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Abstract
The hybrid nature of social enterprises gives them a high potential for developing 
social innovations, but at the same time leads to tensions within these organizations. 
The barriers they face to gain access to traditional sources of funding are pushing 
social enterprises to reinforce their business models and rely more on commercial 
activities, and this fact increases the risk of mission drift and can weaken account‑
ability towards beneficiaries of the social mission in favor of dominant stakehold‑
ers such as funders or clients of the commercial activities. Our research attempts to 
analyze whether partnerships between social enterprises and nonprofits strengthen 
accountability to beneficiaries without hindering accountability to other stakehold‑
ers, thus allowing both social and economic objectives to operate together. Based 
on a survey with a sample of social enterprises partnering with nonprofits, results 
reveal that as the partnership moves along a collaboration continuum to a transfor‑
mational stage, accountability to beneficiaries is encouraged, whereas accountability 
to other types of stakeholders is also improved or, at least, not affected.

Keywords Social enterprises · Partnerships · Stakeholder management · 
Accountability

JEL Classification L31 · M13 · O35

 * Luis Ignacio Álvarez‑González 
 alvarezg@uniovi.es

 Maria José Sanzo‑Pérez 
 mjsanzo@uniovi.es

 Marta Rey‑García 
 martarey@udc.es

1 Department of Business Administration, University of Oviedo, Oviedo, Spain
2 Department of Business Administration, University of A Coruña, A Coruña, Spain

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5510-5924
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9453-8551
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3901-2044
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11846-021-00485-6&domain=pdf


 M. J. Sanzo-Pérez et al.

1 3

1 Introduction

Social enterprises (SEs), conceived as “organizations whose purpose is to achieve 
a social mission through the use of market mechanisms” (Ebrahim et  al. 2014: 
82), are attracting growing research interest (Berbegal‑Mirabent et  al. 2021; 
Mongelli et al. 2019; Muñoz and Kimmitt 2019; Tykkyläinen and Ritala 2021). 
The term SE can refer to different types of organizations, but the following crite‑
ria are usually employed to characterize them (European Commission 2015): (1) 
they are engaged in an economic activity, (2) they pursue an explicit and primary 
social aim, (3) they have limits on distribution of profits and assets, and (4) they 
are independent and participatory in terms of governance.

The current focus of scholars and practitioners on SEs has been triggered by 
the fact that the dual nature of SEs gives them a high potential to foster the so 
called social innovation (Bouchard 2012), a topic that has gained momentum 
during the last years, as (1) industrial economies translate to knowledge and 
service‑based societies, leading to the opening of the innovation process to soci‑
ety (Grimm et  al. 2013), and (2) traditional welfare systems reveal insufficient 
to address the serious social and environmental challenges around the world 
(Anheier et al. 2019). The crisis caused by the COVID‑19 pandemic has acceler‑
ated both trends, showing the vulnerability of many apparently solid systems, and 
bringing to light numerous initiatives based on a community model that combines 
the local dimension with the globalization of knowledge and interconnectivity 
(Dahlek et al. 2021).

But SEs, which mostly consist of SMEs (Shaw and Bruin 2013), face impor‑
tant barriers to grow and scale‑up their activities. On the one hand, reliance on 
the public sector has proved unsustainable due to austerity measures. On the other 
hand, they face restrictions on profit distribution, which makes access to traditional 
sources of funding, particularly equity, problematic. In this regard, McDermott et al. 
(2018: 127) recognize “three challenges that social entrepreneurs face while mobi‑
lizing resources; the first factor relates to the difficulties faced while attempting to 
attract and retain talent, for the financial reasons mentioned above. Second, there are 
fewer financial institutions willing to work with organizations without a clear profit 
motive. Third, access to startup capital is not as readily available for mission focused 
social enterprises when compared with commercially oriented ventures.”

These barriers are pushing SEs to rely more on market income. As Ramus and 
Vaccaro (2017: 309) posit, “social enterprises have been overexposed to legisla‑
tive, cultural, and market pressures to increase commercialization and efficiency. 
Consequently, a large number of these ventures have shifted away from their orig‑
inal social mission in search of increased revenues.” In this context, the risk of 
mission drift increases since they can be prone to prioritizing financial sustain‑
ability (and therefore accountability to providers of financial resources and rev‑
enues) over their social goals (and accountability to beneficiaries could be dam‑
aged, especially if they differ from customers).

Scholars have extensively highlighted that the combination of business 
and social logics involves the appearance of tensions (Battilana and Lee 2014; 
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Ebrahim et al. 2014; Siegner et al. 2018; Smith et al. 2013). Yet, a more recent 
research stream has changed its focus to a more positive side of hybridity cen‑
tered on the “the potential inherent in SEs for fostering inclusion, triggering posi‑
tive societal transformation and generating impact by virtue of their commercial 
activities and exposure to market pressures” (Mongelli et al. 2019: 302). Regard‑
ing this approach, Battilana and Lee (2014: 424) had already noted that “[p]ast 
research has focused largely on tensions that threaten the sustainability of hybrids 
[…] Less studied, and warranting greater attention, are the generative possibili‑
ties of social enterprise, and hybrid organizations in general. Scholars have pro‑
posed that the combination of disparate organizational elements may, under cer‑
tain conditions, provide greater opportunities for discretion and change […]. We 
suggest that the realization of these outcomes is contingent upon organizational 
factors—organizational activities, workforce composition, organization design, 
inter‑organizational relationships, and organizational culture—that shape how 
organizations experience both the conflictual and generative aspects of the com‑
bination of forms.”

Our research adopts this perspective and responds to the recent calls made for 
analyzing the micro‑foundations of the organizational strategies and practices 
undertaken to balance social and economic objectives (Muñoz and Kimmitt 2019). 
Past studies have underlined the role of stakeholder engagement and, specifically, 
partnerships between SEs and nonprofits as a means to achieve this goal (Ramus 
and Vaccaro 2017; Vickers et al. 2017), but we attempt to go one step further and 
analyze the characteristics that the partnership should present to improve account‑
ability to beneficiaries without hindering accountability to other stakeholders. Fol‑
lowing Battilana and Lee (2014: 420–421), “[c]lose relationships with organizations 
embedded in more established sectors will likely influence social enterprises’ abil‑
ity to achieve their social mission [..], but the consequences of these relationships 
for social enterprises are not well understood. [..] By engaging in close partner‑
ships with typical for‑profits or not‑profits, do social enterprises risk compromis‑
ing their hybrid nature? Future research will need to study social enterprises’ inter‑
organizational networks and their evolution over time in order to help address these 
questions.”

