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Introduction 
Development actors today are increasingly recognizing and engaging the private sector as a key 

partner to achieve sustainable development results. This discussion note focuses on the 

materialization of this trend in the sector of development NGOs. By compiling different insights and 

burning questions on how NGOs and private sector actors interact, it aims to feed a critical reflection 

and discussion on the current state of play of and ways forward for NGO – business interactions.   

This discussion note was drafted in preparation of the 11.11.11 workshop ‘NGO’s en bedrijven: 

maagd blijven of allemaal samen in bed?’ on the relation between Belgian NGOs and the private 

sector. The different issues and questions raised in this note should be considered as a starting point 

for further discussion during the workshop. 

Drivers pushing the private sector (back) on the development agenda 
Outlooks on development and development cooperation have been characterized by a succession of 

paradigms advocating differing divisions of labour between market, state and civil society. 

Consequently, the ways and extent in which development policy viewed and engaged the private 

sector as an explicit actor in development varied extensively over time.  

Realignment of the roles of the state and the private sector  

A distinctive trend among OESO/DAC donors has been to disapprove of development cooperation 

that benefits the donor’s private sector, and instead move towards the untying of aid and a focus on 

soft instead of productive sectors of development. However, currently several drivers are triggering a 

renewed interest in the role of the private sector in development (Huyse and Vaes 2012, 26): 

 the financial crisis and the search for alternative financing mechanisms that might mobilize 

private sector funds for development;  

 the prevailing assumption amongst policy makers and entrepreneurs that business would be 

good (or even better) at delivering on aid effectiveness 

 the expected impact of climate change on global food supply chains as an incentive for 

investment in sustainable business models 

 the central role private sector has been given in the development strategies of some 

emerging economies (e.g. China) 
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 the external pressure from watchdog NGOs, trade unions and media to improve the social 

and ecological business practices 

 the political preferences by right wing governments in a number of European countries for a 

larger role of the market in the governance of aid 

 the emergence of new attitudes towards entrepreneurship and its role in society, visible in 

the increasing attention for social entrepreneurship, inclusive business, corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) and accountability (CSA), and hybrid business models. 

NGO and business rapprochement 

Business is being pushed firmly back on the international and national development agendas. 

Donors, international governance fora, private foundations and companies increasingly support a 

scale-up of development activities with a private sector involvement. Although less proactively 

subscribing to this trend, NGOs too are increasingly (reflecting on) involving business in their 

development activities. Some of the drivers pushing NGOs to follow suit are (Heap 2000):  

 the increased power and impact of private companies worldwide, making them an 

undeniable force and therefore stakeholder in development activities  

 the increasingly privatized provision of  essential services, and the important role private 

companies play in the quality, cost and reach of these services 

 the increasingly pro-business attitude of development policy, influencing the criteria for 

funding and evaluation of government funded NGOs 

 the need for NGOs to replace or complement government and public funding (in particular in 

the light of the financial crisis and the reductions in ODA-budgets) 

 the changing views and attitudes on the role of business in society, in the public opinion, the 

NGO community and the business community, increasingly resulting in experiments and 

innovative initiatives to rethink business and business models. 

The following figure summarizes these contextual drivers, complemented by more specific 

motivations of both NGOs and business to interact more often and often more constructively with 

each other. Through this figure Tennyson (2008) shows that although the private sector and the 

NGOs are often motivated by different drivers, there are an increasing number of opportunities for 

collaboration between the two sectors.  

However, a continuous exercise should be to review the drivers, motivations and expected gains that 

push NGOs towards more interaction with the private sector. What drivers are gaining or loosing 

importance? What new motivations are coming into play? What expected gains have proved futile, 

and what unexpected gains have arisen? 
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Source: (Tennyson and Harrison 2008, 15) 

Different faces of NGO-business interaction 
NGO and the private sector are not homogeneous in their attitudes and practices towards each 

other. Typologies, although often deterministic and simplistic, can help to clarify the specificities and 

characteristics of certain approaches, as well as to map the general trends in cross-sector 

interactions.  

Types of interactions 

SustainAbility (1996) proposed to classify NGOs by the degree in which they act as polarizer or 

integrator, and by how discriminatory they are in their choice of business interlocutor. This led to a 

distinction between ‘sharks’ (NGOs attacking indiscriminately), ‘sea lions’ (NGOs cooperating 

indiscriminately), ‘killer whales’ and ‘dolphins’ (NGOs respectively attacking selected targets or 

cooperating with selected partners after scrutinizing relative performance)(SustainAbility 1996; Heap 

1996). Although a handy way to characterize NGO in their relations with other actors, this typology 

seems less able to accommodate the diversity and complexity of interactions today.  

