in communication, the issue was taken up again following a joint FoEN-Greenpeace campaign 
targeting the four large mainstream banks of the Netherlands. Though initially constructive, the 
talks turned hostile. Because of reputation risk, the bank decided to act on the NGO demands.

Towards a palm oil investment code
Concerned about the threat that palm oil plantations posed to Southeast Asia’s tropical 
rainforest, FoEN contacted Rabobank in the late 1990s. This first contact was made in written 
correspondence and was primarily exploratory. FoEN asked Rabobank about the financing 
of a plantation in Eastern Kalimantan, Indonesia, thereby starting an exchange of letters. The 
Public Affairs (PA) manager of the communications department at Rabobank headquarters, 
who handled the contact, was thus alerted that the bank might be indirectly involved in the 
deforestation of Indonesian rainforest, even though Rabobank did not finance the project 
in question directly. He contacted his colleagues in Indonesia who actually managed the 
relationships with the corporate palm oil clients. These colleagues (called ‘relationship managers’) 
assured him that the assessment of clients was done with integrity, explaining that several 
environmental and social aspects were included in the feasibility studies for newly financed 
plantations. He then informed FoEN about the Rabobank’s palm oil investment practices and 
the correspondence ended.

In 2000, however, the issue was again called to the bank’s attention. Greenpeace had issued the 
report ‘Funding Forest Destruction’ on the environmental problems associated with palm oil 
production – namely forest fires, deforestation, illegal land clearing, water pollution, conflicts 
over land rights, economic dependency of the local population, and corruption. Based on that 
report, Greenpeace and FoEN combined forces to press the four large Dutch banks to develop 
an investment policy for the palm oil sector. The NGOs urged them to adopt at least four 
lending conditions that would ensure that their clients do the following:

1999 2000

Accepting an indirect CSR Operationalising the indirect CSR Institutionalising the indirect CSR

2001 2002

Adoption of 
palm oil code

Adoption implementation 
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Figure 4.2  CSR changes at Rabobank

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   64 04-03-10   08:21



65

1. Respect Indonesia’s laws and relevant international conventions;
2. Are not involved in clearing of High Conservation Value Forests;
3. Respect the rights and wishes of local communities;
4. Are not involved in burning of forestland.

The interaction was resumed by letter, telephone and meetings, and Rabobank assumed it was 
engaged in constructive dialogue with the NGOs. However, the NGOs increased the pressure 
on the banks by taking the following action:
a) a signature campaign targeted at the four Dutch banks, asking for more stringent investment 

policies; 
b) the publication of a report that addressed a case study which, according to the report, 

“reconfirms that Dutch investments in Indonesia’s oil palm sub-sector are related to utterly 
illegal, ecologically damaging, socially disruptive and even financially unsustainable practices” 
(AIDEnvironment, 2001, p. iii);

c) placing the issue on the political agenda: the report motivated a member of parliament to 
ask the responsible minister for clarification on the Dutch banks’ role in palm oil production;   

d) skilfully playing the banks off against each other, by making the one bank think another 
one was going to comply with the NGO wishes, the first not wanting to lag behind, and so 
on. An initial attempt to avoid this ‘divide and rule’ NGO strategy by nominating a single 
spokesperson for the NGOs, namely the NVB (the Dutch branch organisation for banks), 
had failed because of the above naming and shaming strategy of the NGOs. This strategy 
actually induced a ‘race to the top’: every bank wanted to be the best.

These NGO actions worsened the relationship between Rabobank and FoEN. But now 
that the issue was out in the open, Rabobank felt it had to move to protect its reputation. It 
decided to draft a palm oil investment policy in compliance with NGO wishes. The draft Palm 
Oil Code was emailed back and forth between Rabobank Indonesia, the NGOs and the PA 
manager before it was formally adopted. The final code embraces all four criteria that the NGOs 
proposed. In October 2001, FoEN issued a triumphant press release stating that Greenpeace and 
FoEN had accomplished that all four large Dutch banks had adopted a palm oil investment 
code. 

Concluding remarks
In this period, the character of the Rabobank-FoEN interaction was mainly confrontational. 
Avoidance of more reputation damage was the main incentive for the Rabobank to act. Taking 
into account the close resemblance between the NGO proposal and the adopted policies, it is 
clear that the NGOs successfully influenced the bank. Crucial to this success was the existing 
sectoral interdependence. No bank was willing to lag behind its competitors in acknowledging 
responsibility, since denial would ruin its reputation. Furthermore, the NGOs were successful 
in placing the palm oil issue on the political agenda, which increased the pressure for self-
regulation even further. 

The NGO campaign and the subsequent acceptance of a sustainable investment policy had 
an awareness function too, by adding a new dimension to the perception of what CSR means 
for a bank. While, until this time, corporate social responsibility for the financial sector had 
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been largely interpreted as responsible behaviour towards employees and clients, decreasing 
the ecological footprint of internal business operations (e.g. energy and waste saving etc.) and 
offering some specialised sustainable financial products (e.g. green asset funds), now the scope 
was enlarged to cover their client’s operations through the bank’s financial services, entailing a 
more indirect CSR. Where most banks had embraced their direct corporate social responsibility, 
they were now challenged to accept an indirect corporate social responsibility, specifically 
associated with their core business: investing and financing.

4.4.2 Operationalising the indirect CSR (2002-2005)

Introduction
In the second period, from 2002 through 2005, the operationalisation of the indirect 
responsibility induced several changes in the bank’s CSR. First of all, under continued NGO 
scrutiny, procedures were developed to implement the palm oil code. The same scrutiny was 
an incentive to arrange palm oil and later soy roundtables (RSPO and RTRS), where actors 
in the commodity chains could translate their shared responsibility into sustainability criteria. 
Throughout this operationalisation process FoEN continued to target Rabobank, mainly 
concerning one palm oil client, Palmoil Ltd. (for confidentiality reasons, fictitious names are 
used for Rabobank’s clients). The source of contention was the scope of the bank’s responsibility. 
The transition to the third period, that of institutionalisation, occurred when the soy issue 
emerged alongside the palm oil issue.

The roundtable on sustainable palm oil
After the adoption of the palm oil code in 2001, the contacts between FoEN and Rabobank 
became less intensive. Rabobank had taken a step to increase the sustainability of its palm oil 
investments, while FoEN was content and turned its attention elsewhere. However, the supply 
chain had been alerted to NGO attacks. The financial sector had not been the only target of 
NGO campaigns against unsustainable palm oil production. Other chain actors had been 
implicated as well. The exposure had fostered a demand for sustainably produced palm oil, 
necessitating traceability of palm oil and thus chain transparency. Skilfully using this momentum 
and building on its experience with founding comparable initiatives in the forestry and fisheries 
sector (i.e. the Forest Stewardship Council and the Marine Stewardship Council), World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF) International took the initiative for a Roundtable for Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO), which was established in 2002. The objective was to promote the sustainable 
production and use of palm oil by mobilising actors throughout the supply chain to hammer out 
sustainability criteria. Rabobank was involved from the first preparatory meeting onwards, along 
with other major chain actors, some of which were important clients of Rabobank. The initiative 
would result in principles and criteria for sustainable palm oil production by the end of 2005. At 
the time of writing up the case description (begin 2008), certification of plantations based on the 
RSPO criteria was commencing. 

Implementing the palm oil code
While the RSPO was being established, Rabobank headquarters, Rabobank Singapore (the 
regional head office in Asia), and Rabobank Indonesia (international branch) began to discuss 
procedures for the implementation of the Palm Oil Code adopted in 2001. Due to the economic 
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crisis in Asia and the political instability caused by Suharto’s departure, investments in palm 
oil had been put on hold. Rabobank was now planning to resume investments, though not at 
the plantation level but at the level of the holding companies that own the plantations. Such 
holding companies are often involved in more commercial activities than solely operating palm 
oil plantations, which implies that financing at holding level spreads financial risks for the bank.

An internal report in October 2003 observed that the palm oil code had not been sufficiently 
implemented, failing to provide relationship managers with tools and guidelines as to how to 
check their palm oil client’s performance vis-à-vis the code. In the absence of clear guidelines, 
it was “difficult for Relationship and Risk Management departments to adopt consistent and 
adequate practices while processing plantation related credit applications. The Code of Conduct, 
though in force, is itself left unconnected with the credit processes. Clearly, this is fraught 
with danger both vis-à-vis Rabobank’s own ethics and the NGO’s” (Rabobank, 2003, p.i). It 
goes on to state that “Overall, we are running a significant reputation risk by failing to take 
adequate measures to ensure compliance by clients with environmental issues” (Rabobank, 
2003, p.ii). Several steps were taken to integrate the code with the credit approval process: a 
survey was designed on ‘Productivity and Sustainability’, to be completed by the (prospective) 
client; a review was required by an independent consultant; and an annual review by an internal 
Rabobank review panel was made mandatory. 

The Palmoil Ltd. case and the scope of CSR
A year after these procedures were adopted, FoEN began questioning Rabobank about the 
financing of Palmoil Ltd., a large holding company. This client is one of the conglomerates with 
the largest amount of Southeast Asian plantations in its possession and therefore a major player 
in the palm oil chain. Palmoil Ltd. was thought to own plantations involved in activities that 
were not in congruence with the spirit of Rabobank’s palm oil code. FoEN complained that the 
palm oil code was inadequate, unless: 
a) Rabobank only provides financial services to clients and their subsidiaries that comply with 

the code [referring to the applicability of the code to plantations and their holdings alike, 
ed.]; 

b) Rabobank establishes a complaint procedure for stakeholders, including victims of harmful 
palm oil companies in Southeast Asia; 

c) Rabobank monitors the compliance of its clients; and 
d) Rabobank is transparent about the implementation of these three points.

By then it was apparent that the discussion between Rabobank and FoEN centred on the scope of 
the bank’s indirect responsibility. The bank chose to define which types of clients are unacceptable 
and to stimulate compliance among all other clients by means of an engagement strategy. The 
financing of plantations on recently deforested land would fall into the ‘unacceptable’ category. The 
financing of holdings and conglomerates in possession of a huge portfolio of activities, including 
palm oil plantations, would be assigned to the ‘engagement’ category. 

The engagement strategy is intended to motivate clients to produce more sustainable. It mainly 
uses risk management arguments to influence the client and refrains from using hard measures. 
The argumentation is illustrated in a remark by one of the interviewees. “If you translate the 
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CSR story in terms of risks that we are exposed to indirectly and our clients directly, you can 
start to think about how the bank can help the client to reduce the risks. We are not going 
to punish the client, and lose it in the same breath, but help the client, and contribute to the 
solution of sustainability problems at the same time.” Only when the client time and again 
fails to make CSR improvements, termination of the relationship will be considered. This is 
considered a last resort, since clients could easily find another investor in the highly competitive 
environment in Southeast Asia, while Rabobank would loose its client ánd its influence. 

FoEN agreed with the engagement strategy in essence, though it felt Rabobank lacked 
transparent procedures to deal with clients that fail time and again to comply with the code. 
From FoEN’s perspective, the potential of Rabobank to influence its clients is greater than 
the bank itself perceives it. Rabobank notes that huge holding companies are often financed 
by banking syndicates. The fact that Rabobank is only one of the company’s many investors 
diminishes Rabobank’s persuasive power. 

Notwithstanding these differences of opinion between Rabobank and FoEN, the discussion 
on Palmoil Ltd. motivated Rabobank to take some action. Rabobank headquarters briefed 
Rabobank Singapore, which in turn actively engaged with Palmoil Ltd. The result is that the 
client issued environmental and social reviews at two plantations of their choice, joined the 
RSPO, promised to provide sustainability information in the annual reports, and agreed to 
respond to questions from NGOs. Indeed, FoEN and Palmoil Ltd. had direct email contact for 
the first time in the spring of 2005. However, FoEN remained sceptical about the credibility of 
the information and the plantation reviews. FoEN demanded access to the review reports, but 
Rabobank was hesitant, appealing to the ‘bank secrecy’ code. Until the end of the period under 
observation, the degree of openness that can be expected of the bank remains a point of debate.

FoEN’s demands also triggered discussion within the bank on the pros and cons of a formal 
procedure for handling complaints. While making a serious gesture and improving transparency, 
it would also make the bank vulnerable to criticism. Because the bank was only starting to apply 
its palm oil code to existing clients, having just adopted the implementation procedures, it was 
still too soon to instate a claims procedure. The discussion would resurface later. 

From public affairs to issue management
In 2005, the bank’s CSR directorate had started to take an active part in the internal discussion 
on the handling of the palm oil issue. This directorate was founded in 1998, and was put in 
charge of handling ethical dilemmas and stimulating sustainable development. By 2005 the 
department had grown in its role, and began to assume its responsibility for the management of 
all sustainability related issues, including the palm oil issue and the corresponding contacts with 
FoEN and other NGOs. However, the PA manager remained in charge of contacts with NGOs 
until he left the bank and the position of issue manager was created. 

As of the 1st of January 2006, responsibility for NGO contacts was transferred to an issue 
manager. This new position, resorting under the director of CSR, was focused on the early 
recognition and proactive management of societal issues. Contacts with NGOs became an 
important part of this job.
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Soy: a new issue on the rise 
A first signal that Dutch society was increasingly concerned about the effects of soy production 
on the South American rainforest was the establishment of the Dutch Soy Coalition (DSC), 
of which FoEN and nine other NGOs were members. The DSC was launched early in 2004 
with a seminar titled ‘Sustainable production of soy: view of the future. A sense of urgency’. 
Invitations were sent to all Dutch companies with a role in the soy commodity chain, among 
which Rabobank. Rabobank finances several large soy traders, including Soy Ltd. (fictitious 
name), a holding company and huge player in several parts of the soy production chain. This 
company would become the main target of NGO campaigns.  

In March 2005, the soy issue had attracted considerable media attention. Once again, WWF 
International used the opportunity to convene the First Global Roundtable on Sustainable 
Soy (RTRS). In line with the RSPO model, the goal of the RTRS was to develop criteria for 
sustainable soy production in collaboration with players along the whole commodity chain. 
Rabobank Brazil attended this first meeting, together with some of Rabobank’s major clients. 
The setting up of the roundtable demonstrated how concerns about the unsustainability of palm 
oil and soy extended far beyond the financial sector. 

The position taken by Rabobank regarding its financing of Soy Ltd. resembled the position it 
had taken on palm oil. The bank considered its indirect responsibility to be limited if it does 
not directly finance the activities of large corporate clients. This restricted scope of responsibility 
was reflected in the PA manager’s response to an inquiry from the CSR director regarding 
the DSC. In mid-2005, the DSC contacted Rabobank’s CSR director to request a meeting 
on the sustainability problems surrounding soy production. He inquired internally about 
previous experiences with the DSC and asked for suggestions on an appropriate response. The 
PA manager responded that “we have been in contact since 2004, we acknowledge there are 
sustainability problems, Rabobank can take a role as ‘change agent’ and therefore we participate 
in the RTRS.” His advice was “don’t open a new dialogue separate from the RTRS platform, 
unless ‘a new or natural situation arises’.” However, defensive and restrained strategies such as 
this would soon belong to the past.

Increased vulnerability and structural change
NGO campaigning about Rabobank’s client Soy Ltd. became fierce. Meanwhile, Rabobank 
was planning a shift in its investment strategy. Instead of investing in the downstream parts 
of the soy chain, it was considering investments at the production level. Since this could mean 
directly financing agricultural activities in the Amazon region, top management at Rabobank 
Brazil felt exposed to unacceptable reputation and credit risks, in the absence of a social and 
environmental policy and an internal verification system to support it. Acknowledging its 
increased vulnerability, in the summer of 2005, Rabobank Brazil created the position of CSR 
manager to fill the policy gap.

At the same time, the position of CSR manager for Rabobank International was created. 
Rabobank International is the business unit supporting all international branches of the 
Rabobank Group. The rise of the soy issue, in conjunction with general developments in the 
sector – e.g. the establishment of the NGO watchdog Banktrack, the launch of the Equator 
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Principles – demonstrated that concerns such as those about palm oil were not the exception but 
had rather become the rule. NGO scrutiny of the financial sector became a structural force in the 
bank’s complex reality, and one that needed management. Rabobank International’s new CSR 
manager was given the task to develop a standardised, general CSR policy and a corresponding 
implementation system that could be applied in every national context Rabobank operates in 
worldwide.  

Concluding remarks
In this period, FoEN and other NGOs kept up the reputational pressure. FoEN remained 
unsatisfied with Rabobank’s progress on the palm oil issue, providing for a rather conflictual 
character of the interaction.  This fuelled the operationalisation of corporate indirect 
responsibility. The soy issue caused a second wave of awareness and heralded the transition to the 
institutionalisation of the bank’s CSR, which would imply the acceptation and operationalisation 
of an indirect responsibility at a more general level, exceeding the level of the issue field or 
investment sector. Nevertheless, the scope and depth of the accepted indirect responsibility 
would continue to vary per issue, as the following section will reveal. 

4.4.3 Institutionalising the indirect CSR (2005-2007)

Introduction
This period is characterised by the institutionalisation of Rabobank’s indirect responsibility, 
exemplified by the development of several policies, and aided by the new CSR staff at Rabobank 
headquarters, International, and Brazil who’s appointment followed the emergence of the soy 
issue. The soy issue was picked up proactively and managed satisfactorily, in the view of both 
Rabobank and FoEN. The palm oil dossier, however, remained problematic. FoEN and the Asian 
offices disagreed on how much effort Rabobank should make to ensure a client’s CSR. The CSR 
directorate at headquarters was caught in the middle.

Soy: a proactive response
Early in 2006, Rabobank was contacted by FoEN and Aseed, another Dutch NGO. The NGOs 
expressed their concerns about the bank’s decision to start financing soy farmers directly. This 
time, the recently expanded CSR department was quick to respond and invited the NGOs to 
a meeting at headquarters. They were welcomed by a large Rabobank delegation consisting not 
only of the CSR director and issue manager from Rabobank headquarters but also the general 
manager and CSR manager from Rabobank Brazil. They presented the investment context of 
Rabobank Brazil and the accompanying dilemmas. They also discussed a draft version of the 
social and environmental policy that the Brazilian CSR manager had been working on. That 
policy was based on criteria derived from the Equator Principles and the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC, the commercial arm of the World Bank). The NGOs were asked to discuss 
the policy within the DSC and provide feedback. This invitation was followed by extensive 
consultation, in the course of which the draft document was emailed back and forth between the 
DSC and Rabobank Brazil. Although other stakeholders – farmers, companies and associations 
– were consulted as well, Rabobank considered the DSC to be the one most actively involved. 
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The draft social and environmental policy of Rabobank Brazil contained some innovative and 
far-reaching measures, welcomed by the NGOs. Crucially, besides formulating exclusion criteria 
(making explicit on which grounds prospective clients would not be financed), it set forth the 
qualification criteria (indicating what a client could do to improve its social and environmental 
performance). It was decided to align the interest rate for credit with the client’s score on the 
qualification criteria (i.e. the better they qualify, the lower their interest rate), in accordance with 
the way that interest rates reflect credit risk.

By summer, the social and environmental policy had been finalised and was adopted in mid-
2006. Then, along with an account of the bank’s implementation efforts, it was presented to the 
DSC and other interested NGOs at the beginning of 2007. One of the researchers was fortunate 
enough to participate and saw first hand that, aside from a few ambiguities, the policy was 
welcomed by the NGOs. It was perceived as one of the most far-reaching policies for investor 
sustainability in force.  

FoEN’s palm oil policy review 
In 2005 FoEN had started a review of the palm oil policies that the four banks had adopted in 
2001. The verification of FoEN’s initial findings in this regard, formed the main topic on the 
agenda for the first meeting with FoEN in which the new issue manager participated. On the 
initiative of this issue manager, the Asian manager holding direct decision-making authority 
also took part through teleconferencing. From then on, it would become a routine to engage 
the directly responsible managers in meetings with NGOs. The same holds for the participation 
of the new CSR manager of Rabobank International, because of is representative role for the 
international branches. This formed a new internal engagement strategy of the CSR department. 

FoEN used cases of Rabobank’s palm oil clients to assess the scope and implementation of the 
palm oil policy. Rabobank stressed its periodical field visits, its strategy of engagement with 
clients, and its limited capacity to monitor all its clients’ activities because of the immense size 
of the holding companies that were involved. Nonetheless, FoEN continued to demand more 
transparency, citing the cases, and a clear procedure to deal with clients that do not act in 
accordance with the code. Because of the lack of transparency experienced by FoEN, it noted in 
the policy review report entitled “People, Planet, Palm Oil” and dated March 2006, that the palm 
oil codes of all four banks were not being implemented sufficiently.

More CSR policy development
In 2006 and 2007, following the appointment of the new CSR staff, the bank’s CSR activities 
were focused on standardising CSR policies and integrating CSR into the international credit 
approval process. At Rabobank International, a standardised CSR policy was being developed 
that would apply to every international credit request over a million euro’s in all sectors. The 
policy consisted of a list of ten key CSR topics that relationship managers should take 
into consideration when applying for a loan.  Because of its general nature, the guidance for 
relationship managers was not that specific yet. The bank openly acknowledged this drawback 
but deflected criticism by emphasising the importance of first getting the policy accepted by all 
branches. The following quote of the CSR manager of RI exemplifies this position: “we first have 
to install the CSR switches before we can pull them”. 
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Besides linking ten general CSR topics to credit approval, a more extensive sector-specific policy 
was developed for the most sensitive sectors in terms of environmental and social issues, one 
being the palm oil sector. In line with his position, the new issue manager engaged NGOs pro-
actively in the palm oil sector policy development, instead of taking on a reactive, gatekeeper 
function like his predecessor had done. At the beginning of 2007, FoEN, WWF Netherlands, 
and Oxfam Novib were asked for feedback on a draft version of the palm oil sector policy 
document. FoEN’s response resembled the standpoints noted above: 
a) the scope is unclear: will the policy apply to the whole sector, including holding companies?; 
b) the investment moratorium is too short: the current three-year moratorium on investment in 

plantations on land that had been deforested within the past three years should be extended 
to five years; 

c) the implementation is unclear: which procedure will be followed when a client appears to be 
non-compliant?; 

d) a claims procedure is needed: Rabobank should establish a procedure for handling 
complaints that is open to all parties, including local stakeholders. 

At the time of writing up the case description, the process of updating the policy had been 
postponed. The reasons for this decision are discussed below. 

The Palmoil Ltd. case revisited
Since 2004, FoEN had continued to build its case against Palmoil Ltd. A continuing stream of 
information from Asian sister organisations about unsustainable practices at Palmoil Ltd.’s palm 
oil plantations, implicated this holding company in illegal logging, illegal burning, and land use 
conflicts. For 2007, FoEN had prepared a report on Palmoil Ltd. and arranged meetings with 
every Dutch company affiliated with it, including Rabobank, to respond to their allegations. 
FoEN asked Rabobank to exert its influence and convince its client to make the necessary 
changes to comply with the bank’s palm oil code. In the teleconference that was scheduled for 
this purpose, Rabobank’s Asian office, participating in the meeting according to the new routine, 
took the position that FoEN would have to deal with Palmoil Ltd. directly. After all, a direct 
line of communication had been established in 2005. Furthermore, Palmoil Ltd. had already 
responded to FoEN’s allegations in writing (see Annex 4 of report by Milieudefensie (FoEN), 
Lembaga Gemawan and KONTAK Rakyat Borneo, 2007).

Rabobank’s hesitation with regard to Palmoil Ltd. annoyed FoEN, especially since other Dutch 
corporate affiliates of Palmoil Ltd. did promise to take some action. In July 2007, FoEN released 
two reports about Palmoil Ltd. for an international readership as well as one in Dutch on the 
folly of using palm oil as biomass (title in Dutch: ‘Palmolie als Biomassa: Oliedom’). The latter 
report was intended to influence political decision-making on importing palm oil for biomass. 
At that point, interest in biomass as a climate-neutral energy source was strong in Dutch politics, 
and palm oil was a major component of the biomass used in the Netherlands. With this report, 
FoEN wanted to draw attention to the importance of the sustainable production of biomass. The 
accompanying press release heaped a considerable amount of criticism on Rabobank. In short, 
“Rabobank does not feel the need to pressurise their client, even now that we have proven their 
client is involved in practices that are non-compliant with the spirit of the bank’s palm oil code” 
(Milieudefensie, 2007). 
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In Rabobank’s view, FoEN’s portrayal of the bank was one-sided and unfair. FoEN had not 
given due attention to the positive developments regarding Palmoil Ltd. and the palm oil sector 
as a whole. The bank pointed out that its client became more responsive, that audits had been 
performed at several of Palmoil Ltd.’s plantations, and that the company had joined the RSPO. 
As Rabobank’s issue manager stated, “I regret that FoEN is not a member of the RSPO. That 
is the perfect platform to speak directly to Rabobank Indonesia and Singapore, and confront 
Palmoil Ltd. FoEN cannot ignore the positive trends in the sector.” 

The mutual dissatisfaction with the course of the interaction had some demonstrable 
repercussions. By the end of the period under research:
a) Rabobank was not on speaking terms with FoEN regarding palm oil; 
b) In contrast to the position taken at the teleconference meeting, Rabobank’s Asia office 
and Palmoil Ltd. had started to discuss the sustainability of palm oil. Both organisations were 
alarmed by the FoEN reports, the increased public concern about the sustainability of palm oil 
production within the biomass debate, and the complaint FoEN had filed with the IFC (which 
has supported Palmoil Ltd. in the past). The bank’s Asian branch was developing a strategy on 
how to prevent such situations from arising again.
c) The escalation of the Palmoil Ltd. case had led Rabobank’s issue manager to work out a 
procedure to cope with NGO allegations like these in the future. The procedure was not yet 
formal, but the direction was clear. The bank commits to extensive screening on sustainability 
criteria of new clients and, when contracts come up for renewal, with existing clients too. 
Meanwhile, NGO complaints will be discussed with the client and the client will be encouraged 
to be responsive. But the bank will stand behind its client until the relationship is re-evaluated at 
the scheduled time. In this way, the bank can avoid becoming the NGO’s messenger, expected to 
jump whenever an NGO knocks on the bank’s door with a complaint about one of its clients. 
d) Rabobank was following up on two topics discussed earlier with FoEN. First of all, 
Rabobank’s issue manager considered to instate a formal international procedure to deal with 
stakeholder complaints. If all complaints were first lodged with him, he would have a much 
clearer picture of the problems arising ‘on the ground’. That would enable him to monitor 
and support the management of societal issues all over the world. At the same time, it would 
strengthen his network inside the bank, thereby making policy implementation more effective. 
However, this was a recent development which would be worked out further in the course of 
2008.

Internal discussion on the scope of CSR
The above developments surrounding the palm oil issue in general and Palmoil Ltd. in particular 
prompted an internal discussion between Rabobank departments. The CSR department at 
headquarters in the Netherlands took a different position on the importance of an updated palm 
oil policy than the Asian offices. The Asian branch saw no need to update the policy, since it 
complied with the RSPO certification scheme. The CSR department reasoned differently; it 
felt an individual Rabobank policy could make the general RSPO criteria relevant to the bank’s 
current practices. Next to that, it would probably take a few more years for clients to be eligible 
for RSPO certification. In the meantime, the bank needed a policy to withstand public scrutiny. 

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   73 04-03-10   08:21



74

At the time of writing up the case description, given the turbulent situation in which the Asian 
office was in deliberation with the client on a strategy to deal with the problems that had 
emerged, the CSR director had decided to put the palm oil policy update process on hold in 
favour of the Asian branch.  

A parallel discussion was underway on the desired degree of transparency towards NGOs in 
general and FoEN in particular. The Asian colleagues feared that by providing information 
about their clients and about internal policy processes, they would be giving FoEN a clear shot 
at the bank and their clients. The CSR department at headquarters on the other hand thought 
it was strategic to make a gesture towards FoEN. By stimulating its clients to provide more 
information, Rabobank would be demonstrating that the bank does not want to be part of the 
sustainability problems of palm oil production but part of their solution instead. And, in contrast 
to the Asian branch, the CSR department also felt it strategic to engage NGOs in an early stage 
of policy processes, since it provides the bank with an increased understanding of stakeholder 
demands.

Concluding remarks
In this last period, a new dynamic arose in the interaction among FoEN, Rabobank headquarters 
in the Netherlands, and the bank’s international branches. The change was induced by altering 
the CSR organisational structure. Previously, the main divide was between Rabobank as an 
entity and FoEN as an external party. Butby the end of the period under research, the crucial 
divide lay between a matured and expanded CSR department and a few international branches. 
The CSR department was taking its task seriously. It was willing to accept and implement a 
considerable amount of CSR, often in accordance with FoEN’s standpoints, even though 
this attitude was not necessarily shared by the rest of Rabobank. The handling of the soy 
issue received the necessary constituency support at Rabobank Brazil because of its increased 
vulnerability. But such a frontrunner attitude met more resistance in Asia. In Asia, the bank’s 
power was perceived to be much weaker, due to the prevailing lending structures – i.e. syndicates 
– and the fierce competition. Furthermore, there was less experience with NGOs in general since 
the NGO sector is less developed in Southeast Asia. Corresponding with the differences among 
the issue fields, the character of the interaction differs between the issues: the interactions on soy 
can be characterised as collaborative, but the palm oil issue remained fraught with conflict.

4.5 Discussion

Before discussing how Rabobank’s stakeholder context influenced the Rabobank-FoEN 
interaction, we will first summarise the course of the Rabobank-FoEN interaction process itself 
and the influence it had on the bank’s CSR.

From 1999 onwards we have observed an ongoing interaction between Rabobank and FoEN 
taking the following course: 
a) Strategic, confrontational NGO action on the issue of palm oil provokes a reputation crisis. 