Particularly, as partnerships are extremely diverse in their objectives, character‑
istics, value generated, and degree of embeddedness in the partners’ missions and 
core activities, we will characterize the partnership according to its position along a 
collaboration continuum defined in terms of the strategic nature of the collaboration, 
degree of relational development, change involved, and innovation and type of value 
generated, as well as the type of resources provided by each of the partners (Austin 
and Seitanidi 2012a). Then, we will examine the influence of this position on the 
accountability that SEs maintain towards different types of stakeholders, including 
donors, employees, public administrations, customers, and beneficiaries.

Moreover, we will also control for the effects associated with the type of SE con‑
sidered. Hybridity may be translated into different models, depending on factors 
such as whether customers and beneficiaries are the same target or not, or whether 
the enterprise attempts to create social value through the same activities carried out 
for obtaining financial outcomes or, on the contrary, creating social value requires 
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different activities (Santos et  al. 2015). Specifically, we will differentiate between 
(1) work integration SEs (WISEs), organizations in which customers and beneficiar‑
ies are different groups and that carry out different activities to serve each of these 
targets, and (2) a typology of SEs that depend more on market income, providing 
environmentally friendly products and services, renewable energy or other innova‑
tive offerings at a market price, and that seek to better integrate their social mission 
with their entrepreneurial activity, thus adopting other hybrid forms different from 
WISEs.

The contribution of this research is twofold. Firstly, it contributes to SE and 
hybrid organization literature by extending the range of different configurations 
of strategic conditions previously identified to balance social and economic logics 
(Muñoz and Kimmitt 2019), highlighting the role that partnerships between SEs and 
nonprofits (NPOs) can play in achieving this objective. Secondly, it also contrib‑
utes to legitimacy literature by exploring a means through which multi‑stakeholder 
organizations can gain legitimacy, because “we know very little about legitimacy 
acquisition by SoEs [social enterprises] and, more importantly, their situated mana‑
gerial organizing practices that could potentially help them to acquire legitimacy” 
(Sarpong and Davies 2014: 23).

The presentation of the research is structured in the following manner. We first 
provide the conceptual framework and justify our basic hypotheses. Next, we detail 
the methodology, present the empirical results, and discuss their implications. 
Finally, limitations and further research directions are also included.

2  Theoretical framework

2.1  Social enterprises as hybrid organizations

There is not a unique concept for SEs or social entrepreneurship (Saebi et al. 2019), 
in such a way that the term ‘social enterprise’ has been employed “within academia 
as an “umbrella” construct, with wide scope and ambiguous boundaries” (Batti‑
lana and Lee 2014: 406). Despite this ambiguity, a SE is usually defined as a hybrid 
organization. Hybrid organizations (e.g., mission‑driven businesses, social enter‑
prises, public–private partnerships) are characterized by a combination of public 
and private organizing logics (Jay 2013), and SEs, conceptualized as “organizations 
whose purpose is to achieve a social mission through the use of market mechanisms” 
(Ebrahim et al. 2014, p. 82), involve organizations that manage two apparently oppo‑
site goals, social and economic value creation.

From an institutional perspective, the European Commission (2012) states that 
SEs “combine societal goals with an entrepreneurial spirit” (para. 1) and defines a 
SE as “an operator in the social economy whose main objective is to have a social 
impact rather than make a profit for their owners or shareholders. It operates by pro‑
viding goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial and innovative fash‑
ion and uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives. It is managed in an 
open and responsible manner and, in particular, involves employees, consumers and 
stakeholders affected by its commercial activities” (para. 3).
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The European Commission (2012) recognizes that there is no single legal form 
for SEs, but that most of them operate in the following four fields: (1) Work integra‑
tion (training and integration of unemployed and/or disabled people), (2) personal 
social services (health, education, childcare services, services for elderly people, or 
aid for disadvantaged people), (3) local development of disadvantaged areas (SEs 
in remote rural areas, neighborhood development/rehabilitation schemes in urban 
areas, development aid and development cooperation with third countries), and (4) 
other including recycling, environmental protection, sports, arts, culture or histori‑
cal preservation, science, research and innovation, consumer protection and amateur 
sports.

From the scholars’ perspective, the recent systematic literature review undertaken 
by Saebi et  al. (2019: 72) remarks that “the dual mission of social and economic 
value creation reflects the core characteristic of SE” and that is “the attempt to 
combine social and economic missions that makes SE unique and sets it apart from 
activities dominated by primarily an economic mission (e.g., commercial entrepre‑
neurship, CSR [corporate social responsibility]) or social mission (e.g., nonprofit/
philanthropic organizations)” (p. 73).

Adopting an organizational level of analysis, scholars have also stressed that SEs 
have the potential to create significant opportunities for innovation and value crea‑
tion, but also suffer from the appearance of tensions and conflicts (Battilana and Lee 
2014; Ebrahim et  al. 20l4; Muñoz and Kimmitt 2019; Ramus and Vaccaro 2017; 
Siegner et al. 2018). These divergences can appear internally, in managing organi‑
zational identity, resource allocation, and decision‑making, and also externally, in 
managing relationships with different kinds of environments, resulting in legitimacy 
problems and difficulty in the acquisition of resources. The potential consequence of 
these conflicts is the existence of goal displacement towards the better‑established 
o dominant form (Battilana and Lee 2014), usually the business model (Ramus and 
Vaccaro 2017).

To face these tensions, inter‑organizational relationships (Battilana and Lee 2014: 
420–421), “relationships with different types of external stakeholders, partnerships, 
and outsourcing relationships, and governance systems design”, “structures and pro‑
cesses that are designed to ensure accountability, transparency, responsiveness, rule 
of law, stability, equity and inclusiveness, empowerment, and broad‑based partici‑
pation” (IBE‑UNESCO, (2012) para. 1) play a critical role in hybrid organizing in 
SEs, along with the design of the formal organizational structure, and incentive/con‑
trol systems. In this respect, “social enterprises that combine business and charity at 
their core face unique governance challenges related to joint accountability to both 
social and economic objectives […] thereby resisting pressures to “drift” toward 
either social or economic objectives at the expense of the other” (Battilana and Lee 
2014: 419). Next section will address this topic.