Other approaches based their classification on the objectives that the NGO’s interactions with the 

private sector serve (IBLF 2008; van der Heul 2012). One possible distinction between objectives is 

between mobilizing resources, achieving higher impact, and solving complicated problems that can’t 

be solved by NGOs alone. Although such approaches can uncover a key difference between 

interactions - namely their goal - they fail to visualize the many different strategies and activities 

used to pursue a goal.  Another possibility is to focus on the type of activity central to an interaction. 
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One could, for example, distinguish between fundraising, transfer of know-how, product 

development, joint campaigning or joint policy work (Pibilova and Lebeda 2013).  

The proposed typology below, originally developed in the framework of the Cross-Sector Partnership 

project (Tennyson and Harrison 2008), also takes the predominant activities as an indicator for the 

type of interaction. Instead of attributing NGOs with a certain label according to their interactions, it 

differentiates between different types of interaction. By doing so, it recognizes that NGOs can 

combine very different types of interaction, depending on the context and partner. By adding 

additional categories, we adapted the typology to be in line with the most recent evolutions in NGO-

business interactions. Admittedly, specific interactions or partnerships rarely fit neatly into one 

specific type, but still it is common for partnerships to have a leading characteristic. The proposed 

typology distinguishes between 8 types of interactions/partnerships, depending on the goals and 

ways of engagement:  

1) the marketing type  

2) the brokering type 

3) the advocacy type 

4) the capacity building type 

5) the sponsorship/social investment type  

6) the business type 

7) the standard setting/monitoring type 

8) the information sharing type 

Each of these types is elucidated and illustrated below. Although these types attempt to typify two-

way interactions between NGOs and business, the descriptions below should be read mostly from an 

NGO perspective.  

‘Marketing’ type  

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Cause-related marketing 

 Product licensing 

 Co-branding 

 Building public perception 

 Widening message reach 
(i.e. to new donors) 

 Diversify income stream 

Supermarket chain and NGO ask 
customers to compose a food 
parcel and donate it to the poor 
through the NGO   

 

‘Brokering’ type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Facilitating large scale 
initiatives 

 Facilitating local 
partnerships 

 Matching product 
donations/expertise to 
projects 

 NGO bringing 
together/coordinating a 
range of players 

 Built on principle of more 
‘transformational’ activities 

 Primary focus is 
sustainability of outcomes 

 Recognizing certain 
problems are collective 
action problems  (Green 
2013; Booth 2012) 

NGO connects local NGOs 
supporting farmers through advice 
and training, with a company 
making food products and 
facilitates harmonization of 
product needs with farmers’ 
production. 
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‘Advocacy’ type (from NGO towards private sector; and from NGO + private sector towards third 
parties) 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Issues driven 
partnerships/campaigns 

 Changing business 
practice(s) 

 Strategic partnerships 
aiming to change policy 
(usually with business 
associations, not single 
businesses) 

 NGO as convincing ‘voice 
of change’ 

 Built on attempts to: 
reach policy makers and 
have influence and 
change mind-
sets/behaviour 

 Focuses on causes rather 
than symptoms 

NGO scrutinizes a company’s 
practices and pressures the 
company to improve - by 
increasing pressure through a 
public campaign; or by offering 
advice on CSR 
 
Company backs NGO efforts to 
lobby local government to  

 

 

‘Capacity building’ type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Employee 
engagement 

 Capacity building 
(internal or external) 

 Institution building 
partnerships 

 Jointly designed 
projects/programmes 

 Seeks to bring about changes in 
behaviour and systems 

 Essentially about empowerment 

Large accountancy firm gives its 
employees the opportunity to 
volunteer their professional 
skills, NGO use the capacity  to 
arrange pro bono financial advice 
for partner NGOs 

 

‘Sponsorship/social investment’ type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Donations of cash, 
products or gifts in 
kind 

 Pro bono work 

 Employee 
fundraising/payroll 
giving 
 

 Focus on effective marketing 

 Build on senior-level 
relationships 

 Based on moral 
imperative/emotional response 
to poverty 

A company financially supports a 
specific NGO project, and 
communicates about this 
engagement 