This brings about a first wave of awareness at Rabobank, leading the bank to formally accept 
an indirect responsibility.
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b) The wake-up call is followed by all kinds of ad hoc CSR initiatives at Rabobank. 
c) Agenda-setting efforts by the DSC increase the importance of the soy issue. The 

possibility of a new crisis creates a second wave of awareness, leading the bank to begin 
institutionalising its indirect CSR.

d) From this point on, Rabobank takes a more proactive stance towards NGOs, aiming to 
transform the relationships from confrontational to more constructive and collaborative. 

e) The Rabobank-FoEN interaction concerning the soy issue indeed shows some collaborative 
traits, but the interaction regarding the issue of palm oil remains fraught with conflicts.

f ) At first, the center of gravity in the CSR debate was situated between Rabobank and the 
NGOs. By the end of the period under research, it had shifted to the debate between the 
CSR department at Rabobank headquarters and a few international branches of Rabobank.

In the time period under research, we have seen Rabobank move from acceptation via  
operationalisation to institutionalisation of its indirect CSR, which transitions were exemplified 
by several changes in the bank’s CSR policies, practices and structures (see Figure 4.2). The 
case material clearly demonstrates that the interaction with FoEN contributed to Rabobank’s 
progression on the CSR path, by inducing the two major waves of awareness within Rabobank. 
The influence of FoEN is most clearly visible in the process leading up to the adoption of the 
palm oil code, which signified the first wave of awareness. To a large extent, Rabobank’s code 
accommodates the suggestions made by FoEN and Greenpeace. FoEN also played an active 
role in putting soy on the societal agenda through its participation in the DSC. The resulting 
exposure forged the second wave of awareness, making the bank realise it needed more 
standardised CSR policies and coordinated issue management. 

Purpose of this study was to assess the influence of the stakeholder context of the firm on 
individual business-NGO interactions. We assumed that the business-NGO interaction 
process would be influenced by multiple stakeholder groups in the company’s environment, 
with consequences for the CSR changes the interaction could generate. The case material 
confirmed this, clearly demonstrating the influence of other firm-stakeholder relationships on 
the business-NGO interaction under consideration. In our case the most influential stakeholder 
relationships were between Rabobank headquarters and the bank’s clients, the international 
Rabobank branches, the bank’s competitors, and other NGOs. A summary of how each of these 
stakeholder relationships influenced the business-NGO interaction is provided below.

Clients: Western NGOs attempt to influence foreign companies by referring to the investment 
power of the western banks that finance these companies. The NGOs try to induce the banks 
to influence their clients. A client’s size, calculated in terms of annual turnover and number 
of operations, determines the bank’s power position towards the client. And that position 
determines the stringency of the lending conditions the bank can formulate in response to 
NGO requests therefore. When the focal bank is one of many financers in a lending syndicate, 
its leverage towards the client is constrained, since the client is not solely dependent on one 
bank. The same holds when the client can choose its banker out of a pool of many possible 
financiers, e.g., when competition between banks is fierce. Moreover, once operations are no 
longer financed directly but on the level of the holding, the distance increases between the bank 
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and any unsustainable practices being financed. A greater distance limits the bank’s sense of 
responsibility as well as its power of persuasion towards the client.

International branches: Western NGOs mainly communicate with the CSR department at the 
bank’s headquarters. However, it is not the CSR department, but the international branches 
that maintain most of the relationships with the clients NGOs try to reach. In the end, the 
willingness of the international branches to give in to the CSR department’s call for more CSR 
– an acquiescence fuelled by interaction with western NGOs – is dependent on how big they 
perceive their leverage to be towards their clients. Especially in Asia, where the competitive context 
is problematic, the international branches are confronted with a trade-off between different interests: 
profits (by serving powerful, resourceful clients) and CSR (by refusing or departing from powerful yet 
irresponsible clients). Where this trade-off is encountered, and refusing a client implies diminishing 
profits, the natural tendency (still) is to opt for the profits. 

Our case highlights the growing importance of the dynamics between Rabobank CSR 
department at headquarters and the international branches for the further advancement of 
CSR within Rabobank Group. The interaction between Rabobank and FoEN was conducive 
to raising awareness within Rabobank headquarters. When this awareness was raised and the 
CSR department was running full speed, the attention shifted to internal bank dynamics. The 
relations between headquarters and the international branches seemed to become more relevant 
to the further development of Rabobank’s CSR than the interaction with FoEN. Awareness of 
this changing dynamic was the incentive for Rabobank’s issue manager to follow an internal 
engagement strategy. Whenever the CSR department interacts with NGOs on issues with an 
international component, the managers in charge are engaged in the interaction. This finding 
suggests that internal bank dynamics will become more important to the advancement of CSR 
once CSR ambitions at headquarters become more serious.

Competitors: When competitors experience the same NGO pressure towards more CSR as the 
focal bank, an opportunity is created to embrace more indirect corporate social responsibility. 
In fact, a demand for greater CSR directed towards a whole sector might even induce a race to 
the top. Although the first tendency might be for competitors to gang up in countering NGO 
pressure (as exemplified in the case study, section 4.4.1), many NGOs have become masters in 
divide and rule strategies, playing competitors off against each other. In such a scenario, every 
bank wants to end up as the best in the class, thereby creating a competitive advantage. However, 
when part of the sector escapes the pressure, the focal bank can hardly afford to be at the front of 
the responsibility row, because more stringent lending conditions may scare off clients. Therefore, 
the competitive context mediates the extent of the CSR changes individual business-NGO 
interactions may generate.

NGOs: Our case shows that FoEN collaborated with other NGOs numerous times to increase its 
effectiveness in influencing Rabobank, and with success. The collaboration with Greenpeace at 
the beginning of the century caused all four major Dutch banks to adopt a palm oil investment 
code. Meanwhile, the DSC successfully put soy on the societal agenda and effectively influenced 
Rabobank Brazil’s social and environmental policy. Thus, strategic action of other NGOs may 
enhance the effectiveness of an individual business-NGO interaction in terms of CSR. 
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Having reviewed how each of the different stakeholder groups influenced the business-NGO 
interaction, we can describe the influence of the stakeholder context - i.e. the interdependencies 
between the firm and other stakeholders - on the ability of the business-NGO interaction to 
generate CSR change as follows. When important stakeholders are more dependent on the focal 
firm than vice versa, the focal firm has the opportunity to pursue relatively far reaching CSR 
ambitions and give in to NGO demands. This was the situation in the soy issue field: Rabobank’s 
competitive position in serving relatively small soy farmers in Brazil was advantageous thanks 
to its considerable expertise with such a clientele, and because of the relatively small size of 
the farms. Rabobank is often the sole loan provider for these agro businesses, providing for a 
considerable power position for the bank. This power position allowed the bank to develop an 
ambitious CSR policy in close consultation with the DSC. On the other hand, in a stakeholder 
environment in which the focal firm is relatively dependent on stakeholders that have interests 
competing with the interests of the NGO, the scope of the accepted responsibility will be limited 
and the pursued CSR agenda will be less strong, even when the will exists at headquarters’ CSR 
department. This is Rabobank’s position in the palm oil sector in Southeast Asia: the clientele 
is comprised of huge holding companies of which Rabobank is only one of many investors and 
faces fierce competition, providing for a far less powerful bargaining position. 

By influencing the interaction’s CSR generating capacity, the stakeholder context influences the 
character of the business-NGO interaction too. Our case study has revealed that the character of 
an interaction process between the same company and the same NGO may differ among issues: 
while the interactions concerning soy were collaborative, constructive and effective as judged by 
both FoEN and Rabobank, the parties have not managed to realise such collaborative interaction 
concerning palm oil. So why did the soy issue allow for constructive policy deliberations among 
the DSC and Rabobank, satisfying both the DSC and Rabobank, while FoEN remains sceptical 
over Rabobank’s efforts on the palm oil issue, even though Rabobank pro-actively involved 
FoEN in policy development on this issue too? The context either impeded or encouraged 
Rabobank’s CSR agenda, and this influenced the character of the interaction.

Furthermore, the case material suggests that the stakeholder context hampers the opportunities 
for pro-active management of business-NGO interactions towards constructive, collaborative 
interactions: even when Rabobank proactively involved FoEN in the palm oil dossier, the fact 
that Rabobank did not move far in FoEN’s view made the interaction prone with conflict. This 
finding challenges the exhibited confidence in the pro-active management opportunities in many 
business-NGO collaboration studies (e.g. Argenti, 2004, Berger, Cunningham and Drumwright, 
2004). 

Our case study challenges the collaborative business-NGO literature in another way; it shows 
that the call for constructive business-NGO engagement is not justified under all circumstances, 
at least not from a CSR perspective. The case material showed that the Rabobank-FoEN 
interaction has had CSR effects in both collaborative (e.g. soy policy) and conflictual settings 
(e.g. palm oil code), while some anticipated effects have failed to materialise in either one. The 
suggestion emerges that it depends on the stakeholder context which type of interaction is most 
conducive for CSR: in an enabling stakeholder environment (e.g. soy), constructive interaction is 
feasible, allowing for open deliberations, learning, creating win-win solutions serving corporate 
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and societal goals, just like the literature on collaborative business-NGO interactions suggests. 
But in an impeding stakeholder environment (e.g. palm oil), confrontational interaction seems 
to provide for the biggest change for CSR success: the threat that NGO confrontation poses has 
the most potential to convince the stakeholders surrounding the interaction towards increased 
CSR, possibly making the stakeholder environment more enabling for CSR improvements. In 
fact, confrontational NGO pressure may increase the CSR department’s leverage within the 
company (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1977) and fuel its argumentation towards clients and competitors, 
by demonstrating the importance of increased CSR (or the risks of a limited CSR). It has to 
be stressed that, notwithstanding our finding that under some circumstances, confrontational 
interaction seems to be more functional for CSR than collaborative interaction, the latter 
remains preferable from a risk and reputation management perspective.

With this discussion we do not mean to suggest that the context is the sole factor influencing 
the character and effects of business-NGO interactions. More factors play an important role 
in determining the character and CSR effects of a business-NGO interaction, like for instance 
the ideology of both NGO and company (Brickson, 2007, Den Hond and De Bakker, 2007, 
Winston, 2002): some NGOs might settle for less ambitious goals than others, and some 
companies might have CSR higher up in their value list than others, which makes these 
organisations more prone to respond to and collaborate with NGOs than others (Spar and La 
Mure, 2003).  The contribution this study makes is to show that the context is an important 
additional condition determining the opportunities for business-NGO interaction. Furthermore, 
for some factors that have been identified in previous studies, the context serves as a mediator. 
For instance, strategic partner choice is considered a major success factor for business-NGO 
collaboration (e.g. Berger, Cunningham and Drumwright, 2004, Rondinelli and London, 2003). 
The current study demonstrates that the stakeholder context in a certain issue field influences 
whether an NGO may be a suitable partner: the same NGO may be a constructive partner in 
one issue field, and an adversary in another.

4.6 Conclusions

In this paper we aimed to contribute to our understanding of the conditions under which 
business-NGO interactions lead to CSR improvements, by assessing the influence of the 
firm’s stakeholder context on a business-NGO interaction. We assumed that business-NGO 
interaction processes and the CSR changes they may generate would be influenced by multiple 
stakeholder groups in the company’s environment. Based on that perspective an analytical 
model was developed and applied in an in-depth, retrospective case study of the interactions 
between Rabobank and FoEN on the topics of palm oil and soy, spanning 8 years. The case study 
confirmed our assumption and established that the stakeholder context of the company and the 
interdependencies that exist therein, influences interactions in two related ways: it influences 
the character of the interaction in terms of its collaborativeness, and the opportunity of the 
interaction to induce CSR changes.

When important stakeholders are more dependent on the focal firm than vice versa, the focal 
firm has the opportunity to pursue relatively far reaching CSR ambitions and give in to NGO 
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demands, making a collaborative interaction with an NGO with demonstrable CSR effects 
possible. However, in a stakeholder environment in which the focal firm is relatively dependent 
on stakeholders that have interests competing with the interests of the NGO, the pursued CSR 
agenda will be less strong, even when the will exist at the firm’s CSR department. In such a 
context, business-NGO relations will tend to be more confrontational, which actually promise 
to be the most conducive for CSR change: the threat posed by confrontational NGO action has 
the most potential to convince other stakeholders towards increased CSR, which may make the 
stakeholder environment more enabling for CSR improvements in the long run.  

The stakeholder context may vary per issue field: in some issue fields, the stakeholder context 
may allow for effective, collaborative business-NGO interactions, in another issue field with 
another configuration of stakeholder interdependencies, collaborative interaction is less feasible, 
and in fact, not necessarily desirable in terms of CSR: confrontational interaction seems more 
effective here. The character of the interaction between the same business and the same NGO 
may differ among issue fields. Because stakeholder interdependencies are issue specific, the 
scope of CSR may differ per issue field, and because CSR is issue specific, the character of the 
business-NGO interaction is issue specific.

The findings may contribute to business and society literature by demonstrating the importance 
of including the issue-specific stakeholder context in the analysis as well as the management 
of business-NGO relations. Our broader analytical perspective on business-NGO interactions 
proved helpful in explaining the extent of their CSR influence. For the prescriptive managerial 
literature that aims to provide guidance for constructive and collaborative business-NGO 
relations, our findings suggest that the stakeholder context serves as an influential factor that 
mediates the success factors at the organisational level which this literature has generally focused 
on. For managers, our findings suggest that increased awareness of the issue-specific nature of 
the interdependencies between their company and other stakeholders, may aid in assessing the 
opportunities and constraints for collaborative interactions with NGOs. 
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Positioning Chapter 5
‘NGOs moving business: an analysis of contrasting strategies’

The in-depth case study into the ongoing interaction between FoEN and Rabobank generated 
far more data than was expected. In fact, the previous chapter does not include all the data 
that were collected. In 2006, the Rabobank-FoEN interaction had started to cover a third 
issue next to palm oil and soy: that of climate change. Adding an analysis of these interactions 
into the previous chapter would have exceeded the general word maximum for an article. 
More importantly, there were sufficient data for a complete second paper. The Rabobank-
FoEN interaction around the climate change issue was paralleled by an interaction between 
Rabobank and World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (WNF) on the same topic. In the 
Dutch context, the profiles of WNF and FoEN fit well into the NGO types that were sketched 
by corporate representatives in the dialogue study (Chapter 3), i.e. the constructive NGO and 
the campaigning, confrontational NGO. The parallel Rabobank-FoEN and Rabobank-WNF 
interactions around climate change provided for a unique opportunity to compare contrasting 
NGO strategies and the resulting interactions. The results of this comparative study are reflected 
in the next chapter.

The chapter, titled ‘NGOs moving business, an analysis of contrasting strategies’, highlights 
three previously neglected dimensions of NGO influence strategies vis-à-vis companies: (a) 
the different types of influence of contrasting strategies; (b) the interaction effects between 
contrasting strategies; c) the dynamic relation between firm-stakeholder relationship and NGO 
influence strategy. 

The chapter was written in collaboration with Pieter Glasbergen, and was accepted for 
publication in Business & Society in January 2010.
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5 NGOs moving business:  
an analysis of contrasting strategies

5.1. Introduction

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) play an active role in influencing companies to increase 
their corporate social responsibility (CSR; Carroll, 1991; Elkington, 1997). Over the past decade, 
there have been more collaborative interactions between businesses and NGOs, including 
stakeholder dialogues and partnerships (Calton & Payne, 2003; Glasbergen, 2007; Teegen, Doh, 
& Vachani, 2004; Van Huijstee, Francken, & Leroy, 2007; Van Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2007). 
However, some NGOs reject collaborative interaction with businesses (Ählström & Sjöström, 
2005; SustainAbility, 2003) preferring to take a confrontational position towards companies (cf. 
Taylor & Van Dyke, 2004; Visseren-Hamakers, Arts, & Glasbergen, 2007; Winston, 2002).

Stakeholder influence literature has focussed on how NGOs select strategies (e.g. Frooman, 
1999; Frooman & Murrell, 2005; Hendry, 2005), and influence company behaviour (e.g. Eesley & 
Lenox, 2006; Henriques & Sharma, 2005; King, 2008; Zietsma & Winn, 2008). Other key areas 
of study have been why NGOs target certain companies, (e.g. Hendry, 2006; Rehbein, Waddock, 
& Graves, 2004) and what drives NGO mobilisation (e.g. Rowley & Moldoveanu, 2003). The 
dynamics of stakeholder strategies, however, is an under explored area and the two studies 
that address this issue, i.e. Zietsma & Winn (2008) and Henrique & Sharma (2005), suggest 
further investigation is required. Zietsma & Winn (2008) look at the influence tactics used by 
stakeholders involved in a conflict about clear cutting rain forest in British Columbia, Canada. 
They demonstrate that stakeholders adapt their strategies over time and can acquire influence 
over their target by working with other stakeholders. These findings “highlight the importance 
of considering stakeholder relationships not as bilateral relations, but rather in more complex 
and dynamic contexts” (Zietsma & Winn, 2008, p. 96). Henrique & Sharma (2005) also identify 
the dynamism and complexity of multiple stakeholder relationships, in their observations of the 
interplay between the influence strategies of multiple stakeholder groups. 

NGOs may implement individual influence strategies towards the same company 
simultaneously, sometimes focussing on the same issue. In this complex environment, an 
increased understanding of the interplay between multiple NGO strategies would seem a 
valuable insight for companies, NGOs and scholars alike. In the present paper, we will examine 
how contrasting NGO strategies influence firms, exploring the dynamics of both multiple and 
individual strategies. We will use two contrasting NGO strategies as case studies: the approaches 
of the World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (WNF) and Friends of the Earth Netherlands 
(FoEN) towards one firm, Rabobank, about the issue of climate change.

In the next section, we examine important insights from two major research areas in stakeholder 
influence literature: explicating stakeholder strategic choices and understanding their effects. 
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After describing our empirical method, we then describe the timeline of events and present a 
detailed account of the strategies of WNF and FoEN and the resulting interaction between 
Rabobank and both NGOs, and between the NGOs themselves. This is followed by a discussion 
of the findings, examining how contrasting NGO strategies can influence firms, and exploring 
the dynamics within and among these contrasting strategies. In the conclusions we summarise 
the contribution this study makes to stakeholder influence literature.

5.2 Stakeholder influence strategies: explanations and effects 

5.2.1 Explanations behind stakeholders’ strategic choices
Frooman (1999) has developed a model to explain and predict stakeholders’ strategic choices. 
He argues that the resource dependence relationship between companies and stakeholders 
determines the choice of strategy. He identifies four types of dependence relationships between 
firms and stakeholders: a low interdependence relationship which indicates an indirect 
withholding strategy by the stakeholder; a high interdependence relationship indicating a direct 
usage strategy on the part of the stakeholder; a relationship in which the firm has most power 
causing the stakeholder to use an indirect usage strategy; a relationship in which the stakeholder 
has most power allowing for a direct withholding strategy.  

Frooman reasons that the greater the dependence of the stakeholder on the firm, the more its 
own welfare is tied to that of the firm. “…the stakeholder will not want to see the firm’s success 
threatened and therefore will not choose to withhold a critical resource from the firm; rather, 
the stakeholder will tend to focus on usage strategies as means of influence [editors’ emphasis]” 
(1999, p. 200). The level of the firm’s dependence on the stakeholder will determine the pathway 
chosen by the stakeholder: “a low level of dependence of the firm on the stakeholder implies 
that the firm does not need to be responsive to the stakeholder. In this case, the stakeholder will 
tend to use indirect strategies [instead of direct,] [editors’ emphasis]” (Frooman, 1999, p.200). An 
indirect strategy involves the stakeholder using an ally stakeholder – with whom the firm has a 
dependence relationship – to perform the strategy on his or her behalf. 

By recognising indirect stakeholder influence strategies, Frooman highlights the multi-actor 
relationships in the firm’s stakeholder network, and the complexity of influences in the current 
business environment, but underestimates this complexity by failing to establish connections 
between the different resource dependence relationships.  

Henriques and Sharma (2005), Hendry (2005), and Frooman and Murrell (2005) tested various 
aspects of the Frooman (1999) model. Each of these studies found support for Frooman’s 
argument that the resource dependence relationship between stakeholder and firm, influences 
stakeholders’ strategic choices. They also found that other factors played a role in determining 
stakeholder influence strategy, such as previous stakeholder experience with the strategy 
(Frooman & Murrell, 2005; Hendry, 2005) and the opportunity to use a certain strategy (Hendry, 
2005). Like the original Frooman study (1999), these later studies focussed on the differences 
between multiple strategies and again largely ignored the dynamic relations between them. 
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5.2.2 Effects of stakeholder influence strategies
Rowley’s study (1997) developed a model to predict corporate responsiveness to stakeholder 
influence. Using two stakeholder network characteristics – density and centrality – Rowley 
distinguished a typology of corporate responses to stakeholder influences. In his study, 
Rowley moved away from observing dyadic firm-stakeholder relationships toward analysing 
complex stakeholder networks, contending that “explanations of how organisations respond 
to their stakeholders require an analysis of the complex array of multiple and interdependent 
relationships existing in stakeholder environments” (p.890). While this helicopter view of the 
stakeholder network is important to understand the complexity of business environments, it 
fails to address the dynamics of an individual firm-stakeholder relationship, resulting in a gross 
simplification (which Rowley himself also recognised). 

The studies by Eesley and Lenox (2006), Kassinis and Vafeas (2006) and King (2008) all used 
quantitative research techniques to examine the effect of stakeholder influence. Taken together, 
they demonstrate that attributes of the NGO, the NGO strategy, the firm, and the issue all play 
a role in determining a firm’s responsiveness to stakeholder requests. Although these studies have 
important strategic implications for both stakeholders (e.g. by providing issue selection criteria) 
and managers (e.g. by providing stakeholder monitoring guidelines), they do not examine how 
influence is gained.

A recent conceptual study by Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) identified two aims of NGO 
influence: to deinstitutionalise unwanted corporate norms and practices, and to reinstitutionalise 
preferred alternative norms and practices. They argue that while every NGO aims for 
institutional change within an organisational field, different NGOs will use different strategies to 
focus on specific phases of the institutional change process. Whereas reformative NGOs prefer 
using symbolic gain strategies (e.g. positive publicity) and material gain strategies (e.g. ‘buycott’ 
– mobilising consumers to buy a certain product) to induce reinstitutionalisation, radical NGOs 
will use symbolic damage strategies (e.g. negative publicity) and material damage strategies (e.g. 
boycott) to effect deinstitutionalisation. Because the Den Hond and De Bakker study (2007) 
is conceptual, it remains to be proven whether these different strategies have different types of 
influence. Furthermore, the study does not discuss how the different types of NGO influence 
relate to each other.

5.2.3 Positioning the present study
The studies discussed have honed understanding of NGO strategies and effects by categorising 
resource dependence relationships between firms and NGOs, and how they influence NGO 
strategy. However, this focus on categorisation has resulted in an under exploration of the 
dynamics within and between different NGO influence strategies, even though the existence 
of multiple co-existing NGO influence attempts in present day business environments would 
indicate the relevance of such an inquiry. The present study aims to help fill this analytical gap.

The distinction between symbolic gain and damage strategies provided by Den Hond and 
De Bakker (2007) will be used as a basis for selecting two NGOs whose contrasting strategy 
towards the same firm, on the same issue, will be examined in-depth over one and a half years, 
along with the resulting interaction processes with the firm. This approach allows us to refine 
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and extend parts of the Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) and Frooman (1999) frameworks, by 
adding dynamics to their models. We capture the NGO strategies’ influence in terms of de- 
and reinstitutionalisation – refining the Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) framework –, the 
dynamics between the two strategies – extending the Den Hond and De Bakker framework 
–, and the dynamic relation between stakeholder strategies and firm-stakeholder resource 
dependence relations – extending the Frooman (1999) framework. To capture these dynamics 
within and between NGO influence strategies required an elaborate empirical method, which is 
described in the following section

5.3 Empirical method

5.3.1 Case selection
To adequately compare symbolic gain and symbolic damage NGO strategies, it was necessary to 
select two NGOs that targeted their strategies around the same issue and at the same firm. The 
first selection was, therefore, the firm. Because case study research makes considerable demands 
on the participating organisations, the willingness of an organisation to take part in the research 
was a decisive selection criterion. Rabobank showed considerable willingness to cooperate and 
a list was compiled of all NGOs that Rabobank interacted with at that time. Two NGOs were 
selected from this list, based on their public image and Rabobank’s experience of them. World 
Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands was an NGO expected to use a symbolic gain strategy. 
Friends of the Earth Netherlands was expected to use a symbolic damage strategy. Both NGOs 
were willing to cooperate. A short introduction to the three participating organisations follows:
 
Rabobank Group is a financial services provider founded on cooperative principles. Though not 
listed on the stock exchange, Rabobank is a true for-profit bank accountable to, and dependent 
on, institutional investors. It is a composite group with a bottom up structure. There are 174 
independent local Dutch Rabobanks and Rabobank Netherlands is their central organisation. 
Rabobank also has numerous specialised international offices and subsidiaries in 40 countries. 
This study focuses on Rabobank Netherlands. Rabobank has traditionally been strong in 
the Dutch food and agriculture sector and aspires to become the leading food and agri bank 
worldwide. It describes itself as a sustainability-oriented bank and is perceived as the most 
progressive of the Dutch mainstream banks. Its 2006 Annual Report states: “Rabobank puts the 
common interests of people and communities first. Based on its commitment to those interests, 
Rabobank aims to be a driver and an innovator that contributes to the sustainable development 
of prosperity and well-being.”

World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (original Dutch name: Wereld Natuur Fonds, 
abbreviated as WNF) is the Dutch arm of the international WWF (World Wide Fund for 
Nature) network, which has 30 national offices around the world. As a nature conservancy NGO 
it combines advocacy and operational activities, and can be classified as a ‘hybrid’ NGO (Parker, 
2003). With a huge constituency base in the Netherlands of 935,000 supporters, WNF profiles 
itself as a typical ‘engager’ (cf. Bosso, 1995), and is known for its public endorsement of corporate 
products (i.e. symbolic gain strategy). WNF describes its approach on its website: “… in all its 
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projects, WNF looks for collaboration with other parties, for example governments, companies, 
local communities and partner organisations” (World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands, 2008). 

Friends of the Earth Netherlands (abbreviated as FoEN, original Dutch name: Milieudefensie) 
is the Dutch member of the worldwide NGO network known as Friends of the Earth, active 
in 68 countries. FoEN is an advocacy NGO with 90,000 members, which campaigns for 
environmental protection. It has the image of a typical ‘confronter’ (cf. Bosso, 1995) and is known 
for its aggressive actions and campaigns towards companies (i.e. symbolic damage strategy). 
FoEN uses a ‘ladder of escalation’ to determine which action is appropriate for its target groups: 
it will initially use a ‘soft’ approach such as dialogue, resorting to ‘harder’ approaches if the target 
is insensitive to its influence attempts. 

There are two unique features about these case studies: firstly, the context. Both NGO strategies 
aim to encourage a sense of responsibility for climate change within the financial sector. At 
the beginning of the period being studied ( January 2006), climate change was an emerging 
issue in the financial sector – the ideal context for examining the role of NGOs in de- and re- 
institutionalisation. 

Secondly, Rabobank is not a typical bank. Founded on cooperative principles, it is attuned to 
social issues and openly ambitious about becoming more sustainable. It might therefore be 
assumed that Rabobank may be more responsive to these NGOs than other banks. This is a 
limitation in one sense that the influence processes observed in this study might have been 
less profound or even absent if the strategies had been targeted at another bank. On the other 
hand, more typical banks presumably had been less willing to participate in the research, while 
Rabobank’s openness provided a unique opportunity for observing NGO influences in detail.

5.3.2 Data collection
According to Yin (1984), an expert on case studies, three principles should guide any data 
collection effort in case studies: the use of multiple sources of evidence, creating a case study 
database, maintaining a chain of evidence.

The use of multiple sources of evidence 
Two sources of evidence are used in this study – documents and interviews. The data–gathering 
process began with an extensive document analysis on site at Rabobank, WNF and FoEN. 
The documents included extensive email conversations between key individuals, internal and 
confidential dossiers, external reports, and press items. Analysing documentation helped to 
reconstruct the sequence of events as well as reveal which individuals had been involved over 
time. It provided a rough outline of NGO strategies, the interactions between Rabobank and the 
NGOs, and the outcomes of these interactions. 
All information gathered from the data was refined in the interview process. 12 in-depth 
interviews were conducted with key participants, lasting from three quarters of an hour to two 
and a half hours. Table 5.1 (next page) shows the sources of data collection per organisation. 

Interviewees were asked to provide the following: a description of their own and their interaction 
partner’s strategies; a description and characterisation of the course of the interaction process; an 
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overview of the participants’ positions on the topics discussed over time; an assessment of the 
perceived outcomes of the interaction; and an indication of the external forces influencing the 
interaction. 

Creating a case study database
A database was created for each case study which included a timeline of events and reports of 
every interview (organised by interview theme).

Maintaining a chain of evidence
This was particularly important in helping draw conclusions about the influence on Rabobank 
of the contrasting NGO strategies. NGO strategies were deemed to have been influential if the 
following two criteria were met: decision making at the bank corresponded with NGO wishes 
which had been made explicit to the bank before the decision was made; the bank and the NGO 
perceived the strategy to have been influential. 

The results of this data collection are described in the following section.