2.2  Accountability in social enterprises

Accountability has been defined as “the means through which individuals and 
organizations are held externally to account for their actions and as the means by 
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which they take internal responsibility for continuously shaping and scrutinizing 
organizational mission, goals, and performance” (Ebrahim 2003: 194). Hybridity 
makes accountability of SEs particularly challenging, since these organizations must 
articulate different accountabilities, most notably upward accountability (to inves‑
tors/donors) and downward accountability (to beneficiaries, clients and other non‑
shareholders) (Ebrahim et al. 2014).

Hybridity may put downward accountability towards beneficiaries at risk. Ben‑
eficiaries show a very weak power position, due to the asymmetry of their relation‑
ships with the organization: they are in a ‘take it or leave it’ relationship (Ebrahim 
2003). And, as Battilana and Lee (2014: 414–415) state, “organizations more read‑
ily comply with the demands stemming from external constituencies on which they 
depend for key resources, while they are more likely to resist the demands from con‑
stituencies on which they do not depend.” As funders and customers largely influ‑
ence accountability as dominant stakeholders (Bradford et al. 2018), we argue that 
reinforcing the inherently weak accountability of SEs to beneficiaries is pivotal to 
really trigger societal transformation, especially in those SEs in which customers 
and beneficiaries are different targets and it is therefore more likely that the organi‑
zation favors “the interests of customers over the interests of the beneficiaries on 
which the organization does not depend financially” (Battilana and Lee 2014: 415).

Goal displacement may hinder the legitimacy of the SE. Legitimacy, understood 
as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are socially 
desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, 
value, beliefs and definitions” (Suchman 1995: 574), is essential in SEs to obtain 
and mobilize the resources required for operating (Sarpong and Davies 2014). And, 
as current increased competition for resources may favor accountability to funders 
and customers in detrimental of accountability to beneficiaries, the relevance of 
identifying potential strategies that help SEs acquire and reinforce their legitimacy, 
especially in the eyes of the less powerful stakeholders, will become greater.

Among the different means to gain legitimacy, previous research works have 
insistently noted that partnerships (i.e. formal and informal relationships, networks, 
and alliances that SEs build and develop with businesses, public administrations, 
and civil society groups) can enhance not only their access to economic resources 
but also their credibility and legitimacy (Sarpong and Davies 2014). The key there‑
fore is to identify what organizational characteristics should present these collabora‑
tions to really help SEs in their processes of legitimacy building.

2.3  Partnerships between social enterprises and nonprofits

Partnering with NPOs could be an alternative to counteract the dominance of 
a business logic in SEs, by strengthening the role of those stakeholders linked 
to the social mission (Sarpong and Davies 2014; Ramus and Vaccaro 2017) 
Although SEs share some characteristics with NPOs, they are different from non‑
profit organizations, as they also include a commercial activity at their core (not 
as a peripheral activity). So, the collaboration can be considered as a special type 
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of cross‑sector partnership in which the SE adopts the role of the organization 
that develops the business activity.

As occurs with the SE concept, the label ‘partnership’ is also an umbrella con‑
struct that encompasses very different alternatives in terms of value generated, 
risks involved, and governance structures. Furthermore, it is not unusual the use 
of this term as a synonym for collaboration in a broad sense. In our research, 
we assume that cross‑sector partnerships “mean relatively intensive, long‑term 
interactions between organizations from at least two sectors (business, govern‑
ment, and/or civil society) aimed at addressing a social or environmental prob‑
lem” (Clarke and Crane 2018: 303). Overall, cross‑sector partnerships, and par‑
ticularly partnerships between businesses and NPOs, have been encouraged due 
to the different types of value that can be derived from them (Austin and Seita‑
nidi 2012b): associational value (visibility, credibility), transferred value (cash, 
in‑kind gifts, volunteer capital, complementary and organization‑specific assets, 
…), interaction value (learning, access to networks), and synergistic value (inno‑
vation, shared leadership).

In the case of SEs, we expect that partnering with nonprofits could serve to coun‑
tervail the risk of mission drift in the SE, since NPOs (as representative organiza‑
tions of beneficiaries) can reinforce the role of beneficiaries, strengthen legitimacy 
of the SE, and help the SE identify, contact, and build stronger relationships with 
these targets. For example, and supporting this expectation, Ramus and Vaccaro 
(2017) have compared the strategies followed by two Italian WISEs that had expe‑
rienced a mission drift, finding better results in the SE that elected to address this 
problem through a process of multi‑stakeholder engagement, particularly focused on 
collaborating with actors from the nonprofit sector. Their results show that “internal 
strategies based on social accounting alone do not support SEs to counterbalance 
mission drift, once occurred” and that “the main mechanism to address mission drift 
is stakeholder engagement” (Ramus and Vaccaro 2017: 319).

But not all partnerships are equal, and their impact on reinforcing the role of ben‑
eficiaries in the SE can vary significantly. In this sense, Le Ber and Branzei (2010: 
603) have analyzed the role of beneficiaries in the value creation process in cross‑
sector partnerships, and posited that “beneficiaries often remain marginalized dur‑
ing value creation processes and thus many of their potential contributions may fail 
to materialize.” As Sarpong and Davies (2014: 27) also posit, “we observed that 
these serial collaborations on their own did not lead to the acquisition of legitimacy 
by the SoEs. Rather, legitimacy could be extracted from these collaborations if the 
members of the network can be strategically co‑opted into making philanthropic and 
cultural investments in the activities and social missions of the enterprises.”

Thus, as it was above‑mentioned, the label ‘partnership’ embraces very different 
alternatives of collaborations. Although this term is usually used to refer to relatively 
intensive and long‑term interactions, the ambiguity associated with ‘relatively’ 
still leads to a broad range of possibilities. Scholars have recurrently used a ‘col‑
laboration continuum’ scheme to identify different types of business‑NPO partner‑
ships. One of the best‑known models is the so‑called ‘collaborative value creation’ 
framework (Austin and Seitanidi 2012a, b), which identifies four basic categories 
of collaborations, i.e. philanthropic, transactional, integrative, and transformational 
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partnerships. Except for philanthropic collaborations, the remaining types could 
be fully included within the conceptualization of partnership considered in our 
research.