 

‘Business’  type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Advisory services to 
improve business 
practices 

 Social business 
development 

 Alternative 
technology/product 
development (BoP) 

 Joint venture 

 Uses core business 
priorities as prompt 

 Accepts that business 
need to be profit-
making 

NGO and company co-create a 
product for low income market (e.g. 
portable, cheap water purifier) 
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‘Standard setting & monitoring’ type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Certification 

 Standard setting 

 Monitoring 

 Business-like 

 Use of well-defined, 
normative criteria to 
determine compliance 
with certain 
standard/label 

NGOs are part of entity/body which 
controls/monitors or even certifies fair 
trade products of companies 

 

‘Information sharing’ type 

Engagement options Characteristics Example 

 Information 
exchange 

 Network sharing 

 Research 
 

 Looking for a synergy 
between 
informational/network/rese
arch resources and 
development goals 

 Not necessarily aimed at 
supporting core business of 
company  

Mobile network providers share data 
on purchased credits with UNDP who 
can use it as an early warning system 
for increase in poverty.  

Spider web approach  

An interesting way to visualize an 

organization’s approach toward 

business is by drawing a spider 

chart. The chart below shows in 

blue an (improbable) example of an 

organization that is fully and equally 

committed to all types of 

interaction, and another one in red 

that focuses strongly on advocacy 

(5) in combination with some 

information sharing (2) and business 

type interaction (2). The 

organization also considers its 

interaction with business a bit as 

capacity building (1) but they don’t 

engage in marketing or sponsorship 

types of engagement (0).  

To what extent are the interactions with business and/or the policy on business engagement aimed 

at: brokering, advocacy, standard setting, information sharing, capacity building, marketing, 

sponsorship or business development? By rating current interactions with / policy on business on a 

scale of 1 to 5 for each of the types, and connecting the dots, organizations can obtain a spider web 

that visualizes its relations with the private sector. 
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Developing a spider web helps to gain more insight in the different types of interaction that an 

organization undertakes and what types of interaction dominate. This provides a good stepping 

stone for a reflection on the organization’s attitude towards business, its priorities in its relation with 

business, and the compatibility of the different interactions with the private sector. It also allows for 

a more systematic analysis of which costs en benefits can be associated with which type of 

interaction. 

Trend spotting 

One important underlying choice in the typology described above, is the recognition of a vast 

diversity in NGO-business relations. A forceful public campaign to name and shame a company, or a 

durable NGO-company partnership aimed at developing life-altering BoP products, it can all be 

counted as a way to involve or interact with private sector companies. Moreover, NGOs can combine 

different types of interaction. This diversity complicates the spotting of trends in the popularity and 

success of certain types of interaction. However, one trend seems to be clear: Increasingly the two 

sector – business and NGOs – are looking beyond fighting and funding each other, and exploring 

other types of interaction that involve the sharing of expertise, resources and agendas (“NGO and 

the Private Sector” 2000). 

Gains, risks and obstacles when going beyond ‘fighting’  
With the large diversity of interaction in mind, it also becomes difficult to pinpoint the main gains, 

risks and obstacles, as those are often specific for a certain type of interaction: an NGO partnering 

with a company will have different issues to tackle than an NGO launching a huge campaign against a 

company. Still, different studies investigating the past and current experiences with types of 

interaction that go beyond ‘fighting (watchdog role) do present some general lessons learned on the 

up- and downsides of business involvement.  

Obstacles standing between NGOs and business 

In the framework of a study on Development Education and Awareness Raising (DEAR) by Belgian 

development NGOs, HIVA found the private sector to be an underserved target group. This seemed 

to be due to a limited supply of DEAR activities aimed at the private sector, the undated nature of 

the existing activities and the limited demand coming from private sector actors. Although with its 

focus on DEAR, the study did not relate to all types of interaction, some findings proved to be 

relevant for NGO-business relations in general. From the interviews with NGO and private sector 

representatives, some obstacles for business-NGO rapprochement could be distilled (although by no 

means constituting an exhaustive list) (Vaes and Van Ongevalle 2013): 

 Negative stereotypes and perceptions on both sides run deep. Development cooperation and 

NGOs seems to have a huge image problem amongst private sector actors. They consider 

development cooperation a sector demise, and question the accountability and efficiency of 

NGOs. NGOs, from their side, continue to attribute private sector actors with a profit 

maximization rationale and question their potential to contribute to development objectives, 

or plainly consider business actors as exploitative.  