Table 5.1 Sources of data collection

Interviewees
duration (hrs)
date (dd/mm/yy)

Rabobank WNF FoEN External

Climate Expert
1,75 hrs
06/08/07

Climate Expert
1,5 hrs
21/06/07

Head of Climate 
Campaign
2 hrs
26/06/07

Researcher
2 hrs
11/09/07

Issue Manager
1 hr
20/08/07

Head of Companies 
Unit
1,5 hrs
03/07/07

Director of Campaigns
1 hr
09/07/07

Jurist
1,5 hrs
11/07/07

Jurist
1,5 hrs
11/07/07

CSR Director
1 hr
02/07/07

Director of Marketing 
and Communication
0,75 hrs
09/07/07

Product Manager 
Payment Products
2 hrs
15/08/07

Documentation
Rabobank WNF FoEN External

Draft climate policy Draft versions of the 
partnership contract

Minutes of internal 
strategy meetings

Press items covering 
NGO strategies

E-mail communication 
with WNF and FoEN

‘Banks save the 
climate’ reports

Published opinion 
pieces by Rabobank/
WNF/FoEN 
representatives 

Marketing research 
report payment 
products
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5.4 Case studies: symbolic gain and damage strategies in action and 
interaction

From February to September 2006 a partnership developed between WNF and Rabobank and 
a climate neutral credit card - branded with WNF’s panda logo – was launched. While this 
partnership between WNF and Rabobank was developing, FoEN launched its new campaign 
‘Banks: Save the Climate’, which addressed the role of banks in climate change. A detailed 
account is provided, below, of WNF and FoEN’s strategies towards, and interactions with 
Rabobank, as well as the interactions between WNF and FoEN on the issue of climate change 
from the beginning of 2006 to mid 2007 (see also Figure 5.1).

5.4.1 WNF and Rabobank: collaborative intentions
In 2004, Tendris launched GreencardVisa, a climate neutral credit card. Any purchases made 
using GreencardVisa which increased CO2 emissions were compensated for by planting trees. 
Regardless of its innovative product attributes, the market share of GreencardVisa remained 
marginal. With a view to increasing its market share and the hope of reaching a new target 
group, Tendris approached WNF in early 2006 and proposed working together. 

WNF – already keen to increase sustainable consumer choices - liked the idea of a climate 
neutral credit card but did not support the idea of compensation by tree planting. In addition, 
WNF believed that if the card was to make any difference to combating climate change, it 

Figure 5.1 Timeline of WNF and FoEN actions towards, and interaction with, Rabobank. 
Period: January 2006-July 2007, Topic: Climate Change
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needed to reach the largest possible number of consumers. WNF had previously considered 
collaborating with Rabobank on a climate friendly credit card and proposed Rabobank as a 
possible partner in this venture. 

WNF and Rabobank had worked together in 2001 to produce a climate neutral credit card on 
the basis of CDM (clean development mechanism) projects. These efforts had involved members 
of senior management and a Letter of Intent to collaborate had been signed. It subsequently 
proved difficult to agree on the scope and financing of the anticipated partnership, and when the 
President of Rabobank – the ‘agent’ of the partnership within the bank – left the organisation, 
the initiative waned. In February 2006 however, when WNF and Tendris approached Rabobank 
with a view to considering a partnership, the previous difficulties not longer existed. 

Market research had earlier indicated to Rabobank the benefits of pursuing product 
differentiation within product categories. The combination of the rising importance of climate 
change as an issue, the firm intention of Rabobank’s climate expert to develop a climate neutral 
consumer product, and the results of a research report concluding that consumers did not 
perceive Rabobank as a credible source of climate related communication, strengthened the 
rationale for promoting a climate friendly consumer product alongside a credible organisation 
such as WNF. If achieved, it would provide Rabobank with symbolic (i.e. reputational) gain.

5.4.2 Negotiating a contract
In the first few months of the renewed partnership formation process, negotiations between 
Tendris and Rabobank failed to agree on the climate compensation method as well as the 
distribution of costs and benefits associated with the card. In the end Tendris remained outside 
the partnership. Rabobank, after all, did not need Tendris to successfully introduce a climate 
neutral credit card, whereas the presence of WNF increased the credibility of the card and 
Rabobank’s reputation.

For WNF, though wanting to be loyal to Tendris, the ‘business’ case for a partnership with 
Rabobank – climate compensation for purchases made by 1.1 million credit card holders – 
overruled any initial hesitation and negotiations proceeded apace. Having learned the lessons of 
2001, the 2006 negotiations focused on the realisation of a specific product. 
On a general strategic and marketing level, the aspirant partners were quick to reach agreement. 
The actual content of the partnership, required more time.

5.4.3 Credit card attributes
To create a credit card with inbuilt CO2 compensation, the partners had to agree on two things: 
the method for calculating the emissions related to consumer purchases (the so-called footprint 
calculation), and the method of compensation. Fortunately, a suitable footprint calculation tool 
had already been developed by RIVM, the Dutch environmental impact assessment agency. The 
compensation method still had to be decided upon. Neither partner saw the planting of trees 
as a truly sustainable alternative and they agreed that buying clean development mechanism 
(CDM) credits on the international carbon market was the best way to compensate consumer 
purchases. These credits are produced by sustainable energy projects in developing countries 
that identifiably reduce CO2 emission (i.e. without the project, more CO2 would be emitted). 
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By selling the credits that these projects receive, the projects become financially more viable and 
attractive to investors and financiers.

For WNF it was essential that CDM credits bought to compensate consumer purchases with 
the credit card carried the ‘Gold Standard’ label. This label is offered by the Gold Standard 
Foundation (initiated by WWF and two other NGOs) and guarantees that the existence 
of the CDM project is sustainable, advantageous to the host country and genuinely results in 
a reduction of CO2 emissions. At the time of writing, these credits are scarce and, therefore, 
expensive. For Rabobank, the bearer of the financial costs of the credit card, using the ‘Gold 
Standard’ label meant a considerable increase in costs compared to using regular CDM 
credits. For WNF, however, credibility depended on maximum transparency and integrity 
of compensation, making these essential and non-negotiable issues. Previous research 
commissioned by Rabobank had shown that cardholders were unwilling to pay more for a 
climate neutral credit card than for a regular card, ruling out the option of passing on the extra 
costs to the consumer. Aware of the huge marketing potential of having WNF as a partner, 
Rabobank eventually worked out a solution. 

The regular Rabobank credit card generated a certain profit margin. In its new climate friendly 
form, this profit margin is used for CO2 compensation. Any additional compensation costs 
are paid from the marketing budget of the Retail Department (the reasoning behind taking 
the money from the marketing budget is that using WNF’s panda-logo on a credit card has 
huge marketing value). The business rationale for the card is that not only will new clients be 
attracted to Rabobank and its climate friendly credit card but existing clients will choose to use 
the Rabobank card over the other cards they own, to show support for the climate programme 
(competition in the consumer’s wallet). The initial marketing campaign for the card highlighted 
this message: “use the card for all your expenditures, to maximise your contribution to our 
climate”. 

Experience has shown that the more frequently a credit card is used, the greater the chance that 
consumers will use the outstanding balance function, making it more profitable for the financial 
provider. Consequently, if successful, the card would be a profitable initiative for Rabobank, but 
even if unsuccessful, Rabobank would still increase  its reputation, making it worth the cost. As 
the Product Manager, Payment Products, of the Retail Department stated: “I could have used 
the profit generated by our regular credit card for an image building campaign, but now it is 
invested in our climate, while the reputation benefit remains.”

WNF also insisted that a climate friendly credit card baring the panda logo clearly communicated 
to cardholders what the logo represented, by informing cardholders regularly about the climate 
compensation activities. WNF also insisted cardholders were informed about Rabobank’s 
investments in clean technology through its private equity funds and the importance this played in 
combating climate change. Rabobank committed to these communication objectives.

5.4.4 Towards a broader collaboration
At the beginning of 2006, and in the middle of partnership negotiations, WNF’s British partner 
organisation (WWF UK) and Banktrack (an NGO coalition acting as a bank ‘watchdog’) 
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published a report. ‘Shaping the future of sustainable finance; moving from paper promises to 
performance’ reviewed the performances of all 30 signatories of the Equator Principles, including 
Rabobank. WNF shared the report with Dutch signatory banks and, in a meeting with 
Rabobank’s CSR department, discussion took place regarding the evaluation method used in 
the report. WNF was unaware that the Rabobank CSR Department, in line with its own targets, 
was designing a CSR assessment tool to be incorporated into the credit approval process. 

The bank had already been criticised by NGOs such as FoEN (in its ‘Globalisation and 
Environment’ campaign), for making unsustainable investments in the palm oil and soy sector 
(Van Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2008) and a rival bank was developing an ambitious CSR policy 
that, if successful, would unseat Rabobank from its sustainability throne. The CSR Department, 
therefore, suggested to WNF that collaboration on CSR investment policy should be part of the 
developing partnership. As WNF had always envisioned a broader collaboration with Rabobank 
– hoping to influence the organisation’s core business of finance and investing – this proposal 
was warmly welcomed.

5.4.5 The final partnership
The final partnership contract signed by WNF and Rabobank on 12 September 2006 consisted of 
five main elements:
1. A communications programme, 
2. Collaboration on CSR in Rabobank’s investment policies,
3. Product collaboration regarding a credit card with CO2 compensation,
4. Product collaboration regarding investment funds (see Appendix 1),
5. Possible future collaborations in marketing (see Appendix 1).

The formation of the WNF-Rabobank partnership changed the relationship between the 
partners from a low-interdependence relationship into a high-interdependence relationship, 
illustrated by the factors agreed on for the communication programme, elaborated in the textbox 
(next page). 

5.4.6 FoEN: an alternative strategy
The aim of the 2006 FoEN campaign ‘Banks: Save the Climate’ was to increase public awareness 
of the links between banks and climate change and create enough public pressure to force the 
banks to take the measures proposed by FoEN (i.e. a symbolic damage strategy). In addition, 
since there was hardly any experience with the positive role banks could play in combating 
climate change in the Netherlands, FoEN was prepared to engage in a constructive dialogue with 
banks willing to create climate friendly products and policies, and demonstrate the feasibility of 
the alternative practices FoEN demanded (i.e. a symbolic gain strategy). This combination of 
confrontation and cooperation was to be implemented at a sector level through the campaign’s 
‘divide and rule’ strategy in which the ‘willing’ banks were divided from the ‘stubborn’ banks. This 
approach represented an innovation in FoEN’s campaigning strategy, a purposeful adaptation of 
the ‘ladder of escalation’ strategy  normally used for deciding the appropriate tone for interaction 
with individual firms. In the ‘Banks: Save the Climate’ campaign, however, FoEN took a sector 
approach, and planned a round of constructive talks with all the banks for early 2006 to explain 
its campaign targets and divide the ‘willing’ from the ‘stubborn’. 
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FoEN proposed a three step approach, asking the banks a) to make internal business operations 
climate neutral, b) to develop climate friendly financial products, c) to develop a climate policy 
which would reduce the CO2 emissions produced in investment portfolios. Rabobank was 
responsive to these first meetings with FoEN and identified as one of the ‘willing’. The bank 
was already making an effort to neutralise its direct CO2 emissions through internal business 
operations and the CSR department was keen to develop climate friendly financial products. 

Rabobank was also working on introducing a sustainable energy fund as well as developing 
the climate neutral credit card with WNF (of which FoEN was unaware). FoEN discussed at 
length with Rabobank the possibility of a climate friendly mortgage (with reduced interest rates 
for climate friendly renovations) and though the bank appeared to be aloof to the idea, such 
a product was already in development (and later introduced into the market without FoEN 
involvement).

When Rabobank went public about its intention to establish a sustainable energy fund, the 
head of FoEN’s climate campaign wrote an opinion piece in the Dutch newspaper ‘Trouw’ 
(‘Nederlandse banken kunnen meer doen voor het klimaat’, March 8 2006) complimenting the 
bank on its forward thinking initiative (symbolic gain) while arguing that banks could play an 
even greater role in combating climate change by including the climate related performance of 
their corporate clients in assessments. He suggested that Dutch banks should map the amount 
of CO2 emissions resulting from their investments and then formulate targets for CO2 reduction. 
Foreign banks had already done this, he argued. 

WNF- Rabobank communication programme
The communication section of the partnership contract covered marketing of the 
credit card, mutual fundraising, sponsorship and issue management. Rabobank would 
do the majority of marketing as it would continue to promote itself as a sustainability 
oriented bank. Its collaboration with WNF – and the products they jointly produce – 
would support this message. All marketing messages would be approved by WNF to 
ensure they support, and fit in with, the NGO’s own values. WNF would promote the 
Rabobank credit card as part of its own climate campaign.

The partners committed to advertise for each other using their own media (e.g. website, 
member magazine): WNF would receive a fixed fee from Rabobank for every new credit 
card holder it recruited. Rabobank would receive the same fixed fee from WNF for 
every new WNF donor it recruited. Rabobank also committed to a significant annual 
sponsorship of WNF’s nature conservancy work until 2010.

To minimise the reputation risks – and ensure a consistency of message – a list of 
relevant issues matching the scope of the partnership was compiled. Partner consultation 
is obligatory before either party makes a public statement on any of these issues. This 
does not imply that the partners always have to reach consensus, they can also ‘agree to 
disagree’, and communicate this clearly.
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A report published in June 2006 by FoEN, ‘Investing in Climate Change: the role of Dutch banks’, 
investigated the investment policies and climate related activities of ABN-AMRO, Fortis, ING, 
and Rabobank (the four major Dutch banks). The report concluded that Dutch banks could and 
should be doing more. It received considerable media attention, and questions were asked in 
parliament, inflicting substantial symbolic damage. ABN-AMRO, Fortis, ING and Rabobank 
deliberated together over an appropriate response to their newly assigned responsibility. Though 
all four banks were in the same situation, each wanted to appear ‘best in class’ and they failed 
to formulate a joint response to the report. The ‘divide and rule’ strategy appeared to have been 
influential here.

At Rabobank, the 2006 FoEN report helped the bank realise that its climate related activities 
were not visible enough to the public; in subsequent sustainability reports, Rabobank placed a 
greater emphasis on its climate related efforts, particularly its investments in clean technologies 
and new climate related consumer products. The bank also began formulating a climate policy, 
using FoEN’s policy recommendations. By the end of the period under research, a concept 
climate policy was available to view on the bank’s website. The following is an extract from that 
policy and the three-step approach advocated by FoEN is clearly recognisable: 

“By making a significant contribution to limiting climate change, Rabobank will create value 
in the long term as a lender and investor. We endeavor to realize this target by means of the 
following:
1. A reduction in direct CO2 emissions in the bank’s own operations (internal company 

environmental care)
2. A reduction in indirect CO2 emissions by:
 -  Developing new financial products and services for the financing of technological 

innovations aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
 -  Supporting customers by means of positive engagement when designing more sustainable 

operations with lower energy and material usage and less CO2 emissions.” (Rabobank 
Netherlands – Corporate Social Responsibility Division, 2007, p.2).

 
Rabobank also decided to map indirect CO2 emissions related to its entire lending book 
as well as emissions related to its equity holdings (i.e. investment funds). Moves had already 
been made in that direction as part of credit risk management considerations. Under current 
and proposed emission legislation, clients with large CO2 footprints run a considerable risk of 
increased expenditures for CO2 reduction. With the FoEN campaign highlighting the risk to the 
reputation of both the bank and its clients, the mapping process sped up.  

FoEN, meanwhile, continued mapping the climate related performance of banks with a view 
to publishing a follow-up report in 2007 which would examine the CO2 footprint of the four 
Dutch mainstream banks through their investment portfolios. To do this, a footprint calculation 
method needed to be developed. The method used would determine which bank ended up highest 
in the climate performance index. Continuing the ‘divide and rule’ strategy, FoEN was open for 
discussion about what measuring technique would be most appropriate. Rabobank its opportunity 
and began a regular dialogue with FoEN suggesting measurement methods and providing FoEN 
with the information it required on the bank’s climate related investments and assets.
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A second ‘Investing in Climate Change’ report was published in June 2007 and, like its 
predecessor, garnered much media interest with substantial coverage about the climate 
performance results on the news programme, ‘Zembla’. The report was also accompanied 
by a FoEN publicity campaign which urged customers to leave the banks identified in the 
report as ‘dirty’ and change to a more climate friendly bank. On a purpose-built website www.
nietmetmijngeld.nl (translated: ‘not with my money’), consumers could check their bank’s 
performance and send a standard generated email to the bank, complaining about its climate 
unfriendly investment behavior. Consumers could also request an information package that 
would help them switch to another, more sustainable bank.  

Rabobank was in the fortunate position to score the best – or least bad –  compared to its three 
major competitors. While FoEN together with forty concerned ex-customers demonstrably 
cut their ATM cards in two in front of ABN-AMRO’s headquarters, Rabobank escaped such 
reputational damage. 

Throughout 2007, it became apparent that Rabobank aimed to distinguish itself from its major 
competitors on proactive behaviour regarding climate change in order to achieve competitive 
advantage. Though the bank already offered several climate friendly consumer products, 
including the credit card launched with WNF, it further committed itself to making its internal 
business operations climate neutral, and began mapping the CO2 footprint of its 100 largest 
clients (the only bank to follow this FoEN proposal). Two weeks after the launch of the 2007 
report, climate experts of Rabobank and FoEN published a joint opinion piece (‘Ondergrondse 
opslag CO2 is verkeerde weg’, Het Financieele Dagblad, June 15 2007) criticising underground CO2 
storage as a way of combating climate change. Although the piece reflected the opinions of the 
authors – and not necessarily those of their respective organisations – it presented an image of 
Rabobank working with FoEN to leave its ‘dirty’ competitors behind.

5.4.7 Combining forces: the carrot and the stick 
As the second FoEN report was being published, WNF and FoEN decided to work together 
on developing a CO2 investment footprint calculation method which could be accepted by the 
Dutch banking sector as a whole. 

Although they resort to different strategies, the NGOs have a shared goal when it comes to 
climate change: the reduction of CO2 emissions. The NGOs recognised that their strategies each 
had their strengths and weaknesses: while WNF’s symbolic gain strategy (‘the carrot’) resulted in 
a product with clear CO2 reducing traits, it acknowledged the limited contribution of a climate 
neutral credit card in reducing the CO2 emissions associated with the banking sector. And while 
FoEN’s symbolic damage strategy (‘the stick’) created a sense of urgency in the sector to take up 
its share of responsibility in combating climate change, it lacked the convening power needed to 
discuss an appropriate method.

The NGOs jointly organised a banking seminar to discuss footprint calculation methodology, 
but the annoyance of some banks towards FoEN because of the symbolic damage done to 
their business inhibited constructive dialogue, and the seminar failed to deliver any results. 
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Nevertheless, representatives from all the banks attended the seminar, indicating that climate 
change was on their agendas.

5.5 Discussion

In this section we discuss our findings on how the contrasting NGO strategies influenced 
corporate behaviour, and identify the dynamics within and among the contrasting strategies. 
We link the findings to existing theoretical insights, formulate propositions, and articulate 
the limitations of the study, indicating areas for future research. But first, we summarise our 
observations of the strategies that WNF and FoEN used vis-a-vis Rabobank from 2006 to mid 
2007.

WNF used a symbolic gain strategy and worked in collaboration with Rabobank to create 
a climate neutral product for a relatively large target group, thereby making a start on 
reinstitutionalising desired practices. Using WNF’s panda logo on the climate credit card 
provided Rabobank with symbolic gain – a competitive advantage over other banks and 
legitimisation of its climate related messages – which provided the rationale for Rabobank to 
formally engage with WNF in partnership formation.  

In its ‘Banks: Save the Climate’ campaign, FoEN took a sector approach and used a symbolic 
damage strategy to influence banks to develop more climate friendly products and policies. The 
2006 and 2007 reports on the performance of the Dutch banks, the accompanying website, and 
coverage by a high profile news programme were all elements of this strategy. Symbolic gain 
was provided to Rabobank by a newspaper opinion piece welcoming Rabobank’s climate friendly 
energy fund. FoEN’s aim was to deinstitutionalise unwanted practices (i.e. lack of awareness/
denial of climate responsibility by investors) while reinstitutionalising new norms (i.e. climate 
policies) and practices (i.e. climate friendly products).

5.5.1 Contrasting NGO influence strategies, varying influence
WNF’s symbolic gain strategy influenced Rabobank in several ways. Firstly, the partnership 
negotiation with WNF helped Rabobank introduce a climate friendly product (increasing the 
range of sustainable products on the consumer market) which will result in CO2 compensation 
from the credit card purchases of at least 1.1 million consumers. Secondly, several sustainable 
investment policies are currently under development, some involving WNF’s British counterpart. 
Both results could be described as part of a reinstitutionalisation process. 

FoEN’s ‘Banks: Save the Climate’ campaign also exerted significant influence by highlighting the 
role of investors in climate change to the public and thereby making it an issue for banks – a first 
step towards deinstitutionalisation. Furthermore, Rabobank’s concept climate policy was clearly 
influenced by the FoEN campaign, as was its decision to investigate the climate footprint of 
its hundred largest clients – both elements of reinstitutionalisation. It is difficult to pinpoint 
whether the climate mortgage was influenced by FoEN proposals. Though FoEN did promote 
this idea in a meeting with Rabobank prior to the launch of the mortgage, Rabobank indicated 
that the product was already in development at that time.
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Although FoEN included some symbolic gain elements in its symbolic damage strategy, 
these had no influence. Rabobank acted on FoEN’s demands in order to avoid more symbolic 
damage after the publication of the 2006 FoEN report. Compared to the way it dealt with 
WNF, Rabobank approached FoEN with considerable guardedness and did not involve FoEN 
in several product developments. The only exception in this behaviour was the opinion piece 
written jointly by FoEN’s head climate campaigner and Rabobank’s climate expert, though this 
was a personal undertaking by the authors and not their organisations. 

Den Hond & De Bakker’s (2007) theoretical framework suggests that NGO gain strategies aim 
at reinstitutionalisation while NGO damage strategies aim at deinstititutionalisation. The case 
material in this study shows this to be true for WNF’s symbolic gain strategy. FoEN’s symbolic 
damage strategy, however, was not exclusively aimed at deinstitutionalisation, but - deliberately 
and successfully - also at reinstitutionalisation. FoEN’s reports and press releases, often 
damaging to the banks, also pointed to possible alternative behaviours. Such activity is obviously 
targeted at reinstitutionalisation and is typical of FoEN (see Van Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2008). 
In addition to honing the Den Hond and De Bakker (2007) framework on the types of influence 
that contrasting NGO strategies aim for, this study has also demonstrated their success in 
reaching that aim, thereby extending the Den Hond and De Bakker framework. Based on these 
insights, the following propositions can be formulated:

Proposition 1:  An effective symbolic gain NGO strategy will induce 
reinstitutionalisation of corporate practices.

Proposition 2: An effective symbolic damage NGO strategy will induce de- and 
reinstitutionalisation of corporate practices.

5.5.2 Interplay between contrasting NGO influence strategies 
One of the most striking observations of the contrasting NGO influence strategies was that 
towards the end of the research period, WNF and FoEN recognised the complementarity of 
their strategies and how they could help one another. Where the negative reputation mechanism 
can ignite policy developments, constructive dialogue can bring such processes to an end. Such 
a resolution is less feasible with an NGO that resorts to confrontational measures whenever 
necessary (i.e. a damage strategy) as it complicates trust building. Trust is more easily built 
with an NGO that uses positive approaches towards business (i.e. a gain strategy). This is not 
to say that it is impossible to build trust between corporations and the more radical NGO type: 
the opportunity for trust building may vary according to the issue, or amongst several national 
branches of the same NGO. What is apparent is that once a company suspects that a specific 
NGO branch may use a symbolic damage strategy at any point during the dialogue process, a 
constructive setting is difficult to realise.

Based on the chronology of events (see Figure 5.1), it seems likely that long before the NGOs  
recognised their complementarity, the WNF and FoEN strategies reinforced each other, 
although interview data has not been able to confirm this. FoEN and WNF’s climate related 
activities towards Rabobank both began in early 2006 with one of FoEN’s demands being the 
development of climate friendly products. With the expected FoEN 2007 publication and the 
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public ranking, the appeal and strategic relevance of the WNF-Rabobank partnership can only 
have been strengthened for Rabobank. In this way, FoEN’s symbolic damage strategy supported 
the success of WNF’s symbolic gain strategy. This reinforcing effect between ‘the carrot’ and ‘the 
stick’ has been recognised in social movement literature and labelled ‘radical flank effect’ (Haines, 
1984), to describe how the existence of radicals makes moderate groups in a social movement 
more attractive negotiating partners to the movement opponents (McAdam, 1992).

WNF’s strategy may have also played some part in FoEN’s success. Rabobank’s previous 
discussions with WNF on climate related financial products would have prepared the bank for 
the FoEN arguments during their discussions together. 

Where previous stakeholder influence research has delivered insight into the interplay between 
strategies used by different stakeholder groups (e.g. between media and NGOs, see Henriques 
& Sharma, 2005), this study provides insight into the interplay between stakeholder strategies 
within one stakeholder group: NGOs. Such dynamics between contrasting NGO strategies 
have remained underexposed in stakeholder influence literature, and serve to extend the Den 
Hond and De Bakker (2007) framework in a novel direction. Based on the observations of the 
interaction between a symbolic gain and a symbolic damage NGO strategy, we can formulate 
the following propositions: 

Proposition 3: When conducted simultaneously towards the same company and/or sector 
of industry, contrasting NGO strategies will interplay.

Proposition 4: When conducted simultaneously towards the same company and/or 
sector of industry, an effective symbolic gain and symbolic damage strategy will reinforce 
each other in creating institutional change: the symbolic damage NGO strategy will 
deinstitutionalise the status quo and provide the company/sector with an incentive for 
reinstitutionalisation, while the symbolic gain NGO strategy will guide the process of 
reinstitutionalisation.

An important consequence of these findings is that studying business/NGO relationships 
separately may create strong biases in the analysis. To fully appreciate the influence of NGOs’ 
strategies towards firms, it is necessary to consider the multiple relationships a firm holds with 
NGOs, or at least the relationships within the issue-field under study.

5.5.3. Firm-stakeholder resource dependence relationship and stakeholder 
influencestrategy: a dynamic relation 

Symbolic gain and damage refer to the use of positive and negative reputation mechanisms 
in influencing companies towards increased CSR. As such, both are examples of an indirect 
withholding strategy: by  utilising the reputation mechanism, NGOs choose an indirect route 
to influence the firm by using a powerful ally stakeholder: the consumer (cf. Hendry, 2006; 
Schepers, 2006). The relationship between customer and firm is usually one of stakeholder 
power: the consumer can do without this particular firm and choose another, while the firm 
cannot do without clients. A symbolic damage strategy ‘withholds’ (or threatens to) the company 
from its good reputation, applying pressure on the company to change its practices. A symbolic 
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gain strategy offers public endorsement to the company and/or its products in turn for desired 
organisational change, but ‘withholds’ the firm from its improved reputation with consumers (i.e. 
symbolic gain) if the firm does not respond to the NGO’s request for change. 

Frooman’s (1999) framework of stakeholder influence strategies indicates that an indirect 
withholding strategy will be used by stakeholders with a low interdependence relationship 
with a firm. This is confirmed by our case study material. Both the FoEN-Rabobank and the 
WNF-Rabobank relationship began as low interdependence; neither party directly controlled 
the other’s resource flows, and each could easily step out of the relationship. But in the present 
study the character of the resource dependence relationship changed. The Rabobank-WNF 
relationship became characterised by high interdependence once the partnership was formed 
and both partners were bound to joint communication efforts, issue management and mutual 
financial compensation (see textbox).  

According to Frooman’s (1999) framework, WNF would now have to resort to direct usage 
strategies. And this is exactly what happened. WNF made its endorsement of climate friendly 
investments in the climate investment fund conditional, and demanded the use of ‘Gold 
Standard’ credits to compensate consumer purchases. 

This material demonstrates that the link between the resource dependence relationship and 
stakeholder influence strategy is dynamic: the resource dependence relationship between firm 
and stakeholders encourages the stakeholder to support a certain strategy, but a successful 
strategy might change the character of the relationship and, subsequently, the most appropriate 
stakeholder strategy. This leads to the formulation of the following proposition:

Proposition 5: The direction of influence between a business/NGO resource dependence 
relationship and an NGO strategy runs two ways; the resource dependence relationship 
between NGO and target company influences the NGO strategy, and the NGO strategy 
influences the character of the resource dependence relationship.

5.6 Limitations and future research

Through the strategic leveraging of their resource dependence relationship with the target 
company, both NGO strategies were, individually and together, influential in moving the 
business towards increased CSR. However, the success of NGOs in forging organisational 
change is not just dependent on their strategies. Previous research has demonstrated that the 
wider stakeholder context of the firm and the dependence relations that exist therein (Van 
Huijstee & Glasbergen, 2008) also play a large part. Furthermore, the value and identity 
orientation of a firm engenders distinct patterns of relations with stakeholders and provides 
unique opportunities and constraints with regard to certain forms of CSR (Brickson, 2007; 
Orlitzky & Swanson, 2002; Windsor, 2007). NGO claims might, therefore, find some companies 
more responsive to their ideas than others. The legitimacy and urgency of the NGO request itself 
also influence firm responsiveness (Eesley & Lenox, 2006). 
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While in this study we looked at symbolic damage and gain strategies, we did not differentiate 
between actual and potential symbolic damage and gain. Examples of both actual and potential 
symbolic gain and symbolic damage occurred in the case study. After the publication of the 2006 
FoEN report all the banks mentioned in it - including Rabobank - suffered actual reputation 
damage. After this, Rabobank took action and avoided further symbolic damage when the 
2007 report was published. Because the symbolic damage on the CSR efforts of the other 
banks was left unstudied, it remains unclear whether the second round of actual damage led to 
reinstitutinalisation. Potential gain was a driver for action to Rabobank before the partnership 
contract with WNF was signed. However, once the contract was signed (and the symbolic gain 
materialised) WNF’s influence decreased, highlighting that the influence of actual and potential 
gain or damage may differ. The insights in NGO influence strategies provided by the present 
study could be further refined by systematically comparing the influence of potential and actual 
damage and gain created by NGO strategies. 