‘Philanthropic collaborations’ are characterized by unilateral directionality of the 
resource flow (basically cash), from the company (the donor) to the nonprofit (the 
recipient). The degree of interaction between them is generally limited and their 
activities rather independent. Associational value is generated, but this type of col‑
laboration “does not add any more value than what would come from any other cash 
donor” (Austin and Seitanidi (2012a: 738).

In the case of ‘transactional collaborations’, Austin and Seitanidi (2012a: 739) 
note that they “include highly developed employee volunteer programs, CRM 
[cause‑related marketing], event and other sponsorships, name and logo licensing 
agreements, various certification arrangements, and other specific projects with 
clear objectives, assigned responsibilities, programmed activities, and predeter‑
mined timetables.” The directionality of the resource flow becomes bilateral. There 
is higher resource complementarity, and the nature of transferred resources involves 
more specialized assets. The benefits to the organizations tend to be more direct, but 
it is less clear the realization of improved societal welfare.

In ‘integrative collaborations’ the partners’ missions, values, and strategies are 
more congruent as a result of developing closer relationships and greater trust. The 
collaboration is seen as an integral part of the strategy of each organization and gen‑
erating societal value gains greater importance. Core competencies are increasingly 
employed, using them not in an isolated way, but in combination. Interaction value 
emerges as a more significant benefit.

Finally, in ‘transformational collaborations’ the end beneficiaries take a more 
active role, as the aim is to create disruptive social innovations. These collaborations 
are characterized by interdependence and collective action. Their effects “would not 
only be in social, economic, or political systems but also change each organization 
and its people in profound, structural, and irreversible ways” (Austin and Seitanidi 
2012a: 744).

The type of collaboration is defined by its position along the ‘collaboration 
continuum’, which in turn depends on the following factors (Austin and Seitanidi 
2012a): (1) level of engagement (from low to high), (2) importance to mission (from 
peripheral to central), (3) magnitude of resources (form small to big), (4) type of 
resources (from money to core competencies), (5) scope of activities (from narrow 
to broad), (6) interaction level (from infrequent to intensive), (7) trust (from modest 
to deep), (8) internal change (from minimal to great), (9) managerial complexity 
(from simple to complex), (10) strategic value (from minor to major), (11) co‑cre‑
ation of value (from sole to conjoined), (12) synergistic value (from occasional to 
predominant), (13) innovation (from seldom to frequent), and (14) external system 
change (from rare to common). These factors move from low to high levels as the 
partnership reaches the integrative and, specially, the transformational stage.

We can expect that the kind of partnership can also affect the relationships 
that the SE maintains with its stakeholders, and therefore its accountability 
strategy. The analysis undertaken by Ramus and Vaccaro (2017) have showed 
that the closeness of the relationship allows the SE to rationalize its priorities, 
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re‑conceptualize the understanding of the values and motivations at the core of its 
mission, operationalize the pro‑social goals into organizational practices, acquire 
the technical and managerial skills from the stakeholders needed to scale the 
social impact, as well as foster the collaboration of other potential partners. In a 
similar way, McDermott et al. (2018: 126) posit that “[i]t was not enough to sim‑
ply get stakeholders “to the table”; there was also a concerted effort to ensure that 
stakeholders remained engaged over the long‑term”, by effective communication 
mechanisms, using core capabilities of the partner, or encouraging co‑creation of 
solutions for the social issue, among other activities.

Those partnerships positioned in the transformational stage are characterized 
by the presence of co‑creation of value and social innovations (Austin and Seita‑
nidi 2012a), that “involve a higher degree of bottom‑up and grass‑roots involve‑
ment than other types of innovation” (Anheier et al. 2019: 19). As nonprofits usu‑
ally maintain direct and close paths of communication with beneficiaries, since 
they are governed by the principal stakeholders, if a SE is engaged in a strategic 
partnership with a nonprofit, it can be more likely that the nonprofit will be will‑
ing to promote the engagement of the beneficiaries with the SE activities and pro‑
cesses, as well as co‑creation processes, strengthening the power position of ben‑
eficiaries (and also the role of customers in those SEs in which beneficiaries and 
customers are the same targets), as well as the SE accountability toward them.

For beneficiaries, the NPO may represent a highly credible source, and as noted 
by McDermott et al. (2018: 129), “[s]takeholders who participate actively in the 
CSSPs [cross‑sector social partnerships] are formally and informally engaged in 
awareness building narratives through their communication activities with other 
stakeholders. These communication activities may also be thought of as “free 
marketing,” where awareness of the CSSP and the social or environmental issue 
is articulated from a credible source.” We propose the following hypothesis:

H1: As the SE‑nonprofit partnership evolves along the collaboration contin‑
uum toward the transformational stage, downward accountability to beneficiaries 
in SEs will be reinforced.

Moreover, we can also expect that as the collaboration moves to the transfor‑
mational stage, and the projects become more intertwined with the SE’s core 
actions, the extent to which its social and commercial activities are integrated 
will also increase, allowing the SE to achieve its social and commercial goals at 
the same time. The findings provided by Ramus and Vaccaro (2017: 320) sug‑
gest that to develop a successful strategy to face a mission drift “stakeholder 
engagement should be integrated with the overall strategy of a venture rather than 
being free of any strategic motivation and instrumental intention,” so it is likely 
that in such a type of transformative partnerships there are not tradeoffs between 
accountability to beneficiaries and accountability to other categories of stake‑
holders. Consequently,

H2: As the SE‑nonprofit partnership evolves along the collaboration contin‑
uum toward the transformational stage, accountability to other types of stakehold‑
ers in SEs (funders/donors, employees, clients, and public administrations) will 
not be damaged.
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3  Methodology

3.1  Data collection and sample description

We conducted a quantitative study by means of a survey to a sample of SEs in 
Spain. With the objective of controlling different hybrid models, we collected a 
convenience database comprised of two types of SEs.

The first one includes the work integration SEs (WISEs). A WISE is defined 
in Spain as a “legally constituted commercial society or cooperative society that 
[…] performs any economic activity of production of goods and services, whose 
social purpose is the integration and socio‑labor training of people in situations 
of social exclusion as transit to ordinary employment” (Art. 4 of Law 44/2007, 
of December 13, to regulate work integration SEs). In Spain WISEs are consist‑
ently entitled to public subsidies in the form of tax benefits, particularly through 
rebates in their social security contributions.