 Business actors argue that NGOs lack feeling with, and even respect for, the private sector. 

They perceive NGOs as ignorant about the private sector, which shows for example in their 

failure to take into account the diversity within the private sector. NGOs are also perceived 
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as paternalistic and ‘stuck on the moral high ground’. NGOs feel that companies don’t know 

the development sector at all, and that they uninformed about the track records of NGOs or 

the recent efforts toward improved in accountability and effectiveness.  

 Organizational traits as well as current trends in the private sector can also partially explain a 

mismatch between NGO and business. Substantial but often tacit differences in the 

management of companies and NGOs can complicate the interaction between them, and 

may cause misunderstandings or feed distrust. The current economic climate puts efforts for 

expanding corporate social responsibility under pressure and pushes companies to go ‘back 

to the basics’. This aligns with the current focus on embedding companies locally, at the 

detriment of the global dimension of CSR. 

 Companies want a win-win and a personalized approach for their interactions with NGOs. So 

far, NGOs often fail to come up with the right arguments, in the rights words and in the right 

format. Presentation, communication, argumentation and the proposed formulas for 

interaction seem not to fit the private sector well. 

How significant and influential are these obstacles for all and each of the interaction types? What 

other obstacles are being experiences? How do obstacles differ for different NGOs or private sector 

actors? 

As Tennyson (2003) notes, even if there are many good reasons for collaboration to tackle major 

development issues, it is not always obvious to all that this is the best way forward. It is also not 

always easy to promote collaboration in particularly unsympathetic cultural, political or economic 

contexts. He distinguishes obstacles can be found at very different levels (Tennyson 2003, 5):  

 

•Prevailing attitude of scepticism 

•Rigid / preconceived attitudes about specific sectors / partners 

•Inflated expectations of what is possible 
general public 

•Public sector: bureaucratic and intransigent 

•Business sector: single-minded and competitive 

•Civil society: combative and territorial 

negative sectoral 
caracteristics (actual or 

perceived) 

•Inadequate partnering skills 

•Restricted internal / external authority 

•Too narrowly focussed role / job 

•Lack of belief in the effectiveness of partnering 

Personal limitations (of 
individuals involved) 

•Conflicting priorities 

•Competitiveness (within sector) 

•Intolerance (of other sectors) 

Organisational limitations 
(of interacting 
organisations) 

•Local social / political / economic climate 

•Scale of challenge(s) / speed of change 

•Inability to access external resource 
Wider external constrainst 
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Risking what? 

Where business and NGO did find each other in a form of interaction, a whole set of potential risks 

and costs have been registered. The table below summarized some of the most cited ones from the 

perspective of NGOs (Heap 1996; Heap 2000; Wollaert 2004; Aarnoudse and Van Ongevalle 2010; 

C&E 2011; Tennyson and Harrison 2008). 

Risks 

Losing credibility by partnering with the wrong partner, or creating a controversial relationship of 
which the wider stakeholder network disapproves, possibly leading to a loss of their support. 

Co-option and compromising the interest of the primary beneficiaries. By collaborating with a 
company, an NGO allies with the powerful possibly at the cost of the powerless. 

Overselling partnerships, not being rigorous in analysing when a partnership is or is not 
appropriate, not being transparent about the partnership, all leading to increased  vulnerability to 
external scrutiny. 

Considering the collaboration as an end in itself, instead of an instrument. Becoming too wedded 
to the partnership ideal and putting its continuation before achieving the underlying objectives. 

Transaction costs run high and are out of proportion to the benefits. 

Organizational model (time scales, decision structure, and leadership) under pressure as the 
partnership reveals differences in opinion within the organization, but also confronts it with other 
decision structures or time scales. 

Allowing one or other sector to neglect their core responsibilities (and thus the partnership 
becomes part of the problem that could be solved by one sector taking direct action) 

Loosing other forms of resource support because of other donor perception that they are funded 
by business. 

Without a doubt the list is not exhaustive. For different types of NGOs, businesses, interactions and 

contexts, different risks and problems may arise. Again the question is how relevant the above 

mentioned risks are in the current context.  

What major problems have NGOs interacting with business encountered, and how has this affected 

their views and plans on NGO-business interaction? 
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