Further research is also required to define the field of application of the propositions. The firm 
and stakeholder context of the NGO strategies were kept constant in this study and did not 
interfere with observations of the strategies themselves. Furthermore, the NGO requests were all 
related to the issue of climate change - a topical issue at the time of writing - thereby providing 
both requests with a sense of legitimacy and urgency. NGO strategies might have been more or 
less successful if concentrated around a different issue or targeted at a different bank. 

Another limitation to this study is that the NGOs differ on issues other than strategy. For 
instance, FoEN is an advocacy-based environmental NGO, while WNF combines advocacy 
work with operational activities in nature conservancy. Whether this difference in task 
orientation influences NGO strategy is unclear, but it seems likely. In operational work (e.g. 
nature conservancy on the ground), the NGO negotiates and deals with multiple, often powerful, 
parties and would seem to require a pragmatic approach from an NGO. Pure advocacy NGOs 
however are not required to ‘dirty their hands’, and can adopt a more confrontational strategy. 

NGOs might also differ with regard to their resources, legitimacy and ‘market share’ of the 
NGO landscape (Doh & Teegen, 2002), which in turn influences their success in inducing 
firm responsiveness to their claims (Eesley & Lenox, 2006). The size of an NGO’s constituency 
base might indicate their legitimacy within Dutch society. FoEN has 90,000 members and 
contributors, while WNF has 935,000 contributors. Although FoEN’s constituency base is 
relatively small compared to WNF’s, it has not stopped the NGO from influencing Rabobank 
and the Dutch banking sector as a whole. It would be interesting to compare FoEN’s influence 
with an NGO that uses similar strategies but has a larger constituency base, such as Greenpeace 
(572,000 contributors). 

5.7 Conclusion

With this study we aimed to contribute to understanding NGO influence strategies vis-à-vis 
companies, by examining the processes through which two contrasting NGO strategies (i.e. a 
symbolic gain and a symbolic damage strategy) influenced the same firm. This approach enabled 
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us to study three dimensions of NGO influence strategies that have remained under-exposed 
in stakeholder influence literature: the different types of influence of contrasting strategies; the 
interplay between contrasting strategies; and the dynamic relation between firm-stakeholder 
resource dependence relationship and NGO influence strategy. Further testing of the findings 
is needed to strengthen and deepen understanding of the complexity and dynamics of NGO 
influence strategies vis-à-vis corporations. The present study has indicated the relevance of such 
an endeavour, and allowed us to identify promising areas for future research.  
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Positioning Chapter 6
‘Challenges for NGOs partnering with corporations: WWF Netherlands and the 
Environmental Defense Fund’

The previous case studies focussed on observing consequences of business-NGO interaction 
for the company involved; in our cases, the consequences of the interactions with WNF and 
FoEN for the CSR policies and practices of Rabobank. While business-NGO interactions are 
targeted at inducing change at the corporate side of the interaction, they can also be expected 
to have consequences for the NGO involved. Once two parties engage in interaction, it seems 
fairly obvious both parties will experience some effects thereof, whether intended or not. The 
following chapter - the last empirical chapter of this dissertation -, deals with the consequences 
of business-NGO interaction for the NGO involved. It restricts to studying such consequences 
for NGOs that collaborate with business, and thus excludes the NGOs that choose a 
confrontational approach towards business.

The chapter, titled ‘Challenges for NGOs partnering with corporations: WWF Netherlands and 
the Environmental Defense Fund’, builds on the assumption that the market and civil society 
sectors reflect different core logics, and that NGOs that partner with companies need strategies 
to cope with these differences. The chapter provides insight into the coping strategies of EDF 
and WNF using a theoretically informed assessment framework. 

The chapter was written in collaboration with Leo Pollock, Pieter Glasbergen and Pieter Leroy, 
and was accepted for publication by Environmental Values in September 2009.
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6 Challenges for NGOs partnering with 
corporations: WWF Netherlands and  
the Environmental Defense Fund

6.1 Introduction

Since the mid-1990s, we have seen considerable experimentation among government, business, 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) with new organisational forms that stress 
cooperation, collaboration, and flexibility (Boström, 2003, Parker and Selsky, 2004). Agenda 21 
laid the foundation for a conceptual shift from reflections and reconsiderations of the notions 
of public and private domains to the institutionalisation of governance practices in the form 
of cooperative arrangements (Glasbergen, 2007). One type of arrangement that has become 
increasingly common is the business-NGO partnership (Seitanidi, 2008). 

A vastly growing amount of research deals with these partnerships. To date, this research 
has mainly focused on the conditions under which partners succeed in realising worthwhile 
partnerships, and has provided considerable insight into the design criteria and success factors 
for business-NGO partnerships (Googins and Rochlin, 2000, Gray, 2007, Rondinelli and 
London, 2003). The feature that distinguishes business-NGO partnerships from intra-sectoral 
collaborative arrangements is that it brings together actors from two different societal sectors 
(civil society and the market). These sectors present contesting institutional demands, since 
they are guided by different core logics (e.g. an economic versus a social rationale). Although 
the challenge of reconciling these contesting demands in business-NGO partnerships is widely 
acknowledged (Dubbink, 2003, Rondinelli and London, 2003, Seitanidi, 2008), the strategies 
individual partners actually develop to cope with them have remained underexplored. This paper 
aims to contribute to the development of such knowledge. The central question we address 
is: what strategies do environmental NGOs that partner with business use to cope with the 
contesting institutional demands of the civil society and the market sector?

NGOs have had to cope with contesting institutional demands at earlier points in time. The 
history of the environmental movement has been comprehensively analysed as going through 
different phases, or ‘waves’ of environmentalism ( Jamison, 2001, Murphy and Bendell, 1997, 
Stafford and Hartman, 1996). According to this analysis, the 2nd wave of environmentalism, 
starting at the end of the 1960s, gave rise to the environmental NGO as a new organisational 
type next to the classical nature conservation NGOs that had marked the 1st wave of 
environmentalism in the 1900s. Adopting a broader spectrum of concern, environmentalism has 
been inherently more political and contested than conservationism.  The 2nd wave environmental 
NGOs sought green societal reforms and therefore directed their attention at the state. In their 
interaction with the governmental apparatus, these NGOs needed to make a strategic decision: 
take-up an ‘insider’ role - taking a seat at the policy table, allowing for direct influence but risking 
cooptation - or an ‘outsider’ position - maintaining independence but risking marginalisation 
(Rootes, 2004). Most NGOs have chosen their positioning regarding the state long ago, but at 
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present, the 3rd wave of environmentalism presents both 1st and 2nd wave NGOs with contesting 
institutional demands once more. This time, however, the demands differ between the civil 
society and the market sectors.

While the 1st wave of environmentalism was based on conservation and preservation, and the 
2nd wave on regulation and litigation, the 3rd wave of environmentalism is based on economics 
(Shellenberger and Nordhaus, 2004, Stafford and Hartman, 1996). The 3rd wave strategy is to 
use market incentives and economic instruments to simultaneously achieve environmental and 
economic goals. As it promotes partnerships between businesses and NGOs it is considered a 
solution-oriented approach as opposed to the problem orientation that dominated the 2nd wave.

According to some, environmentalism is in urgent need for the strategic innovation of the 3rd 
wave of environmentalism. For instance, Shellenberger and Nordhaus (2004) have sparked 
a fierce debate in the USA with their paper on the alleged ‘death of environmentalism’. Their 
thesis: civic support for environmental protection is eroding, and the environmental movement, 
with its narrow minded approach and failure to connect to everyday public concern, is to blame. 
Alliances and partnerships between businesses and NGOs are considered an innovative means 
to revive environmentalism, as in this view, economic development is not the environmental 
problem, it is the solution (Houck, 2008, Nordhaus and Shellenberger, 2007). Others have 
contested the idea that environmentalism is dead (Dunlap, 2006), and have portrayed business-
NGO partnerships as alliances of interest groups operating comfortably within the dominant 
neoliberal economic framework, rather than offering a break with the past (Luke, 2005). 
Whatever side one chooses in this debate, it is uncontested that part of the environmental 
movement is developing new strategies for engaging with business, and faces considerable 
hurdles to overcome in the process.

In the next section, we will briefly sketch the core logics of the market and civil society as 
institutions, and identify the specific challenges for partnering NGOs with regard to the 
contesting demands of these logics. The identification of these challenges allows us to specify 
four key elements of NGO coping strategies and to design an assessment framework. After 
clarifying our research methods, we analyse the coping strategies of two NGOs that have made 
partnering with business an important part of their strategic work: the US based Environmental 
Defense Fund (EDF), and the Dutch branch of the World Wide Fund for Nature network, 
‘Wereld Natuur Fonds’ (WNF). The discussion section compares NGO coping strategies, 
elaborates on the differences between them, and reflects on the challenges the partnership trend 
presents for the environmental NGO field overall.

6.2 Core logics and challenges for partnering NGOs

Institutional theory stresses that institutions guide organisational behaviour (Scott, 1995). As 
Kramer (2000, p.14) argues, “Institutional forces tend to shape organisational structures and 
practices…in which they are embedded… Organisations exist in social systems where their 
behaviour is shaped by cultural influences, by a variety of constituencies, and by coercive factors 
in their environment”. Society is often conceived of comprising of three basic institutions or 
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sectors: the state, the market and the civil society. Although the market and state sectors are 
clearly delineated, the definition and composition of civil society is not uncontested (Edwards, 
2004, Howell and Pearce, 2002). Kaldor (2003) has distinguished three contemporary meanings 
of the concept. A commonality in these different conceptions is that civil society is considered 
to be non-governmental and non-profit (i.e. no state and no market, Dubbink, 2003, Kaldor, 
2003). Based on her review of the different conceptions, Kaldor (2003) describes civil society as 
consisting of those organisations, groups and movements which are engaged in the process of 
negotiation and debate about the character of rules, or in other words, which are engaged in the 
process of expressing ‘voice’. Environmental NGOs, expressing the ‘voice’ of the environment 
and nature, are considered a subset of civil society (Haley and Clayton, 2003).

Understanding civil society, the market, and the state as separate institutional sectors, Waddell 
argues that all three of these sectors can be characterised as “groupings of organisations that 
share attributes and core logics” (2005, p.82). This is not to imply that each sector consists of 
homogenous organisations that are ideologically identical, but instead offers a grouping of 
unifying characteristics that enables us to differentiate between sectors as well as identify what 
institutional forces are affecting the decisions of an actor from a given sector.

Collaborative arrangements between the different societal sectors blur the classic 
compartmentalisation of liberal-democratic societies into state, market, and civil society 
(Dubbink, 2003, Teegen, Doh and Vachani, 2004). Within the environmental realm, the 
discourse of ‘ecological modernisation’ has promoted this blurring of boundaries from the 
mid-1980s onwards (Buttel, 2000, Hajer, 1995, Spaargaren and Mol, 1992). This discourse 
quintessentially reconciles the (perceived) contradictions between economy and ecology. It 
assumes a crucial role for technology in combating the negative environmental effects of 
economic activity, and emphasises the role of good willing and well informed producers and 
consumers in giving ecological rationality a role. This way of thinking emphasises the common, 
rather than oppositional interests of those advocating economic growth and those expressing 
ecological concerns (Boström, 2003). Whether or not one agrees with the validity of ecological 
modernisation as either a sociological analysis or political programme, the discourse has affected 
the environmental movement, and the 3rd wave of environmentalism as expressed by collaborative 
strategies towards the market sector.

To analyse the nature of business-NGO collaborations as well as their strengths and possible 
pitfalls, understanding the theoretical core logics of the societal sectors is important. On the 
one hand it is the combination of these logics that provides the rationale for pursuing business-
NGO partnerships in the first place: business-NGO partnerships have the potential to create 
synergy by combining the strengths of the market and the civil society sectors, creating wealth 
and simultaneously generating community or environmental health benefits. On the other hand, 
collaborative arrangements between businesses and NGOs inherently represent challenges, 
as partnerships involve a bringing together of actors with incongruent core logics (Parker and 
Selsky, 2004). If we envision the market and civil society sectors each forming one “end” of a 
continuum, we understand that partnering NGOs, operating within the sectoral overlap between 
market and civil society, would find themselves having to make important strategic choices, 
positioning themselves in the nexus between the sectors.
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Inspired by Waddell (2005), Table 6.1 illustrates some crucial differences between the core logics 
of the market and civil society sectors, identifying the areas in which NGOs may experience 
tension between the logics when pursuing partnerships. We will describe these differences and 
the accompanying challenges for partnering NGOs below.

6.2.1 Realm
The essential point to consider with partnerships operating in the civil society/market nexus is 
that NGOs are working to change the practices of the market, not the other way around. The 
civil society/market nexus may theoretically combine the economic and social realms, but the 
realities and complexities of the economic realm dominate the area of overlap. The emphasis of 
a business-NGO partnership approach focuses on using market strategies and market principles 
to develop solutions that achieve NGO goals while producing a benefit (whether directly 
economic, or in terms of corporate image) to the partnering business. This poses a considerable 
risk for NGOs, however, since if they choose to adopt corporate conventions and assume a more 
professional structure, as collaboration within the economic realm seems to imply, they are also 
more susceptible to criticisms of having been co-opted by the market. To avoid this allegation 
and remain rooted in the social realm, NGOs seeking partnerships with market actors seemingly 
need to strike a balance between a collaborative and a more critical and confrontational strategy.

6.2.2 Central unit
Both NGOs and businesses have an overall responsibility to their core constituencies; for 
businesses, this consists of the owners and shareholders of a company, while for most NGOs, 
this central unit consists of the organisations members which represent wider community 
interests. Covey and Brown (2001) suggest that partners must manage the interests of their own 
key stakeholders and maintain their bases of support, as partners who fail to do so risk losing 
their credibility and legitimacy in speaking for the members they represent. When NGOs and 
businesses form a partnership and negotiate actions and implementation strategies, the dynamic 
can create what Gray (2007) refers to as the ‘two-table’ problem: organisations involved in 
partnerships not only have to find a common ground with each other, but they must also be able 
to sell agreements or implementation plans back to their core units, with potentially incongruent 
interests.

6.2.3 Power form
Power is a fundamental component of any social process, but in a partnership process, 
power takes shape in a variety of forms. The power of the market sector derives quite simply 

Table 6.1 Areas of potential tension between core logics of Market and Civil Society

Market sector Civil Society sector

Realm Economic system Social system
Central unit(s) Owners Members
Power form Money Group
Resources accessible Capital/financial assets Volunteer/membership assets
Knowledge Economic/business Community/issue

Based on Waddell (2005)
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from money, and indirectly, from the influence that can be levelled and the actions that can 
be achieved with money. The power of NGOs, on the other hand, derives from a number of 
different factors, as NGOs have a power base built on collective group membership and a high 
degree of societal trust (Arts, 2002).

Another component of power in the civil society/market nexus concerns the relative size and 
professional nature of businesses and NGOs in partnerships. Murphy and Coleman capture this 
dynamic precisely in arguing that “the idea of partnership between a multi-billion-dollar global 
corporation and a poor, marginalised local community group in the South appears to be at odds 
with the enormous power differentials and divergent interests inherent in such a relationship. On 
the other hand, when larger NGOs establish new collaborative relationships with business, there 
may be greater scope for shared power and control” (Murphy and Coleman, 1997, p.213). While 
large, internationally-based NGOs already wield a degree of influence over corporate social 
responsibility and industrial environmental agendas (SustainAbility, 2003), the power dynamics 
that characterise NGO-business interactions in the civil society/market nexus provide a complex 
interplay that does not appear to give one sector a power advantage over the other per se.

6.2.4 Resources accessible
Partnerships have the potential to mutually fulfil the needs of both NGOs and businesses 
by providing access to resources that each individual partner lacks (Gray, 1985). In terms of 
partnerships in the sectoral nexus between the market and civil society, businesses bring 
economic assets to a partnership and the potential to shape the practices of other businesses, 
while NGOs offer environmental expertise, public trust, and the potential to use their 
membership base to shape the public image of companies (Milliman et al, 1994, Stafford et al, 
1996). The challenge in partnership arrangements, however, lies in the nature of the trade-off.

In business-NGO partnerships, businesses would seem motivated by the benefits of increased 
environmental performance (better public image, lower costs, less risk) to the extent they also 
are able to maintain a competitive market position. NGOs, on the other hand, face a riskier 
position, having to balance their financial needs while maintaining their independence and 
integrity in the public eye. As Stafford and Hartman (1996, p.58) argue: “When corporations 
pay environmental groups for services (…) the environmental group is placed in the position 
of working for the corporation rather than working with it as a true partner. Public perceptions 
that the environmental group has a financial interest in the firm can potentially compromise the 
integrity of the alliance”.

6.2.5 Knowledge
Research by the environmental consultancy SustainAbility (2003) has shown an accelerating 
trend towards greater professionalisation of the NGO sector as a whole, including organisational 
strategic planning sessions, more structured processes for selecting campaign priorities, as well as 
an increasing focus on “managing and measuring the impact of their operations” (SustainAbility, 
2003, p.25). Such strategic management is traditionally more associated with the business sector, 
and it has been argued that the larger international NGOs increasingly resemble multinational 
corporations (Lambell, Ramia, Nyland and Michelotti, 2008). This suggests that knowledge from 
the market is the dominant force in the civil society/nexus, and as was made clear in the previous 
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discussion of the economic and social realms, this characteristic increases NGO vulnerability 
with regard to maintaining their structural independence from the market sector.

6.3 Assessment framework: identifying elements of NGO coping strategies

So far we have seen that the institutional demands of the civil society and the market sometimes 
seem difficult to reconcile. The main purpose of this study is to analyse the strategies that NGOs 
use to manage these challenges. From our description of the crucial differences between the core 
logics of the civil society and market sectors, we have derived four key elements of NGO coping 
strategies: action strategy, primary stakeholders, funding, and organisational capacity. These key 
strategic elements capture the contesting institutional demands of the nexus, with market and 
civil society orientations, and form the core of our assessment framework (Table 6.2). Each of 
the four elements corresponds with an area of potential tension between the core logics of the 
market and civil society as discussed in the previous section (see also Table 6.1).

6.4 Research methods

6.4.1 Case selection
In order to get a rich insight into the different strategic options and opportunities of 
partnering NGOs, we selected two NGOs with different historical backgrounds and political 
and cultural context as case studies. The first NGO is the US based EDF. This is a typical 
2nd wave environmental NGO with a holistic ecology ethic, characterised by legal action and 
advocacy. The second NGO is the Dutch branch of the WWF, namely WNF. In contrast to 
EDF, this NGO is a model example of 1st wave environmentalism, based on a preservation 
ethic with an orientation towards nature conservation. Both NGOs now surf the 3rd wave of 
environmentalism, and our case studies will assess and compare their respective strategies in 
coping with the accompanying tensions.

6.4.2 Data collection
Data was collected through analysis of organisational documents and media coverage, followed 
by in-depth structured interviews. The research started-off with the collection and analysis of 

Table 6.2 Assessment framework for NGO coping strategies

Areas of potential 
tension

Elements of coping 
strategy

Theoretical demands of civil society – market nexus
Market orientation  Civil society orientation

Realm Action strategy Collaboration Confrontation
Central unit(s) Primary stakeholders Shareholders:

‘Profit’
Members/donors:
‘Planet’

Power form/Resources 
accessible

Funding bases Corporate donations/
payments

Membership/grants

Knowledge Organisational capacity Economic/management 
expertise

Thematic/campaigning 
expertise
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annual reports, NGO websites and media coverage. The assessment framework (Table 6.2) 
provided a framework for the analysis; the documents were scrutinised for information on NGO 
action strategies, primary stakeholders, funding base and organisational capacity. This provided 
us with a first preliminary impression of the NGO coping strategies. Then, in-depth interviews 
with partnership practitioners from EDF and WNF served to verify and complement these 
initial assessments. The interviewees were selected because of their past or current involvement 
in the partnership programs of the respective organisations. Interviewees were identified through 
inquiry with the secretariats or via the organisational websites as being involved in partnering 
programs, and some were identified through ‘snowballing’; asking interviewees to recommend 
others to include in the study. For both organisations, an ex-employee was identified and 
approached to allow for a longer term perspective on the development of the NGO strategies. In 
total, three EDF representatives and four WNF representatives were interviewed (see Appendix 
2 for interviewee roles and positions).The interviewees were approached by telephone or e-mail, 
and the interviews were conducted either face-to-face or by phone.

The interviews had an in-depth and structured character, and lasted from 45 minutes to two 
hours. The interview questions were derived from the assessment framework, and aimed to 
verify our first impressions and complete and complement the picture that was painted by the 
document analysis. The interviewees were asked to comment on the following topics: shifts 
within organisational strategies; types of relationships with companies; current action strategies, 
stakeholders, organisational capacity and funding; organisational tools and policies used for 
partnering; and tensions and dilemma’s encountered in their partnering work.

6.4.3 Data analysis and reporting
Document and interview data were combined to analyse the aspects of the coping strategies of 
EDF and WNF that are distinguished in the assessment framework (Table 6.2). Accordingly, in 
the following sections, the reporting on the case studies is organised around the four elements 
of the assessment framework: action strategy, funding, organisational capacity and primary 
stakeholders. Each case study starts of with a short description of the NGO background.

6.5 Case study 1: Environmental Defense Fund

The EDF was founded in 1967 with the aim to protect the environment by harvesting the power 
of science and law. The organisation’s efforts to use a combination of litigation and scientific 
testimony resulted in a wave of environmental victories in the 1970s and paved the way for other 
ecological activists to take their cases to court. Partly due to its success and its novel approach, 
endorsing environmental litigation, EDF grew considerably in its first years of existence. In 1971, 
EDF employed up to sixty lawyers, managed a network of nearly seven hundred scientists, and 
operated from the support of nearly 25,000 members, with offices in New York, Washington, 
D.C., and California (TIME Magazine, 18 October 1971). As of 2007 the organisation boasted 
a membership base of over half a million, employed over three hundred full-time staff, and its 
operating expenses for the fiscal year totalled $73.8 million dollars (Environmental Defense 
Fund, 2007a). EDF was referred to simply as Environmental Defense (ED) for a period of time, 
but has recently changed back to its original name.
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EDF currently has nine offices spread throughout the United States, with its headquarters in 
New York City. The organisation operates seven major programs: Climate and Air; Corporate 
Partnerships; Health; International; Land, Water & Wildlife; Living Cities; and Oceans. The 
Corporate Partnerships program focuses on forming strategic partnerships to create solutions to 
environmental problems. It partners with leading companies in the United States to reduce the 
environmental impacts associated with market products and services.

EDF’s partnership program began with McDonalds Corporation in the early 1990s. Throughout 
the 1980s McDonald’s was confronted with increased public pressure concerning its generation 
of waste (Livesey, 1999, Lober, 1997). As Livesey argues, both EDF and McDonalds had an 
interest in partnership formation: “From EDF’s perspective, McDonald’s leadership position, 
its problematic history of waste management, and the iconic value of waste management as 
an environmental issue made the company an attractive candidate for partnership. EDF saw 
significant opportunity for both environmental action and a major, high visibility opportunity to 
test its innovative approach to environmental problem-solving through corporate partnerships. 
On the other hand, EDF’s positioning as a mainstream environmental group made it an 
attractive ally” (Livesey, 1999, p.13).

In 1990 the two organisations formed the McDonald’s Corporation-Environmental Defense 
Waste Reduction Task Force, in order to collaboratively “find ways to reduce McDonald’s solid 
waste through source reduction, reuse, recycling, and composting”(Environmental Defense, 1991, 
p.1). The partnership led to the abandonment of the polystyrene clamshell, a Waste Reduction 
Policy for McDonald’s long-term planning as well as a Waste Reduction Action Plan that 
outlined forty-two concrete initiatives, pilot projects, and waste reduction tests (Environmental 
Defense, 1991, p.1).

Just as EDF had pioneered a strategy for an environmental organisation in the late 1960s, the 
organisation found itself pioneering a new role in the 1990s: that of collaborative partner. Since 
the McDonald partnership, EDF has formed multiple partnerships with numerous influential 
companies, including SC Johnson, Starbucks, UPS, FedEx and DuPont.

6.5.1 Action Strategies
EDF’s strategies have shifted considerably since its founding focus on environmental litigation. 
The organisation’s mission statement clarifies the overarching strategy of the organisation 
as of 2008: “Guided by science, we work to create practical solutions that win lasting 
political, economic and social support because they are non-partisan, cost-effective and fair” 
(Environmental Defense Fund, 2008). How did an organisation founded with an abrasively 
litigious ideology engender such a significant shift in strategy?

In 1986, EDF’s then Executive Director Fred Krupp published an op-ed article in the Wall 
Street Journal titled “New Environmentalism Factors in Economic Needs.” Krupp (1986) argued 
that he was witnessing “the beginning of a new strategy in the [environmental] movement,” 
one that would not accept or settle for its “pre-cast role of opponent to environmental abuses”. 
Krupp’s vision of a new role for environmental organisations was vehemently different from the 
traditional way of understanding environmental progress as an either-or choice, as it recognised 
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the possibility of new business practices that would benefit the environment as well as business, 
reflecting the ecological modernisation discourse.

Krupp’s article is widely recognised as one of the earliest public endorsements of collaborative 
actions for EDF and environmental NGOs in general. However, he was careful to stress that 
partnership approaches would not signal an abandonment of the traditional advocacy and 
litigation strategies of EDF, but rather as a recognition of the potential for utilising, and steering, 
the power of the market. Now, almost 20 years later, the Corporate Partnerships program has 
become a core EDF activity, but EDF’s public documents and staff are still careful to emphasise 
that the organisation has not abandoned its founding strategies. An example of an interaction 
process with a company that encompassed both confrontational and collaborative action 
strategies is the interaction with the Texas utility company (TXU). When TXU first announced 
its plans in April 2006 to build eleven coal-fired power plants, EDF approached the organisation 
to discuss the potential for alternative solutions to meet the power demand. After being rebuffed 
by the utility, EDF launched a massive advocacy campaign in Texas throughout 2006. However, 
in February 2007, EDF received headline news status as it helped broker the environmental terms 
of a last-minute deal related to the sale of TXU Power, the largest utility company in Texas, to 
the private equity firms Texas Pacific Group and Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & Co (Sorkin and 
Barringer, 2007). The deal encompassed, amongst other things, considerable cuts in TXU coal 
operations, commitment to carbon dioxide reductions, and investments in sustainable energy 
sources (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007c). In exchange for the terms of the agreement, EDF 
agreed to support TXU’s commitment to curb global warming, to provide an EDF representative 
to serve on TXU’s Sustainable Energy Advisory Committee, and most importantly, to keep open 
EDF’s offer to settle a federal litigation lawsuit, which began in 2002, concerning TXU’s plans for 
one of its coal-powered units in Texas (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007c).

In direct response to questions concerning EDF’s confrontational strategy with TXU, EDF 
argued that since its collaborative efforts had been rejected, it was forced to resort to an 
adversarial approach. EDF does not seem to prefer working confrontationally with business, but 
in order to maintain its legitimacy and achieve its environmental objectives as an organisation, 
advocacy and litigation serve as an effective backup option. As a founding trustee of EDF 
explained, “I picture EDF as carrying carrots and sticks. It’s nice to talk about carrots because 
everybody likes that. But for your carrots to work well, you still have to retain and use litigation, 
use the stick sometimes. We do that…and it makes the carrots taste much better” (interview 
2007).

6.5.2 Funding
EDF is acutely aware of the need to maintain its legitimacy with its orientation towards the 
market. As the organisation emphasises in its Corporate Guidelines: “To be truly effective in 
achieving meaningful and significant environmental gains, we must maintain our independence 
and our organisational integrity” (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007b).

In its 2007 Annual Report, EDF lists its sources of operating support for the 2007 fiscal year: 
major gifts (58%), foundation grants (22%), membership (13%), bequests (6%), government 
and other grants (1%) (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007a). The organisation clarifies that: 
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“Total corporate contributions shall not exceed three percent (3%) of Environmental Defense’s 
annual operating budget” and that “Environmental Defense reserves the right to refuse any 
contribution” (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007b).

Furthermore, EDF has established elaborate criteria for corporations from whom the organisation 
refuses any donation or monetary payment (for overview of criteria see Environmental Defense 
Fund, 2007b). The organisation makes very clear that “Environmental Defense accepts no 
payments from its corporate partners. The environment is our only client, while businesses are our 
allies in pursuit of common aims. Generous individuals and foundations fund our work to ensure 
its total independence and public credibility” (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007e).

Even with the stringency of EDF’s corporate guidelines, the organisation has not been 
immune from criticism. David Wessel, the chief economics correspondent for The Wall Street 
Journal, argued that while EDF does not accept compensation from its corporate partners, 
“Environmental Defense does take money — in some cases, lots of it — from individuals who 
work at and own those companies, though. Sam Walton, of the Wal-Mart family, is on its board. 
It turns out there are a lot of rich environmentalists, and they’re a lot more comfortable with 
Environmental Defense’s approach than with more confrontational outfits. That inevitably 
makes more-aggressive green groups suspicious” (Wessel, 2007). This criticism actually points at 
implications of the partnership trend for the environmental movement as a whole, on which we 
will reflect in the discussion section.

EDF does not attempt to hide the fact that wealthy individuals are the largest source of funding 
for the organisation; on the contrary, the organisation presents this openly in its annual report. 
Grants from non-profit foundations and public trusts, the organisation’s second largest source 
of funding, are listed on EDF’s website, and include institutions as: the Overbrook Foundation, 
the Hewlett Foundation, and the Merck Family Fund (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007e). 
EDF, in embracing a strong partnership strategy, has used its funding base as a prime measure 
to maintain its integrity as an environmental organisation. For EDF, maintaining a funding base 
tied directly to civil society is fundamental to their legitimacy, and the organisation is convinced 
that there can be no compromise between civil society and the market with sources of funding.