The second type refers to a different typology of SEs that mostly relies on mar‑
ket income, adopt commercial legal forms, and take advantage of digital trans‑
formation and other sources of social innovation. Whereas WISEs have a long 
tradition in Spain, this second category of SEs has flourished since the beginning 
of the deep economic crisis originated in 2008.

As no institutional public register exists, it was necessary to generate an ad‑
hoc database for the present study, using multiple secondary information sources; 
from private, but partial, directories of social enterprises or social innovations, 
to social entrepreneurship crowdfunding platforms, awards for social innova‑
tions or social entrepreneurship transformation projects, or networks/forums 
of this type of enterprises. Overall, 35 secondary sources were combined, cat‑
egorized in 7 main groups: (1) directories of national and regional associations 
of Spanish WISEs (e.g. Federación de Asociaciones Empresariales de Empre‑
sas de Inserción) or social economy (e.g. Confederación Empresarial Española 
de la Economía Social), (2) private directories of SEs (e.g. ESADE Directory); 
(3) directories of social innovation organizations (e.g. Digital Social Innovation 
Report), (2) networks/forums of social innovation (e.g. Social Innovation Com‑
munity), (4) networks of social entrepreneurship projects (e.g. Ashoka), (5) soli‑
darity crowdfunding platforms (e.g. Goteo), (6) awards for innovation, entrepre‑
neurship or social transformation (e.g. European University Awards to young 
social entrepreneurs) and (7) online platforms of solidarity economy (e.g. www. 
econo miaso lidar ia. org).

This process resulted in an initial database of 345 SEs. We followed the Tai‑
lored Design Method (Dillman et  al. 2014), that emphasizes the importance of 
engendering the respondents’ trust in that the expected benefits of their answers 
would outweigh the costs of responding. With the aim of stimulating their par‑
ticipation in the survey, we contacted all of them by telephone and provided them 
with information about the study, including a promise of an executive summary 
of the main results of the survey. After this encouragement process, we sent 
an online questionnaire to the person in charge of the daily decisions of each 
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organization that accepted to collaborate (294 SEs). The final sample is com‑
prised of 200 Spanish SEs (sample error of ± 4.5% at a 95% confidence level). Of 
them, 159 (79.5%) collaborated or had collaborated with a NPO different from 
those NPOs that could eventually have promoted the creation of the SE. Table 1 
includes the description of the sample.

To assess the nonresponse bias, we compared early versus late respondents 
(Armstrong and Overton 1977). We identified two groups of respondents by level 
of effort. The first group (early respondents) involved 120 SEs that sent back their 
response after a unique previous contact. The second group included 80 enterprises 
from which we obtained the data after an extra effort of nonresponse follow‑up. The 
estimation of a two‑sample (independent) t‑test reveals no statistically significant 
differences (p > 0.05) between both groups in practically all variables of the model.

3.2  Measuring model variables

To measure the accountability of the SE, we use five dependent variables. Each 
one measures the self‑perceived accountability towards each of the five stakehold‑
ers considered in this research: beneficiaries of the social mission (BENEFICIAR‑
IES), employees (EMPLOYEES), investors/donors (DONORS), customers of the 

Table 1  Sample description

Variables Description Sample (N = 200) Sample (N = 159)

Typology of SE New social enterprise
WISE

52.0%
48.0

51.6
48.4

Legal form Commercial societies
Social economy societies

84.0
16.0

85.5
14.5

Type of promoters Natural person
Association
Foundation
Public Administration
Commercial/trading businesses
Social economy enterprise
Religious entity

47.0
19.5
23.5
2.0
6.5
12.0
6.0

47.8
21.4
23.3
1.9
5.0
11.9
5.7

Main area of 
social activities 
(ICNPO)

Culture/recreation
Education
Research
Health
Environment
Local development and housing
Law, advocacy and politics
International development cooperation
Religion
Business, professional associations, unions

18.0
35.0
15.0
19.5
44.0
34.0
13.0
12.5
1.0
14.5

20.8
39.6
17.6
18.9
44.0
32.7
15.7
14.5
0.6
15.1

Size Micro‑sized
Small‑sized
Medium‑sized
Large/mega‑sized

52.0
37.5
8.5
2.0

51.6
37.1
8.8
2.5
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commercial activity (CUSTOMERS), and public administrations (PUBLICAD). 
Each of these variables was calculated as a mean of two items (measured in a seven‑
point Likert scale): (1) to what extent each stakeholder contributes to define what 
the success of the social enterprise is (ranging from “1 = this stakeholder does not 
contribute at all” to “7 = this stakeholder contributes in a very significant manner”), 
and (2) to what extent the SE perceives it is accountable to each stakeholder (from 
“1 = it is not accountable at all” to “7 = it is largely accountable”). The Appendix 
shows their respective frequencies.

These measures were developed specifically for this research, as a proxy of 
accountability considering the theoretical framework, and particularly the definition 
of accountability proposed by Ebrahim (2003: 194): “the means through which indi‑
viduals and organizations are held externally to account for their actions and as the 
means by which they take internal responsibility for continuously shaping and scru‑
tinizing organizational mission, goals, and performance.” We attempted to assess to 
what extent the respondents perceived that each of the stakeholders plays a relevant 
role in defining the objectives, priorities, or types of performance of the enterprise, 
as a measure of the power position of each of these stakeholders and therefore their 
potential influence, and the degree to which the social enterprise is accountable for 
their actions to each of the stakeholders.

To measure the effect of the SE‑NPO partnership on each dependent variable, we 
used two constructs as predictor variables (Appendix), i.e. (1) the overall position 
of the partnership along the collaboration continuum, and (2) the specific type of 
resources provided by each of the partners. To identify those SEs that had collabo‑
rated with an NPO, we asked respondents to indicate whether their companies col‑
laborated (or had collaborated) at some point of the last five years with a nonprofit 
organization, different from those that could have eventually promoted the creation 
of the enterprise, and without considering the commercial relationships established 
in exchange for a monetary payment. A dichotomous variable, in which “1” meant 
that the enterprise had collaborated with an NPO, and “0” meant that it had not, was 
used. In those cases in which the SEs had collaborated with several nonprofits, we 
asked them to select the nonprofit that they considered as the main partner.