6.5.3 Organisational capacity
The shifts in EDF’s organisational capacity are illustrative of the larger strategic shifts the 
organisation has adopted in pursuing environmental rights. When EDF was founded in 1967, 
its mission was environmental improvement through a union of science and law. Consistent 
with this mission, by 1971, the organisation consisted of a national coalition of sixty lawyers 
and seven hundred scientists (TIME Magazine, 18 October 1971).  As the organisation found 
itself needing to make economic arguments for its environmental campaigns, however, the 
founding trustee recalls that EDF began to diversify its staff: “In the early 1970s, we were 
dealing with corporations who were throwing economics at us and were saying, ‘We can’t afford 
to do this and that.’ So we started hiring economists, and we’d make economic arguments” 
(interview 2007). The shift in organisational capacity gave the organisation a broader base and 
depth of knowledge, and appears to have helped the organisation considerably in appealing to 
McDonald’s as a potential partner.
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The growth of the Corporate Partnerships program at EDF, since its first partnership with 
McDonalds, has meant a further diversification in EDF’s staff base. According to a project 
manager in the corporate partnerships program, hiring staff with significant business experience 
is a crucial component of EDF’s vision of how it can most effectively combine its partnership 
work with its advocacy work: “The idea is that we’re doing projects in the core focus areas of 
the larger organisation…so we can integrate tightly with the science and policy and economic 
expertise of our colleagues outside of the Corporate Partnerships program. And then the 
Corporate Partnership folks take the lead in developing the business case for a project, managing 
a project, and developing/initiating the corporate engagement part of it” (interview 2007).

6.5.4 Primary stakeholders
At the core of the partnership philosophy is the idea that economic growth and environmental 
goals can go hand in hand, which is exemplified by EDF’s self described approach to its 
Corporate Partnerships program: “We are proponents of a new form of environmentalism - one 
that weds markets and social goals - to create powerful change” (Environmental Defense Fund, 
2007d). This philosophy implies that the primary stakeholders of the NGO and its corporate 
partner should be served simultaneously.

In the past few years, the Corporate Partnerships program has formalised its criteria and created 
a rigorous process for evaluating potential projects and designing the actual projects themselves. 
The result is a five-point strategic checklist for its corporate innovation work, which prescribes 
that these projects should 1) define new best practices, 2) green the supply chain, 3) transform 
industry, 4) factor the environment into business, and 5) demonstrate the business benefits of 
environmentalism (Environmental Defense Fund, 2007d).

By requiring its partnerships to produce both environmental and economic benefits, EDF’s 
strategy ensures that companies, and their executives, continue to operate with an environmental 
mind-set. One of the project managers of the corporate partnership program expanded on the 
rationale behind EDF’s strategic model: “There are other activities that a company might do in 
the name of Corporate Social Responsibility that don’t really have a business benefit, and the 
theory is that they’re only going to do those things when times are really good […] But if things 
start to tighten up, those types of initiatives are generally the first ones to go, whereas if you can 
show that it’s actually helping to improve the business [financially], that’s probably not going to 
go anywhere” (interview 2007).

EDF stresses that its partnerships must have the potential to create a model that other 
companies can use to generate improvements. This signifies that the organisation’s deeper 
interest is in transforming the practices of an industry, not in improving the business profile of a 
particular company.

Nonetheless, another project manager stressed that EDF is struggling with how best to balance 
the integrity of its partnership program - in which EDF project staff get to know the core 
business practices of the partner and work closely with its partner to achieve the goals of the 
project - with the desire to create wider impacts in the market: “We have companies that come 
to us frequently and are interested in doing something and we have to say that we don’t have 
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capacity because all of our staff are tied up doing these long projects. We’ve thought about 
various ways of trying to offer something to those companies without offering a long-term, 
time-intensive partnership; some kind of model, or way of exporting our perspective and our 
work in a little less resource-intensive way for us…We want to figure out better ways that more 
companies can engage in a project within our existing capacity” (interview 2007).

As we will clarify in our second case study, WNF similarly struggles with the trade-off 
between enhanced environmental impact, which calls for more generic, exportable models, and 
competitive advantage for the business partner, which advocates a more exclusive, personalised 
focus on individual companies.

6.6 Case study 2: Wereld Natuur Fonds  (‘World Nature Fund’)

WWF was founded in 1961 as an international fundraising organisation for nature. H.R.H 
Prince Bernard of the Netherlands, a nature enthusiast with an extensive network of wealthy 
friends and benefactors, was invited to become the president of the international WWF 
organisation. One year later, in 1962, he established the Dutch arm of WWF, first called 
‘Natuur Noodfonds Nederland’, then changed to ‘Wereld Natuur Fonds’ in 1965 (Powell, 2001, 
Van Noordwijk-van Veen, 1986). As currently formulated, WNF’s mission is to protect the 
biodiversity on earth by protecting important habitats and combating threats to these natural 
areas. For this purpose the organisation focuses on raising awareness, educating the public, and 
raising funds for nature conservation. The majority of the funds raised by WNF are dedicated 
to nature conservation projects, most of which are located outside of the Netherlands (Wereld 
Natuur Fonds, 2007).

In 2007, WNF reached an all-time high with its membership donations, recording 935.000 
individual donors. In the fiscal year 2006/2007, the organisation employed 109 people (the 
equivalent of 88 full time staff ), and had operating expenses of 48 million Euros. WNF 
concentrates its nature conservation efforts around five themes: Forests, Water, Oceans and 
Coasts, Climate and Protection of Species. The nature protection efforts around these themes 
fall under the WNF unit Nature Conservation. WNF is further organised into multiple other 
units, which include: Finance, Consumer Marketing, Communication and Campaigns, Juridical 
Affairs, Press Relations, and Companies. The Companies unit is responsible for the formation 
and management of partnerships with businesses.

For WNF, as a daughter organisation of WWF International and also originally headed 
by Prince Bernard, interaction with the corporate world runs in its blood. The best way of 
demonstrating the linkages between the WWF network and the corporate world is with the role 
of the 1001 Club in funding the basic costs of the organisation. Established by Prince Bernard, 
the Club consists of 1001 wealthy individuals, each of whom has contributed 10,000 US dollars 
to the trust. Needless to say, executives from the financial sector and multinationals from around 
the world have always been strongly represented in the 1001 Club, albeit on a personal basis.
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Although collaborative linkages between WNF and market parties have been part of the 
organisation since its infancy, the first WNF-business collaboration targeted to the public at large 
dates back to 1989 with Zeelandia, a company that produces and distributes ingredients to bakeries. 
This collaboration, which is still ongoing, is based on a pure licensing agreement: Zeelandia offers 
bakeries the ‘Panda bread roll,’ of which a percentage of the revenue is donated to WNF.

The collaboration with Zeelandia evolved purely around fundraising for nature conservation. 
The first example of a WNF-business partnership in which ecological and economic benefits 
were directly integrated was WNF’s collaboration with the of Dutch brick industry in 1992. 
The collaboration was based on the WNF plan ‘Living Rivers’ that aimed to bring back the 
river forelands in the Dutch landscape. The partnership offered the brick industry increased 
resources and an increased market share due to WNF’s propagation of brick as a sustainable 
resource in building. According to Wienerberger (a bricks producer) and WNF (2008), the 
production of brick in the Netherlands has actually contributed to nature development since the 
commencement of the partnership.

WNF continued with its partnership strategy, creating numerous other partnerships, including 
those with property developers (see Glasbergen and Groenenberg, 2001) and major companies 
like financial services provider Rabobank, energy company Essent, airliner KLM and electronics 
retailer BCC.

6.6.1 Action strategies
Unlike EDF, WNF has opted for a constructive approach since its establishment, being 
attuned to collaborative arrangements with all possible parties and maintaining contacts with 
all important stakeholder groups (governmental bodies, companies, other interest groups) in 
an attempt to discuss, negotiate, find and implement approaches and policies that support its 
mission. The manner in which WNF engages with companies, however, has evolved over the 
years, away from fundraising towards a more holistic view of sustainability. This orientation 
towards sustainability for WNF partnerships was made explicit in 2004. Until that time WNF 
had no structured, integrated approach to dealing with companies, but functioned with an 
ad hoc approach, taking advantage of the opportunities the corporate world offered, whether 
they revolved around fundraising, nature conservation, or some combination of the two. 
WNF’s thematic nature conservation experts would maintain contact with their counterparts 
in businesses as sparring partners to exchange views, explore regulatory options and so forth. 
WNF’s marketing department had a couple of lucrative sponsorship relations and licensing 
agreements with companies. And in some instances fundraising and nature conservation would 
overlap, although they were often unrelated, which meant WNF could hold several types of 
relationships with an individual company at the same time.

In 2004 all corporate contacts that WNF maintained were bundled under the Companies unit 
so that the corporate fundraising and nature conservation efforts through the market were 
integrated. WNF management had become convinced that fundraising and nature conservation 
could go hand-in-hand, which would increase the overall environmental impact of the 
partnerships. WNF practitioners refer to this as a “transition from sponsorship to partnership” 
(interviews with head Companies unit and former head Companies unit, 2008).
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This shift towards an integrated approach to working with companies did not mean that pure 
sponsorship agreements would be avoided from the outset, although at the time of writing the 
founding of such agreements is no longer an option. The strategic choice was accompanied 
with the setting of ambitious fundraising targets; after all, the idea behind it was that raising 
money and conserving nature through corporations was possible. In addition, the reoriented 
Companies unit had to prove its added value. However, the targets appeared to be unattainable 
solely through the formation of partnerships focused on sustainability, not least because such 
partnerships require a great deal of staff time and resources. Therefore, in the transition phase 
WNF entered several new sponsorship relations to achieve its financial targets.

In the 2006/2007 WNF annual report, WNF’s partnering strategy is described as follows: 
“WNF gladly cooperates with firms. The prerequisite will always be that the collaboration 
should result in benefits for nature. This might be in the form of funds for nature, awareness 
raising in society (through education, communication) and/ or direct benefits for nature, like less 
emissions of polluting substances, products with decreased impact on nature and environment, 
or nature friendly production methods. WNF emphasises the direct benefits for nature in its 
collaborations with companies” (Wereld Natuur Fonds, 2007).

This quotation captures the transition nicely. Because the text needs to cover all existing 
partnerships, fundraising is still mentioned as one of the methods to create benefits for nature, 
but the emphasis on “direct benefits” (sustainability agreements) is clear. However, behind the 
partnership strategy lies a recently developed policy to which newly founded partnerships have 
to conform, the so called triple C procedure, referring to Conservation, Communication, and 
Corporate Fundraising, in that order of importance (Wereld Natuur Fonds, 2008).

As the interviews with WNF representatives confirmed, the triple C procedure is in fact a 
checklist for the integrated partnerships strategy. The first C refers to the conservation principle, 
which means that every partnership WNF enters into should entail a sustainability related 
agreement, guaranteeing the partnership’s direct benefit for nature. The agreement might 
concern the introduction of a sustainable product, improved sustainability of existing products, 
and/or the sustainability of the business operations as a whole. This first C is a prerequisite for 
every new partnership into which WNF enters.

The second C refers to joint communication about the collaboration. It comprises arrangements 
about the message that will be communicated to the public with regard to the collaboration, 
often aimed at creating a market for sustainable products. Although communication agreements 
are crucial to most partnerships, communication about the partnership is not a prerequisite.

The third C refers to corporate fundraising. Once an agreement about conservation and 
communication is reached, the partners might consider undertaking further activities together, 
e.g. shared promotional activities, a licensing agreement and/or the endorsement of products 
through the WNF panda logo. The panda logo enjoys strong brand recognition with a positive 
connotation, and WNF will always demand financial compensation in return for the use of its 
logo, which is then directed to WNF’s conservation mission. To guarantee that the triple C 
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procedure is followed, WNF recently established a committee in which the heads of the Nature 
Conservation, Public Relations, Corporate Communication and Marketing units all have a seat.

An interview with the former head of the Companies unit clarified the reason behind WNF’s 
transition from sponsorship to partnership. Impact-related motivations were a key driving 
force in the beginning: by coupling corporate fundraising to direct benefits for nature, WNF 
hoped to increase its positive impact on the environment. However, the integrated partnership 
strategy needed to gain support throughout the organisation, since WNF’s sponsor relations 
had generated notable revenues for its mission, and the restructured unit had to at least match 
these fundraising quota. Risk management considerations helped to secure the required internal 
support. The appointment of a new head of communications also reportedly played an important 
role in this regard. More than her predecessor, this head of communications was attuned to 
WNF as an ‘A’ brand. As consumers in the Netherlands became more brand-conscious, not only 
with companies but also with NGOs, WNF could not afford to risk its impeccable image by 
collaborating with businesses without an acceptable explanation for doing so.

The threat of two near crises further helped to secure the organisation’s support for the new 
partnership strategy. In October 2006, one of WNF’s partners, the energy company Essent, was 
publicly attacked by another NGO, Friends of the Earth Netherlands, for the use of palm oil 
as biomass in its green energy products. Palm oil production is associated with deforestation of 
tropical rainforest, and WNF, alarmed by the news, immediately contacted Essent to persuade 
it to stop its use of palm oil. Shortly after, Essent announced it would end its use of palm oil in 
green energy products, thereby averting the crisis before it tarnished WNF’s image.

A definite wake up call for WNF was the broadcast of a Dutch documentary series regarding 
the origin of products (titled: ‘Keuringsdienst van Waarde’). One episode of this show dealt 
with the origin of the teddy bears WNF distributes. Although not entirely proven, the show 
suggested that the teddy bears had been made in China with the use of child labour. Although 
the controversy that the show generated was marginal, and the damage done to WNF’s image 
was minimal, the event confirmed the risk WNF was taking in forming partnerships, and the 
necessity of maintaining impeccable relationships with business partners.

Although the transition away from sponsorship towards partnership is well on its way, WNF 
is still charting its course in the partnership field. The interviews with WNF representatives 
revealed three developments that are worth noting in this regard. First, there is a trend towards 
standardisation of the partnering strategy within the WWF network, initiated by the Market 
Transformation Network Initiative from WWF International. This initiative seeks to examine 
and recommend specific commodities on which the network should strategically concentrate 
its efforts. Subsequently, each individual WWF organisation can look for the most promising 
partners in a particular country.

Second, WNF will soon adopt a due diligence procedure from WWF International to map the 
opportunities and the risks associated with potential partners. Up until now, WNF made a fact 
sheet on every partner in which it shortlisted the risks and opportunities of partnering. The due 
diligence procedure provides a more structured approach, with two possible tracks: the standard 
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and the extensive procedure. The standard procedure makes use of a self-assessment by the 
company on predetermined criteria. The extensive procedure involves an official audit procedure. 
This latter procedure is reserved for comprehensive partnerships with multinational companies.

Third, WNF is in the preparation phase of categorising its business relationships. The 
Companies unit, together with the Nature Conservation, Marketing, Communication and 
Press units are planning a ‘menu for the business sector’, aimed to provide guidance on how to 
deal with different kinds of companies. There is a need for this because WNF, just like EDF, is 
approached often by a variety of different types of companies but does not have the capacity to 
collaborate with all of these companies. Nevertheless it would like to offer them some useful, 
standardised guidelines, in exchange, for example, for a simple WNF fundraising activity 
through the company’s media channels.

6.6.2 Funding
In stark contrast to EDF, WNF gladly accepts funding from corporate partners. In the past, 
WNF’s credo was: “the more money for nature, the better” as the former Director of Marketing 
and Communication explained (interview 2007). However, given the described societal 
developments and their reputation and legitimacy risks, the credo has changed towards: 
“the more money for nature, the better, provided that it doesn’t stink.” In other words: for a 
corporation to become an official sponsor to WNF, it should be committed to certain 
sustainability goals or targets. Old sponsor relationships that cannot live up to this prerequisite 
are being phased out.

As was already noted, WNF always demands financial compensation for the use of its panda 
logo by its partners, but since the formalisation of its integrated partnership strategy, it only 
offers its logo for use with products that meet certain sustainability criteria. Nevertheless, WNF 
will accept every corporate donation it receives. To reject those would mean it should monitor 
the origin of all its donations rigorously, which the organisation does not consider worth the 
effort. WNF does not experience any risks associated with this practice as companies do not 
derive any rights from these general donations. WNF’s acceptance of corporate donations 
and sponsorships does not seem to limit its freedom to act, in contrast to EDF. An important 
reason for this is that WNF has no tradition in confrontational advocacy, litigation or ‘naming 
and shaming’ campaigns. Rather, its strategy has always been centred on fundraising for nature 
conservation.

Within this tradition, the credo “the more money for nature the better” makes perfect sense. 
All the more so, as the former Director of Marketing and Communication notes that WNF’s 
constituency base completely agrees with this credo (interview 2007). Even in cases where WNF 
was concerned about criticism or negative press, the organisation has received almost none. 
For instance, when WNF announced its partnership with airline KLM around carbon dioxide 
compensation of its air miles, it expected some criticism. Therefore, when the partnership was 
announced, WNF’s call centre was fully prepared to answer difficult questions, but remained 
surprisingly silent. WNF is aware that behind the scenes some NGOs do frown upon WNF’s 
willingness to accept corporate funds, but this has never led to public attacks or repercussions.
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In its annual report 2006/2007, WNF communicates the results of its fundraising activities, 
distinguishing several categories: funds from contributions and donations (76%), inheritances 
(16.5%), companies (7.0 %) and others sources (0.2 %). When calculating the share of corporate 
funds of the total revenues (which, next to fundraising, also includes project funds stemming 
from government, investment results, etc.) the percentage drops to 5.3 %. This modest share 
further limits the experienced dependence of WNF on corporate funding, since it could 
continue its operations without this share. In fact, WNF has an explicit ambition to increase 
revenues from corporations to 20% in the fiscal year 2008/2009.

6.6.3 Organisational capacity
Comparable to EDF’s staff needs in accordance with its strategy shift, WNF’s more structured 
and integrated approach towards companies implied that the organisation was in need of staff 
with business expertise and/or experience. According to the former head of the Companies 
unit, the rationale behind this is that the staff “needs to speak the business language and have a 
commercial mentality” (interview 2008), which enables them to build the business case for their 
corporate partners and thereby persuade their potential partners with compelling arguments.

Comparable to EDF, WNF’s Companies unit cooperates closely with the thematic experts 
that are in-house at the Nature Conservation department and regularly consults them on 
the contents of the sustainability agreements made with companies. However, in EDF’s case, 
the guidance for partnership formation largely comes from the core focus areas that have 
been identified, while in WNF’s case, the lead still lies with the Companies unit. According 
to the current head of the Companies unit, this may change: “WNF is still in the midst of its 
partnership strategy development. The core question is how to create effective, result oriented 
partnerships which directly benefit nature. An important aspect of this question is: where does 
the guidance come from? Do we [the companies unit] take the initiative, or should the Nature 
conservation department do that? It happens frequently that WNF is approached by aspirant 
corporate partners, but ideally this will change in the opposite direction: WNF sets her nature 
conservation targets, and searches for the more strategic partners in this regard” (interview 2008).

6.6.4 Primary stakeholders
Just like EDF, WNF pursues partnerships that create benefits for business partners as well as 
further the organisation’s own nature conservation goals. The reputational benefit WNF’s panda 
logo offers to its corporate partners is capable of luring companies into the development of 
sustainable products and services. Frontrunner companies might develop these products and 
services anyway, but lack a credible image within the consumer market. The panda logo offers 
a helping hand, while increased sales of these sustainable products or services offer economic 
as well as environmental benefits. Echoing EDF’s principle, WNF is careful to stress that there 
will never be an environmentally effective partnership without a strong business case built-in. 
This implies that every effective partnership should always serve shareholders as well WNF’s 
stakeholders: its donors and ultimately the planet.

Like EDF, WNF struggles with how to maximise the environmental impacts of its partnerships, 
while still guaranteeing a competitive economic advantage for companies to partner. WNF’s 
coping strategy, however, is slightly different. Since WNF’s logo is its most valuable asset, it 
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is inevitably limited in the amount of partnerships that it can bare per sector: the panda logo 
only offers competitive advantage to corporate partners when it is exclusive in its branch. 
Therefore, WNF aims to create a strategic partnership in every relevant sector, creating a market 
for sustainable products and services with the potential to put the whole sector in motion. 
Within each partnership arrangement, WNF ensures the potential for multiplier effects of its 
partnerships in the market by limiting the partner’s exclusivity rights to the marketing and 
communication agreements, refusing exclusivity with regard to the sustainability agreements. 
In this way, the sustainable products and services that are created through its partnerships are 
always available for adoption by other companies.

The strategy of granting marketing and communication exclusivity rights to its partners makes 
sense in a partnership on sustainable products and services for the consumer market. However, 
the transition of WNF’s partnership strategy is still ongoing, and according to a Sustainable 
Business Developer at the WNF Companies unit, it might move on towards partnerships 
that concentrate on the sustainability of the business operations in general instead of on 
certain products or services (interview 2008). An early example of this shift is the Climate 
Saver program, which was originally developed by WWF USA but will now be rolled out 
internationally, including WNF. The Climate Saver program is an ambitious carbon reduction 
program which aims to decouple company growth and carbon dioxide emissions growth. Based 
on a baseline measurement, the program investigates reduction opportunities and sets reduction 
targets with every participating company. In return, the company receives the ‘climate saver’ 
status, as well as cost reductions on its energy bill over time.

In contrast to WNF’s other partnerships, the Climate Saver program does not offer its partners 
exclusivity. Instead, it aims to include as many companies as possible and offers every company 
that is willing to participate the climate saver status that is communicated by a logo that was 
developed for the program. The mechanism it aims to create is a race to the top, where one 
company after another within a particular sector will join the program to avoid lagging behind 
its competitors. It remains to be seen how this ‘inclusive’ program will come to relate to the more 
exclusive partnership strategy of WNF.

6.7 Discussion

6.7.1 NGO coping strategies: maximising impact, minimising risk
We have observed that both EDF and WNF have experienced challenges as a result of their 
partnering practices and have responded by developing elaborate coping strategies. The NGO 
coping strategies are comparable on two of our assessment elements and opposed on the other 
two. The comparison is visualised in Table 6.3 (next page).

With regard to their organisational capacity and the primary stakeholders they serve, both 
NGOs choose to position themselves in the centre of the civil society/market nexus. They 
manage to serve their corporate partners’ shareholders as well as their own constituencies, by 
putting mechanisms in place that ensure that their partnerships involve both economic and 
environmental benefits. They have also diversified the knowledge base of their staff by adding 
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staff with a background in or knowledge of the business sector. Thematic experts with specific 
knowledge related to the environmental problems, that are at the core of the NGO’s missions, 
remain important. The same holds for each organisation’s expertise in the field on which it was 
founded: at WNF this consists of the communication and marketing experts, while at EDF, this 
includes a solid juridical staff base.

However, the coping strategies differ in two crucial areas: their action strategies and funding 
bases. While WNF opts exclusively for collaborative approaches towards the market sector, and 
thereby positions itself in the market realm of our assessment framework, EDF positions itself 
in the centre of the civil society/ market nexus by using both collaborative and confrontational 
approaches. While EDF has a pure civil society orientation with regard to its funding base, 
refusing funding from their corporate partners, WNF positions itself in the centre of the nexus, 
by accepting funding from its corporate partners as an extra revenue stream in addition to its 
other revenues. While WNF does not perceive any constraints to its action strategy by allowing 
corporate money as a part of its funding base, EDF has faced some scrutiny over its funding base. 
However, EDF’s elaborate Corporate Guidelines guarantee that it retains independence from 
corporate partners, which allows the organisation to defend its combination of collaborative and 
confrontational action strategies.

The analysis demonstrates that the strategic options for a partnering NGO are guided and 
constrained by the choice the partnering NGO makes with regard to its action strategy towards 
companies (i.e. solely collaborative or a combination of collaborative and confrontational 
strategies). Different action strategies are accompanied by different risks that require different 

Table 6.3 Assessment of NGO coping strategies

Elements of coping strategy NGO Strategic Choices
Market orientation Civil society orientation

Action strategy Collaboration Confrontation
EDF

WNF

Primary stakeholders Shareholders Community members
‘Profit’   ‘Planet’

EDF
WNF

Funding bases Corporate donations/ Membership/grants
payments

EDF
WNF

Organisational capacity Economic/management expertise Thematic/campaigning expertise
EDF
WNF
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strategic choices. Since WNF does not assume a confrontational action strategy towards 
businesses, its independence is not affected by the choices it makes regarding its funding base, 
because it can continue to follow its preferred course in attaining its goals. For EDF to retain the 
opportunity for confrontational action, any suggestion of financial dependency would have to be 
avoided.

The guiding principle in the NGO coping strategies seems to be to maximise environmental 
impact while minimising risk to the organisation. The greatest risk for WNF lies in damaging its 
reputation and diminishing the value of the panda logo, which would subsequently decrease its 
effectiveness as a conservation organisation. As we have seen, an important driving force for the 
current sustainability orientation of WNF’s partnerships is not only the ability to generate direct 
benefits for nature, but also the avoidance of damaging the organisation’s reputation. The risk 
EDF is managing by its elaborate Corporate Guidelines is loss of independence, and thereby its 
opportunity for effective litigation and advocacy.

While some previous research has assumed that partnering and independence are incompatible 
(e.g. Ählström and Sjöström, 2005), our case study demonstrates that EDF has managed to 
combine a partnership strategy with its more confrontational litigation and advocacy activities. 
The key to this arrangement is the organisation’s independence from corporate funding.

6.7.2 Action strategies explained by different NGO context characteristics
We have observed a correlation between the strategic choices within the partnering NGO 
coping strategies: the choices the NGOs make regarding their funding bases are explained 
by their preferred action strategies. The explanation for the difference in the preferred action 
strategies of EDF and WNF can be found in their different historic backgrounds, the 
different political-institutional contexts in which they operate and the overall NGO landscape 
in the USA and the Netherlands. As we have seen, WNF was constituted as a conservation 
organisation, in line with the 1st wave of environmentalism, while EDF was one of the first 
NGOs to broaden its scope from nature conservation to the more encompassing terrain of 
the environment (Van der Heijden, 2000), and thereby an early example of the 2nd wave of 
environmentalism. 2nd wave environmentalism is inherently more political and contested than 
1st wave conservationism, which helps to explain why EDF has relied, and continues to rely, on 
confrontational action strategies coupled with its more recent collaborative approaches. 

A second explanatory factor for the differences in action strategies between EDF and WNF 
is the institutional context of the USA versus the Netherlands, and the political opportunities 
(Kriesi, Koopmans, Duyvendak and Giugni, 1992) these contexts provide. The legal system in 
the USA has traditionally played an important role in the development and implementation of 
environmental policy, in contrast to the Dutch system (Wood, 2003). The ‘plaintiff-friendly’ legal 
system in the US is rewarding (The Economist, 2003) in terms of damages as well as in setting 
legal precedent, which may explain why EDF would retain its litigation strategy in addition to 
its partnership strategy.

Finally, we might also look at the overall NGO landscape in the respective countries for clues 
on the differences between EDF and WNF, as both seem to occupy a niche in their respective 
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national NGO field. In the American context, EDF has pioneered the litigation strategy and 
built up considerable expertise in this field, which would discourage the organisation from 
throwing this expertise away. On the other hand, it is relatively easy for WNF to focus solely 
on the collaborative approach in the Dutch context, since it can trust that other NGOs will 
continue to use a confrontational approach. According to Jamison (2001), niche-seeking among 
professional environmental NGOs is the main factor behind the specialisation and division of 
labour amongst them. The Dutch environmental NGO field is a good example of such a division 
of labour. It has structured itself in such a way that the ‘radical flank effect’ as described by 
Haines (1984) works smoothly in inducing firms towards more corporate social responsibility: 
the ‘stick’ of the radical NGOs pushes corporations towards the ‘carrot’ of the more business-
friendly ones. As such, the confrontational and collaborative approaches function in tandem.

6.7.3 Challenges for the NGO field
It seems fair to state that the strategies EDF and WNF have developed to cope with the 
challenges associated with their partnership approaches are quite appropriate. While their 
partnering practices have engendered some criticism from fellow NGOs and the media 
(mostly in the US), both NGOs continue to increase their constituency base, which is a clear 
indication of the (growing) societal support for their strategies. However, the partnership trend 
does not only pose challenges to partnering NGOs individually, but to the NGO field as a 
whole. The 3rd wave of environmentalism has not flooded the whole NGO landscape. Not all 
NGOs accept the partnership paradigm, which rests on the crucial assumption that “collective 
action can be commercial in nature, [as] the market mechanism can promote more sustainable 
practices through the leverage and spin-off of private-sector investments” (Glasbergen, 2007, p. 
4). Some NGOs reject partnerships with businesses altogether (Ählström and Sjöström, 2005, 
SustainAbility, 2003). 

When moving from the analysis of individual NGO organisations to the field as a whole, we 
identify several challenges. First, partnering NGOs have the potential to lose legitimacy in the 
eyes of their more radical counterparts (Winston, 2002). A polarised environmental movement 
constrains options for coordinated action towards the ‘higher goal’ of sustainable development, 
which seems to require at least a rudimentary common agenda ( Jamison, 2001).