Respondents who answered in the affirmative that filter question also assessed 
(in a seven‑point Likert scale –see Appendix) the type of partnership in terms of the 
fourteen characteristics used by Austin and Seitanidi (2012a) to describe the col‑
laboration continuum framework. We employed their model because it represents 
one of the most referred frameworks, and it provides a detailed range of items to 
measure the position of the partnership along this continuum. We decided to use 
the continuum framework instead of asking respondents to select the type of col‑
laboration they maintain with NPOs (i.e. philanthropic, transactional, integrative, 
and transformational partnerships) because “it recognizes that collaborations are 
dynamic and that stages are not discrete points; conceptually and in practice a col‑
laborative relationship is multifaceted, and some characteristics may be closer to one 
reference stage while other traits are closer to another” (Austin and Seitanidi 2012a: 
737).

The descriptors were included in the questionnaire through using directly 
the items proposed by Austin and Seitanidi (2012a), except for the item ‘type of 
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resources.’ In order to assure that respondents did not link the term ‘resources’ 
exclusively to cash, we decided to analyze these descriptor in further depth, ask‑
ing SEs to indicate to what extent each one of the partners had provided five types 
of resources to the partnership: (1) human resources (employees and/or volunteers), 
(2) monetary resources (cash), (3) in‑kind (either infrastructure such as furniture, 
accommodation, technical equipment, or office supplies, services, etc.), (4) rela‑
tional‑based resources (networks of contacts, information and knowledge about the 
environment, brand image or reputation), and (5) internal capabilities (technical 
training, experience in management, experience in project development, promotion 
of projects). With regard to the remaining 13 items of the original scale, we also 
merged the items ‘innovation’ and ‘co‑creation’ into one single item.

We carried out a K‑means cluster analysis to identify homogeneous groups of col‑
laborations based on the type of resources provided (Table 2). Four clusters emerged 
from the analysis. The first group (19.5% of the partnerships) is characterized by the 
lower scores in the five categories of resources. Cluster 2 (23.9%) includes partner‑
ships in which SEs and nonprofits provide the five types of resources to a greater 
extent (with the exception of cash in the case of SEs). In Cluster 3 (35.2%), non‑
profits and SEs stand out, respectively, for their contribution in terms of human 
resources and relational‑based resources. Finally, Cluster 4 (21.4%) is comprised of 
partnerships in which SEs seem to play the traditional role of provider of monetary 
resources (although the scores corresponding to relational‑based and internal capa‑
bilities are also high, they are lower than in Cluster 2), and nonprofits contribute less 
than in Clusters 2 and 3, with the exception of internal capabilities. Four dichoto‑
mous variables (CLUSTER1, CLUSTER2, CLUSTER3 and CLUSTER4) were cre‑
ated. In each of them a value of “1” means that the collaboration belongs to that par‑
ticular cluster, and “0” indicates it does not. In order to avoid collinearity problems, 

Table 2  Types of partnerships in terms of the resources provided

* Each cell includes the mean values (measured in a seven‑point Likert scale) and the standard deviations 
(in brackets)

Type of Resources Cluster1
(19.5%)

Cluster2
(23.9%)

Cluster3
(35.2%)

Cluster4
(21.4%)

Sig.

Social enterprises
Human resources 2.87(1.893) 6.32(0.842) 5.39(1.410) 4.97(1.605) 0.000
Financial resources 2.06(1.389) 4.63(1.567) 2.29(1.275) 5.18(1.466) 0.000
In‑kind resources 2.19(1.282) 5.18(1.233) 3.37(1.406) 3.38(1.809) 0.000
Relational‑based resources 2.99(1.292) 5.98(0.625) 4.79(1.078) 5.27(1.023) 0.000
Internal capabilities 2.80(1.226) 5.96(0.839) 4.69(1.259) 5.00(0.772) 0.000
Nonprofits
Human resources 2.17(1.577) 6.03(0.854) 4.34(1.517) 3.35(2.028) 0.000
Financial resources 1.60(1.380) 4.55(2.089) 3.52(1.945) 1.29(0.524) 0.000
In‑kind resources 2.28(1.478) 5.34(1.197) 3.87(1.625) 2.00(1.255) 0.000
Relational‑based resources 3.16(1.327) 5.75(1.137) 5.06(1.289) 4.77(1.392) 0.000
Internal capabilities 2.62(1.308) 5.61(1.029) 4.25(1.345) 4.28(1.479) 0.000
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we have introduced in the regression models the three largest clusters: CLUSTER2, 
CLUSTER3 and CLUSTER4.

Finally, due to the high diversity that characterize SEs, we considered as control 
variables the characteristics described in Table 3.

4  Results

4.1  Reliability and validity of the ‘collaboration continuum’ scale

A confirmatory factor analysis using EQS 6.2 for Windows evaluated the reliability 
and validity of the collaboration continuum (CC) scale (Steenkamp and Trip 1991). 
The process showed that this scale was comprised of four reflective sub‑dimensions: 
(1) strategic nature of the partnership (importance to mission, strategic value, mag‑
nitude of resources, and scope of activities), (2) relational development (level of 
engagement/commitment, level of interaction/communication, and trust), (3) com-
plexity and change (managerial complexity, internal change, and external system 
change), and (4) synergistic and transformational value (opportunities for learn‑
ing/capability development, and development of social innovations/co‑creation of 
value).

Table  4 shows the reliability and validity indicators. Reliability was assessed 
through the Cronbach’s alpha and the composite reliability coefficient: the coef‑
ficients exceeded the recommended value of 0.7. There is statistical significance 
between each item and its factor, and the values of all the standardized coefficients 
(factor loadings) are greater than 0.5. In turn, the values of the average variance 
extracted (AVE) coefficients were greater than 0.5 for all constructs, supporting 
convergent validity (Hair et  al. 2009). Since the items of the four sub‑dimensions 
show convergent validity, for each subscale we added their individual item scores to 
obtain a mean measure for the strategic nature of the partnership, relational develop‑
ment, complexity and change, and synergistic and transformational value. Moreo‑
ver, as the whole scale presents convergent validity we added these four measures to 
have a global index of the position of the partnership.