Second, the decline of NGO legitimacy might also run the opposite way: in the face of increased 
use of collaborative approaches with businesses, confrontational NGOs might lose legitimacy in 
the eyes of the public. Poncelet (2001, p.24) points this out when he states that: “Environmental 
partnerships characterised by such nonconfrontational practices risk inadvertently encouraging 
the delegitimisation of conflictual approaches to environmental action and engendering a retreat 
from radical thinking and innovative environmental solutions”. The continued professionalisation 
of large NGOs like EDF and WNF, and their reliance on incremental change within existing 
political and industrial structures, implies a need for adaptation of the dominant discourse (Van 
der Heijden, 2000). Once more radical groups, free from such pressures to conform, become 
(further) delegitimised, the discursive and strategic space in which they operate may narrow. 
Furthermore, not all environmental issues are evenly suited for a partnership strategy: some 
environmental concerns are more easily reconciled with economic ones than others. In this sense, 
the partnership trend inherently implies a selection and reframing of issues. 
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Third, there are the consequences of the partnership trend with respect to resource distribution 
within the NGO field. A delegitimisation of confrontational approaches might result in a 
drying-up of revenue streams for the more radical environmental NGOs, further marginalising 
their position, as they are usually smaller than the NGOs that avoid confrontational action. 
However, the partnering NGOs might also run resource associated risks as a consequence of 
the partnering trend. As more and more NGOs catch-up on the 3rd wave of environmentalism, 
competition for corporate partners might increase among the partnering segment of the NGO 
field, resulting in ‘winners and losers.’ In order to belong to the winning category, NGOs might 
be tempted to alter their organisational agendas to be more in line with corporate preferences 
(Bosso, 1995).

6.8 Conclusion

This paper gives insight into the strategies environmental NGOs that partner with businesses 
use to cope with the challenges that derive from the contesting institutional demands of the civil 
society and the market sectors. An assessment framework, composed of four crucial strategic 
elements, allowed us to assess strategies accurately, indicating that the assessment framework 
captures the institutional demands of the market and civil society sectors. The framework might 
therefore be more generally applicable for the assessment of coping strategies of partnering 
NGOs.

The analysis demonstrated that there is not one best NGO coping strategy. However, there is 
a correlation between the different strategic elements: an NGO’s strategic options are guided 
and constrained by the choices it makes with regard to its action strategy. When it opts for a 
combination of collaborative and confrontational action toward companies, it runs different 
risks and thus needs to make different strategic choices than when the NGO solely uses a 
collaborative approach towards business.

Our case studies show individual NGOs managing to adequately cope with the challenges the 
partnership trend poses to their organisation. However, the 3rd wave of environmentalism (with 
which the partnering trend is associated) does not only pose challenges to partnering NGOs, but 
to the NGO field as a whole. These challenges are related to the legitimacy of different NGO 
action strategies, resource availability for NGOs, the possibilities for a common NGO agenda 
and, ultimately, the effectiveness of the NGO field in furthering sustainable development. What 
remains to be seen, however, is the extent to which these anticipated challenges will materialise 
and how well the NGO sector will be able to manage them collectively.
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7 Conclusions and reflections

7.1 Introduction

This research began with the observation that interactions between business and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) have been expanding in frequency, intensity, and scope and 
have been changing in character. Since the 1990s, NGOs have increasingly exposed instances 
of corporate misconduct, revealing cases of severe environmental pollution, unsustainable 
exploitation of resources, and abuses of human rights by corporations. As a consequence, 
the companies in question have faced reputation damage and associated risks, creating an 
internal demand for greater corporate social responsibility (CSR). Stakeholder dialogues 
and partnerships have been widely considered as promising CSR mechanisms based on the 
idea that ecological, social and economic concerns are not necessarily contradictory, and that 
win-win solutions are possible. If multinationals and NGOs could combine their unique 
competences, this would enable the joint solving of complex societal problems. Although this 
discourse of multi-stakeholder collaboration has been increasingly dominant in the CSR realm, 
empirical insight into the functioning of such initiatives remains scarce. The present study 
sought to contribute to the development of such insight by analysing both collaborative and 
confrontational business-NGO interactions in the context of CSR. 

The central research question was twofold:
1. What are the consequences of business-NGO interactions for the actors involved (i.e. the 

organisational consequences)?
2. To what extent are business-NGO interactions becoming institutionalised as CSR 

mechanisms, and what are the opportunities and limitations to proliferate CSR created as a 
result of such institutionalisation?

Arriving at a thorough and detailed understanding of business-NGO interaction processes, their 
consequences and institutionalisation required a detailed insight into these processes, including 
their dynamics, timelines, evolution, and social context. The preferred approach for gathering 
such information is the case study approach. During the course of the research, multiple case 
studies were conducted: five case studies into the dialogue practice of five different multinationals 
(Chapter 3), an in-depth case study of a business-NGO interaction process spanning 8 years 
(Chapter 4), a comparative study of a confrontational and a collaborative business-NGO 
interaction process (Chapter 5), and a comparative study into the partnering practice of two 
partnering NGOs (Chapter 6). The empirical material covered Dutch multinational companies 
that can be considered CSR frontrunners in their respective sector. The NGOs considered 
were two Dutch environmental NGOs that are representative of the two main types of NGO 
– collaborative and confrontational towards business – and a third, American NGO that 
exemplified the strategic shift from confrontational to collaborative approaches. Although the 
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empirical field this study covers is limited, it is supported by and embedded in a growing body of 
research that connects the present observations to a wider set of companies and NGOs. In this 
final chapter, the insights, empirical evidence and conclusions from the preceding chapters are 
combined to answer the central research questions. 

This chapter first summarises the organisational consequences of business-NGO interactions 
that were observed throughout the research in order to answer the first question. This overview 
of organisational consequences is then the starting point for addressing the second part 
of the research question regarding the institutionalisation of business-NGO interactions. 
Institutionalisation is understood as a process of gradual stabilisation of social conduct in 
broadly shared ideas, standardised patterns, procedures and rules (Leroy and Arts, 2006). Taking 
an institutional perspective, the consequences of business-NGO interactions observed within the 
organisations researched indicate that collaborative business-NGO interactions are becoming 
widely accepted mechanisms to further CSR in these organisations, and that these mechanisms 
are gradually stabilising into patterns and are concretised in rules and procedures.

The chapter proceeds to consider the process of institutionalisation of business-NGO 
interactions as CSR mechanisms at a more general level. It demonstrates that the standardised 
patterns and procedures guiding business-NGO interactions that have emerged at the single 
organisational level are multiplied and reproduced throughout the business and civil society 
sectors, indicating a certain degree of institutionalisation of collaborative business-NGO 
interactions at sector level.

Then, based on the assessment that collaborative business-NGO interactions are indeed 
becoming institutionalised as CSR mechanisms, an evaluation of the opportunities and 
limitations of these arrangements to proliferate CSR is made. The proliferation of CSR refers to 
the development and subsequent spreading of processes and/or activities throughout the business 
sector that aim to limit the negative social and environmental effects of corporate conduct and/
or enhance the positive effects. The evaluation results in the formulation of conditions under 
which collaborative business-NGO arrangements are able to develop CSR practices that may be 
adopted by a wide set of business actors.

Finally, based on these conclusions the chapter goes beyond the boundaries of the mere 
empirical observations to reflect on possible pathways to further encourage CSR throughout the 
business world.

7.2 From ad hoc interactions to institutionalised arrangements

In the preceding empirical chapters, the consequences of business-NGO interaction for 
companies and constructive, partnering NGOs were studied, while the consequences for the 
more confrontational, campaigning NGOs interacting with businesses were not the object 
of empirical research. Therefore, the overview of organisational consequences of business-
NGO interactions given below does not include the consequences for campaigning NGOs. 
The research revealed the development of organisational strategies, policies and structures 
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at both companies and partnering NGOs as a consequence of their interaction. In turn, these 
organisational consequences of business-NGO interactions shape and canalise the interactions, 
forming more stable patterns and developing standardised rules and procedures. As is 
demonstrated below, the development of these strategies, policies and structures indicates a 
gradual institutionalisation of collaborative business-NGO interactions as CSR mechanisms.

7.2.1 Organisational strategies
The present research has shown that both interacting businesses and partnering NGOs face the 
need to develop strategies in response to their new reality of increased interaction. When first 
targeted by campaigning NGOs, multinationals were caught off-guard by these interactions. 
Now these companies anticipate NGO scrutiny of their operations. This anticipation has 
gradually resulted in the development of corporate engagement strategies that may prescribe 
when to engage NGOs, which NGOs to engage, on which topics, and in which form (see 
Chapters 3 and 4). NGOs will generally be engaged on issues with both a high probability of 
appearing on the public agenda and a high possible impact on the company. Selection criteria for 
NGOs are related to their expertise, leverage and ideology. The form of interaction may either 
be a one-to-one interaction, a working group, a multi-stakeholder conference, a roundtable or 
a partnership, depending on the goal of the interaction and the interaction partner(s). These 
corporate engagement strategies allow corporations to remain in control and co-determine the 
parameters of interaction, canalising the interactions into more predictable, stable patterns.  

NGOs with a collaborative approach towards companies have developed organisational 
strategies of their own in response to their increased interactions with businesses (see Chapter 
6). Facing increasing invitations for stakeholder dialogues and partnerships, these organisations 
have started to elaborate their partnering strategies. Ad hoc partnership opportunities with 
limited effects on core business processes are making way for targeted interactions that seek 
to create the largest possible opportunity for achieving the NGO’s mission. As such, the 
partnerships in which these NGOs participate tend to assume some common characteristics 
(e.g. involving business partners with large market shares, creating business models that may be 
copied throughout the market), indicating a gradual institutionalisation of their parameters.

7.2.2 Organisational policies
Businesses and NGOs that intensively interact with each other have also developed new 
organisational policies as a result of their interaction (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5). Under pressure 
from NGOs, and more recently also in close cooperation with NGOs, companies have started to 
develop a wide variety of CSR policies. These policies formalise the company’s commitment to 
a certain set of social and/or environmental goals and norms. As procedures are put in place to 
implement this commitment, CSR practices are gradually standardised. Thereby, the adoption of 
these CSR policies reflects and further encourages a gradual institutionalisation of CSR at the 
single organisation level.

Partnering NGOs have also developed policies in response to their increased interaction with 
corporations (see Chapters 5 and 6). Their partnering strategy is gradually codified into more 
formal policies, or ‘rules of conduct’. These formalised policies are designed to minimise the 
risks of loss of legitimacy and autonomy associated with partnering, while maximising its effects. 
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Taking the form of protocols and guidelines, they structure and standardise NGO decision 
making processes for choosing partners, developing partnerships and managing projects.

7.2.3 Organisational structures
Both businesses and partnering NGOs have developed new organisational structures to 
accommodate the management of their increased interaction. At the companies that were 
studied, job positions have been adapted and created to manage the interactions with NGOs 
(see Chapters 3 and 4). Generally located at either a Corporate Communications or CSR 
department, the position of ‘issue manager’ has evolved to develop and implement the 
engagement strategies that were mentioned above and to develop and nourish relationships 
with NGOs from confrontational to more collaborative interactions. In the same way, CSR 
departments are evolving to develop and implement the CSR policies that were addressed 
above. Such structures may be considered an expression of institutionalisation of business-NGO 
interactions and CSR, and further encourage their institutionalisation as well, as managers that 
are appointed in these structures start to develop standardised procedures and policies like the 
ones mentioned in the previous section.

NGOs partnering with business have undergone a parallel development. These organisations 
have started to create job positions and organisational units meant to accommodate the 
management of relationships with business (see Chapter 6). ‘Account managers’ and ‘business 
developers’ are increasingly common positions at partnering NGOs, located at ‘company units’ 
or partaking in ‘corporate programs’. Account managers manage relationships with individual 
companies, forming the counterpart to the corporate ‘issue managers’, while ‘business developers’ 
design the business models meant for adoption by their counterparts at CSR departments. As 
such, partnering with business is becoming ‘business as usual’ for these NGOs, with more and 
more organisational capacity being shifted away from education campaigns and government 
lobby towards collaborative arrangements with business partners.    

The above research findings indicate that collaborative business-NGO interactions are gradually 
becoming institutionalised, as they are managed by organisational structures designed for this 
purpose, guided by increasingly standardised procedures, and have become accepted means to 
shape CSR. While becoming institutionalised as CSR mechanisms, these collaborative business-
NGO interactions are evolving into what will be referred to here as ‘private responsibility 
arrangements’. The ‘arrangement’ concept indicates the development of the interactions into 
accepted and standardised patterns, ‘responsibility’ refers to the subject of the interactions (i.e. 
CSR), and ‘private’ refers to the type of actors involved in the arrangements (i.e. non-state, 
private actors). 

In addition to the observations at the single organisation level, the present research has 
provided many indications that institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements is not 
confined to the organisations studied here, but that this process is reproduced in multiple other 
organisations. This process of institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements on the 
more general, sector level is the focus of the next section.
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7.3 The reproduction and multiplication of private responsibility 
arrangements

The number of business and civil society actors that engage in private responsibility 
arrangements has increased considerably during the last decade and continued to increase 
during the present research process. This was evidenced empirically in the preceding chapters; 
WNF receives more and more invitations for stakeholder dialogues and partnerships from an 
expanding set of companies (Chapter 6), Rabobank has developed the routine to pro-actively 
engage several NGOs with expertise on the topic at hand in its CSR policy development 
(Chapter 4), and both WNF and Rabobank are engaged in private responsibility arrangements 
that attempt to include as many as possible NGOs and business actors along entire supply 
chains (Chapter 4). 

As the coverage of private responsibility arrangements is enlarged, the accompanying patterns 
also proliferate. Indications of this phenomenon can be easily derived from publicly available 
corporate information. More and more companies have a separate CSR section on their website 
on which they publish their CSR policies and initiatives. Stakeholder engagement has become 
a common element in the CSR practice of publicly visible multinationals, as can be judged from 
its frequent mentioning in many recent CSR reports. The stakeholder overviews and issue-
matrices that were empirically identified as recently developed tools for stakeholder management 
at several multinationals during the research (Chapter 3), are reproduced at many other 
multinationals, as they are commonly communicated on company websites nowadays. NGOs 
are almost without exception mentioned as an important stakeholder group. As a publicly visible 
company, some form of interaction with NGOs is a must, even if it may be solely for reasons of 
reputation and competitive advantage. 

The institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements is accompanied by a specialisation 
within the NGO field; some NGOs specialise as partnering NGOs, while other NGOs choose 
to remain distant from big business and take a more critical, confrontational approach. The mere 
distinction that companies use to characterise NGOs as either constructive or campaigning 
(the latter referring to confrontational campaigning, Chapter 3) indicates the relative stability of 
NGO roles. The cases of WNF and EDF (Chapter 6) suggest that once NGOs start to develop 
a collaborative strategy towards business, the NGO organisation will need to accommodate this 
strategy by developing policies and structures, which furthers the institutionalisation of their 
collaborative role and private responsibility arrangements as CSR mechanisms alike. 

The process of institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements involves important 
elements of the business and civil society sectors, but it will presumably never include the entire 
sectors. The fact that some NGOs specialise in taking a critical approach towards business 
indicates that a segment of the civil society sector remains (willingly) outside of the private 
responsibility arrangements. It is highly unlikely that the more radial NGOs like FoEN will 
ever become intensely involved in private responsibility arrangements with conventional 
multinationals. Nevertheless, these more radical, campaigning NGOs play an important role 
in involving more and more companies in private responsibility arrangements, complementing 
the role of their partnering NGO counterparts. As the present research and many others have 
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indicated, reputational considerations form an important incentive for companies to enter the 
CSR scene with its associated private responsibility arrangements. Campaigning NGOs are able 
to threaten corporate reputations when revealing irresponsible business operations, providing 
an incentive for the targeted companies to start turning things around. At the same time, this 
widely acknowledged fact implies that private responsibility arrangements will presumably 
never encompass the whole business sector, as not all companies are sensitive to reputational 
damage. Campaigning NGOs leverage the reputation mechanism by influencing consumers, 
but in the business-to-business segment this strategy is largely useless. Companies that are 
largely invisible to consumers will generally not experience a powerful incentive to engage in 
private responsibility arrangements. As Vogel observes, “The business case for virtue is strongest 
for firms that have made CSR part of their strategy for attracting and retaining customers, 
employees and investors, and for highly visible global companies that have been targeted by 
activists. Most firms, however, fall into neither category” (2005, p.14). 

To summarise, collaborative business-NGO interactions have emerged and been 
institutionalised as CSR mechanisms at the organisational level, and this process has multiplied, 
engaging more and more NGOs and businesses and creating a trend in the market and civil 
society sector. As will be argued below, this trend implies promising opportunities for innovation 
and experimentation of CSR practices. However, it has some inherent limitations as well.

7.4 Opportunities and limitations of private responsibility arrangements

7.4.1 Opportunities
Private responsibility arrangements clearly render opportunities for the proliferation of CSR. 
The present dissertation has provided detailed insight into the processes through which 
companies and NGOs co-create innovative business models that have real potential to mitigate 
the socially and environmentally harmful effects of business operations and/or enhance the 
positive effects. The most striking examples provided by the dissertation in this regard were the 
Rabobank soy investment policy developed in constructive dialogue with the DSC, and the 
climate credit card developed in partnership with WNF. With regard to the first example, the 
policy that was developed in close consultation with the DSC commits Rabobank to attach 
sustainability requirements to the loans and credits that it provides to soy farmers. In doing so, 
the bank provides these farmers with a financial incentive to produce more sustainably. Through 
the climate credit card initiative with WNF, a product was developed that makes Rabobank’s 
portfolio more environmentally friendly and provides Dutch consumers with a more responsible 
alternative to the credit cards already available on the market. The credit card purchases of at 
least 1.1 million consumers are compensated for their CO2 emissions. This makes a small yet 
undeniable contribution to combating climate change. 

In addition to such environmental contributions, the results of the private responsibility 
arrangements may create a larger spin-off. For instance, the credit card development process 
entailed the development and endorsement of CO2 compensation mechanisms and required 
experimenting and learning among the actors involved. These experiences and mechanisms 
may subsequently be applied to other product categories and business processes. Furthermore, 
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it serves as an innovative example in the marketplace that may stimulate competitors and 
entrepreneurs to employ similar initiatives.  

The dissertation has shown that private responsibility arrangements are not the only business-
NGO interactions that provide opportunities for CSR proliferation; confrontational interactions 
are also capable of shaping and spreading CSR, although they are not expected to become 
widely accepted CSR mechanisms. The cases of Rabobank-FoEN interaction (Chapters 4 and 
5) showed that through relatively antagonistic interaction, CSR policies regarding investments 
in palm oil and climate intensive sectors were developed. Though the quality of these policies 
in terms of environmental sustainability may be questioned, it cannot be denied that they were 
examples of innovative policies within the Dutch banking sector that set the sector in motion 
on these issues. CSR and issue managers may sometimes be covertly grateful for confrontational 
NGO campaigns as such campaigns demonstrate the urgency of their job positions and create 
momentum for their internal CSR mission (see Chapter 4). Nevertheless, they will generally 
attempt to avoid confrontational interactions or reshape them into collaborative arrangements, as 
confrontational interactions entail risks and insecure outcomes. This risk management rationale 
contributes to the institutionalisation of collaborative private responsibility arrangements as the 
preferred mechanism to develop CSR.  

7.4.2 Limitations 
The dissertation has demonstrated that private responsibility arrangements have innovative 
and example-setting capabilities that contribute to the proliferation of CSR. However, the 
arrangements also have some inherent limitations that limit their potential to spread CSR 
throughout the global business sector. A review of the concerns related to the long-existing 
neo-corporatist arrangements on labour issues helps to explore the limitations of our private 
responsibility arrangements (Harcourt and Wood, 2006, Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982, 
Ottaway, 2001). Although the emergence of private responsibility arrangements in the CSR 
realm is a fairly recent development, arrangements in which non-state actors bear responsibility 
and share decision-making authority for public issues have existed in the field of labour for 
decades. In many European countries it is customary that the responsibility for labour issues is 
shared between government, business (as employers) and civil society (as employees), represented 
by labour unions. Many have applauded the potential and advantage of these arrangements; 
however, as experience has been built up, such arrangements have shown to have some serious 
downsides as well. These limitations are also applicable to the private responsibility arrangements 
that are the current object of study, and are related to matters of inclusiveness, representation, 
marginalisation, inequality, and re-framing. They will be elaborated one-by-one below.

The first drawback of private responsibility arrangements is their inherently limited 
inclusiveness. Ideally, all stakeholders with an interest in the issue at hand should be involved 
in private responsibility arrangements, contributing to the broad acceptance of the results of the 
arrangements. This is unattainable for several reasons. First of all, not all NGOs will want to be 
involved in these arrangements because shared decision making implies the need to compromise. 
Furthermore, as was already argued, not every company will encounter the incentive to assume 
responsibility at all, even though it may contribute to the problem at hand. Finally, the more 
interests that are represented in an arrangement, the more difficult it will be to reach consensus. 
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Some interests are more easily reconciled than others, and some may be impossible to reconcile. 
Private responsibility arrangements thus will continue to have outsiders.

Another shortcoming is the direct result of the limited inclusiveness of private responsibility 
arrangements and relates to questions of representation and legitimacy; which constituencies do 
the actors within the arrangements represent? Does the environmental NGO included in the 
arrangement represent the environmental movement? Do the corporate representatives represent 
their sector? Does the development NGO represent the interests of the poor in developing 
nations? The scope of the mandate of the actors included is by no means obvious, and may 
be contested time and again. This challenges the legitimacy of the agreements reached by the 
arrangements. Even when the constituency base and thus the mandate of the representatives 
is clear, it is easy to predict that the outsiders of the arrangement, whose interests are not 
represented, will contest the legitimacy of the agreements. Legitimacy is crucial if agreements 
are to become broadly accepted and implemented, and a lack of legitimacy challenges the 
effectiveness of the arrangement 

A third limitation associated with private responsibility arrangements is their tendency 
to marginalise certain discourses (see also Chapter 6). With the reliance on functional 
representation instead of representative democratic structures for decision making on public 
issues, the more radical voices tend to become marginalised. As these radical voices presumably 
will be the least willing and/or able to find consensus in the arrangement, they will generally be 
excluded, even though they have as much a right of expression and consideration as any other 
voice.

A further limitation of private responsibility arrangements is that powerful actors within the 
arrangements may remain dominant, limiting the desired pluralism of the arrangements. Neo-
corporatist structures around labour have not fundamentally altered existing power relations. 
This suggests that multinational corporations, commonly considered as the most powerful actors 
on the globe, will have the largest say in private responsibility arrangements. When business 
interests start to overrule the responsibility arrangements, the stringency and ambition level of 
the measures these arrangements produce will tend to decline too, diminishing their potential to 
effectively combat the negative effects of corporate conduct.

The final limitation mentioned here relates to the selection and re-framing of issues toward 
which private responsibility arrangements tend. Where dialogue platforms and partnerships 
become the acknowledged and accepted arrangements for corporate responsibility taking and 
decision making, some issues will tend to be ignored or fundamentally reduced or reframed. 
Neo-corporatist arrangements have been shown to be especially suited to solve problems 
of allocation (e.g. the division of pension costs between employers and employees). Private 
responsibility arrangements tend to preference the dealing with such allocation problems at the 
cost of others or to reframe and reduce issues to simple allocation problems. For instance, it is 
hard for proponents and opponents of nuclear energy to constructively deliberate and partner 
around the topic unless the deliberation does not question the use of nuclear energy per se, but 
focuses rather on the manner of use (e.g. location of the facilities or waste disposal measures). 
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Thus, private responsibility arrangements do not seem suitable for fundamental discussions, and 
relying on them would favour dominant discourses and solutions, reinforcing the status quo. 

7.4.3 The conditionality of private responsibility arrangements
The above limitations of private responsibility arrangements put constraints on their capacity 
to further proliferate CSR. The conditions under which private responsibility arrangements are 
able to develop CSR practices that enjoy broad acceptance among businesses and NGOs can be 
summarised as follows:
1. The interests in the issue at hand must be identifiable and represented in the arrangement.
2. The issue must allow for win-win solutions and consensus building among the stakeholders.
3. There must be a balance of power between the stakeholders. In most cases this will imply 

that market and civil society actors are interdependent in solving the issue at hand and that 
the opportunity to find joint solutions is more attractive than the alternative to follow an 
individual course.

4. It must be possible to mobilise consumers and/or citizens around the issue and around the 
powerful market actors involved. This provides the incentive for companies to assume and 
continue to assume responsibility. 

Campaigning NGOs play an important role in shaping these conditions for private 
responsibility arrangements. These NGOs may induce companies to assume some form of 
responsibility by mobilising consumers and citizens, shaping condition 4. In so doing, they may 
influence the power relations of the companies and NGOs that do partake in the arrangement, 
shaping condition 3; facing reputational damage, companies may find participation in a private 
responsibility arrangement an increasingly attractive alternative to performing individual 
measures. The relative power of the participating NGO increases in this case, since this NGO 
may grant legitimacy to the results of the private responsibility arrangement and thus to the 
company. As such, the continued co-existence of confrontational business-NGO interactions 
alongside private responsibility arrangements is fruitful for the functioning of private 
responsibility arrangements. 

The presence of campaigning NGOs, however, cannot ameliorate all the limitations of private 
responsibility arrangements. For one thing, as these organisations will generally not partake in 
private responsibility arrangements for ideological reasons, but often do represent an interest 
in the issue at hand, they frustrate condition 1. Furthermore, there will always remain issues or 
dilemmas that do not allow for win-win outcomes. In addition, not all companies are receptive 
to the countervailing power of the campaigning NGOs, and not all regions of the world enjoy 
the presence of a strong civil society that can provide a countervailing power, making private 
responsibility arrangements a largely Western phenomenon.

In sum, the present research has demonstrated that both confrontational and collaborative 
business-NGO interactions have influenced policies, strategies and structures of multinationals 
interacting with NGOs and of NGOs that partner with multinationals; that collaborative 
business-NGO interactions are becoming institutionalised as CSR mechanisms, evolving into 
relatively stable private responsibility arrangements; that this process of institutionalisation is 
visible at the single organisation level and at the sector level; and that this development provides 
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promising opportunities for the proliferation of CSR, but has some inherent limitations as 
well. These limitations are partly, but not fully, ameliorated by confrontational business-NGO 
interactions. The final pages of this dissertation go beyond the empirical basis of this research to 
reflect on alternative ways to induce the further proliferation of CSR.

7.5 The further proliferation of CSR

The present research has demonstrated that private responsibility arrangements in fact contribute 
to the proliferation of CSR and thereby combat some of the negative effects of the market. By 
exploring the limitations of private responsibility arrangements, however, private responsibility 
arrangements seem inherently limited in the amount of actors and issues they can encompass. 
This constrains the development and spread of CSR through these arrangements. As contesting 
views on sustainability prohibit broad consensus forming, private responsibility arrangements 
around most issues will have outsiders; as unequal power relations persist, decisions will tend 
to serve the interests of powerful multinationals; and where a countervailing civil society has no 
leverage towards business, the corporate motivation to engage in the arrangements will tend to 
diminish. This analysis destines private responsibility arrangements to remain useful yet relatively 
small-scale platforms for experimentation, even though the environmental and social problems 
that are currently associated with global corporate conduct require a large-scale approach. 

Most of the major social and environmental problems of our time – biodiversity loss, climate 
change, poverty, fresh water depletion, inhumane labour conditions, etc. – are at least partly 
created or sustained by global corporate conduct. If we aim to address these issues (an aim 
the author supports), the proliferation of CSR should cover the business sector as a whole. 
Corporate responsibility for societal problems must become globally institutionalised within the 
market mechanism. The inherent limitations of private responsibility arrangements imply these 
mechanisms will not suffice to reach this goal. Even where it exists, the countervailing power of 
civil society cannot solve the problem of coverage entirely, as this power only affects some of the 
actors in the market. Where neither market forces nor societal powers suffice to fully internalise 
corporate responsibility taking, the state comes in as a crucial actor in the equation.   

In past decades, governments have played a crucial role in stimulating the emergence and 
institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements. Neo-liberal politics have promoted 
the rolling back of the state in important areas of the economy, favouring instead voluntary 
and collaborative approaches towards business regulation. However, it would be wrong to 
characterise the regulatory developments of the past decades as de-regulation pur sang. Rather, 
one should speak of re-regulation, including the strengthening of property rights and of 
trade and investment regimes, opening ever more markets for multinational companies and 
increasing the legal protection of their interests. Even though some regimes for environmental 
protection have also been strengthened and developed (e.g. the European Union’s regulation 
on dangerous substances REACH, the Kyoto Protocol), the overall result of regulatory reforms 
has been a growing imbalance between corporate rights and obligations (Utting, 2005). This has 
strengthened the position of market actors and changed the power relations between the state 
and the market in favour of the market. 
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It is not the author’s intention to outline the boundaries of governmental, corporate and civil 
society responsibilities, as separate dissertations have been devoted to this (e.g. Dubbink, 2003), 
and respected experts have been involved in such an exercise for years (e.g. Ruggie, 2008). 
Nevertheless, the present research does provide some useful insights in this regard, as it suggests 
that the private realm is incapable of bearing the responsibilities for societal problem solving. 
This insight, combined with the historic insight that neither can the state bear all responsibility, 
suggests that governments should assume a more active role in the shaping of corporate societal 
responsibilities and the advancement of corporate responsibility taking by companies. Some 
options come to mind in this regard.

In the face of multinational economic power, it is clear that individual nation states largely lack 
the resources to effectively regulate corporate conduct without harming a nation’s economic 
interests. A collective, international effort is required. First of all, a substantive discussion 
on the content of public versus private responsibilities is needed. Although the idea that 
companies have a societal responsibility broader than an economic responsibility is rather 
widely accepted, the scope and the extent of this responsibility is still unclear. How far does 
the social responsibility of companies reach? Where does the corporate responsibility end and 
governmental responsibility begin? An interesting development in this regard is that the United 
Nations Human Rights Council has appointed a special representative for business and human 
rights, Professor John Ruggie, to explore the substantive responsibility of companies in the realm 
of human rights in relation to state obligations. This has resulted in a ‘Protect, Respect, Remedy’ 
framework in which the state has a duty to protect, and the corporate sector a responsibility to 
respect, human rights (Ruggie, 2008). The scope of this exercise could be broadened to not only 
include human rights but to encompass the full range of issues on the CSR agenda. However, 
considering the time that has gone by since Ruggie was appointed in July 2005, and taking into 
account the failure of earlier attempts to resolve the debate, some reservation to expecting a 
quick resolution to the debate, let alone an implementation of its outcomes, may be appropriate.