4.2  Model results

We estimated five linear regression models using IBM SPSS Statistics 24 soft‑
ware. We used this technique instead of other alternatives such as structural 
equation modelling because (1) in our research there were not dependent vari‑
ables that could be predictor variables of other dependent variables, and (2) we 
were interested in simultaneously analyzing the effect of a wide set of control 
variables. In each regression, the SE’s accountability to the stakeholder ana‑
lyzed was the dependent variable. Results are depicted in Table 5 (standardized 
coefficients and t values).
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Results support the two hypotheses. The greater the value of CC, the greater the 
extent to which the SE declares that it is accountable to beneficiaries (BENEFI‑
CIARIES: β = 0.364, p < 0.01), as H1 expected. Furthermore, the coefficient associ‑
ated with CC is also positive and significant regarding customers (CUSTOMERS: 
β = 0.246, p < 0.05) and public administrations (PUBLICAD: β = 0.152, p < 0.10). 
In the case of employees (EMPLOYEES) and donors/funders (DONORS), their 
coefficients are positive although they are not statistically significant. Overall, these 
findings show that as the partnership evolves along the continuum toward the trans‑
formational stage, accountability to beneficiaries improves significantly without hin‑
dering accountabilities to funders/donors, employees, clients, and public administra‑
tions (H2).

The different configurations of resources do not affect in a significant fash‑
ion accountability to beneficiaries, but they impact on accountability to custom‑
ers (CUSTOMERS) and donors (DONORS). Compared to those collaborations in 
which SEs and NPOs provides the five categories of resources to a lesser extent 
(CLUSTER1), CLUSTER3 and CLUSTER4 reinforce accountability to customers, 
and CLUSTER2 strengthens accountability to donors.

An additional noteworthy result refers to the effect linked to the type of SE 
(WISE versus more entrepreneurial SEs created after the crisis of 2008). Account‑
ability to beneficiaries is significantly improved when the SE belongs to this second 
category of SEs (β = − 0.279, p < 0.05). On the contrary, WISEs are SEs that show a 
greater accountability to public administrations.

The individual analysis of each of the five regression models shows other insights:
The accountability to beneficiaries is also greater in SEs whose legal form cor‑

responds to commercial businesses (LEGFORM), and in those cases in which 
the social area of activity does not include research (ACT_RES). If we focus on 
accountability to customers, as occurs with beneficiaries, commercial businesses 
(LEGFORM) also present a positive impact, as well as those SEs which promoters 
are commercial businesses (PR_COMM).

Unlike beneficiaries and customers, the accountability to employees is greater in 
SEs that adopt the legal form of a cooperative or a worker‑owned company (LEG‑
FORM). SEs focused on education (ACT_EDU), international development cooper‑
ation (ACT_COOP), or those characterized by being micro, small or medium‑sized 
organizations (MICRO, SMALL, MEDIUM) also attribute greater accountability to 
employees.

SEs whose promoters have been organizations from the social economy (PR_SE) 
or SEs focused on health‑related activities (ACT_HEALTH) assign more relevance 
to donors/investors. This type of accountability is also perceived in those companies 
in which the commercial activity has prevailed over the social mission in case of 
conflict (CONFLICT).

Finally, SEs which activity is related to business and professional associa‑
tions/unions (ACT_ASSO) or those that are medium in size recognize that they 
are accountable towards public administrations as a relevant stakeholder to a 
greater extent. Advocacy‑related activity presents a significant negative effect 
(ACT_ADV).
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5  Conclusions and implications

This study has analyzed the impact of partnerships between SEs and NPOs on SEs’ 
accountability. The results show that SEs engaged in partnerships characterized by 
an integrative or (even more) transformational nature, tend to encourage account‑
ability to (principally) beneficiaries of the social mission, but without undermining 
their accountability to other types of relevant stakeholders. These insights lead to 
some remarkable conclusions.

First, the study makes evident that not all collaborations between SEs and NPOs 
affect the individual partners’ organizational models in the same way. The charac‑
teristics of the partnership with regard to a range of factors that define its position 
along a collaboration continuum change the degree to which the SE recognizes that 
it is accountable to its different groups of stakeholders. As the partnership moves 
toward the end of the continuum, co‑creation activities associated with the trans‑
formational stage enhance the relevance of beneficiaries, but also customers, and 
even public administrations, broadening the scope of the stakeholders to which the 
SE is accountable, beyond those investor and donor groups that control access to 
resources. At the same time, accountability to donor/investors and to employees is 
not affected.

Second, customers and beneficiaries gain importance as the partnership 
moves along the continuum, but the effect seems to be stronger in the case 
of beneficiaries. This insight is noteworthy because, although in business lit‑
erature the importance of customers has been extensively remarked, this wide 
recognition does not occur in the case of beneficiaries. The weak standing of 
beneficiaries in terms of (even) non‑profit accountability has been highlighted 
by the impact measurement literature (Wellens and Jegers 2016). Our results 
support the idea that the more transformational partnerships involving SEs and 
NPOs become, the more accountable SEs feel towards beneficiaries, thus dilut‑
ing any eventual dichotomy or trade‑off between the targets of their commercial 
efforts and those of their social mission.

Therefore, while literature usually associates the concept of hybrids with 
irreconcilable trade‑offs between social and commercial goals, our results show 
that it is possible that under certain conditions one goal does not necessary 
compromise the other, in line with Muñoz and Kimmitt (2019). The consol‑
idation of relationships with NPO in the terms described could promote the 
generation of additional financial resources and other types of support, which 
in turn could favor better insights into how to optimize operations. Supporting 
this expectation, our results suggest that SEs that are engaged in collaborations 
with NPOs in which both partners provide a wider range of resources are also 
organizations that reinforce accountability to external providers of financial 
resources and revenues.

Third, recent literature on business‑nonprofit partnerships has focused their 
attention on investigating the organizational capabilities and routines that partners 
need to manage these collaborations, adopting the perspective of the nonprofit. 
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For instance, Liu et  al. (2018) analyze the effect of five basic alliance manage‑
ment routines on alliance performance, as well as the mediating effect of three 
relational mechanisms. In a complementary way, Al‑Tabbaa et al. (2019) identi‑
fies 27 first‑order capabilities, and incorporates a time dimension to group them 
into 15 themes. Although these two studies represents examples of opposite posi‑
tions regarding whether such capabilities should be perceived as being adaptive 
rather than universalistic (the former defends that cross‑sector alliance literature 
can learn much from strategic (firm‑firm) management; the latter emphasizes that 
capabilities depend of the type of partnerships), overall, both show that relational 
skills are necessary to foster the partnership performance, as well as the impor‑
tance of an appropriate management of stakeholder groups. Our research, con‑
sidering the view of the social enterprise instead of the NPOs, supports these 
insights.