In addition to a normative discussion, some regulatory measures can also be envisioned. The large 
pool of non-branded companies that currently escape public scrutiny should be induced to take 
on societal responsibilities. One promising measure in this regard is to mandate far-reaching 
transparency from all multinational corporations, providing insight into their environmental 
and social footprints along entire supply chains. Transparency of supply chains would help 
significantly to put business-to-business companies in the spotlight and hold them to account. 
Such transparency requirements would significantly improve the traceability of products, which 
would imply that consumers could be easily informed about which products contain ingredients 
or components made by less responsible companies. This would pressure the producers of these 
products to consider another supplier, disciplining the entire chain from the end back to the 
beginning.  

Furthermore, governments could strengthen now voluntary initiatives by giving them a legal 
status. For instance, the reporting guidelines of the Global Reporting Initiative - a public-
private responsibility arrangement, as it involves governments as stakeholders as well - could 
become the required reporting format for the above mandatory reporting. This line of reasoning 
suggests that private responsibility arrangements may function as experimental mechanisms to 
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explore opportunities for binding regulation and may evolve from voluntary to more binding 
frameworks when found to be useful and effective.    

Notwithstanding the importance of a substantive discussion on the societal responsibilities of 
companies in combination with binding frameworks to induce corporate responsibility taking, 
institutional reforms seem inevitable when pursuing social and environmental responsibility 
taking by market actors worldwide. At present, important international institutions like the UN 
and the World Trade Organisation (WTO) largely lack the mandate to directly govern corporate 
conduct, as these organisations may only intervene in the conduct of their members, i.e. nation 
states. This leaves a governance gap in which irresponsible behaviour of multinationals may be 
left unsanctioned. In order to close this gap, the mandate of these international institutions could 
be broadened to ensure that, next to member states,  they may hold multinational companies to 
account for violations of environmental and human rights. 

Furthermore, in the present economic order, the incentive to let economic concerns prevail 
over social and environmental concerns is institutionalised into the market mechanism. One 
important expression thereof is that the WTO has more powerful tools to discipline its members 
than the UN. To rebalance this institutional bias, UN regulations and normative frameworks 
like the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises could be given a status comparable to 
the binding nature of WTO agreements, including sanctioning mechanisms. An even stronger 
approach to restoring the balance is to dissolve the divide between economic and non-economic 
institutions all together. At present, there is an inherent tension between institutions that 
promote social and environmental protection and institutions that promote economic growth 
and competitiveness. If the WTO consistently operated with a triple bottom line (i.e. focusing 
on social, environmental and economic criteria instead of favouring the economic), social and 
environmental costs would be increasingly included in the price of products and services, which 
would favour responsible instead of irresponsible companies in the market place.

Governmental action, regulation and institutional changes will not guarantee a perfect world, 
as these measures have downsides of their own. Nevertheless, a combination of governmental 
frameworks and institutional structures will reduce the constraints and enhance the 
opportunities of responsible companies and private responsibility arrangements alike. Such 
measures would entail political choices which seem distant or even impossible considering 
the many interests that are involved in global politics. However, the present argumentation 
aims to highlight that these choices can not be bypassed by pointing at private responsibility 
arrangements as panacea for the negative effects of corporate conduct. 
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Appendix 1 Elaboration of elements in  
the WNF-Rabobank partnership 
Not central to the present analysis

Product collaboration: clean tech investment fund 
From the outset of the Rabobank-WNF partnership, WNF had insisted on the necessity 
of combining an emission compensation product (the credit card) with an emission reduction 
product (a clean technology investment fund), arguing that compensation alone could never be 
the complete solution to climate change. Therefore, included in the partnership contract, was a 
legally binding commitment for Rabobank to establish a clean tech investment fund within six 
months of the signatory date, with WNF acting in an advisory role. 

At the time of writing, Rabobank’s Private Equity Unit has indeed set up an investment fund in 
clean technology and the partners have agreed that WNF approves every potential investment. 
If WNF considers the investment to be genuine, Rabobank Private Equity can publicise the 
investment with the endorsement of WNF.   

Possible future marketing collaborations
The partners also laid down the non-binding intention to extent their collaboration with more 
financial products in the future with Rabobank having the ‘Right of First Refusal’. Should WNF 
wish to develop another financial product, it must approach Rabobank first, before looking for 
other possible partners. The agreement allows Rabobank to retain the competitive advantage, 
gained by WNF’s endorsement of its financial products (i.e. symbolic gain), in the banking 
sector in the future.
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Appendix 2 Interviewees 

Interviewees for Chapter 3, conducted throughout 2006

Animalia
- Communications director

Chemica
- Head of corporate public affairs
- CSR director

Electronica
- Communication manager
- Director corporate sustainability office

Extracta
- Advisor health, safety, environment and sustainable development
- Issue manager
- Senior advisor environment

Financia
- Issue manager
- Advisor to CSR department

Nature conservation NGO 1
- Business development manager

Nature conservation NGO 2
- Project officer Europe and the world ecology programme
- Coordinator Europe and the world ecology programme

Sustainable development NGO 1
- Director

Sustainable development NGO 2
- Policy officer CSR

Sustainable development NGO 3
- Expert sustainable investment
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Interviewees for Chapter 4, conducted mid 2007

Rabobank
- Credit manager Rabobank Singapore
- CSR coordinator Rabobank International
- CSR director Rabobank Netherlands
- CSR manager Rabobank Brazil
- Former public affairs manager
- Issue manager Rabobank Netherlands
- Manager business development CSR
- Regional head food & agribusiness Asia

Friends of the Earth Netherlands (FoEN)
- Campaigner globalisation & environment
- Campaigner agriculture & nature
- Director of campaigns
- Former head campaigner globalisation & environment
- Head campaigner globalisatiom & environment

Interviewees for Chapter 5, conducted mid 2007

Rabobank
- Climate expert
- CSR director
- Issue manager
- Jurist
- Product manager payment products

World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (WNF)
- Climate expert
- Head of companies unit
- Jurist
- Director of marketing and communication

Friends of the Earth Netherlands (FoEN)
- Head of climate campaign
- Director of campaigns

External
- Researcher (regularly assigned by WNF and FoEN for CSR research)
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Interviewees for Chapter 6, conducted in may 2007 (EDF)  
and October/ November 2008 (WNF)

Environmental Defense Fund (EDF)
- Project manager in corporate partnerships, land, water & wildlife programs
- Project manager in corporate partnerships program
- Founding trustee, member of Environmental Defense Board/ Professor emeritus of 

environmental studies, Marine Sciences Research Center, State University of New York at 
Stony Brook

World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (WNF)
- Head companies unit
- Former head companies unit 
- Sustainable business manager
- Former director marketing and communication
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Abbreviations

CDM Clean Development Mechanism
CO2 Carbon Dioxide
CSR Corporate social responsibility
DSC Dutch Soy Coalition
FoE  Friends of the Earth
FoEN Friends of the Earth Netherlands/ ‘Milieudefensie’
FSC Forest Stewardship Council
HSE Health, Safety and Environment
IFC International Finance Corporation
IUCN World Conservation Union
MNC Multinational company
NGO Non-governmental organisation
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
PA Public Affairs
P&I Policy and Issues
RI Rabobank International
RSPO Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil
RTRS Roundtable on Responsible Soy
UN United Nations
WNF World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands/ ‘Wereld Natuur Fonds’
WSSD World Summit on Sustainable Development
WTO World Trade Organisation 
WWF World Wide Fund for Nature
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Summary
Business and NGOs in interaction
A quest for corporate social responsibility

Introduction
During the past two decades, interactions between business and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) have been expanding in frequency, intensity, and scope, and have been changing 
in character from generally confrontational to more collaborative. In response to increased 
societal concern about negative social and environmental impacts of global corporate conduct, 
businesses have increasingly chosen to constructively engage NGOs in their efforts to address 
these concerns, instead of fighting NGOs and facing reputation risks. As a parallel development, 
more and more NGOs have opted for a collaborative approach towards business, working 
together with companies instead of against them in search of ‘win-win’ solutions that serve 
economic as well as social and/or environmental interests. However, a segment of the NGO 
field rejects the idea that the market mechanism can be employed to promote more sustainable 
corporate practices, and continues to take an adversarial approach towards business. This divide 
in the NGO field at least partly accounts for the continued co-existence of collaborative and 
confrontational business-NGO interactions, even as the share of collaborative interactions is 
increasing.

These developments in business-NGO interactions are an expression of the more general 
search for the contours of the societal responsibility of corporations (Seitanidi and Crane, 
2008; Van Seters, 2008), which is expressed in the notion of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR; Carroll, 1991; Elkington, 1997). The concept of CSR conveys an appeal to businesses 
to contribute to social and environmental sustainability while avoiding negative social and 
environmental impacts, and it stretches the societal responsibility of companies beyond 
economic and legal responsibilities. The raison d’être for business-NGO interactions – whether 
cooperative or confrontational – is to design, develop and implement CSR. As such, business-
NGO interactions can be interpreted as recently emerged and still evolving CSR mechanisms. 
The present study aspires to contribute to an increased understanding of these business-NGO 
interactions as CSR mechanisms.

Research approach
The central research question is twofold:
1. What are the consequences of business-NGO interactions for the actors involved (i.e. the 

organisational consequences)?
2. To what extent are business-NGO interactions becoming institutionalised as CSR 

mechanisms, and what are the opportunities and limitations to proliferate CSR created as a 
result of such institutionalisation?

The research objective – to examine the consequences, opportunities and limitations of business-
NGO interactions – is a comprehensive and demanding one to tackle. To make it more 
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attainable, specific subthemes were addressed in subsequent research projects. The results from 
the initial projects determined to a large extent the theme of the follow-up studies. The different 
projects are described in five different papers. Two of the papers have been published in academic 
journals, and three have been accepted for publication.

The themes of the different papers, each forming a separate chapter in this dissertation, are as 
follows:
• The state of the academic knowledge on business-NGO interactions and their consequences 

(Chapter 2)
• The landscape of business-NGO interactions in practice (e.g. types of interactions, types of 

consequences, Chapter 3)
• The consequences of involvement in business-NGO interactions for companies (Chapter 4)
• The difference in consequences of different types of business-NGO interactions (Chapter 5)
• The consequences of involvement in business-NGO interactions for NGOs (Chapter 6)

The preferred research method in this study is the case study method, since the research 
question requires an in-depth analysis of interaction process dynamics and the tracking 
of multiple consequences of the processes. The case studies cover a specific section of the 
empirical field. The companies included are Dutch multinational companies that can be 
considered CSR frontrunners in their respective sector. This latter characteristic is inherent to 
the object of study, since current business-NGO interactions mostly involve businesses that are 
already attuned in some way to NGOs and their concerns. The NGOs included in this thesis 
are two Dutch environmental NGOs that are representative of the two main NGO types: a 
reformative, constructive, collaborative NGO on the one hand, and a more radical, campaigning, 
confrontational NGO on the other. A third, American environmental NGO, exemplary of 
the continuous strategic shift from confrontation to cooperation, is included in the analysis in 
Chapter 6 to compare partnering strategies between NGOs with different backgrounds. The 
consequence of the case study method is that the study results are not necessarily generalisable 
to different contexts. Nevertheless, the embedding of the present research in well supported 
theoretical frameworks and the continuity with previous studies imply that the observations can 
be applied to a wider set of companies and NGOs.

The research papers

Chapter 2
This chapter reflects the results of a literature study. The central concept in this literature 
study is ‘partnership’. The chapter, titled ‘Partnerships for sustainable development: a review of 
current literature’, aims to assess the academic knowledge base on intersectoral partnerships.1 
It identifies two major perspectives in the partnership literature that focus on different aspects 
of the partnership phenomenon and address quite distinct questions. The first, the institutional 
perspective, looks at partnerships as new arrangements in environmental governance. The 
second, the actor perspective, frames partnerships as possible strategic instruments for the goal 
achievement and problem solving of individual actors. The review is organised around these 
perspectives. It identifies the research questions addressed in the partnership literature, assesses 
the type of knowledge that has been acquired, and identifies prevailing knowledge gaps. The 
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review presents evidence that the consequences of these arrangements have remained under 
explored. This finding contributed to focusing the central research question of this dissertation 
on the consequences of business-NGO interaction.

Chapter 3
This chapter takes the ‘stakeholder dialogue’2 concept as the object of study, and concentrates on 
dialogues between international business and NGOs on environmental issues. The chapter, titled 
‘The practice of stakeholder dialogue between multinationals and NGOs’, looks for patterns 
in the dialogue practice between multinationals and NGOs, based on observations of five 
multinationals. It examines what drives the practice, where stakeholder management is located 
in the organisational structure, how topics and partners for stakeholder dialogue are selected, 
which types of dialogue occur and what outcomes they have. The practice is evaluated in terms 
of two ideal type models: the strategic management model and the sustainability model.3

A summary of the results of the comparison between the ideal type models and the observed 
dialogue practice at five multinationals is shown in Table 3.4. The strategic management model 
is found in all elements of the dialogue practice. Therefore, the instrumental value of corporate 
stakeholder dialogues with NGOs on environmental issues may be considered indispensable 
for strategic management. Most of the elements of the sustainability model are also found 
in practice. However, the decision to embark on stakeholder dialogue is solely determined by 
strategic management considerations. Therefore, it is concluded that the sustainability function 
of business-NGO dialogue only plays out within a larger strategic management framework. The 
biggest contribution of dialogue in sustainability terms is indirect, running via the amendment 
of corporate policies in a more sustainable direction.

Chapter 4
The main purpose of chapter 4, titled ‘Business-NGO interactions in a multi-stakeholder context’, 
is to contribute to an understanding of the conditions under which business-NGO interactions 
lead to improvements in CSR, by assessing the role of the stakeholder context of the firm in the 
processes. The interaction between Rabobank and Friends of the Earth Netherlands (FoEN) 
serves as a case study, spanning eight years and two issue fields – palm oil and soy –, which are 
characterised by varying stakeholder contexts. The analysis demonstrates that the business-NGO 
interaction induced Rabobank to increase the scope of its corporate social responsibility, and 
clarifies how interdependencies between Rabobank and other stakeholders than FoEN influenced 
the interaction in two related ways: they influenced the character of the interaction in terms of its 
collaborativeness, and the opportunity of the interaction to induce CSR changes.

When important stakeholders are more dependent on the focal firm than vice versa, the firm 
has the opportunity to pursue relatively far reaching CSR ambitions and give in to NGO 
demands, making a collaborative interaction with an NGO with demonstrable CSR effects 
possible. However, in a stakeholder environment in which the focal firm is relatively dependent 
on stakeholders that have interests competing with the interests of the NGO, the pursued CSR 
agenda will be less strong, even when the will exists at the firm’s CSR department. In such a 
context, business-NGO relations will tend to be more confrontational, which actually promise 
to be the most conducive for CSR change: the threat posed by confrontational NGO action has 
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the most potential to convince other stakeholders towards increased CSR, which may make the 
stakeholder environment more enabling for CSR improvements in the long run.

Chapter 5
This chapter, titled ‘NGOs moving business – an analysis of contrasting strategies’, seeks to 
advance our understanding of NGO strategies with regard to influencing corporations. Two 
contrasting NGO strategies are studied: a symbolic gain and a symbolic damage strategy.4 
As cases it studies the approaches of the World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands (WNF) 
and Friends of the Earth Netherlands (FoEN) towards Rabobank, about the issue of climate 
change. In so doing, it highlights three previously neglected dimensions of NGO influence 
strategies. First of all, the study demonstrates that contrasting strategies have varying potentials: 
an effective symbolic gain strategy induces reinstitutionalisation, while an effective symbolic 
damage strategy may induce re- as well as deinstitutionalisation.5

Second, the study points to the interplay between contrasting strategies and shows that strategies 
may reinforce each other in influencing firms. A symbolic damage NGO strategy is able to set 
a company in motion by deinstitutionalising the status quo, as well as moving the company to 
reinstitutionalise new norms and practices. However, a symbolic damage strategy destroys trust 
between the NGO and the target firm, thereby hindering constructive interaction. Alternatively, 
such constructive interaction is possible between a firm and an NGO that relies on symbolic 
gain strategies, and such interaction is a necessary condition for deliberation about the optimal 
design of new norms and practices. Furthermore, symbolic gain seems to be the preferred 
strategy to guide the process of reinstitutionalisation within a complete sector, while symbolic 
damage provides for the incentive for reinstitutionalisation, setting the sector in motion.

The third insight provided by this chapter is the dynamic relation between the NGO influence 
strategy and the resource dependence relationship that exists between firm and stakeholder. The 
resource dependence relationship informs the strategic choice of the stakeholder, but the chosen 
strategy can on its turn influence the character of the resource dependence relationship, which 
implies the stakeholder needs to make a strategic shift.

Chapter 6
In contrast to the previous chapters, this chapter focuses on the consequences of business-NGO 
interaction for the NGO involved. It studies such consequences for NGOs that collaborate with 
business, and thus excludes the NGOs that choose a confrontational approach towards business. 
The chapter, titled ‘Challenges for NGOs partnering with corporations: WWF Netherlands and 
the Environmental Defense Fund’, builds on the assumption that the market and civil society 
sectors reflect different core logics, and that NGOs that partner with companies need strategies 
to cope with these differences. The chapter provides insight into the coping strategies of EDF 
and WNF using a theoretically informed assessment framework. In Table 6.3, the assessment of 
the strategies is summarised.

The analysis demonstrates that there is no single best NGO coping strategy. However, there is 
a correlation between the different strategic elements: an NGO’s strategic options are guided 
and constrained by the choices it makes with regard to its action strategy. When it opts for a 
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combination of collaborative and confrontational action toward companies, it runs different 
risks and thus needs to make different strategic choices than when the NGO solely uses a 
collaborative approach towards business.

Conclusions
The research revealed that as a consequence of their interaction, both companies and partnering 
NGOs have adapted and developed organisational strategies, policies and structures. In turn, 
these organisational consequences of business-NGO interactions shape and canalise the 
interactions, forming more stable patterns and developing standardised rules and procedures. The 
development of these strategies, policies and structures indicates a gradual institutionalisation of 
collaborative business-NGO interactions as CSR mechanisms.

Organisational strategies
The research has shown that both interacting businesses and partnering NGOs face the need to 
develop strategies in response to their new reality of increased interaction. When first targeted 
by campaigning NGOs, multinationals were caught off-guard by these interactions. Now these 
companies anticipate NGO scrutiny of their operations. This anticipation has gradually resulted 
in the development of corporate engagement strategies that may prescribe when to engage 
NGOs, which NGOs to engage, on which topics, and in which form (see Chapters 3 and 4). 
These corporate engagement strategies allow corporations to remain in control and co-determine 
the parameters of interaction, canalising the interactions into more predictable, stable patterns.

NGOs with a collaborative approach towards companies have developed organisational 
strategies of their own in response to their increased interactions with businesses (see Chapter 
6). Facing increasing invitations for stakeholder dialogues and partnerships, these organisations 
have started to elaborate their partnering strategies. Ad hoc partnership opportunities with 
limited effects on core business processes are making way for targeted interactions that seek to 
create the largest possible opportunity for achieving the NGO’s mission.

Organisational policies
Businesses and NGOs that intensively interact with each other have also developed new 
organisational policies as a result of their interaction (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5). Under pressure from 
NGOs, and more recently also in close cooperation with NGOs, companies have started to develop 
a wide variety of CSR policies. These policies formalise the company’s commitment to a certain set 
of social and/or environmental goals and norms. The adoption of these CSR policies reflects and 
further encourages a gradual institutionalisation of CSR at the single organisation level.

Partnering NGOs have also developed policies in response to their increased interaction with 
corporations (see Chapters 5 and 6). Their partnering strategy is gradually codified into more 
formal policies, or ‘rules of conduct’. These formalised policies are designed to minimise the risks 
of loss of legitimacy and autonomy associated with partnering, while maximising its effects.

Organisational structures
Both businesses and partnering NGOs have developed new organisational structures to 
accommodate the management of their increased interaction. At the companies that were 

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   157 04-03-10   08:21



158

studied, job positions have been adapted and created to manage the interactions with NGOs (see 
Chapters 3 and 4). In the same way, CSR departments are evolving to develop and implement 
the CSR policies that were addressed above. Such structures may be considered an expression 
of institutionalisation of business-NGO interactions and CSR, and further encourage their 
institutionalisation as well, as managers that are appointed in these structures start to develop 
standardised procedures and policies like the ones mentioned in the previous section.

NGOs partnering with business have undergone a parallel development. These organisations 
have started to create job positions and organisational units meant to accommodate the 
management of relationships with business (see Chapter 6). As such, partnering with business 
is becoming ‘business as usual’ for these NGOs, with more and more organisational capacity 
being shifted away from education campaigns and government lobby towards collaborative 
arrangements with business partners.

Institutionalisation of collaborative business-NGO interaction
The research findings indicate that collaborative business-NGO interactions are gradually 
becoming institutionalised at the single organisation level, as they are managed by organisational 
structures designed for this purpose, guided by increasingly standardised procedures, and have 
become accepted means to shape CSR. While becoming institutionalised as CSR mechanisms, 
these collaborative business-NGO interactions are evolving into what will be referred to here as 
‘private responsibility arrangements’. The ‘arrangement’ concept indicates the development of the 
interactions into accepted and standardised patterns, ‘responsibility’ refers to the subject of the 
interactions (i.e. CSR), and ‘private’ refers to the type of actors involved in the arrangements (i.e. 
non-state, private actors).

In addition to the observations at the single organisation level, the present research has 
provided many indications that institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements 
is not confined to the organisations studied, but that this process is reproduced in multiple 
other organisations. The number of business and civil society actors that engage in private 
responsibility arrangements has increased considerably during the last decade and continued to 
increase during the present research process. This was evidenced empirically in the preceding 
chapters; WNF receives more and more invitations for stakeholder dialogues and partnerships 
from an expanding set of companies (Chapter 6), Rabobank has developed the routine to pro-
actively engage several NGOs with expertise on the topic at hand in its CSR policy development 
(Chapter 4), and both WNF and Rabobank are engaged in private responsibility arrangements 
that attempt to include as many NGOs and business actors along entire supply chains as 
possible (Chapter 4).

As the coverage of private responsibility arrangements is enlarged, the accompanying patterns 
also proliferate. Indications of this phenomenon can be easily derived from publicly available 
corporate information. More and more companies have a separate CSR section on their 
website on which they publish their CSR policies and initiatives. Stakeholder engagement has 
become a common element in the CSR practice of publicly known multinationals, as can be 
judged from its frequent mentioning in many recent CSR reports. NGOs are almost without 
exception mentioned as an important stakeholder group. As a publicly visible company, some 

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   158 04-03-10   08:21



159

form of interaction with NGOs is a must, even if it may be solely for reasons of reputation and 
competitive advantage.

The process of institutionalisation of private responsibility arrangements involves important 
elements of the business and civil society sectors, but it seems certain segments of business and 
civil society will remain outside the arrangements. The fact that some NGOs specialise in taking 
a critical approach towards business indicates that a segment of the civil society sector (willingly) 
remains outside of the private responsibility arrangements. It is highly unlikely that more radial 
NGOs like FoEN will ever become intensely involved in private responsibility arrangements 
with conventional multinationals. Nevertheless, these more radical, campaigning NGOs play an 
important role in involving more and more companies in private responsibility arrangements, 
complementing the role of their partnering NGO counterparts. As the present research and 
many others have indicated, reputational considerations form an important incentive for 
companies to enter the CSR scene with its associated private responsibility arrangements. 
Campaigning NGOs are able to threaten corporate reputations when revealing irresponsible 
business operations, providing an incentive for the targeted companies to start turning things 
around. At the same time, this widely acknowledged fact implies that private responsibility 
arrangements will presumably never encompass the whole business sector, as not all companies 
are sensitive to reputational damage. Campaigning NGOs leverage the reputation mechanism 
by influencing consumers, but in the business-to-business segment this strategy is largely 
useless. Companies that are most invisible to consumers will generally not experience a powerful 
incentive to engage in private responsibility arrangements.

Opportunities and limitations of private responsibility arrangements
Private responsibility arrangements clearly render opportunities for the proliferation of CSR. 
The present dissertation has provided detailed insight into the processes through which 
companies and NGOs co-create innovative business models that have real potential to mitigate 
the socially and environmentally harmful effects of business operations and/or enhance the 
positive effects.

The dissertation has also shown that private responsibility arrangements are not the only 
business-NGO interactions that provide opportunities for CSR proliferation; confrontational 
interactions are also capable of shaping and spreading CSR, although they are not expected to 
become widely accepted CSR mechanisms. CSR and issue managers may sometimes be covertly 
grateful for confrontational NGO campaigns as such campaigns demonstrate the urgency 
of their job positions and create momentum for their internal CSR mission (see Chapter 4). 
Nevertheless, they will generally attempt to avoid confrontational interactions or reshape 
them into collaborative arrangements, as confrontational interactions entail risks and insecure 
outcomes. This risk management rationale contributes to the institutionalisation of collaborative 
private responsibility arrangements as the preferred mechanism to develop CSR.

Private responsibility arrangements also have some inherent limitations that restrict their 
potential to spread CSR throughout the global business sector. These limitations are related 
to matters of inclusiveness, representation, marginalisation, inequality, and re-framing. The 
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conditions under which private responsibility arrangements are able to develop CSR practices 
that enjoy broad acceptance among businesses and NGOs can be summarised as follows:
1. The interests in the issue at hand must be identifiable and represented in the arrangement.
2. The issue must allow for win-win solutions and consensus building among the stakeholders.
3. There must be a balance of power between the stakeholders. In most cases this will imply 

that market and civil society actors are interdependent in solving the issue at hand and that 
the opportunity to find joint solutions is more attractive than the alternative to follow an 
individual course.

4. It must be possible to mobilise consumers and/or citizens around the issue and around the 
powerful market actors involved. This provides the incentive for companies to assume and 
continue to assume responsibility.

Campaigning NGOs play an important role in shaping these conditions for private 
responsibility arrangements. The presence of campaigning NGOs, however, cannot abolish all 
the limitations of private responsibility arrangements.

Final reflections
The inherent limitations of private responsibility arrangements imply these mechanisms 
are restricted in the amount of actors and issues they can encompass. This constrains the 
development and spread of CSR through these arrangements. Where neither market forces nor 
societal powers suffice to fully internalise corporate responsibility, the state comes in as a crucial 
actor in the equation. Governmental action, regulation and institutional changes seem necessary 
to further proliferate CSR throughout the global business sector. Notwithstanding that these 
measures have downsides of their own, a combination of governmental frameworks and 
institutional structures will reduce the constraints and enhance the opportunities of responsible 
companies and private responsibility arrangements alike. Such measures would entail political 
choices which seem distant or even impossible considering the many interests that are involved 
in global politics. However, these choices cannot be bypassed by pointing at private responsibility 
arrangements as a panacea for the negative effects of corporate conduct.

Notes
1 Partnerships are defined as collaborative arrangements in which actors from two or more spheres of society – 

state, market and civil society – are involved.
2 Stakeholder dialogue is defined here as interactive, two-way communication on a sustainability issue between 

a company and those who can affect or are affected by its activities.
3 The strategic management model emphasises strategic management as the impetus for corporate stakeholder 

engagement, while the sustainability model focuses on the sustainability value of stakeholder engagement by 
corporations.

4 A symbolic gain strategy rewards a company with reputational gain if the targeted company performs the 
behaviour desired by the NGO; a symbolic damage strategy punishes a company with reputational damage if 
it fails to adopt the desired behaviour.

5 Deinstitutionalisation refers to the de-stabilisation and decline of broadly shared ideas, patterns, procedures 
and rules of social conduct in an organisational field. Reinstitutionalisation refers to the stabilisation of new 
social ideas, patterns, procedures and rules that replace the previous social structures in the organisational 
field.
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Samenvatting
Bedrijven en NGOs in interactie
Een zoektocht naar maatschappelijk verantwoord ondernemen

Introductie
In de afgelopen twintig jaar zijn interactieprocessen tussen bedrijven en non-gouvernementele 
organisaties (of maatschappelijke organisaties, afgekort als NGO’s) in aantal, intensiteit en 
reikwijdte toegenomen. Ook zijn ze van karakter veranderd: werden de interacties eerst met 
name gekenmerkt door confrontatie, nu werken bedrijven en NGO’s steeds vaker constructief 
samen. In reactie op de maatschappelijke onrust over de negatieve sociale en milieueffecten van 
het internationale bedrijfsleven, kiezen bedrijven er steeds vaker voor NGO’s te betrekken bij 
hun pogingen hier iets aan te doen, in plaats van NGO’s te bevechten en daarmee reputatierisico 
te lopen. Tegelijkertijd kiezen steeds meer NGO’s voor een constructieve houding ten opzichte 
van bedrijven in een zoektocht naar ‘win-win’ oplossingen die zowel economische als sociale en 
milieubelangen dienen. Toch blijft er een segment van het NGO veld over, dat niet gelooft in 
het marktmechanisme als middel om het bedrijfsleven te verduurzamen. Dit segment blijft een 
kritische houding ten opzichte van het bedrijfsleven kiezen. Deze tweedeling in het NGO veld 
zorgt er in ieder geval deels voor dat conflictueuze en coöperatieve interacties tussen NGO’s en 
bedrijven naast elkaar blijven bestaan.