Finally, the current study also reveals that the type of business and legal 
forms influences the extent to which the SE is accountable to different kinds 
of stakeholders, an issue that has been little explored in previous literature 
(Saebi et al. 2019). Supporting studies that note that WISEs are SEs in which 
commercial and social activities are usually less integrated, a fact that leads to 
trade‑offs between them (Battilana and Lee 2014), we have found that account‑
ability to beneficiaries significantly decreases when the SE is a WISE com‑
pared with other forms of SEs. For its part, SEs that adopt commercial business 
legal forms seems to present a greater accountability to beneficiaries/custom‑
ers, maybe because the competition they face encourages their customer‑centric 
orientation, whereas SEs that adopt legal forms of the social economy show a 
greater accountability to employees.

Some practical implications can be also derived from the results obtained.
If the goal of a SE is to gain legitimacy towards stakeholders beyond investors/

donors and employees, it should attempt to foster a type of partnership with NPOs 
that is (1) deep‑rooted in the strategic core activities of both organizations, (2) char‑
acterized by a high degree of engagement/commitment, trust, and interaction/com‑
munication, (3) managed in a professional and appropriate manner to implement the 
required organizational changes, and (4) aimed at promoting social innovation and 
co‑creation. And to foster such a kind of partnership, the following suggestions for 
practitioners can be highlighted:

First, it would be relevant to face those frequent barriers that prevent collabora‑
tions become strategic and linked to the core activities of both organizations, espe‑
cially regarding the lack of staff capacity to manage cross‑sector collaborations, or 
the lack of a robust process of design and implementation of the partnership. The 
detailed and practical guideline proposed by The Partnering Initiative (2020), in col‑
laboration with United Nations, can be useful to help SEs and NPOs build high‑
value partnerships.

Second, trust and commitment can be encouraged by means of activities that 
develop a mutual understanding (e.g., encouraging temporary personnel mobil‑
ity among organizations, personal contacts, reporting procedures). In addition, 
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to improve information flows, partners should know the particular requirements 
derived from the environment of each organization, so that each organization under‑
stands the operations and decision‑making of the partner.

Third, transformational partnerships are also characterized by a process of inter‑
nal change. To manage this change, top management commitment of both SEs and 
nonprofits as well as a strategy of change management will be critical.

Fourth, co‑creation processes could be enhanced with activities such as improv‑
ing the participation of the partner in the different activities of the organization, 
showing a positive attitude towards the influence of the other party, incorporating 
the opinions and suggestions provided by the partner into the procedures and rou‑
tines of the organization through a dynamic learning process, and fostering the exist‑
ence of an effective involvement of the staff of both organizations.

The results of the research can also provide implications for policy makers. The 
need to move from an industrial to a knowledge‑based economy in which hybridity 
and interconnectivity are the ‘new normal’ not only demands programs aimed at 
developing the digital transformation, but also training in those ‘soft’ skills needed 
to implement cross‑sector partnerships. For example, educational programs aimed 
at encouraging entrepreneurship capabilities should include in their syllabus com‑
petences required to foster the experience and knowledge about the three sectors 
(for‑profit, nonprofit, and public sectors), networking skills, conflict resolution capa‑
bilities, and experience in the development of informal relationships and change 
management.

Furthermore, the role that NPOs can play in encouraging accountability to ben‑
eficiaries (and therefore social innovations) suggests the interest of developing poli‑
cies aimed at reinforcing the creation and maintenance of these organizations. In this 
regard, policymakers should promote policies that attempt to alleviate those char‑
acteristics of nonprofits that generate barriers to citizens’ involvement, for example 
policies that enhance the development of good‑governance practices and reporting 
mechanisms to foster transparency in these organizations.

6  Limitations and further research

The research is not free of limitations. The first one refers to the sample. We have dis‑
tinguished between WISEs and other SEs which tend to adopt commercial legal forms 
and better integrate their social mission with their entrepreneurial activity. Nevertheless, 
our data do not allow us to differentiate the whole range of possible hybrid models. In 
this regard, Santos et al. (2015) have identified four basic groups of models: (1) mar‑
ket hybrids (customers are also the beneficiaries, and social value spillovers are created 
by the same market‑based activities); (2) blending hybrids (customers and beneficiaries 
are the same target, but creating social value requires different activities); (3) bridging 
hybrids (in which the organization attempts to create social value for beneficiaries who 
are different from the customers, through the same activities carried out for obtaining 
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financial outcomes); and (4) coupling hybrids (which use differentiated models to serve 
beneficiaries and customers).

Second, the research has focused only on the SE self‑perceived accountabil‑
ity, but neither the nonprofits’ nor the stakeholders’ viewpoints have been directly 
assessed.

Addressing these gaps can serve as possible ways to advance in this research. 
Moreover, two additional possibilities can be noted.

The former is related to value co‑creation in SEs. In the current research we refer 
to value co‑creation in general terms, meaning activities such as the participation of 
the stakeholders in the different stages of the decision process, the fact that there is 
reciprocity between the partners, the existence of a dynamic learning process, and the 
existence of an effective engagement of the SE with the NPO to foster a long‑term 
relationship. It would be also noteworthy to focus this broad perspective on exploring 
the effect of partnerships between SEs and NPOs on the so‑called ‘brand value co‑
creation’ (Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2016). As Ramaswamy and Ozcan (2016, p. 97) 
highlight, “brands are now increasingly seen in light of collaborative, value creation 
activities of a firm and all of its stakeholders, and brand value as a collective measure 
of all stakeholders’ perceived values.” SEs could obtain important benefits from co‑
creating brand value with NPOs and beneficiaries, and further research can be devoted 
to investigate the required activities involved in that process.

The second potential line for future research could address the effect of the fit 
between the internal conditions of the partnerships (e.g., social context factors such 
as trust, commitment, level of communication, or other internal conditions such as, 
for example, formalization) and different collaboration forms (cause‑related market‑
ing campaigns, sponsorships, corporate volunteering programs, joint ventures, etc.) 
on partnership performance and results, in line with what other previous works have 
carried out (Murray and Kotabe 2005).

Appendix

See Tables 
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