Deze ontwikkelingen in de interactieprocessen tussen bedrijfsleven en NGO’s (hierna genoemd: 
bedrijf-NGO interacties) passen in de meer algemene zoektocht naar de contouren van de 
maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheid van het bedrijfsleven (Seitanidi and Crane, 2008; Van 
Seters, 2008), uitgedrukt in het concept ‘maatschappelijk verantwoord ondernemen’ (MVO; 
Carroll, 1991; Elkington, 1997). MVO behelst het appel aan bedrijven om bij te dragen aan 
duurzaamheid op sociaal en milieugebied en negatieve sociale en milieugevolgen van hun 
bedrijfsvoering te beperken. MVO omvat een bredere verantwoordelijkheid voor bedrijven dan 
een puur economische en wettelijk vastgelegde verantwoordelijkheid. De bestaansreden voor 
bedrijf-NGO interacties – hetzij conflictueus, hetzij coöperatief – is het ontwerpen, ontwikkelen 
en implementeren van MVO. Daarom kunnen bedrijf-NGO interacties beschouwd worden 
als recent ontstane en nog steeds in ontwikkeling zijnde MVO mechanismen. Dit onderzoek 
beoogt een bijdrage te leveren aan het verkrijgen van meer inzicht in bedrijf-NGO interacties als 
MVO mechanismen.

Onderzoeksaanpak
De centrale onderzoeksvraag is tweeledig:
1. Wat zijn de gevolgen van bedrijf-NGO interactie voor de betrokken actoren (m.a.w. de 

organisatiegevolgen)?
2. In hoeverre raken bedrijf-NGO interacties geïnstitutionaliseerd als MVO mechanismen, 

en wat zijn de kansen en beperkingen van een dergelijke institutionalisering voor de 
verspreiding van MVO?
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Het onderzoeksdoel – het beter begrijpen van de gevolgen, kansen en beperkingen van bedrijf-
NGO interacties – is zeer breed en daardoor niet makkelijk uitvoerbaar. Om het onderzoek 
meer behapbaar te maken, is de keuze gemaakt om subthema’s te behandelen in verschillende, 
afzonderlijke onderzoeksprojecten. De uitkomsten van het ene project bepaalden in belangrijke 
mate het thema van het vervolgproject. De verschillende projecten zijn beschreven in vijf 
verschillende onderzoekspapers. Twee van deze papers zijn reeds gepubliceerd in academische 
tijdschriften, drie andere zijn geaccepteerd voor publicatie.

De thema’s van de verschillende papers, die elk een apart hoofdstuk in dit proefschrift vormen, 
zijn de volgende:
• De huidige staat van de academische kennis over bedrijf-NGO interacties en hun gevolgen 

(Hoofdstuk 2),
• Het landschap van bedrijf-NGO interacties in de praktijk (denk aan typen interacties, typen 

gevolgen etc., Hoofdstuk 3),
• De gevolgen van betrokkenheid bij bedrijf-NGO interacties voor bedrijven (Hoofdstuk 4),
• De verschillende gevolgen van verschillende typen bedrijf-NGO interacties (Hoofdstuk 5),
• De gevolgen van betrokkenheid bij bedrijf-NGO interacties voor NGO’s (Hoofdstuk 6).

De meest geschikte onderzoeksmethode voor dit onderzoek is de casestudie methode, aangezien 
de onderzoeksvraag een diepteanalyse van de dynamiek binnen interactieprocessen en de 
gevolgen van de interacties vergt. De cases bestrijken een specifieke sectie van het empirische 
veld. De onderzochte bedrijven zijn Nederlandse multinationale ondernemingen die beschouwd 
kunnen worden als voorlopers in hun sector op MVO gebied. Deze laatste karakteristiek 
wordt ingegeven door het onderzoeksonderwerp, aangezien de bedrijven die betrokken zijn 
bij huidige bedrijf-NGO interacties veelal al in enige mate gevoelig zijn geworden voor 
de argumenten van NGO’s. De NGO’s die in het onderzoek zijn opgenomen, zijn twee 
Nederlandse milieuorganisaties die de twee bovengenoemde NGO typen vertegenwoordigen: 
de constructieve, op samenwerking georiënteerde NGO en de meer radicale, kritische, op 
confrontatie gerichte NGO. Een derde, Amerikaanse NGO geldt als voorbeeld voor de 
voortdurende strategische verschuiving van NGO’s van confrontatie naar samenwerking. Deze 
NGO komt in Hoofdstuk 6 aan bod om een vergelijking tussen de partnerschapstrategieën van 
NGO’s met verschillende achtergronden mogelijk te maken.

De onderzoekspapers

Hoofdstuk 2
Dit hoofdstuk beschrijft een literatuurstudie. Het centrale concept in de literatuurstudie is 
‘partnerschap’. Het hoofdstuk, getiteld ‘Partnerschappen voor duurzame ontwikkeling: een 
overzicht van hedendaagse literatuur’, beoogt de academische kennisbasis over intersectorale 
partnerschappen1 te beoordelen. Het hoofdstuk onderscheidt twee hoofdperspectieven in 
de literatuur over partnerschappen, die elk op verschillende aspecten van het fenomeen 
partnerschap gericht zijn en verschillende vragen adresseren. Het eerste, institutionele perspectief 
bekijkt partnerschappen als nieuwe sturingsvormen in milieubeleid. Het andere, actor perspectief 
beschouwt partnerschappen als strategische instrumenten waarmee individuele actoren hun 
doelen kunnen bereiken en hun problemen kunnen oplossen. Het hoofdstuk is georganiseerd 
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langs de lijnen van deze perspectieven: het onderscheidt de belangrijkste onderzoeksvragen in 
de literatuur aangaande partnerschappen, beoordeelt het type kennis dat het onderzoek oplevert 
en identificeert kennisleemtes. De literatuurstudie laat zien dat de gevolgen van partnerschappen 
onderbelicht zijn gebleven. Deze bevinding heeft bijgedragen aan de formulering van het 
centrale onderzoeksdoel van deze dissertatie, dat wil zeggen het belichten van de gevolgen van 
bedrijf-NGO interacties.

Hoofdstuk 3
Dit hoofdstuk kiest het ‘stakeholderdialoog’2 concept als centraal begrip en concentreert zich 
op dialoogprocessen tussen multinationale ondernemingen en NGO’s over milieugerelateerde 
onderwerpen. Het hoofdstuk, getiteld ‘De dialogenpraktijk tussen multinationals en NGO’s’, 
zoekt naar patronen in de dialogenpraktijk tussen de twee partijen en baseert zich op observaties 
van de dialogenpraktijk van vijf multinationale ondernemingen. De volgende aspecten van de 
dialogenpraktijk worden onderzocht: de drijfveren achter de dialogenpraktijk, de positie van 
stakeholder management binnen de organisatiestructuur, de wijze waarop onderwerpen en 
deelnemers voor de dialoog geselecteerd worden, welke typen dialogen er voorkomen en wat 
de uitkomsten zijn. De dialogenpraktijk wordt geëvalueerd aan de hand van twee ideaaltypische 
modellen: het duurzaamheidmodel en het strategisch management model.3

Een samenvatting van de beoordeling van de dialogenpraktijk van de vijf ondernemingen aan de 
hand van de twee ideaaltypische modellen is te vinden in Tabel 3.4. Het strategisch management 
model komt terug in alle elementen van de dialogenpraktijk. Het nut van bedrijf-NGO dialogen 
voor strategisch management wordt hiermee krachtig aangetoond. Ook de meeste elementen 
van het duurzaamheidmodel zijn terug te vinden in de praktijk. Echter, de keuze om een 
dialoogproces op te starten wordt uitsluitend ingegeven door strategische overwegingen. Op 
basis hiervan wordt de conclusie getrokken dat de duurzaamheidfunctie van de bedrijf-NGO 
dialoog alleen tot uiting komt binnen een breder strategisch managementkader. De grootste 
duurzaamheidbijdrage van de stakeholderdialoog is indirect, en verloopt via verduurzaming van 
het ondernemingsbeleid naar aanleiding van de dialoog.

Hoofdstuk 4
Het belangrijkste doel van hoofdstuk 4, getiteld ‘Bedrijf-NGO interacties in een multi-
stakeholder omgeving’, is het verwerven van inzicht in de voorwaarden waaronder bedrijf-
NGO interacties tot vooruitgang in MVO leiden, door de rol van de stakeholder omgeving 
in de interactieprocessen te onderzoeken. Als casestudie dient de interactie tussen Rabobank 
en Milieudefensie gedurende acht jaar rond de problemen die spelen in de productieketens 
van twee producten – palmolie en soja – die elk gekenmerkt worden door een andere 
stakeholder omgeving. De analyse toont aan dat de interactie Rabobank aanzette tot het 
vergroten van de reikwijdte van haar maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheid, en verheldert 
hoe de afhankelijkheidsrelaties tussen Rabobank en andere stakeholders de interactie met 
Milieudefensie op twee manieren heeft beïnvloed. De afhankelijkheidsrelaties waren van invloed 
op het karakter van de interactie met Milieudefensie in termen van ‘samenwerkingsbereidheid’, 
en op de potentie van het interactieproces om veranderingen in MVO tot stand te brengen.
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In de situatie waarin belangrijke stakeholders meer afhankelijk zijn van het bedrijf dan 
andersom, is het bedrijf in staat verreikende MVO ambities na te streven en verwachtingen 
van NGO’s na te komen. Dit maakt de weg vrij naar een coöperatief bedrijf-NGO interactie 
proces met aantoonbare MVO effecten. Echter, in een stakeholder omgeving waar het bedrijf 
juist relatief afhankelijk is van belangrijke stakeholders in haar omgeving die tegengestelde 
belangen hebben aan de NGO, zal de MVO agenda van het bedrijf minder ambitieus zijn – 
zelfs als de MVO afdeling van het bedrijf die ambities wel heeft. In zo’n situatie zal de bedrijf-
NGO interactie meer conflictueus zijn, wat in de betreffende stakeholder omgeving ook de 
meeste MVO kansen biedt: de bedreiging die uitgaat van de confronterende acties van de NGO 
hebben het meeste potentieel om belangrijke stakeholders van het belang van vooruitgang op 
MVO gebied te overtuigen. Dit zou de stakeholder omgeving op de lange termijn meer geschikt 
kunnen maken om verdergaand MVO te faciliteren.

Hoofdstuk 5
Dit hoofdstuk, getiteld ‘NGO’s die bedrijven in beweging zetten: een analyse van contrasterende 
strategieën’ beoogt een beter inzicht te verwerven in NGO strategieën die gericht zijn op het 
beïnvloeden van het bedrijfsleven. Er worden twee contrasterende strategieën onderzocht: 
een positieve reputatiestrategie en een negatieve reputatiestrategie.4 De cases die worden 
bestudeerd zijn de strategieën van Wereld Natuur Fonds en Milieudefensie richting Rabobank 
rond het thema klimaatverandering. De studie belicht drie tot nu toe onderbelichte aspecten 
van beïnvloedingstrategieën van NGO’s. Ten eerste toont de studie aan dat de verschillende 
beïnvloedingstrategieën uiteenlopende kansen bieden: een effectieve positieve reputatiestrategie 
leidt tot re-institutionalisering, terwijl een effectieve negatieve reputatiestrategie tot zowel re- als 
de-institutionalisering kan leiden.5

Ten tweede toont de studie een wisselwerking aan tussen de contrasterende strategieën, en 
laat zij zien dat de strategieën elkaar kunnen versterken in het beïnvloeden van bedrijven. Een 
negatieve reputatiestrategie is in staat een bedrijf in beweging te zetten door de status quo te 
de-institutionaliseren en richting te geven aan het re-institutionaliseren van nieuwe normen en 
gedragingen. Echter, een dergelijke strategie schaadt het vertrouwen tussen bedrijf en NGO, wat 
constructieve interactie in de weg staat. Constructieve interactie blijft wel mogelijk met de NGO 
die zich van een positieve reputatiestrategie bedient, en dergelijke constructieve interactie is 
nodig voor een dialoog over de optimale vormgeving van de nieuwe normen en gedragingen; het 
vormgeven aan het re-instititutionaliseringsproces. Daarbij lijkt de positieve reputatiestrategie 
het meest geschikt om re-institutionalisering in een complete bedrijfstak te begeleiden, terwijl 
de negatieve reputatiestrategie de drijfveer verschaft die de bedrijfstak in beweging zet.

De derde bijdrage van het hoofdstuk is het verschaffen van inzicht in de dynamische relatie 
tussen de beïnvloedingsstrategie van de NGO en de afhankelijkheidsrelatie tussen bedrijf en 
NGO. Het type afhankelijkheidsrelatie bepaalt de strategiekeuze van de NGO, maar de strategie 
kan ook weer de afhankelijkheidsrelatie beïnvloeden, wat weer een verandering in de strategie 
van de NGO kan vereisen.
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Hoofdstuk 6
In tegenstelling tot de vorige hoofdstukken, richt dit hoofdstuk zich op de gevolgen die de 
bedrijf-NGO interactie voor de NGO kan hebben. Het hoofdstuk concentreert zich op de 
gevolgen voor de NGO die samenwerkt met bedrijven, en laat daarmee de gevolgen voor de 
NGO’s met een confronterende strategie richting bedrijfsleven buiten beschouwing. Het 
hoofdstuk, getiteld ‘Uitdagingen voor NGO’s die samenwerken met bedrijven: Wereld Natuur 
Fonds (WNF) en het Environmental Defense Fund (EDF, vertaald: ‘Milieu Bescherming 
Fonds’)’, bouwt voort op de aanname dat binnen de marktsector een andere logica geldt dan 
binnen het maatschappelijk middenveld. NGO’s die ervoor kiezen met bedrijven samen te 
werken, zullen strategieën moeten ontwikkelen om met deze verschillen om te gaan. Het 
hoofdstuk geeft inzicht in de coping strategieën van het WNF en het EDF aan de hand van 
een theoretisch onderbouwd raamwerk. In Tabel 6.3 wordt een overzicht gegeven van beide 
strategieën.

Uit de analyse komt naar voren dat er niet één beste coping strategie is. Maar er is wel een 
correlatie tussen de verschillende elementen van de strategie: de strategische keuzes van een 
NGO worden beperkt door de actiestrategie die ze kiest. Als de NGO kiest voor een combinatie 
van een coöperatieve en meer conflictueuze houding ten opzichte van bedrijven, loopt zij 
andere risico’s en zal dus andere keuzes moeten maken dan een NGO die uitsluitend voor een 
coöperatieve opstelling kiest.

Conclusies
Het onderzoek laat zien dat zowel bedrijven als coöperatieve NGOs – als gevolg van hun 
interactie – hun organisatiestrategieën, beleid en structuren hebben aangepast en ontwikkeld. 
Deze organisatiegevolgen vormen en kanaliseren op hun beurt weer de interacties, waardoor 
deze meer stabiele patronen beginnen te vertonen en er meer gestandaardiseerde regels en 
procedures worden ontwikkeld. Deze ontwikkelingen in organisatiestrategieën, beleid en 
structuren wijzen op een geleidelijke institutionalisering van coöperatieve bedrijf-NGO 
interacties als MVO mechanismen.

Organisatiestrategieën
Het onderzoek toont aan dat zowel bedrijven die met NGO’s in contact zijn, als NGO’s die met 
bedrijven samenwerken, strategieën hebben moeten ontwikkelen als gevolg van hun toegenomen 
interactie. Toen multinationals voor het eerst te maken kregen met campagnes van kritische 
NGO’s, werden ze hierdoor overvallen. Nu anticiperen deze bedrijven op de kritiek van NGO’s. 
Dit anticiperen heeft gaandeweg geleid tot het ontwikkelen van ‘engagement’ strategieën die 
voorschrijven wanneer met NGO’s in dialoog wordt getreden, welke NGO’s bij de dialoog 
worden betrokken, over welke onderwerpen wordt gepraat en in welke vorm (zie Hoofdstuk 3 
en 4). Deze ‘engagement’ strategieën maken het bedrijven mogelijk de controle te behouden en 
de parameters van de interactie mede te bepalen, wat de interacties in meer voorspelbare, stabiele 
patronen kanaliseert.

NGO’s die een coöperatieve houding kiezen ten opzichte van bedrijven hebben op hun beurt 
ook organisatiestrategieën ontwikkeld als reactie op hun toegenomen interactie met het 
bedrijfsleven (zie Hoofdstuk 6). Met het oog op de toenemende stroom uitnodigingen van 
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bedrijven voor stakeholder dialogen en partnerschappen, zijn deze NGO’s hun partnerschap 
strategie gaan uitbouwen. Ad hoc partnerschappen die kans bieden op beperkte effecten op 
centrale bedrijfsprocessen maken plaats voor gerichte interacties met als doel een zo groot 
mogelijke bijdrage te leveren aan het vervullen van de missie van de NGO.

Organisatiebeleid
Bedrijven en NGO’s die intensief met elkaar in contact staan, hebben ook beleid ontwikkeld 
als gevolg van deze interacties (zie Hoofdstuk 3,4 en 5). Onder druk van NGO’s, en 
tegenwoordig ook in samenwerking met NGO’s, hebben bedrijven een grote variëteit aan MVO 
beleidsmaatregelen ontwikkeld. In het MVO beleid worden de sociale en milieudoelstellingen en 
normen van het bedrijf geformuleerd. Het instellen van dit MVO beleid reflecteert én stimuleert 
de institutionalisering van MVO op het individuele organisatieniveau.

Ook NGO’s die partnerschappen aangaan met bedrijven hebben beleid ontwikkeld 
als gevolg van hun toegenomen contacten met bedrijven (zie Hoofdstuk 5 en 6). Hun 
samenwerkingstrategie is langzaamaan vastgelegd in formeel beleid. Dit beleid is ontwikkeld om 
het risico op legitimiteit- en autonomieverlies dat aan partnerschappen kleeft te minimaliseren, 
en om de sociale en milieueffecten van de partnerschappen te maximaliseren.

Organisatiestructuren
Zowel bedrijven als de coöperatieve NGO’s hebben nieuwe organisatiestructuren ontwikkeld 
om het management van hun toegenomen interactie te accommoderen. Bij de bedrijven 
die onderzocht werden, zijn functies aangepast en geschapen om interacties met NGO’s te 
managen (zie Hoofdstuk 3 en 4). Op een vergelijkbare wijze zijn MVO afdelingen ontstaan, 
die het bovengenoemde MVO beleid moeten ontwikkelen en implementeren. Zulke 
organisatiestructuren drukken de institutionalisering van bedrijf-NGO interacties en MVO 
uit. Ook stimuleren zij een verdere institutionalisering, aangezien de managers die binnen deze 
structuren worden aangesteld weer nieuwe standaardprocedures en nieuw beleid zullen gaan 
ontwikkelen.

NGO’s die samenwerken met bedrijven hebben een vergelijkbare ontwikkeling doorgemaakt. 
Deze organisaties zijn ook functies en afdelingen gaan opzetten om hun relaties met bedrijven 
te managen (zie Hoofdstuk 6). Hierdoor begint het samenwerken met bedrijven gemeengoed 
te worden voor deze NGO’s, en wordt steeds meer organisatiecapaciteit verschoven van 
publieksvoorlichting en overheidslobby naar samenwerkingsarrangementen met bedrijven.

Institutionalisering van coöperatieve bedrijf-NGO interacties
Bovengenoemde onderzoeksresultaten duiden erop dat coöperatieve bedrijf-NGO interacties 
langzaamaan geïnstitutionaliseerd raken binnen de bewuste organisaties, aangezien ze 
gemanaged worden binnen organisatiestructuren die hiervoor zijn ingericht; begeleid worden 
door gestandaardiseerde procedures; en geaccepteerd raken als mechanismen om MVO 
vorm te geven. Door deze institutionalisering beginnen de coöperatieve interacties zich te 
ontwikkelen tot wat hier ‘private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen’ zullen worden genoemd. 
Het woord ‘arrangement’ verwijst naar de toenemende acceptatie en standaardisatie van de 
interactiepatronen, ‘verantwoordelijkheid’ verwijst naar het onderwerp van de interacties 
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(MVO), en ‘privaat’ verwijst naar het type actoren binnen de arrangementen: actoren die buiten 
de overheid vallen.

Naast observaties op het organisatieniveau heeft dit onderzoek meerdere aanwijzingen 
opgeleverd dat de institutionalisering van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen niet 
alleen binnen de onderzochte organisaties plaatsvindt, maar dat dit proces zich herhaalt 
in vele andere organisaties. Het aantal bedrijven en NGO’s dat deelneemt in private 
verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen is de afgelopen tien jaar sterk toegenomen en bleef 
toenemen gedurende het onderzoek. Dit is ook empirisch aangetoond in de voorgaande 
hoofdstukken: WNF ontvangt steeds meer uitnodigingen voor stakeholderdialogen en 
partnerschappen van een uitdijende groep bedrijven (Hoofdstuk 6); Rabobank heeft de routine 
ontwikkeld om verschillende NGO’s met expertise rond specifieke MVO thema’s proactief 
te betrekken in de ontwikkeling van haar MVO beleid (Hoofdstuk 4); en zowel WNF als 
Rabobank nemen deel aan private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen die erop gericht zijn 
zo veel mogelijk bedrijven langs hele toeleveringsketens bij de bedrijf-NGO interacties te 
betrekken (Hoofdstuk 4).

Naarmate de dekkingsgraad van de arrangementen toeneemt, verspreiden de bijbehorende 
patronen zich ook. Aanwijzingen voor dit fenomeen kunnen gemakkelijk in publieke 
bedrijfsinformatie worden gevonden. Steeds meer bedrijven hebben een aparte MVO sectie op 
hun website, waar ze hun MVO beleid en initiatieven publiceren. Stakeholder engagement is 
een vast onderdeel in de MVO praktijk van bij het publiek bekende multinationals geworden, 
wat afgeleid kan worden uit de herhaaldelijke verwijzing naar stakeholder engagement 
in menig MVO jaarverslag. NGO’s worden bijna zonder uitzondering als belangrijke 
stakeholdergroep genoemd. Voor een bij het publiek bekende multinational lijkt enige vorm 
van interactie met NGO’s een must geworden, zelfs al is het alleen maar uit reputatie- en 
concurrentieoverwegingen.

Het institutionaliseringproces van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen omvat een 
aanzienlijk deel van het bedrijfsleven en het maatschappelijk middenveld, maar er zal ook 
altijd een deel van bedrijven en NGO’s zijn dat buiten de arrangementen blijft. Het feit dat 
sommige NGO’s zich specialiseren in een kritische benadering richting bedrijven geeft aan 
dat een deel van het maatschappelijk middenveld waarschijnlijk altijd (bewust) buiten de 
arrangementen zal blijven. Het is hoogst onwaarschijnlijk dat de meer radicale NGO’s zoals 
Milieudefensie ooit intensief betrokken zullen zijn bij arrangementen met conventionele 
multinationals. Desondanks spelen deze radicalere, kritische NGO’s een belangrijke rol in het 
betrekken van steeds meer multinationals bij private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen, 
waarmee zij de rol van de coöperatieve NGO’s aanvullen. Zoals het huidige en menig ander 
onderzoek heeft aangetoond, zijn reputatieoverwegingen een belangrijke drijfveer voor bedrijven 
om het MVO terrein, met de bijbehorende private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen, te 
betreden. De kritische, campagnevoerende NGO’s zijn in staat bedrijfsreputaties te bedreigen 
door onverantwoordelijke bedrijfspraktijken aan het licht te brengen, wat de bedrijven een 
motivatie verschaft om deze praktijken te verbeteren. Echter, omdat niet alle bedrijven gevoelig 
zijn voor reputatieschade, zal waarschijnlijk ook een deel van het bedrijfsleven buiten de 
private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen blijven vallen. Kritische NGO campagnes maken 

proefschrift-Huijstee.indd   167 04-03-10   08:21



168

gebruik van het reputatiemechanisme om consumenten te beïnvloeden, maar in het ‘business-
to-business’ segment is deze strategie grotendeels waardeloos. De bedrijven die onzichtbaar 
zijn voor consumenten zullen over het algemeen veel minder prikkels ervaren om in private 
verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen te participeren.

Kansen en beperkingen van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen.
Private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen bieden aantoonbaar kansen voor de ontwikkeling 
en verspreiding van MVO. De dissertatie verschaft een gedetailleerd inzicht in de processen 
waarin bedrijven en NGO’s samen innovatieve bedrijfsvoeringmodellen ontwikkelen die 
daadwerkelijk de negatieve sociale en milieueffecten van de bedrijfsvoering kunnen beperken en/
of de positieve effecten kunnen vergroten.

Het onderzoek toont ook aan dat niet alleen de private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen 
kansen bieden voor de verspreiding van MVO, maar dat ook de meer conflictueuze bedrijf-
NGO interacties MVO kunnen vormgeven en verspreiden, al zal dit type interactie 
waarschijnlijk nooit breed geaccepteerd worden als MVO mechanisme. MVO managers zullen 
soms wellicht heimelijk dankbaar zijn voor confronterende NGO campagnes omdat deze het 
belang van hun functie onderstrepen en momentum creëren voor hun interne MVO missie. 
Toch zullen de managers over het algemeen proberen om conflictueuze interacties te vermijden 
of deze om te vormen tot coöperatieve interacties, aangezien de conflictueuze interacties risico’s 
en onzekerheden met zich meebrengen. Deze risicomanagement mentaliteit draagt bij aan 
de institutionalisering van coöperatieve private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen als het 
voorkeursmechanisme voor het ontwikkelen van MVO.

Het vermogen van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen om MVO in het bedrijfsleven te 
verspreiden is echter ook inherent beperkt. Deze beperkingen hebben te maken met inclusiviteit, 
vertegenwoordiging, marginalisatie, ongelijkheid en framing kwesties. Om MVO praktijken te 
kunnen ontwikkelen die op een breed draagvlak onder bedrijven en NGO’s kunnen rekenen, 
moeten private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen aan de volgende voorwaarden voldoen:
1. De belangen die met het probleem samenhangen, moeten identificeerbaar zijn en 

vertegenwoordigd zijn in het arrangement.
2. Het probleem moet via win-win oplossingen kunnen worden aangepakt, en er moet een 

mogelijkheid zijn om consensus te bereiken tussen de belanghebbenden.
3. Er moet een machtsbalans zijn tussen de belanghebbenden. Dit zal in de meeste gevallen 

betekenen dat actoren uit het bedrijfsleven en het maatschappelijk middenveld afhankelijk 
van elkaar zijn voor de oplossing van het probleem, en dat de optie om tot een gezamenlijke 
oplossing te komen aantrekkelijker is dan het varen van een individuele koers.

4. Er moet een mogelijkheid zijn om consumenten en/of burgers rondom het probleem en 
rondom machtige bedrijven te mobiliseren. Dit verschaft de bedrijven de prikkel om hun 
maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheid te nemen en te blijven nemen.

Kritische, campagnevoerende NGO’s spelen een belangrijke rol in het scheppen van 
bovengenoemde voorwaarden voor private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen. Echter, de 
kritische NGO campagnes kunnen nooit alle beperkingen wegnemen.
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Slotoverweging
De inherente beperkingen van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen impliceren dat ze 
gelimiteerd zijn wat betreft het aantal problemen en actoren dat ze kunnen bestrijken. Dit legt 
weer beperkingen op aan de mogelijkheden om MVO via deze arrangementen te verspreiden. 
Waar de markt en het maatschappelijk middenveld niet in staat zijn MVO volledig in het 
bedrijfsleven te internaliseren, komt de overheid om de hoek kijken als belangrijke actor. 
Overheidsingrijpen, regulering en institutionele veranderingen lijken nodig om MVO verder 
in het internationale bedrijfsleven te verspreiden. Ook al hebben deze maatregelen hun eigen 
beperkingen, toch zal een combinatie van overheidsregulering en institutionele veranderingen 
de beperkingen van private verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen doen afnemen en de kansen 
ervan doen vergroten. Dergelijke maatregelen impliceren politieke keuzes die ver weg of 
misschien zelfs wel onmogelijk lijken, gezien de vele belangen die met de wereldpolitiek 
gemoeid zijn. Echter, deze keuzes kunnen niet vermeden worden door naar private 
verantwoordelijkheidsarrangementen te verwijzen als een wondermiddel tegen de negatieve 
effecten van het internationale bedrijfsleven.

Noten
1 Een partnerschap is gedefinieerd als een coöperatief arrangement waarbij actoren uit twee of meer 

maatschappelijke sectoren – staat, markt en maatschappelijk middenveld – betrokken zijn.
2 Stakeholderdialoog wordt gedefinieerd als interactieve, tweezijdige communicatie rond een 

duurzaamheidthema tussen een bedrijf en de belanghebbenden rond het thema.
3 Het strategisch management model benadrukt strategisch management overwegingen als belangrijkste 

basis voor stakeholderdialoog, terwijl het duurzaamheidmodel zich concentreert op de waarde van de 
stakeholderdialoog voor duurzame bedrijfsvoering.

4 Een positieve reputatie strategie beloont een bedrijf met een positieve reputatie op het moment dat het 
bewuste bedrijf zich gedraagt naar de wensen van de NGO; een negatieve reputatie strategie straft een bedrijf 
af met reputatieschade als het bedrijf nalaat zich op de door de NGO gewenste manier te gedragen.

5 De-institutionalisering verwijst naar de de-stabilisering en afname van wijdverbreide ideeën, patronen, 
procedures en regels in het maatschappelijk verkeer binnen een organisatieveld. Re-institutionalisering 
verwijst naar de opkomst en stabilisering van nieuwe maatschappelijke ideeën, patronen, procedures en regels 
die de oude vervangen.
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